A GOOD CHANCE

The surrendering gang nenbers were getting to be a real pain in the
butt. Ben wal ked over to the ragged line of punks, all standing with
their hands tied behind them Ben pointed to one man, and gave an order
"Cut himlose."

The man rubbed his wists for a few seconds, then asked, "You gonna hang
me now, general ?"

"No. I'mgoing to talk with you. Cone on."

Ben sat down on what remmi ned of a windowsill, dug in his pack and cane
up with the Rebels' version of die old MRE-Meal s Ready to Eat-and tossed
t he package to the man.

"I thought a condemmed nan got his choice of food for his |last neal,"
the man said.

"Be glad you're getting that," Ben said, then went on, "You're old
enough to renenber what it was |like before the G eat Wr. So tell ne why
you chose a life of crinme."

The man glared at him "The whole damm world fells apart, Raines," he
said bitterly, "and you go out and build yourself a friggin' nation. No
big deal for you. You just do it Well, let nme give you a news flash.
There are sonme people, Raines, who just can't, or won't, |ive under your
rules and | aws. "

"MIllions of them" Ben agreed. "But while they choose not to be a part
of the Tri-States phil osophy, they do Bve under a basic set of rules and
l aws. You and your kind won't even do that nuch.”

"Maybe not, Raines. But you can't kill us all."
Ben chuckl ed. "You want to bet?"
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6 | don't like you, Sabidius, | can't say why; But | can say this:
don't like you, Sabidius.

-Martia
7 Prol ogue

In the wani ng days of the last four years of the adm nistration of the
nost |iberal president in the history of the union, the once greatest
nation in the world collapsed. The United States could have shrugged off
and emerged stronger after the limted nuclear and germwarfare that
very briefly engul fed Planet Earth; could have, but didn't.

America just fell apart. As the clouds of snpke began drifting away, a
| arge percentage of its citizens |ooked around them and cried, "But
where is the governnent? Why doesn't the government send people in to
hel p us? W need food. W need clothing. Above all, we need sonmeone to
tell us what to do. W just don't know what to do. Big Brother promn sed
to care of us. What are we going to do now?"

Around the battered nation that was once called Anerica, certain nen and
wonen who had refused to bow down and kiss the socialistic ass of the
i beral Denocrats in Congress viewed it all with dark hunor.
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These nen and wonen didn't fall down in a hanky-stonping snit after the
col | apse. They just dug up the guns they'd been forced to bury-rather
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than turn themin- during the frenzied gun grab. For a dozen years,

t hese nmuch maligned groups of nmen and wonen had been forced to endure
the barbs and bl ather of half-truths and sonetines outright lies from
the liberal-controlled press, left-wing extrem sts in elected and

appoi nted positions of government power, and hanky-wavi ng, bl ubbering,
snot-slinging stiffs who wouldn't recognize reality, or know how to cope
withit if it reared up and bit themon the ass. (One nust renmenber that
these are the people who believed that if you left the keys in your car
and a thief stole it, it wasn't the fault of the thief, it was your
fault for leaving the keys in the ignition). No one with a nodi cum of
conmon sense could ever find any logic in that statenent.

Left-wing extremi sts openly belittled and ridicul ed those who practiced
the art of surviving in any type of emergency. The governnent sent
infiltrators in to spy on the survivalists and the nilitias that sprang
up during the final years before the collapse. Many in the news nedia
were openly scornful of those who quietly stockpiled weapons and

ammuni tion and food and water and emnergency gear, calling them

conspi racy freaks.

"Qun nuts!" others ridicul ed.
"Ri ght-wi ng kooks!" still others jeered at them

But when the end cane, those who had taken the tine to prepare and had
endured the hostility of the biased press, the spying and snooping from
government agents, and the derision of often well-intentioned but badly
m sinfornmed |iberal groups, fared the best. They were able to fend off

t he ranpagi ng hordes of punks and thugs and human vermnmin that always
seemto lurk on the fringes of society, waiting for sone type of

di saster to befall the |aw
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abi ding public before they slither in to rape and assault and | oot.

One of those who believed in speaking his nmind (nmost of the time very
bluntly) and being prepared as nmuch as possible was a man cal |l ed Ben Rai nes.

