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ENDWORLD: DOOMSDAY

"Some say there are four ages of man. Some say there are five. Others say the totd istwelve. But thereis
no set number. Human history isnot astraight line. Itisacir-cle. A circle of cycles. Humansrise and they
fal. They creste and they destroy, and then cregte from that which fell to begin anew cycledl over

again. That isthe nature of things."

—The Book of Secret Truth

Future Tense
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Minnesota

They weregoingto doit.
They were going to destroy the world.

Kurt Carpenter stared at the TV screen in the back of hislimousine and tried to wrap his mind around
what he was seeing. Mushroom clouds. Mushroom clouds in the Middle East. A third of Isradl, reduced
to cinders. She had retaliated with her own nuclear arsend, of course, and now the announcer was saying
that there were five confirmed nuclear explosionsin the country that had attacked. Five cities, wiped out.

Carpenter leaned back and closed his eyes. He willed himself to relax but couldn't. How could anyone
relax with the end of the world about to take place? He swallowed, or tried to, but his mouth was too
dry. "God in heaven." He clenched hisfists so hard, hisfingernails dug into hispams. "Wereredly going
todoit."

The"we" wasdl-inclusve, asin "the human race."

Carpenter had long believed that humankind would shoot itself in the head, but he'd aso hoped,
desperately hoped, that hisfellow humans would prove him wrong. "Do we turn back, sir?!

Holland waslooking at him in the rearview mirror. As usud, the chauffeur could have been carved from
gonefor dl the emotion he showed.

"Back to the airport?' Carpenter shook his head. "No. We go on to the compound. The word must go

"Will there betime, gr, for everyoneto get there? What if the government grounds al flights?”
"We keep our fingers crossed.”

Carpenter mentally crossed his own. He had planned for so long. He had worked so hard. A lot of
people thought he was nuts. They sneered and snickered behind his back. A few laughed at him to his
face. "What awaste of your money!" was the common sentiment.

But the way Carpenter saw it, what good was afortuneif it wasn't put to good use? And what better use
than to sd-vage what he could so that humanity would survive to build anew world from the ruins of the
old?

The news channel cut to world leaders reacting to the cri-gis. Every last one was deeply shocked. Every
last one was determined that whoever was to blame would pay. Saber rattling George Armstrong Custer
would be proud of.

It was along drive from the Twin Citiesto L ake Bronson State Park. Normally, Carpenter used thetime
to go over scripts and note camera angles and specid lighting and lens effects. Or he might do
paperwork for financing an upcom-ing project. Or any number of things related to hiswork asamovie
director.



But not today. All Carpenter could think of was the apocaypse and those he could save if only they were
able to reach the compound before it was too late.

Philaddphia

Soren Anderson was working on the thirtieth floor of a skyscraper under construction in the heart of the
City of Brotherly Love. He handled the one-shot rivet gun with an ease few men could match. Hissize
had alot to do with it. Soren was afew inches shy of seven feet tdl, with broad shoulders and arms
bulging with muscle. Add to that his shoulder-length blond hair and hisblond mustache and nestly
trimmed beard, and it was no wonder most who saw him thought he was Scandinavian or Danish.

Soren was Norwegian. Or his great-great-great-great-great grandfather had been. Not that it mattered to
Soren; he saw himsalf as American, born and bred. He knew as much about Norway, except in one
respect, as he did about, say, Outer Mongolia.

Soren was bent over the rivet gun, checking the air regu-lator, when someone clapped him on the back.
He turned and was surprised to find the foreman, Carl Nestor. "I'm going asfast as| can.”

Nestor had a strange look about him and kept glancing at the sky.

"It'snot that. Were cdlling it quitsfor the day. Get your stuff and get out of here.”

Soren didn't hide hissurprise. "But it's only two. Three hours yet until quitting time. Why so early?
"Y ou wouldn't have heard on account of this." Nestor tapped the rivet gun. "Weall need to leave.”

Soren noticed that nearly every other member of the crew was gone and the few il Ieft were making for
the d-evator. "What in Odin'snameisgoing on?'

"Hurry," Nestor urged. "Y ou have along ride to reach your family beforeit hitsthe fan."
"Before what does?

Carl Nestor didn't answer. Instead, he did astrange thing. He held out his hand, and when Soren shook
it, Nestor said, "In casethisistherea ded, it's been a pleasure knowing you, you big lug. Y ou're one of
the good guys."

"Wheat are you talking about?'

Bewildered, Soren watched the foreman join those leav-ing. He set the rivet gun down, took off hiswork
gloves, and pushed his hard hat back on histouded mane of blond hair. Only then did he hear the Srens.
His bewilderment growing, he moved to the edge of the girder and stared down at the city where hed
grown up. To the northeast, the Benjamin Franklin Bridge gleamed in the sunlight. If not for the smog,
he'd be able to see clear to Camden.

Something was wrong. Soren had never seen so many people on the sdewalks. The streets were
bumper to bumper. Horns blared in constant cacophony, punctuated by the shrill scream of scores of
grens.

"Has everyone gone mad?' Soren wondered aloud. He thought of hiswife and children, the three people
heloved mogt in theworld, and alarm spiked through him.

Soren picked up histool belt on hisway to the elevator. He strapped the belt around hiswaist as he
waited. No one else was around. He was the last to go down. He listened to the whine of the cable and



the grind of gears asthelift climbed to hislevel. The car rattled to astop. Anxioudy, he exited, muscles
tensed. He was mildly shocked when he reached the parking lot to find that his half-ton pickup wasthe
only vehicleleft. He was reaching into hisfront pocket for his keyswhen his phone chirped.

Soren answered it.

"Mr. Anderson, thisis BeccaLevy. Thisisn't atest or adrill. | repest, thisisn't atest or adrill.”
"All-Father, no," Soren said. So he had been right. Hisworst fear was about to be made redl.
"What isyour password, Sr?" "Sif."

"l am ingtructed to tell you that the Endwotld Protocol isactive.”

"How muchtimedo | have?'

"One hundred hours, remember? Can you make it to the compound in that amount of time, Mr.
Anderson?’

"I'll get my family there or dietrying.”

"I wish you luck, Mr. Anderson. Y ou have farther to travel than mogt. If at any time we can be of
assistance, con-tact the Communications Center. Welll have people man-ning the phones 24—7."

"Thank you." Soren closed his phone and again reached into his pocket for hiskeys. Nearby, someone
coughed. He turned, his eyeswidening dightly. He hadn't expected any-thing like this so soon.

There werefive of them, gangstas sporting their colors, cold arrogance stamped on their young faces.
Thetalest bobbed his chin a the pickup. "Hey, man. That yours?'

"Yes," Soren admitted.

"Wewant it. Hand over the keys and everything will be cool. Give usahard time and well waste you."
And with that, he flicked out aknife.

Phoenix

Dr. Diana Trevor waswrapping up her last class of the day at Arizona State University.

"No one knows why this should be. Y et it's been proven again and again. The Dominant Fiveisnot just a
human phenomenon. It has been documented in animals, aswell." Dianategarded the notes she had
made on the black-board. "Thefirst practical application was by the Chinese during the Korean War.
They decided to separate the mote aggressive American prisoners from those who never gave them any
trouble. They found that the ratio was onein twenty. One dominant for every twenty passive.”

A student raised hishand. "Surdly there were variables."

"The Chinese thought there would be, too. But the num-ber was precise. It was exactly onein twenty. Or
5 percent. Subsequent research has confirmed the statistic.”

Another student raised her hand. "What happened when the Chinese separated them?”



"The passives gave them no trouble whatsoever. It was the dominants who aways stirred the passives
up.”

Y et another hand. "Isthere any way to tell who is dom-inant and who is passive?"

"Psychologica profiles have been developed, but they're not infallible, asyet." Dianaalowed hersdf a
gmadl smile. "l should know. | developed some of them.”

The buzzer brought an end to her lecture. Her students began gathering up notes and backpacks.

Diana closed her book and reached under her desk for her briefcase. She went out the side door and
down the hdl to theteachers lounge. The TV in the far corner was on and nearly every indtructor was
glued toit. "What on earth?' Dianasaid.

"Shhh," someone cautioned.

A newsman was intoning gravely into the camera. Beads of swest dotted his brow and he kept licking his
lips.
"Thisjust in. The president will addressthe nation at the top of the hour, which is twenty-seven minutes

from now. Some think he will announce adeclaration of war. Others, that he will impose martia law.
Stay tuned to this sation for live coverage.

"What's going on?' Diana asked. No one answered. The announcer did more lip-licking.

"To recap, war has broken out in the Middle East. The Chinese have threatened to retdliate against
anyone who attacks their dliesin the region. The Russans are incensed and telling the Chinese to Stay
out. France has called for areferendum. The United States has vowed to stand by Isradl, and thereis
word from the Pentagon that atask forceis being rushed to theregion.”

"It'sfinally happened,” Dianasaid to hersdlf, then backed out of the lounge. She hurried to her office.
Once her door was shut, she opened her purse and took out her address book. From aplastic deevein
the back she did afolded piece of paper. Opening it, she dialed the number written there.

"Home Communications.”

"Thisis DianaTrevor. My persond password is Colin. | haven't been contacted yet, but | just saw the
news."

"You wereright to call. Wetried to reach you, Dr. Trevor. The Endworld Protocol isactive."
"Dear God."

"Do you anticipate any trouble reaching the com-pound?’

"No," Dianasad. "l haveapilot'slicense and my own plane.”

"Weadviseyou to hurry. If martid law isdeclared, dl civilian flightswill be grounded. If you are dill in
theair, the military might shoot you down."

"I'll bethere as soon as| can." Dianahung up and stepped to the window. Word was spreading. A mass
exodus of the campus was underway. For the most part it was orderly, but afew people were pushing
and shoving.

"And S0 it begins" Dianashook her head in dismay at the stupidity, then turned and snatched up her



briefcase. She gave her office alast look. Her framed diplomas, her keepsakes, her files—she must leave
them behind. Shefdlt no regrets. She had known this day would come and been one of the few to plan
for it. Now her foresight was pay-ing off.

The halway wasjammed. Diana stayed close to the wall until she emerged from double doorsinto the
bright glare of the afternoon sun. The sky was clear savefor afew pil-lowy clouds, and birds were
warbling. It was hard to be-lieve that on the other side of the world, aholocaust raged.

Vehicles jammed the parking lot exits. Tempers were short, and curses were hurled back and forth.

Dianawent to her reserved parking space. She strapped her briefcase onto the back of her bike, donned
her hdmet, and straddled her rocket. The throb of power brought a grin. She didn't bother with the exits.
She went up over the curb and zipped across aknoll to aside street and from there wound her way to
101. She headed west, 1ooping around downtown Phoenix until she came to 303. Here the traffic was
lighter. She pushed it, weaving in and out between the cars and trucks asif they were standing till. Horns
blared and fingerswere thrust at het. All shedid wasgrin.

Presently Dianaarrived at asmall airfield west of Wittmann. It had an equdly smal clientele, which was
why she had picked it. The mgjor airfields, she imagined, would be disagters.

No onewasin the front office. A cup of coffee had been spilled on the desk and severa drawers were
open.

Dianawent to her locker. She took out the pack she al-ways kept ready. Opening it, she rummaged
ingde, verify-ing its contents. Then she hastened to the side of the field where her Boenaand severd
otherswerelined up in arow. She was about to climb up on the wing when someone said her name.

Harry Pierce came walking around the tail of the plane next to hers. He held hisjacket over his shoulder,
and histie was undone. Sweat stains moistened hiswhite shirt. "Dianal Perfect timing. You're just what |
need." "How'sthat, Harry?'

"I'd liketo hitch aride. I've been having engine trouble. They promised to get right on it, but now it'stoo
late”

Dianapatted her aircraft. "Thisisn't acar, Harry. | can't drop you off anywhereyou like."

"I know, | know." Harry grinned and regarded her air-craft asif admiring it. " This little hummingbird of
yoursisarea beaut."

"That's not what you said the last time | ran into you. As| recdl, you caled it agirlie plane.”

"Well, you areagirl. And the pink stripes are abit much." Harry patted thewing. "All fueled, are you?'
"l dwayskeep it fuded, Harry." Dianaraised her leg to climb on.

"So you won't give me alift? Say, to Kansas City? If it'sout of your way, I'll gladly pay you."

"I'm sorry, Harry. | can't. | have somewhereto be."

Overhead, an Air Force jet thundered across the heav-ens, streaking to the east.

"What | wouldn't give to have one of those babies," Harry said with agrin, then turned serious. "L ook.
No more beating around the bush. War is about to break out, and we both know what that means. |
need to get to Kansas City, e-ther with your help or without it."



"You'l haveto find someone else to take you."

"Or | canfly mysdlf," Harry Pierce said, and attacked her.

New York City

Deepak Kapur stared at the image on his computer screen and blurted the first thing that cameinto his
head: "Shivais unleashed.” He pushed his chair back and bowed his head. "So many lives" he said softly.

His cdll beeped and he answered without looking at the caller's number. ™Y es?’
"Mr. Kapur, thisis Becca Levy, Home Communications. Y our password, please.”
"Those silly passwords," Deepak said.

"If you have acomplaint, Sir, you may take it up with Mr. Carpenter. But right now, please, | need your
password.”

"I've seen the news. | know | need to get there.”
"Please, Mr. Kapur."
Deepak sighed. "My password is Y ama. Appropriate, don't you think?' "Sir?"

"Inmy religion Yamaisthe lord of death. He rips souls from corpses and assigns them to what you.
would call hell. He will be very busy these next weeks and months and perhaps years. | hope he has
some vacation time saved.”

"Sir? Wasthat ajoke?"

"Or aphilosophica conundrum. Take your pick. But now that you have the password, do | win the
kewpiedoll?’

"Mr. Kapur, youre being morbid. Areyou al right?"

"Theworld aswe thought we knew it is coming to an end. So of course I'm all right.”

"Very wdl, then. You're at work right now, | takeit?' Sherattled off the address and the floor.
"That iscorrect."

"Then I'm ingtructed to tell you to remain there. Mr. Slayneison hisway and should arrive within the next
fif-teen to twenty minutes.”

"Who?'

"Patrick Slayne, sir. He's head of compound security. He dso livesin New Y ork, and Mr. Carpenter
had dis-patched him to personally see that you reach here safely.

All those considered crucia to our end-of-the-world oper-ation are having security sent to bring themin.”

"What? Preferentid treatment? Why wasan't | told about this before? I'm not sure | like being treated this
way."



"You're specid, Sr. Y our computer expertiseis critica. Please beready for Mr. Slayne. He will identify
himsdf with his password.”

"Whichis?'
"Mighty Mouse."

Deepak laughed, then redlized she wasn't joking. "Wait. Y ou're serious? What sort of man picksthat as
his pass-word?"

"It wasn't hisfirgt choice, sir. Mr. Carpenter said hisfirst choice wastoo slly and asked that he change
it." "Don't keep mein suspense, Ms. Levy." "It was Daffy Duck."

The dia tone hummed in Degpak's ear. He shook his head and dowly set down the phone. "I've signed
onwith luntics”

The image on the screen had shifted. It showed a satellite view of the eastern Mediterranean Sea. A
circular cloud with along stalk was rising to the stratosphere, glowing like the phosphorescent mushroom
it resembled.

Deepak turned up the volume.

"Werepest, the carrier force dispatched to aid Isragl has been obliterated. Congressisin specia sesson
and any minute now the president will address the nation. Specu-lation is running rampant that war will be
declared.”

The newscaster became even more grim.

"No one can predict whether the Chinese will carry through with their threat to attack any country that
threatenstheir Mideast dlies. There are reports of Chi-nese troops massing along the Russian border.
Thereisaso areport that afleet of North Korean submarinesis bound for the West Coast of the United
States, but that hasn't been confirmed.”

"It'stheend of dl things," Deepak said softly. "Some of usdon't die so easy.”

Startled, Degpak spun so fast he nearly fell out of hischair. A man stood just ingde the door. Heworea
dark blue trench coat over ablack Rudolpho suit, white shirt and silk tie. His shoes, Kleinsfrom
Germany, were polished to amir-ror finish. His hair was black, cut short with long sdeburns. He had the
most piercing blue eyes.

"I beg your pardon. Are you with corporate?’
"Mighty Mouse," the man said.

Deepak blinked. "Mr. Slayne? | just got off the phone with the compound. They told me you would be
fifteen to twenty minutesyet.”

"l ran dl thered lights." Slayne stopped and seemed to bewaiting. "And yours?'
"My what?'
"Mighty Mous=™"



"Oh. Yama MineisYama." Deepak grinned sdf-con-scioudy. "Aren't those code words silly?*
"I was the one who suggested Carpenter usethem.” "Redlly?"
Sayne offered his hand.

Bracing himsdlf for the inevitable, Degpak shook it. He had smdll, ddlicate hands, and it upset him to no
end that many men felt compelled to crush hisfingersin grips of iron, asif by doing so they somehow
proved how masculine they were. But to his surprise, Slayne's grip was powerful yet con-trolled. Only a
hint of pressure and a suggestion of strength, and then the man in the blue trench coat stepped back and
motioned toward the door. "After you."

"I'm not ready yet. There are some discs| want to back up. Then we need to swing by my apartment so

| can—
Sayne hed up ahand, cutting him short. "Have you looked out your window recently?'
"No. Why?'

"Maybe you should.”

Deepak stood. He smoothed his Argoni jacket and went around his desk. Thefirst thing that caught his
eye, before he even reached the window, was the smoke. Columns of it, rising from severa points
throughout the city. He heard sirens, so many it wasimpossible to tell one from another. He gazed down
from the vantage of the eighty-fifth floor, and even from that height, the word that legped to his mind was
"chaos." "Isit asbad asit looks?"

"Worse. Therésarumor going around that New Y ork will be thefirst city nuked. Panic has set in. Every
bridge, every sireet out is clogged. Looting has started. The police are trying their best, but there aren't
enough officersto con-trol the peoplein the streets. The mayor has apped ed to the governor for the
Nationd Guard, but it will be tomorrow morning before the Guard can show up in any force."

"How isit you know al this? | didn't see anything about the traffic jams or the riots on the news."

"Y ou will soon. | have other sources. In case no one hastold you, I'm with Tekco. Maybe you've heard
of us?'

Indeed, Deepak had. Tekco Security was globa, with officesin dozens of countries. "Y ou'rein charge of
protect-ing Carpenter's retreat? That makes sense. Tell me, what specific challenges do you foresee?

Slayne consulted hiswatch. "We can talk about that later. Right now | need to get you out of New Y ork
beforedl hell breaksloose."

"Givemeaminute." Degpak went to turn from the window when there was aloud krump in the distance,
and the entire window shook. He was appdled to see aroiling fireball rise over the warehouse district.
"Wasthat an ex-plosion?’

"Yes. Hurry, please.”
"What in the world is happening out there?"

"People have begun to redlize thisisn't a short-term cri-gs. Most are trying to flee before the missiles start
coming our way. Those who can't flee are hel ping themselves to what they'll need in order to survive."

Deepak gazed down again. "Thousands of years of cul-ture and civilization are unraveling before our



eyes”
"Civilizationisonly skin-deep.”
"l don't believe that. Deep down al people are basically good.”

"Cridstendsto bring out either the best in everyone or the worst. Well just have to see which side
prevails" Sayne motioned again. "But we need to hurry."

It took aminute for Deepak to gather up his backpack and afew persond items. He followed Slayne out
the door and down the long hall to the eevators. Other work-ers hurried out of cubicles and offices,
headed in the same direction.

A portly man, sweeting profusely, bustled up. "Can you believe this, Degpak? Can you fricking believe

"Hey, Alf. To be hones, I've expected something like this would happen for along time now." Deepak
amost reveded more. He dmost told his friend about the com-pound, but a sharp glance from Sayne
smothered theim-pulse.

"Y ou and everybody else, buddy. | thought it might, but | never actudly thought it would. | mean, how
crazy do you haveto beto start World War Three?' Alf Richardson shook his head in disbelief.

Deepak noticed that two of the elevators were in use and the third was dmost full.

"Think about it,” Alf went on. "Nuclear bombs, nuclear missiles, neutron bombs, military satellites,
biologica weap-ons, chemica wegpons. Does anyone serioudy think the hu-man race will survive?!

"I know one man who does," Deepak said, but hisreply waslost in a sudden uproar.

A few more people were trying to squeeze into the eleva-tor and those already in, packed shoulder to
shoulder, were pushing them back out. "Take the next one," one man said each time he pushed.

"Theresroom for one more!" atall man in abrown suit snapped. He had anose like abeak and an
Adam's apple asbig asagoalf bal. “I'm Adam Fierpoint, Vice President of Earthfind. | ingst you make
room for me"

Deepak knew Pierpoint fairly well and didn't like him. Earthfind was the company Deepak worked for as
apro-grammer and systems anayst.

"Thereisn't any room!" the man who was doing most of the pushing insgsted. "Take the next one."

The doors started to close. Adam Pierpoint stepped be-tween them and thrust both of his spindly arms
out, stop-ping them. "Let mein or you're not going anywhere."

"Isthat 07"

Theman in the devator punched Pierpoint in the mouth. The V.P. tottered back, more shocked than
hurt, although blood trickled from his bottom lip. Then the door hissed shut and pinged, and the indicator
lightinthewall pane showed that the eevator was descending.

Pierpoint touched a hand to his mouth and stared aghast at the blood on hisfinger. "Did you see what he
did?' he asked no onein particular.

Another elevator was rising. It was two floors bel ow and would be there any moment. Those waiting



surged for-ward. One man bellowed for another to get off" of histoes.

That was when Patrick Slayne faced them and held out hisarms. "The next car is spoken for. All of you
will haveto wait alittle longer.”

"Saysyou!"
"Who do you think you ate?"

Deepak was dumfounded. He redlized Slayne was do-ing this for his benefit. "I'm not going to hog oneto
my-sdf.”

If Sayne heard, he didn't respond. He turned to con-front Adam Pierpoint, who reared angrily over him.

Blood flecked Pierpoint's chin. He balled his bony fists and shook one a Sayne. "I've had enough of this.
No one hastheright to deny anyone ese. Y ou will step asde and let us enter, or dse”

Deepak wondered what the "or else" meant. He tried to push past two men but they wouldn't let him by.
"Excuse me, please.”

"Gotohdl."

Then Patrick Sayne did the last thing anyone expected. Certainly, Deegpak didn't expect it. Sayne drew
agun.

Sedttle

Ben Thomas stood with his hands on his hips and stared at the vehicle being loaded into histrailer. "What
isthat thing?1've never seen anything likeit."

McDermott didn't look up from his clipboard. "It'saspecia order. A custom job for some nutcase movie
direc-tor. | guessfor oneof hismovies. HecalsitaSEAL." "A what?'

"Y ou know. Those animaswith flippersthat baance bals on their noses.”

McDermott scribbled something and regarded the vehi-cle with amusement. "SEAL isa—what do you
cal it when each letter stlands for aword?”’

"Anacronym.”
"How the hdl did you know that?"
Ben took dight offense. "What? | must be dumb be-cause I'm black?"

"No, no, that's not what | meant. Damn. How long have we known each other and you say athing like
that?' McDer-mott shook his head. "Anyway, SEAL isa—whatever you called it—for Solar-Energized
Amphibiousor Land recre-aiond vehicle.

"It doesn't look recreetiona to me," Ben observed. "It looks like something the army would use.”

McDermott glanced around asif to make sure no one was close enough to overhear, then leaned toward
Ben and whispered, "Y ou didn't get thisfrom me, but theré'saru-mor the thing isfitted out like atank.
With tedl wegponsand all.”



"Yourekidding."

"It'sjust what | wastold. I've love to take apeek inside, but the doors are locked and I'm under orders
not to. Youll notice we're not driving it into the trailer. Were winching it.”

"I wondered about that." Ben was wondering about afew other things, aswell. "Movie director, you
ssy?"

"Y ep. Some guy who's made alot of scary movies and ac-tion flicks." McDermott tapped the clipboard.
"I've got hisname right here. Carpenter. Kurt Carpenter.”

20
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"I've seen most of hismovies." Ben rattled afew titles off. "Isthat the guy we're talking about?"
"I wouldn't know thetitles. But | bet the weagponsthisthing is supposed to have are fake."

"l bet you'reright." Ben's phone beeped and he answered it, but couldn't hear for al the noise. Covering
his other ear, he said loudly, "Hold on!" Then he moved toward the op-posite corner of the warehouse,
where nothing was going on. "Who isthisagain?'

"BeccalLevy, Mr. Thomas. Are you on your way yet?'

"Not yet, no. Y our packageis being loaded right now." Ben paused. "Why didn't you tell me you work
for Kurt Carpenter? When you cdled, you said you were with some ouitfit called Home Enterprises.”

"Mr. Carpenter has many businessinterests. H.E. is one of them." Her tone became concerned. "How
soon can you leave Sesttle?”

"l won't get out of herefor haf an hour yet."

"I'll be candid, Mr. Thomas. We're worried. Very wor-ried. The SEAL iscrucia to Mr. Carpenter's
plans. It was supposed to have been delivered six months ago, but afew design flaws had to be worked
out. It'saprototype, you see. That meansthere's no other like it anywhere in the world."

"I know what prototype means.”

"It'samost seventeen hundred miles from Seattle to Lake Bronson State Park. Y et you honestly believe
you can make it herein forty-eight hours?'

"Lessif | don't have any problems.”

"l would expect problems, Mr. Thomas. Were on the verge of World War Three. Much of the Middle
East and North Africaarein flames. Beirut isgone. Tel Aviv has been vaporized. In the United States, al
contact has been lost with San Diego. There are reports of foreign troopsin

Canada, pushing south. Riots and looting have broken out. Martia law isto beimposed nationwide at
ten am to-morrow."

"Forty-eight hoursor less” Beningsted. "Y ou're very sure of yoursdf.”

"l wasaU.S. Marine, lady. Thefew. The proud. The kickass. Y ou're paying me three times the going
rate to get your fancy rig to you and that's exactly what I'm going to do.”



"l hope s0. Be careful, Mr. Thomas." Becca Levy hung up.

Ben shoved the phoneinto his pocket. He considered her last words. On an impulse, he went to ametal
ladder and climbed to the carwalk. Wire mesh covered the window, but he could see out. And what he
saw sent ashiver down his spine.

The Space Needle and the rest of Sesttle's skyline were asthey always were: futuristic, imposing,
impressive. But sirens blared and police and ambulance lights flashed every-where. Smoke curled
skyward from a score of locations. The crackle of what sounded like firecrackers wasn't fire-crackers at
al; itwasgunfire.

Ben hurried down and over to histruck. He climbed into the cab of the truck hed named Semper Fi and
did another run-through. Earlier he'd topped off hisfuel tank and had the engine serviced. Diesd, all,
coolant, tires, all had been checked and rechecked. Once he cranked over the engine, he could be on his

way.
A fist pounded on the door.

"I need your John Hancock," McDermott said, and held up the clipboard with forms for him to sign.
"We're about done. Five minutes and you're good to go."

Ben undipped a pen from his shirt pocket. "Can you believe what is going down out there?" he asked
with anod at the high windows.

"It'scrazy, iswhat it is. One of the guyswasjust telling me that an enemy sub had been sighted in Puget
Sound.”

"Which enemy?'

"Damned if | know. | doubt he did, either. Probably just another rumor. Reminds me of World War
Two, when people were seeing Japanese subs dl over the place and blowing fish out of the water."
McDermott shook his head. "It'samad world out there and getting madder by the moment.”

Ben handed back the clipboard and did the pen into his pocket. Turning in the driver's seat, he made
sure his duf-fel bag wasthere. He patted it, saying, "'l can't leave with-out my babies.”

"Did you hear something?'

Suddenly the building shook to aconcussive blast. The windows rattled so hard, several cracked.
"What the hell?* McDermott blurted. "That was an ex-ploson.”

"l need to go."

McDermott nodded. "I'll hurry thingsalong.” He ran toward the rear of thetrailer.

Ben switched on theradio to an dl-news station.

"Citizens are being advised to remain indoors. The stregts aren't safe. Unruly mobs are on the loose. Gun
stores have been broken into. People are taking food and water from stores without paying. The police
report that outside agitators are at work, but they haven't ex-plained exactly what they mean by that."

The announcer took a breath.



"Incredible asit sounds, our socid structure is break-ing down. It has become every man, every woman,
for himor hersdf.”

He paused.

"In other news, Turkey, Italy, and Greece are now embroiled in the spreading conflict, which the
secretary-generd of the United Nations has described as the beginning of the end for Western civilization
unlessworld leaders can agree on an immediate ceasefire. En-gland and France are mobilizing troops,
whilein..."

Ben turned off the radio. He nearly jumped at another pounding on his door. "What?"
"Geez. Bite my head off, why don't you?' McDermott smiled. ™Y ou're good to go, buddy."”
The warehouse reverberated to Semper Fi'sroar.

Rollers squeaking, the bay doors rattled open.

Ben Thomas shifted into gear, put the peda to the meta, and rumbled out into madness.

Tangled Webs

Minnesota

The drawbridge was down. Kurt Carpenter had called ahead and they were ready for him. As Holland
drove thelong black limousine along the dirt track that wastheir only link to civilization, Carpenter
peered ahead and nod-ded in satisfaction.

His brainchild was a thirty-acre compound surrounded by twenty-foot-high brick walls. Aqueducts at the
north-west and southeast corners diverted a stream into an inner moat, a secondary line of defense
should the brick walls ever be breached.

Thelimo didn't stop once it was across the moat. Hol-land made for the closest of six concrete bunkers.
C Block, Carpenter had designated it, where the Communications Center was housed.

Becca L evy waswaiting. As dways, she was smartly dressed. She spoke into awafer-thin mouthpiece
attached to an ear jack in her left ear. She stopped talking as he emerged from the backseat of the limo,
and she held out

her hand for him to shake. "Good to see you madeit,



boss."
"Give me a breakdown."

"Twenty-seven are here dready. We expect another forty-one to show up in the next eight hours.” "And
thetest?'

"They're aware of the deadline. They know what it meansif they don't makeit."

Carpenter strode toward the entrance to C Block, Becca keeping up with his brisk pace. "Any word on
the SEAL?"

"The trangporter wasjust leaving Sesttle the last time 1 spoketo him.”

"I'm counting on him. The SEAL ismy gift to those who come after us. Provided we survive, that is."
Carpenter stopped and scanned the compound. Two men with rifles were on the west wall near the
drawbridge. To the east were trees and arow of cabins. Beyond that were fields he planned to devote to
tilling. "God. | hope I've covered every contin-gency. One mistake, and well be no better off than those
pour souls caught in the cities.”

"Y ou've done aremarkable job, sir. Y ou have every rea-son to be proud.”

Carpenter entered C Block. The Com Center boasted the best equipment his money could buy, all of it
state-of -the-art, complete with satellite linkups and GPS. A large screen was flagged with dots, one for
every person Carpenter had selected. "Many of them have along way to come.”

"We estimate a 97 percent successratio,” Becca L evy re-ported. "Provided that most of them are clear
of the ma-jor population centers before the missles sart to fly."

"What's the latest on the war front?'

"The United States has responded to the nuking of its Mediterranean Task Force with strategic nuclear
strikes againgt two Middle Eastern countries. China has denounced that as an act of war. Chinese and
North Korean forces have been mobilized."

Carpenter sadly shook his head. "It's only amatter of time before one of our citiesistaken out. That will
be the beginning of the end.”

"Not for us," Beccasaid. "Y ou've stocked enough provi-sionsto last athousand years. The Blocks are
reinforced to withstand everything except adirect nuclear strike. We're not near any city or prospective
military target. Well bejust fine"

"Y ou don't understand, Ms. Levy. Yes, | expect well survive. That's the whole point behind the millions
I'vein-vested in this project. But what then?”

llsr?l

"Theworld aswe know it is about to come to an end. My expertsinform me that the mix of nuclear,
chemica, and biologica wegponswill wreak havoc with our planet.”

"Need | remind you, sir, that the world survived al those test bombs and the bombs that were dropped
on Japan?"

"Thistime there won't be adozen nuclear explosions over twenty years. There might be hundreds, and dll
that ra-diation will interact with the chemical and biologica agents, with unforeseen results. Mutations will



be the norm, not the exception. Crestures and conditions we can't begin to imagine.

"Y ou makeit sound like nothing will ever bethe same again." "It won'."

Philadelphia
"I don't want trouble,”" Soren Anderson said while easing hisright hand around histool bdlt.

The five gangstas spread out. Four held knives. Thefifth had ablackjack. Thetall one crouched and
came toward Soren, who balanced on the balls of hisfeet.

"Give usthe keys, man. Don't make us do you."

"l can't. | haveafamily. | must get to them." Soren'sfin-gers closed on the handle of his ball-peen
hammer. "Leave mebeor I'll hurt you."

"Can't count, can you, sucker?"'

Thetall one nodded at two others. They came at Soren in arush. He waited until the last possible ingtant,
until the quicker of the pair thrust ablade at him. Then, sidestep-ping, Soren whipped his hammer out
and around. He was abig man and it was abig hammer. It weighed three pounds; the head alone was
thirty-six ounces. Dropforged and hegt-treated, it made for aformidable weapon.

Soren caught the gangsta on the temple. There was a crunch of bone yielding to metal and the youth
dropped at Soren'sfeet, convulsing violently.

The second gangsta barely dowed. Swearing vicioudy, he lunged at Soren's groin. He was so focused on
Soren that he tripped over hisfallen friend. Before he could recover, Soren swept the hammer againgt his
skull.

The remaining three stood tooted in dishdief. Then thetal one snarled, "Get him, yo!™
All three came at Soren at once.

Backpedaling, Soren swung the ball-peen hammer from side to side to keep them at bay. They weren't
eager to share the fate of their friends and held back. But it was only amatter of time before one of them
would bloody his blade. They knew it, and Soren knew it. Which was why Soren did what he did. He
charged them.

