

















Sheehan-Miles |257

“Do you swear the evidence you shall give in the case now being investigated
shall be the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you
God?”

Meigs bobbed his head. “Yes, sit.”

“Please have a seat,” Sheeman instructed. Meigs sat in the witness chair at the
end of the table, facing Sheeman. “Major Collins?”

Major Collins, the prosecutor, spoke from his chair.

“Corporal, my name is Major Collins. First, I want to let you know you can
relax. This is not a trial here; it is merely a hearing to find out as much as we
can about what happened on October 19. We’re going to talk, try to collect evi-
dence, okay. I'll ask you some questions, then these other attorneys may also ask
you some questions. This shouldn’t take too long.”

Meigs spoke, his voice a little broken. “Yes, sit.”

“Okay then, Corporal. Let me ask you a couple of questions—just for the
record, understand. Can you tell us your full name and rank, and the unit you
serve in?”

“Yes, sir. Corporal Cantrell Meigs. I'm a fire team leader in First Platoon,
Bravo Company, First of the Fifteenth Infantry.”

“Can you tell me your relationship with both Captain Morris and PFC Tur-
ville?”

“Yes, sir. Captain Morris is my company commandet, sir. PFC Turville is a
rifleman in my fire team, sir.”

“And how long have you known both of them?”

“Since... I guess April or May, sir. They both started around the same time.
In fact, I think it was the same as the bombing in Arlington, sir. Captain Morris
had just taken command of the unit when we were alerted. PFC Turville was
outside the distance limits and came in late for the alert. Got in trouble.”

Turville’s attorney, JAG Captain Harris, leaned forward. “Colonel, move to
strike that last. It is irrelevant and could be prejudicial to my client.”

Major Wharton immediately pounced. “Sir, with all due respect to the Cap-
tain, I must disagree with the irrelevance. If PFC Turville has a history of
disobeying orders, it could be central to my client’s case.”

Sheeman looked back and forth between them, and his eyes narrowed. He
twirled the corner of his moustache between his fingers, his eyebrows squeez-
ing together, then spoke.

“Gentleman, this is not a trial yet. Let’s save our courtroom maneuverings
for when and if it becomes one. The statement will stand. I’d like to clarify one
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thing, though, Corporal. Were you in PFC Turville’s chain of command at the
time he reported later”

“Yes, sit. Then and now. He came in about two or three hours late from the
alert; it caused a big fuss, sir. My recollection is he wasn’t really punished by the
CO. He let Sergeant O’Donnell handle it informally.”

“Thank you. Continue, Major.”

Major Collins nodded. “Corporal Meigs, why don’t you tell us in your own
words what happened on October 19.”

“Yes, sir. Well, Sergeant O’Donnell, our platoon sergeant, rounded us up
shortly after lunch on October 19%. We had a few people on guard duty, but
most of the platoon was in our tent, because it was nasty wet. So Lieutenant
Wingham called us into a formation and briefed us.”

Major Collins nodded, and his red jowls shook.

“So what happened next, Corporal Meigs?”

“Well, as usual, Turville had something to say. Wanted to know if our orders
were legal, said he didn’t think we was supposed to be doing anything in the
U.S. or something. The LT told him to shut up, and we loaded up in the truck.”

Morris met Wharton’s eyes. Interesting, Morris thought, but what the hell did it
mean?

“Go on, Corporal,” said Collins.

“Well, sir, we were set to patrol a side street. The cops were going from one
apartment building to the next; it was a pretty small, narrow street. So I saw this
guy running, looked like he had a gun. So we all ducked down—me and Tur-
ville squished into the wall, and Leo and Gomez hid behind a car. So this guy,
right, he runs down the alley. So I ask Leo to put a couple of CS grenades into
the alley.”

“CS?”

“Tear gas, sir.”

Morris thought he detected a tone of contempt in Meigs’s voice. How could
you be in the Army long enough to be a Major and not know what tear gas was.
Or maybe it wasn’t Meigs; maybe Morris was just putting his own spin on it. It
was hard to like someone who wanted to put him in prison.

“We all put on our masks, and Leo takes the shot. It went high, but landed
back in the alley. We hear this loud crash—sounded like something getting
smashed. So, this guy comes hauling ass—excuse me, sir—this guy comes run-
ning out of the alley. I thought he had a gun; we all did. I saw Turville raise his
rifle, and I yelled at him not to shoot. But I was too late. Turville took him right
in the chest.”
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Morris glanced over at the young PFC, who sat at the next table with his law-
yer. Turville shook, and sunk his head into his hands. His attorney placed a
hand on his back.

“At that point we called for help.”

Collins nodded. He sat back in his chair, his hands stuffed in his pockets, legs
splayed out in what Morris thought was a very unmilitary posture. Morris
glanced at Sheeman, and was delighted to see the colonel staring at Collins dis-
approvingly. Collins didn’t notice.

“All right, Corporal. Let’s move on a little. Where were you when Captain
Mortis artived on the scene?”

Meigs—shaking a little, Morris noticed—answered quickly. “I was with the
medics, trying to do something to help the kid Turville shot. It was too late—
the kid had a huge exit wound; he bled out right there on the street. When the
CO arrived—Captain Mortis, that is—the mother was there, and the father, and
they were both hysterical and screaming. Lieutenant Wingham and Sergeant
O’Donnell were trying to keep the situation under control, and then somebody
started shooting—some kid, I think. Shot Frazier right in the face.”

Collins referred to his notes. “That’s Specialist John Frazier, correct? He was
also in your platoon?”

“Yes, sir, same squad. Jack was pretty squared away. He must have died in-
stantly; asshole shot him right in the face. I mean—sorry sit!”

Meigs shifted in his seat uncomfortably.

Collins smiled disarmingly. “Don’t worry, I think everyone in the room has
heard the term before. Please go on, Corporal.”

“Well, sir, someone shot the kid with the gun, right in the gut. I think it was
Private Nowell, he was Frazier’s buddy. So this kid goes down, he’s screaming,
the crowd was screaming and running, and the kid looks to fire again. Someone
grabbed his gun, and next thing I know this big-ass—I mean, this brick, comes
crashing down right next to me, blows up in about a million pieces. I still got a
scratch where a hunk of it cut me on the hand, see?”

He held his hand up and pointed to a not-very-impressive scab. Of course, a
couple of weeks had passed since the incident.

“Then another brick comes down and hits Sharp right in the shoulder,
knocks him down. Sit, you have no idea how out of control it was. I mean, it’s
not like we were in combat; we couldn’t do anything! We’re stuck there in the
street with the folks in the neighborhood coming down on us like a ton of
bricks, and we couldn’t shoot back. Jesus. So the CO, he starts yelling orders
and gets us out of there.”
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Meigs went on, describing the scene as they moved into the center of the in-
tersection, flooding the surrounding streets and rooftops with tear gas, then
moved out of the area in what could only be described as a retreat. Morris sat
looking at the table, trying not to make Meigs any more nervous than he already
was. As the prosecutor wrapped up, Wharton and Turville’s attorney flipped a
coin to determine who would ask questions first. Finally, Wharton stood up.

“Corporal Meigs. Were you at any time given any instructions regarding your
weapon and whether or not to load it?”

Meigs nodded. “Yes, sir. Lieutenant Wingham, sir, then Sergeant O’Donnell.
Both made it very clear, sir, we were not to load our weapons. Sergeant
O’Donnell ordered the squad and team leaders to check the weapons of our
subordinates.”

“And did you do so?”

“Yes, sir. I checked the team’s weapons before we moved out of the launch
point. All of them were clear.”

“By the team, who specifically are you referring to?”

Meigs looked around, met Turville’s eyes for a moment. He took a deep
breath, then spoke, “Three people, sir. PFC Turville, PFC Leo, and Specialist
Gomez.”

“All right, let me make sure I have this clear. When you got off the truck and
moved out in the area, when you first started out, all the weapons in your fire
team were clear.”

“Yes, sit.”

“Even of tear gas grenades.”

“Yes, sit. Leo had to load his launcher before he could fire.”

“Okay. So, in order to fire that shot, PFC Turville must have disobeyed a di-
rect order, and charged his weapon after you verified it was clear, is that not
correct?”

“Yes, sir. I gave clear instructions not to lock and load. He must have done it
while we were firing off the tear gas or something.”

Wharton scribbled something on his legal pad, then looked back up at Meigs.
“Thank you, Corporal. No more questions, sir.”’

Morris stared at his fingernails. It didn’t sit quite right. His defense, as it al-
ready appeared to be framed by his attorney, was dependent on proving that a
PFC under his command was guilty. Yes, Turville had disobeyed an order, but
Morris wasn’t comfortable basing his defense solely on that. He would have to
talk to Wharton.
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As they finished, Turville and his lawyer whispered urgently to each other.
Colonel Sheeman flashed an annoyed look at them, then spoke to the officer.

“Captain Harris, if you are quite finished.”

Harris stood. “Yes, sir. I have only a few questions for the witness. Corporal
Meigs, how would you describe your relationship with PFC Turville?”

Meigs shrugged. “I wouldn’t, sir. We’re on the same fire team, we work to-
gether. But we don’t hang together, don’t have the same friends.”

“I see.”

Harris paused briefly and looked at the floor. After a brief, studied moment,
he spoke again.

“Corporal, have you ever used the term ‘honky,” or ‘whitey, when referring to
PFC Turville?”

Meigs’s eyes widened. “I might have, sir, but I don’t recall a specific in-
stance.”

Harris nodded, his bald head flashing under the light. “You don’t recall a
specific instance. What about the term “Turdville.” Can you tell me what precise-
ly that meansr?”

Wharton sat up straight, a frown on his face. “Colonel, I don’t know where
this is going.”

Harris, expecting an objection, responded quickly. “Sir, my intentions will be
quite clear in a moment. I’'m concerned about the objectivity of this witness
and would like those concerns documented in the record. I believe there may
be a level of personal antipathy between this witness and my client.”

Sheeman looked at the two of them, eyes narrowed. “Proceed, Captain.
Please answer the question, Corporal.”

“Well, sir, it’s like any other nickname for one of the new guys. There’s al-
ways a little hazing with a new guy out of Basic, it’s no big deal.”

“I see. So what was your nickname for PFC Leo?”

“Well, I... T don’t have one.”

“You don’t? Was Leo not like all the other new guys? He’s been here for a lit-
tle over a year, correct?”

“Yes, sir. But, Leo... Leo wasn’t a screwup, sir.”

Morris grimaced as Harris pounced. “Oh, so PFC Turville was a screwup.
Can you give me an instance of his existence as a screwup?”

Meigs set his jaw and his eyebrows tightly scrunched over his eyes. “Sure, 1
can, sir. Like the first instance we talked about—when the CO gave us a pass
his first day with the unit, and Turville goes outside the travel limit, comes back
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late from the alert. Or when he dropped his rifle in the orderly room a couple
months ago and busted it.”

Captain Harris’s reply was laden with sarcasm. “So Turville’s screwups were
worse than other new recruits? Is that right? He screwed up much worse than
Leo, or any other new recruits?”

Meigs shrugged. “I guess not, sir. All the new guys are screwups until they’ve
been around for a while.”

“Have you ever heard PFC Turville use the word ‘nigger?””

“Yes, sir, and I was right on him for that.”

“Would a squared-away soldier ever use the word ‘nigger?””

“Hell, no, sit! I don’t know who he thinks he is!”

“So you have a personal problem with PFC Turville’s use of the word, is that
correct?”

Meigs answered. “Yes, I do.”

“Is he a racist?”

“Yes, sit.”

“How did you like having a racist in your fire team?”

“I didn’t like it at all, sir, but it’s nothin’ new. Leo’ a hillbilly too, but he
doesn’t screw with people.”

“Thank you, I don’t have any more questions.”

Morris glanced at Sheeman. The colonel’s face was red, his brow furrowed,
and Mortis realized he was furious. He spoke, his anger barely concealed, “You
may go, Corporal.”

Meigs left the room, and Sheeman spoke again. “Listen up. I said this was
not a courtroom and I meant it. You will refrain from cross-examining and
badgering the witnesses and making arguments in this setting. We are here to
determine whether or not there is enough evidence to warrant a court-martial.
That is the only reason we are here. If and when we go to court-martial and
you have to defend your client, you can then impeach witnesses all day. Until
then, we’re here only to establish the facts of what happened. You are wasting
my precious time, Captain Harris, Major Wharton. Do you understand mer”

Wharton and Harris answered simultaneously. “Yes, sir.”

“That’s it. I expect to move expeditiously through this process so we can
come to a decision. We’ll recess. I want everyone back in here by thirteen hun-
dred hours.”

Sheeman got up and walked out of the room.

Mortris deflated as Wharton grabbed him by the arm. “Come on, Captain.”
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Morris followed Wharton, his body numb. He was soaked with sweat and so
frustrated he wanted to smash something;

An MP stood outside the door, as well as a young man with somewhat long,
dirty hair.

“Captain Michael Morris, sir?”

“Yes,” Morris answered.

The young man handed him a thick envelope. Mortis took it reflexively.

“This man is a process server, sir,” the MP said.

Morris looked back at the papers. He’d been served. Just great.

“Thanks.” He walked away from the MP and ripped open the envelope. Di-
vorce papers from Alicia. He collapsed onto one of the uncomfortable metal
chairs in the hallway.

“What is it, Mike?”

Mike shook his head, waved the papers. “Divorce papers.”

Wharton scoffed. “Not having much luck this month, are your” He flopped
down into the seat next to Mike.

“No, I guess not.”

Wharton chuckled. “Look at it this way—it won’t take much in the way of
good news to turn things around, will it?”

*k*k

The windshield wipers on Karen’s Hummer slapped back and forth, just
enough to keep the road visible.

Nearly two months had passed since they’d been mobilized. Nearly two
months of incessant rain, andremorse for Stanson’s death, and agent Hagarty’s.
Two months since she’d been relieved of her command.

Karen had been company commander for almost two years, and had pet-
formed well during their training exercises at Fort Irwin. Now, in their first real
deployment, in near-combat conditions, the only things she’d managed to ac-
complish was to kill one of her men, find herself under federal indictment and
ignite a constitutional crisis. Some first command. On top of that, Mike Morris
had to show up and profess his undying love for her, the son of a bitch. Seven
years without a word. Seven goddamned years. No wonder his wife hated him.

As they approached the armory, Karen felt her phone vibrate and pulled it
out. Looking at the caller ID, she saw it was Major Elkins.

“This is Captain Greenfield, sitr.”
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“Captain, as you approach the armory, I’d like you to observe the front gate
and the several vehicles parked outside.”

She leaned sideways in order to see around the truck in front of them. Half a
block from the armory, two cars idled: big neutral-colored, four-door sedans.
Two more were at the next corner.

“Roger, sir, I see them.”

“It looks like we were right—they’re going to grab you if you leave the ar-
mory. Your transport awaits you, Captain. I'll see to it your company is taken
care of.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Elkins hung up without another word, and Karen put the phone away. They
pulled up to the gate of the armory, and she saw a helicopter on the chopper
pad, its rotors still turning. It must have just landed. She glanced back at one of
the cars and met the eyes of the man who sat behind the wheel. He jerked up,
then spoke into a handset.

Karen spoke to the driver, a PFC from third platoon filling that role since
Stanson’s death. “I need you to drive straight to the chopper pad.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Inside, he broke away from the convoy and drove straight toward the field
and the helicopter.

Elkins stood away from the chopper, waiting for her.

She stepped out of the vehicle, then turned back and said to the driver, “Go
ahead and rejoin the company.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He smiled.

She saluted Elkins.

“Well, sir. Am I going back to Charleston?”

He shook his head. “No, Brigade Headquarters in Morgantown. Keep a low
profile while you are there. Not everyone on the Brigade staff agrees with the
governor’s decision, and Murphy won’t be back for a few days.”

“Oh, what happened?”

“He’s taking his son down to Georgia. Apparently the treatment program he
had him enrolled in was shut down.”

“That’s a shame. I hope it isn’t serious.”

Elkins frowned. “Itis, I’'m afraid. But enough said. Looks like those federal
boys are just waiting for you to walk out, and then they’ll nab you, huh?”

“I guess so. Major, I don’t think I’'m cut out to be a fugitive.”
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“Don’t worry about it, Karen. We’ll get it straightened out. I heard the grand
jury in Charleston issued indictments against the Director of DHS today,
among others. They aren’t taking this lying down.”

She nodded. “Well, so be it. I guess it’s too late for me to get an absentee bal-
lot, huh?”

“I guess so. It’s just as well.”

“Right. Which way are you planning to vote?”

He smiled. “T’ll never tell. Go get on your chopper, Captain.”

“Yes, sit.”” She stood at attention and saluted.

He returned the salute and then walked back toward the armory.

The chopper crew chief took her rucksack, then helped her into the harness.

“Captain, if I’'m not overstepping my bounds, just wanted to say we’re proud
of you for defending your state. We all saw the video on TV. You did the right
thing,”

She was shocked. Opening her mouth to answer, she just couldn’t think of
what to say. Eventually, she said, “Thanks.”

She didn’t think he heard her over the rotors. He handed her a helmet and
she put it on. The helicopter lifted off.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
NOVEMBER 1

The funeral home was in Chamblee, a suburb of Atlanta and not far from the

house where Murphy had grown up and where his parents still lived. Valerie
rode in the back seat next to her unusually quiet father, while her grandfather
drove.

She looked down at her phone. Fifteen minutes before, she’d gotten the
page. Clark had made a major speech in Charleston this morning, announcing
his opposition to the independence referendum and calling on voters to oppose
it.

Clark had stepped in front of a freight train, and she was terribly afraid he’d
be run over. Everyone already knew he opposed the measure, but they also
knew ninety percent of his constituents supported it. For him to make such a
strong statement on the morning of Election Day just didn’t make sense. May-
be he thought he could turn the tide.

After what seemed like weeks of constant rain in Washington, it seemed
strange that today, of all days, had broken clear and warm, bright sunlight wash-
ing down on the city. As they pulled up to the funeral home—a nearly
anonymous red brick building with a small portico—she found herself wishing
for sunglasses.

Murphy sat, his hands in his lap, and looked out the window. He had not said
a word the entire drive, and more frightening, he’d barely looked around, not
really responding to their environment at all.

Her grandparents stepped out of the car, and Valerie smelled the fresh-cut
grass outside. Murphy didn’t move.

“We’re here, Dad.” Her voice was quiet.

His eyes shifted to her, and for the first time in her life, Ken Murphy looked
old to Valerie.
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“I'm not sure I can go in there.” His voice was a whisper.

She put her hand on his back. “I know, Dad. I know.”

He closed his eyes for a count of five seconds, and Valerie wondered what
was going through his mind. Then, without a word, he opened the car door and
got out. His back stiff, he walked toward his parents and the entrance of the
funeral home, favoring his prosthetic leg with a slight limp. Valerie slipped out
of the car and joined her family. Slowly, the four of them walked together in-
side.

After the bright sunlight, the interior of the funeral home seemed dark and
small. A narrow; sterile hallway led down the center of the building, the floor a
laminated imitation wood. On each side of the hallway lay dim chapels, each
with a small, institutional black sign with white plastic letters. On the left, “Wil-
son.” A few people sat in the pews on that side.

On the right side, the black sign read “Murphy.” Four rows of pews, which
could seat perhaps thirty people, sat empty, facing an open, steel casket at the
end of the room. A man stood at the casket, hands clasped behind his back, his
back to the room, head bowed. As they arrived, he turned around and ap-
proached, and she saw the Roman collar. A priest. His unruly hair was grey, his
face was framed by a rough cut beard and mustache. He smiled as he ap-
proached.

“Fred and Helen. And Ken—I don’t think I’ve seen you in thirty years. Wel-
come home.”

Valerie thought her dad looked puzzled, and then his eyes widened and rec-
ognition dawned on his face.

Valerie’s grandmother said, “Valerie, this is Father John Connelly; he’s been
the pastor at Holy Cross in Chamblee for—well, gosh, for forty years now. He
married your father and mother, you know. John, this is Valerie Murphy, Ken’s
daughter.”

Father Connelly smiled, and said in a charming voice, “It’s a delight to meet
you, Valerie. I’'m very sorry about the circumstances, but it’s always a pleasure to
meet the grown children of my parishioners. It makes me feel as if I’'m doing
something right.”

Valerie smiled. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“And you, Ken. Are you holding up?”’

Murphy replied, in a voice so weary it made her heart ache. “I’m holding up,
Father.”
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“Ken, you know you can call me, any time. I was crushed when I heard about
Martha. You’ve had more than your share of tragedies. Please feel free to call
me if you need to talk, collect if necessary.”

“Thank you, Father.”

“Are any other family members coming?”

Valerie’s grandmother answered, “Yes, Lisa and her family will be here, and
so will Tom.”

Lisa was Valerie’s aunt, younger than Murphy. She had two teenage children,
and was married to Bobby Joe Wright, a stockbroker who gave Valerie the
creeps. Most years the family gathered at her grandpatents’ house for Christ-
mas, and Valerie had managed to make it even when she was at Harvard and
working on the Hill. Somewhere along the road, she’d realized that Bobby Joe’s
eyes followed her a lot closer than she would have liked. But what the hell was
she supposed to say? Hey, Dad, your brother-in-law won't stop giving me the eye. Mur-
phy would have broken Bobby Joe’s nose, and that would have really ruined
Christmas.

Valerie hardly knew Tom, Murphy’s younger brother. She hardly knew him;
he was a senior officer of some kind, always on deployment in some country or
other.

As the others quietly spoke with the pastor, Valerie’s eyes locked on the
casket. She broke away and walked to it.

The full sized steel casket swallowed up her little brother. He lay there, his
blonde hair neatly combed, his hands crossed over his chest. He wore an unfa-
miliar black suit, but she recognized the tie. She had bought it for him last
summer. It was red, with small yellow dump trucks and bulldozers crawling
over it. A gasp escaped her throat as she recognized it.

“Oh, he’s just a little boy,” she whispered. Her hand shook as she reached out
to touch his face. He was cold, cold. His cheeks were unnaturally red, as if he’d
been running. Touching him, she realized his face was covered in pancake ma-
keup. Why? It made him look like a little marionette. Or did he look so ghastly
when he died that this was the only way to make him presentable?

Valerie looked up as her Aunt Lisa and her family crowded into the room. Li-
sa wore a black suit with a tasteless yellow shirt. Her husband looked around
until his close-set eyes rested on Valerie, and he smiled. Pjg. The teenagers—
Bobby, sixteen; and Laura, fourteen—stood uncomfortably as their parents
greeted her father and their grandparents. Lisa smiled as she shook Father
Connelly’s hand, but Bobby Joe looked at the priest with suspicion. Valerie
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composed herself, dabbing away tears with a handkerchief, then walked, her
back straight, toward her relatives.

Lisa gripped her lightly by the shoulders and pressed her cheek to Valerie’s;
then she whispered, “You must be so broken up, Valerie. Please let me know if
there’s anything I can do.”

Valerie looked her aunt in the eyes and smiled. “Thanks.”

She tolerated Bobby Joe’s hug though, as usual, it was closer and longer than
she thought appropriate. One of these days somebody was going to hurt him.

A bass voice called out, “Well, I'll be. When did you make Colonel?”

Valerie’s eyes cut to the door. Tom Murphy stood at the entrance.

Murphy smiled. “Tom.”

To Valerie, the smile looked ghastly.

The two of them embraced, clapping each other on the back. Tom was also
in his uniform, a sky blue braid looped under his shoulder, the silver eagles of a
full Colonel on his shoulders.

Tom spoke to his brother, his voice cracking, “Ken, I’'m so sorry about your
boy.”

Murphy didn’t reply, but to Valerie’s eyes, he gained strength from the pres-
ence of his brother; he stood a little taller maybe, a little more confident. They
walked together to the casket, and she felt a small flash of jealousy: He was able
to walk with his brother to face this, but not with her.

How petty, she thought immediately. Her father was in pain and she was think-
ing only about herself. She’d never know what it was like to have a brother or
sister stand beside her.

Her cousins stood awkwardly as their grandparents fussed over Aunt Lisa
and her pervert husband. Valerie walked over to the teens and said hello.

Bobby said, “Hi” quietly, unable to take his eyes off the coffin and his dead
cousin. Despite the suit, it was impossible to erase the pierced ear and nose, and
the unkempt hair, though Valerie was sure his father would want to do just that.
It must enrage his father, Valerie thought with satisfaction. Her uncle was more
concerned with appearances than anyone she’d ever known, and had been at
war with his son ever since Bobby hit puberty.

Laura, on the other hand, was the picture of conservatism, with her brown
suit and below-the-knee skirt. Valerie sensed their standing together was more
of an accident than not—as if they’d been deposited in one part of the room
and simply couldn’t or wouldn’t move.

“How are you guys doing?” Valerie asked. “School going okay?”
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“Well,” Bobby said, “things are okay. I mean, I don’t think I’ll be going to
Harvard or anything,”

“He’ll be lucky if he can get into alternative school,” said his sister with a de-
cidedly superior attitude. She crossed her arms. “We just got our midterm
report cards, and he’s failing two classes.”

“Shut up.”

“Dad,” Her voice whined at a pitch that almost hurt Valerie’s ears, “Bobby
told me to shut up.”

Their father stalked over and leaned his face right into his son’, trying for
the intimidating look of a state trooper or a drill sergeant. “I thought I told you
to leave your sister alone. Have some God damned respect for your cousin and
your uncle, why don’t you? What’s wrong with you? We’re in a God damned
chapel.”

This caught Father Connelly’s attention, of course, who looked at Bobby Joe
with pain in his eyes. Bobby Joe was unaware his statement had caught not only
the priest’s attention, but his mother-in-law’s. Lisa flushed, aware enough for
both of them. More relatives—cousins of Ken’s and their children—had ar-
rived, just in time to hear this exchange. A prince of a man if Valerie had ever
seen one.

“Sure, Dad. I'll try to be more sensitive.” Bobby smiled as he spoke, his tone
just on the edge of insolent.

“Maybe we’d better get started,” Father Connelly said.

“Why don’t we do that,” Helen replied, an artificial smile plastered on her
face.

Valerie winked at her cousin Bobby as she turned away. He smiled genuinely
this time.

The mass was excruciating. Like many uprooted families, they were burying
Kenny in a state where virtually no one knew him, though most of his relatives
lived here. Valerie had been raised in a largely non-religious household, but she
tried to be sensitive to othet’s religious needs, especially her grandparents, who
were devout Catholics. But the mass...it went on and on, a ritual Valerie didn’t
understand and didn’t care about. For her, going to church had been restricted
to summer vacations when she visited her grandparents for three weeks out of
the year. Neither of her patents had attended churches, though her mother,
Martha, was raised a Lutheran, and Murphy had grown up Catholic. As a tee-
nager she’d envied some of her friends, who’d been involved in church groups
and activities. Not now though, especially not sitting through a mass for her
poor brother, who wouldn’t have understood it anyway.



Sheehan-Miles |27

Bobby and Laura were used to it. Their parents, Bobby Joe and Lisa, never
missed a chance to sit in church: Bobby Joe was a Southern Baptist, and had
pushed his wife into converting.