For years, Ben Rai nes had spoken out against the growing socialistic
nmoverrent of big government in America. And, as so nmany thousands of

ot her heretofore | aw abi di ng Areri cans had done when Congress finally
pushed through the infanmus gun-grab bill, Ben hid his few guns rather
than turn themin.

But in the end, the disarm ng of American citizens came to naught, for
anarchy becane the king of Anerica. And as has been predicted by many,
when the United States fells, so goes the world. Wthin days, there was
not one single stable governnment anywhere on earth.

After nmonths of roanming around the battered nation, and seeing no rea
effort being made toward rebuil ding, Ben and a few others |inked up and
started tal king about a dreamthey shared: the formati on of a governnent
that woul d be based truly by the people and for the people.

The Tri-States phil osophy of government was born, and since it was based
on a conmmonsense formof rule and law, the liberals could not understand
it. When it comes to comon sense, denned sinply as sound practica
judgrment, liberals as a rule, are left out in the hinterlands, wondering
what in the hell is going on



A commonsense form of government, with its laws and rules, is really
quite sinmple to understand: it neans that each citizen is responsible
for his or her own actions, deeds, and destiny.

Liberals will usually respond to that with an expression of utter
confusion and by sayi ng, "Huh?"

Attenpting to explain comon sense to a liberal is nuch
10

like trying to teach a pig to fly. It is a waste of tinme for al
concerned and is quite annoying to the pig.

Li beral s believe that big governnent should be involved in every aspect
of acitizen's life. Tri-Staters believe that the primary responsibility
of governnent is to protect our shores, make sure trains and planes and
buses | eave and arrive on tine, and deliver the mail. That is, of

course, an over-sinplification, but not by much. Tri-Staters nust be a
speci al breed of person. They nust respect the rights of others,

regardl ess of race, religion, or creed. They nust accept ful
responsibility for their own actions and deeds and by doing so
understand that honor and truth nust play a large part in day-to-day
living. Con artists, slick-talking flimflamoperators, and people who
m srepresent the truth in any type of business dealing don't |ast |ong
inany Tri-State society. Bullies and people with abrasive and
argunentative personalities quickly learn to back off and tenper their
enotions. In any comunity enbracing the Tri-States phil osophy, citizens
have the right to protect their lives, the lives of their |oved ones,
and their personal property wi thout fear of arrest, prosecution, and/or
civil lawsuit.

Ri ght and wong and norality is taught in public schools, and if parents
don't like that, they can take their children and | eave. And don't cone
back. Right and wong is not up for debate.

Living in any Tri-States society is not a right, it is a privilege. And
for many people it proves to be not just difficult, but inpossible. Ben
Rai nes correcdy cal culated diat only three out of every ten people could
live in such an open society. It took a special person to |live where
they controlled their own destiny.

Nearly everything in the Tri-States is | ow key. High-pressure
sal espeopl e and boil er-room operators quickly
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learn that the Tri-States is not for them In the Tri-States, no neans
no, not maybe.

Eventually, the United States government outside die Tri-States
staggered to its feet and began whipping its citizens into line. Then it
threw all its mght against the Tri-States and those who had chosen to
live as free people.

After days of fierce fighting, die Tri-States was overwhel ned and die
government of die United States (once again in the pretty little hands
of left-wing |iberals) declared victory agai nst Ben Raines and his
fol | oners.



That declaration was a tad premature, for while die president was
patting hinself on die back and proclaimng victory, Ben Raines was busy
putting togedier a guerrilla army. Wdiin weeks he declared war on die
government of the United States.

It did not take long for diose in power to offer die olive branch of
peace to Ben and his Rebels. For a full-scale, all-out guerrilla war had
never really been fought on Anerican soil... at |least not in anyone's
menory, and certainly not against forces who fought as savagely as Ben
Rai nes' s Rebel s.

After a handshake and a prom se of cooperation between die two nations
widiin a nation, and as die Tri-States was rebuil ding and hopeful Iy
setding down into a peaceful period, die governnent of die United States
once nmore coll apsed and die world again foll owed suit.

Brush wars spread like wildfire and governnments diat were attenpting to
st abi uze disintegrated into bloody civil war. The United States was no
different.