They were caught flat-footed. Only thetall oneturned to flee. Soren clipped one and sent him redling,
then smashed another in the face and dropped him in histracks. A couple of long bounds and he caught
up to thetall one, who shrieked and thrust hisknife at Soren'sthroat. A flick of Soren's other hand, and
he had hold of the gangstalswrigt.

"Y ou should have let me go, boy."
"Please, miger!"

Soren swung alast time. He stood with his chest heaving, more from excitement than the exertion, and
regarded the blood and gore smeared on the hammer. "So thisiswhat it feelslike."

Thewail of asiren reminded Soren where hewas. He ran to his pickup, unlocked the door, and climbed
in. He set the hammer on the seat beside him. Gunning the engine, he made for the exit. The congtruction



site bordered Seventh Street. He turned right, intending to get to 676 and take it west to 76. Thefirst
intersection he came to was South Street.

Slamming on his brakes, Soren gaped. V ehicles were bumper to bumper and door to door. People were
cursing, shouting, shaking fists. A policeman wastrying to get traf-fic moving again, but dl of hiswhistle
blowing and arm waving wasin van.

Soren shifted into reverse. No cars were behind him yet and he didn't want to be boxed in. Placing his
arm across the top of the seat, he twisted and backed up until he came to an aley. Whedling the pickup
bed into it, he spun the steering whed and drove in the other direction.

Soren did some fast thinking. Based on what he had seen from atop the skyscraper and just now, Philly's
major arterieswere amess. It would take forever to get out of the city. His best bet, he reasoned, wasto
stick to side streets and alleys.

For over an hour that was what he did. Finally he made it onto 676. Traffic was at a snail's pace. Fuming
with frustration, he crawled toward the expressway His frus-tration was compounded by worry for his
family. Eight times hetried to cdl hiswife. Eight timeshe got abusy sgnd.

Soren merged onto 76. He was able to go fifty now, which was ill too dow to suit him. He got out his
phone, pressed a button, and nearly whooped with happiness when at long last it rang at the other end.

"Hdlo?'

"Toril!" Soren tingled with relief. He envisioned her golden hair, the lake blue of her eyes, the body he
knew a-most aswell as he knew hisown. "Areyou and the kidsal right? I've been trying to get

through.”

"My mother called. | couldn't get her off. She's scared, Soren. Very scared. She says military convoys
have been going by dl day."

Soren's mother-in-law lived outside of Harrisburg on ahill overlooking Interstate 81.
"The Nationd Guard isbeing mobilized. Theréstak of sending more troopsto the Middle East.”
" That has her scared?"

"She heard on theradio that gas and food will be ra-tioned. And that the Chinese or the Russianshave a
new biological weapon they're threatening to use if we don't re-call our forces already deployed.”

"Whichisit?"
"What?'
"The Chinese or the Russans." " She couldn't remember.”

Soren smothered asigh. He liked his mother-in-law. She was adear lady. But sheld had Toril latein
life—at age forty—and now the old woman was pushing eighty and her facultieswereimpaired. Which
was putting it dlicately.

"Soren, I've heard gunfire.”
"Shots? Where?"

"Not far off. Freyais scared to go outside. Magni wantsto, but | won't let him. | have them both down in



the base-ment.” Toril paused. " Soren, what is going on? The news makesit sound like the country is
fdling goart.”

Theworry in her voicewas anicy fist around Soren's heart. "1'm on my way. Get down in the basement
with the kids, bolt the door, and stay there until | get home."

"How long will thet be?' Toril asked anxioudy.

"l wish | could say." Soren had more he wanted to tell her but adia tonefilled hisear. He punched his
home number and got another busy signd. Figuring that hiswife wastrying to cal him, he hung up and
waited. His phone didn't beep. He let severd minutes go by, then impatiently tried her again. Y et another

busy sgnd.

Soren almogt threw his phone out the window. When he needed it most, modern technology failed him.
He sup-posed he should be grateful he had gotten through at al. Held read about something called an
EMP effect, and that if a nuclear wegpon was detonated at high atitude over the center of the United
States, an dectromagnetic pul se would wipe out dectronic equipment from the Atlantic to the Pacific.

Soren prayed that wouldn't happen. If the panic was bad now, he couldn't imagine how bad it would
become if every phone and computer in the country were suddenly useless.

The driver of the car in front of him applied its brakes. Soren did the same. Beyond the car wasalong
line of staled vehicles. A traffic jam, he speculated. He hated this. He needed to be with hisfamily.

A secondary road paralleled 76 on hissde of the high-way. Hardly any vehicleswere using it. But to
reach it, hed have to go over a cement barrier, down an embank-ment, and up the other side. He
thought of the money he had invested in having the pickup body jacked up and in buying the largest tires
it could handle. Spinning the whed, he nosed up to the barrier. Someone shouted and a horn blared but
he ignored them. Hisfront tires made contact, and he braked. Then, mentally crossing hisfingers, he
gunned the 367-horsepower Vortec Max 6.0L V8 engine. The front of his pickup legped skyward, and
for afew awful seconds he thought the truck would flip over. He bounced so hard, the seet belt dug into
his gut. Then it was the rear end that tilted toward the sky, and amoment later he was roaring down the
embankment. He dewed up onto the road and turned west.

"Honey, here | come," Soren said out loud.

Phoenix

Shock riveted Professor Diana Trevor to thewing of her plane. But only until Harry Pierce'sfingers
closed on her throat and his other hand grabbed at her keys.

Dianareacted without thinking. She faked her hand down Pierce's face, drawing blood with her nails. He
shrieked and jerked his head back, and she kicked him where kicking aman aways did the most good.

Gurgling and sputtering, Harry sat down hard on his backside on the tarmac and clutched himself.
"Whet the hell wasthat?' Diana snapped.

Red in the face and shuddering from pain, Harry rasped, "I told you | need to get to Kansas City."



"And | told you that'stoo far out of my way." Dianaturned to her cockpit. "If you're fill Sitting there after
I've turned her over, I'll runright over you. | swear to God."

Thelast she saw of him, he was hobbling stiff-legged toward the hangar.

Dianabusied hersdf with the preflight checklist. She re-moved the control whedl lock and turned the
master switch on. She checked the fudl. She turned the lights on and off. She moved the flaps and the
ailerons. She climbed back out of the cockpit, took off the rudder gust lock, and removed the tail
tie-down. She didn't have time to do a complete em-pennage check but she did go to the nose and made
surethe air intakes were open.

Presently, Dianawas strapped in and ready. Shetried to raise the tower but no one responded. "What
on earthisgo-ing on?' she asked the empty air, then decided she wouldn't wait around twiddling her
thumbs.

What she was about to do was againgt all the rules, but Dianadidn't care. She needed to reach the
compound, and she would do whatever it took to get there.

Another five minutes found her on the runway ready for takeoff. She dowly advanced the throttle and
just asdowly pulled back on the yoke. Her nose climbed, her whedlslifted, and she was airborne.

She wastempted to circle the city, but every minute was crucid. The misslesmight fly while shewasin
theair, and even if shewasn't near an impact zone, an EMP or con-cussive ripple might knock her out of
theair.

At saven thousand feet Dianaleveled off. Shelistened to theradio for awhile. It was confusion timesten.
A near-hysterical announcer declared that the West Coast had been attacked, but he didn't say where or
by whom and the signal gave way to static. Another said that federal resources had been strained to the
point of collgpse. A parson on ardi-gious station intoned that the end times were upon them.

Dianaredized her pdmswere sweating and wiped them on her pants. She had along flight ahead of her.
She put the plane on autopilot. Then she opened her briefcase and took out alaptop and a disc marked
Endworld. She got the com-puter running and inserted the disc. Scrolling down the

contents screen, she clicked on afile labeled Correspondence
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w/ Carpenter. A list of letters, e-mails and dates gppeared. She clicked on the letter she wanted.
Dr. Trevor,

It iswith the greatest satisfaction that | can in-form you of the results of your screening. Y ou have passed
the physica and background check with im-pressive scores. | fed you will make amost worthy addition
to the enterprise | am undertaking.

Y ou posed afew questions when last we talked on the phone. | didn't have the timeto go as deeply into
detail as| would haveliked, so now I'll remedy thét.

Theideafor asurvivaid retreat first came to me seven years ago. There have dways been wars and
rumors of wars. Despite the globd conflicts that took such terribletollsin liveslogt, | became convinced
the worst was yet to come. A proverbia "war to end all wars" asit were. To put it more frankly, |



became so cynica asto not put any stu-pidity past the human race—and that included an-other world
war.

With metothink isto act. So | put into motion the plan that has resulted in the compound you vis-ited,
and my grand scheme to salvage something worthwhile from the ruin of modern civilization.

I'm not boasting when | Sate that |'ve amassed a considerable fortune from my movies. | used some of it
on research and development of what | cameto call the Endworld Protocol. | needed to find an iso-lated
gpot asfar from military and civilian targets asfeasible. The property near Lake Bronson State Park is
idedl.

Consgtruction of the compound came next, and | don't need to tell you how costly that proved.

| refused to skimp. The concrete bunkers—the Blocks, as | cdl them—are architectura marvels. Eachis
asdf-contained surviva habitat. Barring adirect strike, they should withstand any calamity to come.

Next was the step that proved most daunting: finding those I'd invite to come livein my new Eden once
war broke out. | consulted expertsin every fidd. It was at this phasethat | came into contact with you,
principaly dueto your sudiesin thefield of dominance asit involves human persondities and societa
interaction.

That was when another idea occurred to me. The brave new world | envisioned demanded a brave new
type of person to adapt and thrive. Thekey, as| saw it, wasto find people who embody that domi-nant
factor you have written and lectured about. Imagine, if you will, agroup wheretheratio isnt onein
twenty—but a group where everyone is adominant personality. Somewould call that an invi-tation to
friction and disagter. | believeit will result in agroup dynamic that will enable usto perform beyond dl
expectations.

Thisiswhere the test you have devel oped for identifying dominant personditieswill provein-vauable.

There was more but Dianawent back to thelist, scrolled down farther, and clicked on an e-mail. She
was particu-larly interested in certain paragraphs.

Y ou expressed amusement when | told you some of the finer details of exactly what | have planned.
"Hokey" | think, was the word you used, athough to your credit you smiled when you said it.

But remember, were dedling with agathering of dominant personaities. By their very nature, they tend to
be highly independent. They tend to do asthey please and resist authority. We need a common bond for
them to share, a sense of belonging that will knit them into aseamlesswhole.

Thekeys, asl seeit, are the two basic building blocks of every socid structure. Without them, few
societies, few governments, lagt. For those I've in-vited to the compound to mesh aswell as| want them
to, they must be convinced of acommondity they share. That common thread is brotherhood.

| know, | know. Y ou'll say I'm too much of anided-ist. You'll say I'm not being practical. But |
respect-fully submit that unless we learn to work together asindividuas, wewon't survive as agroup.

Dianawould have read more, but the proximity aarm sounded. Startled, she looked up.

Another plane was on acollison course with hers.



Sedttle

Ben Thompson could hardly believe it. The radio announcer was saying there were unconfirmed reports
of anuclear gtrike on San Diego. There were aso sghtings of enemy sub-marines off the West Coast.
Add to that word from Canada that alarge enemy force had pushed through Alaskainto northern British
Columbia, and it explained why Sesttle had gone nuts.

The streets were a madhouse. Guns popped and crackled.
Screams pierced the air. Smoke spiraed toward storm clouds gathering overhead.

Ben hadn't counted on anything like this. But when he gave hisword, he kept it. When hetook a
contract, he saw the contract through. Accordingly, when he came to the end of the block near the
warehouse, he braked and opened his duffel bag. His babieslay on top.

When he had gotten his honorable discharge from the Marines, one of the first things he had done was
buy apair of Colt Double Eagles customized with nickel plating and wood gripsinstead of rubber. He
was old school, and he liked the fedl of wood under hisfingers.

Ben took the pistols out of his duffel and placed them on the seat. A pair of clipswas next. Then abox of
45 ACP ammo. With practiced skill he quickly fed cartridgesinto each magazine, then dgpped amag
into each of the Double Eagles. He chambered rounds. Setting one pistol next to him, he wedged the
other under hisbelt.

"I'm good to go."

Ben shifted and pulled out, the big rig duggish until he got up to speed. Thefirst few blocks were
strangely de-serted. Not aliving soul in sight. Then he came to an inter-section, started to turn, and
dammed on the brakes.

Ahead wastrouble. A man with ariflewaswaving it at every vehicle. Drivers had stopped, some
hunched over their steering whedlsin what Ben took to be fear, as the man screamed and raved.

Ben had no ideawhat was going on but he couldn't af-ford a delay. He gave Semper Fi gas. The man
heard him and raised hisrifle. Ben waited until he was close enough to be sure and then braked. He
gmiled to give theimpres-sion he was friendly. Hiswindow was dready down so dl he had to do was
lean out and holler, "What's going on,

"| shot them and I'll shoot you if you're not careful!”

Ben looked at the stopped vehicles again, at the drivers hunched over their steering whedls, and asick
feeling came over him. Blood dripped from the chin of an ederly woman. A man had had one eye and
part of its socket blown away. "Why?'

The man cackled. "Haven't you heard? It's the end of theworld." And with that, he aimed hisrifle at Ben.

A PdeHorse



New York City

Deepak Kapur was as astonished as everyone else when Patrick Slayne drew a pistol. Deepak had no
ideawhat kind it was. His knowledge of firearmswas limited to those he saw on TV and at the movies.
Mogt of the time he had no ideawhat they were.

A woman wasthefird to find her voice. "Areyou a po-liceman?’

"No." Sayne punched a button on the elevator panel. "Then what gives you theright to tell uswe can't
take the evator?' the same woman demanded. Slayne wagged the pistol.

A man with thick sideburns shoved to the front. "'l have

half amind to take that popgun away."

"Youreright,” Saynesad. "l an?'

"You have hdf amind."

The man took a half step, clearly tempted to try. But

then he locked eyes with Parick Slayne and something he saw made him step back and lower hisfigt.
The eevator arrived with aping, and the door opened. Slayne beckoned to Deepak.

"Let'sgo. The streets will be amadhouse soon if they're not aready. We must get out of the city before
we're trapped here.”

Deepak felt he had to say something to show hisdisap-proval. "I can't say as| care much for your
methods"

"My jobisto get you to the compound any way | can. Y ou're considered essentid.”

"No onetold me."

The people cramming the hall started to mutter and whisper. Hostility waswrit on nearly every face.
Sayne beckoned again. "If you please, Mr. Kapur. We don't have dl night.”

Reluctantly, Deepak started toward the eevator, only to be violently shoved by another man who tried to
dip past. Sayne'sarm moved too fast for Degpak to follow; there was the sound of a blow, and the man
folded at the knees and sprawled onto the tiles, unconscious.

Some of the onlookers covered their mouthsin shock. Deepak stared, aghast. He believed that violence
was the last resort of those too feeble-minded to solve their prob-lems a better way.

More muttering occurred. A big man shoved to the front and said in aloud, brave voice, "Arewe going
to let one guy stop us? Or haven't you heard that the news has been saying New Y ork isgoing to be
nuked?'

"Let'srush him!"

"I'mwith you!"



Sayne pointed hispistal at theingtigator. "If they try, you'rethefirst oneI'll shoot.”
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Deepak and everyone else heard a click. The brave man suddenly wasn't as brave and backed off.
"Werewading time."

Slayne grabbed Deepak's wrist and pulled him toward the elevator. They were insde and the doors were
garting to shut when Alf Richardson stuck ahand in front of one. Ingtantly, Sayne trained hispistol on
Alf.

"Don't shoot me!"

"No!" Now it was Degpak who grabbed Slayneswrist. "He'safriend of mine. Heworksin the same
department. Let him come.”

"Your cdl."

Deepak didn't know what to make of the man. He moved aside so Alf could join them.

Sayne stood barring the doors until they closed, then he pressed a button and the car pinged into motion.
"That wasn't the lobby you pressed,” Alf said. "I need to get off a the lobby."

"We're not sopping until the underground garage.”

"What isyour problem?' Degpak cameto Alf'said. "Pressthe L and welll let him out.”

"No."

It was rare for Deepak to lose histemper. Asachild in New Dehi, living on the raw edge of poverty, he
hed |learned the importance of self-control. When his belly had been so empty it wouldn't stop hurting, he
had learned to ignore it. When he had become so sick he couldn't stand up, he had learned to endureit.
When he had been told by an uncle that he would never amount to much, he had quivered with the need
to be someone. "Y ou just said you'd do whatever | want.”

"What you want to do," Slayne clarified. "Not what your friend wantsto do." "But what can it hurt?"

ENDWORLD:DOOMSDAY
41

"A navd task force has been obliterated by anuclear mis-gle. Thereésareport San Diego has been hit.
The National Guard isbeing caled up, and the president is expected to go before Congress tomorrow
and ask for adeclaration of war." Slayne put ahand to his ear and seemed to listen intently.



"What are you doing?" Seepak had to know.
"Adjudting the frequency.”
"Thewhat?'

Sayne moved the hair that hung over hisleft ear, re-veding an earpiece. "I'm ligening to emergency
srvices"

"You'resurefull of tricks," Deepak said, and not by way of praise.
"It'smy job."
"Cooal," Alf said. "Y ou're somekind of security guy, right? That'swhy you have the gun and stuff.”

Sayne held up ahand for quiet. He waslistening to his earpiece. "It's sarting to unravel," hetold
Deepak.

"Whét is?'

"Theinfrastructure. People are on the verge of panic. They're being told to stay in their homes. But alot
of them don't have any food. Or they don't want to be trapped in the city when martia law isimposed.
S0 an exodusis under way. New Y orkers are fleeing the city like rats fleeing asink-ing ship.”

"That doesn't sound good.”

"Isthat really how things are, mister?' Alf asked Slayne. "How will | get home? What will | do when | get
there? | don't have much food, ether.”

The elevator pinged again and the doors hissed open. Rows of vehicles spread before them. Usually, the
under-ground garage was orderly and peaceful. The only hectic moments were during the morning and
evening rush hours. But now nearly everyone in the building who had a car wastrying to leave at once,
and the aides were blocked.

Hornsblared in araucousdin. Voicesrosein the heat of anger.
"l wasafraid of this" Petrick Sayne said.
"We should forget it and wait until things cam down," Deepak proposed. " Say, in haf an hour or 0."

Saynelooked a him. "Y ou don't get it yet, Mr. Kapur. It will be along time before things are ever calm
again. Thisisthe end of your world."

"What's he talking about?" Alf asked.

"Stay close," Sayne said, and he bore to the right. He passed severa rows of vehicles. In one row, two
men were sSwearing at each other over who had the right of way. In another, it was two women. Farther
on, acar had backed into a station wagon and the owners were about to come to blows.

Alf uttered anervouslaugh. "Likel aways say, there'sa Neandertha born every minute.”

Deepak rose onto histoes. He could just see the exit ramp. It was crammed, many of the driversleaning
on their horns. "Well never get out of here”

"That'swhat you think." Slayne hurried them down an aide to where ablack Hunster took up two



parking spaces. Threetimes aslarge as an average car, with tires correspond-ingly huge, the Hunsters
were anew linefor those who didn't care about the cost of gas. Advertised as a " sports-man's dinosaur”
in commercialsthat featured a gorgeous blonde in a French maid's uniform, they had been criti-cized by
watchdog groups for their extravagant waste of foss| fuels.

"Y ou've got to be kidding me," Deepak said. Alf grinned like akid in acandy shop. "I think it's
awe-some. If | could afford it, I'd have one of these monsters.” Patrick Slayneignored them. He took a
smdl remote from his pocket and pressed a button. The Hunster burped and the driver's door popped
open. "Get in," he said to Degpak. To Alf he said, "Y ou're on your own."

"What? Wait. Can't | come with you? Only up to the street? Then you can let me out.”

"No."

"Damn it, Sayne. What's the matter with you?' Deegpak argued.

"Heisnot my responghbility. You are” Slayne beganto climbinsde.

"Wel, I'm not going anywhere with you unless Alf getsto come, too."

Saynesghed. "Fine" herelented. "WEell et him out on the Street. But after that, he's on hisown.”
"Swest," Alf said as he climbed into the back of the vehi-cle.

The driver's seat resembled a cockpit. Slayne flicked switches and pushed buttons and turned akey. The
Hun-ster rumbled to mechanicd life with aroar that shook the walls.

"T-Rex, move over!" Alf sad. "Listen to thisbeast! I've died and gone to heaven.”

"I didn't know you were into muscle cars,”" Deegpak noted as he strapped himsdlf in. He felt ridiculous
gtting in avehicle that was haf as big as his apartment.

"Buddy, cdling thisamuscle car islike cdling King Kong amonkey. Thisbaby isatank.”

Sayne glanced back and the suggestion of asmiletouched hislips. "'l like theway you think." He had
placed the pistol on the console, but now he picked it up and did it between hislegs.

"What on earth ate you doing?' Deepak asked.

"I might need it quick." Slayne shifted into reverse and
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backed out. He started toward the logjam at a crawl. Brak-ing, he pressed atoggle switch. A loud whine
came from undernesth them and the Hunster began torise.

"Thehdl!" Alf dedlared in dlight.
"Hydraulics™

Sayne worked another toggle switch and after afew seconds there were thunks from the front and the
rear.

Deepak couldn't resst. "What wasthat?"



"More hydraulics. The bumpersareredigning so | can use the battering ram.”
"Did you say battering ram?"
Alf giggled.

Patrick Slayne touched his earpiece. "It's getting worse out there. Food riots have broken out. People
arelooting stores. Therésamob at the waterfront commandeering boats.”

"Dude, you rock," Alf said.
Deepak was beginning to regret bringing him. "Don't encourage the man. | hardly know him.”

Sayne put both hands on the steering whedl. "Hang on. And don't worry. The armor plating will protect
usfrom smdl amsfire. But ydl if you see abazooka."

"You'rekidding, right?' Deepak said. The next instant he was dammed againgt his seat asthe Hunster
accelerated. To his astonishment, they drove up on top of the car in front of them and from there to the
top of the next. Meta bent. The occupants screeched and cursed.

Alf let out a hearty laugh from the backsedt.

Lunging forward, Deepak grabbed Siayne by the shoul-der. "What do you think you're doing? Stop!
Y oull hurt someone.”

Sayne shrugged him off. "I need to concentrate.” "But you're hurting people.”

"I'm doing my best not to crush anyone, but I've got to get you out of here." Sayne paused. "Besides,
how do you fed about the two thousand and seventy-six people who died for you today?"

"Wheat are you talking about?'

"Thetask force that was nuked. That's how many per-sonnel were involved. Are you upset about them?”
"l didn't know them.”

"Y ou don't know these people, either." Sayne gunned the engine and drove over apickup and into the
next aide. He made for the logjam nearest the ramp. But instead of dowing, he went faster.

"Please, no," Degpak pleaded. "I don't want any deaths on my conscience.”

"Give me more credit. I'm not the heartless bastard you seem to think." Slayne spun the steering whedl.
"Hang on!"

The Hunster bucked into the air and came down with acrash. It had cleared the first vehicle and started
up the next. The crunch of metal was nearly continuous.

So were the oaths and yells.

Deepak glanced out the rear window. Somehow Slayne had managed to missthe drivers. Most were
scrambling from their carsin terror. Without warning, Degpak's seet tried to achieve orbit, and he
grabbed hold of theroll bar.

"Thisisso cool!" Alf cried.

For Deepak it was horrific. He realized that Sayne in-tended to take him cross-country. He could only



imagine how much havoc they would wregk. It was a nightmare madered.
Then suddenly it became awholelot worse.

For Love of Family

Philaddphia

The Trudae Subdivision was agated community in the heart of Richter Downs. High walls, cameras,
guards on duty every hour of the day and night, hourly patrols, Tru-dae was asecureidand of
well-to-do in aseaof squaor.

Richter Downs, however, was considered a blight on ur-ban sprawl. Once amix of residential and
business zones, it had sunk into disrepair and disrepute. Gangs claimed the parks, drugs flooded the
streets and the adleys, and law-abiding folk stayed behind locked doors at night. Poverty became its
middle name.

Some critics thought building an oasis of wedth in the middle of so much want was asking for trouble,
But the moneymen behind Truda e had confidence in their secu-rity force.

Soren Anderson had driven through Richter Downs athousand times. It was the only way to reach
Trudale. But he had never seenit likethis. Normally, the Streets were quiet if

squdid. Kidsthrew bdls or played on the sidewalks. Teens hung out on street corners looking tough.
Oldsters sat on their stoops or in rocking chairs.

Today there were three times as many people asusud. A lot were listening to the latest news on radios.
They cast scowlsand glares hisway. It didn't help that many were standing in the middle of the street,
forcing Soren to use his horn to get through. Traffic, thankfully, waslight, and had been since held left the
freeway. Again and again, he'd tried to reach Toril. He suspected that the phone lines were so
overloaded, it would be awonder if he got through.

Soren turned onto Ballard Street. Ahead was the impos-ing gate that led into Trudale. Most days, few
people werein thevicinity. The dilgpidated buildings usualy sat neg-lected and grim. Today Soren had to
brake.

People were shoulder to shoulder in the Street. The side-walks were jammed. Where they had al come
from, Soren couldn't imagine. Nor could he guesswhat they were dl doing there. It seemed astrange
place to come. He started forward and they got out of hisway, but many gave him ugly looks, and one
mean flipped him thefinger.

"What did | ever do?' Soren asked himself. He smiled at awoman holding two small children and she
scowled.

Half adozen uniformed guards were just inside the gate. In addition to the batonsthey carried, Sdearms



were strapped to their hips.

Captain Jeffors came out of the guard station and mo-tioned for the gate to be opened. " Good afternoon,
Mr. Anderson.”

Soren pulled through the gate and stopped. "Any trou-ble?' he asked. "I haven't been able to get through
tomy wife"

"Everythingisfine, gr," Jeffors said, but histone and thelook he gave the lurkers outside the gate
suggested oth-erwise.

"Itsamadhousein the city. | waslucky to makeit out.”

Captain Jeffors absently nodded while still staring at the people thronging Ballard Street. ™Y ou made it
jugtintime. There's been talk on the news of closing down the city as soon asthe Guard is brought in.”

"How do you close down an entire city?' To Soren the idea was preposterous.

"By whatever means necessary,” Jeffors said, then snapped his head up a the wail of asireninthe
distance. "That one's an ambulance. Just awhile ago it wasthe police.”

The sound jarred Soren. "Well, | better be going. My family will beworried.”
"Good luck, Mr. Anderson.”
"Odin preserveyou.”

Captain Jefforstore his gaze from the street. "Oh. That'sright. Y ou're the one they cdll the Norse nut.”
He smiled good-naturedly.

Soren could have explained that there was moreto it than that. A lot more. He could have told Jeffors
that to him the Norse gods were more than myth; they were hisreligion. But he didn't. It would only
result in the same amused regard he was used to. He shifted hisfoot to the gas peda and drove up the
hill to Wyndemere Circle.

Three faces were pressed to the picture window. They were out the front door before he came to astop
inthe driveway. Toril held back so he could hug Freyaand Magni, then she wasin hisarms, warm and
soft and smelling won-derful.

Soren had to swallow to speak. "'l was so worried." " So were we. There's been more shooting.” Toril
looked toward the far-off high fence. "Are we safe, Soren?”

"Why wouldn't we be?" Soren yearned to smother her with kisses, but they were right out in the open
and the kidswere there. "Comeon. Let'sgoin." "l still can't reach Mother.”

Soren held the door for them. He thought he heard aloud cry from the vicinity of the gate. He looked,
athough he couldn't see the gate for the intervening buildings. He listened, but the cry wasn't repeated.

"Did you forget something?" Toril asked.

"No." Soren closed the door and locked it. He followed them up the stairs to the living room. A picture
window ran the length of onewall. Below spread the city. Heliked the view. Most daysit relaxed him.
But today it filled him with unease. Or maybe it was the smoke and the Sirens.

"I'm happy you came home early. The news makesir sound bad out there.”
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Soren put hisarm around Toril and she rested her cheek on his chest. For al of aminute they stood
there, alone and complete and safe. Then, faint but unmistakable, came the sound of ascream, and Soren
shook himself and straight-ened. "There's something you need to know."

"You look so serious. What can it be?'

Soren told her everything. How he had seen an ad in the back of Popular Mechanics. Someone needed
skilled crafts-men. The pay was a one-time lump sum. A large sum. The specific job wasn't mentioned.
Dallar sgnsfloating in his head, Soren answered the ad. To his surprise, he was sent a psychologica
exam, aswell as an gpplication form. He filled them out and sent them in. To his greater surprise, about
ten weekslater he was notified by certified mail that he had been selected.

Soren met in Philadel phiawith awoman named Becca Levy. She apologized for the secrecy, then
dropped the bombshell that she worked for Kurt Carpenter, the famous filmmaker, and that Carpenter
had constructed a survivalist compound in the wilds of northern Minnesota and was looking to invite
peopleto live there, should the unthink-able become real.

"Not just anybody," Becca Levy had said. "Only specid people who fit specia needs. People like you,
Mr. Anderson.

Soren had asked the question uppermost on his mind. "When will we be paid the money promised in the
m?l

Levy had produced a checkbook. "I'm authorized to disburse funds once you've signed our standard
contract.”

Now, standing at the picture window with hiswife, Soren gazed down at the driveway. "That's how |
was ableto afford the truck.”

"And you never told me?'

The hurt in her tone cut Soren deeply. "I never thought anything would come of it. | honestly never redly
expected there would be another world war."

"So what now?"

Before Soren could answer, Freyacalled out from the far corner where she and Magni were watching
TV.

"Mom! Dad! Y ou need to come see this."

Soren clasped Toril's hand and went over. Both children were on their bellies on the wood floor. On the
flat screen avisbly shaken announcer had paused to collect himsdlf.

"What isit?' Soren asked.
"Hejust said—" Freyabegan, but stopped when the newsman started to speak.

"I repeat. Thisjust in. There have been three nu-clear attacks on the West Coast. San Diego, San
Fran-cisco, and Portland have been hit. The footage you are about to seeisfrom San Diego. Wewarn
our viewersthiswill be degply disturbing to watch.”
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The scene displayed San Diego as captured on video from somewhere east of the city. The bright sun,
the blue of the bay speckled with boats, the gleaming skyscrapers, the streets and flow of traffic were dl
normal and peaceful. The person who had taken the video was talking, but the voice had been muted.
Suddenly the scene erupted in a spectacu-lar flash of light. With stunning swiftness, amushroom cloud
formed, risng in the sky. The boats, the buildings, the cars, the people, dl were obliterated in a gpan of
heartbests.

Soren fdt Toril's nailsdig into hisflesh. His mouth went dry, and he had to try severa timesto swallow.
He couldn't believe what he was seeing. But it had happened, really happened.

The newscaster came back on. He was as pale as paper.

"No word yet on fataities. Communications aong much of the West Coast and asfar east as Utah have
been disrupted. Asyet we don't know if these were mis-siles or bombs or possibly backpack nukes
planted by ter-rorigts. "

The man paused.

"Ladies and gentlemen, we have just received word that the president is about to announce a declaration
of war. We expect to switch to our Washington bureau in afew minutes for the announcement. In the
meantime, people are urged to stay in their homes and to stay cam. Contrary to rumors, there are no
reports of enemy troops on U.S. soil. Stay tuned to this channel for breaking de-velopments asthey
occur."

Soren had heard enough. "I want al of you to pack whatever you want to take. We'releaving in ten
minutes”

"Leaving?' Freyasaid in surprise.
"Where are we going?' Magni asked.

"I'll tell you al about it on theway. Right now it'simpor-tant you do exactly as| say and go pack.” Soren
struggled to keep hisvoice cam. How did he explain to atwelve-year-old and an eight-year-old that
Armageddon had been let loose, and their world would never be the same?

"My mother?' Toril said.

Soren nodded. "Well pick her up on theway." He shooed the kids off to their rooms, then went to the
stairs and down to hisworkshop. It occurred to him that he needed aweapon. He didn't own afirearm.
Toril didiked gunsand wouldn't dlow onein the house.

Soren didn't mind. He wasn't into guns, anyway. As abeliever in the Ancient Way, he had long been
fascinated by the weapons of the gods. In particular, he wasintrigued by the wegpon of hisfavorite, the
god he most admired, the god he worshipped astruly and redly as his neighbors worshipped Jesus or the
Modems worshipped Mohammed or the Buddhists revered Gautama.

Onawall of the workshop hung asword, a shield, adagger, and amace. All were reproductions of
actual Norse weaponry. »

But it was the weapon in aposition of honor at the cen-ter of thewall that Soren took down and held in



hisbig hands. It was areplicaof Mjolnir, the hammer wielded by Thor, the God of Thunder. Soren
amiled asheheld it up to thelight.

"Crusher,” hesaid fondly.

The short handle was made of lignum vitae, one of the hardest woods known to man, and wrapped in
leather strips. The head had been forged of high carbon, hesat-trested stedl, cast inamold. It was an
exact copy of aMjolnir on display at the Swedish Museum of Nationd Antiquities.

Soren swung it afew times, his musclesrippling. It was as heavy as a dedgehammer and required great
grength to widld. Toril had bought it for him as agift years ago. Know-ing how much it had cost, he had
been in shock for days af-terward. He kept telling her she shouldn't have, but the truth was, he had been
ddighted beyond measure.

Soren glanced at the other wespons. The sword was too long and heavy for Toril. The dagger, though,
might be of use. Hetook it down and hastened upstairsto the living room. The otherswerein the
bedrooms, getting ready. He paused in front of the TV.

"...asking al citizensto remain calm. The United States military ison full alert. The National Guard has
been mobilized. Police forces and sheriff departments are coordinating with state and federa officiasto
en-sure our streets are safe. Stay in your homes. Stay off the phone unlessin an emergency.”

Toril wasthrowing clothes into an open suitcase on the bed when Soren walked in. Sheran ahand
through her hair and said in mild exasperation, "I need moretime. | can't seem to think straight. Y ou said
this placeisin Minnesota, right? Should | go into storage and get some of our winter clothes?!