Afterward, they moved to the cemetery, halfway around town. Anxious mo-
torists cut into the funeral procession several times as they drove around the
perimeter highway.

Valerie sat numb, shivering from the chilly breeze, during the ceremony at the
gravesite. Her only connection with reality, tenuous as it was, was her father,
who sat beside her holding her hand. The coffin and two small rows of chairs
were shaded by a tent stretched above their heads. The cemetery, spread across
gently rolling hills, surrounded them on all sides. A slight breeze moved
through her hair.

As the mechanical apparatus lowered the coffin into the ground, her father
shook. Valerie looked over at him. His face was stone, his jaw set, but she could
feel him shaking, his entire body, almost as if her were suffering from a seizure.
The shaking became apparent to the others as his marksmanship medals, hang-
ing on his chest below his campaign ribbons, began to rattle.

Valerie heard someone whisper behind her, and even Father Connelly looked
up at the sound of the metallic rattling. Tom put his hand on Murphy’s shoul-
der and whispered something to him. Whatever he said—and Valerie tried her
best to hear, but couldn’t—it stopped the shaking. Then it was done.

Her father lingered at the edge of the grave, Tom on one side, arm over his
shoulder. She wanted to cry as she saw his face distort with pain, tears rolling
down his cheeks. He reached into his pocket and brought out what looked like
a ribbon, and she gasped when she realized what it was. Mom told her a hun-
dred times about her senior prom, when Dad had proposed. She had carefully
pressed and dried the corsage he gave her that night, eventually framing it and
keeping it in her study. Valetie hadn’t seen it since Mom died. He must have
been keeping it with him all this time, because that was what he held in his
hand, the blue ribbon trailing off in the wind. He’d tied the ribbon around his
wedding ring.

His face twisted, and Tom held him close. She faintly heard the words he
spoke. “Goodbye, Martha. I loved you. Goodbye, little guy.”

Valerie sobbed at the words.

He kissed the corsage and then threw it in. The wedding ring bounced with a
loud pop when it hit the coftin. Murphy stood over it, eyes closed, then turned
and stumbled away.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
NOVEMBER 1

econd Brigade Headquarters was located in Morgantown, West Virginia, just

outside of town where there was sufficient room for the motor pool and
training facilities. A new three-story building, it had replaced the old, dilapi-
dated headquarters three years before. Woods surrounded the facility, but a
seventy-five-foot buffer had recently been cleared of trees between the fence
and the woods.

Under normal circumstances, the headquarters was guarded by a bored pri-
vate security guard, typically sitting in the booth at the front gate, not even
bothering to walk a circuit or patrol the motor pool. Things were a little differ-
ent now that Captain Karen Greenfield, a wanted federal fugitive, had arrived.

Two platoons of infantry were now assigned the task of guarding the facility.
The men in the infantry company, primarily unemployed coal miners from the
economically devastated Logan County, were happy to have been activated, as
the work was bringing in good money for what was, in reality, not that bad a
job. Guard duty might be boring, but it was a damn site better than no work at
all.

First Lieutenant Austin Robear was in charge of the guard detail. He had as-
signed one platoon to secure the building itself, including the entrances, roof
and approaches from the front gate. The perimeter, including the front gate and
the motor pool, were guarded by the second platoon.

At the moment, Robear sat in the office he’d been assigned, his feet up on
the desk as he listened to the game on the radio. His eyes were closed, but he
was wide awake, his adrenaline pumping every time the Eagles got the ball.

“Black Six, Black Six, this is White Three, over.” There was panic in the voice
of the caller.

Robear jerked upright at the radio call, then keyed his own headset.

“Go ahead, White Three, ovet.”
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“Black Six, we have six unmarked vehicles approaching the facility at this
time. They have extra antennas, appear to be federal vehicles. They are coming
up from town, ETA two minutes, over.”

“Roger, White Three.”

Robear called his two platoon leaders, alerting them to scramble their off-
duty people into position. He then stood, put on his helmet and web gear, and
headed for the front door while making another call, this one to the acting bri-
gade commander.

“This is Lieutenant Colonel Chang,” he heard the gruff voice answer.

“Sir, this is Lieutenant Robear. My people report we have a group of what
may be federal vehicles approaching. Six unmarked vehicles approaching from
town, sir.”

“Thanks, Lieutenant. Keep me informed, please.”

“Wilco, sit.”

Robear reached the front gate, which was closed and barred, at the same time
that the vehicles arrived. The first of the cars pulled up to the gate. One of his
men—7Private Wilson—approached the lead vehicle from the tiny guard shack.

Behind the first car, the other five pulled into positions just across the street.
Men poured out of the vehicles. Licking his lips, Robear approached, walking
through the guard shack toward the first car.

From the passenger side stepped a large man, wearing a black suit and tie.

“Lieutenant, are you in charge here?”

“I'm in charge of the security detail, yes, sir,” Robear answered. “I'm afraid
you men are trespassing and must leave immediately.”

The man walked closer to Robear. “Lieutenant, my name is Bob Newman.
I’'m the Special Agent in Charge of the FBI Field Office in Cincinnatti. This is
a federal search warrant for this facility.” He held up a folded sheet of paper.

“May I see it?”” Robear asked, stalling for time. His could feel his pulse in his
neck, an interesting sensation, if unpleasant. The agent impatiently handed over
the papers, and Robear slowly and neatly took them out of the envelope and
unfolded them.

Robear almost chuckled as he looked at the legalese covering the page. He’'d
never looked at a warrant in his life and wouldn’t know whether it was valid or
not. All the same, he had a job to do. He read over it carefully, and very slowly.

After a moment, he handed it back. “Sir, I'm afraid this warrant may not
have jurisdiction over this facility. I’'m going to have to ask you to take this to
the state attorney general and National Guard Bureau in Chatleston, so they
can determine if you will be allowed in the facility. I can’t do it on my own.
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Once I get an order from my commanding officer indicating I have to let you
in, I will be happy to do so. Until then, ’'m going to have to ask you to leave
immediately.”

“Lieutenant, if that gate isn’t open in thirty seconds, I'll have my men place
you under arrest for obstruction of justice.”

“I see,” Robear said, his heart thumping wildly. He keyed his radio and spoke
into the handset. “Blue Six, White Six, this is Black Six, ovet.”

Both platoon leaders responded immediately. The agent’s mouth fell open as
he heard the next order.

“Please make sure your men are locked and loaded at this time, over. The
rules of engagement are as we discussed in our briefing. Acknowledge, over.”

As he spoke, everyone within fifty yards heard the distinctive crack of M16
rifles being loaded. Much more frightening to the men across the street, howev-
er, was the appearance of a crew-served machine gun mounted on a tripod,
sitting in one of the windows of the headquarters building. The federal agents
across the street ducked behind their vehicles, except the one at the gate.

“Lieutenant, you don’t want to do this.”

“You are right, sir. I don’t want to do this. May I recommend you quickly va-
cate the premises, before this goes somewhere neither of us want.”

“Now wait just a goddamn minute,” shouted Newman. “You are obstructing
a federal investigation. Open this gate right this minute.”

“Corporal Caldwell,” Robear called into the guard shack. Caldwell called
back, “Yes, sit!”

“Place these gentlemen under arrest.”

Caldwell and the three other men of his fire team immediately stepped out
of the guard shack, their weapons pointed at Newman and the driver of the
vehicle, who hadn’t spoken as of yet.

“Step out of the cat, sit,” one of the rifleman shouted to the driver. “Hands
in the air.”

Caldwell walked up to Newman. “Hands up. Now!”

Newman slowly raised his hands in the air. As he did so, five of the agents
across the street broke away from their vehicles.

“Mr. Newman, tell your men to halt or we will open fire.”

“Oh, shit,” the driver of the car muttered as one of the riflemen took his
weapon and cleared it.

“Stop!” Newman shouted. “Don’t come any closer, I think they’re setious.”

The agents ignored him.
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“Get in the shack now,” Caldwell shouted, and shoved Newman ahead of
him.

Robear keyed his radio set to call the machine gun team. “Max One, Max
One, this is Black Six. If those agents cross the yellow line, fire a burst over
their heads. Make sure you don’t hit anybody, over.”

“Wilco, sir.”

Almost immediately, a burst of machine gun fire plowed into the hillside be-
hind the agents, all of whom dropped to the ground.

“Goddammit,” Newman cursed. “Do you have any idea what you are
doing?” His face was bright red as he spoke.

“Yes, sir, I do. Now get on the ground and shut up.”

Newman did as he was told.

Robear called the Colonel to report. Shortly after, the news vans pulled up to

report on the latest chain of events.
*k*k

The next morning, three major items were plastered over the front page of
newspapers across the country. In the first, in elections across America, far-
right candidates—many of them sympathetic to the West Virginian cause—had
been elected, changing the majorities in both the House and the Senate. Repre-
sentative Albert Clark of West Virginia was resoundingly defeated by a little-
known, badly funded Republican Party candidate. Pundits on all side credited
his defeat to his last minute announcement that he was opposed to the inde-
pendence referendum—a referendum which passed in his district by a wide
margin.

In the second item, several Federal agents had been arrested by National
Guard forces in Morgantown, West Virginia. The DHS and the National Guard
were at a standoff in Morgantown, with increasing numbers of federal agents
surrounding the National Guard compound.

The final, and perhaps most important item was that in a landslide vote,
Proposition 12 passed in West Virginia, granting the legislature the power to
secede West Virginia from the United States.

The next morning, State Representative Brian Warfield of Logan County in-
troduced a bill in the State House of Representatives calling for the immediate
secession of West Virginia from the United States. Later that day, Governor
Frank Slagter ordered the activation of the state National Guard.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
NOVEMBER 2

he military helicopter flew across the landscape just above treetop level, the
turbine engine screaming. Murphy stared at the front of the cabin, and paid
little attention to the shake of the chopper and the thump of the rotors.

It was interesting that in the absence of any orders, the pilot violated a num-
ber of peacetime, stateside rules about where and how military helicopters were
flown. Nap-of-the-earth flight might be normal for combat zones, but it wasn’t
for ferrying around the brass in West Virginia. Several times the pilot took them
between the mountains instead of over them, and Murphy caught his breath
more than once as they flew meters over power lines. He did not correct the
pilot. They weren’t at war yet, but might be soon enough.

The pilot, an Air National Guard major, tried to make small talk twice, then
gave up and looked away. Murphy replied in monosyllabic responses. He didn’t
mean to be unfriendly; he just didn’t feel like talking. He found it easier to stare
out the window.

After the funeral yesterday the whole family had returned to his parents’
home. It was a maudlin, depressing dinner. Afterward, Valerie insisted on turn-
ing on the television, and they all learned, in the worst way possible, that she
would soon be out of a job. Bobby Joe didn’t let the dust settle before he sug-
gested she move to Atlanta, and Murphy had to take a deep breath and settle
down. Nothing infuriated him more than his brother-in-law’s fawning attention
to Valerie.

Tom scoffed at the news that West Virginia passed the independence refe-
rendum. What did they think? They’d field the National Guard against the U.S.
Army?

That’s exactly what they think, Murphy replied, sparking a loud and blessedly
distracting discussion. He and his brother argued, in significant detail, the rea-
diness of the National Guard compared to active duty units, especially those
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units—Iike Tom’s—that had recently been overseas. By the time they finished,
everyone else in the family was rolling their eyes and trying to change the sub-
ject. They all avoided the topic of whether Murphy would stay in command of
the brigade, though Murphy knew full well his family expected him to resign.
Some things you just couldn’t talk about.

He had a job to do. Whatever the assembly decided, Murphy had to get his
brigade prepared to fight a defense, in the event it did come to a shooting war.
He prayed it wouldn’t. Things were bad enough already.

“Sir? We may have a problem.”

Murphy’s eyes shifted to the pilot, and he paused, almost imperceptibly.
“What is it, Major?”

“We’ve got an escort. Two choppers from the DHS.”

“Wave to them and keep going.”

“Yes, sit.”

The pilot did just that: he leaned forward and waved at a chopper flying two
hundred meters to their left. Murphy couldn’t see the reaction of the escorting
pilots, but somehow he was sure it couldn’t be good. This situation had to
change. They could not continue an ongoing confrontation outside his brigade
headquarters. Maybe he could sneak Captain Greenfield out in the chopper. No.
Anywhere he sent her, they’d be sure to find her, and at least at Brigade he had
some control and could keep the feds from hauling her away.

He couldn’t think of much of anything that exemplified the recent stupidity
of the federal government than moving to try her on capital charges. Or cutting
funding for a desperately needed medical trial when the patients were likely to
die. Or sending federal agents into a city to round up people in the street. Or
sending combat troops to intervene in a labor dispute. The federal government
had demonstrated its incompetence at almost every turn.

Below, the brigade headquarters compound came into view. On the rooftop,
he could see anti-aircraft guns and missile teams. What looked to be two pla-
toons of infantry were dug into new emplacements all around the site, and
Bradley fighting vehicles were also positioned in various locations.

On the outside of the site there were twenty-five or so police cars and vans,
plus armored vehicles—half-a-dozen Bradleys and some engineer vehicles.
Murphy grimaced. It wouldn’t take much to turn this situation into an inferno.

After the chopper touched down on the helicopter pad, Murphy said,
“Thanks, Major. Please be ready to go to Charleston later today; I’'m probably
going to need to meet with General Peak and the governor before the end of
the day.”
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“Yes, sit.”

Murphy stepped down from the helicopter and bent low as he walked out
from under the still turning rotors. He pulled his overcoat tighter; it was damn
cold out. As he walked off the helicopter pad, Lieutenant Colonel Jian Chang,
his executive officer, ran out to meet him.

Chang saluted as Murphy approached, and Murphy returned the salute. Un-
like Murphy in his dress uniform, Chang wore battle fatigues, complete with
helmet and pistol belt. Murphy felt uncomfortable with the need for combat
gear under the current circumstances, but then again, it wouldn’t surprise him if
whoever ran the show for DHS decided on some idiot scheme to storm the
compound. They turned to walk into the building, As the door opened, Murphy
felt a cushion of warm air hit him.

“Colonel, I was very sorry to hear about your son. My condolences.”

“Thank you, Jan.” Murphy changed the subject. “What’s the situation herer”

“Not good, sir. We have a growing contingent of federal police outside, in-
cluding some armored vehicles. They’ve periodically tried calling on our people
to surrender, threatening them with treason charges, but no one is budging, I'll
be honest with you, sir. I'm... very surprised; we’ve had absolutely no one who
wanted to walk away from this situation, so far as I can see. Don’t take this the
wrong way sit, but I called the men together yesterday and offered them the
opportunity to resign and walk away with no prejudice. No one went. In any
event, we currently have three prisoners; they are being held in very comforta-
ble conditions.”

“Have they been given the opportunity to meet with attorneys?”

“No, sit.”

Murphy stopped walking for a moment and turned to the other officer. “Jan,
you’re not going to like this, but we need to try to diffuse this situation. I want
to meet with those men, and then we’re going to release them. We’re not going
to do what they’ve been doing, Take me to them.”

“Yes, sit.”

A few moments later, they walked into a small conference room. A large man
with a broad, flushed face stood as they entered. Two other men at the far side
of the table remained seated.

“How long are we going to be held here?” he demanded as the officers en-
tered the room.

“Not any longer. 'm Colonel Ken Murphy; I'm the brigade commander
here.”
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The man facing him gave him a withering look, before responding. “Then
you have a lot to answer for, Colonel Murphy.”

Murphy frowned. “What’s your name?”

“I’m Bob Newman. I’'m the Special Agent in Charge for the FBI’s Field Of-
fice in Cincinatti.”

“Okay, Mr. Newman,” Murphy said. “Here’s how we’re going to do this. I'm
going to talk, and youre going to listen. Then you are going to walk out of
here. Understand?”

Newman’s face twisted as if he wanted to respond much more violently. In-
stead, he nodded.

“Good. I don’t want any bloodshed, understand? In case you didn’t notice by
the lopsided election results, the federal government isn’t all that popular
around here. It’s going to make things a lot worse if your trigger-happy boys
start a battle against a brigade of the National Guard. Do you get that? Do you
want to fire the opening shots of a civil war?”

Newman did not respond.

“Tll take that as a no. Good news is, I don’t want to, either. So, here’s what I
want. I want you to walk out of here, and I want your people to back off a
couple hundred meters from the compound. Let’s ease the tension here, so no
one does anything stupid, okay? I don’t need one of my guards spooking at
three a.m. and opening fire. Neither do you.”

Newman nodded. “Anything else, Colonel?”

“Yes. I’'ve got a pretty good feeling somewhere in Washington some bureau-
crat who has never looked down the business end of a gun barrel is planning to
conduct some kind of strike on this place to arrest Captain Greenfield. New-
man, make sure they put that out of their minds. These aren’t unarmed factory
workers here; these are trained and determined soldiers, and you don’t want a
battle. Let’s allow this thing to work its way through the legislature or the courts
or whatever, and then we can all walk away from this situation alive.”

“All right, Colonel. I agree with you, and I’ll pass that on.”

Murphy turned to Lieutenant Colonel Chang. “Colonel Chang, can you have
someone escort these men out of the compound.”

“Yes, sit.”

A few minutes later, the men were escorted out of the building, and Ken
went to look for his office.

*kk
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Clouds of white mist appeared around Mike Mortis as he exhaled, and he
pulled his coat tighter around him. Another cold spell had set in, making for
what had been one hell of a cold autumn. He dreaded winter this year, if it was
already this cold. The sun was just setting behind the trees on the other side of
the desolate parade ground, stretching the shadows out into long, distorted
shapes.

He walked across the field, head held low in the event any reporters were
about, and reached the back door of the battalion headquarters. Locked. He’d
forgotten they usually locked the back and side entrances at six. He walked
around the side, still hunched over in his coat, and walked in the front door. A
news van was parked out front. He was surprised—he would have expected
them to lose interest in favor of the election the day before. No such luck, but
no one got out of the van as he walked into the building.

His feet echoed on the floor with a dull, flat sound when he entered the
building, crossed the empty entryway to Lieutenant Colonel Barksdale’s office
and knocked on the door.

“Enter.” Barksdales voice was muffled by the door.

Morris opened it and stepped inside.

“Come in, Captain, sit down.”

“Thank you, sir,” Morris replied stiffly.

“How are you making out with the Article 32 investigation?”

“Not bad, sir. My attorney thinks there is a good chance this thing will be
dropped before it goes to court-martial, and if it isn’t, almost no chance I'll be
convicted. It’s a relief.”

“Good, good. That’s actually why I called you over here, Captain.”

“Yes, sir.”” Morris straightened in his chair, his stomach tensing;

“I discussed this thing with the brigade commander, the whole issue with the
Article 32 hearing, the possible court-martial. The way I see it, Captain, it’s bad
for discipline. This is nothing personal, but your company is suffering because
of it. I don’t want to see that. Especially if we end up going to fight some hill-
billies up in West Virginia.”

Morris stirred in his seat uneasily. “Sir, rest assured, my men will be in the
best possible training should we deploy. I'll ensure it.”

“How exactly are you going to accomplish that, with you stuck in hearings all
the time?”

Morris felt panic setting in. Barksdale was going to relieve him. He’d known
this was coming; it was just a question of when.
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“Sir, the Article 32 investigation will be over by Friday. Then we just wait for
the report. I can see your point if it comes to a court-martial, but that’s not
very likely at this point.”

Barksdale frowned. “I see. All the same, I’'m not comfortable with this. I
won’t formally relieve you—not yet. We'll place you on a leave status until
you’ve either been cleared or until they announce a court-martial, and your XO
can assume command for the time being. But let me be clear, Captain. If it
comes to a court-martial, I’ll be forced to relieve you of your command.”

Morris hated the tone of his voice, even as he spoke. “Sir, doesn’t the prin-
ciple of innocent until proven guilty apply? You were there, sir. You know what
happened. Why should my career be derailed when I haven’t even been con-
victed of anything?”

He couldn’t have found anything worse to say. Barksdale looked at him, his
face frozen, eyes narrow. “It’s not about you, Captain Morris. It’s about the
good of your company. I don’t give a rat’s ass if it’s fair to you, but if your
company suffers and people die because you ate too busy defending yourself in
court, we’ve got a problem.”

Barksdale paused, visibly trying to control his anger, then he spoke again.
“You know, that’s what I don’t like about you, Morris. It’s all about you and
your career. Not once have I heard you express concern about that boy who
was killed, or even your men who were killed. Not once have I heard you ask
how Private Turville is doing, But, of course, your defense rests on his guilt,
isn’t that right? I'd rather see you answer, ‘No excuse,” and take the consequence
than see what I’'m seeing now. It’s despicable that you would base your defense
on screwing one of your subordinates.” Morris almost physically shrank into
his chair as Barksdale pointed his finger at him. “Captain, you may walk away
from this. You may be cleared by the Article 32 investigation, and resume
command of your company. But I tell you this: in my eyes, you ate already
done. As an officer and as a man.”

“I don’t know what I’'m expected to say at this point, sir,” Mike said. “It
looks as if you’ve made up your mind.”

“That’s right.”

“Sir, if I’'m unofficially losing command of my company, I'd like to request a
couple of weeks’leave to go to Kentucky and see my daughter over Christmas.”

“Denied. You can sit around here and find out whether or not you’re going
to be court-martialed.”

“Sir, I haven’t seen my daughter since before we deployed to West Virginia.”
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“You should have thought about that before you became in infantry officer.
Dismissed.”

Morris stumbled out of the office, fists clenched, his mind clouded.
Barksdale’s comment was a bitter reminder of similar words he’d said to Alicia
in the spring. The colonel was right about Turville, too: Morris had never been
comfortable with that line of defense in the first place—never mind that it was
the truth.

He went to the back door of the battalion in hopes of avoiding reporters,
but it was too late. As he stepped out of the back door, a reporter and a photo-
grapher appeared in his path.

“Captain Morris, I'm Ron Reid from Newsweek. We’re putting together a
story about you and Captain Karen Greenfield in West Virginia. Would you care
to comment?”

“No, I wouldn’t. Please get out of my way.”

“Is it true, sit, that your wife and daughter left to go back to your father-in-
law?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“Well, Representative Skaggs is a very important congressman. Is he support-
ing you in your defense? It’s curious he hasn’t spoken up about it.”

Mike lost his temper. “It’s not at all curious, all right? And my relationship
with my wife and her father is none of your goddamn business, and none of
your magazine’s goddamn business, and none of the public’s goddamn busi-
ness! Got it?”

“But sir, we’ve been told by sources your wife left because of your involve-
ment with Captain Greenfield while you were in Charleston. We’ve got several
statements placing the two of you together in West Virginia. And you dated in
college for what, three years? We’ve got photographs. And then, to have both
incidents occur the way they did—don’t you think it’s an incredible coinci-
dencer”

“What the hell is wrong with you? Is it your job to ruin people’s lives?”

“Well, sir, I didn’t shoot a kid.”

“Neither did I. Get the hell out of my way.”

Morris shoved the reporter out of his way and continued walking.

“Morris! We’re running the story whether or not you talk. Don’t you think it’s
better you get your side on the table?”

“It'd be better if you were in hell.”

Morris walked away.
*kk



284|Republic

The morning after her brother’s funeral, Valerie caught her breath as she
came out of the lee of the South Capitol Metro station and the icy wind
slapped her. She pulled her overcoat tight around het, wishing to God she could
wear a good pair of jeans to the office instead of this damn skirt. It didn’t mat-
ter if she was a senior aide to a senior congressman—she still had to wear
goddamn outfits that left too little to the imagination. The same old litany ran
through her mind as she walked toward the office. Because only pretty girls got
jobs on the Hill.

Won't matter much longer, she supposed. She wouldn’t be working here more
than another month or two. With Al Clark’s surprise defeat, she didn’t have a
clue what to do next.

At the staff entrance to the Rayburn Building, she dropped her purse on the
X-ray machine and walked through the metal detectors. Long experience had
taught her not to bother coming to work with anything in her pockets; all of it
went in the purse, so she didn’t have to mess with emptying them every time
she entered the building.

The office was like a graveyard. Too many changes had come, too quickly,
and the staff was in shock. Virtually no one was in the office when she arrived.

Ambrose, in a well-tailored brown suit, was already sitting with Clark in the
boss’s office.

“Come on in,” Clatk said. He waved his arm in a vague gesture.

She walked in, the clicking of her heels abruptly muted on the carpet as she
walked into the office. Clark leaned back on his couch, his jacket off, a cup of
coffee in his hand. Valerie sat down and dropped her purse next to the chair,
then smoothed out her skirt. A moment later she looked up at her boss.

“How are you doing, Al? I couldn’t believe it.”

Clark shrugged. “I’ll be fine, as soon as Ambrose stops giving me those ‘1
told you so’ looks. Right now we need to find jobs for all of you.”

She glanced between the two, a question in her eyes.

Ambrose spoke. “Governor Slagter suckered Al into making that statement
on election day.”

“Now, he did not, Ambrose. I wasn’t going to go out there and say some-
thing I didn’t believe in. I just never anticipated the reaction would be so strong,
It’s actually quite interesting—it’s the widest margin we’ve had in an election in
our district in almost fifty years.”

“Now there is a dubious distinction,” Ambrose said.
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“No, It just means I didn’t understand the depth of anger back home. Do
you know, two weeks ago I would have said there was no chance in the world
that referendum would pass, that the citizens of our state would go it alone—
possibly in the face of a war—rather than work it out.”

Valerie shrugged. “Come on, boss. Who is there to work with any more? All
it takes to land yourself in jail these days is to discuss this stuff in a chatroom
somewhere.”

“You're right. I just didn’t see it.”

“So what do you think you’re going to do?” Valerie asked.

“Pick up the pieces,” he said. “There’s a hundred law firms in Washington 1
could go to work for, or maybe I can wangle an ambassadorship out of the
next President. I think my chances with this one are shot.”

She shook her head, her eyes watering, “Al, I thought you were going to be
President some day.”

He grimaced. “I did too, Val. I did too.” then his eyes narrowed as he looked
at her. “Val, how are you holding up? You’ve had an impossible time.”

She shrugged, her body stiff.

“I’ll be okay,” she said, and her voice broke.

Ambrose spoke. “You don’t have to keep the whole world running, Valerie.
It’s okay to grieve for your brother.”

“It’s not just that, Ambrose. It’s my father. Oh, my God, you should have
seen him. He’s like a walking skeleton—he’s lost his wife and his son and his
job in the last three years. It’s like the whole world is crumbling around him. Al,
I’'m afraid of what he might do. Do you know, if West Virginia does secede 1
think he’s going to get himself killed. And Kenny—he was such a beautiful lit-
tle boy. He would have lived if they hadn’t cut the funding. And I didn’t have
time to do anything about it.”

“Valerie,” Clark said. “You don’t know that. He might have gone even if the
funding hadn’t been cut.”

“I don’t think so. Three of the children who were in the program died within
three days after the treatment was stopped. There’s got to be a reckoning for
that, but no one is investigating, no one is saying anything,”

“Dear God,” Clark whispered.