That col | apse coul d have been expected, especially in what had once been
called die United States. For in what had once been called die United
States, mllions of people had been conditioned to expect die government
to do everydiing for diem house diem clodie them feed diem
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provide themw th free medical care, and give them noney for doing
not hi ng except laying up on their |azy asses.

These types joined with other nmal contents and went on a rioting,
| ooting, burning, killing rampage.

When t he snoke cl eared, punks and other nore or |ess human street shit
controlled the cities, self-proclaimed warlords and their gangs of
wort hl ess human vernin prow ed the countryside, preying on the innocent,
and only one man and his small arny stood between order and anarchy: Ben
Rai nes and t he Rebels.

13 One

How many tines are we going to have to do this?"en questioned silently.
How many tines nust we fight others' battles for then? Wien do | call a
halt to it?

H s eyes were on the passing | andscape but his m nd was pondering many

i ssues as the |l ong convoy began their pull-out of Wst Virginia. For the
nost part, the state was clear of |arge bands of thugs and oudaws. Ben
knew a few small bands remmined, as they did in every state the Rebels
had cl eared outside of the SUSA-the Southern United States of Anerica.
But in the SUSA, any band of thugs remaining diere would not |ast |ong,
for Raines's Rebels and Rebel supporters had a very short tol erance for

| awbr eakers of any ki nd.

After the Rebels had pulled out of Europe, returning to North Arerica to
once more clean it out of thugs, punks, warlords, oudaws, creepies, and
other bits of nmore or |less human crap, Ben had found the nation cut in
hal f. Sinon Border, a self-proclainmed religious | eader and his
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Arnmy of the Denocratic Front, with the help of several left-w ng
senators and representatives representing the New Left Party, had staged
a coup agai nst President Blan-ton, and the result was the nation was
once nore | eaderless and in chaos. Wen Ben and the Rebels returned from
Europe, Sinon and his people beat it across the Mssissippi River. Sinon
now cl ai med nuch of the Western United States: 16 states, with the
exception of Texas, which was a part of the SUSA. The new capital of the
United States, Charleston, West Virginia, has been destroyed by looters
and other lowifes, and was nothing but a shanbles. Sinon Border, whose
face bore a striking resenblance to a cot-tonmouth snake, wanted to be
ki ng of Anmeri ca.

On the eastern side of the M ssissippi, Arerica would, again, have to be
rebuilt fromthe ground up, once the Rebels cleaned out the nests of
outlaws. And it was solely up to the Rebels to do it. Again.

Ben began by clearing out the SUSA and starting his factories running 24
hours, seven days a week, punping out medicines, munitions and field
rati ons and all other necessities needed for a protracted war.

After his Rebels once nore reclained their old Base Canp One, Ben got in
touch with President Homer Bl an-ton-who was now out of a job-and offered
himthe position of Secretary of State of the SUSA, a position that

Bl ant on qui ckly accepted. Then, after the Rebels began their push to
once nmore clean out Anmerica, Senator Paul Altman, at Ben's urgings, was
sworn in as President of the NUSA-the Northern United States of Anerica.
Many of the states that would nake up the NUSA had yet to be cl eared.
Wth a smle, Ben assured Altman that they would be cleaned up ... be
patient.

"Do | have a choice?" Al tnman asked.
"Not really,"” Ben replied. "Were would you |ike your new capital to be?"
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Al tman sighed. Ben Rai nes noved very quickly. "As a matter of fact, 1've
gi ven that sone thought. How about I ndi anapolis?"

"Fine with me. Consider it done."
Ben did not believe in wasting tine.

As often as it takes, | suppose. Ben answered his own question, as he
pul l ed his eyes fromthe passing | andscape and brought his nind back to
t he present.

"Wird nmust have spread fast," Jersey spoke fromthe second seat of the
big wagon. "I can't believe all the punks have left the state.™

Wrd had i ndeed spread fast about the Rebels. They had encountered no
resi stance as the | ong convoy snaked its way through West Virginia. They
had received sone very hostile |l ooks froma certain type of person as

t hey nmoved northward, but no shots had been fired at them

Cooper noaned in dismay as the wagon |urched over a particularly bad
spot in the cracked ol d hi ghway.