"It'sthe middle of the summer," Soren teased, and then saw her eyes. Setting Mjolnir on the bed, he took
her in hisarms. She pressed her forehead to his chest and trembled.

"I'm sorry. I'm scared, Soren. I'm worried about Mother, and I'm worried about us." Toril looked up, her
eyes brim-ming with tears. "Mogt of al I'm worried about Freyaand Magni. They're our children, Soren.
They shouldn't have to go through this.”

"No one should,” Soren said. He held her close, her body warm againgt his, his heart filled near to
burdting.

Magni dashed into the bedroom, ydling, "Dad! Mom! Come quick! There are people outside. Peopledl
over."

Soren grabbed Mjolnir. Hislong legs brought him to the picture window ahead of the others. Freyawas
there, horror on her face. He looked down, and his skin crawled.

Truda e had been breached. Defying al reason, the mob had broken through the gate and was running
amok through the devel opment. Residents were being attacked, car windshields smashed, windows hit
with bottles and rocks. Down the block severa men threw their shoulders against a door and it buckled.
Asthey disappeared insgde, awoman screamed.

Toril'shand found Soren'sarm. "What do we do? What happens when they reach our house?”
Even as she spoke, haf a dozen human wolves came bounding up Wyndemere Circle.

Aerid Roulette



Arizona Airspace

To Dr. Diana Trevor, the seconds it took to disengage the autopilot were eternities of dread. The plane
bearing down on her was an older Beechcraft. She couldn't imagine why the other pilot didn't redize their
peril. She went to dive out of danger when the other plane sheered off, passing uncomfortably closeto
her wing. Shetried to call it on theradio. Angry, shewatched it dwindlein the distance until it was a

gpeck inthe sky.

Dianareturned to the routine of her flight. She had along way to go. Her flight plan called for stops at
small pri-vate airfields where she was lesslikely to run into the prob-lems she foresaw for the larger
public fields once panic set in. Sheld worked it out in meticulous detail and was confi-dent she would
reach Minnesota, barring the unforeseen.

The reports on the airwaves painted a disturbing image. The attack on the task force had shattered any
complacency people felt about the onset of the conflict in the Middle East. For more than a century there
had been minor wars

and terrorist attacks and political upheavds; thistimeit wasdl or nothing, the war to end dl others. On
Dianaflew.

Eventually Arizonawas behind her. She made it across Colorado. Each stop was routine. She stayed
well away from large cities like Colorado Springs and Denver.

The news reports grew more and more adarming. Panic was spreading. People were beginning to redize
that things they took for granted wouldn't necessarily be available. Sm-plethings, such aswherether
next meal was coming from. Theilluson of security was being shattered.

Dianahad long wondered why so many of her fellow cit-izenstook so much for granted. They assumed
that filling their bellieswould always be easy, that the corner grocery would aways be open and their
favorite fast-food orders or restaurants would aways have food for the buying. They as-sumed they
could dways get fud for their vehicles. They as-sumed the police would dways be a phone call away,
ready to serve and protect. Now they were learning the depths of their delusions.

Civilization was ahouse of cards. Knock away one card and the entire house came undone, collgpsing in
on itsdf of its own pretensons. That was her opinion, anyway, and it was aview Kurt Carpenter shared.

Dianamade it to Nebraska. Flying over the state stirred memories of her childhood. She had been born
and raised in Elkhorn, outside Omaha. Her childhood had been apple pie and Sunday school. Her
parents had been surprised when she announced that she intended to enlist in the navy after high school.
They didn't understand her desire to see something of the world.

Her hitch had opened her eyes. She had served onboard a destroyer that called at various Pecific ports.
Some— Audirdia, for instlance—were alot like home, Others—



Southeast Asia—showed her how wretched human exis-tence could be. She saw people living in abject
misery. People so malnourished, they were literaly skin and bone. She saw children swim in water
contaminated by human feces. She saw bodies|eft to rot.

Dianahad redlized agreet truth. Life owed no one aliv-ing. Life owed no onetheir next medl, or aroof
over their head, or even the clothes on their back. Life owed them nothing but life. The rest was up to
them to procure any way they could.

So-called basic human rights were not part of the natu-ral order. A person wasn't born with the inherent
right to free speech. A man-made document made that possible. The "right" was as flimsy as the paper it
was written on.

After her navy gtint, Dianahad used the Gl Bill to at-tend college. She had mgored in psychology
because the human mind fascinated her. Not so much how it worked asthe ddusionsit fostered. Its
capacity to deceiveitsalf was boundless.

Diana had become interested in how the mind and its beliefs affected persondlity. That had led her to her
research on dominance, which, in turn, led Kurt Carpenter to her. And here shewas, on her way to his
compound, hoping to ride out the end of the world in one of the few places on earth designed to do just
thet.

Dianasmiled, thinking of how niceit would be to see Kurt again. She reached for her thermos.
And her plane died.

The Boenabucked asif hit by agust of wind. The eec-tronics blipped out and the props stopped
spinning. Far to the west, astrange luminosity lit the sky. There was no sound other than the shear of
wind as the Boena dipped and began to lose dtitude.

Dianafought down aspike of fear. She knew what to do in astuation like this. She till had control,
limited con-trol, but there was every chance she could bring the planein for a safe landing. She was over
western Nebraska, some-wherein the vicinity of North Platte. The country below was mostly farmland.
Nebraska had never suffered from alack of flat ground, so she should be able to find a spot to set down.

Flying a plane without power was alot like driving a car without power. It took concentration and
strength and iron nerves.

Diana banked dightly and peered out of the cockpit. She needed afield or aroad or highway.
Patchwork sguares of farmland grew in Size. A green patch became com and ayellow patch became
oats. A ribbon of brown was adusty country road.

Shedecided to try for theroad. A straight stretch looked long enough. There were no cars or trucks.
Provided shedidn't hit arut or pothole, she should be ableto bring in her bird.

Her angle of descent was just right. She aligned the plane with the middle of the road and braced for the
bump of her whedls setting down. She was so intent on the road that she didn’t pay much attention to the
fenceson each sde.

Shelanded perfectly. Shewas moving fast, but she had plenty of space. Already she was thinking of
what she would do when she got out. Too late, she saw adip that ran the width of the road. The nose
dropped, there was a shriek of mangled metal, the plane bounced, and then it dowed and went into a
oin.

Dianahad fleeting glimpses of sky and field and road. The Boena hit the fence and she heard metalic



twangsthat reminded her of guitar strings being plucked. A poleloomed, and she shrank into her seat
and covered her head with her arms. The impact jarred her. Her tail rose and she thought the plane
would flip over, but it crashed back down.

Then al wasdill.

Dianalowered her arms. The plane wasin aditch. The broken polelay over apartly crumpled wing.
Strands of wire were tangled everywhere. But she was dive. She un-strapped herself and climbed out,
then stood on the wing and sniffed. Shedidn't smell fudl.

The blue sky mocked her. Sheturned in acircle. All she saw was farmland. Not abuilding anywhere. To
the north were low hills.

Dianatried the radio, but it wouldn't work. Nothing would. EMP effect, was her guess. She got her
backpack and her bottle of water and out of habit reached for her laptop. Without power it was a piece
of junk. She wouldn't lose anything essential, though; it was al backed up on disc, and the discswerein
her pack.

The ground felt spongy after so much flying. Diana hopped up and down afew times, then headed north
along theroad. She didn't look back. Her past was behind her in more ways than one.

She hadn't gone far when movement in abelt of trees between fields derted her to wildlife. She expected
deer, but instead saw two coyotes staring back at her.

Usudly, coyotes weren't dangerous. But Diana shrugged out of her backpack. At the top wasthe last
item she had packed: mace. She hefted it, thinking it was too bad it had been in her backpack when
Harold Pierce had come at her. She would have loved to spray him smack in the eyes.

Dianalooked up. The coyotes were gone. She stuck the macein her front pocket, did her shouldersinto
her back-pack, and set off down the road, seeking a sign of habitation.

It was agorgeous sunny day. The temperature was pushing ninety-five but she didn't mind the hegt. She
never had. It was cold that got to her.

She admired the fine blue of the sky and the puffy white of the clouds, and reflected on theirony that on
the other side of the world, at that very moment, the sky was choked with radioactive dust.

Dianawondered how far the EMP effect teached. She wondered, too, with rising concern, how she was
going to get from Nebraska to Minnesota before the deadline.

Kurt Carpenter had atimetable. Those he sdlected had exactly one hundred hours from the moment the
first nukes detonated on U.S. soil to reach the compound. And that was the best-case scenario. As
Carpenter had put it to her, "I can't jeopardize the welfare of the mgjority for the sake of afew. Our only
hope of weathering theworst of it isto hunker in out bunkers and stay there until the radiation levels
drop."

A hundred hours was alot of time. Diana could make it to Minnesota by car, provided she could get her
hands on one. But they looked to be scarce in this particular part of the heartland.

Diana had hiked for about ten minutes when the growl of an engine reached her. She questioned how that
could be with the EMP effect. Then she remembered. The pulse fried dectronic systemsin use. Those
not being used—a car that wasn't running, for instance—weren't affected.

She moved to the side of the road and waited.



The source of the growl came over alow rise ahead of her. It was a pickup, an antique popular in her
great-grandfather's day, spewing as much smoke as hoise. Clunking and rattling, it bore down on her a a
turtle crawl. Then gears ground and the pickup legped toward her like an old tiger eager to Sink itsfangs
into fresh prey.

Diana smiled and waved.

Inaswirl of dust and abelch of exhaugt, the pickup cameto astop next to her. The driver had to bein
hissixtiesif hewasaday. Heworeagrimy T-shirt with holesin it and jeans so thin it was awonder his
leg hairs didn't poke through.

He grinned, revedling yellow teeth, where he had teeth. He also had alazy eye that tended to drift. "How
do, girlie? Wasit you in that plane | saw come down from my barn?'

"Afraid s0," Dianaconfirmed. "Any chance you can give me alift to the next town?'

The old man snickered. "Dearie, that would take an hour or better. And the radio's been saying as how
we should stick close to home on account of theinvasion.”

"What inveson?'

"Haven't you heard? Theréstak the Chinese army is pushing down from Canadaand the Russans are
st to land in Philaddphia”

"That's preposterous.”

The old man reached across and pushed the passenger door open. It creaked on long-neglected hinges.
"Cometo my place and you can hear it yoursdlf."

The man was nice enough, and it would be stupid of her to stay there when he was offering her alift. She
shrugged out of her backpack, placed it on the floor, and climbed in. The door creaked even louder
when shedammed it.

"Hang on." The old man worked the gearshift, turning the pickup around. "I'm Amos Stiggims, by the
way. I'm afarmer like my pappy before me and his pappy before him."

"I have an unclewho farmsalittle. He raises organic vegetables mostly.”

"You dont say." Stiggims managed to grind through first and second gear as he chugged to the top of the
rise. "I've never had much truck with those organic types. They look down their noses at me because |
use what chemicalsthe law alows." He ground third, too. "They'relike that uppity so-and-so on the
tdevison." "Who?'

"Y ou know. He's on late night. Always poking fun at folks like me. It's white trash this and white trash
that. Somebody ought to shove a shotgun up hisassand pull thetrigger.” Stiggims cackled at the

prospect.

Diana studied him without being obvious. He seemed harmless enough, just an old crank who hadn't
come to terms with the outside world. But to be diplomatic, she sought to get on hisgood side by saying,
"Topica humor doesn't do much for me, either.”

Stiggims glanced at her sharply. "What kind of humor?*

"Topicd. Y ou know. About the news and the day's events.”



Stiggims muttered something that sounded to Dianalike "One of those" "'l beg your pardon?"' "Oh,
nothing, girlie

In the distance, well back from the road, sat afarm-house, abarn, and outbuildings. Even that far off,
Dianacould tdll they werelike their owner and histruck: well past their prime. If she hadn't known better,
sheld think they were built during the days of the Pony Express. Sud-denly she sat up. "Mr. Stiggims, do
you own acell phone?’

"A what?'

"A cdlular phone. | don't see any telephone linesto your property. Or maybe they bury the cable out
here. Isthat it?"

"Oh. Thetelephone. Sure, that'sit. They bury the lines on account of the fierce thunderstorms and
tornados we get. The winds are dways knocking down trees and stuff.”

A dirt track linked the road to the farmhouse. The pickup raised clouds of dust thewholelength of it. As
they braked,

Dianasaw that she had given the buildings too much credit. Almost anywhere else, they would be
condemned.

"Here we are. Come on in and make your call." Stiggims hopped out and started around the truck.

Dianahad to jiggle the door handle afew timesto get it to work. She climbed down and turned to get
her back-pack, saying, "l redly appreciate this. The last thing | want isto be stranded. | need to get out
of here as soon aspos-sible.”

"That'sapity,” Amos Stiggimssad. "What is?'
It was then that Diana saw thetireiron.

Semper Pi

Sedttle

Asthe man raised hisrifle, Ben Thomasthrust his arm out the open window of histruck. The Double
Eagle boomed and bucked twice, and the man, till wearing alunatic grin on hislunatic face, melted to
the asphalt. The hollow points made amess of his head.

Ben looked at the dead drivers again. "Jesus,” he said under his breath. He shouldn't be shocked, but he
was. If hishitch in the Marines had taught him anything, it wasto never put any crudty past hisfellow
man. When he had been stationed in the Middle East, in the war that wasn't awar, held seen things that



churned hisgut and twisted his soul.

The other lesson Ben had |learned was that there were no limitsto hate. In the name of hatred all manner
of atrocities were committed. Beheadings, mutilations, castrations, blow-ing children to bitsand pieces. It
had disgusted him. It had changed him. When he had gotten back, hiswife kept saying he wasn't the
same man. Hell, no, of course he wasn't. But

how could he explain? What could hetell her that would help her see the horror? Words weren't enough.

So Ben had drifted deeper inside himsdlf and they had drifted further apart, until one day he had come
home and found a note saying that she couldn't take it anymore, couldn't take his dark silences, hislack
of humor, and the cold front he put on. Little did sheredize, it wasn't afront.

Now, placing his pistol on the seat, Ben chugged around the knot of vehicles. He would be damned if he
were stay-ing there until the cops showed up. They'd haul him in for questioning. Even if they eventually
let him go, it could cost him days he couldn't spare.

There was barely enough room for Semper Fi to squeeze through the cars. He almost scraped her trailer
on abuild-ing. Then he was past and he rumbled down the block to the next intersection.

Ben had along way to go to get out of the city. He was down by the bay, near the aquarium and
Waterfront Park. He needed to get to 90 east. Either he got on Interstate 5 and took 5 to where it
merged with 90, or he stuck to the back streets. He figured the interstate would be jammed with peo-ple
fleeing the city, so the back streetsit was.

Not five blocks later he regretted his decision. Fourth Av-enue was bumper to bumper and the overflow
was spilling into the Side arteries as everyone and their grandmother sought to bypass the jam. Since he
didn't care to be boxed in, he whedled into an aley and barreled down it. A Dumpster blocked hisway,
but Semper Fi knocked it aside with careless ease.

At the next street Ben turned. He wasn't sure which one he was on but he was heading in theright
direction. Now and then he glimpsed the bridge.

Ben switched on the radio to the dl-news station. The an-nouncer was saying something about a nuclear
strikeon San

Diego. Ben only caught thetail end of the story. Then came an account of the Vatican going up in
radioactive dust. China supposedly had declared war on the West.

Ben shook his head. HE known it would come to some-thing like this. The human race was that stupid.
Hewouldn't put it past homo sapiensto totally wipe themselves ouit.

A stop sign necessitated tromping on the brakes. Ben craned his neck to scan the next street—and his
passenger door abruptly flung open. Ingtantly, Ben had a Double Eagle in his hand. He pointed it, but
didn't shoot. "What the hell do you think you're doing?"

The girl looked to be all of sixteen. She wore scruffy clothes—scruffy by Ben's standards, but then he
was old school—and had pink streaksin her black hair. She wore anose ring and at |least ten earringsin
one ear. Her eyes weren't blue and they weren't green but some sort of in-between. "I need alift.”

"Not with me."

"Come on, mister. | don't own wheels, and | want out be-fore it getsredlly bad.”



"No. Slam the door on your way down."

"No, yoursdf." Incredibly, the girl climbed in. She shut the door and clasped her hands on her | ap.
"Ready whenyou are.”

"The hdl," Ben said. He didn't know whether to laugh or be mad. "Don't your ears work? Get your
scrawny white ass out of my rig, and I mean now."

"Y ou better get going or well get stuck here when it hitsthefan.” She smiled and held out ahand. "I'm
Space, by theway."

"Space?' Ben repeated, despite himself.

"Yeah, | know. My real nameis Geradine, but | hateit. It'sbogus. My great-grandmother or someone
had it so my mom decided to honor her by giving me the name. Lame, lame, lame. Anyway, when | was
little, | wasinto stars and stuff. Y ou know, astronomy. | liked it so much, my dad used to tease me and
called me Spacey and somehow that got shortened to Space and here | am and here we are and you're
wadingtime."

"Thehdl," Bensaid again.

"Areyou catching flies? Y ou redly need to get your act to-gether. If you want me out you'll haveto
throw me out, and | promise I'll scream and kick." Space reached out and tapped the Double Eagle.
"And ether usethisor sop wav-ing it in my face. Y ou look slly."

To Ben'samazement, he lowered the pistal. "Listen, girl. I'm sexious. | can't take you with me."

"Why not?" Space gazed about the cab. "It's not asif you don't have the room. Hell, thisisthe Ritz
compared to some of the boxesI'vedept in."

"Boxes?"

"Why do you repest everything | say? Y eah, boxes. | live on the street alot. And when you have no
money and you don't want to deep in the gutter, you find abox and crawl in. Boxes are everywhere. The
big ones are comfortable enough, but the small ones are cramped. And some stink. And whenit rains,
well, abox ain't for shit, know what | mean?"

"Damn, girl."

"Can you please get thismongter going? If amissle hitswell befried and | so don't want to go out asa
piece of toast.”

"Where are your parents?’

Space sighed in exasperation. "l just told you | live on the street. Do you think if | had parentsthey'd let
me do that?'

"Everyone has parents,”" Ben perssted. "Either they're dead or you're arunaway or they threw you out
because they couldn't take the motormouth.”

Space had anice grin. "Okay. Y ou got methere. | run off a the mouth alot. But it's me, you know? |
dart taking and | can't Sop. There are worse things. Like starting to drink and you can't stop. Or taking
drugs and you can't stop. Not that | haven't never drank or never taken drugs, but | can stop both of
them with no problem.”



Ben st the pistol down, closeto hisleg. "1 must be nuts.”

"Y ou're taking me, then?" Space beamed and clapped and bounced up and down. " Super. | wasn't sure
if you'd beniceor if you'd beaperv. But | had to take the chance, you know."

Ben shifted into motion. He kept telling himself that if he had any sense he would throw her out. "Listen.
I'll take you asfar asthe city limits. After that you're on your own."”

"Where are you headed?'
"I'mon arun. | have addivery to makein Minnesota." "lsn't thet a city somewhere?!

"It'sadate. Y ou're thinking of Minnegpolis, which isacity in Minnesota. Right next to . Paul. They cal
them the Twin Cities"

"Minnesota?' Spacerolled it on her tongue asif tasting it. " Are the people there nice?
"If yourethinking what | think you're thinking, you can forget it."

Space looked a him. "You'renice. Y ou'retrying to act al tough, but you're giving me alift out of Sesttle
out of the goodness of your heart.”

"Girl, I don't know why in hell I'm doing this." Ben was sincere. Ordinarily, he would open the door and
give her apush. "I don't like people much.”

"All people? Or just white folks?"

Ben and Semper Fi's gears growled at the sametime. "Don't even try to lay that on me. I'm no bigot. |
don't hate whites just because they're white. Although alot of them hate me because I'm not." He came
to another intersection and whedled to the left. "When | say | don't like people, | mean al people. Black,
white, red, yellow, polka-dot, you nameit."

"That's harsh. Y ou got areason or isit you were born agrump and just got worse as you turned
antique?'

"I'mthirty-four, girl. That's hardly antique.”
"It'smore than twice as old asme," Space said. Suddenly she pointed. "L ook out!"

Ben had taken his eyes off the street. He glanced ahead, swore, and hit the brakes, hard. Another traffic
jam took up mogt of the next block. A policeman was moving among the vehicles, gesturing and giving

orders, gpparently trying to get everything moving.
"Lookslikewell be stuck herefor awhile”
"Notif | canhelpit.”

Another alley offered away out. When the cop turned and started back the other way, Ben wasted no
timein tak-ing advantage of it. But he had barely nosed the truck in when he had to hit the brakes again.
Thistime there wasn't just one Dumpster; there werefive.

"God doesn't like you."

Ben didn't careif there were twenty. "God helps those who help themsalves," he retorted, and gave her a
demon-gtration of why Semper Fi was the next best thing to abull-dozer. All the Dumpsters were on



whedls, so it was easy enough. Thefirst pushed the second and they pushed the third, but the fourth spun
and lodged againgt awadll. An ex-tratamp on the gas peda, aloud crunch, and Semper Fi was out of the
dley with Dumpgtersrolling every which way.

A horn blared, and acompact car went flying past, the driver shaking afist infury. "Y ou made afriend
there”

"Hush." Ben had traffic to contend with. He turned up the radio, hoping for atraffic report. Instead, there
was abulletin; Isragl had unleashed more nukes on her enemies.

"Jugt likeinthe Bible" Space said.
"Reed it, have you?'
"QOuch. Isyour middle name Sarcagtic? That reminds me. What isyour name?’ Bentold her.

"Well, you got it right. | hardly ever read, period. But | had grandparents. And Grandmom never went
anywhere without her Good Book. She read parts to me every night when she tucked mein. And one of
the books, | think that's what they call them, is about the stuff that's going down right now. About the end
of theworld."

"Not going to happen,” Ben said, checking hisrearview mirrors.

"What isnt?'

"What are we taking about? The end of the world, dope. It'll be bad, but the world will go on." "Oh. |
didn't know you were an expert.” "Two words, smartass. Hiroshimaand Nagasaki." "Who?"

"Don't you know anything? World War Two? The cities we bombed. With atom bombs?"

"Oh." Space nodded. "I've heard of them. | just didn't reemember what they were called.”

"I guessyou didn't hear that fifty years after the bombs were dropped, both cities were fine. The people
were hedlthy, the parks had flowers and trees, the water was safe to drink.”

"So what are you saying? That we can bomb the hell out of the planet and fifty years from now thingswill
be peachy?'

"Fifty. A hundred. | can't say how long it'll take." Ben shrugged. "L ook at the past. Look at al the
volcanoes, al the earthquakes, al the wars. Y ou nameit. Theworld will re-cover. The world dways
recovers.” "l wish | had your confidence.

Ben concentrated on driving. He wanted to get on the Greenway as close to where it crossed to Mercer
Idand as possible, on the theory that he'd have less congestion to deal with. To the best of hismemory,
that meant taking 167 and merging. He worried that he would find one or the other impassable, but for
oncethingswent smoathly.

Space pressed her nose to her window. "Is that Lake Washington down there?”
"What e se would it be? The Pacific Ocean?"

"l only asked, smartass, because water makes me nervous. | can't swim." Space tore her gaze from the
scenic splendor and shuddered. "I've dways had this secret fear that one day I'll drown.” Sheheldup a
hand. "I know. | know. But | can't help how | fed."



"Y ou can breathe easy. I'm not about to drive through the guardrail. My truck can't swim, ether.”
“Funny.”

Ben didn't et himself relax until they were past Lake Sammamish. By then they wererolling dong at the
gpeed limit. The traffic was heavy but not as bad asin the city.

"Don't we have mountainsto go over?'

"There are alot of mountains between here and Min-nesota,” Ben answered. They had seventeen
hundred milesto cover, give or take, across some of the most rugged ter-rain on the continent. World
War Three was raging across the globe and dl sorts of lunacy and mayhem were breaking out from one
end of the United States to the other.

"Y ou have a strange look on your face," Space said. "What are you thinking about?’
"How much funthisisgoingto be."
ChaosWind

New York City

The logjam of vehicles wasworse at the exit. Two electric cars were wedged fast and had plugged the
ramp for everyone ese. Vehicles were stopped three across and ten deep. Many of the driverswere
gtanding around talking or arguing.

"Not even thisthing can get through thet," Alf said.

Patrick Slayne didn't seem to hear him. He flicked asil-ver toggle switch and there was another loud
thunk, thistime from under the front end of the Hungter. The hood tilted upward afew degrees.

"What now?" Deepak wondered.

Slayneflicked another toggle switch and said quietly, "Vacate your vehicles. | repeet, vacate your
vehides™

To Degpak's surprise, the command was amplified fifty-fold. Everyonelooked at the Hungter in
puzzlement or won-der. Only ahalf dozen or so did as Slayne had instructed.

"Those who haven't done so, get out of your vehicles. In sixty seconds| am clearing the ramp.”
"How will you do that without hurting them al?' Degpak inquired.

Sayneflicked off the toggle switch and said with the patient air of an adult explaining to aten-year-old,
"Asyou may have gathered by now, thisvehicleismodified for specid use. It'sthegemin Tekco'sflest,
the only one of itskind. But then, being the chief exec hasits perks.”



"Wait aminute. Y ou're the head of Tekco Security? 'Y ou run the whole company?*
"Runit. Founded it. Madeit the premier globa security firm," Sayne said with no small pride.
Alf exclaimed, "That's where I've seen you before! Y our picture has been in magazines and on the news."

Saynefrowned. "It wasn't notoriety | sought. To be ef-fectivein my line of work | need to keep alow
profile”" Hisfrown changed to awry smile. "Listen to me. Talking asif theworld will go on asusud." He
shook his head, then flicked the same toggle switch and addressed the hidden mi-crophone. "I'll give you
ten extraseconds. Thisisyour last warning."

Only afew drivers had complied. Severa laughed or smirked asif it were somekind of joke. One man
flipped hismiddlefinger.

"There's our problem, right there," Patrick Slayne said to Deepak and Alf.
"What is?'

"Stupidity. It's been the downfal of the human race. Once the stupid ones outhumber the oneswho givea
damn, society disintegrates.”

"What are you talking about?'

"Hold ontight,” Slayne said, and placed thetip of hisfinger on ared button low on the dash. "There's
quite are-coil."

"Quiteawhat?' Deepak wasn't sure he'd heard correctly.

Sayneturned the wheel so the Hunster was pointed at awall to one side of the jam. He pressed the red
button. The Hunster thundered and bucked and an explosion rocked the wall. Bits and chunks of
concrete flew every which way, some asbig as a basketbd|, most considerably smaller. People
screamed. Those not in cars dived for cover.

A swirling cloud of dust enveloped everything.

Deepak peered into it, afraid of what he would see. Gradually the dust began to clear. He saw afew
people bleeding but no bodies. Most of the vehicles caught in the hail of concrete had broken windshields
and busted win-dows. "What have you done?'

"I'm getting you out of here." Slayne accelerated toward ahuge holein thewall. Or, rather, what was | eft
of thewadll next to the hole. "Brace yourselves. The battering ram can punch through concrete likeit's
paper, but there will till beajolt.”

There was. The sound was like the blast of acannon. More of the wall shattered to bits, and through the
gaping hole roared the Hungter.

Deepak looked back at the people who had been hurt by flying debris. "What's the matter with you?
Don't you have a conscience? Do you redlize what you've done?!

"I didn't kill anyone." Slayne turned up aramp and the Hunster shoved a dust-caked hybrid out of the
way with casua mechanica ease.

"Those were people! Living, bresthing human beings. Y ou hurt them. We should stop and help.”
"Notime. And if you don't mind some advice, you re-aly should get hold of yoursef."



Deepak tried to release the catch on his seat belt, but it wouldn't work. He tore at the belt. "L et me ouit.
I've had enough. Tell Kurt Carpenter | no longer want to be part of his Endworld Protocol.”

"Thewhat?' Alf sad.
"I'm afraid that's not possible,” Slayne responded as he steered the Hunster around a compact.

"I've changed my mind, | tell you. | havethat right. | wish the best for Mr. Carpenter, bur | refuseto have
any-thing to do with you."

"You'relockedin."
"I'mwhat?'
"Y ou stay that way until | decide otherwise" "Y oureinsane.”

Patrick Slaynelet out asigh. "'I'm one of the most ra-tional people you'll ever meet, Mr. Kapur." "It was
wrong what you did."

"The only wrong is not to do the best you can at any-thing you put your mind to.” ™Y ou can't force meto
go."

"Hold that thought." Sayne raced around a minivan and the Hunster burst from the bowels of a
skyscraper onto East 52nd Street only half adozen blocks from the East River. He turned right and
braked sharply.

Ahead was ascene out of adisaster movie. Panicked peo-ple were running every which way. They
didn't bother using crosswalks but darted in front of moving cars and trucks with no regard for their
safety. Fortunately, traffic was mov-ing at a crawl, partly due to congestion, and in part because more
than afew drivers had abandoned their vehicles and joined the mad rush, their empty cars and trucks
adding to the snarl.

Near the river ablack column of smoke curled into the hazy sky. To the south was another, only the
smokewas gray.

"Why don't | hear anything?" Alf asked.

Deepak had been wondering the same thing. Save for the muffled throb of the powerhouse under the
hood, in-side the Hunster they could hear themselves breathe.

"I killed the outside feed to spare our ears when | used the grenade launcher.” Slayne flicked yet another
toggle switch.

Theinterior blared with the discordant symphony of civ-ilization in collgpse. Shouts, curses, walls,
screams, horns, and sirens assaulted the sensesin a continuous barrage.

"How canit fal gpart so fast?' Deegpak marveled.

"Because the only thing holding it together was the feat of being arrested and thrown behind bars," Slayne
sad. "When dl is said and done, the cop on the beat was the glue that held civilization together.”

"That'sso. . ." Degpak had to think to find the right word, "... cynica."

"It'sredidtic. Strip away those who enforce the laws we live by and those |aws become so much hot air.
Look around you. These people arelooking out for number one. They don't give a damn about right and



wrong." Slayne pressed the gas pedd and the Hunster growled into motion.

Deepak turned to Alf. "Can you beieve this guy? He's like someone out of the Dark Ages.”
"l agreewithhim."

"You'rekidding. Alf, I've known you for, what, five years now? Y ou've never once—"

Alf suddenly pointed and exclaimed excitedly, "L ook!"

A young woman was fleeing dong asdewalk. In close pursuit came two men in scruffy clothes. Shewas
amost abreast of an dley when she tripped and fell. The men were on her before she could rise. She
fought them, kicking and shrieking, but they hauled her into the dley anyway.

"Weve got to help her," Deepak urged.

"No."

"But they'll rape her, maybe even kill her. Areyou telling me you can |et that happen?’

Slayne scowled, and dammed on the brakes. He was out of the Hunster in abound and ran to the dley.

Deepak saw Slayne draw his gun. He heard two swift cracks. Then Sayne came sprinting back and
climbed in. "What did you do?"

"Wheat did it look like?"
"Y ou shot them?"

"| saved the woman. But you need to catch up with re-ality. Y ou can't seem to get it through your head
that my top priority is getting you of New Y ork City in one piece. We can't afford any more distractions.”

Deepak rarely cursed. His parents, both Hindus, de-plored the habit, and he had never picked it up. But
he cursed now, adding, "Damn it, Sayne. What manner of man are you?"

"The kind who doeswhat he'stold. Now quiet. | have some serious driving to do.”

The Streets were a chaotic nightmare. Stalled and aban-doned vehicles, traffic backed up for blocks,
pedestrians madly dashing to and fro, looters; New Y ork City was bed-lam unleashed.

Again and again Deepak tried to break free of the seat restraint and couldn't. Findly he resigned himself
to theinevitable. Disgusted, he dumped back and glanced at Alf, who had been strangely quiet. "Areyou
al right?'Y ou havent said anything for blocks."

Putting afinger to hislips, Alf whispered, " Shhhh. He's forgotten about me and | want to keep it that
way. I'm safer in here with you than out there." Alf gestured at the mad-ness running ramparn.

Deepak had forgotten that Slayne had threatened to toss out his friend. He nodded in understanding and
sought to keep Slayne distracted by saying, "Can you at least tell me how you intend to reach
Carpenter's compound? I'm enti-tled to know that much, aren't 17"

Sayne patted the seering whed. "Y oure stting init.”

"Inthis? It could take weeks. What will you do for fuel? This behemoth can't get more than six milesto
the gd-1on.



"Thirty-one. It'sahybrid. | intend to reach the com-pound in three days. No more, no less.”
Deepak was skeptical. "Y ou can't stay awake for seventy-two hours.”

"That'swhy caffeine pillswere invented. But | won't have to so long as we average forty miles an hour for
twelve hours out of every twenty-four." Sayne wagged afinger a him. "Now for the last time, be agood
little computer nerd and keep your mouth shut.”

Simmering, Deepak lapsed into silence. He began to keenly regret ever agreeing to Kurt Carpenter's
offer. At thetime, it had seemed smart, what with world tensons being what they were. In hindsight he
had shown greset foresight. But he had never foreseen this.

Deepak expected his abductor, as he had begun to regard Patrick Slayne, to make for one of the tunnels
or maybe even the George Washington Bridge, but instead he noticed they were winding toward the
Hudson River, specificaly, the piersin the vicinity of the heliport. He mentioned thisfact out loud.

"I haveto get you out of Manhattan. The bridges are dl jammed. The tunnels, too. That leaves my
contingency plan.”

"Whichis?'
"Youll seein afew minutes”

Deepak bunched hisfists. The man could be exasperat-ing. He contained hisimpatience and was soon
rewarded with the surprising sight of a dilapidated warehouse at the water's edge. A structure so old, the
sign was faded and blistered. He did make out an H and an L. " Surely not.”

"The best place to hide something isin plain sght." Slayne stopped at arusted gate that opened
remarkably qui-etly when he did aplastic card into adot.