“Al, I just don’t know what to do. My Dad is all I've got left, and I think I’ve

already lost him.”
*kk
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The stack of reports, presentations, paperwork and more paperwork was
smaller than it had been on Murphy’s arrival at the brigade headquarters, but
not by a
significant amount. He’d had a lot of paperwork as a battalion commander, but
it appeared the volume of paper directly increased with rank.

This much was true: he had a hell of a job ahead of him. Regardless of the
outcome of the debate in the State House, his job was to make this brigade
ready for combat. Right now, they weren’t even close. Personnel was the biggest
problem—since the referendum passed, nearly five percent of his officers had
resigned. More were sure to come, especially when serious war preparations
began. Worse, neatly fifteen percent of the enlisted personnel had not shown
up when the governor called them. They were voting with their feet, probably
leaving West Virginia rather than be caught in the middle of the conflict.

He had tank battalions that could not man all their tanks, infantry companies
without a full complement of riflemen, and at the command and staff level the
holes were worse. One armor battalion in the southern part of the state had
seen the resignation of the entire battalion staff, leaving the senior company
commander, a captain, in command of the entire battalion.

Ammunition was also a problem. They had plenty of small arms ammo, but
the initial estimate of tank cannon rounds was only enough for two days of
sustained combat, and there was no way to get any more. The Air National
Guard was in worse shape: the A-10 anti-tank aircraft company in Lewiston
didn’t have a single combat round on hand. Unless they could put their hands
on some ammunition, the planes would be no use for anything but observation,
and that was pretty limited.

As he ran through his thoughts, Murphy made a list of problems that needed
to be addressed, starting with the ongoing siege outside this very building. That
would have to be dealt with immediately—he would need to talk to General
Peak about options. Next on the list came personnel, then ammunition and
fuel, then training. He’d pull the brigade staff together first thing in the morn-
ing to look at resolving all of those ateas.

His phone rang. Without looking up from the papers, he lifted the receiver to
his ear.

“Colonel Murphy.”

“Colonel, this is Major Johnson, on General Peak’s staff in Charleston.”

“What can I do for you, Major?”

“Sir, I've been asked to get in touch with you by Chief of Staff Colonel
Briggs. General Peak suffered a severe stroke this morning, and—sir, the prog-
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nosis is not good. The governor has ordered you and the other Brigade com-
manders to report to him immediately.”
Murphy closed his eyes. Things just seemed to keep getting worse.



CHAPTER THIRTY
NOVEMBER 10

Two hours later Murphy’s helicopter landed on the snow-dusted helicopter

pad next to the Governor’s Mansion in Charleston. The flight was cold and
disorienting: they’d been tossed about as they hit gusts of wind between the
mountains, and a sheet of white snow thrown up by the rotors blanked out
visibility as they landed. Hard.

Fifty feet away from the chopper, a young lieutenant wearing fatigues and a
pistol stood and saluted Murphy as he approached.

“Welcome, sir. If you’ll come this way, I'll take you straight to the governor.”

Interesting, Murphy thought. It was a National Guard officer who escorted
him to the governor, and not a civilian aide of some kind.

The lieutenant led him directly to governor’s office.

“Ken,” Slagter’s voice boomed as Murphy entered the office. “Welcome, wel-
come. I hope you’re holding up okay after the loss of yout son. I was very sorry
to hear about that.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Come in, come in, we’ve some things to discuss. You know Mark Brown,
the attorney general?”

“Yes, sir, we’ve met,” Murphy said. “It’s a pleasure to see you, sit.”

“And you, Colonel.”

“I'm sure you know these gentlemen.” Slagter indicated four officers who
stood around the conference table.

Colonel Myers, the First Brigade Commander, was based out of Logan
County. Blonde, athletic, he was the youngest officer in the room at thirty-five,
and the most aggressive.

Colonel Hatfield, commander of the 501st Artillery Brigade, white-haired,
had until recently been battalion commander for the Division Combat Service
Support team. A former Logan County sheriff and Democratic party chairman,
his brigade command had less to do with expetience than political connections.
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The other two men were colonels Wilson Briggs, the Division Chief of Staff,
and Roland May, commander of the 450 Air Cavalry Brigade, based out of
Chatleston.

Murphy nodded to the other officers. “Hello, sirs,” he said. Only recently
promoted to full Colonel, he was the most junior officer in the room.

The governor and the attorney general sat down at the antique mahogany
conference table, and the officers followed.

“Mark,” Slagter said, and gestured to the attorney general.

Brown placed his hands flat on the table and spoke. “Gentlemen, I will get
straight to the point. General Peak’s stroke was quite serious. While he will live,
he is paralyzed, and we don’t know if he will recover. As you know, this is a
most serious time for West Virginia. We cannot leave open the question of
command of the National Guard.”

Murphy glanced at the other officers. None of them spoke up, so he asked
the question. “Governor, what about General Wilson, the assistant division
commanderr”

Brown answered instead of the governor. “I have his resignation on my desk,
effective today. It seems he is unwilling to stay in command of the West Virgin-
ia guard when we may soon be called to defend our state.”

“Which leaves you gentleman,” said Slagter. “Colonel Hatfield, you are the
most senior officer present, according to your service records. But I am very
concerned, sir, about your lack of any combat experience whatsoever.”

Hatfield said, “Governor, I assure you, I am quite fit for command.”

“Your assurances are noted, Colonel. However, they aren’t enough. I'll need
an officer with combat experience. The first question I have is the one I should
have asked of General Wilson. Are any of you willing to stay in command in
the event the legislature passes a declaration of independence? Will you stay
and fight for your state, if you must?”

The officers looked at each other. Murphy’s first thought was they looked pa-
ralyzed. Whatever they said would be wrong at this point. If they answered in
the affirmative, it amounted to treason against the federal government. The
same federal government that killed his friends, cut off his son’s medical care
and shot civilians in the street.

That settled it. Murphy spoke up. “I’ll stay and fight. The federal government
has abandoned everything that made us American.”

Colonel Briggs spoke, his tone ice. “Murphy, that’s treason you are talking.”

“Colonel, I swore an oath to protect the Constitution of the United States—
and the federal government is trampling all over that Constitution.”
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Briggs frowned. “I don’t know where in that oath it authorizes armed insur-
rection. Governor, I'll have nothing to do with any discussion of treason or
secession, and I'll inform you now that I will report what is said in this meeting
to the Army.”’

Slagter looked Briggs in the eye. “I’ll accept your immediate resignation, Co-
lonel. You may go.”

Colonel May pursed his lips and shook his head. “Me too, sir. I understand
where you’re coming from, Murphy, but you miss the point. A lot of people
will die if we end up fighting a war here. ’'m taking my family and leaving the
state. This is a huge mistake.” He stood up and walked out.

Myers and Murphy looked at each other. With Hatfield ruled out by the gov-
ernot, one of the two of them would be in command.

“Colonel Murphy,” Slagter said. “Refresh my memory. You were an enlisted
man in the Gulf War, correct? Infantry?”

“I was a cavalry scout, sir.”

“Then an armor officer. You served in Yugoslavia and in the Iraq War.”

“Yes, sit.”

“And you, Colonel Myers. You were also in Iraq.”

“Yes, sir, Colonel Murphy and I served together.”

Slagter grunted. “And what would you do, sir, if you were in my shoes?”

“I don’t know if I can answer that question, sir.”

“Give it a stab.”

“Sir, I would place Colonel Murphy in command.”

“Why is that, Colonel? What not you?” Murphy blurted out the question be-
fore the governor could speak.

Myers grimaced. “Politics and morale. We can’t win a war here. Governor, af-
ter the past year, Colonel Murphy is an instantly recognizable figure throughout
America. He’s looked at almost as a popular hero. It will be an early morale
blow to our opponents, and a boost to our side, if we have someone of his...
stature... in command.”

“Do you agree with his assessment, Colonel Hatfield?”

“It appears I'm out of the running, sir. Yes, I suppose 1 do.”

Slagter’s gaze turned to Murphy, who sat there, intensely uncomfortable.

“Well, Colonel? Are you in agreement with Colonel Myers?”

Murphy attacked one half of Myers’s statement, ignoring the most critical
part of the question.

“Yes, sit, he is correct. We cannot win a war against the United States. It will
be necessary for you to find a political solution.”
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“I’'m asking about command. You can’t dodge the question forever, Colonel.”

“Sir, I'm the most junior colonel you have.”

Brown spoke up. “You have more combat experience, however.”

“Sir, if you choose to do this, I will accept. But I caution you, we can defend
this state three days, maybe a week, against a ground assault, depending on the
weather. No longer, and not without sustaining massive civilian casualties. You
must—absolutely must—{find a political solution, sir. There is no military solu-
tion to our problem.”

Slagter cocked his head. “What if we make it clear to the President that it will
cost him dearly—it will cost the Army dearly—to invade us? Look, there’s no
question in my mind the bill will make it through the House and Senate. Any-
one who wishes to stay in office will have to vote for it. It’s almost certain they
would override any veto. It’s just a matter of time—possibly a few weeks—
before we’ll have a declaration of independence on our hands. Look at what
happened to Congressman Clark. If T get in the way of this, they’ll run right
over me. Someone needs to defend our borders.”

“I’ll do it, sir. I'll try to buy you time. You have to keep them from coming if
you can.”

Slagter turned to Brown. “Mark, please pass to the legislature my recommen-
dation that Colonel Murphy be promoted to Brigadier General. I can at least
give him a brevet rank, can’t I?”

“You can, sir.”

“All right, good enough. Congratulations, General.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“How soon can you get a defense plan to mer”

He would need to consult with the division and brigade staff and get an ini-
tial plan written. That would depend on current force strength. He had a lot of
work to do.

“End of next week, sir. I'll need to bring some people here—all the brigade
and battalion commanders, plus the staff for each of the brigades. We’ll need to
do some large scale planning exercises, and quickly. Colonel Myers, I'll be heavi-
ly relying on your expertise in this.”

Myers nodded.

Slagter nodded, too. “Do what you need to do, General. The one other thing:
I'want the feds out of Morgantown. I won’t have them surrounding one of our
military installations. Use force if you must, but try to find a way to get them
out without any shooting. Now that you are in command, you get the hard
tasks. Oh, that reminds me! Mark, do you have them?”
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He turned to Brown, who pulled out a plastic sheet with stars pinned to it.
Myers and the governor pinned the stars on Murphy’s epaulets.

“Congratulations, sir.” Myers smiled.

“This may not turn out to be such a prize.”

“Probably not. Yours may be the first public hanging, General, but I won’t be
far behind.”

“Well, let’s get to it. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

*k*k

The phone rang again, and Valerie answered it, irritated. She had asked the
current receptionist, a new intern from Brown, to hold any calls. So far, the
phone had been ringing off the hook most of the morning. The Attorney gen-
eral had issued indictments against twenty members of the religious cult at
Baughman Settlement, for the bombings in Arlington and Chatrleston, as well as
the murder of Dale Whitt. The press was going crazy.

“This is Valerie Murphy,” she snarled.

“Valerie, can you come in here if you’re not too grumpyr”

Her face flushed; it was Clark. “Sorry, boss. I'll be right in.”

She walked toward Clark’s office and tripped over a cardboard packing box
someone had left between the desks.

“Oh for Christ’s sake, can’t you put your box inside your cube? Someone
could get hurt.”

Immediately she felt ashamed of herself for the outburst. It wasn’t anyone
else’s fault she was so upset.

Clark sat at his desk, his coat off, tie loose and collar open. Despite the frigid
temperature outside, Clark had his windows open to let out the heat.

As she walked in, Valerie said, “Boss, have the engineers been up here yet? I
can call them.”

“Don’t worry about it.”” He waved his hand vaguely toward the entrance. “1
asked the new intern, she called them.”

Valerie looked over her shoulder, and then quietly spoke. “She probably sent
them to the wrong office. I'm really not impressed with this one.”

“You're just getting older, Valerie,” he said. “Less tolerant.”

The door opened and Ambrose strolled in.

“Hey, Valerie.” Ambrose sat down in the empty chair next to her and absent-

ly twirled the tip of his mustache. “What’s up, boss?”
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Clark leaned back in his chair and looked at the two of them. “I just got a
call from Frank Slagter. He wants me to resign early and come back to Charles-
ton.”

Valerie and Ambrose met each othet’s eyes. If Slagter was involved, nothing
good would come of it. His administration had been marked with a series of
scandals and corruption investigations, and a marked lack of serious leadership.
He couldn’t be trusted.

Ambrose cautiously said, “What for?”

“It seems Kurt Hamilton has stepped down as secretary of state. Slagter
wants me to take the job. Specifically, he wants me to negotiate our way out of
a war, when the legislature passes the independence bill.”

“Oh, you get the booby prize,” Valerie said.

“No, Valerie, your father got the booby prize: he has accepted command of
West Virginia’s National Guard.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, dear God, youre not serious.”

“He did, Valerie. But we won’t let it come to a war, if we can avoid it. Frank
seems to believe I'm the best person to negotiate with the federal government
on this. But I'll need some help.”

“Okay. What do you want us to do?”

“Come with me. I'll need an assistant or chief of staff or something. Do
what you’re doing now.”

“Okay. You got it.”

Clark’s gaze shifted to Ambrose. “What about your”

Ambrose continued twisting his mustache thoughtfully, then spoke.

“Boss, I'm with you all the way—but not back there. When I left West Vir-
ginia I promised myself I'd never go back, and I’'ve kind of kept that promise. I
don’t live there anymore, anyway. I'll find a job around here—there’s plenty of
jobs for lawyers in Washington.”

Clark cocked his head. “Why not?”

Ambrose cocked his head. “Look at me. I’'m a gay black man. Marked on all
counts. Being Black was bad enough—cops always harassing me, couldn’t get a
job, only option I had was to get a scholarship and get out. And I couldn’t fall
back on the black community; back home, being gay is worse than being white.
No offense, but I’ll stay here, thank you. West Virginia was bad enough, but an
independent West Virginia, devoid of federal anti-discrimination protection—
oh, no. I don’t think so. The DHS may have some bad apples, but they don’t
have anything on the Klan. And now it turns out it was more crazies from West
Virginia that blew up the federal building? No, I think I'll stay here.”
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Valerie nodded, and unbidden, felt tears begin to stream down her face.

“Hey, Val,” Ambrose said. “It’s not so bad. DC is a great place to live.”

“I’'m sorry. I just can’t seem to stop crying lately.”

Ambrose nodded. “It does seem like the end of an era, doesn’t it? We made a
good team.”

“That we did,” Clark said.

*kk

The phone rang. Four rings. Five. Mike pictured Alicia standing there, staring
at the caller ID on the phone, waiting for him to hang up. He sat in his one
chair, an open beer on the floor beside him. A book lay open on the floor be-
side the beer. Otherwise, the room was still empty.

Six rings. Seven. Eight.

“Hello?”

“Alicia?”

“Hello, Mike.”

For an excruciating moment, they were silent.

“Why are you calling, Mike?”

“Today is Savannah’s birthday, Alicia. I am calling to wish her a happy birth-
day.”

“She’s fine, Mike. We gave her your present, if that’s what you’re worried
about.”

“May I speak to her, pleaser”

Mike heard her inhale quickly. “No, Mike. I don’t think that’s a good idea. It
will just upset her again.”

“Alicia... I am her father. You can’t do this to her.”

“I will do what I think is best for her. If you talk to her it will just get her up-
set again. She doesn’t need that right now.”

Mike could feel the blood rushing to his head. His heart was pounding,

“Alicia...”

“Mike, let me ask you something. You haven’t once asked when I was coming
home. Why not? Don’t you care? Is it because of her? That bitch you dated in
college?”

“What? What are you talking about? She’s got nothing to do with it.”

“Oh, give me a break, Mike. Everybody on earth knows you carried on with
her when you were in Charleston. I just wish you had had the balls to tell me,
instead of me finding out from a magazine. You disgust me, Mike.”
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“I don’t have a clue what you are talking about, Alicia, and you weren’t here
when I got home from Charleston anyway. Just in case you forgot, you left e.
Our house was empty when I came home.”

Her response was a whisper. “Our house has been empty for years.”

In the background, Mike heard a voice that made his heartbeat race again.
“Mommy, mommy. I heard you yelling. Is that Daddy on the phoner”

“No, honey, you go on to bed,” Alicia responded.

Mike shouted without thinking, “Savannah, it’s me, Daddy!”

“Mommy! I want to talk to Daddy.”

“No. I said no, now go to bed!”

Savannah shrieked, and Mike cringed.

“Alicia, let her talk on the phone.”

“Do you hear what you started, you bastard?” Alicia shouted into the phone.
Mike heard a crash, then the phone disconnected. She must have slammed the
phone down.

Mike stared at the phone in his hand, breathing heavily, his face red.

*k*k

In Morgantown, Karen Greenfield sat at her desk and looked at the cover of
the magazine. The cover featured a ten-year-old photograph of her and Mike
Mortis in formal clothing, holding each other in an embrace. Superimposed at
the bottom corners were more recent and less flattering photographs of both
of them.

“Revolution?” read the cover in large bold letters. Below, the subtitle: “How
two military officers ignited the West Virginian independence movement. What
really happened that week in Charleston?”

She had come back to the office after dinner and found the magazine on her
chair. One of the helicopter pilots must have dropped it there—they were the
only people who’d been able to leave the building.

Dear God, she thought. Where the hell did they get that photograph? She
hadn’t seen it since she and Mike broke up. It had been her favorite: Mike in his
ROTC uniform, her in a black dress, her hair tied up, her head thrown back
laughing, It was taken at a formal Christmas party at BowlingGreen their soph-
omore year, the night Mike proposed.

The inside article was worse. First a chronicle of events in Chatleston: the
shootout with the DHS, complete with diagrams and screen captures from the
home video.
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The article read, “Karen Greenfield is described by her fellow officers as the
‘ice queen,’ refusing to participate in social activities within the unit. Her former
co-workers at Saturn Microsystems describe her as ‘cool and efficient,” and
many express shock and admiration at her actions in Charleston.”

Ice gueen, hell, she thought. Just because I turned those assholes down for dates.

It got worse. A photograph of Mike and Alicia at their wedding, raising a
toast. She smiled in the photograph. He did not.

He had married in a tuxedo, not in uniform. It seemed odd: the wedding
took place after he’d been commissioned as a Second Lieutenant, and the Mike
Mortris she remembered would have insisted on wearing his uniform. On
second thought, looking at the photograph of the dour father-in-law, Con-
gressman Skaggs, maybe this made more sense.

If only, she thought. If only.

The worst was to come, however, for the article speculated—quite accurate-
ly—on when and where Mike and Karen met again in Charleston. Some weasel
in the battalion staff had given the reporters the dates and times they’d met.

“Some members of the administration are asking whether or not the rela-
tionship between these officers had a significant impact on events in West
Virginia. Confidential sources have informed Newsweek that Alicia Skaggs
Morris left with their daughter Savannah immediately after Morris’s return to
Fort Meade. Congressman Skagg’s office has refused to comment on the ques-
tion, but Skaggs has called for a full investigation into Morris’s activities in West
Virginia.”

Son of a bitch wasn’t standing behind his son-in-law. What an ass, Karen
thought. She remembered the early days when she’d fallen in love with Mike
Morris. It was all wrapped in her mind with the joy of that first freedom in her
life—finally away from the nightmare of foster homes and devastated coal
towns, finally on her own, and passionately in love, not just with Mike, but with
life.

A sidebar included a profile of Sasha Zana, a Kurdish-American who’d been
arrested immediately after the bombing in Charleston. The 19-year-old college
student had purple spiked hair and a diamond stud on her nose. She was suing
the federal government after being held for two months without charge.

Not taking her eyes off the article, she picked up the phone and dialed in-
formation. “Fort Meade, Maryland,” she said. “Captain Michael Morris.”

She wrote down the number, then dialed.

Two rings, and he answered, his voice sounding anxious. “Captain Morris
speaking.”
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“Hi, Mike.”

A pause. “Karen?”

“Yes. Have you seen the article?”

“I just got home from the PX. It was all over the place—the clerk smirked at
me.”

She snorted. “It’s like being a target, isn’t it.”

“Yeah, well, I'll just have to keep moving,”

She smiled, then gently said, “I... I’'m sorry to hear about Alicia. You must
really miss them.”

“Well, I miss Savannah, terribly. Today’s her birthday, you know. Alicia
woudn’t let me talk to her.”

“What the hell did you tell her?”

“Nothing, They were already gone when I got home.”

Karen felt relief flood through her. They hadn’t left because of her after all.
“I see.”

“Yeah.”

They were silent, and she could hear him breathing,

Mike broke the silence. “How are you holding up? I see you on the news
every day, or at least the outside of the building you’re in.”

“I don’t know. I’ve never imagined what it would be like to have the attorney
general insist on the death penalty for me. I always wanted to serve my country,
you know?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Hmm. This is horrible.”

“What are you going to dor? I mean, it sounds like this thing will come to
blows.”

“I’'m a tank commander, Mike. I’ll do what I have to.”

“Are you setrious?”

“I couldn’t be more serious. The federal government doesn’t stand for any-
thing anymore. Certainly not for freedom. You remember when we were
growing up, and Saddam Hussein in Iraq was the big bogeyman? Or Russia for
our parents? We live in Iraq, Mike. We live in Russia. Pretty soon you’ll have to
get a passport to drive to the local Wal-Mart.”

Mike exhaled. “I refuse to believe that. I'd give my life for my country.”

“Let’s not talk about it, then. Because for all we know, one of us may have to
do that soon. I don’t think I could bear it,” she said, her voice breaking slightly.

It was true—in a matter of days or weeks, she would be out in the field, pos-
sibly in combat against the United States.
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“Karen... I meant what I said in Chatleston.”
Tears ran down her face. She took a deep breath, wiped her eyes, and then

responded.

“Well, I didn’t. I don’t want you to go away. If we live through this, Mike... I
want you to come find me. Do you hear? I must be a complete idiot, because I
still love you, you bastard.”

Before he could reply, she gently set the phone on the cradle, then laid her
head in her hands and wept.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
NOVEMBER 14

Valerie walked beside Congressman Clark past the security gates and into the

main terminal, then winced as a mob of reporters rushed at them, bright
lights on, microphones waving in the air like giant reeds. Other passengers leav-
ing the terminal shied away, as if afraid of being caught in the limelight and
associated with a subversive event. One man literally jumped when he noticed a
camera pointed near him.

Valerie moved close to Clark as the reporters crowded in around them, mi-
crophones shoved in their faces. One of the journalists pushed so close she
could smell his sour aftershave. She wanted to shove him away.

“Congressman, is it true you are going to accept the position of secretary of
state?”

“Congressman, are you still against West Virginia independence?”

“Congressman, what are your plans?”

Clark held his hands up, palm out, and said, “One question at a time, please.”

“Congressman, Sarah Davis with Channel Four. Is it true you are accepting
the position as secretary of state?”

He shook his head sharply in the negative. “Governor Slagter and I are talk-
ing, nothing specific has been decided. Think of it as a job interview. You know
I’'ve been fired, so I'll be looking soon.”

The reporters chuckled. Valerie thought the joke in bad taste and nearly el-
bowed Clark in the side.

“Congressman, Randall Pitts from the Logan Examiner. During the election
you came out with a strong statement against independence for West Virginia.
Now the referendum has passed, are you opposed to the declaration currently
being debated in the State House?”

Clark took a deep breath and spoke. “I believe this move will lead us to war
against the United States. I’'m committed to do what I can do prevent any vi-
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olence. However, it is clear—very clear—how the people of West Virginia feel.
I believe a declaration if independence is now inevitable. For that reason, and
to prevent more bloodshed, I'll do everything in my power to help negotiate a
peaceful settlement.”

“Do you think it will come to war, sir?”

“I’ll do my best to see it doesn’t.”

“Congressman, what about the indictments in the terrorist attacks? Do you
have any comment?”

Clark nodded. “This is a perfect example of the system working. The way
our country is supposed to work is through the law. In the case of Baughman
Settlement, those folks have been arrested and they’ll get a trial. Let’s hope we
can go through the law and diplomacy to settle these others questions. We don’t
need any more violence. No more questions, I have work to do.”

Unfortunately, there was one more question. For the first time, a reporter le-
veled a question at Valerie instead of Clark.

“Ms. Murphy, how does it feel to know your father has accepted command
of the defense of West Virginia in the event of a war?”

Anger flooded her. “How do you think it feels? It’s frightening.”

The two of them walked away, the group of reporters on their trail. A mo-
ment later they were whisked away in a government staff car to meet the
governor.

“Are you okay?” Clark asked her once they were in the quiet of the warm car.

“I’ll be all right. It’s the first time they’ve ever noticed me before, much less
called me by name and asked me personal questions. Assholes.”

Clark chuckled. “You’ll get used to it.”

“I better not.”
*k%k

Murphy called his officers together in the gymnasium of a school that had
been shut down by the Kanahwa County Public School District five years be-
fore. The building was now largely used as a warehouse, and had been loaned to
the state government for purposes of this meeting—and possibly for use as a
semi-permanent headquarters. They were within five blocks of the capitol
building, which made this a good location for a military headquarters. It also
seemed unlikely the federal government would suspect a former school of
housing military headquarters, another good reason to use this location.

Now the gym was filled with the officers and staff of Murphy’s lopsided di-
vision. Two infantry brigades, heavy on armor. One aviation brigade, with a
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battalion of Apache helicopters and another of A-10 Warthogs. One Special
Operations group, which luckily had some recent combat experience in South
America. Not a large force, and certainly not large enough to effectively defend
the state. They had virtually no ammunition. The officer corps was rapidly
thinning out with resignations. They had very little fuel. If it did come to war, it
would be a short one.

Someone shouted “Attention!” as Murphy marched into the room, and the
hundred or so officers jumped to their feet.

“As you were,” he called out, and they relaxed. He took the steps two at a
time, his combat boots echoing on the empty stage, and then stood in front of
the group.

He surveyed the room, and wondered what Kenny would have made of all
this. The thought settled like a lead ball in his gut. Kenny hated the weekends
his father went away for training, and would have hated this even more.

Kenny was alone at the end. Pushed off on his grandmother during the last
two weeks of his life. Was any of this worth the pain of losing his son? Not in
a million years. But if his boy had sacrificed those last few days with his father,
willing or not, for this cause, Murphy would do the rest. He wow/d do the rest.

“Gentlemen. Ladies. I'll open with the most important question of the day,
and one that will determine whether or not you should stay here.”

“You are all aware of what the legislature is debating right now. You are all
aware it will almost certainly pass and be signed by the governor. Your presence
here right now could be construed by some as illegal—indeed, as treason
against the United States. For that reason, I’'m putting it to you: you may leave,
right now, and walk away. A personnel officer is out in the hall who will quickly
and easily process your resignation from the West Virginia National Guard and
prevent your possible trial, incarceration or execution. Does everyone undet-
stand the seriousness of this? If you choose to stay, one of several things may
happen. You may die on a battlefield not far from here. You may lose any veter-
ans benefits for your family. You may go to prison, or worse. You may even be
executed as a traitor. Even if the bill doesn’t pass, and we ate never called upon
to act to defend this state, if you stay here it will make you an active member of
a conspiracy against the United States government.”

“Think about it. You have five minutes to make your decision, and then we
will move on.”