H ghways all over the nation were in rough shape, having received no

mai nt enance for years. Only in areas controlled by the Rebels were roads
i n good shape. There, any new people who had applied for resident status
and were not yet qualified to do anything el se, and were physically
capabl e of hard work, Ben put to work assisting road crews during the
day. Then they went to school for several hours at night and all day on
Saturday to learn a trade. If they objected to that schedule, they were
escorted to the nearest border and kicked out and told not to cone back

In the SUSA, for years called the Tri-States, everybody capable of doing
so worked at sonething. Nobody laid up on their asses and did not hing.
There was just too rmuch to do to put up with shirkers.

"They haven't all run away, Jersey," Ben said, unfolding
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a map. "Alot of themare hiding in the tinber and the hills and
holl ows. They'll surface as soon as we clear the state. But they're
going to be in for a very rude surprise when they do surface with
stealing and raping and killing on their mserable little mnds."

Now, when the Rebels left an area that had agreed to align with them
they left behind them|ocal nen and wonen who had sworn to uphold the
Tri-States phil osophy of |aw and order. That nmeant that the life
expectancy of crimnals was about 20 minutes, max. Under the Tri-States
form of governnent, |aw abiding citizens have the right to protect and
preserve life, loved ones, and personal property by any neans at hand,

i ncluding deadly force, w thout fear of arrest, prosecution, or civil
lawsuit. Citizens were certainly not required to use extreme neasures in
protecting what was theirs, but they were encouraged to do so.

"W keep chasing these asshol es and pushi ng them back and back," Corrie
said. "And when we get theminto the northeast part of the country,

they'Il cut up into Canada and scatter. Seens |ike we've done this before.™
"Yes, we have," Ben said with a sigh. "This is certainly covered ground.
Most of it anyway. We've been fighting to restore order in this beat-up
nati on for years. W clear one area, and |I'Il be damed if the citizens
don't allow the thugs and punks to nmove right back in wth near

i mpunity. Tell you the truth, I'mgetting weary of it."

There was a finality in Ben's voice that his team had not heard before.
The boss was getting tired of fighting other peoples' battles for them
As Ben was found of saying: Enough is enough and too rmuch is an
anplitude of sufficiency.

"When this push is over," Jersey asked, "are we going to stand down?"

Ben smiled. "Now, | didn't say that, Jersey. As long as |
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have the stamina to stay in the field, the field is where I'Il be. But
the next tinme we're asked to trace old footsteps ... well, hell, | don't
know what decision |I'll reach."

Ben's teamrel axed. Wth the exception of Anna, the bl onde, pal e-eyed
young | ady Ben had brought back from Europe and adopted as his own, the
rest of the team Corrie, Beth, Jersey, and Cooper-had known not hi ng but



the field for years. Al of themhad joined Ben while still in their
teen years. Corrie, the comunicati ons expert. Cooper, the driver. Beth,
the statistician. Jersey, Ben's personal bodyguard.

"Don't scare us like that, boss,"” the usually quiet Beth spoke fromthe
rear seat of the big wagon, where she had her nose stuck in a book, as

usual . She was reading a novel witten by Robert Vaughan. "You'll make

us think you're sick, or sonething."

Ben smled. "I never felt better in my life," he inforned them And that
was the truth. Ben always felt like a nmillion bucks when a push began
He |oved the field, even though he was mniddl e-aged and knew he was
approaching the time when he should think of getting out of the field

or at the very |least, slow ng down sone.

But he wouldn't seriously entertain that thought. For years he had
known, sonehow, perhaps as a prenonition, that when his time cane to
face the Alm ghty, he would die in the field, in conbat. That was his
destiny, and Ben realized it

Corrie broke into his thoughts. "Receiving from Scouts, boss," she
announced. "What is left of Pittsburgh is filled with creeps. And
fly-bys confirmthat the punks have broken up into small groups and have
taken to the countryside."

Ben nodded his head. "Just |like we figured. What about the citizens?"
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"Mlitia and survivalist groups are holding in spots around the state.
But they need to be re-supplied ASAP."

"I bet they do." Intelligence had inforned himthat a few of the mlitia
and survivalist groups were racist-sonme even aligned w th notorious
anti-Semtic and anti-black organi zati ons-but not the majority. However,
right now, Ben and his Rebels needed all the help they could get. He
would sort it all out later. Besides, it sure as hell wouldn't be the

first time he'd shaken hands with the devil in order to conplete a
m ssion, nor, he was sure, would it be the last time. "Al right, Cone.
Find out what they need and arrange for airdrops. | want to know the

exact location of each mlitia group and | want to nmeet with the | eaders
head-to-head | ater on."