As he drove up to wide double doors, Slayne activated a switch. The doors rose on recessed rollers.
Gloom enveloped them, then was relieved in ablaze of overhead florescent lights.

Alf pressed hisnoseto theglass. "I should pinch mysdlf to be sure I'm awake."

The warehouse wasimmense. Unlike its exterior, the in-terior wasamode of modernity. In contrast,
mothballed in perfect condition, were old cars, old aircraft, and seacraft.

"Isthisamuseum?' Deepak asked.

"It belonged to one of the richest men of hisday and age. A philanthropist, you might cal him. A friend of
afriend of an ancestor of mine." Slayne drove past apand truck.

Alf grinned like akid a adinosaur exhibit. "I love this stuff. Therésasubmarine.”

Slayne drove down the wide center aide to what Deepak took to be aferry afloat between thick pilings.
On its bow wasthe name Kull. The gangway was down. Sayne drove up it and stopped on the
foredeck. "Everyone out.”

"Where'sthe crew?' Alf asked.
"Yourelooking at it."

Deepak wasn't asked to help, and he didn't. Slayne cast off the lines and climbed to the wheelhouse.
Below decks the engine throbbed to life and the Kull edged toward a gi-gantic corrugated door. Just



when Deegpak was convinced they would smash into it, gears meshed, chains clanked and the door rose.
With superb finesse, Patrick Sayne steered the dark-ened ferry out into the Hudson.
Alf nudged Deepak. "Why isn't he using running lights?*

Before Deegpak could answer, the night reverberated to the blare of aship's horn and helooked upin
horror to see avessa bearing down on them.

Day of Wrath

Pennsylvania

Trudae was being looted. From his picture window on the second floor of his home, Soren Anderson
saw men and women emerge from homes carrying laptops, stereo equip-ment and TV sets. One of the
women carried ajewelry box under one arm and held a sparkling necklace.

"Why arethey doing that?' Freyaasked. "It'snot right.”
Magni raised wide eyesto his parents. "Will they comein here, Dad? Will they take dl our stuff?"

Soren cameto aquick decison. Asyet, the looters were only at the turnoff into Wyndemere Circle. It
would take them minutes yet to reach his place. Or so he hoped. "Grab your things and get in the truck.
Weéreleaving."

"I haven't finished packing,” Toril objected. "Theresmore I'd like to take. Especidly if were never
coming back."

"What?' Freyasaid.

The looters approached the Simmons residence. Soren knew the family well; they often came over.
George Sim-mons blocked hisfront door and tried to prevent the mob

from entering. Simmons was pushed and shoved but re-fused to give way. Findly aburly man in grubby
jeans and a T-shirt knocked Simmons down and others kicked and punched him sensdless. Another
moment and they werein hishouse. A scream wavered onthe air.

"Odin protect us," Toril breathed. "Kids, do asyour father says. Grab what you can and get to the
truck.” She dashed off with them in tow.

Soren ran down the stairs and out into the driveway. More screams and wails came from all quarters. A
window burst with atremendous crash. In the distance gunfire crackled. He considered going to the
Simmonses to seeif he could help, but it would befolly to leave his own family unpro-tected. He turned
to go back in.



Three human wolves were bounding a ong the hedge that bordered the next yard. In the lead wasthe
same burly brute who had knocked down George Simmons. They came around the hedge, spotted
Soren, and stopped.

"Nicetruck you've got there, buddy," the burly one said.
"Leave"

The leader glanced at his companions, and the three spread out. One of them had abaseball bat. The
third man flourished afolding knife with asix-inch blade.

Smiling smugly, the leader advanced and held out his hand. "Give usthe keys and well let you be."
"No." Soren brought Mjolnir from behind hisleg.
All three of them stopped.

"Wheat the hdll isthat? A hammer?' The burly man laughed a hollow laugh that was echoed by hisfriends.
"Mis-ter, you give us any trouble, | swear to God I'll take that from you and besat your brains out.”

"Go away." Soren hed Mjolnir low in front of him and turned dightly so he could keep hiseye on dl
three. The other two had started to circle. "I'm warning you."

A piercing shriek testified to the soreading savagery.

"Y ou hear that?' the burly man said. ™Y ou got afamily?'Y ou want that to happen to them? Hand over the
damn keys and you can walk away."

Toril came running out, toting her suitcase. She stopped short and gasped. " Soren, what. .. 7'
"Stay whereyou are," Soren warned.

The three regarded her with glittering eyes. The burly one licked hislips and chuckled. "Well, now. This
changesthings. She'salooker, your woman. Might be | want ataste of that for mysdlf.”

Toril said angrily, "Youreapig.”

"Look around you, lady. Thisain't Disneyland no more. It's everyone for himsdlf. We take what we want,
when we want it, and | want you."

Soren had listened to enough. Theinsult to hiswife made his blood boil.
He moved between them and Toril. "Thisisyour last chance.”

The burly man reached behind him and when his hand reappeared he held a butcher knife. " Cutting you
will befun.”

Soren waited. His senseswereincredibly acute: he could hear Toril's heavy bresthing behind him; he
could see beads of sweat on the burly man's brow; he saw the muscles on the arms of the man with the
baseball bat tighten as the man prepared to attack.

They camein arush. The bat arced at Soren's head. Sidestepping, Soren swung. Mjolnir and the
basebal| bat smashed together and the bat shattered and splintered.

The man with the pocketknife tried to stab Soren in the neck, but spinning, Soren caught him in theribs.



Swearing luridly, the burly man darted in.
"Soren!” Toril cried.

Soren had seen him. Whirling, he swept his hammer up and around. The heavy sted head caught the man
flush on hisjaw. A loud crunch, an explosion of teeth and blood, and the burly man was down.

Soren swiveled to face the guy who'd had the basebd| bat, but he was fleeing pell-mell down
Wyndemere Circle. A warm hand touched his.

"Areyou dl right? Did they cut you?"

Soren could bardly think for the throbbing in histem-ples. "No," he said thickly. "Get the kids. Weve got
to get out of here."

Toril nodded and took a step but looked back at him and smiled. "Y ou were magnificent.”

Blood dripped from Mjolnir. Soren wiped the hammer clean on the burly man's T-shirt and held it up to
the sun-light so the metal gleamed brightly. "Sweet Asgard.” He shook himsdf and held Mjolnir higher.
"To the son of Odin | give thanks. Protect and deliver usfrom our ene-mies. A true son of Thor asksthis
inyour name."

Smiling grimly, Soren scanned Wyndemere Circle to be sure none of the other looters were near, then
hurried in-sideto help Toril. Hefdt strangely eated. Newfound vi-taity coursed through hisveins.

Toril was shooing the kids ahead of her. Both had bulging backpacks and Magni was protesting, "B,
Mom, | want my GamePro. And what about my skimboard?'

"Enough,” Soren said sternly. ™Y ou will do asyour mother says without argument. Isthat understood?”
Magni was startled. "Sorry."
Freya had been gnawing on her lower lip. "Where are we going, Dad? Do you know somewhere safe?”

"Anywhereis safer than here." Soren hustled them to the pickup. He gave Magni and Freyaaboost into
the backseat.

A man holding abusted chair leg came running toward them but stopped at the sight of the crumpled
formsinthe driveway.

Soren climbed in. Toril had her hands clasped on her knees, her knuckles white. He set Mjolnir between
them and gunned the engine.

"What will happen to us, Soren? Will we bedl right?'
Soren patted Mjolnir. "WEell befine"

Nebraska

Professor Diana Trevor reacted without thinking. In the blink of an eye she had the mace up and out and
had pressed the stud.



Amos Stiggims had started to raise the tire iron when the spray caught him full in the face. He staggered
back, screeching. "My eyesare burning!" Blinking and coughing, he sumbled, fell to one knee, and let go
of thetireiron. "You had no call to do that."

"Y ou were about to hit me." Bending, Diana grabbed the tire iron and skipped out of hisreach. "l was
defending mysdf.”

Stiggims couldn't stop shedding tears. Hiking hisdirty shirt up around his scrawny chest, he daubed at his
eyes. "Areyou loco?" he demanded between swipes. "l wastak-ing that insdeis’ al.”

"Sure you were. Y ou need to change the tires on your couch. Isthat how it goes?"
"Damn, you've got a suspicious nature. My freezer jams sometimes and that ironishow | pry it open.”
Dianarefused to take him at hisword. "Why would you want to open your freezer?"

Stiggims stopped blinking long enough to glare. "I was thinking of inviting you to supper. But you can
darvefor al | care”

"I'd liketo believeyou. | redlly would." Dianawas awash in adistinct sense of the absurd. "Here." She
did ahand under hisarm and hoisted him to hisfeet. The skin-and-bones old goat was lighter than a
feather.

Stiggimstore loose and moved toward the house. His face pressed to his shirt, he muttered under his
bregath.

Dianacaught afew of his comments; they weren't flat-tering. Snatching her backpack, she ran ahead of
him onto adilapidated porch. "Here. Let me." She pulled on a screen door with more holes than screen.

"l don't want your help." Stiggims sulked. "Go back to the road and find someone else to pick on.”
"I'm sorry." Dianafollowed him in and dmost gagged. "What's that terrible smell?”

Stiggims stopped wiping and sniffed. "I don't smell anything but that stuff you sprayed mewith. If | go
blind itll beyour fault.”

"Y ou won't lose your sight,” Dianaassured him. She was so concerned about migudging him that she
hadn't paid much attention to her surroundings. Now she did, and sheinwardly recoiled. The placewasa
pigsty. Thefloor wasinches deep in trash and the walls were spattered with grime and food stains. "How
canyoulivelikethis?'

"Likewhat? Alone? | don't cotton to people much."

Dianaturned and something cracked under her foot. It was a chicken bone, partially chewed, the meat
shriveled and moldy. Suddenly she needed out of there. She went onto the porch and gulped deep
lungfulsof hot air. Shewas il holding thetireiron in one hand and her back-pack and the macein the
other. Setting the pack down, she did the mace into her pocket and went to lean the tire iron against the
wall.

A growl brought her up short.
Out of the depths of the barn came amongrd. A huge
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dog, mostly black but speckled with white, it had the build of aSt. Bernard. Blocky head hung low, it
stalked toward her and bared its fangs.

"Mr. Stiggims!" Dianacaled. "Can you come out here, please? Y our dog isn't happy to seeme.”

The old farmer didn't answer. Dianasowly backed to the screen door and opened it. "Mr. Stiggims?”
The dog was till advancing so she backed inside.

Suddenly shefelt asharp paininthe small of her back.
"Drop that iron, dearie, and do it quick. If'n you dont, I'll cut you.”

Dianaglanced over her shoulder. Tears ill streamed from Stiggims eyes, but he had stopped blinking
and was holding aknifeto her spine. "What isthis?'

The farmer jabbed harder. "1 won't tell you again.”

The dog was dmost to the porch. It had stopped at the sound of Stiggims voice but its hackles were up
and it was snarling.

Dianalet go of thetireiron and held her arms out from her sides. "There. Don't do anything hasty."

"l never do, girlie." Stiggims chuckled and came around in front of her. A spot of red was on thetip of
the blade. ™Y ou had meworried for abit. But now | can take you out to the barn." He jerked athumb at
the dog. "Hercules, there, will keep you company.”

"Wait," Dianasad, gdling. "Why are you doing this? What isit you want with me?"

"It'sthe end of the world, dearie. Armageddon. Just like in Scripture. Pretty soon the angelswill sound
their trum-pets.”

"But that doesn't explain what you want with me."

"I want your company isal. A man shouldn't have to face the end timesdone.” Stiggimsdid adouble
take. "Oh. Was you thinking | had ideas? Dearie, I'm too old for such tomfoolery. Well talk, and maybe
play dominas, or cardsif you like."

Dianathought hewasinsane.

Squaring hisdim shoulders and drawing himself up to hisfull height, Stiggims solemnly declared, ** 'For
the great day of Hiswrath has come, and who is able to stand?"

"What was that? From the Bible?"

"Y ou don't know the Good Book when you hear it? Of courseit's from the Bible. Revelation 6:17 |
know it front to back and back to front." Stiggims grew solemn again. " '‘And | looked, and behold, a
pale horse. And the name of him who sat on it was Degth, and Hell followed with him.™

"Mr. Stiggims" Dianasaid, and caught hersdlf. "Amos. Please. Listen to me. Holding me here against my
will isillegd.”

"Therearenone o blind,” Stiggims said sadly.

Dianatried another tack. "It's not the end of the world. It'sawar. World War Three. Millionswill perish,
but theworld will go on. People will survive. Y ou stand agood chance of living through it, living where



youdo."

"It'sno use. | have my mind made up. | was sitting in that rocking chair thinking about how awful it was
to go to perdition by my lonesome when you dropped out of the sky into my lap. | took that asasign.”

"Please. | have somewhere | need to be."

"You'redarn right you do. My barn." Stiggimswagged the knife. "Therésasmal roomin the back | use
for toolsand such. | can bar it, and there ain't any windows." He paused. " Or better yet, maybe | should
put you in theroot cdlar.”

"What about you? Wherewill you be?' "I'll stay up here until the misslesstart to fly. Then I'll join you.”

"I'm sorry,” Dianasaid. "That's unacceptable.” She lunged, shoving him hard enough to spill him onto his
backs de on the porch. Whirling, she ran through the living room and into asmall kitchen. The stench of
rotten food assailed her as she raced to aback door and flung it open. Beyond wasayard and a
cornfield, the stalks astdl as she was. Legping down a short flight of steps, she sped toward them.

"Get her, boy! Attack! Attack!" Dianalooked back. Hercules was after her.

Eve of Destruction

Washington

Ben Thomassideawasto take Interstate 90 al the way across Washington and Idaho into Montana and
then take Interstate 94 into northern Minnesota.

Thingswent fine asfar as Spokane. They were ableto get gas. He was careful not to let hisfue drop
below half so he dways had plenty to spare. Traffic wasn't the pain he ex-pected it to be. A lot of folks
were holed up in their homes, awaiting the next development in the spreading globa con-flict.

Space drove him nuts using the radio. She was congtantly running up and down the dia looking for
gations with the latest news. He dmost told her to stop—but when she was playing with the radio she
was usudly preoccupied and quiet, and there was only so much of her chatter he could take. The girl
about talked his head off.

It was asthey were pulling out of Ellensburg that Space told Ben about her parents. Her father had been
an dco-holic, her mother adruggie. When they hadn't been abus--

ing each other, they had been abusing her. She had taken it until she was twelve and then she skipped.
She had goneto live with an aunt who had dways treated her nicely, but the aunt had a son her agewho
thought she was the hottest treat on two legs and couldn't keep his hands off her. So Space had skipped
again and wound up living on the street.

"It wasn't bad at first. | had alittle money so | could egt. | found acondemned building and lived in a



room with alock on the door so | could deep safe at night. | stayed away from other street people. The
few who knew | was hiding there left me done. But the good vibes didn't last. They never do."

"Why didn't you go to the Sate for help? They could have found you afoster home."

"Would you want to live with people you didn't know? People who might have hang-ups of their own?"'
Space shook her head and her bangs swished. "No, | figured | was better off on my own. Even when the
money ran out and | had to make do any way | could.”

"Y ou Sarted turning tricks?'

Space cackled in glee and dapped her leg. "Only aman would think of that before anything ese. I'm no
skank. My body ismine, and making it with strangersisn't my idea of fun." She shook her head again. "1
mainly soletolive. At firgt it wasfood. I'd go into agrocery store and tick stuff down my skirt.”

Ben had been meaning to ask about her clothes. Shewore dl black, like one of those Goths. "What if the
food fell out before you made it out the door?!

"l wore my skirt inside out so the pocket was on thein-side. I'd dip whatever | stole into the pocket and
waltz out with no onethe wiser. Bur | could only take small stuff, and that was adrag. After a couple of
hundred candy bars, the sweets aren't as sweet. Know what | mean?’

"l don't eat candy much.”

"You will if theré's nothing else you can get your handson. | ate candy and | atealot of fruit. Bananas,
mostly. It was easy to dip one into my pocket. I'm partia to pretzels, too. I'd open abag and grab a
handful. Y ou wouldn't be-lieve how easy it was."

"It's nothing to be proud of," Ben remarked. He wasn't astickler for the law, but there were some things
he would never do and stealing was one of them.

"Listen to you, Mr. Never Gone Hungry aDay in hisLife. When your belly hurts from not esting, when
you're So starved your skinis sticking to your ribs, you'll do what-ever you haveto. It'sal aout
surviva.”

"l wasaMarine, girl. And I'm black, besides. | know more about surviving than you'l ever learn.”
"Oh, please. Y ou had it rough because you weren't born white and you cal that surviving?'

Ben flared with anger. He could have hit her, but he never hit femaes unlessthey weretrying to do him
harm. "Listen, you snot-nosed brat. What do you know about being black? About what it'sliketo be
born into aworld wearing skin that people hate becauseit's different from their own? To be sneered at?
To be spit on? To be called the N word every time you turn around? That's how it wasfor mewhen |
waslittle. But | didn't care. | gaveit right back, and got stronger deep down, where it counts. Strong
enough to be aMarine. To be one of the few, the proud. And to be so damn tough, no mother's son
better messwith me or helll est his goddamn teeth.”

"Touched anerve, hun?'
Ben swore. Theraceissue dways set him off.

"Hey, it'scool. You don't take crgp from anybody. | ad-mirethat. All I'm saying isthat you survivedin
your way and | survived in mine, and for you to look down your nose a me because | did it different isn't
far."



Ben thought about it and grudgingly replied, "Y ou have a point. No insult meant.”

"Nonetaken." Space grinned. "Just think. Two badass survivorslike us, this end-of-the-world dedl
should be abreeze."

The radio was nothing but war talk. Even the sationsthat usudly played music were doing news, and
none of it was good. Thewar in the Middle East had spread. Russaand Chinawere involved. Isradl was
fighting for itslife. North Koreawas marshalling troops aong its border with South Korea. A South
American dictator had invaded his neighbor.

On the nationd front, the president appealed for cam. Looting and random violence were everywhere,
Martid law would be imposed as soon asthe Nationd Guard was fully mobilized.

"What will you do if they close the highways?' Space asked.
Ben hadn't thought of that. But it didn't matter. "When | give my word to make adelivery, | keepit."

They made it out of Washington. Ben refueled at Coeur d'Alene and pushed on into the Bitterroot
Moun-tains. Exits were fewer and farther between. Hardly any other vehicleswere on the road. There
was talk on the radio that Chinese subs had been spotted off the West Coast, that a Russian fleet was
bound for the East Coast. Terrorist activity was on therise. Therewasworry aU.S. city would be
nuked. On and on went the litany of fear.

The Bitterroots were so remote that Ben didn't antici-pate trouble. So long as the gas sations stayed
open, hewould be dl right. But he wasn't amachine. He'd kept himself awake with caffeine pills, but he
needed deep and he couldn't put it off any longer. He told Space.

"Fine by me. Get aroom with cable. | love movies."

"Sorry, girl, but I'm not stopping & amotel. | bunk inmy cab.”
" Spoilgport.”

The next exit wasasmall town called Smdlterville. Ben had never been there. He dowed to acrawl and
braked at a stop sign. A gas station had a Closed sign in the window, but that was dl right; the truck had
nearly three-quarters of atank. He wheeled on into Smelterville. The streets were deserted. There wasn't
asoul ingght.

"Thisis spooky."

Ben waslooking for aplaceto pull over. A sign an-nounced a park. He turned down a Sde strest, the
diesdl rumbling, and cameto astop next to agrassy knoll speckled by trees and picnic benches. "This
will do." He pulled to the curb and turned off theignition.

In the sudden silence the quiet around them seemed un-naturd. The park was empty of life. Not so much
asabitd or asquirrel anywhere. Across the street were afew frame houses and amobile home, as ill
astombstones.

"Whereis everyone?' Space nervoudy asked.

"Trembling in their boots." Ben pocketed the keys. "I'm climbing in the back for afew hours. Y ou stay
put until | wake up. | don't want you wandering off, you hear?"

Space grinned and gave him asharp sdute. "Sir, yesSir.



"Goof." Ben parted the curtain and climbed into the bunk. He curled on hisside and closed hiseyes. As
he was drifting off, he thought he heard the rasp of adoor handle. Then degp claimed him.

New Y ork

Deepak Kapur's heart legped into histhroat. He thought for sure he was going to die. The ship bearing
down on the Kull was so close that he swore he could seerivets on its hull, which was preposterous,
given that it was night and that except for the ship's deck lights high above, it was so dark it was a
wonder those onboard had spotted the ferry. Then it hit him. They didn't know the Kull wasthere. They
were blowing the horn for some other reason. A col-lison wasinevitable.

Hetook a step back and braced for the impact, fully ex-pecting to be crushed to pulp. Suddenly the
ferry gave alurch that nearly unbalanced him and the deck tilted at the bow. A high-pitched roaring
whine came from under hisfeet. The next ingtant the ferry shot forward asif jet propelled.

Alf blested in terror.

The ship was amost on top of them. White |ettering identified it asthe Coral Sea. Her bow passed so
closeto theferry's stern that Deegpak could have reached out and touched it. Then they werein the clear
and heading down-river. Collecting hiswits, he climbed to the wheel house and went in without knocking.

Patrick Sayne was at the helm consulting adigitd dis-play. Hedidn't ook up. "What do you want? I'm

"You dmos got uskilled.”
"l knew the ship wasthere. | had it on radar. Once| ac-tivated the hydrofoil it couldn't touch us."
"Hydrofoil 7' Degpak was making it ahabit of repesting things the man said.

"Didn't you fed the deck move?' Saynelooked up from the display. "Ever hear the expression, ‘the
bigger the boy, the bigger histoys? Asthe CEO of Tekco, my toys are the wares my company uses and
sls. The Hungter, this hydro, and more you couldn't imagine. I'm the ulti-mate tech geek.”

Somehow Deepak couldn't imagine him asageek of any kind. "What do you plan to pull out of your
high-tech grab bag that will get usto Minnesota safe and sound?”

"I'm saving it for asurprise. But firgt thingsfirst." Sayne consulted the display. "I'm going to bring usin
just above the Narrows. From there welll cut acrossto 78."

"l hope you know what you're doing.”

"l dwaysdo." Sayneturned the whed while watching the display. ™Y ou should give me more credit. But
then, Kurt Carpenter did say your psych profile showed you have a superiority complex.”

"Y ou tend to think you're better than everyone else. Sorry, that's not entirely true. Y ou tend to think that
you're smarter than everyone else. | suppose theré's adifference, but to meit'sal the same.”

"Carpenter let you study my psych profile?' Degpak had understood that al persond information wasto
be held in the strictest confidence.



"I'm one of theinner circle, Mr. Kapur. | designed the bunkers. | designed a specia vehicle you know
nothing abouit. | stocked the armory. In short, anything and every-thing having to do with security is under
my oversght.”

"That's no excuse for Carpenter |etting you see my psych tests.”

"Ah. But it is. Kurt needs you. The people at the com-pound need you. Y ou're a genius with computer
systems, and well need to rely on our computers heavily for thefirst ten yearsor 0."

"Tenyears?'

"Projections, andys's, communications, those sorts of things. Don't worry. The bunkers are shielded. We
should be EMP-proof. | say should because the shielding hasn't been tested under actual combat
conditions. We couldn't hardly set off anuke, now, could we?'

"But ten years?

"Maybe longer if the solar arrays and the batteries hold out. No one knows how widespread the
aftereffectswill be, or even what they'll be. Oh, radiation isa given. But there are ahost of biologicd and
chemical weapons out there, and only acomputer can even begin to make sense of the permutations.”

Deepak began to redlize that this man was more than muscle with agun. " So that'swhy Carpenter thinks
I'm essentid.”

"You are, Mr. Kapur. The sooner that sinksin, the bet-ter welll get along. Now why don't you join your
friend?I'll be busy for the next ten minutes or s0."

Alf wasat theral, hisface padein the sarlight. "Listen to that, will you? We're lucky to be out of it."

From both shores rose the sounds of srensand wails and occasiona screams. Flashing emergency lights
pierced the dark. They passed awdl-lit pier where people were fighting over small craft.

"If it'sthisbad now," Alf said, "what will it be like when the missles hit?"

He answered his own question. "Itl beinsane. Only the strong will make it, and me, | never was very
drong.”

"Just remember you're not done. I'll be at your side, come what may."
"Thanks, pd."

The Kull swung in parale with the shore and bore to the south, still without running lights. Eventualy it
dowed and the deck dipped until it waslevel. Ahead was a

dock bathed by asingle light. Beyond that was abrick building.
"Therésno one around,” Alf observed. "It looks safe enough.”

The Kull eased broadside to the dock. Out of the whed-house bounded Petrick Siayne. With grest
urgency he saw to the gangway, then ran to the Hunster and beckoned. "What are you waiting for? Get

in.
Deepak and Alf went over but they werein no particu-lar hurry until Deepak asked, "What's the rush?”

"I've been monitoring government frequencies. Home-land Security just got the word. We don't have



muchtime”
"Timefor what? Are the highways such amesswell never makeit out?' Alf asked.
"It'snot that." Sayne gazed skyward. "New Y ork City isabout to be nuked.”

Fractured Lives

Pennsylvania

It got worse the farther west they went.

The Nationa Guard had been cdled in to quell the panic and the looting, but most soldiers were sent into
the bigger towns and cities. Rura Americawas|eft largely onitsown.

It was only a hundred miles or so from Trudae to Har-risburg, but it might as well have been athousand.
The in-terstate was amess. Twice, early on, Soren had tried taking 76, and each time, within adozen
miles, he had come upon tangles of vehicles. The secondary roads were mostly clear, but they took alot

longer.

Toril wouldn't stop fretting. "What if something has happened to her? What if amob ransacked her house
likethey did our neighbors?'

"l very much doubt it," Soren sought to soothe her. ™Y our mom livesin the country. She should befine”
"It'snear Intersate eighty-one,” Toril reminded him.

"Haf amile, at least." Soren couldn't see anyone tramp-ing that far just to loot an old farmhouse.

Freyaand Magni were strangely quiet. Normally they bickered and teased but now they sat staring
fearfully out the windows.

Soren had tried to get them to play "l see..." where onetried to guess what the other was looking at. He
had tried to get them to play the license plate game, where they got points for each out-of-sate license.
He had tried to get them to sing. They declined and went on staring.

Theradio tarted acting up. Now and then static and strange sounds drowned out the announcers. Soren
wanted the latest news and kept switching stations. Late in the af-ternoon he sscumbled on apair of
bombshells.

... Itisofficidly confirmed that San Diego has suffered anuclear strike. It has aso been confirmed that
the V atican has been destroyed. Initid reportsindi-cate a backpack nuke was used. In the Mideast,
Isradl haslaunched multiple air strikes. Tehran has been hit hard, and there isword that much of that city



isra-dioactive waste. From the U.S. Navy comesword of afleet of warships bound for the eastern
coast of the United States. It's believed that New Y ork and Philadelphia..."

Static cut in. Soren tweaked the did, but it did no good. He had lost the signdl.

They swung east of Harrisburg. Their route took them nesat Indian Echo Cave, which Soren had visted
asaboy, and on through Hummelstown to within amile of 81. A turnoff took them aong a country road
past severa farms.

At lagt thefamiliar white stucco farmhouse atop a hill cameinto sight.

Toril sat forward and clasped her hands. "If only we could have gotten through to her. She could be
ready to go."

"Well spend the night,” Soren offered. The sun was a-ready perched on the horizon, and anight's deep
in com-fortable surroundings would do the children good.

Gravel crunched under their tires as Soren wound up along drive flanked by stately maple trees. He
braked next to alilac bush and everyone piled out. He brought Mjolnir with him.

The rocking chair on the porch was empty, the house quiet. Toril dashed up the walk and knocked
eagerly. When there was no reply, shetried the doorknob. "It's locked."

"Maybe Sigrid iswatching television and didn't hear you.
"Or she doesn't have her hearing aid in." Toril went to a potted plant, lifted it, and produced the key.

The house aways smelled of food. Today Soren would swear it was oatmedl . He followed hiswife into
theliving room, but Sigrid wasn't there. A dark hall led past the din-ing room, with its mahogany table
and chairs, and into the kitchen.

"Where can she be? She wouldn't go anywhere a atimelike this" Suddenly stopping short, Toril raised
ahand to her throat. "Mother!"

Sigrid Uhlgren sat dumped over the kitchen table, one arm under her heed, the other dangling.
Toril ran over and grabbed her by the shoulders. "Mother? What's wrong? Speak to me!"

Soren confirmed that Sigrid would never speak again. She wore a peaceful expression, asif dying had
been a pleas-ant passage from here to the hereafter. He looked at hiswife and shook his head.

"But bow?" Toril cried. Bending over her mother, she began to sob.

Soren suspected a heart attack or stroke. Sigrid had been in her late seventiesand in failing health ever
since her hus-band had died. She smply hadn't cared to live without her Karl.

"Mom?'

Soren quickly ushered the kidsto the living room and told them to stay put. Then he went out to the
truck. He still intended to stay the night, and they would need their backpacks.

When he returned, Toril had stopped crying, but her cheeks and chin were wet. Sniffling, she tenderly
stroked Sigrid'shair. "1 loved her so much. She was as good amother as anyone could ask for."

Soren agreed. Sigrid had accepted him dating her daugh-ter long before Karl had. Maybe her intuition



had told her he was the one. Or maybe it was that they were so much dike. She had been steeped in the
old ways, and while she hadn't believed as he did, she'd respected hisright to do so. "Do we burn her
according to the old ways or bury her? She's your mother, so the decision should be yours.™

"What if someone saw the smoke and cameto investi-gate? Burying isfine.”
Soren doubted anyone would come, but they were pressed for time. "Okay."
"Give me afew minutes. | want to pay my respects.”

Soren went out and over to the garden shed. Inside was the shovel he needed. Whereto dig wasthe
next question. He chose a spot near the rose bushes. Roses had been Sigrid's passion.

Toril inssted on a service. She brought the children out-side and they stood around the fresh mound of
earth with their heads bowed.

"' know where stands a hd| brighter than sunlight,” Soren quoted. " ‘Gleaming better than gold in
Lee-of-flame.

Hosts of therighteous shall inherit it, and live in the light everlagting.™

Supper was asorry affair. Toril made soup, but only Soren was hungry. The kids asked to be excused.
Toril put down her spoon, leaned her elbows on the table, and placed her face in her hands.

"I'm sorry. I'm too broken up."
"Shewas your mother,” Soren said quietly. "The heding will taketime."
"Thank you for saying thewords. | couldn't think."

Soren reached across and gently placed his hand on her arm. "Don't be so hard on yoursdlf." He couldn't
help won-dering, though, if maybe a different passage would have been more appropriate. One, in
particular, had stuck in hismind most of the day. The sun will go black and the earth sink into the sea.
Heaven will be Stripped of its bright stars. Smoke will rage, and fire, lesping living flame, will lick heaven
itdf.

Toril looked up and said, "My father had agun.” "What?"
"A shotgun. In the closet in their bedroom. He didn't shoot it much, but it should sill be there."”
Soren glanced a Mjolnir on the table beside them. "I'll rely on my hammer."

"What if we run into looters with guns? Y ou're not Thor. Y ou can't cal down the lightning and the
thunder.”

"Would that | could." Everyone had a secret yearning they rarely reveaed, and Soren'swasthat he
would dearly loveto bethe true and red God of Thunder. Childish, but there it was.

"What will happen to us? What will happen to our chil-dren?" Toril gazed out the window &t the gathering
dark-ness. "What will theworld be like when this madnessis over?

Soren didn't say anything but he was thinking, Maybe it never will be over.

Professor Diana Trevor had no hope of getting to the corn-field before Hercules caught her. She veered
toward the barn and ducked around its wide door, pressing her back to the wall. She heard the dog's



heaving breathing and the pad of its paws, and the next second it hurtled past her and did to astop in the
dusty barn. She held her breath, afraid the sound of her own breathing would give het away, as Hercules
stalked toward the rear. He didn't think to ook behind him.

Diana needed something to defend hersalf with. Her eyestook afew more momentsto adjust, and then
she could see the straw that littered the floor and aladder leading to the hayloft. Propped against the
ladder was a pitchfork.

Dianawould be damned if she were going to let the old farmer throw her into hisroot cellar. She had
somewhere to be, and she would get there no matter what it took.

Boots pounded, and Amos Stiggims entered. He was il holding hisfolding knife. He ran adozen steps
farther, then stopped. "Where is she, boy? Where did that tricky bitch get to?"

Dianagauged the distance to the ladder. It would put her near Stiggims, but it couldn't be helped. The
mongrel was halfway to the rear of the barn and posed no immedi-ate threst.

"Find her, boy," Stiggims urged. "1 saw her comein. She hasto be here somewhere.”

Girding hersdlf, Dianabounded toward the ladder. She was amogt to it when both Stiggims and the dog
heard her. Hercules spun and growled. Amos bleated an oath and lunged, trying to grab her.

Dianabarely skipped asdein time. Another long stride and she had the pitchfork, then she turned to
confront them. Amos stopped cold, atwisted smile on hisface. Her-cules stopped, too, but only for a
few heartbests. Then he dunk forward.

"Stay, boy! Stay!" Stiggims commanded. To Dianahe said, "Be reasonable. Put that down. | don't want
to hurt you. All | want isyour company.”

"For how long?' Dianashot back. "A year? Five years? A lifetime? No thank you.”
"It won't be so bad. I'll treat you decent. I'll keep you fed and let you take baths and everything.”
"Youred| heart."

The farmer tiffened in indignation. "No need to take that tone. Y ou could be worse off. Y ou could be on
the road with no oneto look after you."

"I don't need babysitting. I'm agrown woman." Dianawas keeping an eye on Hercules. Hewas dill ina
crouch and could spring in atwinkling.

"All the more reason for you and meto stick together, girlie. Like |l told you, | don't intend no frisky
Herculestook another step and Dianaturned, the pitch-fork in front of her. "Warn him off or so help me
Il gick him."