He looked at his watch, and then walked off the stage and out the door. A
moment later he heard a familiar voice behind him.

“Well, I’ll be damned if that man doesn’t have stars on his collatr.”
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Murphy turned around, a smile on his face. “Vince, how are your”

Major Vince Elkins smiled, his face crinkled into deep lines. “It’s been a pret-
ty tough time for all of us, Ken. How are you hanging in? I was so sorry to hear
about Kenny.”

Murphy shrugged. “I’'m trying not to... I'm trying not to dwell on it very
much. Not now, when so much is happening.”

Elkins shook his head. “Ken, you’ve got a right to grieve for your son. He
was a dear little boy. What an incredible loss.”

“A right, maybe, but I can’t right now. I've got a war to plan for. I’ll have
plenty of time for grief later.”

“If you need someone to talk to—or to have a beer with—jyou let me
know.”

Murphy nodded. “I will. How are things back home?”

“Worse than ever. Bunch of businesses have shut down, but then, that’s hap-
pening everywhere, isn’t it? People are scared and out of work. Ken, we held a
recruiting day in Harpers Ferry about a week ago and I had a hundred men
standing in line. I’'ve never seen anything like it.”

“I hope it will be enough.”

“Me too. Most folks don’t realize it—in fact I’'m sure the damn politicians
don’t realize it—but when the Army comes, they won’t be pussyfooting around.
I’ve been on the dishing out end of the U.S. Army three times now, and I don’t
ever want to find out what it’s like on the other side. But now... Looks like we
just might.”

Murphy looked at his friend. “You don’t have to do this, Vince. You’re a doc-
tor. You could walk away right now, just like I said in that room.”

Elkins frowned, and then grunted contemptuously. “Just goes to show you
they don’t hand out brains with your general’s stars. Is that how little you think
of me? I can’t walk away. Dave Firkus was my patient since he was a baby. No
way am I walking away from this. Could you? After what you lost?”

Murphy placed hand on his friend’s shoulder, took a deep breath. “Thank
you, Vince. For understanding.”

“Well, General, I'm going to head back in there and see how many of our of-
ficers turned into weasels overnight.”

They stepped back to the door and Murphy caught his breath.

The room was still full. It looked as if not a single officer had left, or very
tew. Don't they know they conld be killed? He raised his hand to his eyes to wipe
away unbidden tears.

“All right, then. Somebody close the doors.”
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Murphy waited while two captains ran to the doors and closed them. The
sound echoed through the room.

He looked out at the room. “Men, ladies... I never would have guessed it.
I'm proud of each and every one of you.”

He took a deep breath, and looked back at the room full of officers, knowing
many of them might not live to see another year.

“All right. Here’s the deal. We have to assume the worst right now. Some time
in the next few weeks, the State House will likely issue a declaration of inde-
pendence. What does that mean to us? We need to scramble—today—to be
ready. My expectation is within seventy-two hours of that declaration, an army
will roll into West Virginia. Make no mistake, folks: we can’t win that war.”

The officers stirred at this statement.

“Don’t believe me? How many of you have some combat experiencer” Mur-
phy asked.

Less than a quarter of the officers raised their hands, most of them members
of the Special Operations Group.

“How many of you have large scale mechanized combat experience? Tank
battles?”

This time virtually no one raised a hand.

He grimaced. “It’s about what I expected. We have to plan on them hitting us
with virtually everything the Army has on the ground and in North America:
the Third Infantry, Seventh Cavalry, Hundred-and-first Airborne, Eighty-
second Airborne, Tenth Mountain Division. All of them are within a couple of
days striking distance—they’d merely need to fuel up their tanks and hit the
road. On top of that, if the President follows recent doctrine, they’ll bomb the
crap out of us first. Take out all the electric grids, communications, bridges,
dams, roads. Only then will ground forces come in—when we’ve pretty much
lost our ability to fight. Does everyone get this?”

He paused and looked at the faces. Many of them young and scared. Good.

“Now, what does this mean? Two things: first, I've made it absolutely clear to
the governor that there is no military solution to this problem. The governor
must find a political solution. Our job, in the meantime, is to be a deterrent. We
may not be able to stop the United States Army from pounding the crap out of
us, but we can make it very, very painful to do so. And that, folks, is our only
hope. We have to sustain our defense long enough that the politicians can bring
about a settlement. We’ll not just be fighting for our lives—we’ll be fighting for
our freedom.”
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“Make no mistake. You wi//be forced back and overrun. You wi//be outnum-
bered and outgunned. You’ll watch your men bleed and die. But they can’t
outsmart you. They can’t out-dedicate you. You men and women will be the
hope for freedom for our children. So your mission is to defend, protect, and to
preserve the lives of your men. Your mission is also to preserve and protect the
civilian population. Your mission is to buy us time. Especially, buy the politi-
cians time—time to secure a peace, time to secure our future.”

*kk

Morris sat down in the impromptu courtroom, hopefully for the last time.
Ben Wharton took his seat next to him and set his soaked cap on the table be-
tween them. The others were soon seated, with the exception of Colonel
Sheeman.

“Well, I think this will be it,” Wharton whispered. “You’re sure you want to
make a statement?”

Morris nodded. “I am.”

“You’re not going to do anything stupid, are your”

“Trust me, Ben.”

“Of course I don’t trust you, Mike. That’s why I’'m asking.”

The door burst open and Colonel Frank Sheeman strode into the room. Like
everyone else in the room he wore his camouflage uniform, soaked from the
heavy rain. He shook the water off his cap, set his briefcase on the table, and
opened it with a loud click. After removing his notebooks he sat down and sur-
veyed the room.

“Good, everyone is here. Let’s get this show on the road. First thing: as of
today, I've talked to all the witnesses I had intended to call. Each of you has a
binder, which contains all the documentary evidence I will review as part of my
decision. Also, a reminder that my recommendation is not final, and may well
be overturned by the court-martial convening authority. Does everyone under-
stand?”

Sheeman watched for nods around the room. Everyone responded in the af-
firmative.

“Good, good. Earlier in the investigation, I advised each of you of your right
to make a statement or to remain silent. Do I need to explain these rights to
you again? Private Turville? Captain Morris? Good. Do you wish to make a
statement? Private Turville?”
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Captain Harris, Turville’s lawyer, spoke. “Sit, Private Turville prefers to re-
main silent at this time.”

“Thank you. Captain Morris.”

In an undertone, Wharton said, “Are you sure? This could make it worse for
you.”

“I’'m sure,” Morris responded.

“Colonel, my client would like to make a statement for the record.”

“Please proceed, Captain. Come around to the witness chair.”

Morris stood, uncomfortable, and relocated to the seat. The change dis-
oriented him; he sat now facing Colonel Sheeman, with the prosecutors on his
left.

Sheeman spoke, almost gently. “For the record, Captain, please state your full
name, grade and organization.”

“Sir, I am Michael Allen Morris, Captain, and I am company commander of
Alpha Company, First Battalion, Fifteenth Infantry.”

“You may proceed with your statement, Captain.”

“Sir, I'll be brief. Over the last several days I've given this issue a tremendous
amount of thought. This was a horrible tragedy. Here we are, the very forces
who are sworn to protect and defend our people, and in this case, we took the
life of a young man who was filming in his own hometown. I think we’ve es-
tablished a few facts here, sir. We’ve established my company was given the
order to enter an American city, to escort the local police force on a law en-
forcement mission. Second, I think we’ve established the fact I—and my non-
commissioned officers—gave explicit orders to my men not to lock and load
their weapons. Finally, I think we’ve established Private Turville disobeyed that
order.”’

Morris glanced over at Turville, who visibly shook, his jaw set. Morris looked
back at Colonel Sheeman.

“I’ve got to say one thing about that. My instructors once taught me that it is
unethical and bad leadership to give an order that is impossible to be followed.
And I believe, in this case, this order was impossible to be followed. Private
Turville was placed in a situation where his life might well be in jeopardy. At the
time he fired his weapon, he believed he and the members of his squad were
being attacked by an armed individual. It was a mistake, but not his. Mine.”

To his right, Wharton sank his head into his hands. Mortis heard rustling in
the back of the room as the reporters stirred at his words.

“The fact is Private Turville raised the same question I did. The order for
American forces to conduct a law-enforcement activity within the boundaries



306|Republic

of the United States was clearly an illegal order. The law forbids the U.S. Army
from participating in such activities, for the very reason that we face a potential
civil war right now. Yet I accepted that order and went forward, even though I
explicitly informed my commander of my opinion that the order was illegal.”

He paused and stretched his neck. He was effectively tanking his career at
this point, but he wasn’t going to force a nineteen-year-old kid down with him.

“As a commissioned officer of the United States, I know an illegal order, and
I know what my duty is when I receive an illegal order. I did not do that duty.
Private Turville, on the other hand, was in an infinitely more difficult position.
He is not a commissioned officer, and has neither the training nor the expe-
rience to recognize the difference. Yet he too was given an illegal order, and an
impossibly stupid one. If anyone should be punished for that, it should be me.

“That is all I have to say, sitr.”

Sheeman sat back, his eyebrows raised, his mustache practically twitching,
Turville and his lawyer were in a huddle. Morris diverted his eyes from them.
He didn’t feel the sense of relief he’d expected. If he read Sheeman correctly,
he would approve of Morris’ statement, professional suicide though it was. It
was the right thing to do. All the same, a nagging voice doubted his motives.
His move had been self-serving, Barksdale was right. He didn’t care about Tut-
ville and what happened to him.

“Thank you, Captain. You may return to your seat.”

Stiffly, Morris did so. Wharton put his hand on his shoulder and whispered,
“You said you wouldn’t do anything stupid. “Trust me,” you said. Damn it, I
don’t know whether to hug you or hit you over the head!”

Sheeman cleared his throat.

“Gentlemen, this concludes this investigation. I was almost prepared to
render a recommendation today, but I see I need to go back and review the tes-
timony in greater detail. You can expect a recommendation in one week. You
may go.”

Sheeman slammed his briefcase shut, put his still dripping cap on his head,
and walked out.

The reporters mobbed around Morris, shouting questions. Wharton waved
them off and pulled Mike toward to the door. They could talk to the press
another day.

*k*k
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Back at his house, in the midst of a pile of bills, he found a letter from Ka-
ren.

Dear Mifke,

You would think, given that I've been locked up in a virtual prison the last weeks, that 1
would have had a tremendous amount of time to write, and to think. In fact, there bas been
little such luck. I've spent most of my time writing operations orders, manenver plans, on and
on and on.

Enongh of that subject—iwe will need to agree to keep that one off limits for the time be-
ng.

Either way, I hope it won't be much longer. It’s been nearly two months since that awful
week in Charleston, and there is little resolution in any area. I saw on the news your Article
32 investigation is continuing. I wish you the best of luck, that you can retain your command
and your career and come out of this in one piece. For my part, I'm just hoping for some as-
pect of freedom. For the last few days, the Homeland Security people have been blasting this
God-awful fifty-year-old acid rock out of speakers big enongh to shake the building. Every
once in a while they shoot a tear gas grenade into the compound, but theyve not been foolish
enough to actually attack.

Mike, I am terribly afraid. Things are far worse than 1 ever imagined they conld get, but it

Just keeps getting worse.

This is an awful thing to hope for, but in my beart I am hoping you and Alicia have not
reconciled. 1 want to see you again, and at least give it a chance. But only if you are free.

One day we will all be free.

1 love you,

Karen.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
NOVEMBER 21

he feds started playing AC/DC at about a quarter to four in the morning.

Lieutenant Austin Robear didn’t mind so much; he liked AC/DC, though
they were old-fashioned. For the last two days the music played by the DHS
had been on a serious oldies acid rock trip. Only problem was they were playing
it at around 110 decibels, loud enough to cause the guard shack to shake, even
under the weight of the sandbags. Austin would be very happy to pull the plug
on that racket.

It served them right they didn’t hear the approach until it was too late. No
one in the federal camp even looked alarmed until the ground began to shake.

Austin stood ready in the guard shack when he felt it. In full combat gear, he
watched through the window with his night vision goggles, and reported back
to Lieutenant Colonel Jian Chang, the new brigade commander.

Someone in the camp finally noticed the vibrations in the ground. One of
the feds ran out of his tent and looked out, with what looked to be night vision
equipment similar to Robear’s. Then he sprinted to the FBI command center,
another tent across the street. Austin smiled. After days of harassment, it was
nice to see them in a flurry.

He keyed his radio. “Base, this is Red Six. Starting to get some activity.” He
swallowed as he scanned the scene with his night vision goggles. The feds were
starting to panic.

He tensed further as he watched them. Back home in Blair, his twenty-one
year old wife Melissa was probably still asleep with their son. He wanted to get
home to see them. Time to be extra careful.
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The rock music suddenly cut off, and Robear heard ringing in his ears, then
the distinctive whine of turbine engines and the loud crack of tank tracks slap-
ping into the pavement.

There they were: four tanks racing up the street toward them.

He keyed the radio again. “Red elements, this is Red Six. Prepare to launch.”

The tanks were setting off a panic in the camp. The feds were racing out of
their tents in various states of undtess, throwing on their combat gear. A hun-
dred yards away, in the enclosure designated for the press, bright lights swung
this way and that, seeking the source of the noise.

Sixty seconds later half a dozen helicopters flew over the brigade headquar-
ters, low to the ground, their rotors throwing up dust and small rocks. They
settled to the left of the brigade headquarters, miniguns pointed directly at the
federal camp and away from Robear.

That was Robear’s signal.

“This is Red Six, go, go go.”

The gates opened and two platoons of infantry sprinted out and dived to the
ground in prone firing positions, their rifles aimed at the feds.

Robear walked calmly outside the gate and raised a megaphone to his mouth,
afraid his voice was going to crack from anxiety. He needn’t have feared: his
command was clear and crisp.

“Lay down your weapons and step out into the street. You will not be
harmed if you follow instructions. Lay down your weapons where you are and
come out into the street with your hands up.”

He had to struggle to be heard over the tank engines and the helicopters, but
they heard him. For good measure, he repeated the instructions as loud as he
could.

No one moved. The thirty or so federal agents—most of them just aroused
from sleep—stood, disoriented. The press, however, was quite awake, and
probably terrified. Secure in their positions, they filmed everything, their bright
lights glaring in Austin’s eyes.

Austin heard a voice on his radio—the brigade commander calling the tank
platoon. “Blue Six, fire a warning shot into the hill behind the feds.”

The feds jumped when one of the tanks traversed its turret to the right and
fired a stream of bullets, which arced into the hill. The reporters dived to the
ground.

“I say again, lay down your weapons and move into the street. You are sur-
rounded.”
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The hopelessly outgunned agents moved into the intersection. Robeat’s men
frisked them, and then tied their arms with plastic loops. The National
Guardsmen ignored the press as they went about their business. The reporters
fanned out, filming as the Guardsmen loaded the agents onto helicopters. All
of the weapons were cleared and stacked next to the gate.

Lietenant Colonel Chang appeared at Robear’ side. “Good job, Lieutenant.”

“Thank you, sir. Nice to see we did this without anyone getting hurt.”

“I agree, son. Any mission without anyone hurt is a success. Go ahead and
get those men loaded on the choppers, and we’ll get them out of here.”

By the time the sun rose, the federal agents were onboard the helicoptets.
Robear watched, hands on his hips, as the helicopters rose again. The plan was
to dump the agents in rural Pennsylvania. No need to make things easy for
them.

Within an hour, the news was broadcast across America: West Virginia had
forcetully evicted federal forces from within its border.

*kk

Lieutenant Brady Antal and Major Vince Elkins stood on the edge of the pa-
rade ground—now deeply rutted with tank tracks—and watched the helicopter
approach. A hundred yards away, Sergeant Catlett stood over ten new recruits
as they did pushups in the muddy field. His shouts punctuated the otherwise
quiet morning, until the sound of the helicopter overshadowed him.

Elkins stood calmly, his expression fixed. Antal felt apprehensive; for neatly
two months he’d been acting company commander. Now, when things were
just about to get hot, it didn’t seem fair to him that he was pulled out and
moved back to battalion headquarters. Regardless of the circumstance, he was
sorry to lose his first command.

Elkins spoke. “Lieutenant, you look like someone just stole your favorite car.
You’ve done a good job with the company while Greentield was away. Any in-
terest in having one of your own?” Antal looked at Elkins with disbelief.
“Of course, sit!”

The major frowned. “Don’t look so happy. This is going to be a dangerous
and dirty job, and we’re all likely to be dead in a few weeks. Do you get that?”

“T understand, sit.”

“All right, then. Both Alpha and Delta’s company commanders have re-
signed. Delta has a strong XO who can step in, but Alpha doesn’t. It’s yours if
you want it. You’ve proven yourself.”
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“Thank you, sir. I won’t let you down.”

“Don’t worry about letting me down. Worry about keeping your men alive.”

“Yes, sit.”

The helicoptert, a fifty-year-old Huey, touched the ground. Karen Greenfield
jumped out the door and ran across the field before it even touched the grass.

She stopped in front of Elkins and saluted.

“Captain Greenfield reporting as ordered, sit,” She couldn’t suppress the
smile on her face.

Elkins returned the salute. “It’s nice to see you back, Karen. Tell me what
happened; all I've seen is what was in the news.”

Karen chuckled. “That’s more than I’ve seen, sit. No one told me about the
operation. I was sitting having a cup of coffee, trying to wake up when I heard
tank tracks outside, then the helicopters. Did you see CNN? They had a much
closer view than I did.”

“Well, it looks like you are going to have a much closer view of all of this
than most would care to have. Let’s go talk.”

“Yes, sit.”

The three officers walked into the armory. Someone shouted, “Attention.”

The company burst into applause. Karen stared, eyes wide. A banner
stretched across the room, with the words, “Welcome Home, Captain,” written
on them.

The first sergeant, Ken Shumaker, approached with a broad smile on his
face. “Welcome back, ma’am. I don’t approve of this sort of thing, but they
insisted.”

“Well thank, you, First Sergeant.”

Antal stood to the side as she spoke. “Thank you, to all of you. We had a hell
of a difficult situation to deal with in Charleston, and you all handled it profes-
sionally. We have even more difficult times ahead, and I believe you will all do
your duty.”

Antal realized her eyes were watering. He tried to imagine how he would feel
in her position: isolated, under federal indictment, relieved of her command,
under siege at Brigade Headquarters for almost two months. He couldn’t. No
wonder she had tears in her eyes: this was a real homecoming.

Elkins spoke when she finished. “Let’s go, Captain. Lieutenant Britton and
Antal, you come, too.”

The officers followed Elkins into the company commander’s office, now Ka-
ren’s again.
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In the office, Elkins set his briefcase down, opened it, and placed a stack of
paper onto the desk. “This is the battalion operations order. You need to review
it immediately and begin preparing your own.”

“Yes, sir. ’'m already familiar with the brigade plan in detail, so I've got a
pretty good picture already.”

Elkins glanced at her, one eyebrow raised. “Where did you get the brigade
planr”

“I wrote a good bit of it, sir.”

He smiled and shook his head slowly. “I should have realized.”

Major Elkins unfolded a map on the desk. “Here’s is your company’s sector.
Your primary responsibility will be Harpers Ferry itself, and the U.S. 340 ap-
proach into West Virginia. As brief as it was, your company is the only one with
any experience under fire, so you get the main approach, with Charlie Company
on your right flank, covering Route 9. Alpha and Delta will take the outside
tlanks and serve as a reserve, here and here, blocking 1-81.”

She nodded.

“You probably know we’re it. Brigade and division think this whole section
of the state is a lost cause. We’ll get cut off by 1-81 and split from the rest of
the state. I had to fight to get this position—they didn’t want to put up a de-
fense here at all. Now, we’ve got an attached infantry company, and each of
your companies will be augmented by one platoon of infantry. We have a small
amount of attached artillery and engineers, but not enough. We have three Spe-
cial Forces A-teams up here training up irregular forces. I hope to God those
folks don’t get dragged into this—mostly old men and kids with shotguns, but
there are plenty of volunteers.”

“How is our personnel status?”

Lieutenant Antal anwered this question, pride on his face. They’d had fewer
resignations than any other single company in the state. “Just about the best in
the state, ma’am. You’ve only lost about twenty percent to resignations. We’ve
been cross-training all the experienced loaders and drivers to take over as gun-
ners and tank commanders. We’ve managed to backfill all of the vacant
positions with new recruits.”

Alarmed, she said, “New recruits? Did they go through any basic training?”

“We’re doing it right here,” he replied. “Sergeant Catlett is running the train-
ing”

Elkins replied, “It’s not ideal, Karen, but there is little choice.”

“All right.” She nodded, face impassive. She was right on target: the new re-
cruits had only been training three weeks, and had just barely begun to
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understand military organization. They were out of shape and weeks away from
being in the kind of physical condition they needed to be in, and none of them
were ready to crew a tank. But they could only do what they could do, and this
was it. If nothing else, they were dedicated.

Elkins spoke. “I would get out there and survey your defensive positions
immediately. I’d like to see your provisional plan in forty-eight hours.”

“Yes, sit.”

Antal placed a sheet in front of her. “You’ll need to sign here, ma’am.”

The sheet read: The undersigned assumes command of Bravo Company, 2nd Battalion,
4327 Armor.

She signed it.

Antal stood at attention and saluted. “Thank you, ma’am, for the opportunity
to have my first command.”

She returned the salute. “Thank you, Lieutenant. I can see you’ve done a
great job in my absence.”

“Come on, Lieutenant. Let’s go introduce you to your new company.” Elkins
headed out the door.

Antal followed. “Yes, sit.”
*k*k

Murphy paid the bill to the cashier as Valerie talked, and they walked out the
door into the bitter cold.

“I'just can’t believe it,” Valerie said. “We can’t even get any appointments! No
one in Washington wants to talk—all I hear is they’ll check and get back with us
later, and of course they never do.”

Murphy frowned as he watched his daughter. Her brow was furrowed, and
some of the care lines on her face looked permanent. Where did the time go?
In the blink of an eye she’d gone from being a gangly, shy teen to an adult, a
strong, competent woman.

If only Martha were still alive. She would have been so proud of their daugh-
ter. They walked along the promenade on the Kanahwa River through the
center of town. She shivered and hunched her shoulders in her coat as an icy
breeze blew at them from the river.

“Why don’t they talk to us, Dad? It’s like they want it to come to war.”

Murphy shook his head. “I don’t know, hon. I’'m beginning to think some
people do. There’s always someone who thinks war is worth it. People who
don’t understand how much death and pain will come.”

“What are we going to do?”
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“We do the best we can. You and Al Clark keep doing what you can to nego-
tiate. Eventually someone will come out to talk to you. And I’ll have to keep
doing what I’'m doing, preparing a defense.”

“How bad can it get?”

“Oh, pretty bad. We’re not prepared for this—we don’t have the fuel, or the
ammunition, ot the personnel to defend this state more than a couple of days.
And if it does come to war, the death toll, especially for civilians, is going to be
brutal.”

“But... They talk so much about how the military works so hard to avoid ci-
vilian casualties.”

“It’s nothing but a polite fiction, Valerie. You can’t have a war without civilian
casualties. The whole essence of the thing is chaos.”

She stopped and turned towards the river, her hands crossed over her chest.
She looked up at the stars.

“Dad, did you ever cheat on Mom?”

Ken was startled by the question. He glanced over at her, silent, then ans-
wered. “Once. A very long time ago.”

They stood in silence, then Ken went on. “Valerie, your Mom and I... God,
we were sixteen when we started dating, got married when we were nineteen,
and you were born only a year later. Neither of us knew what we wanted in life,
where we were going. I don’t think it ever occurred to us we might ever want
someone else.”

“Then you didn’t love each other?”

“Yes, we did. That’s not at all I’'m saying. Martha... She was life to me, and
part of me has been dead since we lost her. We—we were partners in life. Your
mother meant more to me than anything else in the world, except you and...
you and Kenny. I mean, the job, the house—all that could have been gone, we
could have lived in a shack, and I still would have felt like my life was good as
long as I had her.”

Valerie frowned. “Then what happened?”

“Oh, life happened. I guess you were about nine or ten then, I was in Ken-
tucky for training, a couple of years before I went to Iraq the second time. One
of the other students... We spent a couple of weekends together. Not much
more than that.”” He smiled. “You would recognize her name if I told you who
she was. She was one of the first female armor officers, and outranks me by a
long shot these days.
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“It’s funny. I never intended or even thought about leaving Martha. I think
we might have been a little bit in love for a time, there at Fort Knox, but that
doesn’t mean much compared to what your mother and I had.”

“I think she would have understood.”

“Martha? Yes, she did. She knew about it years ago. Things were rocky for a
while, but we got past it.”’

Valerie smiled. “I should have known you told her the truth. Do you know;, if
anyone else on Earth had told me that story about you, I would have called
them a liar. ‘Not my Dad,” I would have said. He’s... He’s like a hero, the pet-
fect man.”

“I'm hardly that.”

“No, but you are honest, and you’ve always tried to do the right thing, even
when it hurt you personally. I've always admired you, Dad. I mean, even now, all
this—I understand what you’re doing, and why you have to do it. I guess that’s
what I wanted to say to you all along; I understand, and I’'m proud of what you
are trying to do. I just wish Mom and Kenny could be here to see you—"

She stifled a sob as Murphy’s eyes watered.

“I do, too, Valetie. God, I do, too.”

“Dad... All I ask is please don’t get yourself killed. That’s all. You're all 1
have left. Okay?”

“I’ll do my best, Valerie. I can promise that.”

“I guess it has to be enough.”

He held out his hands and pulled his daughter to him, his face twisted in
agony.

“Are you going to be okay?” she whispered.

“I'will. I will. I just—I just miss my little boy.” Murphy’s voice broke and his
eyes filled with tears. He sobbed and buried his face in her shoulder, struggling
to contain his emotion.

>

“I miss him, too,” she whispered. “And Mommy.

*kk

Forty-five minutes later, Murphy drove back to his temporary headquarters in
a borrowed State government staff car. He fumbled through the channels on
the radio and found the all-news station, then stopped the car.

The newscaster spoke, voice at a high pitch. “That’s right, folks, they’ve done
it. The House has passed the Independence Bill thirty-three to twelve. A com-
panion bill is on its way through the Senate and may pass any day now.”
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Murphy switched the radio off. They were headed off the edge of a cliff, and
there wasn’t a thing he could do about it. He couldn’t help but wonder what
Martha would have thought of all this. What would she have told him? Flee the
state? Quit the guard, as his brother had advised?

He didn’t think so. Martha would have wanted him to stick by his principles.
But what about the cost?

As he drove back to the headquarters, snow began to fall.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
DECEMBER 6

I aren looked down into the tank. Inside, Sergeant First Class Tom Catlett sat

ith two new recruits and demonstrated how to load the main gun. With a
clang, he opened the ammo door, pulled out an armor piercing sabot round and
in a smooth motion flipped it over his arm, then slid it home into the main gun.
All told, the action took about two and a half seconds. The practice round was
a little shorter than a combat one: a real sabot round consisted of a ten pound
slug of uranium, traveling at such a high velocity that the kinetic energy would
destroy an armored target.