"Right," Corrie responded. A nonent |ater: "Bivouac area one hour ahead.
W'l be right on the Chio line. Approximately 50 miles fromPittsburgh."

The Iong colum pulled off the interstate just outside of what was |eft

of a small town on the West Virginia side of the state |line. Before the

Great War, the town had boasted a popul ati on of about 700. Now there was
not hi ng except |ooted, trashed, picked-over hones, and a few burned-out

hul ks of what once were busi nesses.

Scouts had inspected the ghost town and declared it free of hostiles.
"Hell," Cooper remarked. "It's free of everything. Place is spooky."
"Be sure and | ook in your sleeping bag before you crawl in there

toni ght, Coop." Jersey stuck the needle to him "There mi ght be a

creepie in there just waiting to give you a great big sloppy goodnight
kiss."



Cooper flipped her the bird and ot herw se ignored her. Then he shuddered
and said, "Yuck!" at just the thought of the Ni ght People. He wal ked away.

Sone years back, after the dust had settled fromthe first
19

col l apse of civilization and the Rebels were just getting organized,
bands of what the Rebels would eventually refer to as "creepies" began
surfacing. They were the nost disgusting people the Rebels had ever
encountered, and the Rebels hated themw th a passion that was
unequal ed, for the Ni ght People were cannibals. The adults either could
not or would not allow thenselves to be rehabilitated, and the children
sinmply could not be rehabilitated. Ben's scientists were still trying to
determ ne why the creeps lived as they did. But so far, no |uck

The Rebel s | earned about the offspring of the N ght People the hard way.
After several Rebels had been killed and nore than a dozen nai ned by

vi cious attacks, the Rebels were forced to cease their attenpts to rehab
die kids they captured. Since none anong them wanted to shoot a child,
the Rebels, if they could possibly do it, just let die kids escape,
knowi ng full well diey would someday have to face diemin conbat as
adults. Ben just didn't know what else to do with them

And now the Rebels knew for sure diat within die ruins of Pittsburgh die
creepies were waiting for a fight to die finish, for die creeps never
surrendered. Retreated yes, surrendered no.

As dusk began spreadi ng over die | and, Ben sat outside die | arge notor
hone he had begun using as his CP. His teamsat away from him know ng
wi t hout being told diat he did not wish to be disturbed.

Just give it up, Ben, a quiet voice spoke inside his head. You and the

Rebel s don't owe these people anything. They 're adults, they can fight
their own battles. Just stand everybody down and go on back to the SUSA
and | et everybody else fight their own battles.

You can't do that, anodier voice said. You can't let one area of the
country tear itself apart with anarchy while another section prospers.
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G ve me one good reason why not ? the first voi ce demanded.

Because if you allow the creeps and the punks and the gangs and the
human vermin to flourish, it will only be a matter of tine before they
'"U be strong enough to attack the SUSA and those areas aligned with the
Rebel phil osophy.

They mi ght be strong enough to attack, but they won't be strong enough
to defeat the Rebels.

Perhaps not the first tine, or the second tinme, or even the third tine.
But how | ong can the SUSA stand al one and hol d out?

The second voice was silent, having no reply to diat. Ben angrily shook
his head, nonmentarily clearing it of the arguing voices only he could
hear. He stood up and wal ked around the notor hone several tines, taking
long strides, his big hands balled into fists.



H s team watched in silence for a time, then Cooper said, "The boss is
pi ssed about sonet hing."

"I don't think so," Beth said. "I think he's wagi ng some sort of inner
conflict."

Cooper cut his eyes. "Wiat do you nean by that?"

"For once, | agree with Coop," Jersey said. She | ooked at him "Don't
let that go to your head, Coop. Wat do you nean, Beth?"

"I"d guess the boss is trying to make up his mnd whether to go forward
or stand us down and head on back hone. | think."

"Now | am confused," Cooper said.

"Your normal state," Jersey told him She |ooked at Beth. "He's maybe
wondering if going on is worth it?"

"That would be ny guess.”