"Stay, damnit!" Stiggims spread hisarmsin gpped. "Let'stalk this out, you and me. We can work things
out so they benefit both of us."

"You'recrazy, old man," Dianasaid flatly. "I don't careif it isthe end of the world. Y ou can't do asyou
please with every female who comesdong.”

"There's only been you. It won't be so bad. | have plenty of food stored. The rest of the world will
garve, but well havefull bellies”



Dianahad to get out of there. The dog wasinching toward her. Then Amos moved so he was between
her and the door. "Out of my way. I'm leaving."

"I'm more spry than | ook, girlie. And Hercules, there, isaregular lion when hés mad. Makeit easy on
yourself. Drop that thing and come dong without afuss.”

"Please, Mr. Stiggims. | don't want to hurt you."

"That's damn decent of you. It truly is. But you're put-ting the cart before the horse.”
"Heage”

"Beg al you want. I've made up my mind." Stiggims crouched and showed hisyellow teeth.

"Therearelimitsand | have reached mine." "Isthat s0? Thenit'sroot hog or die, girlie "Cal methat one
moretime.”

"What? Girlie?" Stiggims chuckled. "Gets your dander up, doesit?"
Dianaclenched the pitchfork harder.
"Areyou one of those feminazis | hear about on the radio?"

"No, I'm a pissed-off woman." Dianalunged, bur it was only afeint. She expected him to do what he did,
namely, spring back and bawl at the dog.

"Get her, Hercules! Attack, boy!"

Whirling, Diana braced the long handle againgt her side, the pitchfork angled up. The dog was dready in
midair. It came down right on the tines, yipping as they tipped through its body like knives through butter.
The dog weighed as much if not more than she did, and she was knocked back.

"Hercules!" Amos Stiggims cried. He stared at the dead dog, then screeched and came at her like one
possessed.

Letting go of the pitchfork, Diana evaded awild dash. She backpedaed and Stiggims came after her, his
eyeslit with maniacal fury. He swung the blade at her throat, her chest, her face. She bumped into
something and nearly fell. Reaching back to steedy hersdlf, she redlized she had collided with the ladder.
Darting around it, shetried onelast time.

"It doesn't haveto belikethis." Shetried to stay cam. "Drop the knife and let me leave.”
"Bitch!" the old man shrilled, and thrust hisknife be-tween the rungs.

Dianahad her bi-weekly volleyball sessonsto thank for the reflexes that enabled her to grab hiswrigt,
wrench with al her might, and break the bone with an audible crack. He screamed and dumped, and she
came around the lad-der and landed an uppercut any boxer would envy. It nearly broke her hand, but it
left him on his knees, too woozy to resist as she dived ahand into his pocket and palmed the keys.

Five minutes later the truck was roaring down the coun-try road, raising athick cloud of dust initswake.

Diana Trevor gripped the whed tightly. She had along way to go and nothing was going to stand in her
way.

Except dying.



The Color of God

New York City

Patrick Slayne drove with fierce intensity. He needed to put as much distance behind them ashe could in
as short atime as possible. He pushed the Hungter past ninety when the streets permitted and took
curves periloudy fadt.

Alf Richardson was as pae as snow. "It'slike being on aroller coaster, only worse."
"Can't you dow down?' Deepak Kapur complained.
"Of course | can,” Sayneresponded. "But | won't. Un-like you, | happen to like bresthing.”

Deepak made aprediction of hisown. "Y ou'll want to kick yoursdlf for being ridiculous when nothing
happens.”

"You'reindenid, Mr. Kapur."

"Orisit that | have more confidencein the U.S. mili-tary than you do? They have satellites that can shoot
mis-siles down. They have land-based defense systems like the Nimrod that was set up last year. They
have jet intercep-tors.”

"Your point?"

"Thisisn't Iran. Thisisn't Isradl. It's America. We have the most sophisticated weaponry on the planet. |
doubt very much that an enemy misslewill get through.”

"That's because you're under the delusion that our de-fenses areinfalible. Trust me. They're not.
Satelliteswork best againgt missileswith high trgectories. They don't do aswell againgt missilesthat fly at
ground or sealevel. The Nimrod is effective, yes, but again, it's hard for the system to lock in on amissile
that comesinlow. Asfor our jets, by the time they're scrambled to intercept, it will be over."

"| refuseto believethat."
"Likel sad, youreindenid."
Alf cleared histhroat. "I believe you, Mr. Sayne. Y ou've been right about everything ese.”

Slayne didn't gppear to hear him. "Our lives depend on the payload. I'm guessing it will be one kiloton,
but it could be more.”

"How far do we have to go be to be safe?" Alf asked.
"Completely safe? Thirty miles™



"How far have we come?'
"Were not quite Sx milesoutside the city.”
Alf clutched his seet. "Oh, God."

"Stay cdm, Mr. Richardson. The Hunster is shielded and reinforced. Essentidly, it'sadisguised tank. Or
aHumveg, if you want. We can handle ten times the radiation of most any transport on the planet.”
Sayne spun the whed, taking a corner on two tires. "Our main worry isthe blast pressure. Up to five
miles out from ground zero, the pressure wave can flatten abuilding.”

Deepak interjected, "Did you ever sop to think that Homeland Security might be wrong?”
"Think what you will if it will make you happy.”

Sighing in annoyance, Deegpak shifted in his seat and looked out the rear window at the New Y ork
skyline. It looked s0 serene; the skyscrapers were silhouetted againgt the sky in grand majesty. Suddenly
there was aflash brighter than the sun, aflash so brilliant, Degpak cried out and looked away. When he
glanced back through ditted eyes he beheld a purple glow. His eyes began to hurt and he looked away
once more, but only for afew seconds.

A mushroom cloud was taking shape. So wasawall of living flames that legpt outward from the impact
point, consuming everything inits path.

Alf screamed and doubled over. "I'm going to be sick!™
"You do and | throw you out,” Slayne snapped.

Deepak bardly heard them. He was riveted to the most awe-ingpiring sight of hislife. The purple had
changed to red. The mushroom cloud was at ten thousand feet and risng. On an impulse hetimed it with
hiswristwatch. In less than aminute the cloud was thirty thousand feet high. The stalk stretched asthe
cloud rose.

"Magnificent,” Degpak exclamed.
"You can't mean that," Alf bleated in terror.

Deepak could almost see the shock wavesrippling out-ward like ripplesin apond. Whatever they
touched, they flattened or blew apart. With remarkable speed the waves swept toward them.

"Fagter!" Alf urged.
Sayne pushed the Hungter to ahundred. "Hold on tight. WEll belike bugsin abarre.”

Deepak wondered what that meant. Then there was no time for wondering; the shock waves caught up
with them. The Hunster gave a hard lurch and spun completely around. Clutching the handle over the
door, he pressed his feet against the floor.

"Oh, God," Alf wailed. "We're dead!"
"Here comes thewors of id"

Pressure waves buffeted the Hunster. Saynetried to maintain control, but human sinews were no match
for po-tent, raw, incalculable force. The Hunster went into atail-spin, and then went on spinning. A
building loomed in the windshield, growing closer and closer.



Deepak had bardly braced himself when the Hunster dammed into awall hard enough to make his ears
ring. He dumped in his seat, half dazed, then groped about his body checking for broken bones.

Alf was groaning.

At the base of the mushroom cloud was a purple dome, agigantic pulsing, swelling, gelatinous bubble. It
spread outward from the epicenter until it had swalowed half amile of city. It gppeared to be yards thick
and amost looked wet.

A shiver ran down Degpak's spine. "'l have seen the face of Shiva, the Destroyer.” He would never be
the same. "Get us out of here!"™ Alf urged.

Saynewastrying. He turned theignition, but al the en-gine did was growl. Hetried again, and athird
time, then smacked the dash. " This shouldn't happen. We're shielded.”

Deepak looked back at the purple bubble, which was pulsing and writhing with nucleer life.
"What isthet thing?'

A roar from the engine brought ayip from Slayne. He threw the Hunster into gear to get clear of thewall,
then wheeled to the west and tramped on the gas peda. "Hang on. We need to vacate the radiation zone
asquickly aspos-gble”

"What happensif we don't?’
"Wedie of radiation poisoning, Mr. Richardson. As gridy adesth asyou can concelve.”

Deepak didn't care about that. He didn't care that Slayne was driving like alunatic. He couldn't take his
eyes off Shiva, madereal. Beatedly, he redized that the majestic skyscrapers he had been looking at
only minutes ago were gone. So were countless other buildings and homes. A grest circular swath of
gted, stone, and humankind had been consumed, the very heart of New Y ork City devoured by the
ultimate man-made monger.

"Will we makeit, Mr. Slayne?" Alf asked.

"Timewill tdl."

|daho

The pain brought Ben Thomas back to life. He started to groan and hit it off. Opening his eyes, he gazed
around himsdf in confusion. He thought it must be night; it was o dark. Gradudly his eyes adjusted. He
wasin aroom. There was the outline of adoor on onewall, but no win-dows. He went to move and
discovered hiswrists and an-kles were tied.

"Damn mefor afool."

From apatch of ink in acorner came asqued of de-light. "You're dive! That knock on the head didn't
kill you.

"Space?' Ben'stongue fdt inchesthick. He blinked and redlized something was wrong with hisleft eye.

"Who else?' Shewriggled out of the dark, her arms and legstied as hiswere. "I'm sorry they got you,
too. It'smy fault.”



Ben remembered now. He had woken up in the truck and found her gone so he had gone looking for

her. Hed cdlled her name over and over and when she didn't answer he had gone from door to door. No
one answered hisknocks. He was starting to think Smelterville was deserted when he cameto an old
factory. Hed dmost passed it by, but he had glimpsed movement at awindow and went to investigate.
He had knocked and tried the door. It was un-locked so he had poked his head in—and that was the
last he remembered until now. "How long have | been out?’

"A couple of hours. They dumped us here and said they'd be back later.”

Ben tested the rope around hiswrists. There was dack but not much. He set to work moving his
forearms back and forth. "Whao'sthis 'they' you keep talking about?"

"l don't know. They didn't say awholelot." Space con-tinued to wriggle toward him.
"How did they catch you?'

"l was exploring. | know you told meto stay in the cab, but | was bored." Space frowned. "I didn't think
it would hurt if 1 took alook around.”

"Now you know better." Ben gritted histeeth againg the pain he was causing himself.

"I couldn't find anyone. Then | saw agrocery store, amom-and-pop dedl, and figured I'd buy a Three
Muske-teers. | love Three Musketeers. They're my favorite candy in dl theworld. | could eat awhole
box at one gtting. I'd be in heaven.”

"Space, damn it."
"Wha?'
"Forget the stupid candy and tell me how they caught you.

"Geez. You're ared bear when you get aknock on the head." Space was dmost to him. "But it waslike
this, see. | went into the store and there was no one behind the counter, so | helped myself. | was coming
back out when half adozen of them closed in. | ran, but they know the town better than | do and | got
trapped in an aley with no way out."

"What can you tell me about them? Anything at al will hep." The Marines—and Ben—were big
believersin "know your enemy."

Space stopped. "They're guyswith guns. A wholelot of guys. One of them said | was an outsider and
from now on outsiders don't get to come and go asthey please.”

Ben wondered if he could bribe them. He had arall of bills hidden in Semper Fi.

"A young one whispered to me that he was sorry about what they were doing, but there was nothing he
could do."

"Did hetdl you hisname?'
"Rogar”

Ben filed theinformation for future reference. It might comein handy; it might not. Theimportant thing
wasthat at least one of their captors had a conscience.

"What do we do? Do you have aplan to get us out of here?"



"Asamatter of fact, | do." "What isit?" Space eagerly asked. "We get in my truck and ride like hell.”
Ben tried twist-ing hisright wrist and paid for it with aspike of apain. "Y ou're not taking this serious.”

"I dwaystake dying serious." Ben felt wet dropstrickle down hiswrist, but he kept at it. There wasno
telling when their captorswould return.

No sooner did the thought cross his mind than feet tramped toward them and the door was pulled open.
A hand reached in and found a switch. Light from an overhead bulb flooded the room and in filed four
men. They wore everyday clothes. One had on aMariners baseball cap; he couldn't have been more
than twenty and he had more freckles than a beach had sand. He came and stood over Ben. "Good.
You'reawake."

"Who do you think you are, treating uslike this? Let usgo or I'll report you to the law.”
Theyoung man laughed. "Do you hear him, boys? This here darkie isthrestening us."
"Wheat did you just cdl me?

"Listen up, darkie. My name is Hardin. I'm one of My-ron Croft's lieutenants. We're setting up anew
order with laws of our own." Hardin drew back hisleg. "Thisiswhat | think of you and your kind."

Ben tried to roll out of the way, but he was much too dow. A stedl-toed boot caught him in theribs.
Sheer agony coursed through him, but he refused to give them the sat-isfaction of seeing him in torment.
Holding his head high, he put on his best poker face and said, "Isthat al you've got, punk?'

Hardin grinned. "Weve got us atough mother. Good. Y oull last longer. Well have us more fun.”
"Leave him be," Space said angrily. "We never did any-thing to you, you little twerp.”

Hardin had ignored her, but now he turned and bent low so hisface was above hers. "The dut speaks.”
"Sut, am 7" Spacetried to butt him with her forehead.

"Dressed the way you are, what €l se would you be but one of those city girlswho givesit out for free?"
Hardin nudged her with hisboot. "But you'll learn. Y ou and your black friend, both.”

"Why areyou doing this?'

"Haven't you guessed? It'sthe end of theworld, girl. We just heard that New Y ork City has been nuked.
San Diego and maybe Sesttle, too."

"What doesthat have to do with us?'

"Y ou sure are dumb. Pretty soon there won't be any government. It'll be every dog for itself. Now
Myron, he'sred smart. He saw this would happen and he got us st for it." Hardin puffed out his chest.
"We'retaking over, lock, stock, and barrdl.”

Space sneered in contempt. "Y ou take over one little town and act like you're God?"

"Not one town, stupid. Weretaking over al of Idaho. Firgt this part and then therest.” Hardin turned
back to Ben. "Now then. Suppose you tdl uswhat'sin thet trailer you're hauling."

"None of your business.

"That's where you're wrong, mister. Anything we want, we take. Wetried to break the lock but it's made



of some newfangled metal. So I'll ask you again and if you don't an-swer me, well seeif you're astough
asthat lock." He tapped hisfoot. "Wdl?1 ain't got al day.”

Fully aware of the consequences, Ben Thomas squared his shoulders and said in fierce delight, "Go to
hel."

The Eyeof The Storm

Minnesota

Kurt Carpenter was at his desk in C Block when there was arap on the door and Becca Levy poked
her head in. 1 hey re here.

"Send them in." Carpenter rose to greet the three men. "I'm glad you madeit."

Patrick Slayne had athree-day growth on his chin, and his suit had the rumpled look of clothesthat had
been dept in. "Kurt," he said warmly asthey clasped hands. "It's good to see you again.”

"How bad wasiit out there?'

Slayne claimed an easy chair and crossed one leg over the other. "Theworst was New Y ork City. We
barely madeit out."

"Y es. Beccardayed your message. Y ou actudly saw the missile hit?"
"Mr. Kapur and hisfriend saw morethan | did. | wastoo busy driving."
Carpenter turned to Degpak Kapur. "Thank God you're dive. | consder you essentia to our surviva."

"So Mr. Sayne hastold me. But | must be honest. I'm not pleased at how he dragged me from my office
and forced me to accompany him whether | wanted to or not.”

"Wetaked thisdl out when | cameto New Y ork to meet you. | made everything plain.”

"Please, Mr. Carpenter. Don't be condescending. Y ou cameto New Y ork for the specific purpose of
recruiting me. Y ou persuaded me to become part of your Endworld Protocol, asyou cal it. But my heart
was never init and you knew that." Deegpak indicated Slayne. "That's why you sent your pit bull.”

Sayne arched an eyebrow. "You're dive, aren't you? A lot aren't. Count your blessings.”

"Yes, yes, | appreciate that fact,” Degpak assured him. "But thisis ill hard for me. | wasn't giventimeto
say good-byeto my parents. | wasn't permitted to go home and get somethings | would dearly loveto
have brought. | was shanghaied, for lack of a better word. And | resent that.”

Carpenter leaned back and made atent of hisfingers. "I'm sorry to hear it. | truly am. If you fed that
grongly, you can leave.

"Jugt likethat?' Deepak snapped hisfingers.



"No oneisforced to stay againgt hisor her will. But | warn you, theinitid stages of the war have been
mild com-pared to what isto come. So far the superpowers have been content with launching afew
select dtrikes. But dl-out war will soon begin, and when it does, few outside thewalls of this compound
will be safe”

"Y ou exaggerate. Not every city in Americawill be nuked. Many rurd areaswill get littleif any fallout.
Theresthe military with Cheyenne Mountain and the like, and those who have their own shelters. Plusall
those who live in re-mote regions.” Deepak shook his head. "Many millionswill be perfectly safe.”

"Y ou're forgetting the biologica and chemica weapons." Carpenter sought to set him straight. "Dontt
think they won't be used, treaties or no treaties. Oncethey are, life be-yond these wallswill become a
hdll we can'timagine.

"l have agood imagination,” Degpak said dryly.
"It soundsto me asif you could use some rest. Or would you like ahot med firs?

Alf Richardson rubbed hisbelly. "Did | hear food? Mis-ter, lead meto the trough. All weve had the
wholetrip were candy bars and beef jerky. | am so hungry for real food I'd eat a cow raw.” He stood
and poked Deepak. "Come on, buddy. Let'sgo.”

Deepak rose and turned to go. "Don't misunderstand. | appreciate the extra effort you went to on my
behdf. But we have important mattersto discusslater.”

"Asyouwidh."

The moment the door closed behind them, Patrick Sayne sighed. "What's up with him? He's been like
that thewholeway."

Carpenter held up afinger, pressed a button, and said into an intercom, "Becca, would you kindly show
Mr. Ka-pur and his friend around? Whatever they need, see that they get it."

"Of course, Sr."

Carpenter sat back. "Do you remember when we first met, Petrick? | made an gppointment to meet with
you and explained my plansfor the compound? | wanted to hire the best there were to do the designs
and oversee the con-struction, and you went one step further. Y ou wanted to be part of the Endworld
Protocol, and | made you Chief of Home Security.”

"I knew war was inevitable."

"| felt the same. Which iswhy this compound exigts. But as Mr. Kapur just pointed out, he never fully
believed. Oh, | convinced himto sign on, but | could tell he might prove to be a bother later on."

"Then why waste your energy? Why didn't you recruit someone else to do what he does?’

"For the same reason | went to your firm. | wanted the best, and what that man doesn't know about
computers and their operating systems isn't worth knowing.”

"Sill," Sayne said, "l saw hisfile, remember? Diana says he could cause disharmony in the group.”
Sayne paused. "Where is she, by theway? Did she makeit?'

"Asamatter of fact, Dr. Trevor arrived late last night. She was suffering from exhaustion, but otherwise
she'sfine. Asfor Mr. Kapur, | admit his psych profileisborderline. But intime | expect him to come



around to our way of thinking."

Slayne gestured at the computer on Carpenter's desk. "How much use do you expect to get out of him,

"Youtdl me. You oversaw our EMP shidding. Pluswe have enough fuel for our generatorsto last
yws"

"All right. Enough about him. Where do we stand with personnel? How many have checked in?"

"Thetota standsat ninety-seven. We're missing three singles. Thefifteen couples and their familiesal
arrived safely, thank goodness. They're the core. The last to show up was Soren Anderson and his
family, about nine o'clock thismorning.”

"The condruction guy?"

Carpenter nodded. "We have abigger worry. I've logt contact with Ben Thomas. The last we heard from
him, he was stopping at aplace called Smdterville.

"Y ou should have left that to meinstead of sending me after Kapur. Relying on afredlance was asking for
trou-ble.”

"Thomas came highly recommended. | made ajudg-ment call. Don't be offended.”
"After dl you spent onthe SEAL."
"I know. | know. It's critically important that we haveit. | pray to God Thomas shows up.”

"God?' Sayne said and indulged in arare grin. "Haven't you been listening to the news? God ison
vacation. Thedevil isrunning things."

"lronic, ign't it?"
"What is? The end of the world? That we were smart enough to see it coming but too Stupid to stop it?"

"It'sironic that for al our accomplishments, for al our sophistication and culture, our arts and science and
engi-neering, we shoot oursavesin the head with our hate.”

"Wheat's so sophisticated about a species that can't get dong? 'Y ou don't see dolphins nuking each other.”
Carpenter chuckled, and rose. "I suppose you want to eat and rest after your long drive.”

"No. | want to take alook around. | can deep after thewar isover."

"Well take that ook together. | need to stretch my legs.”

They emerged from C Block into achill gust of wind. Roiling black clouds darkened the horizon. Inthe
fat dis-tance vivid stresks of lightning lanced the firmament.

"Just what we need," Kurt Carpenter said.

Various vehicles were parked in rows near the inner moat on the west side of the compound. The
drawbridge was down and would stay down until Carpenter gave the order for lockdown. Scores of
people were milling about or clus-tered in smal groups and talking in hushed tones. Many fidgeted and
cast anxious glances at the heavens.



"They know it won't belong.”
Carpenter stared at the gathering storm. "I hopeto God | don't get them killed.”
"It'salittlelate to second-guess yourself."

"I know. But I'm human, aren't 1? | shudder to think what will happen if we haven't covered every
contingency.”

Slayne put ahand on his shoulder. "Relax. Y ou've thought of everything. From food stockpilesto
weapons and ammo to radiation gear to biohazard suits, we're as prepared as we can be."

A smadl yellow bdl rolled toward them and stopped near their feet. A little girl followed it. She scooped it
up, then saw Carpenter and froze asif transfixed. Her mother hurried over and rook her by the
shoulders.

"Sorry to disturb you, Mr. Carpenter.”

"That's quite dl right, Mrs. Reynolds." Carpenter noticed with amusement that they kept looking at him as
they walked off. "What on earth wasthat al about?'

From behind them came a contrato femae voice. "Y ou're the Grest Prophet. They hold you in awe."

Both men turned. "Professor Trevor!" Carpenter smiled warmly and embraced her. "1 expected you to
deegp until evening.”

"It'sthe end of the world aswe know it. | don't want to miss any morethan | absolutely haveto." Diana
had on a clean green blouse and jeans. She held out her hand. " Patrick.”

Sayne shook it. "Diana.”
"I'm glad to see you madeit.”
"I had specid incentive.”
"Anyone | know?'

Saynelooked into her eyes. "LLooked in amirror today?' " Come see me tonight. Well look iniit
together." Kurt Carpenter cleared histhroat. "What was that non-sense about my being held in awe? |
trust you werejoking."

"Look around you. Haven't you noticed the stares? Or how nervous they are around you?' Diana swept
an arm to-ward the drawbridge and the walls. "Thisisal your doing. Y ou're the mastermind, the guiding
genius. Thisplace wouldn't exist except for you. They look up to you. They re-vere you. And yes, some
even hold you in awe.

"That'sridiculous.”
"[t's human nature”

Carpenter began to reply, but just then Slayne's cdll jin-gled. "Excuse me." He moved to one sde and
answered it.

"Hello, Arthur. Yes, thismight be our last contact for awhile. The atmospheric disturbance will be severe
and we can't predict how long it will last. Stick to the plan. Get to Switzerland, to the shelter under the



chateau. Stay there un-til it'sover, and if you can, take up thereins. Yes, yes, try to contact me then.
With any luck at dl—" Sayne stopped. "Arthur? Arthur?"

"Who wasthat?' Diana asked.
"Arthur Banning, Vice President of Tekco. Hewasin London on astopover. Theline went dead.”

Carpenter said, "It'samazing he even got through." A gust of wind struck Carpenter, drawing hisgazeto
the gp-proaching thunderhead. " Say. Do either of you notice any-thing strange about that storm front?”

Sayne and Dianalooked.

"What are those flashes of light high up in the clouds? See them? The purple and green that comes and
goes. That's not lightning." Carpenter turned to Slayne. "Would you be so kind asto get everyoneinto
their assgned bunkers and then join mein C Block?!

"Condder it done."

Dianawatched Sayne hurry off. "Ever notice how he moves? Just like aleopard or ajaguar.”
Carpenter's mouth curved. "No, | can't say as| have."

"It'sabout to hit the fan, isn't it? The moment you've been waiting for."

"The moment I've been dreading, Diana. All I've done, all my preparations, are about to be put to the
test, and | honestly don't know if it's enough.”

A purple streak lit the sky, but there was no boom of thunder. The wind began to whistle and shriek.

Carpenter watched hisfollowers scurry for cover. "These people have put their livesin my hands. What if
| get them killed?"

"Didn't | hear Patrick say something about not second-guessing yourself? Y ou've done dl you can. Now
werideit out and pray for the best.”

"| thought you were agnogtic?"

"What'sthat old saying? In afoxhole—and when the world comes to an end—there aren't any agnostics
or athe-igts. There are only believers, wetting themselves.”

Carpenter gave the world alast scrutiny. The end of days had come. He supposed he should fed pleased
hisdire pre-dictions had proven true but it was hard to get excited over what might prove to be the death
knell of an entire planet. "How could we do thisto ourselves?'

The dark clouds and the purple flashes now filled haf the sky and swept toward the compound like a
swarm of ethe-red demons.

Sayne was hagtening afew stragglers toward the bunkers. "A penny for your thoughts?*

"Y ou can have them for free, Diana." Carpenter nodded at the atmospheric upheavd. "The human race
has rolled the dice on its existence, and the dice have come up snake eyes.”

Havoc In A-Mgor



Minnesota

It had long been reasoned, by sane and reasonable men who assumed that the mgority of their fellow
humans were equally sane and reasonable, that no onein hisor her right mind wanted nuclear war.
Nukes were adeterrent. They kept tyrants from overstepping the accepted bounds of tyranny. They kept
despots from spreading the borders of their despotism. They kept nations from waging all-out war on
other nations.

To these sane and reasonable men, this had seemed a sane and reasonable system. It had worked for so
long— admittedly, not perfectly—but reasonably well, enough that planet Earth had enjoyed an extended
period of rela-tive peace and global prosperity.

Toward the end, more and more countries had acquired more and more nukes. The superpowers, those
who had had nukes first and hoarded them as they hoarded gold on the theory that an enemy who was
afraid of one nuke would beterrified of ten thousand, built their stockpilesto

apoint where they were perfectly happy to sign treaties that forced them to dismantle afew each year,
after which they would have 9,997 I eft.

But since envy holdstrue for nukes as much asit does for fancy cars and palatia homes, thelittle
countries had seen how smug the big countries were behind their wall of nu-clear deterrence, and they
wanted deterrents of their own. So it wasn't long before a dozen small countries had nukes.

Only one country on the whole face of the planet had de-vel oped anuclear program out of necessity.
|srael's survival depended on nukesits government denied having, but they didn't mind one bit when
word of the secret hoard was "ac-cidentally” |eaked and the country's enemies found out about the

Weapons.

At the outset of Armageddon, no one had known the ex-act number of nukesin existence. Experts had
said that this or that country possessed this or that many, but the experts had been doing what experts
aways did when they didn't know, yet were being paid to pretend they did: they blew wind. The truth
was that keeping complete and accurate track of the manufacture and development of dl the
com-ponents that went into the making of anuclear bomb or missile, from the plutonium to the housing,
wasimpossible. So the experts had given their best guesses, and those who paid them had been content.

It didn't help that the experts vehemently disagreed. One had said the total was 27,304. Another had said
that that was preposterous, and there were only 10,563. Still another had claimed that surely the total
tally of warheads must exceed 50,000.

Kurt Carpenter hadn't trusted any of the assessments. All that mattered to him was there were alot of
nuclear wegpons, and when the next world war came, odds were that alot of them would be used.

That waan't dll.



Biological and chemical wegpons had become al the po-litical rage. Tresaties had been sgned to limit
their produc-tion, usudly with public fanfare so the paliticians who signed the treaties would be perceived
as great humanitari-ans. But those same politicians had required their militaries to secretly develop new
and ever more letha stockpiles. Just in case, had been their mantra.

There had aso been reports of even more exotic weapons. Weapons spun from the pages of science
fiction. Devices so terrible, they were spoken of in hushed whispers behind locked doors.

Kurt Carpenter had done the math, and the conclusion held reached was that the next globa war would
result in horrorsthelikes of which had never been seen.

But Carpenter did hismath alittle differently from most.

The common consensus had been that if X number of nuclear bombs and missileswere set off, it would
resultin'Y amount of destruction and Z amount of radiation.

The common consensus had been that if bio weapons were used, they would do what they were
designed to do— induce disease, shrivel the brain so it resembled afig, produce a quantifiable number of
fatdities, and that would be that.

The same with chemica weapons. The victimswould die, screaming in agony while their skin burned off
or they broke out in cancerous boils or their lungstried to claw out of their chests, and then the catalyzing
agentswould break down, and that would be that.

Carpenter didn't seeit that way. To him each type of weapon and the results it produced weren't
necessarily dis-tinct and separate. Carpenter didn't see them as one, two, and three. Oh, the effects
produced by one, two, and three were well documented when each was tested alone. But what
happened when one, two, and three interacted? What was the consegquence when, say, a bio weapon or
achemica wegpon was employed in azone of high radioactivity from anearby nuclear strike? What did
mixing one and two add up to? What did mixing two and three? Or one and three? Or one, two, and
three? No research had been done on the cu-mulative consequences. Did radiation dter the chemical
components of chemical wegpons? When abiological wegpon and a chemica weapon were used on the
same battlefield, did their combined effects bring about something more— and worse—than their horrific
individud effects?

No oneredly knew. The few scientists who had given the scenario any attention admitted that the
variables were beyond them. They could theorize. They could create com-puter models. But those
modelswere only as good as the information fed into the computers, and that was woefully sparse. Yes,
nuclear weapons had been used before. Y es, bio weapons and chemica weapons had been used before.
But the three had never been used &t the sametime.

Carpenter had taken all the precautions he could. The site he had chosen was located far enough from
military and civilian targets that falout should be minimd. Inter-na air circulation and filtration systems
minimized the risk of bio and chemicd weapons. Hazard suits and other gear would protect them when
they had to venture out-doors.

Wasit enough? That was the question eating at Kurt Carpenter when he imposed lockdown. The three
missing members ill hadn't shown up, and the SEAL 4till hadn't been ddlivered.

That troubled him greetly. Hed invested millionsin the specid vehicle's development and manufacture. It
had been designed to operate in a post-apocalyptic environ-ment. Solar powered, it could navigate any
terrain and even cruise on water if it had to. With enough firepower to take out aregiment, the SEAL
was hisway of insuring that the Family would survive the brave new world in which it found itsglf.



But he couldn't wait any longer for it to arrive.

Eventsin the outside world had reached the point where it was time for those he had gathered together to
retregt into their concrete shells.

On acloudy, chilly afternoon, Carpenter caled the Family together and announced that he wasimposing
lock-down. They wereto stay in their assgned bunkers until he gave the all-clear to return to the surface.
"l can't say how long that will be" he solemnly informed them. " There are too many variablesinvolved.
But remember, we can with-stand anything short of adirect nuclear strike. Y ou'll be perfectly safe.”

"Until we come back up,” someone said.

At acommand from Slayne, everyone dispersed. Within minutes the bunker doors were sedled, the
compound empty of human life.

Beyond thewadls, World War Threeraged in dl of itsgloba fury.

Carpenter spent every moment he could in the Commu-nications Center. At considerable expense he
hed installed state-of -the-art receiving units covering the compl ete broadcast spectrum, everything from
satdlite to citizens band. He'd also had histech people set up a powerful transmitter and a backup.

Atfirg it wasfairly easy to follow the unfolding conflict. Hostilities were confined to the Middle East as
long-held animosities spilled over. The spark came when Isradl in-vaded Lebanon and stayed. Iran, Irag,
and Egypt, with Chinas backing, retaliated. The Russians entered the fray, taking advantage of the
confusion to clamp down on neigh-boring countries. One thing led to another and the United States sent
inatask force, only to have the ships and person-nel obliterated by anuke.

After that, the pace of death-dedling quickened. China, Russia, the United States, the Koreas, England,
France, Japan, even Audtrdiaweredl drawnin.

It truly was aworld war.

Tel Aviv, Tehran, and Cairo were nuked. The Vatican went up in aradioactive cloud. The Turks and the
Greekswent at it yet again. They didn't have nukes, but they did have chemica weapons. Crete, or
rather the people on it, ceased to exist. Indiaand Pakistan |obbed missiles at each other, and when the
dust settled, it settled on heaps of dead.

In the United States, San Diego was hit. Conflicting re-ports said the same about Sesttle and San
Francisco.

There was no doubt about New Y ork City. Slayne, Ka-pur, and Richardson had seen it with their own
eyes.

The U.S. government held off using itsown arsena un-til New Y ork was turned into a Roman candle.
Why they waited so long, Carpenter couldn't say, unlessthey were marshaling for a counterstrike on
multiple fronts. But when Manhattan was blasted into oblivion, the American mili-tary juggernaut was
given the command to kill, and kill they did. In an hour, newscasts carried accounts of U.S. nuclear
drikes on targetsin the Middle East, China, and North Korea. The latter was especidly hard hit; every
ma-jor North Korean city was now rubble,

Reports on Russawere mixed. Some claimed the Rus-sans were fighting with American forces againgt
the Chinese and their Arabian satrgps. Other reports claimed the Russians were in Canada and had also
landed in Philadelphia.



Carpenter couldn't begin to fathom why the Russians would attack the U.S. homeland, or why they
would choose the City of Brotherly Love—unless some generd high in the Kremlin loved irony.

In America, chaos spread like aKansas prairiefire. Riots broke out in dozens of citiesand towns. The
Nationa Guard was mobilized, but with o many Guard units overseas they were stretched too thin.
Therewaslittle they could do to stem therising tidal wave of civil unrest. It waslike plugging aholeina
dyke with afinger while cracks radiated outward, growing larger and larger until findly the dyke burs.