“You see how that goes? It’s all one smooth motion. These rounds are heavy,
so it’s all about balance, when you flip that thing over your arm.”

Catlett opened the breach and replaced the training round in the ammo rack.

The new recruits looked at each other, clouds of condensation rising from
their breath.

“You try, Donaldson.” Catlett climbed out the hatch to give the trainee room
to move across the turret.

“Ma’am,” he murmured to Karen, then looked down inside. The young man
sat in the loaders seat. He looked up at Catlett, face pensive.

“Gunner! Sabot! Tank!” shouted Catlett.

The recruit hit the knee switch and the door rolled open. He fumbled with
the catch, and then slid the round out. As he started to flip it over, it slammed
into the hatch above him. He cried out in pain; he’d jammed his finger. He
dropped the round on the floor. Oh, God, these kids were never going to be ready in
time.

“Donaldson, goddammit! You and your entire crew are dead. Those rounds
have a combustible casing. You put that down on the floor next to hot brass
and it will explode inside the turret. Holy Christ, don’t do that.”

“But Sarge, I hurt my finger.”
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“Right, you hurt your little finger, and then you killed your crew. Think I care
about your finger? Do it again.”

Greenfield nodded to Catlett. “Doing a great job, Sergeant. Let me get out
of your way.”’

“Thanks, Captain.”

She slid off the cold turret, and then dropped down to the pavement. As she
hit the ground again, she heard Catlett shout again, this time calling for a high
explosive round: “Gunner! Hear! Tank!”

They were pushing as hard as they could to prepare a defense, get the sup-
plies laid in, and train the new recruits.

Not just the troops. She had just spent three grueling days in a computerized
battle simulation with the other officers in the battalion. With virtually no sleep,
and with her company getting picked off by attack helicopters, she had at-
tempted a counterattack and failed, killing her entire company in the process.

The only thing that drove her now was exhaustion.

She sighed and walked toward the maintenance platoon, where two of the
tanks were being repaired. Time to get back to work.

*kk

Morris looked out his windowshades at the frozen lawn. No one was out
there. Good.

He had called the Provost Marshal’s office twice before the reporters were
thrown out of the base housing area—swhich was, after all, on a restricted gov-
ernment installation. It had reached the point where neither he nor his
neighbors could get in and out of their houses without being accosted by the
press. It was one thing for him, but his next-door neighbor, Captain Wilson
Cline, had complained loudly after his thirteen-year-old daughter had been in-
terrogated by the press on her way home from school. She had burst into tears
and run into the house, and that was the last straw.

He reached for the door and froze when the phone rang, He hesitated. Why
not let the machine get it?

What if it’s Savannah?

Mortis ran to the phone and picked it up.

“Hello? Captain Mortis speaking.”

“Mortris, this is Ben Wharton. The scuttlebutt over here is Colonel Sheeman
finished his recommendation, and the commanding general hasn’t signed off



Sheehan-Miles |319

on it yet. It may be the general doesn’t care for Sheeman’s conclusions, which
could only be good for you.”

Mortis frowned. “How could it be good, sir? He doesn’t have to pay atten-
tion to them anyway; Sheeman even said that. General Blake can do whatever
he wants regardless of Sheeman’s recommendation.”

“That’s true, but it is extremely rare to overturn the findings of an Article 32
investigation. It looks really bad for the Army to conduct an investigation and
then ignore its own findings.”

“Well, I suppose it is good news. How long will it be?”

“It shouldn’t be long at all. General Blake doesn’t typically sit on this sort of
thing, My guess is the only reason it has taken so long so far is pressure from
the White House.”

“Sir, if the White House wants to see me behind bars, why doesn’t General
Blake just salute and take his marching orders? Why the hell all the pretenser”

Wharton did not answer immediately, and when he did his tone was angry.
“Because, Captain, there are still plenty of officers in the Army with integrity.
Think about it this way, Morris. If Blake goes against what the White House
wants, you'll go free, right? But will Blake ever get his third star? Think he’ll
ever get a theater command? Not likely. He might as well turn in his retirement
papers when he’s finished with you. So quit feeling sorry for yourself, Morris.
You are not the only person who might get whacked by this thing.”

As he listened, Morris heard footsteps coming up the gravel walk. He leaned
out of the kitchen, toward the window, but couldn’t see who it was. Whoever it
was pushed an envelope through the slot in the door and it fell to the floor.
From the kitchen, Morris couldn’t see who it was from, but hand delivery was
pretty unusual.

“Can you hold on a moment, sir?”

“Sure.”

Morris set the phone on the counter and walked to the envelope. From Base
Housing? He ripped it open and scanned through it, and then started to laugh.

He walked back to the phone, still half amused by the letter.

“Hyi, sir, sorry about that.”

“What is it? Are you okay, Mike? You sound funny.”

“Just amused, sir. It seems now my wife is divorcing me and left with my
daughter, I’'m no longer entitled to base housing. I've been given two weeks’
notice to move out into bachelor officet’s quarters.”

Wharton grunted, and then said, “At least you don’t have much stuff to

move.”
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Mortis looked back at the empty house. “True, true. Let me know as soon as
you hear anything, please.”

“I will. Get some rest, Mortis.”
*k*k

The distance between Fort Meade to Harpers Ferry was only a little over an
hour’s drive, well within the driving distance of the two-hour limit imposed by
Morris’s unit’s alert posture. Not that he was likely to be alerted for anything,

Morris kept the music turned up loud and tapped his hands on the steering
wheel, deliberately not thinking about where he was going, Virtually all of the
radio stations played Christmas music, since it was only two days away. This
would be his third year in a row away from Savannah on Christmas. Three
years, half of her short life. He understood why Alicia was angry, if only be-
cause of that. Would Savannah grow up never having a Christmas to remember
with her father?

Mortis turned the music up louder. He’d finally stopped at a gas station and
picked up a disc of Golden Oldies from the Eighties. Better than the Christmas
music.

Like everyone else in the country, Mortis had seen the dramatic news covet-
age of the National Guard swooping in on helicopters and forcing the federal
agents to disarm. He was amazed it hadn’t turned into a bloodbath. In the end,
though, it affected him on a personal level, because a few days later he got an e-
mail from Karen that indicated she was back with her tank unit and in the gen-
eral area of Harpers Ferry. Harpers Ferry, which was not too far a drive from
Fort Meade.

He pulled around a curve in the highway, and there it was, just across the riv-
er. Karen had been hesitant when he called. She was very busy training her unit,
no time to meet.

“Just a few hours,” Morris had said. “We... we may not have the opportunity
again for a long time.”

Traffic came to a halt, and Mortis leaned over, trying to see around the line
of cars ahead of him. Traffic was moving, but very slowly, across the curving
bridge over the Shenandoah. Beyond the bridge was a rising slope and woods.
On the far side of the bridge, a lone tank stood guard, a dozen men with
HUMMWYVs standing around it, watching the cars crossing the bridge. They
weren’t stopping any vehicles, but they were watching. To Mortis, it was menac-
ing. They were there to quickly seal the border, he supposed, in the event the
West Virginia Legislature passed its lunatic independence measure.
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Twenty minutes after crossing the bridge, he turned left onto a gravel drive-
way almost in the woods and saw her house for the first time. It was a low
rambler, at least fifty years old, in varying stages of restoration. Surrounded by
woods, and situated with a reasonable view of the valley below, it had a rustic
feel, almost like a cabin. Morris parked the car behind a mud-spattered gas hy-
brid. Slowly, he stepped out into the cold and approached the house.

She opened the door before he reached it, and he caught his breath. Instead
of the combat gear he’d last seen her in, she wore a simple blouse and blue
jeans. Her red auburn hair hung in loose cutls at her neck, and she smiled. Mot-
ris looked at her, seeing her delicate neck, the swell of her breasts under the
blouse, her hips. He felt lightheaded.

She opened the screen door. “Come on in, Mike.”

He stepped inside the door, brushing against her, and even the small touch
was charged emotionally.

“You want a beer?” She walked to the refrigerator, giving no clue she’d been
at all conscious of the light touch as he passed.

“Sure,” he replied. She leaned in and pulled a bottle out, then popped the top
on a bottle opener mounted to the cabinet next to the refrigerator. She sat at
the scarred kitchen table and motioned for him to do likewise, passing him the
beer. She had a cup of coffee, sitting on the table.

He took his jacket off and hung it on the coat rack next to the door. Her
helmet and web gear hung from the rack, next to a shoulder holster with the
letters U.S. stamped into it, a black pistol still in the holster. She was, after all, a
tank commander.

“I’ve only got a few hours away. I’'m sure you can imagine what it’s like right

2

now.

“Indeed.”

“I’ve missed you. Tell me how you’ve been.” He stared at her eyes as he
spoke, felt simultaneously awkward and elated to be with her again.

“Better than the last couple of weeks,” she replied. “For a while there in
Morgantown it was like a prison. They cut off all the outside phone lines and
started blasting terrible music loud enough to shake the walls. It was a big relief
to get out of there.”

He took a sip of his beer. “What are you going to do nowr”

“In the long run? I don’t know. All I’'m wortied about right now is leading my
company. We’ve got... We’ve got a hell of a job ahead of us. What about you?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’'m still in limbo. The Article 32 investigation
is over, but the investigating officer still hasn’t handed up a recommendation.
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My lawyer says he thinks the investigating officer wants to drop the whole mat-
ter, but the thing is being driven by politics. Apparently someone in the White
House wants to see me go up the river.”

“Why?”

“They want someone to blame this mess in West Virginia on.”

“Well, that’s idiotic,” she said, her voice contemptuous. “This thing was mov-
ing along well before you came into the picture.”

“Karen, why in God’s name are you doing this?”

She smiled. “I swore to protect and defend the Constitution of the United
States. I love my country, and I can’t stand to see politicians and the DHS rip-
ping the heart out of it to enrich themselves. It’s personal, too, Mike. Seven
months ago I saw federal agents gun down a friend of mine for no good rea-
son.”

“I know that was horrible, Karen, but it was only one incident. I can see rais-
ing hell, suing them or something, but this? I don’t get it.”

“No, it wasn’t one incident. It’s been happening over and over. Think about
it, Mike. The government arrests and holds people without access to attorneys
on an indefinite basis. Why? They ate suspected of involvement with terrorism.
All DHS has to do is level an accusation, secretly at that, and they can pick you
up from your house at night and lock you away and not tell anyone. We’re being
watched in churches, and in political rallies, in town meetings, on the Internet,
phone lines are tapped, and it just gets worse and worse. We have to do some-
thing about it.”

He shook his head. “Wow. I don’t know what to say.”

She closed her eyes and leaned her head back, looking at the ceiling. He
watched her—the slender neck and chin—and wished he could touch her.

“Don’t say anything. You don’t have to understand. I’'m not trying to pet-
suade you to join us; I know it’s not something you would do. So what’s the
point?” As she said it, tears formed in her eyes. “It was a mistake, what I wrote.
Asking you here.”

Morris moved without thinking, leaning close to her chair, touching her
hands. “Karen, it was not a mistake. I made the mistake—the biggest mistake
of my life—when I lost you. Let’s not compound that mistake now.”

She smiled; all the while teats streamed down her face. “It’s impossible, Mike.
I'm going to end up in prison or dead. For God’s sake, the attorney general of
the United States has publicly announced he’s seeking my execution. We only
get that far if we live through the next few weeks, and that’s pretty chancy.”

“Nothing’s impossible.”
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“What will you do if you meet me on a battlefield?” she asked. “I won’t hesi-
tate to do my duty. My men depend on me, and I won’t let them down.”

A chill ran through him. “Do you seriously believe it will come to that?”

“Of course it will. At this point there’s no other alternative, unless the Presi-
dent decides to just let it go, which is never going to happen. There’s going to
be a war, and unlike all these Third World little interventions all over the wotld,
this one will be against a well-armed and well-trained opponent who knows
your tactics and equipment.”’

“I don’t care. I threw away seven years of what could have been our life to-
gether. Karen, if I die tomorrow, or get court-martialed and thrown into prison,
I want my last memory to be of you.”

Morris watched her slightly parted lips, her accelerated breathing, and he
knew she felt something. Something.

“Why did it have to come to this? There’s no future for us.”

“Let there be a present for us, then,” he whispered, running his fingers
through her cutls. His hand touched her shoulder, her neck, the side of her
cheek, and her breath quickened.

He reached out with his other hand, framed the other side of her face. They
stood, their lips just brushed, and he neatly sobbed.

“I never stopped loving you, you bastard,” she whispered. “Nothing was the
same after, nothing.”

He stood and pulled her shaking body to stand with him. “I’ve hated myself
for seven years.”

He looked in her wide brown eyes and wondered what she thought, what she
felt, as she looked back. Slowly, slowly, he ran his fingers through her hair, the
red locks parting easily.

Their bodies brushed just barely along their entire lengths, and Morris nearly
gasped from the shock. He kissed her, on the lips, on the chin, on the neck.

As she leaned her head back, his lips brushed her neck and he whispered,
“I’d die before losing you again.”

“Shut up.”

They didn’t talk any more.

*k*k

“The White House, please,” Valerie said to the cab driver as she got in. She
slid over to the seat behind the driver, and Clark got in beside her.

Each of them had a small overnight bag, no real luggage. This wasn’t ex-
pected to be a long trip. After days of calling every contact they had in
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Washington, they’d finally managed to arrange a meeting—not with the Presi-
dent, but with his National Security Advisor. It was something.

They were lucky they’d taken an early flight. They were pulled off the plane
and thoroughly searched on their arrival at National Airport. Clark had re-
strained any anger; it was clear the airport personnel had no choice in the
matter. They rode silently in the cab. They had already talked about their strate-
gy at length, and Valerie was still angry about the search.

Twenty minutes later they showed their identification at the gate of the
White House.

It was immediately obvious something was painfully wrong. After the first
secret service agent examined their identification, he said, “Please wait here,”
and went to a telephone. Five minute later two more agents appeared, in plain-
clothes.

“Come this way, please,” one said, his tone brooking no argument.

The agent led them to a small room, not in the White House, but in the small
guard building near it.

“This is just a formality, ma’am,” said one of the agents, “but we have to en-
sure you have no weapons on you before you enter the building. Please hold
your arms out to your side.”

The other agent said something similar to Clark on the other side of the
room. Valerie raised her arms at her side. She’d been in the West Wing half a
dozen times, and nearly always followed the same routines. This was new.

The agent ran a wand over her, which let out a piercing tone as it passed over
her shoes and her chest.

“I’ll have to ask you to get undressed, ma’am,” the agent said. Across the
room, she could see Clark’s face flushed with anger as he took his coat and
shoes off.

“Why are you doing this?” she said. “It’s not as if we haven’t been here be-
fore, more than once.”

“New procedure, ma’am. We have no way of guaranteeing your behavior, so
we have to be extra careful. Those are my orders. It’s nothing personal.”

His eyes were cold.

“Well, go find a female agent, then. I’'m not getting undressed in front of
you.”

“Ma’am, I’'m afraid no one else is available right now. You are welcome to
wait, but I don’t expect we’ll have a female agent around for several hours.
You'll likely miss your appointment.”
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She stared at him. He was lying, the son of a bitch. They were at an impasse.
She had to get into the building in order to meet with the national security advi-
sot. To do that, she had to submit to this humiliating examination. She sighed,
then started to take her clothes off. She could see Clark do the same thing, his
face twitching in rage.

Apparently even that wasn’t enough, as the agents poured out the contents
of her purse and Clark’s briefcase and went through them, one by one. For this,
they worked as a team, with one agent identifying the item in his hand and the
other writing it down in a notebook. Of course there was nothing to find.

Valerie got dressed again as they went through her purse, item by item, cata-
loguing her comb and compact, her lipstick and her wallet.

“Looks like about two hundred dollars in cash,” the agent said as he opened
the wallet.

“Cell phone, with a headset.”

“Handheld computer.”

It took forty-five minutes for them to complete their inventory. Clark looked
at his watch repeatedly. Finally, they were led into the West Wing. Both agents
flanked them as they met with a twenty-something-year-old intern.

“Hi, I’'m Matt Harris. Let me escort you to the national security advisot’s of-
fice. He has two more appointments lined up this morning, so I don’t know
how much time you will have. You’re quite late.”

Valerie wanted to smack the smug brat.

He led them down the hall, to a room Valerie recognized as being directly
next to the Oval Office. He gave a quick knock on the door and opened it just
enough to lean his head in and say something. A second later he stepped back
and the door opened wide as the familiar wizened features of Carl Metzenberg-
er came to the door. Valerie had never met him person, but she’d seen him on
television enough to recognize him easily. A gaunt man with thin wisps of
white hair, he looked far older than his actual fifty years. Metzenberger was an
academic, and had been the chair of the Middle Eastern studies department at
Princeton when the President appointed him to his current position.

“Congressman Clark? Ms. Murphy? Please come in. I’'m Carl Metzenberger,
National Security Advisor to the President.”

The followed him into the office, significantly smaller than the President’s
next door. The windows were the same bluish bulletproof glass, however, and
looked out toward streets that had been closed to the public for some years

now.
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“We’re short on time right now—1I’m meeting with the Ambassador of India
in twenty minutes—but we have time for a quick chat. Coffeer”

“No, thank you,” they said simultaneously.

Clark said, his tone sharp, “We’ve been here nearly an hour; we were strip-
searched by the Secret Service before coming into the building.”

Metzenberger chuckled a little. “Well, you know the Secret Service. They’re
there to protect the President, and they do take their jobs seriously. So tell me,
since time is short, what exactly is the purpose of this visit. Please have a seat.”

As he spoke, he pulled off his coat. Underneath, he wore a starched white
shirt and blue suspenders. He sat down behind his desk and listened as Clark
and Valerie sat across from him.

“We’re here to try to head off an impending war,” Clark said. “I’m sure you
know as well as I do that West Virginia is on the verge of declaring its indepen-
dence. This situation is a powder keg. We believe, however, if the federal
government were to take some specific steps, we might be able to head off the
vote in the Senate and prevent them from passing the bill.”

Metzenberger leaned forward with his elbows on his desk, his fingers tented
and covering the lower half of his face.

“What sort of steps?” he asked.

“To start with, I would close the offices of the Department of Homeland
Security in the state. Announce reform of the Department. Drop the prosecu-
tion of Karen Greenfield. I would ask the President to appoint a special
counsel to investigate the death of Antoine Jackson, a Harpers Ferry police
officer who was killed in a bungled DHS raid, and find out who gave what oz-
ders when the Army shot a civilian in Charleston last month.”

Metzenberger leaned back.

“You are asking a tremendous amount for people who are threatening trea-
son.”

Valerie met Clark’s eyes. Not a good opening.

“Sit,” she said, “the issue isn’t treason at this point. This is a very popular is-
sue in West Virginia. The people there feel as if they have lost all of their civil
rights. They clearly identify the culprit: the Department of Homeland Security.
It’s not just in West Virginia; the entire country is suffering. The agency is out
of control, sir. What Representative Clark is telling you is that with only a few
minor steps, you might be able to prevent a war. That’s not asking too much.”

Metzenberger shook his head, the smile leaving his face. “Look, you and 1
both know there will be no war. The West Virginia National Guard has no
combat power. They have no fuel. They have no ammunition. If we roll the
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Army in there it will be over in a day or two. How dare you sit here and threat-
en armed conflict if we don’t give in to your demands? I ought to have both of
you arrested for treason right now.”

“We’re not threatening anything, Mr. Metzenberger. This is what the situation
is, whether you or like it or not. It’s well known that I opposed the referendum
in West Virginia. But it passed, and overwhelmingly. If you take seriously any
of the tenets of our nation, that has to shake you to the bone.”

Metzenberger shrugged. “People do stupid things,” he said. “Why should
West Virginia be any different than the rest of the world?”

“Sit,” Clark said. ““You must consider the possible consequences here.”

“I’ll tell you what,” Metzenberger said. “I’ll talk to the President about this if
you promise to deliver up for me the ringleaders of this so-called rebellion so
we can put them on trial. I want your governor, and that renegade National
Guard Commander Murphy—ryou’re not related to him, are you?”

“He’s my father,” she answered.

“Oh, wonderful. You have those two and that trigger-happy Captain Green-
field turned over to federal authorities, and we’ll consider conducting an
internal investigation of the DHS.”

“Let me guess,” Clark replied. “Then the report of the investigation will be
labeled as classified, and it will be locked up and never acted upon. See, we in-
vestigated. There’s no problem. Is that it?”

“Mr. Clark, surely you are not suggesting the DHS can’t investigate itself
with integrity.”

“Of course it can’t,” Clark cried. “No government agency can.”

Metzenberger shook his head. “Then there is nothing more to say. I'd escort
you out, but I have another appointment.”

He stood. The appointment was over. The two secret service agents under-
lined his effective order to get out.

Valerie almost cried out in frustration. “Sir,” she tried one last time. “You
have to at least consider some of this. People are going to die.”

He looked her in the eyes. “No,” he said. “I don’t. Have a nice afternoon.”

He turned and walked toward the Oval Office. Clark and Valerie were led
from the building, defeated.

“I don’t understand,” she said as they walked away from the White House.
“Why won'’t they talk to us?”

Clark didn’t answer for a moment, then said, “They’re being tough, I guess.
Can’t give in to terrorists or something. Easier than trying to actually solve the
problem. Goddamn stubborn bastards.”
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“Do you really think that’s it?”

He glanced over at her. “Yes, unfortunately I do. The President is posturing
for the cameras and showing how determined a leader he is.”

“I’'m worried about my Dad, AL”

“I’'m wortied about all of us, Valerie.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
DECEMBER 24

he old M1A1 Abrams tank, painted in a black-and-green camouflage pat-

tern, sat in a dug-in position surrounded by trees and covered by extensive
camouflage netting, which had been further covered with snow the night be-
fore. Karen didn’t know if it would be enough to fool a satellite, but thete was
little they could do at this point. From the position, she had an unobstructed
view of the highway and the bridge across the Shenandoah, the wooded hills of
the Harpers Ferry National Historic Park rising beyond. Any attack into her
sector would come from one of two places: here, on U.S. 340, or the Charles-
town Pike Bridge on Route 9 from Loudon County, Virginia. Crews were
prepared to blow both bridges at the opening of hostilities, but her main con-
cern was here: Route 340 was a large divided highway, the river crossing shallow
enough for tanks and armored vehicles to make it across the rapids, which Ser-
geant Catlett told her were called the “staircase.”

Her crew was inside the tank, staying warm. She sat nearby at a picnic table,
with the platoon leaders and platoon sergeants of her company, going over the
defense plans again. She held a plastic travel cup filled with steaming instant
coffee. She hated the bitter-tasting stuff in the combat rations, but it tasted bet-
ter than nothing at all, at least when mixed with chocolate.

“All right. I talked to Major Elkins. We’re authorized to let the company go at
50 percent strength for today and tomorrow. I’d like each of you to let half
your platoon go for the remainder of today and overnight. They need to be
back in position by 0500, because that’s when the rest will go.”

All three platoon leaders grinned. Morale was a huge problem, and sending
folks home for Christmas would help a lot. It was tough to be away from home
for Christmas when you could literally see home at the bottom of the hill. She
just hoped they would all come back; there were no guarantees at this point.

“Guidelines are, we keep fully operable crews so that if we are attacked we
can mass at least fifty percent of our combat power. And make sure the men
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know not to discuss our defense plans. First Sergeant, can you make arrange-
ments for the supply truck to take the men to their homes and pick them up?”

Schumaker responded. “Yes, ma’am.”

“All right, that’s all I’'ve got. Any questions?”

They had none. She stood up and stretched, then fished in the pocket of her
field jacket. “Lieutenant Britton, you want to flip a coin for which crew will go
first, yours or mine?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Here we go,” she said, squinting at a dollar. She flipped it.

“Tails,” he said.

The coin landed, backside up.

“Your choice. You want your crew to take Christmas day? I’ll send mine to-
day.”

“That sounds very nice, ma’am.” He had a big grin on his face. Britton had
recently married, and had a little girl at home, six months old. Tough to be away
from home on your kid’s first Christmas.

She turned back toward her tank, only to see Sergeant Bowen, her gunner,
climbing out. His expression was grim.

“Captain, we’ve been listening to the news in here. The Senate just voted for
the independence bill. It passed.”

Lieutenant Britton frowned. “Should we cancel sending folks home, ma’am?”

“No,” she murmured, her voice low. “Let them go, it'll take a few days before
the governor signs it and it’s official. Let the guys see their families while they
have the chance.”

She climbed onto the turret of her tank, sat down between the main gun and
the grenade launchers on the right side, and looked down at the valley. Spread
out below, Harpers Ferry looked peaceful, covered in snow. There, far down
below, was the bridge the enemy would cross, possibly in just a few days.

She crossed her arms over her chest and leaned forward, huddling against the
cold. She felt a biting pain in her cheeks, and realized tears were freezing on her
face. She brushed them away. Time to get inside the tank and warm up.

*k*k

As Karen’s men prepared for their brief Christmas visits home, planning
proceeded in Murphy’s still busy headquarters in Charleston. Murphy was
standing at the urinal when his phone rang, its irritating tone echoing off the
bare walls of the bathroom.
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“Dammit.” He quickly zipped up as the phone rang again.

He finally flipped open the phone and answered, his voice echoing off the
walls. “Hello?”  “Ken? It’s Tom.”

A smile broke out on Murphy’s face, and his voice echoed in the bathroom.
“Tom, it’s good to hear from you. How are your”

As he spoke he walked out of the bathroom and toward the front of the
building, He’d get some air while he was on the phone.

“I'd congratulate you on your promotion, General, but under the circums-
tances I don’t know if I should.”

Murphy sighed as he reached the door and pushed it open. Tommy’s tone
was cold, tightly controlled anger. An icy cold wind hit him, bracing him. The
light outside was grey, as was the sky, a cold, grim day. Icy wind blew up from
the Kanahwa River, stinging his hands and cheeks.

“Tom, I don’t know that it’s anything to be proud of. I ended up in the slot
for a lot of reasons, but mostly out of a process of elimination.”

“Ken, I don’t understand. Why? Why is all this necessary? Did you hear the
President’s speech this morning?”

“I did.”

“You heard what he said about the West Virginia National Guard? That as of
next Monday you are stripped of your commission in the Armed Forces if you
are still serving in West Virginia? They are going to charge you with treason if
you don’t walk away.”

Murphy closed his eyes. “Tom, I don’t expect you to understand. We tried to
talk about it when I was in Atlanta, and you didn’t see it then, either. It’s not
about me. It’s about the future of our country. I don’t want to fight a war, but I
won’t stand by while the President and his cronies trample everything we’ve
spent our lives fighting for.”

As he spoke, Murphy stared at the ground and wondered if that was what it
was really about. Was he just kidding himself?

He heard Tom exhale at the other end. “Look, Ken, I’'m sorry. I didn’t call
you to get in an argument—I just wanted to see how you’re making out, you
know... since Kenny passed away.”