"Fight the creeps and the punks and the assholes now, or fight them

later,"” Corrie spoke up. "Either way, we're going to take | osses. But
this way it isn't little Rebel kids who will be dying. If the boss pulls
back and we bunker in, sooner or later we'll be attacked and Rebel kids
and elderly will suffer.”
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Those who subscribed to the Tri-States phil osophy never thought of
t hensel ves as anythi ng other than Rebels.

"I have never known anything but fighting," Anna said. "I would think it
woul d be very strange to live in peace."

"Tell the truth," Jersey replied, "I been scrapin' for survival ever
since | was a little girl. | remenber very little else. If we weren't
fightin', what the hell would we do?"

"You coul d al ways cone live with me and we could have lots of litde
Apaches, " Cooper said hopefully. He was ready to | eap up and head for
parts unknown shoul d Jersey nmake a nove toward him

But the dimnutive Jersey only smled. "Coop, what do you figure the
odds are of any of us living | ong enough to settle down and have a fanily?"

Coop's returning snle was sad in the quickly gathering night. "Not too
damm hi gh, Jersey."

"Then we won't bring up the subject of famly again, Coop," Jersey spoke
softly. "It's just damm depressing."

"Yes," Beth said. "I never think about that."
"Me either," Corrie said. "Anna?"
The teenager cut her w se and young-old eyes to Corrie. "I have never

t hought about anything Iike that. In my country, it was a day-to-day
struggle just to stay alive. Nobody really planned for die future."



Ben had paused in the shadows by a corner of the notor hone, listening
to the exchange.

"You believe in destiny, Jersey?" Cooper asked.

"Heavy subject, Coop. But, yeah. |'ve thought about it | guess |I do. \Wy?"
"I's this our destiny? | nmean, what we're doi ng?"

"Do you think it is, Coop?" Corrie asked.

"Yeah, | think so," Cooper replied softly. "We're still together after
all this time, aren't we? | nean, we could have transferred out, but we
didn't. W may fuss and argue

22

and get on each others' nerves every now and then, but when the shit
hits the fan, we hang tough-right?"

Jersey started to tell himthat was what being a teamwas all about, but
she held her tongue. Besides, if Cooper wanted to think that was
destiny, fine. Hell, maybe it was.

The teamfell silent and Ben slipped back, deeper into the night, and
wal ked over to the ness tent. There, he pulled a mug of coffee and
wandered around until he found the tailgate of a pick-up truck open and
sat down.

Destiny? Well, Ben thought, |'ve often pondered the sane question. Maybe
it was their destiny to wander about |ike warrior gypsies fromfight to
fight, making the land safe for decent people-and it made no difference
whet her or not those peopl e subscribed to the Rebel phil osophy. Ben
smled in the night: Robin and his 25,000 Hoods.

Maybe soneday, when conditions around the nation reached sone | evel of
nor mal cy, sonmebody woul d make a novi e about the Rebels. Then Ben shook
his head. But Hollywood was gone, reduced to rubble. He chuckled softly
as anot her thought popped into his head: Maybe that was just as well,
for the left-1eaning producers and witers and directors who had
controll ed the scripts and purse-strings of Hollywod would surely have
portrayed Ben and the Rebels as the bad guys, wagi ng war agai nst the
poor m sunderstood crimnals, who surely nust have been spanked as
children and that, of course, was the cause and therefore the excuse for
their violent, anti-social behavior

Ben | aughed softly and slid off the tailgate and stretched. He really
didn't give a big rat's ass how history painted him I|f he had ever
worried about that, he'd stopped years back. He doubted that historians
woul d show that he and the Rebels had brought dignity back to al

| aw abi ding citizens who lived in Rebel-controlled territory, as well as
returning a high degree of honor arid truth to governnent and to the
busi ness community and their relationship with
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t he consuner. He rather doubted that historians would show that not just



violent crinme was practically nonexistent in any Rebel-controlled area,
but all types of crime, and if they did nention that fact, it would be
that it was acconplished at the point of a gun

So what? would be Ben's reaction to that. The point is, it was acconplished.

Ben sipped his coffee and stared into the night. He sighed as he
realized the Rebels just couldn't pull back in their quest to purge
America of those who preyed on die weak, the old, the hel pless. Even

t hough all mxed in anong di ose who truly needed the Rebels' help were
strong, capable, able-bodied men and wonmen who sinply refused to pick up
a gun and take care of the problemthensel ves.