The presdent'scall for cm fell on desf ears. Declaring martia law likewise did little to stem the panic.
The dogs of war had been unleashed and the houndswerein full bray.

A map of the United States covered onewall of the Com Center. Carpenter had his staff stick pinsinit.
Red pinsfor cities hit by nukes, orange pinsfor cites and towns where rioting and looting was known to
have occurred, green pinsfor cities where the authorities had things pretty much in hand. There were
precious few green pins.

The staff soon added more colors. Y dlow for areas where chemica wegpons had been used. Brown
pinsfor bio weapons. There were few of those becauseit was largely based on guesswork that semmed
from news accounts of people breaking out in sores or shuffling like the living dead.

At one point Becca Levy bowed her head, closed her eyes, and groaned. "How can we do thisto
ourselves?'

Dianaoverheard. "l could go into the finer points of the psychology of destruction. Or the dleged human
need for misery. But | won't. The plain and smpletruth isthat men and women have been killing one
another since the dawn of recorded time."

"But why? Becca perdsted. "What isit that brings out the animd in us?'
"Theanimd inus," Dianasaid. "With apologiesto an-imas everywhere."

"What? Oh, | getit. You're saying it'sinnate. Like our need to breathe and to reproduce.” Becca shook
her head. " Sorry, Professor. But I'm not buying it. There's more to usthan claws and teeth. Wefed. We
think. We reason."

Diananodded at a speaker on thewall. A radio an-nouncer wasreciting alist of citiesthat no longer
exised. "We daughter one another on an unprecedented scae.”

"Shhhhh, you two." Carpenter had caught amention of the Twin Cities. He motioned for the technician to
boost the gain.

". .. aurprisngly quiet. Some looting was reported, but the authorities have it under control. There hasn't
been any of the mass mayhem reported from other ur-ban centers.”

Carpenter nodded in satisfaction. One of thefirst areasthey would visit, once it was safe, was
Minnegpolisand &. Paul.

"Los Angelesisreported to be in meltdown, not from a nuke but from the compl ete collapse of law and



order. Thereisword that street gangs now control whole sec-tions of the city."

"Switch to military frequencies” Carpenter directed. He till hoped, feebly, that U.S. military might would
pre-vall and the war would end with adecisve U.S. victory. But given the nature and scope of the
hodtilities, it was more than likely that no one would win, that the war would devolveinto astalemate, or,
worse, that it would bring about the complete and utter collapse of every na-tion on the globe, plunging
theworld into anew and terri-fying Dark Age.

The speaker crackled with static. It hummed. It squawked. Suddenly a shrill voice blared.

"Mayday! Mayday' Air Force Oneisgoing down! Repeat: Air Force Oneisgoing down! We arefifty
air miles out of Colorado Springs. | can see amushroom cloud. Our exact— "

Thetransmisson died.
Carpenter turned to the tech. "Can you get that back?' "I'm trying. Hold on, sir."

"Cdl meKurt, Miriem. No oneisto call mesr. Were aFamily, not thearmy or navy." "There's nothing,
s—Kurt." "On that channel?' "On any of the channds™"

"Switch back to the civilian bands, then. Radio will do. AM or FM, it doesn't matter."

"Y ou don't understand. There€'s nothing at al. Any-where. No AM No FM. No military. No satellite. It's
al gone”

"l wasafraid of this"

Miriem tweaked knobs, flipped switches and pressed but-tons. " There should be something. All | getis
slence. Every-where. Asif the whole world has been wiped out.”

"Y ou can stop trying," Carpenter advised. " Saturation has occurred.”
"What?' Dianaasked.

"You'refamiliar with the EMP effect? Y es. Well, most studies dealt with the effect of asingle strategic
nuclear

blast. Few delved into the repercussions of ten warheads going off at about the sametime. Or fifty. Or a
hundred. But one study | saw did just that. The scientist who wrote it hypothesized a saturation effect,
where so many nukes go off that nothing getsthrough.” "How long will it last?"

"No telling. It could be months or even years." Carpenter sat back. "We're completely cut off from the
outsdeworld." "God help us," BeccaLevy said.

Brave New World



They stayed in the bunker for thirty days and thirty nights. They could have stayed longer. They were
stocked with enough food and water and other suppliesto sustain them-selvesfor years.

Based on the compound's |ocation and prevailing winds, the experts Carpenter had consulted determined
that little falout from U.S. targets would reach them. And since radi-ation decayed exponentidly, those
same experts concluded that it would be safe for Carpenter and hisfollowersto emerge from their
reinforced bunkers three to five weeks after the war ended.

Carpenter wanted to be the first one out, but Patrick Sayne wouldn't hear of it. "I'm chief of security so
therisk isrightfully mine. Besides, we can't afford to lose you. Y ou built this place. Y ou got dl these
people together. They look up to you. If you dieit would devastate them.”

Diana Trevor agreed. "Likeit or not, Patrick isright.
Y ou're the leader. As much as you might want to, you can't take unnecessary risks."
R uctantly, Carpenter gavein.

Slayne donned atype of hazmat suit used by the military. Known as an NBC suit—or Nuclear,
Biological, Chemica suit—it was hard for civilians to obtain. Sayne's status as CEO of Tekco had
overcomethat hurdle. The suit wasfully sealed and had radiation shielding. It wasalLeve A, which
meant it closed the wearer off completely from the outside world. To breathe, Saynerdlied ona
respirator strapped to his back.

Sayne picked up aGeiger counter. While some model s measured gammaand betaradiation, thisone
also measured apha. The sensor was the most sengitive on the market.

Slayne nodded at the others and climbed the ladder to the trapdoor that separated the underground
levelsfrom the upper levels. He went to the airlock, went through the inner door, and closed it behind
him. He worked the whedl to the outer door and pushed. The heavy door swung easily on recessed
pivots. Through hisfaceplate, he glimpsead the high wals and the moat.

The Com link buzzed and Carpenter's voice blared in hisears. "Are you outside yet? What do you see?'
"I'm tying my shoes," Slayne quipped. "And don't shout. | can hear you just fine."

"Sorry. I'm alittle nervous. | don't want anything to hap-pen to you, Patrick. | rely on you more than you
redize"

"You'd do just finewithout me." Slayne meant it. One of the things that had impressed him when hefirst
met Carpenter was the man's attention to detail.

Nothing, no matter how trivia, escaped him. Even on subjects he knew little about, he intuitively asked
questions that brought out the most pertinent information.

"Don't even joke about athing likethat."



"Quiet now. I'm going out. I'll contact you when | have something to report.”

Slayne pushed the door al the way open and strode out-side. A gust buffeted him. The sky was strange,
gray ingtead of blue with periodic flashes of light. It lent a preternaturd twilight to everything. All dse
gppeared norma. Knedling, he ran his gloved fingers through the grass but found no dust from fallouit.

The Geiger chirped when Sayne turned it on. He ad-justed it for maximum gain and began his sweeps,
keeping a close eye on the meter. He went al the way to the moat. The readings were only dightly higher
than normdl, inter-rupted here and there by arandom spike from ahot parti-cle brought in by the wind.

Slayne climbed the steps over the moat to the rampart on the west wall. Woodland stretched for asfar as
the eye could see. Undisturbed, pristine, serene.

Looking at it, one would never guess that a month ago the world had been in the grip of dl-out war. He
was about to climb back down when he gave a start and faced the woods. He tapped his helmet to be
sure his pickup was working properly. It was.

There was no sound. Thewind had died, and the woods were utterly silent.

Sayne boosted the volume to max. Still nothing, save an eerie, somber illness. It wasif he werelistening
to adead world. An earth stripped of life and left empty.

Again Sayne went to descend. But at the edge of his faceplate he caught amovement on alow riseto
the south-east. A dark silhouette was framed againgt the gray sky. All Slayne could tell wasthat the figure
had two legs.

Heraised hisleft arm and waved, but the figure didn't wave back. It just stood there abit longer, then
melted into the trees.

His hdmet crackled.

"Damnit, Patrick. How long are you going to keep me waiting? Areyou dl right?Isit safe or not?"
"Bring the kiddies and have apicnic.”

Be sious.
1am.

Carpenter wasn't satisfied. Each bunker had two hazmat suits, and over the next several days, teams
went over every square yard of the thirty-acre compound. The air was tested. The water in the moat was
tested. The soil wastested. Fi-naly Carpenter had to admit the obvious.

"It's safe enough. But I'm till uneasy. Well let smal groups go out for afew hoursat atime.”

"Guards need to be posted on the walls,” Slayne said. "I'll break open the armory and pass out weapons
tothemen | choose."

"Actudly," Carpenter said, "I have anideaaong thoselines. Let's see. It's Wednesday. On Sunday well
havethefirg officid gathering of our Family and I'll detail my plans.”

"Y ou never have told me why you keep cdling usthat."
"On Sunday, Patrick. On Sunday.”

Everyone was excited at the prospect of going outside. Anxious, too, since no one knew what to expect.



They ac-cepted that it was safe—Dbut for how long? Doomsday had occurred. Even though they had
hoped to survive, the fact that they had was no smdl miracle, and for some, it was difficult to wrap their
minds around.

Diana Trevor wasn't surprised by their reaction. It was a common enough psychologica phenomenon.
Survivors of disasters were often bewildered and emotionally numb. She cautioned Carpenter to take
things dow and give his chargestime to adjust to their new redlity.

It didn't help that nearly everyone had been bombarded with the medias dire predictions. Fallacies had
been pa-raded as fact and accepted by the public at large.

Carpenter addressed the issue. An intercom system linked the bunkers, and it was his habit to speak a
few words of en-couragement before retiring. This night his subject was the aftermath of the war.

"Let'stake alook at some of the claimsthat were made. First, that everyone on the planet would die.
Redligtic pro-jections were that the war would kill 20 percent of the hu-man racein thefirst few days.
Another forty to fifty percent would die from radiation poisoning, starvation, violence, what have you.
Thet il leaveshillions. Y es, you heard that right. Billions.

"Another claim wasthat |etha radiation would blanket the earth for centuries. But our compound only
received asmall amount, and many other areas received aslittle or none at dl. In other words, whole
regions are as habitable now as they were before the bombs were dropped.

"It was claimed that no crops would grow and that al vegetation would wither and die. But the grassand
the trees here are fine, and are undoubtedly fine e sewhere. Think of the Amazon, or thetaiga of Russa
and northern Canada. Think of the vast tracts of the United States where there were no military targets.
Other than fallout, they are un-touched, and will go on asthey have been for countless ages.

"The point of dl thisisto soothe your fears. Y es, we must take precautions. Y es, we must be on our
guard when we are outsde the walls. We can't drink or eat anything unlesswe know it is safe. But
overdl, dl things consdered, we are doing fine."

The next morning Patrick Sayne needed two men to help him make a quick walk-through of the
compound. He chose Soren Anderson and Alf Richardson.

Richardson wasn't an officid member of the group but when he heard Siayne ask Anderson, he eagerly
volun-teered to come aong.

"I'mtired of being cooped up. | want to feel the sun on my face and bregthe red air again.”

Slayne conducted them to the armory. He chose an M P5 fitted with a shoulder strap. It was compact
and held a 30-round magazine. For asidearm he sdlected an Astra A-75, in 9mm. He was strapping on
the holster when helooked up and saw the other two standing there, staring at him. "What are you
waiting for? | recommend apigtol or revolver, and either arifleor an SMG."

"SM-what?' Alf said.
"Submeachine gun.” Slayne patted the MP5.
Alf gawked at the racks of weapons. "Where did you get so many? There must be hundreds.”

"Thereare," Saynewith atrace of pride. "l picked every one. Kurt wanted awide variety, and we have
gunsfrom just about everywhere. A lot of other weapons, too, like knives and swords. Even agenuine
tomahawk."



"I don't know what to take," Alf confessed. "I know as much about gunsas | do about physics.”
"I'll help." Sayneturned to Anderson. "What about you?'
Soren held up Mjolnir. "Thiswill do."

"A hammer?' Slayne repressed agrin. "l understand you're in congtruction, but isn't that carrying it abit
far? A hammer againgt agun will lose every time”

"Thisisn't atool." Soren held it out so they could seetheintricate detail and the runes. "Thisis Mjolnir,
the spe-cid wegpon of the God of Thunder." He hefted it so the light played over its massive head. "It's
the best replica ever made."

Saynelooked a him. "It's till just ahammer. If you want to takeit, fine. Stick it under your belt. But you
need agun, and that'sfina.”

Soren didn't argue. Slayne was responsible for the safety of the compound and the welfare of their loved
ones. Hewould do as the man wanted. But Alf Richardson was right; there were so many.

Soren had fired guns when he was younger, but he wasn't an expert. He knew a .45 used a bigger bullet
than a.22, but that was about it. He walked past several racks un-til he came to one with asign that read
shotguns. Soren's grandfather had owned a fine double-barreled shotgun, and Soren had gotten to shoot
it afew times. It had taught him the truth of the statement that a shotgun was the next best thingto a
cannon.

Onein particular caught Soren's eye. It was shorter than the rest, and had apistol grip instead of astock.
A labd un-der it told him it was aMossberg Modd 500 12-gauge. It came with ading, which would
free his hands to use Mjal-nir if need be. Hetook it down and tried to work the dide but it wouldn't
budge. Closer inspection revealed a stud under the breech. Printed next to it was Release Lever with
Thumb Only. Soren pressed the lever and jacked the dide and it worked fine.

In adrawer under the rack were boxes of ammunition. He had his choice of dugs, buckshot, or birdshot.
Folded with the boxes were several bandoleers.

He hdped himsdlf to one and filled haf itsloops with dugs and the other half with buckshot. Then he
rgjoined the others.

"What do you think?* Alf Richardson asked, and grinned uncertainly. Two semiautomatics were strapped
to hisample waist and he clutched a bolt-action rifle. "Thisisa.30-06, whatever thet is. Mr. Sayne says
| can drop just about any-thing with it."

"Remember toam like | told you." Slayne had debated giving him an SMG but the man was a bundle of
nerves. He could just see Richardson panicking and cutting loose with the SMG on full auto, taking down
friend aswell asfoe.

Soren showed him the shotgun. "Isthisdl right?'

"Whatever you fed comfortable with. But if you load it with double-ought, don't fire anywherein our
direction.”

Nodding, Soren fed dugsinto the magazine and pumped around into the chamber.

They went out through the door instead of the airlock. The somber gray sky gave both Soren and Alf
pause.



Sayne had brought aGeiger counter. He took readings and informed them the radiation levelswere no
higher than last time.

"Spread out and well have alook around.”

"What are we looking for?" Alf asked. "It's not asif any-one or anything can get in here with the
drawbridge up.”

"We make sure anyway. | want you to climb up on thewall and see how things look. Mr. Anderson, if
you would be so kind, patrol the perimeter of the moat and check for tracks."

Sayne started on acircuit of the concrete bunkers, which were arranged in atriangle.

Soren did as he was told. He walked to the north until he came to the edge of the moat and then bore to
the east. The steep bank was thick with grass and wouldn't bear tracks well. He stopped once he was
out of Sayne's sght, dung the Mossberg over his shoulder, and did Mjolnir from under hisbelt. He felt
more comfortable using the hammer than the shotgun. He went on and abruptly real-ized how deathly il
it was. There should have been birds chirping, squirrels chattering, insects buzzing. But there

was nothing—nothing at ail—save the gurgle of the water and occasiona spurts of wind.

Over a the bunkers, Slayne had passed B Block and was nearing C. He saw no reason for darm and
decided that as soon as Soren got back he would let Kurt know it was safe to send up surface parties.

"Mr. Saynel Mr. Sayne! Up herel”
On the west rampart, Alf was hopping up and down and waving.

Slaynewondered if he had seen adeer. Amused by hislittle joke, he hurried to the stairs and climbed to
Alf'sgde. "This better beimportant.”

"Y ou would know better than me." Alf pointed. "Isthat what | think it is?'
Attached to the top of the wall was a grappling hook.
First Blood

Petrick Slayne saw the grappling hook and remembered the figure he had seen silhouetted against the
sky. He put two and two together and came up with extreme danger. He whirled.

A maninjeansand aT-shirt was crouched on the inner bank of the moat. He had arifle. Even as Sayne
spun, the man fired.



The rifle was a Weatherby. The caliber was .340 Mag-num. The dug, traveling at 3,260 feet per second
when it |eft the muzzle, cored Alf Richardson's head from front to back before Alf could blink. It entered
squarely in the cen-ter of hisforehead and burst out the rear of his cranium with such explosiveforce,
much of hisskull and alot of hisbrain were splattered over the rampart. The last sound he heard wasthe
thunder of the shot. The last sight he saw was the gray sky as his head was snapped back.

Patrick Sayne dived flat, rolled, and came up into a crouch with the MP5 tucked at hisside. He didn't
need to

ENDWORLD: DOOMSDAY

145

am. Hefired on full auto and stitched the man from crotch to throet.

Another rifle opened up, from acorner of C Block, and then two more, from behind other bunkers.

Sayne dived flat again, swearing at himsdlf for his care-lessness. He'd liked the smple, sncere, and
eager-ro-please Alf. It waswhy he hadn't tossed Alf out of the Hunster that first day in New Y ork City.

A dug whined off the wall, reminding Slayne he couldn't afford to make the same mistake twice. He
wondered where Soren Anderson had gotten to and hoped the man wouldn't do anything stupid like rush
out into the open and get him-salf shot. He frowned as he remembered that Soren had chosen a shotgun.
Shotguns werefine at close range but as useful as dingshots at any great distance. He risked a peek to
seeif he could spot Soren and nearly lost an eye.

One of the hodtiles could shoot.

At that moment, Soren was sprinting back aong the north arm of the moat. He didn't know what was
going on. At first he had thought it was Alf, shooting for some reason. But then he heard the submachine
gun and morerifles. A pitched battle was taking place. But who was the enemy?

Soren gave no thought to his safety. His friends needed his help. He was staring toward the bunkers and
the west wall of the moat, and he amost missed spotting the man in aflannd shirt crouched behind an
oak not thirty feet away. He threw himsdlf headlong just as the bolt-action ri-fle the man was aming went
off.

Soren cut loose with the Mossberg, pumping twice. The dugs hit the tree, not the man, but caused him to
jerk back. Soren heaved to his kneesto take better aim. He saw the man tugging frantically at the bolt.
Hisrifle had somehow jammed.

Soren acted without thinking. He let the M ossherg swing at his side by the shoulder ding, and was up
and running toward the stranger, asfast as he could run. As he charged he yanked Mjolnir free of his

belt and held the heavy hammer in both hands.
The man was till tugging. He heard Soren'sfootfdls and glanced up.
"No!"

By then Soren was on him. He swung Mjolnir in an arc. Flesh and bone were no match for metd; athird
of the man's skull became pulp.

Soren didn't linger. He raced toward the Blocks and spotted another man at the rear corner of C Block,



firing up at the west wall. The man's back wasto him.
Soren pumped hislegs, hoping the boom of gunfire would drown out the dap of his boots.
The shooter had alever-action rifle and was firing spaced shots. Suddenly he stiffened and half turned.

Soren had only ten feet to go. He covered it in two long bounds. The rifle went off, but if he was hit he
didn't fed anything. He swung at the man's forearm and heard a crack. The man screamed and sought to
flee, but Soren swung again, damming Mjolnir againgt the Sde of the man's head.

There was no need to confirm the man was dead, not when one eyeball was where his nose should be.

Soren ran on, but cautioudy. Asbest he could tell, two more riflemen were firing from somewhere south
of him. It puzzled him that he didn't hear Alf and Slayne shoot back. He cameto thefar corner of C
Block, stopped, and peeked out.

Up on the rampart, Patrick Slayne had set his gun sdlec-tor from full auto to three-round burst. Now he
reared up just high enough to trigger atrio of leaden hornets at a man who had been shooting at him from
behind B Block.

The man ducked back, and Slayne dropped flat again. Soren redized Slayne and Alf had been pinned
down.

One hundred yards separated C Block from B Block but Soren didn't hesitate. He raced toward B
Block. The rifleman was at the far end, the south end, so there was every chance the man wouldn't spot
him. Still, he prickled with the expectation of taking adug. Relief washed over him when he reached the
north wall. As careful as could be, he peered around the corner.

The man was at the other corner, looking up at the west rampart, his back to Soren.

Soren went to teach for the shotgun but changed hismind. Mjolnir hadn't failed him yet. With asilent
prayer to Odin, he dipped from concealment and ran in a crouch.

The man fired another shot.

Soren was close enough to see him clearly. An older man, hair streaked with gray, his chin covered with
stub-ble. Around hiswaist was a cartridge belt. Therifle was another bolt-action. Soren had no idea
what kind it was.

Up onthewall, the SMG burped.

Soren shut dl thought from his mind and firmed his grip on Mjolnir. Moving dowly now, making no
sound whatso-ever, he came up behind the man and raised Mjolnir over his head. He dmost uttered a
war cry but remembered that there was at least one more enemy to deal with. Instead, he said quietly,
"Give my regardsto the Vakyries"

The man glanced around. Fear twisted hisfesatures, and hetried to bring hisrifle to bear.

Soren swept Mjolnir down with al hismight. The splat, the blood, the dead husk at his feet were nothing
com-pared to the tingling sensation that shot through him, asif he had gripped alive eectrica wire by
mistake. It was asensation he had only ever fdlt twice before: once when he dew the last gangsta; and
again when he dew the looter. It was exquisite beyond belief, afedling of raw potent power such ashe
had imagined only in hiswildest fantasies. He attributed it to one source. Holding Mjolnir doft, he gazed
at the gray sky and said with fiery passion, "Lord Thor, | thank you!"



The bang of arifle brought Soren back to the here and now. There was that one foe yet to ded with.

The last inveder was at the near corner of A Block. He wasfiring at the west wall, but hewasfacing B
Block.

It would be impossible for Soren to reach him unseen. He pondered what to do. He could try the
shotgun, but he wasn't sure he could hit him. He needed to get closer. But how? He glanced behind him
at the man he had just laid low, and he grinned. Bending, he dragged the body close to the corner and
positioned it so that only part of a shoulder and one arm showed. Then, squatting with his back to the
wall, he covered his mouth with hisleft hand to muffle the sound and let out with along, loud groan. He
walited, then repeated it. He waited some more, and taking a chance, he mouthed amuffled, "Help me!”
Then hejiggled the arm that stuck past the corner, careful not to show his own hand when hedid it.

A rifle spanged once, twice, three times, and feet thud-ded in swift cadence, drawing closer.

The rifleman came flying around the corner. He was looking down at the body. " Frank? Where were you
hit?'

Soren was ready. He swept Mjolnir up and around and caught the man full in the face. Theimpact lifted
thein-vader off hisfeet and stretched him out flat on his back with hislife's blood gushing from his
shattered mouth and nose and seeping from his eye sockets. The man gasped and gulped and struggled
for breath, hisfingers clawing for therifle he had dropped.

"In Thor'sname," Soren said, and brought Mjolnir crash-ing down. He stared at his handiwork, then
stepped back and shook the bloody hammer to rid it of itsgore.

No more shots pealed. No shouts rose.

Soren peered around the bunker. He saw no other rifle-men but he needed to be sure. He let several
minutes go by. When nothing happened, he cupped his hand to hismouth. "Alf! Slayne! Areyoudl
right?'

Up on the rampart, Patrick Slayne swore. "L ook out! Keep quiet! There are at least three of them and
they haverifled"

"Therewerefour.”

Saynetook thisto mean Anderson had killed one. "Stay down, damniit! | don't want you shot!"
"Thereisno oneleft.” Soren stepped from behind the Block. "It's safe to come down if you want.”
Risking aquick look, Slayne saw the big congtruction worker stlanding in the open, holding his hammer.
"They'red| dead," Soren said.

Slayne dowly rose partway. Could it be? he wondered. When he didn't draw lead, he stood fully erect.
"They're dead, you say?"

Soren nodded.

Still not convinced, Slayne descended the stairs. He held the MP5 ready, swinging right and |eft, dert for
movement.

Soren stayed where he was and motioned. "Back there are two of them.”



"Two?" Slayne moved past and drew up short at the sight of the prone forms. He saw their brains leaking
out and no-ticed the blood on the hammer. " Sweet Jesus.”

Soren held Mjolnir high intheair. "Odin has protected and ddlivered us."
"You don't believe that?"

"| follow the Ancient Way, Mr. Slayne. The Way of the Elder Gods. | worship Odin. | revere Thor. If
you understand nothing else about me, understand that." Soren paused. "Wait? Where's Alf?" He looked
toward the west wall.

"Mr. Richardson didn't makeit, I'm afraid." "A shame. From what | saw this past month, he was a decent

"Mourn him when we bury him. Now we need to col-lect these bodies and their hardware and organize a
burid detail.”

Soren nudged one of them. "Who were they? Why did they try to kill us?’
"You'd haveto ask them.”

"It makes no sense. Why did they sneak in here and take potshots at us when they could just as easily
have waited outside the walls until we saw them and then ask to be ad-mitted?

"| sugpect they were scavengers, looking for whatever they could stedl. They were probably trying to
figure out how to get into the bunkers when we came out and caught them by surprise.”

Voices and acommotion caused them to turn. Kurt Car-penter and five others were hurrying toward
them from A Block. All except Carpenter were armed with rifles or shot-guns.

"Sorry it took us so long, Patrick. The bunkers are soundproof, as you well know. If | hadn't told one of
the techs to switch on an outside audio pickup, we wouldn't have known anything was wrong. We heard
the shots and had to get guns and load them and—"

Slayne placed ahand on Carpenter's shoulder. "It'sdl right, Kurt. Well rig cameras out here so from
now on when we'rein the bunkers we can see aswell ashear.”

Carpenter gazed about them. "I don't see Mr. Richard-son."

Slayne gave an account of the clash. He stressed that Soren had had more to do with the outcome than
hedid.

"I'm extremely sorry to hear about Mr. Richardson. Asfor you, Mr. Anderson, excellent work. We must
protect our own at dl costs." Carpenter gave instructions to two of the othersto bring shovels and picks.
Then he turned back to Slayne. "A grappling hook, you say? That's how they got in?

"Not exactly acommon household item, isit? And not something a person carries around with them
unlessthey intend to useit.”

Carpenter's brow furrowed. " So they had to have known the compound was here.”

"No mystery there. Y ou had adozen or more contractors working on your dream at one time or another.
The excavation crews. The brick layers. The concrete pourers. The eectricians. The plumbers. Then
there are hunters and hik-ers who must have happened by. Throw in any locals who wondered what in
God's name was going on out here, and there must be a hundred people who know where the



com-pound is"

"And here thought that building it in the middle of nowhere would ensure some degree of security.”
Carpenter sighed and regarded the dead men. "WEe'l see more like these, and perhaps worse. But we
can't let them prevail. If we must fight for our right to exist, so beit. But let'snot do it haphazardly. Just as
our country had itsarmy and navy and marines, we must do something smilar.”

Soren broke his sllence. "Excuse mefor saying o, sir, but you make it sound asif the United States no
longer ex-igs.” .

"It very well might not. And call me Kurt, please.”
"What was that about doing something smilar?' Slayne prompted.

Carpenter gazed solemnly out across the compound. "What we need, gentlemen, isafighting force of our
very own. Men and women pledged to keep intruderslike these at bay." He smiled. "What we need are
our very own war-riors.”

Sowing Seeds

Sunday dawned cloudy and chilly. Before anyone ventured outdoors, Patrick Slayne donned a hazmat
suit and con-ducted his routine morning tests. The previous evening, he had huddled with Carpenter and
Deepak Kapur and worked out how they would go about installing remote sen-sors on thewalls. The
sensors would be linked to the com-puters and relay radiation readings as well asthe datafrom bio and
chem gniffers.

When Slayne deemed it safe, Carpenter gave the word and everyone emerged from the six bunkersand
converged on agrassy area between B Block and the moat. Carpenter encouraged them to bring food
and drink and to relax and enjoy themselves, but there was an air of tension. He men-tioned it to Diana
Trevor, who said it was perfectly nor-md, given the uncertainties they faced.

Carpenter intended to set some of those uncertaintiesto rest. It was afew minutes before ten when he
came out of C Block and stood under amapletree, the leaves of which

were turning brown earlier than they should. The buzz of conversation stopped. He smiled, then began
what he be-lieved to be the most important speech of hislife.

"Good morning, brothers and sisters. For that iswhat we are, you know. We are all of us brothers and
sdersin adversty. The greastest adversity the human race has known in modern history.

"We're nor just acollection of strangers culled from al walks of life and thrown together to sSink or swim



asthe whims of fate decide. We share acommon bond, acommon goal, acommon need. Thebond is
that of surviva, the goa isto continue to survive, the need isfor usto continualy adapt to whatever
chalengesour dragtically changed world throws at us.”

Carpenter stopped and gazed at every one of their up-turned faces. "'l would like to cement that bond. |
would likefor each of you to start thinking of those around you not as strangers but as your family." He
waited for snickers or objections, but there were none.

"TheFamily," he repeated. "I have been calling usthat for some time now. Look at the person next to
you and you will seewhy. We are dl in thistogether. We are dl afamily in adversity. So from thisday
on, that ishow we will refer to oursalves. The Family.

"A great writer once wrote a book about three Muske-teers. Y ou might have heard of it or seen any of
the many movies made. Thereisaline from that book and from those moviesthat gppliesto us, aswell.
Onefor dl, and dl for one. It sumsup all that we are. A Family, onefor al and al for one."

Carpenter gestured to encompass the Blocks, the moat, and the high wall. "Look around you. If werea
Family, what does that make our compound? From now on wewill cal it our Home. Start to think of it
asthat. Say it in your head. Get used to the idea. We are the Family and we livein the Home."

Someone spoke up. "That's al well and good, but what if we don't like some of our brothers or Sisters?”

"What's unusua about that? Every Family has conflict. They work around it aswell work around it. The
impor-tant thing to keep in mind isthat we can work anything our if we put our mindsto it."

Carpenter waited so they could absorb al that he had said so far. Then he went on to the next phase.
"Think of it. We have lived through the end of the world. All that we knew is gone. We are starting over,
literdly, and | would like to do some things differently from how they were done be-fore.”

"You're our leader," awoman declared.

"By default, yes. If you want to bestow that title on me, | accept it. But only under the condition that each
of you accepts atitle of your own."

"What do you mean?' This question came from aman on thefar side.

"One of the problemsthat |ed to the hell we have lived through was the belief by some that they had the
right to lord over everyone e se. That they could decide what was right and wrong and how we should
live our lives—or lose them, if need be—to keep them in power. Power mongers, they were, and they
set themsalves up above therest of us.

"Therewill be none of that here. We are dl equas. No one—and | emphasize this—no one has the right
to set himsdlf or hersaf above therest of us. To prevent that, to keep anyone from getting aswelled
heed, dl of uswill be equdly important. All of uswill havetitles of our own.

"Soyes, cal methe Leader if you want. But in afew days, when we begin to assign jobs based on your
specific skills, each of you will have atitle, too. Our doctor and nurses will be known as Healers. Our
agriculturd experts, those who will raise the cropsthat will sustain our Family over thelong haul, will be
cdled Tillers™

A man interrupted, "Isthisredly necessary? It strikes me as absurd.”

"Wearedl equas, remember. Therewill be no artificia distinctionsin the Home. No presidents, no
senators, no kings or queens, and by extension, no commoners or aver-age citizens. We are asthe



ancient Spartanswere, peers. We will honor that equdity with titlesfor each of us.”
"| guessthat makes sense.”

Carpenter saw nods and smiles and forged on. "In the daysto come I'll talk mote about how | hopeto
see our Family organized, with your approva, of course.

"But thereis oneissue that won't wait, one we must deal with now for the safety of al." He paused. "Y ou
know about the incident in which our Home was invaded and we losr one of our own. Y ou know thet if
not for the heroism of Mr. Sayne and Mr. Anderson, more lives would have been logt."

Out onthegrass, Toril took Soren's hand in hers and gave him atender squeeze. Magni grinned and
patted hisleg. Freyalooked troubled.

"The attack has demonstrated aneed. | blame mysdlf for Mr. Richardson's degath. | should have foreseen
this contin-gency."

Diana Trevor spoke up. "Don’'t be so hard on yourself."

"I'm the Leader, aren’t 1?1t's on my shoulders.” Carpen-ter stopped. "But enough of my oversight. What
we need isa smal group whose sole purpose will be to defend the Home and protect the Family. |
believe nine should do to sart, but well add more as conditions warrant. In keeping with out new rule
about titles, well cal them Warriors.™

Someone laughed. "Isn't that atad pretentious?’

"No more so than calling me the Leader. And if you'll re-call, the concept of the warrior hasalong and
noble history. The Spartans I've dready dluded to. There were the samu-rai. The Minutemen. Specid
Forces. | could go on and on. Calling our fighters Warriorsis more than appropriate.”

No one disputed him.

"We're agreed? Good. | hereby choose Patrick Sayne to appoint the team of Warriors. With hismilitary
and secu-rity background, heisidedly suited to the task.”

A woman raised her hand. "Isthat al they'll do? Fight? What if he picks someone who is one of those
Tillersyou talked about? Who will fill the Tiller's shoes?'

"Well make do as best we can. The Warriors are crucia to our surviva. We can't just pick people and
shove gunsin their hands. They'll need to practice working together, so if and when the Homeis
attacked, they'll mesh asateam. If it developsthat we don't need the Warriorsto be on dert 24-7, then
of coursethey can perform other duties as re-quired. Doesthat answer your question?”

Thewoman nodded.

Carpenter glanced at Slayne. "Patrick, isthere anything you'd like to say? Do you want to choose your
people now or later?!

Sayne stood. "Brothers and ssters," he began, and grinned ashe said it, "as head of security—pardon
me—asaWarrior, I'll do my best to safeguard the life of every Fam-ily member. Asweve aready
learned the hard way, the job callsfor constant vigilance, and as our Leader pointed out, and Alf
Richardson found out too late, it takes more than good intentions. For the Warriorsto be effective, they
must be true warriorsin every sense of the word. They must be fighting machines.”