Murphy gave a helpless shrug, almost as if his brother could see him.
“Tommy, I don’t know. I... just keep going. Ever since Martha died, that’s all I
can do. Just keep going, one step forward. You know, I think I finally said
goodbye to her, too, there at Kenny’s funeral. I just feel... empty, now. It’s fun-
ny—those last few weeks, he was doing so much better. I guess I thought we
were going to have more time.”
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“Why don’t you come home, Ken?” Tommy said, his voice almost pleading.
“Just resign—half the officers there have already quit. The politicians are crazy
if they think you can win this thing, You can come home, maybe bring Valerie
with you, and have your family here. Mom and Dad are worried sick.”

“I can’t. I can’t walk away from my responsibilities here, Tom.”

“You know the President has called up 50,000 reservists, Ken. And my bri-
gade has been alerted; we’re loading our choppers with ammo. It’s going to be a
war.”

“I love you, little brother, but I can’t be turned aside from my course.”

“What will you do, Ken? When my brigade rains death and destruction on
you and your people. What are we going to do?”

“We just keep going, Tom. Maybe you should come here. I could use a good
brigade commander.”

“I would never betray my country, Ken.”

“Neither would I, Tommy. The country we grew up with is gone. You're just
like the guys in the Wermacht eighty years ago, defending the fatherland when
the real enemy was behind them, giving the orders.”

“Ken, I've admired you my whole life. But this... I just can’t acceptit. It’s not
just your life you are throwing away. A hell of a lot of completely innocent
people will die because of your ideological spin on things. You and your militia
pals out there are starting a civil war.”

“That’s where youre wrong, Tom. There’s been a long running democratic
process that made this happen. It’s not me and my cronies. It’s the will of the
people. And they are right, Tom. They are right.”

“I can’t stand by while you betray everything our family stood for.”

“I didn’t ask you to.”

“I love you, Ken. But I don’t know if we can be brothers anymore.”

Murphy’s face contorted, and tears formed in his eyes. “You said that when
you were eight years old and I punched you.”

Tom sighed. “Yeah, but I meant it back then. Maybe we’ll see each other
when it’s over.”

“Yeah. Maybe.”

“Goodbye, Ken.”

“Goodbye, Tom.”

Murphy closed the phone with his numb fingers and pushed it back onto his
belt. He was freezing, but not ready to go back inside. For now, he’d stay out in
the cold.
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Mike Morris looked down at his hands—and his own wedding ring—then
back up at the altar. The ring. He sighed. It was way too late to be thinking of
how much he’d screwed up his own marriage. He took the ring off and slipped
it into his pocket.

This was one more thing to worry about. Sergeants Kevin Miller and Kath-
leen O’Donnell had shown up at his door this morning, hand in hand, and
announced their intention to marry before deploying. Everyone knew they’d
been living together for some time, but this was a shock. Married couples didn’t
deploy to war zones in the same infantry unit. Ever. But there was no time to
replace a key platoon sergeant. That meant Kevin Miller’s two sons from his
first marriage would be left behind with one set of grandparents. Not an ideal
situation.

After a lot of rearranging, the base chapel had been cleared, and two pre-
cious hours carved out of the deployment schedule for the entire company to
witness the nuptials.

Not that Mortris had much to do with it; he was still in limbo. He wasn’t re-
lieved of command, but his XO was acting as company commander. All the
same, he’'d packed his gear and prepared for deployment like the rest. Maybe
he’d spend the time sitting in the back of a truck at battalion headquarters.
Who knew?

Alicia still hadn’t let him talk to Savannah. The hell of it was, he could under-
stand her anger. He’'d put her through hell, dragging her all over the country,
deployment after deployment, literally years away from home. But he’d never
forgive her for cutting him off from Savannah. Never.

“I do,” said Sergeant Kevin Miller, standing at the altar in his elegant dress
blue uniform. The scar on his forehead, normally not prominent, stood out in
high relief. Kathleen O’Donnell, by contrast, looked completely relaxed. Un-
usually out of uniform, she wore a plain white wedding dress and a beaming
smile. The chaplain turned to her and spoke.

Morris’s attention was interrupted by Lieutenant Colonel Barksdale, who
stood at the end of the aisle.

“Captain Mortis, I need to speak to you. It’s urgent.”

Right in the middle of the wedding? What could be that important?

“Yes, sir,” Morris whispered. He slid out of the pew.

Behind him, he heard the chaplain say the last words. “You may kiss the
bride.”
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Mortis glanced up at the smiling couple and his mind turned to Karen. Not
likely they’d ever have a scene like this. A roar rose around him as his entire
company stood up, clapping and cheering, The families of the couple were a
little more reserved, with the knowledge that they were deploying into a proba-
bly combat zone almost immediately.

Morris followed Barksdale to the entrance area. A cold draft blew in the gap
between the heavy oak doors.

Barksdale spoke quietly. “You're ready for the deploymentr”

“Yes, sit.”

“All right, you are back in command. Court-martials be damned, I need an
experienced officer in that slot.”

“Yes, sit.”

“Look, Mortis. The President has ordered an immediate offensive. The mo-
ment the governor of West Virginia signs that bill is our jumping point. They
don’t care whether all the assets are in place or not; I guess they figure the Na-
tional Guard won’t put up much of a fight.”

“You sound like you don’t agree, sir.”’

“I don’t. That’s pretty much what they said before Bull Run, too. We’ll still be
fighting Americans.”

Barksdale turned away, and Morris said, “Sir, I have to say thank you. I ap-
preciate your confidence.”

Barksdale stopped and frowned. “I didn’t do it for you, Morris. Whatever my
personal feelings for you, you are a capable commander and you think clearly
under stress. That may be critical for the survival of your men. For all I care,
the minute we get back, they can cart you off and court-martial you.”

Morris did not reply, and Barksdale relented. “Maybe this is a chance to show
your true colors. I could be wrong, Captain. I hope so. I heard what you said at
your hearing. For what it’s worth, you did the right thing.”

Barksdale walked away, and Morris turned his attention back to the cheering
crowd. The newly married couple made their way down the aisle as raucous
troops on either side clapped and shouted. Something else to take care of; he
couldn’t have a married couple deploying to a war-zone together.

No time; they were jumping off tonight. As soon as the wedding was over,
his company had been ordered to gather, in combat gear, at the battalion head-
quarters, ready to deploy. The wedding was only allowed to proceed when the
base chaplain interceded with the Division Commander. After the wedding,
Mike would go straight to the company and change there.
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Mortis slipped outside behind Miller and O’Donnell. Miller had two sons
from his first marriage, already outside with the grandparents. Morris watched
as they hugged the two crying boys, who knew their parents were going away
again and not on a honeymoon as planned. The remainder of the company
followed, their cheering becoming mute as they saw the crying boys.

An older man with white hair approached. He wore a pin Mortis recognized:
a miniature Southwest Asia Service ribbon from the first Gulf War in 1991.

“Are you Captain Morrisr”

“Yes, sit.”

“I'm Frank O’Donnell. Kathleen is my daughter.”

“Yes, sir. You should be very proud of her, sir.”

O’Donnell nodded. “I am. We’re taking the kids home with us. I just came to
ask you... Take care of them, please. Those boys need their patents. Take care
of my little girl.”

“I’ll do my best, sir. I promise.”

“Well, that’s all I can ask.”

The boys—both still crying—were put into the back of a car by their par-
ents, and a hush fell over the infantrymen who had been cheering before.
O’Donnell’s father walked away from Morris, hugged his daughter, and shook
hands with Sergeant Miller.

In the sudden quiet, Mortis heard the wind whip through the power lines
above their heads. He looked at his company, mostly men, and a few women
gathered around, most of them embracing their wives and children. All of
them saying goodbye to someone, something.

Mortis had already said his goodbyes, in Harpers Ferry yesterday.

God damn politicians and their wars. That’s the way it always was—some
politician somewhere wanted something, and it was the infantry and their fami-
lies who suffered and died to make it happen.

“All right,” the first sergeant grumbled. “Vacation is over, folks. I want eve-
ryone back at the company in one hour, locked and loaded.”

The gathering on the front steps of the chapel broke up and the men and
women of the company hurried home with their families, to change out of
their dress uniforms and back into combat gear.

They were going to war.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
JANUARY 1

<< Hello, America, and happy New Year. This is Bill Warner with Washington

Talk. Today we have with us West Virginia Secretary of State Albert Clark,

and Vice President Robert Hamilton of California. We’ll discuss the news on

everyone’s mind: West Virginia’s Declaration of Independence, signed by Gov-

ernor Frank Slagter this morning, We'll ask these gentlemen their views on

these important events, and give you, the listener, the chance to call in your
questions.”

“Commercial,” someone shouted. “180 seconds.”

Vice President Hamilton, a tall and gaunt man, turned to their host, ignoring
Clark.

“How’s the family, Bill? Still getting along okay?”

“Oh, they’re fine, sir. Dee just started college this year, believe it or not.”

“Really. Well, that’s wonderful. You know mine flew the coop some years
ago. It’s a difficult time. How is your wife taking it? Does she work?”

“Yes, sir, she’s a neurology professor over at Georgetown Medical School.”

“Thirty seconds.”

Clark frowned. Hamilton still looked everywhere possible other than him.
This could be interesting, The Vice President was nervous about something,
but what?

“Ten seconds.”

The studio went silent as the lights came up, and Warner spoke on queue.

“Hello, America. This is Bill Warner with Washington Talk. With me are two
men on opposite sides of one of the key issues facing America today. On my
right, Vice President Robert Hamilton will speak for the White House’s posi-
tion. On my left, Secretary of State Albert Clark of West Virginia. Mr. Clark is a
former U.S. Congressman and is leading negotiations on behalf of West Virgin-
ia. The first key question: this morning, Governor Frank Slagter signed a bill,
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passed by the West Virginia legislature, declaring its independence from the
United States. For the first time since 1861 a state is attempting to secede from
the United States. Reactions? Mr. Vice President?”

“Well, Bill, I’ll be brief. The action is illegal, and dangerous. It will put the
lives of thousands of people at risk, all to placate the ambitions of a few men
like Governor Slagter and Mr. Clark here. It is treason, and the United States
will treat it as such.”

“Mr. Clark.”

“Mr. Vice President, one thing is clear: the people of the State of West Vir-
ginia voted overwhelmingly for this measure in a statewide ballot. The people
heavily campaigned their representatives to vote for it in the legislature. I was
personally opposed to the measure, spoke out against it and voted against it,
but there is a time to line up behind the will of the people, and this is that time.
You can’t characterize this as being the ambitions of one or two men: this is in
clear reaction to the repeated use of excessive force and violations of civil li-
berties in our state. Key point here, Bill: we’re at the brink of a civil war. We
need to step back the rhetoric, and especially step back the mobilization of mil-
itary forces, before it goes too far. It’s not too late to stop this thing from
becoming an open conlflict, but only the President has the power to stop that.”

“Thank you, Mr. Clark. Next question: West Virginia activated its National
Guard some weeks ago, and about a week ago the President ordered the mobi-
lization of some hundred thousand troops in the United States. The impression
of most of America is that we are hurtling towards a war. The question is: how
do we prevent it? Mr. Vice President.”

“Bill, the only way to prevent it is for the West Virginians to back off this
dangerous path. One-hundred and fifty years ago President Abraham Lincoln
established one undying principal that this country has stood by: the Union is
indivisible, and the parts may not come and go as they will. No one wants this
to come to a war, least of all the President. But the President must do his part
to preserve our unique union.”

“Mzr. Clark.”

Clark looked straight at the camera as he spoke. “Now;, Bill, in most situa-
tions, you want to sit down and talk first, before you start shooting at people.
Let me be clear. The United States government has refused to talk, has refused
to negotiate, has refused to sit down and even meet with us. The President
could stop this right now if he would merely appoint a negotiating team to sit
down, meet with our people and work out our differences. Instead, the Presi-
dent has sent a very clear message that there will be no negotiations, and if we
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don’t do what they tell us they’ll send five divisions of tanks in to force us. We
must establish a basis for negotiation.”

“We’ll be right back after this commercial break. This is Bill Warner with
Washington Talk.”

“Sixty seconds.”

*kk

Across the studio, Valerie Murphy listened with one ear as she worked on her
pocket computer, still trying to arrange meetings at any level with the U.S. gov-
ernment. As she worked, she glanced up and froze. Three men in matching
black suits approached her. All three had earpieces with wires trailing into their
coats, and dark sunglasses hid their eyes.

“Valerie Murphy?”

“Yes.”

“I'm agent Lukeman of the Department of Homeland Security. You are un-
der arrest. Please set the computer down on the table and stand up.”

She set the computer down, slowly, and then stood as instructed.

“What is this about? Why am I being arrested? Do you have a warrant?”

One of the men approached her and said, “Please raise your arms in the air,
right now.”

She did, and the man thoroughly patted her down for weapons. A moment
later, he twisted her arms behind her and handcuffed her wrists, too tightly. She
cried out in pain.

“Relax your arms a little, it won’t hurt so much,” he said.

She did, and it did help a little.

The other agent quickly catalogued her purse, and placed her pocket com-
puter in a small protective case.

“Let’s go.”

The agents forced her to walk out of the studio and on to a waiting elevator.
She stumbled getting into the elevator and the agents simply lifted her up be-
tween them and carried her the next several steps.

“It would be best if you cooperated,” the agent on her left said in a menacing
tone.

“I tripped, you ass.”

The agent on her right snickered.
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As they exited the building, she was overwhelmed by the sudden shouting
and noise. Fifty, possibly a hundred reporters crowded around the exit, filming,
shouting questions.

She shut them out of her mind as the agents barged their way through the
crowd, shoving reporters out of the way.

Someone shoved a camera in her face and the flash went off, leaving bright
spots in her eyes. A woman screamed, “Valerie, are you being arrested for trea-
son?” Valerie flushed.

The agents pushed her into the back seat of an unmarked car. With her
hands cuffed behind het, she had to lean forward, unable to sit back all the way.
Her skirt rode up to her thighs as she sat, and she couldn’t fix it. Tears of fru-
stration flooded her eyes.

The cameras continued to flash as the reporters shouted questions at her. An
agent slammed the door of the car, then gotinto the driver’s seat, but they con-
tinued to sit, even as the reporters on the street filmed her and shouted
questions.

“What, did you guys call the press in advance? You don’t have any grounds
for charges, so you’ll just publicly brand us, is that it?”

“Shut up.” The order was delivered in a deadly tone.

A few minutes later the reporters moved, en masse, back to the door.
Seconds later Clark appeared, flanked by two agents who pushed the reporters
back. He held his head high, but he, too, was handcuffed.

They shoved him into the car in front of her, none too gently. Seconds later

both cars sped away.
*kk

Captain Greenfield keyed the switch on the side of her helmet. “Block the
road. No one comes through unless they have a West Virginia driver’s license or
can substantiate residence or family here. Pull the tank right into the middle of
the road.”

She watched as the tank below drove forward, into the traffic lanes of U.S.
340. Traffic immediately came to a halt as the turret swung toward the other
side of the river. One car, a small BMW, backed up until it hit the guardrail with
a screech she could hear all the way up here, half a mile a way on the heights. A
Ford pickup truck with a tripod-mounted machine gun pulled into position
next to the tank.
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Two infantrymen, rifles slung over their shoulders, walked toward the incom-
ing cars and began talking to the drivers. A third stood guard at the machine
gun. Good. Everything looked calm.

With her right hand she reached back down into the turret and switched the
radio to the battalion network.

“Cornstalk Six, this is Bravo Six, over.”

“This is Cornstalk Six, over.” Major Vince Elkins.

“Cornstalk Six, Objective Green is secure, over.”

“Roger, Bravo Six. I understand Objective Green is secure. Cornstalk Six
out.”

“How you doing, guys?” she asked the other crewmembers over the inter-
com.

The others answered quietly, the mood somber. All across the state right
now, local forces moved to block bridges and tunnels, roads leading in or out of
the state. Before the day was over, many of those bridges would be blown, re-
ducing the lines of attack ground forces could take into the state. They had
gone from taking abstract political steps to taking very concrete, military steps.

Karen wondered how many of them would survive the coming week.

*kk
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“Come in, General, come in.”

As usual, Frank Slagter’s tone was jovial, friendly, despite the deadly serious-
ness of this visit.

“Thank you, Governor.”

Slagter led Murphy into the office, and as before, they sat at the table over-
looking the decimated site of the federal building.

“What can I do for you, General? My secretary said you needed to see me
right away.”

“I’'m here about two things, sir. The first one is a question. How are things
on the diplomatic front?”

Slagter frowned. “Not so good, General. Secretary Clark—and your daugh-
ter—were in Washington this morning, and no one has heard from them since.
The news is reporting they’ve been arrested.”

“Arrested? For what?”

“I couldn’t guess,” Slagter said.

Dear God. He never would have imagined Valerie would be in danger. Of
course, she’d be safer in the DC lockup than here in Charleston.

“You said you came for two things, General.”

“Yes, sit. I've ordered an evacuation of all the government agencies and
buildings, and apparently no one has complied. I came to speak to you about t,
because you are in a position to enforce it.”

“Whatever for, General?”

“Governor, it is very likely most of the government buildings won’t be stand-
ing in forty-eight hours—including this one.”

“General, surely it’s not likely to go so far.”

“But it will, sir. Unless you come up with a diplomatic solution. If this thing
comes to open armed conflict, one of the first things they will do is bomb
every government facility, every power plant, every bridge in the state.”

Slagter shook his head. “General, I just can’t believe the President would au-
thorize such things.”

“Sit, why did you appoint me?”

“Why, because you had more combat experience than the other officers.”

“That’s right. ’'m your military advisor. And I am telling you, they will follow
standard operating procedures and bomb the crap out of this place as soon as
they realize we’re putting up serious resistance.”

“All right, General. I’ll order the evacuation. I do hope you are wrong.”

“So do 1, sir. I've told you before—when this comes to wat, we cannot win.
Depending on the weather and a lot of other things I can probably hold the
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state two or three days, but no longer. You’ve got to find a political solution,
sir.”’
Slagter nodded, and Murphy had the feeling there was no political solution in

sight.

*k*k

The sun was almost setting as the column came to a halt on U.S. 340, halfway
between Frederick, Maryland and Harpers Ferry, West Virginia. Morris, a little
unsteady on his feet after the long drive in the HUMMWYV, stepped out and
was immediately hit by a blast of cold air.

He marched up the column, where he met the other company commanders
and Lieutenanant Colonel Barksdale. The officers stood huddled in their field
jackets as icy wind blew at them.

“It’s cold as a witch’s teat out here,” Barksdale said without preamble. “Have
the men put out the tents and heaters; I want everyone well rested when we
jump off. Your supply sergeants can work with Headquarters Company to
break the tents down in the morning after the combat elements jump off. Meet
me in the command track in fifteen minutes, and we’ll brief the attack.”

Morris returned to his company and gave the necessary orders. The men we-
ren’t happy about putting up tents in the freezing cold and dark, but they’d be
even less happy about sleeping out in it.

He quickly returned to the command tracks. Three armored vehicles, Viet-
nam-era M-113’, had been lined up side by side, with tent extensions stretched
out to form a relatively sizeable briefing area. The whole setup could be rolled
out in ten minutes, and put back in motion again in five. It was already warming
up inside when Morris entered the tent.

Captain Delveccio, the Delta Company commander, was already there when
Morris entered. He was chewing gum, a smug look on his face.

“Hey, Mortis, isn’t your girlfriend in 2-432 Armor?”

“My what?”” His heart suddenly pounded.

“You know;, the redhead in Newsweek? West Virginia National Guard lady? I
wish I had a copy of the article. I swear she was in 2-432 armor.”

“She is; she’s a company commander.”

Delveccio pointed at the mapboard. “Take a look, Morris. Fucking-A.”

Colonel Barksdale spoke in a commanding tone. “Captain Delveccio.”

Delveccio straightened. “Yes, sit.”

“Do me a favor and shut up, Captain.”
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“Yes, sit.”

Barksdale approached Mortis, who stood over the map table. There it was, as
he had fully expected. The map showed three companies of tanks and infantry
in positions near Harpers Ferry and Charles Town, from 2-432 Armor. The
map didn’t indicate which company held each location, but Morris knew she
was there. She was there, all right.

Barksdale spoke, his tone low. “Is this going to be a problem, Morris?”

“No, sir. I've got a job to do. So does she.”

“Pretty sad wortld, isn’t it?”

“It can be, sir.”

By this time all of the officers were present. Barksdale said, “All right, every-
one gather around the map board. I'll make this short; y’all are already familiar
with the operations order, just a couple of minor changes. We’re approaching
from the east and south, right here. My understanding is that all of the bridges
have been dropped except for this one at U.S. 340. The scouts will approach the
bridge first with a sapper team and attempt to disable any explosives. In the
event the bridge is taken out, engineers will place pontoon bridges just to the
west right here, at the top of the rapids. This is the shallowest point, so even if
we drop a tank or Bradley into the water, it should be able to get out: it’s only
about 18 inches deep there. Everybody got it?”

The officers nodded.

“Now, the bad news. We're expecting a really bad storm, with as much as
twelve inches of snow. The Maryland Department of Transportation has extra
plows and salt trucks deployed to ensure this highway stays open, but you can
bet that there won’t be any civilian plows out in Harpers Ferry tomorrow morn-
ing. Make sure your men are prepared for an ugly fight in the snow.”

Delveccio, the pugnacious captain from Delta Company, squinted and said,
“What about air support? Will we have any if the weather is that bad?”

“Probably not. However, the area will be thoroughly prepped with artillery.
The first fire mission is scheduled for oh-three-hundred, just as we cross the
line of departure.”

Morris nodded. It would still be dark when they crossed the river.

“Any more questions?”

“Sir, if we don’t have air support, why are we going now? Why not wait until
it clears?”

Barksdale looked at them all, his eyes jumping from one officer to the next.
“Because that is what the Commander-in-Chief wants, understand? Those are
our orders, gentlemen. We’re going into combat against the most formidable
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opponent this unit has faced in many years. This is no third world army you are
tighting; these folks trained in the same places you did, served in the same plac-
es you did, and at least some of them are combat veterans. I expect all of you
to take good care of your men, and be careful. Be very careful. Dismissed.”

Slowly, the officers trailed out and back to their companies. One way or
another, it would begin tomorrow.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
JANUARY 2

I <aren leaned against the side of the turret, her helmet providing some meas-

ure of cushion against the hard steel. The hatches were closed, but still her
breath appeared before her in crystals. It couldn’t be any more than forty de-
grees inside the tank. Which meant it was a hell of a lot colder outside.

She looked at her watch: 0245. They should get the word to move any time.
Her company had occupied the same position for a week, making a nice fat
target for satellite photos and reconnaissance planes. The plan was to move to
their alternate positions as soon as it looked like the enemy was on the way.

A loud squeal in her ear signaled an incoming radio transmission.

“Bravo Six, this is Cornstalk Six, over.”

She switched her transmitter to the battalion net and keyed her helmet for-
ward to the radio position.

“This is Bravo Six, ovet.”

“Intel reports movement of enemy forces west on U.S. 340. You will occupy
your alternate positions immediately and prepare for enemy assault, over.”

“Roger, Cornstalk Six.”

“Cornstalk Six out.”

Well, she thought. This is it. No turning back from here. Keying to the company
net, she spoke.

“All six elements, this is Bravo Six, over.”

Her platoon leaders quickly reported in. She relayed the order to move. No
need to give detailed instructions; they’d rehearsed this maneuver four times in
the last week, each time in full darkness. The ten tanks and five infantry fighting
vehicles, plus the various support elements including maintenance, medics and
fire support, all started their engines at once.

Immediately afterward she said, “Hey, Crump. Can you turn on the heater?
It’s freaking cold in here.”
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She opened her hatch and a pile of snow fell in around her; then she stood
up, her head and upper body outside in the cold. Even with the night vision
goggles, visibility was poor.

One by one, the tanks and Bradleys backed out of their positions and drove
up the fire road to the new spots they would be occupying, a quarter mile away
and closer to the river. She counted them as they passed: two platoons of four
tanks, one platoon of infantry, her XO Lieutenant Britton, then the fire support
track and the medics.

As she watched, Major Elkins called over the battalion net again.

“All six elements, this is Cornstalk Six. Intel report: the artillery units to the
south are at a high level of activity, over. Prepare for incoming any minute.
Cornstalk Six out.”

God damn it. Most of her company was still in transit, some still at the original
position. She could hear the tracks clatter against the pavement, and knew the
attackers across the river must be able to hear it as well.

Where was battalion getting the information anyway? The latest intel placed
the enemy artillery down in Loudon County, across the river. They must have a
spy, maybe a local resident calling in reports. She tapped her fingers on the edge
of the hatch, waiting as the last vehicles crossed the line of departure.

“Okay, Crump,” she called to her driver over the intercom. “Let’s move out.
Back up slowly please. Now pivot right. Good. Do you see the track ahead of
you? Good, follow him.”

A piercing shriek tore the sky overhead and she screamed. “Incoming!”

She dropped down into her hatch and pulled it closed.

A massive explosion two hundred yards to their rear threw rocks and snow
across the landscape, followed by another. Seconds later she heard her executive
officer, Lieutenant Britton, reporting to the battalion they were taking incoming
artillery.

The next hit was close enough to shake the sixty-ton tank, and pepper it with
shrapnel. It sounded like rocks inside a tin can.

“Six elements,” she called over the company net. “Sitrep, please. Everyone
intact?”

Her platoon leaders called back in. No one hit, so far. As the reports came in,
she heard someone whisper. What the hell was that? The voice was hurried,
almost a chant or a prayer. She looked around, frantically. Private Haggett, her
new loader, sat with his back to the wall of the turret, his mouth steadily mov-
ing. Three months ago Haggett had been washing dishes at Sally’s Diner. These
kids were not prepared for this.
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“Haggett,” she said.

His eyes shifted to her. “Yes, ma’am?”
“Can you unkey your mike while you pray?”
He swallowed and nodded. “Sorry, ma’am.”

*k*k

Less than a mile away, Morris stared at the ridge across from him, and at the
still untouched bridge into the town of Harpers Ferry. Looking at his watch, he
frowned. The artillery ripped the ridge up, the big rounds crashing into the
mountain with huge explosions that echoed off the ridgeline behind them. He
hoped to God the civilians had been evacuated from the area. Even as he
watched, a house went up in flames.

“Alpha Six, this is Arrow Six, over.”

Morris keyed his microphone and responded to Barksdale.

“This is Alpha Six, over.”

“On order your company will attack across the bridge toward Bolivar
Heights. Once you reach the top of Bolivar heights, engage and destroy the
enemy encamped there. Your sector of fire is between phase lines Brown and
Hunt. Make sure your units don’t fire over that line; Alpha and Delta Teams will
be in echelon to your flanks. Do you copy, over?”

“Roger, Arrow Six. Do we have an estimate of force strength on the hill,
overr”

“At this point our best estimate is one M1A1 tank company, reinforced with
mortars and one platoon of infantry, over. We flew a drone over there a while
ago, but it crashed. The weather.”

What they had expected, he thought.

“Arrow Six, this is Alpha Six. Any air support?”

“We have no air support at this time, due to weather conditions. We’ll con-
tinue with the artillery until two minutes before you launch your attack.”

“Roger, Arrow Six.”

“Arrow Six, out.”