"We're people, not machines," awoman said.

"Exactly. And because we are living, breathing beings, we tend to make mistakes. We dip up. We don't
pay attention when we should. We forget to do things." Sayne paused. "But | ask you to consider that
mistakes cost lives. For our Warriorsto make as few of them asis humanly possible, they must be
carefully sdlected and just as carefully trained. We're not talking afew hours of target practice and
hand-to-hand combat. No. For our Warriors to best serve and protect, for them to be the best they can
be, they must train each and every day. I'll develop the program mysdf. Well have them honether skills
to where they arethe equa of any specia ops unit in this country or any other.”

A man coughed. "Aren't you asking alot? | mean, | doubt many of us have combat experience.”

"I'll find out exactly who does and who doesn't soon enough. But that's not al that important. The redl
issueisthat those who become Warriors redlize the depth of the commitment they must make."

"How will you sdlect them?' awoman asked.

"I'll ask for volunteers. We can't ever force someoneto put their life on the line againgt their will.
Whoever gpplies must want to do it. They must bewilling to fight and die for the Family and the Home.
So any of you who fedl inyour heart that you can make that sacrifice, fed freeto see me. After asifting
process, well pick those we deem best suited.”

"We?'

"Our Leader, Diana Trevor and mysdlf. Dr. Trevor, as some of you know, isan eminent psychologist and
educa-tor and hasasay in dl important Home matters.”

A subdued ripple spread, prompting Kurt Carpenter to step forward and say, "'1s something the matter?"

A burly man with arms asthick astree trunks stood. " Sam Richter, Mr. Carpenter. I'm ablacksmith,
remem-ber?’

"Cal meKurt. A blacksmith and aweapon smith, as| recall.”
"I'd like to know if you meant what you said about us being equals and peers?’ "Of course | did."

"Then how isit that you and Dr. Trevor and Mr. Slayne, there, get to decide what's good for us and what
isn't? How isit you pick the Warriors and we have no say?"

Carpenter went to answer, but Sayne put ahand on hisarm.
"Mr. Richter, have you ever killed anyone?' "Goodness, no, Mr. Sayne. I've never even beenin afight.”

"I have. I've had to kill anumber of times. Those who become Warriorswill haveto kill, too. It'sthe
single most important ability, for want of a better word, aWarrior must have. Now | ask you, which of
usis better able to judge whether someone has that ability?'Y ou, who by your own admission has never
harmed a soul in your life? Or someone like me, the head of aworldwide security firm, aformer navy
SEAL and deputy sheriff?"

Richter grinned sheepishly. "I get your point.”

"Asfor Professor Trevor," Carpenter said, "I've relied on her judgment agreat ded in the formulation of
my plans. She designed the tests you took to qualify to be here. Her psychological assessment of Warrior
goplicantswill bein-vauable.



He stopped and regarded the Family members a mo-ment. "I know what some of you are thinking. That
I've set mysdlf up asyour lord and master. But nothing could be further from the truth. | never make a
decision without consulting those best able to give me advice. If the deci-son isimportant enough, if it
affects our whole Family, then | give you my word that from thisday on, I'll put it to avote so everyone
can havethar say."

"That's reasonable," awoman declared.

A gust of wind hit Carpenter in the face. He glanced up. The sky seemed a darker shade of gray than it
had been, and he would swear the gray was moving and rippling, d-mogt asif it weredive.

A man waved ahand to get his attention. "Ed Batson, Kurt. Nurse. | have no interest in being aWarrior.
| liketo save lives, not destroy them. But | dso liketo think I'm practical, and it occursto methat it might
be wise to en-courage everyone to wear or carry firearms, especidly if we venture outside these walls."

The wind kept buffeting Carpenter. He gazed beyond the west wall and saw what hetook to berainin
the distance. "Y ou make agood point, Ed. Let'smakeit arule, shdl we, that no one leavesthe Home
unlessthey are armed or have someone with them who is."

An infant squealed and raised atiny hand to the sky.

"When will we be able to go out?' an older man inquired. " The compound—sorry, our Home—has
plenty of space, but I'd like to get out and about now and then."

"Hrgt thingsfirst. We must get the Home in order be-fore we venture beyond the safety of itswalls.”
A smal dark flakeflitted out of the sky and landed on the grass.
"Isthere anything any of you careto bring up?'

A woman with wavy red hair stood up. "Y es, thereis. Y ou can't expect usto stay in the bunkersforever.
It'stoo crowded and there's hardly any privacy. Where will we live onceit's safe to come out?”

Carpenter began to respond but stopped with his mouth half open as more flakesfell, some of them
fluttering like

butterflies. He reached out and alarge flake landed on his pam. It reminded him of ash.
"What in the world?' someone blurted.
A woman turned her head to the sky and gasped. "Isthat what | think it is?"

Carpenter glanced up, too, and icy fingers gripped his heart. The sky wasfilled with flakes. Not hundreds
or thou-sands or hundreds of thousands but millions, descending in aquiet rain of potential desth. For it
wasn't ash, he redl-ized; it was nuclear fdlouit.

"God in heaven."
AlphaTriad



Patrick Sayne ingtantly assumed command. "Everyoneinto their assigned bunkersl On your feet! Do it
quick but do it orderly! Move, people! Move!" He touched Carpenter, who was staring upward asiif
mesmerized. "That meansyou, too, Kurt. Get in C Block."

Carpenter tore his gaze from the deluge. He blinked and said, "The Family first."

"A lot of usare expendable. You're not." Sayne mo-tioned to Diana Trevor. "Get him in there. Push him
if hewon't walk."

Diananodded and took hold of Carpenter'swrist. "He'sright. Y our safety is paramount.”

The Family made an orderly dash for sanctuary as more and more flakes fluttered down, adark snowfal,
growing thicker and darker, moment by moment.

Sayne was furious with himsdlf. He should have posted lookouts with orders to keep awatch on the sky
aswell as beyond thewalls. Hislapse might cost lives.
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By now the ground was completely covered. Vishility was limited to twenty fedt, at best.

"Faster!" Slayne shouted. "Asfast asyou can!" He moved among them, hastening them along. "Hold
handsand call out if you lose your way!"

Tother credit, no one panicked. Mothers clasped chil-dren and fathers shielded their young oneswith
their own bodies.

Saynewasthelast to make for the Blocks. By then vis-ibility was down to five feet. Cupping his hands,
he bel-lowed, "Have someone standing next to each Block yell so the others can get their bearings.”
Almost immediately, some of those who had aready reached the bunkers began caling ouit.

Saynereached C Block. But he didn't go in. He stood just outside, the fallout so thick he could barely
see hishand a arm'slength, and listened to the shouting until it stopped. Then, shaking himsalf and
brushing off flakes, he entered and nodded at two men waiting to shut the door. He made straight for the
Com Center and contacted each of the other Blocks.

Everyone was accounted for.

A man ran up with aGeiger counter. "I've been check-ing like you said we aways should when we come
back in. The needleisjumping.”

Sayne confirmed it for himsdlf. Thefalout read high but not so high asto belife-threatening, except for a
few hot particles. He barked commands. Everyone was to strip off the clothes they had worn outside and
the clothes were to be piled in acorner of the laundry. Cleanup detail s were to go from room to room,
sweeping up ash. Hot particles were to be isolated and disposed of.



Saynerdayed hisingructionsto the other Blocks. He could only hope no one came down with radiation
sickness. When he had done dl he could, he went in search of Carpenter and found him seated at his
desk looking distraught. "1t could have been worse," he con-cluded.

"A lot worse," Carpenter agreed. "'l didn't react fast enough. Y ou did, though. Y ou assumed change
quickly and efficiently.”

Sayne shrugged. "It'smy job."

Carpenter thoughtfully drummed hisfingers on hisdesk. " Another lesson learned. From hereon out, in
times of emergency you're to assume charge of the Family."

"Don't go overboard.”

"I'm not, Patrick. In fact, | intend to ask for avote of genera approva so that in the future, whenever the
Home isthreatened, the Warriors will take over until the crisis has passed.”

Diana Trevor camein. She had changed into alight blue blouse and jeans. "1 think that went well, all
things consid-ered.”

Sayne frowned. "We were caught napping. But I'll be damned if I'll let that happen again.”
"l guess| should have listened to that girl. Maybe it wouldn't have happened.” Diana sank into achair.
"What girl? What are you talking about?

"Megan Franchone. She's, what, fifteen? Thismorning | wastaking to her family at breskfast and the
mother men-tioned Megan had adream last night that something terri-ble would happen today. | told her
dreamslikethat are perfectly ordinary.”

"| wonder," Carpenter said. "Have the mother and the girl come see melater. I'd liketo find out if she has
dreamslikethat often.”

"Oh, she does. The mother tried to convince me that
Megan issomekind of psychic. Which is perfectly ridicu-lous”

"Isit?" Carpenter leaned back. "'l read an article on it once in a Fortean magazine. Empaths, such people
arecdled." "Kurt, please”

"I know, | know. But there have been documented cases that can't be explained.”
"I'm surprised at you. Usudly you take amore rationa approach.”

"I try to leave mysdlf open to dl possihilities” Carpen-ter said. "'l had a college instructor who used to
say that the only thing that keeps us from solving the chalengeswe faceisaclosed mind.”

Sayne changed the subject. "I'm going to get on the horn and announce that anyone interested in being a
Warrior should contact me. I'll conduct persond interviews later, after the falout stops and we know it's
sfe”

"I wonder how many will gpply?"

Fourteen men and women were interested. Slayne weeded out those whose hearts were in the right place
but who lacked the most essentid attribute for the job. As he ex-plained it to one of the volunteers,



"Anyone can learn to shoot. Anyone can learn to fight. But that's not enough. True Warriors must have a
certain mindset. They must be devoted to combat. They mugt liveit, edt it, brestheit. They must learn to
live on the cusp of death. The deathsthey cause, and their own."

The candidate asked for Slayne to elaborate.

"When dl is said and done, the essence of being aWar-rior is death dedling. If aperson isn't comfortable
as adeath dedler, they lack the most essential quaity aWar-rior needs. So far there are only two Family
memberswho

| can say with complete confidence have that qudity, and one of themisme.”

"Who isthe other one?"

Soren Anderson strode over to a corner table in the cafete-ria, set Mjolnir down, and took a seat across
from the man who was egting. "Do you mind if we talk?"

"Not at all." Sam Richter paused with a piece of mest-loaf halfway to his mouth and stared &t the
hammer. " So that'swhat you used? A mallet againg rifles. Y ou have guts.” He bit the mestloaf off the
fork and chewed. "Word isthat you've been selected to be aWarrior. Congratula-tions."

"Thank you. That'swhy I'm here. Mr. Carpenter saysyou're the Family Armorer.”

Richter chuckled. "Him and histitles. I'm ablacksmith, Mr. Anderson. Before that | had agun shop for a
few years. | can take agun apart and put it back together again.”

"I'm not here about agun.” Soren placed abig hand on Mjolnir. "I'm here about this."
Richter put down hisfork and picked up aglass of warter. "I'm not sure | understand.”

"The Warriors are required to carry at least two guns. One must be arifle or ashotgun or asubmachine
gun. The other must be asidearm. | don't want asidearm. | want to use Mjolnir."

"l dill don't understand.”
"Can you turn Mjolnir into agun? Can you rig it so | can shoot abullet out the handle?!

Sam Richter reached across the table to lift the hammer using one hand. "Dear lord." He used both
hands. "How can you swing thisthing? It must weigh fifty pounds.”

"Tomeitisafesther."
"Maybe you should ligen to Sayne.”
"But | want Mjolnir. All I needisto find away to giveit morerange and hell let meuseit. I'm sure.™

Richter examined the hammer closdly. He ran hisfin-gers over the runes and thumped the head and then
the handle. "Mr. Anderson, thisthing issolid. A gun requires partsto operate. Wherewould | put them?”

"l wasthinking the handle.

Richter turned the hammer upside down and placed it on the table with its handle sticking up. "What kind
of wood isthis? Whatever it is, it'sas hard asrock. | could try to coreit out, but even then I'm not sure |



couldfit atrig-ger mechanisminside”

Soren didn't hide his disgppointment. " There must be something. Maybe it could fire ashotgun shell if you
put inafiring pinand | pound it acertain way."

"The pounding might break the pin. And it would only work at extremely closerange." Richter shook his
head. "I'm sorry. | truly am. But | don't see how | can be of help.”

"l wasafraid of that." Soren sadly picked up Mjolnir and held it high. "If only I could be like the son of
Odin and cdl down the thunder and lightning."

About to resume eating, Richter looked a him and then a the hammer. "Lightning, you say?"
"Yes. Surely you've read of Thor's exploits?'

"Can't say as| have, no. But you've just given me an idea. Ever used an electroshock wegpon likea
Taser or one of those new Voltz? | sold them back when | had my gun shop.”

Soren shook his head. The only time he had ever seen them was on television and in the movies.

"They made great stridesin miniaturization right before this damn war. The Voltz looked like apen, but it
packed quite awalop. Up to two million volts, if | remember cor-rectly.”

"What are you suggesting?"

Richter came around the table and examined the ham-mer more closdly. "Would you trust meto replace
thishan-die? Say, with atitanium aloy, hollowed out so | can fit it with those new solarium capacitors
and asdector switch? All insulated, of course, so you only fry those you're fight-ing and not yourself.”

"I'll be able to stun people?’ Soren liked the idea, but it wasn't what he had had in mind and certainly
wouldn't convince Sayneto let him use Mjolnir.

"Oh, | think we can do better than that." Richter cir-cled the handle with two fingers, gauging how thick it
was. "There's this young man named Allan Timm. Hesthe As-sstant Armorer, as Carpenter callshim.
Allanisagun nut, but he's aso quite good at electronics. With his help we should be able to outdo the
commercia modds”

"How would it work, exactly?" Soren asked. "I'd shoot little darts out of the handle?' Even that didn't
gpped to him.

"Oh, no, Mr. Anderson. Didn't you ever read Popular Mechanics? The latest versonsusetheair asa
conductor.”

Soren drummed the tablein mild impatience. "Spdll it out for me, Mr. Richter. What exactly will | be able
to do?'

The Armorer smiled. "Y ou'll be able to shoot lightning bolts."

A tingle ran from the nape of Soren's neck to the base of his spine. He said, dmost breathlesdy, "Y ou're
kid-dingme."

"Not at dl." Richter scratched hischin. "Let's see. If | make the new handle longer, we canrig it S0 you
can trig-ger adischarge severd rimeswithout recharging. | should guessit would give you arange of
twenty or thirty feet.”



"Dear Odin."

Richter was absorbed in the chalenge. "As added pro-tection we should come up with speciad gloves.
Rubber would work. Maybe even awhole suit. Like one of those wet suitsthat diverswear." He paused.
"I wonder if Carpenter has one stockpiled somewhere?!

Images danced in Soren's head. He grabbed the Ar-morer's hand and enthusiagtically pumped it. "If you
can do this, Mr. Richter, I'll be forever inyour debt.”

"Don't get excited yet. | haveto run it past Allan. He's the one who can make it work. Why don't you
bring your hammer by my workshop in an hour or so for him to look a7

"I'll bethere." Soren grabbed Mjolnir and hurried out to bresk the newsto Toril. In hisexcitement he
nearly col-lided with someone coming the other way. "Oh. Sorry, Mr. Carpenter. | didn't see you.”

Kurt Carpenter was consulting adigital clipboard. "Mmmm?' he said absently, and looked up. "Mr.
Ander-son. How are you? | want to personally thank you for vol-unteering to be aWarrior. Patrick tells
me you're one of hismost promising recruits.”

That reminded Soren of something. "Did hetalk to you about my code name?"'
"Y our what?'
Soren explained that Sayne had inssted each of the Warriors use a code name.

"He says they are common, that Specia Forces use them when on combat ops, ashe callsit.” Soren
hesitated, then came out with it: "But when | told him the name | want to use, he caled it Silly.
I nappropriate, was his exact word."

"What do you want to be caled?' "Thor."

Carpenter coughed, then said, "It'srather unusud.” "1 just don't want anyoneto forget,” Soren said.
"Forget what?'

"The God of Thunder." Soren let out his passion. "Think about it, Sir. The world has pretty much cometo
anend. All those citiesdestroyed. All those millions and millionskilled. Civilization hasto start over. But
without dectricity and with al the schools closed and alot of the libraries destroyed, who will remember
the things of the past? Who will remember Thor? Or those Spartans you were talking about? Or
any-thing having to do with history? It will al beforgotten.”

Kurt Carpenter gave agtart. "'l hadn't thought of that.” He gnawed hislower lip. "Mr. Anderson, you've
given mean ingpiraion. | must think on it more, but | thank you.” He Sarted to go on by.

"Wait. What about my code name?'
Carpenter smiled. "From this moment on well cal you Thor."

Frg Run



Two weeks of intense training was dl they had. Sayne would have liked to spend longer, but Carpenter
ingsted they must find out what happened to the SEAL. "I can't stress how important it will be to those
who come after us." The entire Family saw them off.

Carpenter climbed to the rampart above the moat and raised hisarmsto get everyone's attention. "Thisis
amo-mentous day. Our first foray into the devastated world. We have no ideawhat our Warriorswill
find, but it's safe to say their travelswill not be without peril. We wish them God-speed.”

From all sdes came cheers and waves.

Sayne wheded the Hunster over the drawbridge. "Thisis our first combat op asateam, and it's bound
to be rough. We haven't had nearly enough time to work together. Fol-low my lead and keep your
headsets on at al times and we should makeit back aive and in one piece. Any questions?”’

"What was it Kurt Carpenter said we were to call our-selves?' Montoya asked.

Sayne chuckled. "AlphaTriad. | wanted it to be Alpha Team or even the A-Team but he thought Alpha
Triad had aring toit. Y ou know how heis"

At the outset they made good time.

Petrick Siayne did most of the driving. He let Soren An-derson and Robert Montoya spell him, but only
for afew hours when he needed deep so badly he couldn't keep his eyes open. They took 59to 11 and
followed 11 west to Interstate 29.

Full gascansin arack at therear of the Hunster en-sured they wouldn't want for fudl.

For the longest while the roads were empty of traffic. East of the turn to Drayton they spotted ajeepin
the distance, but apparently whoever wasin it sported them and wasn't anxious to make their
acquaintance. The jeep wheeled off the road and disappeared into shadowed woodland.

Here and there were swathes of fallout. In some areas it was thicker than in others. The Geiger counter
often spiked, but Slayne assured them that they were safe o long as they stayed in the Hunster and kept
on the move.

They turned south on 29. Almost immediately they came across abandoned vehicles and wrecks.

Between Oakwood and Warsaw they crested alow hill and Siayne dammed on the brakes. The
interstate was com-pletely blocked by atow of wrecked vehicles placed hood to trunk.

"Someone put them there on purpose.” Soren stated the obvious.

In the back, Robert Montoya leaned between the from seats. " Should we turn around and go to the last
exit?' "And waste an hour?' Slayne shook his head and put hisfoot to the gas pedal. He held hisfinger
over thered but-ton on the dash. "If it'swhat | think it is, they'rein for asurprise.”

"They?' Soren said.



No sooner was the question out of his mouth than men with rifles and handguns rose up from behind the
road-block. A tall man climbed onto the roof of a car and raised amegaphone to his mouth.

"Y ou there! Stop and get out with your handsintheair! Wewon't tell you twice!™
"Like hdl." Sayne pressed the red button.

The Hunster shook, and a split second later the ground in front of the car on which the man was standing
erupted in ashower of asphalt and dirt. The man and his compan-ions scattered.

Slayne tramped harder on the gas and the Hunster picked up speed. He engaged the battering ram.
"Make sure you're strapped in and hold on tight.”

Lead spanged off the vehicle's body and windshield. None of it had an appreciable effect, thanksto the
armor plating and bulletproof glass.

Sayne roared through the opening he had made, doing sixty milesan hour.

On both sides men cut loose with afierce vengeance, but they were soon left in the Hunster's dust.
Sayne chuckled. "I love thisbaby. She's everything I'd hoped she would be." He glanced at the rearview
mirror to seeif they were being chased; they werent.

Soren asked a question that had been preying on him. "If thisoneis so great, what do we need the other
onefor?'

"The SEAL? Kurt spent millions developing it. The SEAL has capabilitiesthat even the Hunster doesntt.
And he has very specific plansfor how it will be used. Important plans.”

"They must be important to risk your baby and three Warriors," Robert Montoya said. He was dressed
in cam-ouflage fatigues and combat boots. In aflapped holster on hisright hip was a Colt Commander
.45, while propped on the seat beside him was a Jati-Matic out of Finland, one of the variousforeign
firearms Sayne had taked Car-penter into adding to the Armory.

"Risk comeswith theterritory," Sayne reminded him. ™Y ou knew that when you took Kurt's new
Warrior oath." Slayne wore hisdark blue trench coat over the same busi-ness suit he had worn the day
he retrieved Deepak Kapur in New Y ork City. In twin shoulder holsters nestled twin Mark 23s, the
compact models commissioned by the U.S. Specid Operations Command but never mass-produced. In
apack around hiswaist he had spare magazines, two S-lencers, and alaser spot projector.

"If the SEAL isthat important,” Soren brokein, "why did Carpenter only send the three of us? Why not
four War-riors? Or even five?'

"Why not al nine?' Saynergoined. "That way there wouldn't be anyone left to protect the Home." He
switched on the map display. "Only having threein each unit was my idea. As| told Kurt, thereés dways
an extraif aman goesdown.”

Soren gazed out the window and saw hisreflection. Black neoprenefit as snugly as skin. So did the
neoprene boots and gloves. He looked ready to go scubadiving, save for the power belt. Under
lightweight and durable black synthetic chain mail was the computerized circuitry that enabled himto
recharge Mjolnir. All he had to do wasfit the handle into aclamp in the center, which connected to
positive and nega-tive eectrodes, and throw a switch. An LCD display showed therechargerate. Asa
protective measure, the belt was insu-lated so he wouldn't be accidentally jolted.

"What I'd like to know," Montoyasaid, "is how we can be sure the SEAL iseven there?' "We can't.”



"Then thiswholetrip might be awild goose chase.™

"If it will make you fed any better, think of it asaprac-tice run. Werre thefirst Warriors, thefirst Family
members ever, to travel outsde the wdls. What we find will deter-mine Family policy for yearsto come.”

"I missmy family," Soren said. He could not stop think-ing about Toril, Freya, and Magni.

"Remember what |'ve taught you and you'll seethem again,” Sayne said. "Rely on your shotgun more
than that hammer and youll live longer.”

Soren offered no reply. He had aready made up his mind about which weapon he would use the most.
Thewinds hit them near Spiritwood.
They had pulled off the road to switch drivers and stretch their legs. Soren took Mjolnir, aswas his habit.

The sky was gray, asusud. Flakesfdl but not in any great number. Thetop of anearby tree shook, then
stopped.

Soren moved to the Side of the road, searching for tracks or any other sign of life. A strong wind buffeted
him but heignored it.

"I don't like thelooks of that,” Robert Montoya said.

To the west, the gray was acting strangely. Instead of its usual flat appearance there were swirls and
eddies, astherewould be in agitated water.

"Odd," Soren remarked.
The strongest gust yet made the grass bend nearly in half.
"Into the Hungter," Slayne directed. He didn't like the looks of it, either. He climbed into the driver's seet.

Soren reluctantly turned. He would have liked afew more minutesto walk around and stretch his
cramped muscles.

He had taken another step when suddenly awall of wind dammed into him and knocked him sideways.
Helost hisbadance and nearly fell.

Asquickly asit had struck, the wind died.

Montoya had been thrown against the Hunster so hard, he dropped the Jati-Matic. "Where did that
comefrom?’

"Getin," Saynesad.

Soren looked up. A peculiar keening filled the air, like the distant wail of banshees, growing louder by the
sec-ond. "Do you hear that?"

"| saidto get in. Now."
The urgency in Slayne'stone prompted Soren to move. "I thought | was driving.”

Sayne gestured toward the passenger seet. He turned the ignition and was in gear when Soren climbed
in. With-out delay he headed down the highway, glancing right and left. "1 remember a scientist who
theorized on the effects of an al-out nuclear war. One of them waswhat he called nu-clear winds."



"Never heard of it," Montoya said.

"Y ou should have read more science magazines and less science fiction, Ricco,” Sayne said, using
Montoya's code nameinstead of histea name. He had been trying to get them to do the same. "Listen.”
He lowered hiswindow sev-erd inches.

The keening was now a screech.

Montoya covered hisears. "1 don't like the sound of that, Solo." He emphasized Slayne's own code
name,

Soren liked it. The wind and the howling made him think of athunderstorm.

Since hewas a child he'd loved storms as other boys|oved baseball or video games or cars. Maybe that
was part of the reason he later took to Thor so avidly. The thunder god was lord of the storm and
embodied dl that Soren most admired in nature and in life.

Slayne dowed. He had spotted afield and what appeared to be agully or awash. Spinning the steering
whed, hefloored it.

The screech had become a shriek. The whole sky seemed to be moving with incredible speed.

Sayne prayed they had enough time. The Hunster bounced over ruts and plowed through weeds, and
then they were at the top of the gully. A glancetold him it was wide enough and deep enough, and he
plunged on down without braking.

For afew harrowing heartbeats the Hunster canted and threatened to roll, but it leveled at the bottom.
Heturned the engine off.

Above them, the very heavens screamed.
"What do you expect will happen?' Robert Montoya asked.
The answer camein the form of awindstorm to end all windstorms.

Its roar wasfit to burst the eardrums. Dust rosein athick cloud. The Hunster shook so violently, it wasa
won-der it wasn't blown onto itsside.

Montoya pressed hisface to hiswindow. "Madre de dios. How long will thislast?’
"Notdling."
"If thiswereto hit the Home when people were out-side.. . ." Montoyadidn't finish.

Soren sttled back, Mjolnir in hislap. Heran hisfingers over the new meta handle, admiring how well
Richter had duplicated the runes on the origind. Only now each rune was a stud that controlled a specific
function. He couldn't wait to put the hammer to the test in actud battle.

Soren turned to Montoya. Since they had nothing el se to do until the wind stopped, he thought it time he
learned more about hisfelow Warrior. "Where are you from, if you don't mind my asking?'

"I was born and raised in San Diego." Montoya's fea-tures clouded. "My Madre, my padre, my ssters,
my broth-ers, they'redl gone."

"You 4ill haveyour wife."



"Si. If not for Theresa, | don't know what | would do. She's my anchor and my life."

For the first time since they met, Soren felt afledgling bond. Montoyawas housed in E Block, and they
had only been thrust together aweek ago to prepare for the SEAL run, as Carpenter liked to refer toit.
"What did you do be-rate thewar?| wasin construction.”

Montoyachuckled. "I wasin the army. Stationed at Fort Riley. When the task force was destroyed, |
phoned Theresaand had her fly to Denver. | met her there and we flew on to Minnesota."

"They let you leave the base?' Soren recalled hearing on the radio that all military leaves had been
canceled.

"I'm AWOL," Montoya said quietly.

"Y ou did what you had to do to get your wifeto safety,” Sayne interjected. "If you hadn't |eft when you
did, you'd have been stranded when dl the aircraft were grounded.”

Soren discovered that Montoya had been in the First Infantry Divison and was rated a marksman. "It will
be great to work together.”

"Or dietogether.”

"Stow that kind of talk," Sayne growled. "Y ou're a War-rior now, mister, and Warriors don't die without
my per-misson.”

Soren and Montoya both laughed, and were promptly sobered by ablast of wind that shook the Hunster
downtoitsaxles.

The minutes crawled. Half an hour became an hour and the hour became two. All around them, cyclonic
winds raged.

At one point Sayne shifted in his segt to say, "Remember what | told you back a the Home. In thefield,
use your code names, not your real names. Robert, you should be used to stealth ops. Soren, you were a
civilian, so it might help if you started using our code names dl thetime so it comes natu-raly in combat.”

"Wait." Soren had to absorb this. ™Y ou want meto think of mysdlf as Thor?"

"Do you have a problem with that?"

Shaking with silent mirth, Soren shook his head. "No, Mr. Slayne, no problem at all.”
"What did | just tdl you?"

"Oh, sorry. No, Solo, | don't.”

Twenty minutes |ater, as abruptly asthe winds had started, they died. In the sudden stiliness Saynerolled
down hiswindow. Quiet reigned. The gray sky once again moved at asnall's pace. He turned the
Hunster over and drove out of the gully.

Every last vestige of vegetation for miles around had been destroyed. The grass and weeds had been
scoured from the earth. Most of the trees were down.

Not one had any leaves|eft, or much bark.

"Let's hope we don't run into that again." Sayne drove to the road and continued west.



They took 200 to State Highway 83 and crossed the Missouri River at Washburn. Half adozen times
they spot-ted other people but dways at a distance.

"Isit me, or iseveryone avoiding the roads?' Montoya mentioned.

They saw deer. They saw afew birds. They braked for ablack bear that crossed in front of them, but it
paid them no mind. A lot of itsfur was missing and it kept twitching and jerking asit walked.

Avoiding cities and towns, they made it across North Dakotaand into Montana. Slayne decided to dare
Interstate 94 in the bief that they would make better time. For awhile, they did. Then, northeast of
Miles City, they crested alow rise and beheld asight that caused Slayne to ssomp on the brake to bring
the Hungter to astop.

A man lay on hisback in the middle of the highway. He was surrounded by people—and they were
egting him.

A Tagte of Thingsto Come

Soren Anderson redled. He kept thinking that he couldn't be seeing what he thought he was seeing.

There were about twenty of them. Their clothes werefilthy and torn and some werein ratters. The
people werefilthy, too. But it wasn't thefilth that shocked Soren. It was the sores or lesions that spotted
their skin, boiling fes-tersthat oozed green pus.

Their eyes, when they raised their heads and stared dumbly at the Hunster, were dull and glazed and so
blood-shot they were pits of red. Saliva oozed from their open mouthsin steady streams of drool.

"Dear Odin," Soren breathed. "What's wrong with them?"

"A chemica weapon, maybe," Sayne said. "Or one of the new bio bugs."

As CEO of Tekco he had heard rumors of thingslike this, and worse.

Montoyagaped in disgust. "But why are they eating him?Why not hunt or find canned food?"

The things went back to their feeding. One gnawed on an intestine. Another chewed on adripping chunk
of leg.

"They'reignoring us,” Montoyasaid. "Go around them. Let's get out of here.”

Slayne nodded, but as he went to press the gas, the back door opened. "Thor? What in hell areyou
doing?'

"Thisisan abomination. It must not be." Soren walked around to the front of the Hunster, Mjolnir a his
sde. He remembered what the Family Armorer had told him. The hammer could be set to Arc or Balt.



In addition there were four power settings. The lowest wasamillion volts, and it went up in million-volt
increments from here. At four mil-lion, the highest, the blast drained the hammer completdly and Mjolnir
couldn't be used again until he recharged it using the power belt. But he wouldn't need that much now.
He pressed the gppropriate rune, setting the hammer to Arc and one million volts. He raised Mjolnir. "l
am Thor. | command you to stop.”

The festering horrorsfixed their red eyes on him. They were eerily Slent.

Then those on their kneesrose, and they al came to-ward him at once, moving with apeculiar shambling
gait, their mouths opening and closing asif they were gulping for air.

Soren's skin crawled, but he held his ground. He pressed the runeto fire.
Mjolnir jumped in Soren's hands. The head glowed bright and hummed.

From the wegpon lanced crackling lightning bolts that arced and legped at the advancing monstrosities,
griking them in the head, face, and chest. Half died on their fet, writhing and contorting and jerking like
puppets on invis-ible strings. They didn't scream. They didn't cry out. Those till standing closed inand
Soren unleashed a sec-ond blast.

Bodies dropped, thud after thud.

"Sweet Odin," Soren breathed. He had practiced with Mjolnir but not on living foes. Only two were il
aive, and they came for him, their hands outstretched. Revul-sion swept through him. He crushed the
skull of thefirst and reduced the face of the second to splintered pulp.

Soren moved among them, making sure. Some had burn marks. Some were giving off smoke. He
swalowed and looked at Mjolnir, fet the familiar tingle down his spine. " So much power,” hesaidin
awe.

"What in hdll did you think you were doing?" Slayne and Montoya had come out of the Hunster, and
Sayne wasn't happy. ™Y ou could have been killed."

"l couldn't just St there. | had to do something.”

"They were no threat to us. We could have gone on by. Get it through your head that you can't go taking
needlessrisks"

"] did what the son of Odin would do."

Slayne held histemper. " Just because we call you Thor doesn't make you Thor. Damn it, Anderson. Y ou
have are-sponsbility to the Family. Y ou can't go throwing your life avay onawhim.”

"l dowhat | must," Soreninssted.

Montoya stared at Mjolnir. "I've never seen anything likeit," he said in awe. "'l want one of those."
Soren reverently held the hammer to hischest. "Mjolnir isthe only one of itskind."

"How doesit work?'

"l don't understand al the science,” Soren admitted. Richter and Allan had told him that the higher the
power setting, the higher the current it induced, and that it was the current more than the voltsthat killed.
But then they had aso told him that it was the volts that could blast limbs from bodies.



Sayne scanned the bleak landscape. " Get in. There might be more of those monstrosities around.”

They gave Billings awide berth. Later, twice, they spied antelope, but dways at a distance. Once they
came upon adog moving siffly a the side of the highway. Montoya wanted to stop until he saw that
most of itshair was gone and it was covered with sores.

Between Bozeman and Buitte, asthey crossed abarren flat, Slayne braked and got out the binoculars.
"What do you see?' Montoya asked.
Sayne pointed. "Y ou tel me, Ricco.”

To the north was a cloud. Not in the sky, but on the ground. It was green, bright green, so bright it
seemed to glow, and it was moving, crawling across the ground asif endowed with awill of itsown.

"Whét isthat?"

Saynedidn't know. It wasn't much bigger than the Hun-ster and was heading east, awvay from them. He
resumed driving and commented, "“Welcome to our warped new world."

Roadbl ocks had been set up around Missoula. A Nationa Guard unit, judging by their uniforms and
equip-ment. Slayne spied them from half amile out and decided to go around.

The Bitterroot Mountains of eastern 1daho were a pris-tine wonder. Except for areas of scattered fallout,
the Bitterroots were as they had aways been. Or so Sayne thought until it occurred to him that there
should be more sgns of animd life.

They were east of Wallace—and only twenty milesfrom
Smelterville—when they rounded a curve and a crudely made billboard warned Checkpoint Ahead.

Slayne quickly stopped. Severa hundred yards down the highway were concrete barriers topped by
barbed wire. Heavily armed men moved about behind the barricade. They weren't in uniform.

"What do we have here?' Montoyawondered.
"Totheright of theroadblock isasign.” Slayne gave him the binoculars. "It explainsalot.”
Montoyaread the sign out loud. "Warning. You are

about to enter the free aryan nation. weapons are subject to seizure. No drugs or acohol are alowed
beyond thispoint.”

"Reed the fine print at the bottom.”
"No persons of color admitted.” Montoya lowered the binoculars. ™Y ou've got to be kidding me."

"Northern Idaho was an Aryan stronghold before the war. From here to the Washington border must be
their territory now." Siayne pondered for afew moments. "A lot of them were survivaigts. They
mobilized at the outset of the war and | would guessthat it was Ben Thomas's bad luck to run into them.”

"Doyou think they killed im?"

"Who knows? The important question iswhat have they done with the SEAL ? We're not leaving without
it"



Montoya nodded toward the barrier. "Before we can leave we have to get in. And I'll be damned if
they're con-fiscating my weapons.”

Sayne shifted into reverse. "They don't ppear to have noticed usyet.”

He backed around the curve and made a U-turn. "Thor, you're being unusually quiet. What'sgoingonin
that crazy Norse head of yours?'

"A man ismore important than amachine.”

The forest bordering the highway was thick, the under-growth heavy, but Slayne managed to find arutted
track that suited his purpose. He went far enough to ensure the Hunster couldn't be seen from the road,
then stopped. Climbing out, he did his blue trench coat from over the back of his seat and shrugged into
it.

"A littlewarmfor that, isn't it?' Montoyasaid.

"l liketo swest." Sayne hadn't told anyone the real reason he dwaysworeit. The trench coat was
custom-congtructed to his specifications. Woven from the newest Kevlar weave, it was so soft and
pliable a person would swear it was cotton or wool. Y et it wasimperviousto smal-armsfire.

Montoyawent to the rear of the Hunster and swung its back door up. He donned a backpack and a
helmet, then passed wafer-thin headsets to Slayne and Anderson. He didn't need one; his helmet came
with an internal com link. He switched it on and tweaked the gain. "Testing. Testing. Areyou picking
up?'

"Clear ascan be" Sayne sad.
Soren adjusted the clip around his ear and nodded. "1 hear you."

Sayne reached in and brought out the MP5. "Listen up. Wego in, we find the SEAL if it'sthere, and we
get out. We avoid contact as much as possible. We don't want afirefight if we can help it.”

"What about Ben Thomas?' Soren wanted to know.
"Morethan likely he's dead by now. We have to focus on getting the SEAL back now."
Soren frowned.

Slayne dung the MP5 over his shoulder. "From here on out only use code names. When | say Alpha
Triad, it means both of you." He headed back down the track to-ward the highway. "Singlefile," he
snapped into his mouth-piece. "Ten-yard intervas. Ricco, after me. Thor, you bring up the rear. Stay
frosty." "Yes, gr,” Montoyasad.

"Thor?" Slayne prompted when there was no response from him. "1 hear you."

"Then say you do. Weve been through al this, Ander-son. Strict military procedure, remember?’ “I'm
not redlv asoldier.”

"Y ou better start thinking like one. Y ou're aWarrior, damn it. Get that through your thick Norwegian
head. Our lives are on the line here. | don't know about you but | want to make it back to the Home."

"Asdo 1.1 have alovely wife and two fine children. Don't worry. Asthe son of Odin does hisduty, I'll
domine”



"Thewho?'

"Therea Thor. The defender of Asgard and protector of Midgard. The bringer of the storm, the lord of
the thunder and lightning.”

"Spare me the mythologica garbage and concentrate on the mission.”
"Asyouwish."

When they reached the highway they crossed to the other sde and paraleled it until they neared the
barricade. Flattening, they crawled within earshot.

Sayne counted nine Aryans. Two had SMGs, the rest high-powered rifles.

Severd were playing cards. One man was writing on a sheet of papet. No one was paying much
attention to the highway. They were doppy, this bunch. He could drop half of them before they knew
what hit them, but he didn't. He was about to crawl on when a short bundle of snew with anegtly
trimmed goatee said something that perked hisinterest.

"When do you think Croft will give the word to move on Spokane?

"Your guessisasgood asmine," another Aryan answered. "Hardin thinksit will be acouple of weeks
yet. The scouts haven't come back and we don't want to go up againgt more than we can handle.”

"The Aryan Nation can handle anything.”

Sayne whispered into his headset, "Alpha Triad, on me." He continued crawling. Once it was safe, he
roseinto acrouch. "We have along way to go yet. Well doubletime afew miles.

"Lead theway, Solo,” Montoya said.
"Thor? Acknowledge, damnit.”
"Ashesad, lead the way. The son of Odin will not fail you."

Saynedidn' like the sound of that. Anderson was tak-ing the whole Thor business much too literaly. But
now wasn't thetime or placeto bring it up. Sayne began to jog.

The gray sky cast the woods in somber shadow. Nor-mdly the wilds were dive with the warbling of
birds and the chittering of squirrels but it was graveyard quiet save for the rustling of the wind.

Sayneredlied on a GPS unit. From a dope south of Wal-lace they surveyed the town. Savefor alot of
armed men— and women—it could have been any town in prewar America

A flag flew above a church. The flag's background was blue and red, with agold crown atop asword
and what |ooked to be ahorizontd Z through the middie.

"What doesthat stand for?' Montoya wondered.

"You'd haveto ask them," Sayne said. "Not that they would answer you. To them you're one of the mud
people.”

"Thewhat?'

"Anyonewho isn't white. AsaHispanic you'd rate above ablack but below a Jew."



"l surewould like to waste afew of these bigots.”

The next town was Osburn. An Aryan flag flew over achurch there, too. Kelogg, farther on, had half a
dozen flags, but then it was twice the Sze of Osburn. The War-riors saw children playing and laughing,
and heard some-one singing.

On anormal day the sun would have been blazing the western horizon red, orange, and yellow when the
Warriors reached arise above Smdterville, but on this day there was only the perpetudly gray sky.
Sayneraked the town from end to end with the binoculars. He spotted four tractor-trailer rigs. One was
parked on the main street. Two otherswere in resdentia areas. The last one, the one that inter-ested him
the mogt, wasin the lot of atun-down factory. " Gentlemen, take agander.” He passed the binocularsto
Montoya and pointed.

"How do you want to handle this?'

"We separate and go in from different directions. Stay in touch at al times. Remember not to engage
hostiles un-less you absolutely have to. Understood, Ricco?”

Montoya grinned. "I'm good to go, Solo."
"And you, Thor?'
"l and Mjolnir areat your disposa.” "Then let'sdo this”

Warrior World

Compared to the other towns, Smelterville was strangely quiet. It bothered Sayne. It was dways "the
unforeseen that sent a combat op south. On the plus side, the few people on the streets were moving
about in alesurely fash-ion, and he saw no evidence of checkpoints or any Aryan militia

Slayne cameto the edge of the forest. Beyond lay a Side street lined by frame homes. "Soloisin
position.” "Almost to mine," Montoyasaid. Thor said nothing.

Sayne was beginning to have his doubts about the man. Anderson had performed admirably during the
firdight at the Home, but he had been acting erraticaly ever since the Armorer had modified his hammer.
Slayne wasn't a psy-chologist like Professor Trevor, but Anderson was acting more and more asif he
thought he was the real Thor, and that was just plain psycho.

"ThisisRicco. I'min pogtion.”

"The son of Odiniswhere he should be."



"Use your code name from now on," Slayne said brusgquely. He moved out from the trees. "All right,
AlphaTriad. Converge on the truck. Low profileisthe key phrase here.”

Sayne'sideaof alow profilewasto ding the MP5 over his shoulder and stroll along asif he belonged
there. An old lady sat in arocking chair on aporch, knitting. He nodded at her and she nodded back.

From somewhere in the distance Slayne thought he heard subdued voices.

Montoyawas supposed to come in from the east, Ander-son from the west, and Slayne was
gpproaching from the south. He had figured that one stranger, walking alone, was lesslikely to stand out
and draw attention than three strangers together.

On the next street some boys were throwing afootball. Sayne waked close to the curb. One or two
glanced a him and went right back to their game. He was dmost to the end of the block when asmall
dog came out of ayard and yipped at hishedls. A woman cdled, "Here, Sveetiepie!” and the mutt
scampered off.

The factory was set well back. Its parking lot had enough parking spaces to accommodate a hundred
cars. The sign out front was faded. Slayne guessed that the place had closed yearsif not decades ago. A
chain-link fence sur-rounded the lot but the gate was open and hanging lop-sided.

The muffled voices grew louder.

As Sayne entered the parking lot, he redlized why; the voices were coming from inside the factory. Some
kind of meeting was going on. He made for the semi. "AlphaTriad, report.”

"ThisisRicco. Almos there"
"ThisisThor. Thesame."

"Hold your positions once you reach the target,” Slayne reminded them. They were to cover him from the
perime-ter and be ready to render aid if he needed it.

Thetruck was arega mechanica beast with the words Semper Fi painted on the doors. The dust that
covered it showed it had not seen recent use.

Saynewalked the length of thetrailer. Helooked around to verify no one was watching. Gripping the
handle, he wrenched on the rear door. To hissurprise, it opened right up. And there it was. the SEAL.
He was surprised the Aryans hadn't tried to get it out. But maybe they had tried, and couldn't doit. The
locks were ingenioudly designed to thwart even the best lock pick, and the windows and body were
proof againgt anything short of abazooka. "It'shere," he announced. "Baby ishere.”

"Roger that, Solo.”
"I'll seeif | can get thetruck started. Hold your posi-tions.”
"Will do."

Sayne closed the door and hurried to the cab. The door was unlocked. He climbed in but |eft the door
open. Thekey wasn't in theignition, as he'd hoped it might be.

He checked behind the visors, in the glove compart-ment, and under the sedt.

He debated trying to hotwire the truck.



"What the dickens are you doing in there, mister?*

The Aryan was short and stocky with close-cropped hair and a beard streaked with tobacco stains. He
held ashotgun in hisleft hand, muzzle pointed at the ground.

"Looking for thekey," Sayne sad. "Y ou wouldn't hap-pen to haveit, would you?'
"What? No. I'd guess Mr. Croft or Hardin hasit. Mr.

Croft seemsto think that van in the back is specid. He gave ordersthat no oneisto go near it without his
Sy

D.
"Wherecan | find them?"

The man bobbed his chin at the building. "At the meet-ing. Where else?' He blinked. "Wait aminute.
Whothe hdl areyou?'

Sayne smiled. Y ou can cal me Solo with your dying breath if you want." He whipped the MP5 up and
around and triggered athree-round burst into the Aryan’'s chest. A moment later his earpiece crackled.

"Solo. | saw that. I'm coming over."
"Hold your position, Ricco. No one has noticed. We're still good.”

Slayne climbed down. Bending, he did his hands under the dead man's shoulders and dragged him
toward the trailer, intending to shove him underneath and out of sight.

"Solo! Y ou havefive unfriendlies coming up on the other sde. They're dmaost on top of you."

Slayne peered under the trailer and saw boots and shoes. He had no time to hide the body. Unfurling, he
turned just asthe Aryans came around the end of the trailer. He trig-gered two bursts and the first two
men fell. The others darted back. He backed up, too, toward the cab.

"ThisisRicco. I'm on my way."

A head popped out. Saynefired, but the man ducked from sight. He saw Montoyaracing from the east
end of the parking lot, and it hit him that he hadn't heard from the other member of their Triad in severd
minutes.

"Thor, do you copy?'
Therewas no answer.
"“Thor, answer me."
Still no response.

Slayne swore, and dmost didn't hear the patter of run-ning feet coming around the front of the cab. He
whirled and | et the Aryan have aburg full in the face.

"Solo!" Ricco reported. "One of them hasawakie-talkie!"

Sayne could guess what the man was doing: derting those insde the factory and requesting
reinforcements. The Situation threatened to go from bad to FUBAR.



"Hurry, Ricco."
"Almost there."

Just then double doors at the front of the factory burst open and out spilled aswarm of two-legged
hornets. Slayne'simmediate thought was: Thisis bad.

Soren Anderson reached the west side of the parking lot. He stood at the fence for al of thirty seconds
and then did what he wasn't supposed to do. He wedged Mjolnir under the power belt, jumped up, and
caught hold of the bar at the top of the fence. Another moment, and he was up and over and crouched
on the other side.

Hundreds of yards away wasthe truck. Slaynewas al-most to it.

Soren unlimbered Mjolnir and headed for the factory. He noticed aside door, but when he got there it
was |locked. Farther on was awindow. Someone had cracked it open afew inches. Raising it dl the
way, he dipped over the sill and found himsdlf in asmall office. He moved to adoor and listened. All he
heard were voices from deeper in the factory.

Soren eased out the doorway. A dark hal led to astair-well at one end and toward the voices at the
other end. He chose the stairwell. At the landing he hesitated. Should he go up or down? Hisgut said to
go down.

The basement consisted of another hallway with doors on both sides. Soren went from one to the next,
opening them and poking in his head. The first room contained boxes and crates. The next had shelves
lined with medical supplies. The third was crammed with K rations.

Soren decided the building was some sort of supply de-pot. He opened the fourth door and nearly
gagged. Thereek was abominable. Urine and worse. It was pitch black. He saw nothing to show the
room was in use and went to close the door.

Someone groaned.

Soren pushed the door al the way open. He held Mjol-nir in front of him and switched it to its lowest
power set-ting but didn't pressthe runeto fire. There was a hum and the weapon's head glowed just
enough for him to see apile of ragsin the middle of the floor. As helooked, the pile of rags moved.

It was ablack man. He had been terribly, brutaly beaten. One eye was swollen shut, the other adlit. His
nose was bent, hislips were pulped. His body was even worse. He was bound, wrists and ankles.

Soren sank to one knee and gently touched the man's shoulder. "'Are you Ben Thomas?'
The dit of an eyetwitched. The pulped lipsmoved. "Yes," he croaked.

"Odin has guided meto you so that | may saveyou.”

"Odin?" A dry gourd raitled in the apparition'sthroat. "It'sfinally happened. I've gone nuts."

"Theworld isinsane, friend Thomas, not you.” Soren pried at the knots. " The human race has had its
own Ragnarok. But we will rise anew, and the Ancient Way will be strong again." He had removed both
ropes and was dip-ping hisarm under Thomasto lift him when he heard footstepsin the hall. Turning
Mjolnir off, he moved over against the wall near the door.

The footsteps drew closer.



"Whoa. What's this? Who's been in here?'

A figure entered, diminutive and female. A hand reached out and the room flooded with light from an
overhead bulb. She held atray with abowl of soup, and took a step toward Thomeas.

"Ben! How did you get free?"
Soren moved between her and the doorway so she couldn't get away. "Who are you?' he demanded.

Thegirl whirled. She gasped and her eyes grew wide with astonishment. "Damn. They grow them big
where you come from."

"I will ask you again. Who are you?"

Recovering her composure, the girl snapped, "Y ou've got that backwards, bozo. Who are you and what
areyou doing in herewith my friend? If youre hereto hurt him. . ."

"You are Mr. Thomassfriend?'

"That'swhat | said. Don't your earswork?'

"Then | will take both of you." Soren strode past her and again bent to lift Thomeas.
"Hold on. Not so fast. Who the hdll are you? And where do you think you're taking us?'

"I'm cdled Thor. I'm here with other Warriorsto retrieve the vehicle Mr. Thomas wasto ddliver to our
Home"

"Others?' Hopelit the girl'sface. "God, | hope you brought awhole army.”
"Therearethree of us."

Disappointment replaced the hope. "Only three? Damn, mister. Do you have any ideawhat you're up
agangt? Thisiswhere the Aryan Army meets. There are pretty near sixty of their soldiers upstairsright
thisminute”

"Dont worry. | have Mjalnir."
"Y ou havewhat?'
Soren held out the hammer. "Mjolnir. Crusher. Giant killer. Bringer of the lightning." "God, you're nuts.”

"I am perfectly sane, child. Who are you, by theway?' "My friends cal me Space. | suppose alundatic
can, too." Soren turned with Thomas cradled under one arm. In-stantly, Space set down the tray and
was a their sde. She did her arm around Thomas from the other side.

Soren was surprised a how light the man was, and re-marked as much.

"I sneak him food when | can but it's nowhere near enough. They keep aclose eye on me." Space shifted
s0 Ben'shead rested on her shoulder. "They have me working in the kitchen. Me! Pedling spuds and
chopping carrots. It'stoo damn stupid for words.”

"At least they havent killed either of you." "They're keeping me around for breeding purposes. Their very
words." Space tenderly touched Thomas's sunken cheek. "They've been trying to make Ben tell them
how they can get into that vehicle of yours, but he wouldn't. That's the only reason he's till breathing.”



"WEell get you to the Home, child. Y ou'll be safethere” "Whose home? Y ours? Whereisit?' "I'll explain
later. Right now we must hurry." They carried Ben Thomas out of the room and down the hall to the
dairs. Hisfeet dragged until Soren noticed and raised him higher.

"Weve got to take it dow, migter. If we run into any of the Aryans and they sound the darm, you'll be up
to your arampitsinracigs.”

"Don't worry. I'll protect you."

Space angrily ssamped afoot. "Damnit. Y ou're not tak-ing this serious enough. Didn't you hear me about
the big meeting?’

"Didn't you hear me about Mjolnir?'

"Ligten, nut job. Y ou have ahammer. They have guns. Lots and lots of guns. Y ou won't stand a
snowbal's chancein hell. Our best bet isto sneak out before they notice I'm missing and come looking
for me"

Soren was paying attention to her and not their sur-roundings. He redlized his mistake when they cameto
the landing and he looked up to find five wel-armed men gar-ing a them in amazement.

"Hold it right therel" one of them barked, and leveled arifle.

Brothersin Arms

Robert Montoya was within twenty yards of the trailer. He had angled acrossthe ot to come up on it
from the rear. The Aryans behind it hadn't seen him, and their backs were to him, which made no
difference. Raisng the Jati-Matic, he cut loosg, felling them in their tracks.

Montoya started around thetrailer to join Slayne. He had only taken afew steps when the front doors of
the factory dammed open and out rushed more Aryans. Caught in the open, he had no choice but to dive
flat and spray lead.

Sayne did the same. Their combined hailstorm drove the Aryansinside, leaving haf adozen on the
ground. "Get up here, Ricco. I'll cover you."

Montoyadidn't hesitate. He had alot of open space to cover, but he had confidence in Slayne. Hed
seen Sayne at target practice; the man seldom missed. Heran flat out.

Slayne saw a head appear in the doorway and let off a



burst to discourage any attempt to shoot Montoya. He watched the windows, too, and when a shadow
filled one of them, he gave the shadow some dugsto chew on.

Montoyawas dmost to the cab when asingle shot cracked. Hefelt the sting of impact and hisleft leg
was nearly knocked out from under him. Limping, he returned fire and reached Slayne's side.

Slayne downed the shooter, an Aryan who had popped out of the open doorway. "Where are you hit?'
"The cdf, | think. But | can manage." Montoyafired at awindow. "What do we do? We can't stay here.”

Slayne agreed. They were too exposed. They could take cover under thetrailer, but the bottom was too

high off the ground. Only the tires offered any protection, and he didn't want them shot out. He pointed at
apair of large metal trash bins at the near corner of the building. "There" he said. "Y ou firdt. I've got your
back."

Montoya nodded. Hisleg pained him with every step and he hopped more than he ran but he made good
speed. The possibility of taking around in the back lent extrain-centive.

No shots rang out. Slayne kept expecting the Aryansto barrel from the factory in pursuit, but either they
were re-grouping or they had some other tactic up their deeve. He reminded himself these weren't
professonas. They were ordinary citizenswith littleif any combat training.

The Warriors were amost to the bins.
That was when men poured from the double doors, al of them firing at once.

Slayne and Montoya snapped off bursts but couldn't drive the Aryans back. Montoyareached abin and
crouched. Sayne darted behind the other one so they had awider field of fire.

One Aryan was barking commands and the rest were spreading out. The smart ones flattened and fired
from prone positions.

Slayne did a scan and count. There had to be thirty or more. The odds were much too high. " Grenade.”

Montoya quickly leaned the Jati-Matic against the bin and dipped off his backpack. He took out an
M67, pulled the grenade away from the pin, and cocked hisarm. "Frag out!" he yedlled, and threw the
grenadein ahigh loop.

Then he pressed against the bin.
Sayne did the same. He counted off four secondsin his head.

The M67 went off. It had ablast radius of forty-five feet but could hurl shrapné out to two hundred or
more. Therewere screams and curses, and in retaliation the Aryans poured awithering firestorm into the
trash bins.

Sayne could hardly get off aburst for al the dugs ping-ing and whining past.

Montoya clipped aman running toward them and nearly had his own ear taken off. The growl of an
engine caused him to glance toward the front gate and the street beyond. A pickup loaded with
reinforcements was hurtling toward the factory. "Incoming hogtiles!”

"| seethem.”

"God, | wish | had that battle suit you showed me back at the Home. 1'd lick these bastards



sngle-handed.”

Sayne's mouth became agrim dit. Here they were, pinned down, one of them wounded, and they were
about to be flanked. They needed to get out of there, but they wouldn't get fifty feet in the open parking
lot. They needed help and they needed it now. He said out loud what he had been thinking for sometime:
"Wherethehdl isThor?"

Soren was in motion before the words were out of the Aryan's mouth. He smashed Mjolnir into the
man's face and was rewarded with a crunch and a spray of scarlet. Without breaking stride, Soren swung
at asecond enemy and caught him on the ear. The crunch thistime waslouder. A third Aryan tried to
draw arevolver, but Soren pivoted and dammed Mjolnir againgt his skull. Now there were only two.
Until now they had been too stupefied to move, but they started to bring up rifles just as Soren reached
them. He shattered a knee, and when the Aryan screamed and doubled over, crushed a cranium.

The last man fumbled with the lever on hisrifle. He looked up and bleated in stark terror, "No!™
Mjolnir was astreak in Soren's hands. He stood over the five bodies, surveying them for Sgnsof life.
"Dear God." Space came over, holding Ben Thomaswith both arms.

"Damn, you got moves, mister. That was dick."

"Wemust hurry. My friendsarein trouble.” Soren could hear the sounds of afirefight out in the parking
lot. "Can you keep up?'

"Don't worry about me. I'll be right behind you." Space hefted Ben, who mumbled something she couldn't
make out.

"What isthe shortest way out the front?" "Down thishal and take aleft and then aright and you're there.
But well runinto the Aryans.” "1 want to run into them.”

Soren pressed the rune that activated Mjolnir. The ham-mer hummed to life and he felt the throb of its
power. He set it to Arc, at two million volts. The gunfire grew louder. They met with no opposition, and
when they rounded the last corner and he saw the open double doors, he brokeinto arun. " Stay back
until | clear theway."

The parking lot was akill zone. Some Aryans were down but many more were converging on apair of
trash bins.

Soren stepped into the open. He needed to be closer. The Aryans were focused on the binsto the
excluson of dl ese. Heraised Mjolnir doft and gave voiceto his battle cry, roaring at the top of his
lungs, "Odin!"

Some of them heard. Some of them spun.

Lighting arced in vivid bolts that crackled and writhed. The very air flared bright. Men screamed, and
died. Hearts burst. Brainswere fried. Blood boiled in veins.

Behind the trash bin, Robert Montoyafdt hisskinitch dl over. "Madre de Diod It's Thor!"

"About damn time." Sayne saw that not al the Aryans were down. He dropped two. Severa others
were fleeing. Heignored them and turned toward the front gate just as a pickup hurtled into the parking
lot. There had to be a dozen men in the bed and three more in the from seet.



Soren pointed Mjolnir. He set the hammer to Bolt in-stead of Arc, a the same power leve, two million
volts. He didn't know what effect it would have, but he thought it would at least stop the pickup. He
pressed the rune and fired.

A white-hot bolt afoot wide leaped from the hammer to the pickup's hood, and the entire vehicle was
en-veloped in a crackling corona. The pickup skewed and dowed as screamsfilled the air and the menin
the front seat and the men in the bed went into spadtic fits. Bodies sagged or dumped or fell over the
side. The pickup coasted to ahalt, smoke rising from under the hood and from the dead.

"Jesus," Montoya breathed.

Soren switched off Mjolnir. There was no oneleft to day. He turned, and the girl wasin the doorway,
incredulity on her face.

"Who areyou?'
"I've dready told you. I'm called Thor."

Patrick Slayne lent a shoulder to Montoya. He was asimpressed as they were by the spectacular
display, but he was dso smmering mad. "Where the hell have you been? We nearly bought the farm.”

Soren indicated the girl and the man she was holding. "Thisis Space and Ben Thomas."

"Thomas?' Slayne could see what the man had been through but it didn't blunt hisfury. "Let me get this
straight. Y ou disobeyed orders. Y ou left your post. Y ou violated every rule of acombat op and put your
fdlow Warriors a risk without any warning to them. All on the off chance this man might ill be dive and
you might be able to find him and might be able to effect arescue?’

"Lighten up, grump,” Space said.

"I'm with Ben. The guy who wouldn't tell those butt wipes that Thor just smacked down how to get into
your stupid van. Ben nearly died for you and still might if you don't get your head out of your assand help
him, and | mean right now."

Saynedid adouble take. He couldn't recall the last time anyone had talked to him like that. “Little
lady—" He started to give her averba blistering, and then he looked a Ben Thomas, redlly looked at
him, and his anger evaporated.

"What? Don't stand there like alump. Help him, damn it. He needs water. He needsfood. He needs a
doctor." Space swalowed and coughed, and said, "Damn. Don't die, Ben."

Montoyasaid, "Y ou care for him, pretty one." "He's my friend. My only friend. Wait. Did you just call
me pretty?"

Sayne cameto adecison. "Thor, help her get him to the truck. Ricco, can you manage with that leg?
Cover uswhilel revive him and then I'll tend to you."

It took half acanteen, but Ben Thomas came around and squinted at them through the eye that wasn't
swollen shut. "Kurt Carpenter sent you, you say? | figured he gave up on me."

Quickly, Slayne explained the situation, ending with, "The important thing now isfor usto get out of here
before they reorganize or help arrives from other towns. Where are the keysto your truck?*



Ben explained that a spare key was stuck to the bottom of the brake pedal. "I used that new epoxy paste
oit will pry right off."

A Klaxon was sounding somewhere in Smdterville when Sayne triumphantly held up the key. "Bingo.
Everyonein. I'll drive”

"The hell you will. No one drives my rig but me." Ben straightened and stepped cleat of Space. "Hand
them over.”

Space grabbed hisarm. "What do you think you're do-ing? Look at you. Y ou can hardly stand up. Let
Grumpy do it."

"How much experience do you have?' Ben asked Slayne.

"With atruck this sze? None. But it shouldn't be hard. | drove afew convoy truckswhen | wasin the
srvice"

Benwriggled hisfingers. "Gimme." They boosted him in and he inserted the key. With aslent prayer he
turned it. The engine coughed and bel ched smoke, then died. Ben tried again with the same result.

"Maybe the battery is dead,” Space said.

Thethird time, Semper Fi rumbled and shook and Ben kissed the steering whed!. It hurt hislips, but he
didn't care. "RFilein, people. Space, you crawl up in the bunk and leave the seet for us men.”

There was a short delay while Sayne examined Montoya's wound. The dug had missed the bone and
gonethrough. Slayne cleaned it with peroxide and applied a Quick Aid bandage.

They climbed in. Thor took up so much space that Slayne and Montoya had to Sit sideways. Ben noticed
their expressions, and for thefirst time in many aday, he laughed. Then he thrust his hand out at the big
mean with the big hammer.

"l understand | owe my lifeto you. Thanks."
"Y ou are most welcome. But you should thank Mjolnir.”
Ben quirked an eyebrow, and even that hurt. "All right, gents and lady. Let's get this show on the road.

Thor sat on the edge of the seet, hislegswide, and pressed Mjolnir's handle to the clamp in the center of
the power belt.

"What are you doing?" Space asked.

"Recharging.” Thor pressed a stud and the belt made anoise like athousand bees. "I might have need of
Mjolnir again before we are out of this"

No onetried to sop them on their way out of Smdlter-ville. In four milesthey came to Kellogg and were
con-fronted by a hastily arranged barrier of cars and atractor.

Ben Thomas never dowed. He told everyone to get down and Space to curl into aball up in the bunk.
Semper Fi was doing eighty when Ben whedled onto the | eft shoulder and the tires churned gravel. Lead
whanged off the hood and pinged the grille. The windshield was hit severa times, but the shots were high.
With the roar of some mammoth beast, Semper Fi swept around the barrier.

Next was Osburn, but they had no trouble. They made it past Wallace, too. Last was the barricade east



of Wallace. Unlike the other barrier, this one stretched the width of the highway and then some.

Ben braked wdll out of rifle range. "I'm open to sugges-tions.”

"Let usout,” Sayne sad. "WEell ded with them and when it's safe you bring your rig."

"There are an awful lot of them," Space said.

Thor checked ameter on the power bdt. He turned the bt off and opened hisdoor. "I'll handlethis."
"What?' Saynetried to grab him but Montoya was be-tween them. "What do you think you're doing?'

"Making up for leaving you two aone back at the fac-tory." Thor dammed the door. He made no
attempt to seek cover but walked down the center of the highway toward the barricade.

Sayne was practicaly beside himsdf. "He's going to get himsdlf killed!" He went to dide past Montoya
but Mon-toya grabbed hisarm.

"Wait. They're not shooting. They're as puzzled aswe
r>
are.

It wastrue. The Aryanswere pointing and talking but not firing. One of their number climbed up onto the
bed of apickup and cupped his hands to his mouth. "Halt or well cut you down!™

Thor smiled and raised Mjolnir over hishead. "In Odin'sname | greet you!"

Ben had his head out hiswindow and heard every word. "That man is stone cold crazy."
Thor continued to advance, Mjolnir held high so the Aryans could seeit.

The man on the car cupped his hands again. "What isthat you're holding? A dedgehammer?'
"l am Thor and thisisMjalnir."

Some of the Aryans|ooked a one another and severa laughed. The man on the car laughed, too, and
then shouted, "Mister, we have you covered with machine guns

and riflesand abazooka. Y ou just keep coming with that sillly hammer of yours.”

Still smiling, Thor did. When he was close enough, still smiling, he set the hammer to Arc. Still smiling, he
set the power level to four million volts. Still smiling, he gripped Mjolnir with both hands and held the
hammer overhead.

"In Odin'sname, | greet you!" herepested. "And in Thor'sname | send you to the hdlsof Vahdla" He
pressed the rune that would call down thelightning.

"God in heaven!" Ben Thomas blurted.

The bolts were too many to count. Some were asthick as aman's arm. Others were pencil thin. Leaping
and arc-ing and crackling and sizzling, they sought out the living conductors they were programmed to
seek.

In the cab, Space gasped and put a hand to her throat. She had seen what Thor did to the menin



Smeterville. She had seen him stop the pickup. Neither fully prepared her for this. She saw men contort
and shriek and burn. She saw smoke rise from their twisted bodies and blood gush from their mouths.
And when it was over, as Thor went among them finishing off" those till dive, shegiggled and said, "That
thereis one sweet hunk of manhood.”

Stepping-Stone

It was evening, but the only way to tell was by aclock since the sky was dwaysgray. A brisk wind from
the northwest rustled the treesin the Home.

Kurt Carpenter and Professor Diana Trevor were taking a stroll dong the moat, Carpenter with his
hands clasped behind his back.

"What did you make of Sayne's report?' Carpenter asked.
"They did well, your Warriors."
"Our Warriors, you mean. They protect the entire Fam-ily, not just me."

"Thor did outstanding. But he troubles me some, Kurt. He actudly believesthat Odin and his namesake
aered."

"Hisreligion is besde the point. That man isjust what we need. He's devoted to the Family and the
Home, aper-fect role modd for the others. Have you seen how they look up to him?'

"They look up to al the Warriors. They've even taken to calling them by their code names." "We dl might
have new names soon." "How'sthat again?"

"I'll tell you about it later. For now, the important thing isthat Alpha Triad made it back with the SEAL."
"You sure put alot of stock in that thing.”

"It's our gift to the future." Carpenter stopped and gazed about the compound. "I want the Home to
endure, Diana. | don't want al my effort to have beenin vain. I'd give any-thing to have atime machine
so | could trave fifty or ahun-dred yearsinto the future and see if the Family and the Home are il
here"

"We can only hope."

Kurt Carpenter may not have atime machine, but you can get a glimpse one hundred yearsinto the future
with aspe-cid preview of Fox Run.



For 100 years after anuclear holocaust annihilated civi-lization, the Family has eked out ameager
exigence in the wilds of what used to be Minnesota. But something is go-ing wrong in the Home. People
aren't living aslong as they used to. M utations are becoming more common. To ensure their survivd,
there's only one thing the Family can do: venture outs de the compound wallsfor help.

Three of their best Warriors are chosen for the task— Blade, Hickok, and Geronimo. Each is aweapons
gpecid-igt renowned for his cunning and battle skills, each a proud defender of their fledgling society. But
when aband of barbarians attacks the Home, the newly formed Alpha Triad may find their misson over
before it even begins and no one left to save.