He pulled out his map and made some notations in it, then called over the
company radio net. “Alpha elements, this is Alpha Six. All six elements and pla-
toon sergeants report to my vehicle immediately. Alpha Six out.”

Climbing down out of the turret, he signaled to Corporal Porter, his radi-
oman. “Come on, Porter.”
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The two of them exited the back of the Bradley and stood on the ground.
Within a few minutes, the command group stood around him in a loose semi-
circle and they reviewed the plan one last time.

“This is it, folks. Things are about to get real ugly. Everything goes by the
plan for now, keep me informed as you advance.”

*kk

Karen’s gunner swept the turret back and forth across the area, scanning for
targets, and she asked herself for the hundredth time if she had made a huge
mistake. Maybe she should have just turned herself in. No. Too late for doubts.
For better or worse, she had a job to do now.

She clambered back into the cupola and looked around the position again
with her night vision goggles, mentally reviewing her company’s positions for
the hundredth time. Two tank platoons faced the main approaches across the
river, both platoons dug into recently excavated berms with additional cover
from nearby houses and shops rolling down the slope. Both platoons had clear
fields of view of the hill, however, and secondary positions were prepared. The
third platoon was dug in on Cavalier Heights, kept in reserve to support whi-
chever area was attacked in force. They should be able to get good defilade fire
on the enemy. Stretched out between the two tank platoons, occupying houses
and buildings with good interlocking fields of fire was the attached infantry
platoon, which had come down from Wheeling. Though an unknown, the in-
fantry platoon leader and sergeant were both experienced and knew their stuff.
She would have to hope for the best. Not far behind the reserve platoon, her
small mortar section’s personnel carrier sat ready to fire on anyone approaching
the hill. It wouldn’t do much good against tanks, but would be very effective
against the Bradleys parked across the river.

More on her mind were the twelve loaders and drivers in the company who
had enlisted in November and December. None of them had enough training
or experience, but the slots simply had to be filled. One of the new privates was
seventeen; he hadn’t even graduated high school. What the hell have we come to,
when we have children fighting our wars?

A call came in over the radio: the second platoon leader.

“Captain, this is White Six. We’ve got movement; they’re getting ready to
cross the bridge, over.”

“Roger, White Six,” she replied, lifting her night vision goggles to her eyes.
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Britton called the report to battalion headquarters. “Cornstalk Six, this is
Bravo Five. We have movement across the river at this time, break. Estimate
three companies of infantry teams, mixed mounted and foot. We can see about
a dozen tanks in three groups, over.”

“Roger, Bravo. Keep your people prepared to execute Clean Sweep on order,
or on your judgment. Cornstalk Six out.”

She grunted. Clean Sweep was the evacuation plan. The idea was to hurt
them, then get the hell away before they could hit back. Stop somewhere down
the road and hurt them again. She frowned as she watched the infantry batta-
lion below move to the bridge. The first two tanks were pulling out on the
bridge.

“All elements, this is the Captain. We are at weapons hold status at this time.
I don’t want anyone firing prematurely. We’re going to let most of the infantry
get about halfway up the hill before we do anything. We want them out in the
open. Acknowledge.”

After the platoon leaders acknowledged, she called her attached infantry pla-
toon leader. “Red Six, this is the Captain.”

“Red Six, over,” responded the infantry platoon leader.

“Take out the bridge, over.”

“Roger.”

She waited thirty seconds, and nothing happened. The tanks were halfway
across, and the explosives they’d planted must have been deactivated.

“Captain, this is Red Six. It looks like our explosives have been taken out.”

“All right, hit it with TOW missiles.”

Seconds later there was a bright flash and explosion. A moment later one of
the supports crashed, causing one side of the bridge to sag. One of the attack-
ing tanks, an M1A2 model considerably newer than hers, went down into the
river with a crash. The other tank was already across. It swung its turret wildly,
scanning for targets as it backed down the bank toward the river and a hide po-
sition.

Dropping into the turret, she put her eyes to the sight. “Gunner, sabot, mov-
ing tank.”

Her crew responded rapidly.

“Identified.”

“Up>

“Fire.”

The cannon fired, the blast pushing the cannon a foot back into the turret.
The shell casing flew out of the back and clattered to the floor, flooding the



350|Republic

turret with the smell of ammonia. The sabot round, shining bright green in her
sights, flew to the tank. She waited a second. It was still moving,

Her voice loud now, she called out, “Target, reengage.”

She saw a muzzle flash as the enemy tank fired.

“Identified.”

Haggett struggled with the heavy 120mm round. She reached across the tur-
ret and helped him shove it in the tube. A moment later, his face flushed, he
yelled, “Up,” and armed the cannon.

“Fire.”

The cannon bucked again, and she looked through the site and felt a rush of
elation as the turret exploded, showering fire and shrapnel across the river. A
moment later the elation was gone, washed away, as it hit her that she had just
killed eight Americans in those two tanks.

Seconds later the center section of the bridge collapsed into the river below.

The radio monitoring the battalion net spoke, her executive officer calling to
the higher-up, “Cornstalk Six, Bravo Five, over. The bridge is down. Two tanks
engaged and destroyed, over.”

She looked through the sights at the thermal images of the approaching in-
fantry. They were almost in the kill zone. Behind them, engineer vehicles were
moving pontoon bridges into place across the river. She gave the order to fire.

*kk

Murphy’s hands trembled as he took a sip from his coffee. Major Roth, his
operations officer, sat across the map table from him as they listened to the
reports come in from three battlefields.

In the north, at Harpers Ferry, infantry units from Fort Meade were attacking
their positions at U.S. 340 and Route 9. Additional fights were occurring on the
borders with Kentucky and Pennsylvania.

Murphy flipped open his phone and dialed.

A voice answered at the other end, “This is the governor’s office.”

“Please put the governor on the line. This is General Murphy.”

Murphy waited, impatiently. He looked at his watch. Almost 0300.

“This is Slagter.”

“Governor, this is General Murphy. We’re under attack at this time on three
fronts. The fighting has just started, so I don’t have any status for you yet.”

“Thanks, General. I'll be right down there.”
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*kk

Shifting position inside the Bradley fighting vehicle, Morris switched the ra-
dio back to the company net.

“Alpha elements, this is Alpha Six. On my mark, I want every vehicle to fire a
TOW missile at that hill, followed by chainguns. Those tanks must be sup-
pressed while we get across the river. Short count to follow. Five. Four. Three.
Two. One. Fire. Move out, move out! Get across the river. Alpha Six out.”

Ttwenty wire-guided missiles raced toward the summit of the hill as the
Bradleys lurched forward. Morris watched them go, knowing one of them
might well be aimed at Karen. Was she up there? What the hell were they
doing? It didn’t matter if she was on the hill or not. If not, she was somewhere
else nearby, defending against one of the other attacks. Like it or not, they were
both in this battle.

“Sergeant Harris, what you got?”” Mortis asked, watching the faint contrail of
the missile. A second later he was rewarded by half a dozen explosions on the
hill as the missiles found their marks.

“Sir, I can’t tell if we hit anything. The tanks backed down off the berm as
soon as we fired.”

“What exploded?”

“I don’t know, sit.”
*k*k

“Red, White, Blue, this is Bravo Six, give me a report, over,” Karen shouted
into the microphone as her tank moved into its secondaty position. Her voice
shook, but not as much as it had seconds ago when the missile slammed into
the front of their turret, throwing the tank back about three feet.

“Bravo Six, White Six, no damage, repeat, we are REDCON one!”

“Captain, this is Red Six. One-three is gone, break. Total loss, everyone’s
dead.”

She closed her eyes. Four people dead, at least.

“Blue Six?” she called. “Blue Six, this is the Captain, acknowledge, over.”

“Captain, this is Blue Four. My Six element is dead.”

“Roget, Blue Four. Take command of the platoon.”

“We got more incoming.”
*k*k
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SFC Kathleen O’Donnell cheered as she saw the tank explode at the top of
the hill. The air was peppered with the sound of heavy small arms fire, tank
cannons firing, and rockets flying over their heads. She could smell smoke,
black and heavy as it drifted across the battlefield.

“Come on.” She shouted at the column as they ran past a burning vehicle.
“We’re halfway there.”

“Blue Six, Blue Four,” she called to Lieutenant Wingham, her platoon leader.
“Checkpoint alpha, over.”

She checked her watch as she waited for a response. 0300. Christ, had it only
been ten minutes since they’d crossed the river?

A moment later she frowned. “Blue Six? Blue Four.”

She waited again. “Blue Six?”

Specialist Conner grimaced beside her as he squatted with the heavy radio on
his back in addition to his rucksack. “Sarger”

“Hold on, Conner,” she said, and held her hand toward him, palm up.

The headset came to life in her ear. “Sergeant O’Donnell? This is Sergeant
White. The LT is dead. We’re pinned down by a sniper, over. Son of a bitch
took out Ellers, too, and we got a couple more wounded, over.”

“Roger, White. Can you make out the location of the sniper, over.”

“He’s in that office building up the hill, on Washington Street. It’s the only
big building around, we’re out in the open.”

His voice was high-pitched, almost in a panic. She deliberately slowed down,
spoke in a calm tone.

“White, give me a description of the building, over.”

“It’s a five story, up the hill. It’s higher than anything else around here, over.”

“I see it. Wait one.”

“Switch me to the company net,” she yelled at Connors as she fumbled with
a map.

“Roger, here you go.” He handed her a microphone.

“Captain Morris, this is Sergeant O’Donnell, over.”

“Go ahead, Sergeant.”

“Alpha Six, my six element is dead, repeat my six element is dead. His section
is pinned down by a sniper. The sniper’s in a five-story office building, at the
intersection of Washington and Union Street. Can we get some fire to take the
building out, over?”

“Roger, Blue Six, we’ll get it. You hold on there.”
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As she dropped the handset, bullets slammed into a cat patked to their right
and they all dropped to the ground. The windshield shattered, spraying them
with fragments.

“Damn it!” she shouted. “Rudolph, Sheehan, get your machine gun team on
that building right now. We’ve got to give Alpha section some cover. Connors,
back to the platoon net, now.”

Half a second later she realized Connor was lying on his back in a pool of
blood. “Medic!” she screamed, lurching to him. A piece of flying glass had cut
his throat wide open and blood poured out into the street, staining the snow
black in the garish streetlight. Without hesitation, she covered his throat with
her gloved hands, the blood pouring out between her fingers, steam rising into
the freezing night.

“Sarge,” someone screamed. “McKinley’s dead!”

She closed her eyes. McKinley was their only medic. Connor didn’t have any
pulse, and there wasn’t a thing she could do about it.

She stared around her wildly, losing control. Goddammn sniper. Jesus Christ, five
people down in two minutes.

“Sarge, the machine guns are set!”

“Let ‘em go! Kill that motherfucker!”

She lifted her hands from Connot’s neck and rolled him on his stomach,
wrestling the radio free. Switching to the platoon net, she shouted, “White, 1
got a machine gun covering you. Move out. Get past that building. Get some
grenades in there while you pass—see if you can set the damn thing on fire!”

“On the way!”

*kKk

“All elements, this is Bravo Six,” Karen called into her radio. “Execute Clean
Sweep, I repeat, execute Clean Sweep. Marching order, Blue, Red, White. Move
out now.”

She spoke to her own tank crew over the intercom. “Back up and pull into
our hide position. Good.”

She reached to her side and switched the radio to the battalion net as the
tank rolled back away from the position they had occupied for the last hour.

“Cornstalk Six, this is Bravo Six, over.”

“This is Cornstalk Six,” Elkins said over the radio. “Go ahead, over.”

“This is Bravo Six. We are evacuating at this time, over. We’re hurting, over,
we lost four tanks and six infantry, over. I’'m going to need reinforcements,
ovet.”
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“Roger, Bravo Six. You’ve done an outstanding job.”

Karen took once last glance at Harpers Ferry as they sped away. The snow
had increased in intensity, almost a blizzard now. Half a dozen buildings were in
flames. Behind her, the U.S. Army would was occupying the positions they’d
just vacated.

They’d be after them soon enough.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
JANUARY 2

welve hours had passed since the defenders pulled out; the snow coming

down hard enough that visibility was reduced to less than six feet. Morris
didn’t care how loud the President and senior officers crowed. You couldn’t
fight a war in this stuff.

All the same, after several hours of waiting and regrouping the company,
they were ready to move out in pursuit of the retreating West Virginia forces.
He’d had a chance to review their positions. It was a good, well-planned de-
fense, made all the more impressive by the overwhelming force arrayed against
them. Whatlooked to be an under-strength tank company had defended against
an entire battalion here, and won the upper hand. Not because of any failure on
his men’s part, but because the politicians ordered them to jump off despite the
weather and the lack of air support. He had a dozen dead in his unit because of
their arrogance.

He’d checked the bumper number of the damaged and destroyed M1 tanks.
She wasn’t there. But it was her battalion they’d fought here, her company, even.
She’d been part of it. Now twelve of his men were dead. He tried to picture her
in his mind—the woman he’d wanted all these years, the woman he’d held in
arms, what, a week agor All he could see was Lieutenant Wingham, his brains
and blood scattered across the snow by the shot of a sniper. He had work to do
now.

“Six elements, this is Captain Morris,” he called over the radio. “Prepare to
move on my ordet.”

The engines in the remaining Bradley fighting vehicles and one tank started.

“Move out, marching order Blue, White, Red.”

They fell in behind the column formed by Charlie Company. Morris’s Alpha
Company had been the hardest hit in the battle at Harpers Ferry, losing a dozen
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men. Barksdale had placed them in the center of the column as the weakest
point.
As they advanced, plows moved ahead of them, clearing the snow:.

*kk

The tank was still, engine off, and Karen could hear her ears ringing as she
looked at the dark landscape through the commander’s extension. Below, the
thermal sights of the tank clattered, and in the far distance she could hear artil-
lery. Someone else in the middle of a fight, somewhere else.

“Captain, this is Red Four. I've got hot spots coming over the ridgeline.
Looks like our folks coming down the highway.”

The call came over the landline, a wire strung from tank to tank, to enable
the company to maintain complete radio silence. She leaned forward and tra-
versed the turret to the right. There they were: scouts, in Bradleys and
HUMMWYVs. They would let the scouts pass, wait until the main body arrived
before engaging.

Bravo Company, down to not much more than sixty percent strength after
the morning battle, occupied positions to the right of Delta, all of them behind
the ridgeline and out of sight of the road. The weather had taken care of air
observation; no one could fly in this storm. Even if they could, there was little
to see; the men had buried the tanks under a foot of snow. More snowfall had
broken the uneven lines, making them nearly invisible. The gunners carefully
cleared away spaces in front of the primary sights; otherwise, the snow served
their purpose nicely, camouflaging the thermal signature of the tanks.

Ahead of the advancing enemy column, Lieutenant Antal’s Alpha Company
arrayed its tanks at a right angle to her and Delta; also out of sight of the road.
Antal’s company had fought along Old-Highway 340 from Virginia in the
morning, losing roughly half his tanks. The battalion had linked up here, where
it would back away from the enemy in this dangerous cat-and-mouse game.

She opened her hatch and stood, scanning the area with night vision goggles,
then toggled her radio. “Everybody track a target, but hold your fire. We’ll get
the word from higher when we’re ready to go. Let the scouts go by.”

*kk

The dismal day was turning into even darker twilight. Mike continued to scan
with his binoculars when he saw a glare. It looked like a reflection. Hard to see
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anything in all this snow, but he scanned again and saw a regular shape: a black
rectangle on its side, barely visible on the ridgeline. It was the primary sight of a
tank. Panic hit him, and he reached for the radio.

As Morris moved, a green star cluster exploded in the sky above him. He
gripped the side of the hatch and ducked down instinctively.

At the signal, the cannons of twenty-four tanks fired at once. Morris winced
at the sudden muzzle flashes and concussions, and several tanks exploded into
flame as they were each hit by two or more rounds. The explosions lit the
highway and surrounding area in a bright red light

“Blow smoke! All elements, dismount, dismount!”

The attack shattered the column. Ten tanks were burning, their ammo cook-
ing off and throwing shrapnel and dark black smoke into the air. It looked like
Charlie Company had been wiped out.

Each of Morris’s Bradleys launched their smoke grenades, blanketing the en-
tire highway in thick white smoke that shielded their movements.

“Go, go, go!” Morris’s men sprinted down the ramps of their vehicles, each
platoon rushing to occupy a defensive position.

He jumped out of his vehicle and hit the ground with his small command
group. The Bradleys pulled off into the depression in the center of the road,
trying to find some cover.

The tanks behind him in the column returned fire, the cannons throwing up
great clouds of smoke and flame.

He looked up as he heard a sudden ripping sound, as if someone were tear-
ing a thick blanket.

“Incoming!” He tried to shrink further down into the slush.

The first dozen artillery shells were shot out of the air by a truck mounted
laser at the back of the column, bright explosions over their heads illuminating
the area. Then laser was taken out by a tank round, and the artillery came in
undeterred.

The first shell landed amidst the Bradleys with a giant explosion.

He screamed into the radio, “Everybody off the road. Maintain yout sectors,
but expand the perimeter—I don’t want anyone in the open! Report.”

His platoon leaders reported in, and he crawled through the slush to the edge
of the highway. The snow and ice soaked through his uniform. He glanced
back: not everyone in the command group was off the road yet.

“Come on, get off the road, you’re sitting ducks there!”

He heard a high-pitched crack, and another tank exploded, and another. One
tank in the column, surrounded by smoke, swung its turret as it looked for a
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target. Four rounds hit it at once with a tremendous explosion, throwing the
turret into the air.

Crawling forward, he rolled into the slush-and-mud-filled ditch. He fumbled
with his binoculars and scanned the ridgeline, then keyed his radio and called
his platoon leaders.

“Give me a report, six elements. First platoon.”

He heard a squeal and then Kathleen O’Donnell’s voice. “We’re mostly in-
tact, sir, I’'ve got one guy with pretty bad burns, but he’ll live.”

“What’s your positionr”

“Left side of the road, sir. I'm mixed up with some guys from Charlie Com-
pany; they can’t find any of their officers.”

“Roger. Keep your folks low and in the ditch. They’ll be coming after dis-
mounts next. Second platoon, report.”

He heard no answer except the cracking of tank cannons.

“Second platoon.”

Still no answer. “Damn it. O’Donnell? Do you have contact with second pla-
toonr”

“No sir. I don’t think they all made it out of the Bradleys, sir.”

Ob, no. “Third platoon, report.”

“Sir, this is Sergeant Miller. We’re intact, sir, no casualties at this time, I've got
a good base of fire along the edge of the woods south of the road, sit.”

“Are you in contact with second platoon?”

“No, sit.”

“All right. You’ve got the best position right now. I want you to send a squad
up the ridge right now with all the anti-tank weapons you have. See if you can
take out some of those tanks.”

“Sir I have to advise against that, at least until we get better control of the
situation. They might get cut off.”

Through the smoke, Mortis could see muzzle flashes from tank cannons up
the hill. They were cutting his company to pieces.

“Sergeant, we won’t get better control unless we can do something about
those tanks! Get them on the way.”

“Wilco, sir.”

Morris looked at his command group. “Watson, you got battalion on the line
yet?”

“Right here, sir.””

Morris reached out and took the microphone, winced as another vehicle ex-

ploded.
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“Colonel Barksdale, this is Captain Mortis.”

“Go ahead, Morris, report.”

“Sir, the tanks are all gone, sir. I’ve got one platoon on the edge of the
woods; they are sending a squad up the ridge with anti-tank guns. I’'ve got one
more platoon in the ditch at the side of the road; we’re preparing to advance.
My second platoon is gone, sir, out of touch. I don’t know if they made it out
of the Bradleys alive. Sir, we’re facing considerably more than one tank compa-
ny here.”

“All right, son, keep it calm. Charlie Company has been torn up complete-
ly—1I can’t reach any of their officers. If you find any of their men, pull them
in under your command. Alpha and Delta companies were cut off in the attack,
we'll try to swing them around in a flanking attack. Keep your squad on the
ridge in touch; I don’t want any friendly fire.”

“Yes, sit.”

“Keep me informed, Morris. Barksdale out.”

Mortis handed the microphone back and heard a chilling sound. Machine-
guns—Iots of them. The enemy had finished with the tanks and Bradleys, and
was shifting focus to the dismounted infantry. The rat-a-tat-tat sound of ma-
chine guns was heard all up and down the line, and tracers slammed into the
pavement behind him. The sound was oddly muffled as the bullets struck
mounds of snow and ice.

He keyed the radio again. “O’Donnell.”

“Here, sit.”

“I want you to see if you can extend your right flank and envelop most of
whatever is left of Charlie Company. We need to get some control over there;
no one can reach their officers. As soon as you have done so, we need to get
some anti-tank mines out there, otherwise they’re liable to come rolling in on
top of us. And get your men into the trees, if they’re not already. They’re dead
if they stay in the open. Got that?”

“Roget, sir.”

*kk

At the top of the ridgeline, Karen watched through the thermal sights of her
tank as the dismounts scattered below. At this distance it was impossible to
maintain accurate machinegun fire; they were well outside the effective range of
the M240 machineguns. However, even random fire from two companies of
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tanks—each tank armed with multiple machineguns—must be murderous
down there.

Below her, in the gunnert’s seat, Sergeant Bowen leaned away from the sights
and rested his head against the side of the turret. “This is awful, Captain. Oh,
my God, those people are Americans. We might even know some of them. Oh,
Christ.”

“I know, Sergeant, I know. This will be over soon, I hope.”

By this time the battle had quieted significantly. In the valley, fires raged as
fourteen tanks and a dozen Bradley fighting vehicles burned. None of the at-
mored vehicles in the column had survived, and the infantry was scattered in
pockets and ditches. Slightly to the rear of her position, her fire support team
dropped mortars at the direction of her platoon leaders, but it was impossible
to gauge the impact.

A call came over the radio.

“Captain Greenfield, this is Red Six. Spot report, over.”

“Go ahead, Red Six.”

“Ma’am, it looks like they are trying to flank us—we’ve got a column of
tanks coming up the fire trail, looks like a reinforced company. They’ve got a
bunch of dismounts with them as well.”

“Okay, good work, Red Six, wait one.”

She switched the dial of her radio to the battalion net.

“Cornstalk Six, Cornstalk Six, this is Bravo Six.”

Major Elkins answered. “Go ahead, Bravo Six.”

“Spot report. I have a column of tanks and infantry, estimated to be greater
than company strength, moving up the eastern fire road at this time. I have a
defense prepared, but we won’t hold them long.”

“Roger, Bravo Six. Keep me updated. I'll send a platoon from Delta Compa-
ny to your position as a reserve if you need it. Cornstalk Six out.”

She switched back to the company network. “Red Six, Red Six. Shift your
platoon’s sector of fire to their alternate positions and prepare to defend. I have
an additional platoon on the way as backup for you.”

“Roger, ma’am.”

A moment later she heard the first anti-tank mine explode to her right, fol-
lowed by the crack of tank cannons and machine guns. That was followed by a
radio call to the fire support vehicle, calling in mortars on the counterattacking
forces.
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Her hands twitched as she peered out the vision block, trying to see what
was going on over there. Nothing she could do without getting in the way at
this point.

*kk

Sergeant Kevin Miller peered up the hill, desperately trying to see in the dark
just where his men were. He had two squads covering the edge of the woods,
most of them sitting in a cold, wet ditch. The ones who weren't in the ditch
were digging in.

His third squad was up the hill, steadily reporting back their positions as they
moved.

A voice over the radio came at a very faint whisper—it was the squad up in
the woods. “Sergeant Miller, can you hear me?”

“Go ahead.”

“We’ve infiltrated their position. I don’t know if there are any infantry up
here, just tanks so far. I’'ve split my men up, we’re going to try to disable as
many of the tanks as we can.”

“Good, please keep me—"

Miller never finished the sentence. A random bullet from one of the tanks
hit him in the face and knocked him backwards. Blood splashed out the back of
his helmet and stained the snow.

“Oh, shit, Sarge!” Corporal Larry Woods, the platoon medic, ran over. “Oh,
shit!” he screamed when he saw the damage. “Sergeant Miller’s fucking dead!
Oh shit!”

Woods, panicked now, stood up, his head swinging around as he searched for
a place to run.

One of the team leaders shouted, “Get down, Woods!”

It was too late. Woods was hit by a shell fragment and fell to the ground,
blood pouring out of a gash in his side. He looked down at his side, and
screamed as steam and blood pouted out of his body.

*k*k

Two hundred yards away, Kathleen O’Donnell was focused on her own pla-
toon’s problems. She had managed to get one squad to the edge of the woods
before the tanks had turned their attention on the infantry, but the other two
squads were still in the ditch beside the highway. She lay on her back in the
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ditch, her rifle across her chest, calling instructions back and forth to Staff Ser-
geant Roy, the third squad leader, when the call came over the company net.

“Captain Morris, Captain Morris, this is Sergeant Wilson. My six element is
dead, repeat, Sergeant Miller is dead, over.”

“Roger,” Morris answered. ““Take command of the platoon, please. Remem-
ber you've got a squad up this hill, maintain contact with them.”

O’Donnell closed her eyes. No. They hadn’t even been married two days yet.

PFC Deena Hall, their platoon’ medic, called to her, “Sarge, you all right?
Sarge?”

“Yeah, yeah. Just keep your head down, all right? It’s a mess out here.”

O’Donnell took a deep breath. Right now, here and now, she just didn’t have
time to mourn. Not if she got her people killed because she was too busy
thinking about herself. All the same, as she rolled over and peered over the edge
of the ditch, tears stteamed down her face.

“Sergeant Roy!”

“Yo!”

“Here’s what we’re going to do. We take ‘em by surprise. We all storm over
the edge at once, and run like hell for the trees. No stragglers—no goddamn
stragglers, because if they stay behind they’ll be dead. Understand?”

“You got it!”

“All right. Everyone listen up. When I say go, jump to your feet and run for
the treeline. The second you get there, dive, get under whatever cover you can
find. Don’t panic and don’t stay behind. On three.”

She paused, caught her breath.

“One. Two. Three!”

On three, she jumped to her feet and drove them like pistons, running for
the edge.

The machine guns rattled and red tracers pounded into the snow around
them. Someone screamed as they ran for the woodline.

One step. Two Three. She’d made twenty yards, when she heard a cry behind
her.

A glance back, and O’Donnell slid to a stop. PFC Hall had fallen, her aid bag
with its precious bandages strewn across the wet slush. O’Donnell ran back and
pulled her to her feet.

“Run, goddamn it, run!”

Hall took off running. O’Donnell followed, her feet slipping in the wet slush.
An arc of machine gun fire tracers pounded into the ground to her right, then
moved in her direction. She shricked.
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A bullet knocked her off her feet, shredding her knee and throwing her to
the ground. She stared in horror as blood poured out of her. She was still twen-
ty yards from the treeline.

“Go, go, go,” she shouted until she saw Hall disappear into the trees.

O’Donnell glanced down at her knee. She couldn’t feel anything, but didn’t
really need to see it in order to understand how serious it was. Blood soaked
into the snow, turning it black, spreading. Too much blood, it had to be an ar-
tery. Oh God, no.

She reached to her left shoulder, where her individual bandage hung, as it did
on all the troops. Her hands shaking, she ripped open the plastic and began to
wrap it around her knee. It wasn’t enough. She needed a tourniquet.

“Sarge!” she heard someone call. O’Donnell looked up.

Turville was crouched beside a tree, rifle at his side.

“Can you move? You've got to get out of there, Sarge! I'm coming!”

“No. Stay there, I'll be fine.” She struggled to stand, and then fell back over.

She looked up, saw the indecision on his face, then shouted, “No!” as he
slung the rifle over his shoulder.

Turville ran out of the treeline. His mouth was open and he shouted as he
ran, sliding the last ten feet through the snow.

“Come on, Sarge, we got to go.”

O’Donnell struggled up, and a flash of tracers came their way again.

“No, damn it! Go back!”

A bullet struck Turville in the neck, and he fell to the ground. Blood sho-
wered out of the hole in the front of his throat as he screamed.

Another bullet hit O’Donnell, this one dead in the center of her flack vest. It
knocked her over onto Turville. She tried to pull him up, but her knee gave out
and she fell down. Blood poured out of her and all over the no longer white
snow, and she realized it was too late.

She closed her eyes. Kevin was dead, a hundred meters away. What would
their boys do? The dark sky poured snow like the troubles raining on Job, and
she prayed at a whisper, tears and blood running freely from her body.

“Please take care of them, Lord. Please see my sons grow up to be strong
and good men, and happy.”” She sobbed. “Let them be happy—"

A bullet ended her prayer.

*k*k
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Karen looked at the carnage on the highway below and wondered if God
would ever forgive her.

“This can’t last much longer.” Sergeant Bowen’s voice was framed by the
loud clattering of the old thermal sights of the tank.

“I know. As soon as their artillery catches up, they’ll kick the crap out of us.
Good thing we had all this snow, it’s got to be slowing them down. I don’t un-
derstand why they’re attacking without any air support, it doesn’t make any
sense.”

“How much longer before we evacuate?”

“Not long. The whole point of this strategy is to keep them blundering into
ambushes as we back up. We're stalling for time, I think, so the politicians can
sort this thing out.”

“We won’t be able to stall for much longer,” he said. “Not the way we’re los-
ing folks, running out of ammo.”

“I know that, Sergeant. As soon as we get the word, we’ll clear out of here.”

He didn’t reply, and she mentally kicked herself for snapping at him. It wasn’t
his fault.

She reached up, pulled the releases on her hatch and popped it to the full
open position, then stood up and stretched. Outside, she could hear the engines
of tanks, tracks creaking on the ground, and the occasional burst of machine-
gun fire. In the distance, to the north, there were large flashes. Another battle,
by the looks of it, probably somewhere up near Shepardstown. Another bright
flash in the far north, and it suddenly sank in: she could see. Visibility had vastly
improved. Not good. She looked up at the sky. Still heavy clouds, but no more
snow, and in a spot or two, she could see stars. With the weather clearing up, it
wouldn’t be long before air support appeared.

Even as the realization sank in, she heard a squelch over the radio, then Ma-
jor Elkins.

“All elements, this is Cornstalk Six. Prepare to move out, please report sta-
tus.”

Karen called to her platoon leaders, even though she knew their status al-
ready. A few moments later, she called back to Elkins.

“Cornstalk Six, this is Bravo Six. We are ready to roll, except for one disabled
vehicle. Some dismounts hit one of my second platoon tanks with a grenade
earlier and blew off a sprocket. They’re not going anywhere, over.”

“All right, Bravo Six. Have the crew join your trains and blow that tank in
place.”

“Roger, Cornstalk Six.”
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*k*k

At the bottom of the ridgeline, covered in frozen mud, his fingers too stiff
to move, Morris heard the tanks leaving. The tracks rumbled and creaked on
the ground with an ominous noise.

“Everybody stay in position until they are gone,” he called over the radio.
“They may have left behind snipers. Platoon leaders, get me a count of your
dead and wounded so I can call in a medivac.”

For fifteen excruciating minutes Morris waited, until the last of the sounds
were gone. In the east, the sky was just beginning to lighten. He tried to stand,
and found he couldn’t move. Slowly, he came to his knees, leaving his rifle in
the snow; he couldn’t grip it anyway. Teeth chattering, he bent over, pulled his
rifle over his shoulder and finally stood.

He could hear helicopters approach. He slowly walked back to the highway,
where the fifteen Bradley fighting vehicles of his company, plus two tanks, still
burned. Black smoke poured from the vehicles, and they still radiated a tre-
mendous amount of heat, though the ammunition had long since cooked off.
Near the second platoon vehicles, he could see several bodies on the ground, all
of them burned beyond recognition.

Dear God. Why are we doing this? What the hell purpose did it serve to invade
immediately instead of trying to negotiate? Was this all for the pride of a few
men? What the hell would he tell the children and families of the dead? What
would he tell the Miller kids?

The sky was light enough now to see his platoons at the treeline, gathering
their dead and wounded. They were exhausted, frozen, some injured, and all of
those left had watched their friends and teammates cut to pieces overnight.

He looked up as the helicopters approached. It wasn’t the medivac: eight
Apache helicopters, armed with anti-tank missiles, raced overhead, no more
than forty feet off the ground, throwing up snow in their rotor wash as they
passed overhead.

Too bad they weren’t here twelve hours ago.

It was time for this to end.
* k%

As they came to a stop, Karen and her loader, Haggett, jumped out of their
hatches. Sergeant Bowen had traversed the turret so the main gun pointed to
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the side. She climbed off the turret onto the back deck of the tank and began
to work loose the cover to the right side fuel tank. Haggett did the same on the
left.

A moment later two trucks pulled up beside them—on the left, a fuel truck,
on the right, ammunition.

Haggett and Crump, the driver, began fueling the tank. Karen jumped back
to the turret and helped Bowen with the tank rounds. The driver of the ammu-
nition truck handed the rounds off to her, and then she passed them down to
Bowen, who loaded them into the turret.

Twelve rounds, then thirteen, and the driver said, “That’s it, ma’am. How
about small arms?”

Bowen looked up through the hatch. “We’re not done yet, still down by five
rounds.”

Karen looked at the driver, who shrugged. “Orders, ma’am—I was told no
more than thirteen rounds per tank; we’re running low on ammo.”

Karen put her hands on her hips and said, “Who gave you that order?”

“Colonel Elkins, ma’am.”

“All right, whatever. I'll talk to the Colonel. I’ll need two cans of fifty-caliber.
Sergeant Bowen, how are we doing on 7.62 rounds?”

“Need about two thousand.”

“Ten cases,” she said to the driver.

“This war better end quick,” Bowen said. “If we don’t have any ammo, we’re
going to be hurting,”

Karen looked off, down the valley, and squinted, suddenly alarmed. What the
hell was that? She could see movement, and then a flash. Probably a rocket
launching. Helicopters.

“Bandits! We got choppers coming!”

She leaned down beside her hatch and reached in, grabbed the microphone,
and screamed, “Bandits! Bandits! Pop smoke!”

The truck drivers, panicked, jumped back into their vehicles, but they were
too late. The first round slammed directly into the front slope of Karen’s tank,
throwing the entire turret, and everyone on it, into the air.

Karen saw a flash of white below, and then nothing more.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
JANUARY 3

]ust before sunrise, Governor Slagter marched into Murphy’s headquarters

with two aides in tow. Murphy’s body shook from fatigue and too much cof-
fee. He looked at the governor, his glance dismissive, and he made no move to
walk away from what he was doing. Slagter’s clothes were rumpled, as if he’d
slept in them, and dark circles framed his eyes. His face seemed to struggle be-
tween irritation and anxiety, and he opened his mouth to speak, and then closed
it. Finally he spoke, his voice devoid of the confidence it had borne in their
earlier meetings.

“General Murphy, where do we stand?”

Murphy gestured to the table. “Why don’t you come over to the map, sir, and
I'll show you.”

The governor approached, his eyes scanning the map without understanding.
Murphy pointed as he spoke.

“In the north sir, we’ve been knocked out at I-79: first brigade is out of the
action, most of the men dead or surrendered. Here along the 340 extension, we
stopped the attack in place overnight, but I had a report an hour ago that the
battalion there was under air attack. I’ve heard nothing since; we have to pre-
sume they were defeated. In the south, it’s no better. We were wiped out at I-66.
I expect the war will be over sometime this morning.”

An explosion, somewhere outside, rattled the windows, and the lights went
out. After a few seconds, the lights came on.

“We’ve got generators in the building, sir. But not long ago they started hit-
ting key points through the state with cruise missiles: bridges, power
substations, telephone exchanges.”

They were interrupted as Major Roth, the operations officer, called to Mut-
phy. “Looks like they just took down the Bureau of Mines building, sir.”
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Slagter looked at him, his face slack, defeated. When he spoke, his voice was
almost at a whisper. “Murphy, how could it be over so quickly?”

Murphy stared back. “Governor, I told you over and over we can’t win this
on a military basis.”

The governor’s response was almost a whisper. “I counted on you to win
this.”

“Sir, it’s not too late for you to do something. We can probably hold on for a
few hours yet—at least until they get troops into Charleston. Can’t you get a
political settlement? Of some kind?”

Slagter shook his head. “The President won’t even return my calls.”

“Try again, sir.”’

The building shook again.

“I’lll do what I can, Murphy. I would never have guessed it could end this
quickly.”

Murphy grimaced. “Sir, you should be grateful they didn’t bomb us from a
distance for a month or two to soften us up. That would have caused massive
civilian casualties. Someone up high made a decision to put their soldiers at risk
in a ground assault to avoid civilian deaths.”

Slagter turned away, hands clasped behind his back. His shoulders rose as he
took a deep breath.

“What do you recommend?”

Murphy watched the governor, almost feeling pity.

“Sir, try again. Then—if we can’t get the President to agree to anything—we
surrender. We have no other choice at this point. The weather is clearing, so for
sure, sometime today, we’ll have air assault or airborne forces dropping into
Charleston. You don’t want a battle in the streets. The civilian casualties would
be enormous.”

“Surrender! General, how can you setiously advocate surrender? You and 1
would both be tried for treason and likely be executed!”

Murphy shrugged. “Better that than killing innocent people.”

“I don’t believe that will happen.”

“Governor, you appointed me as your military commander. Wi/l you listen to
my Judgment of things military, just once? 1 am telling you if we resist, if we fight the
invading troops here in the city, we’ll not only kill a lot of our own troops, and
theirs, unnecessarily, but we will likely be responsible for the deaths of thou-
sands of civilians. That is not an option. I won’t order my men to do it.”

“Then I'll fire you and put someone else in charge.”
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“Who? Colonel Hatfield? He’s been captured. Colonel Myers? Missing or
dead. Maybe Major Roth over here will accept command. It’s irrelevant at this
point. I'll say the same thing to you I’ve said all along, governor. There is no
military solution. You must find a solution, a political one, and quickly. The war
will be over in a matter of hours.”

Slagter, his cheeks twitching, stared at Murphy as if he’d been slapped. With-
out another word he turned and walked out.

*k*k

The pain was excruciating, her side burning, as if she had been flayed alive.
The searing pain went down to her hips to her right knee, almost driving away
conscious thought.

Karen opened her eyes. An unfamiliar medic crouched at her side, a young
woman in her twenties, her face blurred by the tears that flooded Karen’s eyes.
The sun was high above the medic’s shoulder; it must be near noon. The snow
melted around her.

She tried to sit up, and neatly screamed from the pain.

“Don’t move, Captain. You're pretty torn up; helicopters are on the way.”

Karen’s voice was gravel. “What’s happening? Where are my men?”

“Calm down, Captain. I think some of your men are dead, but there’s some
survivors. You’ll be taken to the hospital. I don’t know after that.”

Unbidden tears poured from her eyes. “What unit are you with?”

The medic looked at her, incredible sadness in her eyes. “First of the Fif-
teenth Infantry, Ma’am. I guess. Not too many of us left now.”

Panic set in, and Karen lifted her upper body, despite the pain. Her voice was
hoarse.

“Captain Morris? Are you in his company? Is he alive? Is he herer”

The medic jerked back, surprised an enemy prisoner knew her commanding
officer.

“Yes, I'll see if he’ll talk to you.”

She backed away, and Karen collapsed backward, lightheaded and shaking,
She must have lost a lot of blood. She couldn’t tell, couldn’t lift herself enough
to see her own body. Above, the sky was clear and blue, crisp like winter. Her
eyes closed.

Boots approached in the crusted snow, and a shadow fell over her. Afraid of
what she would see, she opened her eyes. Morris knelt at her side, his face black
with mud and dirt, a bandage wrapped around his left arm.
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“Is it over?”

At her question, his eyes dropped to the ground.

“It is for us. They’ll be taking you to the hospital, then wherever prisoners
are going. I'm—I don’t know where I’'m going. My company is gone.”

She felt her whole body shake.

“I’'m sorry. I wish...” She couldn’t articulate what her heart cried out to her.

His eyes blurred, and he averted them, looking away to the woods.

“So do I,” he whispered, and she knew his love had become nothing more
than dust.

He leaned close and kissed her lightly on the lips. Then he stood, and with-
out another word, walked away from her.

*kk
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Two hours after sunrise, the reports Murphy expected came into headquar-
ters. Hundreds of helicopters had crossed the Kentucky border near Mingo
County.

“Order all units to stand down,” he told Major Roth. “Issue new orders to all
commands. We are going into a ceasefire, effective immediately. The rules of
engagement will be simple: avoid contact. Surrender if fired upon.”

Roth, his face drawn, nodded.

“Yes, sir.”” He hurried away to relay the orders.

Murphy stood at the windows, looked out at the snow-covered city, his back
to the officers in the room. This time last year, he had been playing in the snow
with Kenny. They had gone to WalMart and bought a plastic sled, and spent the
day sledding down the slope near the house until they were both soaking wet,
red in the face, laughing, His little boy would never have understood this. Mur-
phy wasn’t sure he understood it. Why had it come to this? Why had he let it
continue? Someone else could have taken the command. Now it all rested on
his shoulders—all that pain and death was his responsibility, his cross, and he
knew there was no escaping, no walking away from the lives he’d wasted.

Out near the airport, he saw hundreds of canopies in the sky: airborne
troops patachuting in. Must be the 82n4; they would take the airport, and the
1015t would probably secure the city. On another day, it would have been pretty;
from here, the parachute canopies looked tiny.

The building shook as a flight of Blackhawk helicopters flew over. Looked
like they were landing in front of the State Capitol. Many more would arrive
before it was over.

He waited. It wouldn’t be much longer.

*k*k

When it came, it was almost an anti-climax. A quiet knock on the door, and
Major Roth ducked his head in.

“Sit,” Roth said to Murphy. “The enemy commander is here.”

“Thank you, Major.” Murphy turned away from the window, looked at the
young officer. “Go get him, bring him in.”

Roth saluted and left the room. Murphy turned around, looked back out the
window. It was all over. In an incredibly brief time, not even forty-eight hours,
all of West Virginia’s military forces had simply been wiped out. Their dreams
for independence, their dreams for a country with the freedom of his child-
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hood, were swept away. Footsteps, and behind him the door opened. He
turned, and almost broke down then.

Tom Murphy stood in the door in his combat gear, a pistol in a shoulder hol-
ster. Several other officers crowded in behind him, but they kept their distance
from Tom. He saluted Murphy formally.

Ken returned the salute. Tom’s eyes filled with tears.

“General,” Tom said, struggling to keep his face and voice under control.
“My understanding is you are prepared to surrender your forces.”

“That is correct.”

“Then I formally accept your surrender and relieve you of your command,
sir.”’

Tom turned to the other officers who had crowded into the room. “Out.
Everyone leave.”

All of the officers backed out of the room, except for Roth, who stayed, his
eyebrows raised in question.

Murphy nodded to Major Roth. “You too, Major.”

Roth backed out and closed the door behind him.

Tom spoke first. ““You look terrible. Are you all right?”

“I don’t know. It’s been quite some time since I’ve slept; I could use a rest.”

“General Hayes will be here soon to arrest you. I’ll probably be up the creek
for coming ahead of him; he’ll want the glory of accepting your surrender.”

“Thank you, Tom.”

“Was it worth it? All this? The dead troops? The war?”

“I don’t know. It all depends on whether or not our country wakes up. If it
can somehow turn us away from being a police state, then yes, it was worth it.
Some things are worth fighting for.”

Tom’s face twisted. “Ken, this may be the last chance I ever have to talk to
you in private. They’re going to hang this whole war on your shoulders.”

Murphy shrugged. “Come on, little brother. I love my country. It’s worth it.
Maybe it’s not about whether or not you win, but whether you try. Besides. ..
There was nothing left to lose.”

Tom’s face contorted. “There’s always something to lose.”

They embraced.

“Take care of yourself, Tommy.” Murphy’s voice broke. “And please watch
out for my little girl.”

Tom nodded. “I will.”

Eyes red, Tom Murphy backed away from his brother and wiped his face
with the back of his sleeve. He squared his shoulders, tried to regain his com-
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posure. He was a Colonel in the United States Army, and needed to look the
part as they left.

“Let’s go.”

Ken Murphy followed his brother to the door and out of his headquarters.
He took one short glance back at the classroom, which had been his headquar-
ters for these brief days, and then turned away. It was time to meet his fate,
whatever that would be. He would meet it head on.



EPILOGUE

By noon on January 4 the war in West Virginia ended with the surrender of
General Kenneth Murphy. US. Army troops occupied Charleston, and by
the end of the weck established control over the entire state.

By the time occupation troops arrived at the Governor’s Mansion, it was too
late. Frank Slagter had shot himself in the head, a failed suicide. Rushed to the
nearest hospital, he never recovered from the gunshot wound, and spent the
short remainder of his life in a coma.

Two weeks later, sixteen members of a religious community in Baughman
Settlement, West Virginia, were convicted of the bombings in Arlington, Vir-
ginia and Charleston, West Virginia. The jury acquitted them of the charge of
the murder of Dale Whitt, due to lack of evidence.

*kk

The black sedan pulled in front of the Miller home in Gaithersburg, Mary-
land late in the day on January 5. The door opened, and two officers stepped
out, the first a youthful captain from the Chaplain’s Corps, the second a grizzled
infantry sergeant major.

They walked up the immaculate gravel walkway. The sergeant major felt a pit
in his stomach: he had known Kevin Miller, and dreaded giving this news to his
family. All the same, he squared his shoulders and rang the bell. They waited,
and then heard the sound of running feet. The door opened, and a little boy
looked out. He looked up at them, then ducked back inside and yelled
“Grandma, the Army’s here!”

The sergeant major clenched his fists.

The door opened wide, and a woman stood there. She was a beautiful dark
skinned woman, and when she saw them standing there she cried out and her
hands flew to her mouth. Her face twisted.

At the sound of her gasp, a grey haired man ran to the front door. His eyes
widened when he saw them, and he pulled the woman to him.

“Mt. and Mrs. Miller?” the Chaplain asked.
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She wailed, already knowing what she was going to hear.

“We regret to inform you that your son, Sergeant First Class Kevin Miller,
was killed in action yesterday. I’'m afraid we don’t have any details as to the cir-
cumstances, other than it was in a firefight in the vicinity of Harpers Ferry,
West Virginia.”

“No,” the woman keened.

Two more adults came to the door, a Caucasian man and woman in their six-
ties. The man had short-cropped, grizzled hair and a neatly trimmed mustache.
They spoke in low tones with Miller’s parents, and the sergeant major realized
they must be the patents of Sergeant First Class O’Donnell. He knew Miller
and O’Donnell had just married. Someone needed to see about getting
O’Donnell some leave.

“I’m very sorty to have to bring you this news,” the chaplain went on.

Anxiety struck the sergeant major when he saw another sedan, identical to
his own, coming down the street. What were the chances? It pulled up behind
theirs, and a notification team got out.

“Oh God, no,” O’Donnell’s father cried. “Not my little girl.”

At the top of the stairs, two boys without parents looked down and watched

their lives fall to pieces.
*kk

The first thing Jim Turville became aware of was the feeling of something
rigid in his throat and the awareness he was unable to move at all. With that
little bit of information, he passed back into unconsciousness for another twen-
ty-four hours.

The next time he woke up, he opened his eyes. He was in a hospital; that
much was obvious. His head was immobilized and he hurt like hell, but he was
in a hospital, which meant he was alive.

He was alive.
*k%k

When Karen Greenfield awoke, she was disoriented. Her surroundings were
dark, with tiny colored lights all around. She couldn’t move her body or her
head, had difficulty breathing. She felt pain everywhere, a dull, throbbing pain
not localized to any single part of her body.

“It’s all right,” said a voice. “It’s all right. You’ll be fine, you're in the hospit-
al.”
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She moved her eyes around, tried to focus and couldn’t through the tears.
She was alive. Dear God, she was alive.

She felt a hand slip over hers, then a brush, a light touch against her ear.

“I promised I'd find you when it was over. I’'m keeping that promise.”

Above her, she saw Morris’s face. She sobbed. Tears rolled out of her eyes
and down the side of her face.

He wiped them away.

*k*k

Larry Harris stood in front of the desk of his new boss, Mortis Klegg . They
were in a temporary office—the old one had been completely destroyed in the
fighting.

Klegg looked at him, frowning. “I don’t understand,” he said. “You’ve had
one hell of a career.”

Harris shrugged. “I’'m done, okay? I want out.”

“At least explain it to me. Sit down, for Christ’s sake. Is this about Hagarty?
You know there’s nothing more you could have done.”

Harris collapsed into the chair, like nothing more than a balloon that had
been pricked.

“It’s not about Hagarty. It’s the whole thing... I don’t think I’'m willing to do
this any more. We’ve been wrong too many times. It’s one thing to feel like
we’re protecting folks. It’s another when we have screwup after screwup that
ends up with the very people we’re trying to defend hating us.”

“It’s not our fault,” replied Klegg.

“No? What about the Saturn plant last spring? And you know as well as I do
that Hagarty’s death would never have happened had we not jumped the gun
and made all kinds of wrong assumptions. The war, for God’s sake—had it not
been for our screwups—it wouldn’t have happened.”

Klegg closed his eyes and looked down at his desk. His face worked for a
moment, as if he were angry. After ten long seconds, he looked up. “Look,
Harris, we need you. Why don’t you take a leave of absence for a little while, get
some rest. You’ll be good as new.”

Harris shook his head, then reached into his jacket. Slowly, he pulled out his
pistol and laid it on the desk, followed by his federal credentials.

“I’m sorry, sir. That’s almost exactly what Hagarty said to me two hours be-
fore he died. I'm done.”

Harris stood and walked out of the office.
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*kk

At the end of March, three court-martials convened and occupied the news
for the next several weeks.

The first, of Captain Michael Allen Morris, resulted in an acquittal. The
court-martial board ruled that he was not responsible for the death of a civilian
minor in Charleston, West Virginia, in October the previous year. All charges
were dropped, and Morris was then reassigned to the Fourth Brigade, 3 Infan-
try Division, already deployed in the Middle East. Two days after the end of the
court-martial, he flew out to his new unit.

Captain Karen Greenfield’s trial ended three days later. She sat stoic, in uni-
form throughout the trial, but obviously still in considerable pain from the
injuries which had kept her in the hospital for three months.

On March 18, the jury returned a verdict of guilty, and sentenced her to sev-
en years imprisonment at the US. Army Disciplinary Barracks at Fort
Leavenworth, Kansas. She was stripped of her commission as an officer and
reduced to the rank of private, to be followed by dishonorable discharge.

On March 21, in a trial that was surprisingly quick, General Ken Murphy was

convicted of treason.
*k%k

“Bless me father, for I have sinned. It has been twenty-seven years since my
last confession.”

Murphy’s eyes were closed as he kneeled on the unyielding concrete floor. It
was very cold.

“My sins are these. I have killed, at least four times in combat, possibly more.
As a general I was responsible for many hundreds of deaths of innocent
people. I have committed adultery. I have lied. I have had false pride, which led
me to lead others into danger. I did not educate my children about the Church,
and did not teach them of God.”

He opened his eyes and looked into the priest’s eyes. The priest was around
his age, balding, in his black suit and Roman collar, with a purple stole draped
over his shoulders.

“Father, my son died without baptism, and did not receive the last rites. I lost
my faith. I lost my wife. Then I lost my soul. I don’t even know if it makes
sense to come to confession now, but...”

The priest spoke. “Are you truly penitent for your sins?”
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“One more,” Murphy whispered. “I have wished for death, father. I have
prayed and prayed I would die and could rejoin my wife and son. I can’t be pe-
nitent for that, father; I can’t. It’s all I have left.”

The priest sighed. “God will understand, my son.”

“Will I see them again, father? Do you really believe it? Do you believe I will
see them again in Heaven, Father?”

Tears rolled from Murphy’s eyes as he spoke.

The priest put his hand on Murphy’s shoulder and leaned his forehead
against him.

“I do, my son. Pray for strength during your ordeal. Pray your sacrifices will
not go unanswered. He will know, my son, and forgive all.”

“What is my penitencer”

The priest grunted. “You’ve already done it.”

“Thank you.”

They stood, and the priest knocked on the steel door. It opened, and he
stepped out. Tom Murphy, now wearing the single star of a Brigadier General,
walked in.

“Ken.”

They embraced.

“I’m going to miss you, bro. I wish—1I wish there was something I could do.”

Murphy closed his eyes. “There is, Tom. Find Valerie. Find out what they’ve
done with her, and get her free.”

Tom nodded his head and stepped back. “I will, Ken. I’ll find out what they
did with her, and get her free, if it’s the last thing I do. I'll look after her, and
make sure she’s safe. I promise.”

“Please don’t stay, Tom. Don’t watch.”

“I'm the only family you’ve got. I'm not leaving your side.”

“Don’t do this to yourself. Go. You belong among the living, and I don’t.
Please, Tom. Go.”

They embraced again.

“I’d give anything to go back in time and fix it, Ken,” Tom whispered. “Any-
thing,”

“Just don’t let it be in vain. All those people dead—make it matter. Do what
you can.”

“I love you.”

“You too.”

Tom straightened and knocked on the door.

The heavy door opened, and two guards entered.
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“Are you done, sit?” one asked Tom. “They’te ready for him.”

“Yeah,” whispered Tom.

The guards let Murphy out of the cell, and down the hall. Tom followed
close behind.

The bed was an uncomfortable looking steel device. The guards led him to it.
They were cleatly tense, possibly expecting a fight. Murphy wasn’t prepared to
give them one. He lay down on the bed. He glanced over at his brother and said
goodbye. Tom shook as he stood there, just a few feet away.

Murphy closed his eyes, shut out the steel and concrete surroundings, and for
a moment, he could see a beautiful woman standing, hand in hand with a little
boy, tears in their eyes, waving for him to come.

“Martha.”

THE END
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Thanks again for reading Republic. If youd like to contact me with feedback,
or want to find out when the next book will be released, please feel free to get
in touch by visiting my website www.sheechanmiles.com or send me an email:
Chatles@sheehanmiles.net

I'd also like to encourage readers to post a review on Amazon.com—whether

or not you liked the book. Word of mouth is what makes the publishing world
go round, and for independently published authors all the more so.
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