It was difficult for Ben to hide his contenpt for those types of people,
and he usually didn't even make the effort.

Ben wal ked back to the notor home and opened the door, then turned and

| ooked at his team sitting within conversation distance fromhim "Get
a good night's sleep, gang. W'll start clearing the ruins of Pittsburgh
t onmor r ow. "

Ben stepped inside and cl osed the door.
25 Two

Just a fewmniles after the Rebels noved across the state line, the first
thing they noticed as they rolled along the old interstate was no snoke
from heating or cooking fires, no evidence of human habitation

They all knew what that meant the creepies had ranged out fromthe ruins
of the city in search of food. They woul d be hol di ng human snacks in
basements and tunnels all over the city, fattening themup for the

sl aught er.

Jersey broke the silence of a fewmnmles. "I hate these goddamm peopl e.
Sonetimes you can rehab a punk and make sonet hi ng decent and useful out
of them But not these ... cannibals!" She spat out the | ast word as she

shuddered in revul sion

Jersey knew, as did every Rebel, that when fighting the N ght People,
| ayi ng back out of harmis way and letting artillery do nost of the work
just wouldn't cut it with the creeps. In the cities, they were nearly
al ways bunkered in, deep underground, and when the big guns ceased their

26

rain of death, the creeps crawl ed out of their stinking holes and waited
to mx it up hand-to-hand. The Ni ght People were a disgusting and

despi cabl e bunch, but no one who had ever faced them could short them on
courage and fighting ability.

And they never surrendered. Wien confronting the creeps, the Rebels knew
they could count on a fight to the death.

"Reports coming in." Corrie spoke fromthe second seat of the big wagon.
"The creeps are waiting for us. Scouts report what appears to be a heavy
concentration in the ruins."”

Nobody had to ask how the scouts could tell when the creeps were al
under ground and approxi mately where and how many of them the snell.



Creeps worl dwi de seened to share an aversion to bathing, and their body
odor was enough to put a polecat to shane.

"Battalions directly north and south of our position not yet in |ine
with us," Corrie continued. "They're both at |east half a day behind us
due to the roads."

Ceorgi Striganov's 5 Batt, Rebet's 6 Batt, and Jackie Malone's 12 Batt
were north of Ben, slogging through the spring rains and traveling on
bad roads, hitting the larger towns and clearing them of punks and
creeps. They had encountered only a few gangs of punks and they gave it
up without much of a fight. Ike's 2 Batt and G eenwalt's 11 Batt were
just south of Ben. The other battalions-with a couple of exceptions-were
standing by, waiting for the big push to get underway, or hel ping small
conmuni ti es get back on their feet. Two other battalions were waiting
for Ben's orders to nove. Ben planned very carefully. But first there
was a little game to be played between Ben and Corri e.
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"What about this little town just ahead?" Ben asked innocently.

"That's where the scouts first reported from" Corrie said over a snile

of her owmn. "It's a little bigger than a town, boss. It was a city of
just over a quarter of a million before the Great War."
"Ch. Very well. We'Il bivouac just west of the outskirts. Maybe we'll

get lucky tonight," he added with a very thin smle

The team gri nned and exchanged gl ances. Ben knew that without Corrie
telling him it was a game they played. They knew what Ben was up to: he
woul d have his peopl e appear to be bivouacking for the night, but in
reality the Rebels would be setting up anbush sites, hoping to sucker
the enemy in under cover of darkness; night was the creeps' favorite
time to fight. Wth luck, the Rebels would draw hundreds of creeps from
the larger ruins to the east

"Scouts report the main body of creeps have noved back into the rubble
of the city," Corrie said.

"Pull the scouts back and tell themto pick a spot,"” Ben ordered. There
was no need for himto tell the forward people to stay alert. That would
have been a superfluous order. Nor did he have to tell themin code what
he had planned for the night. They knew and woul d be eyebal Iing the best
| ocations to lay out anti-personnel mnes, stringing black wire

ankl e-high, and rigging other nasty little surprises the Rebels were
fanous for. O infanous.

When it came to warfare, Ben Raines and his Rebels were not nice people.

"Order Buddy, Dan, and Buck to gear up and nove in a bit closer," Ben

or der ed.

Ben's son, Buddy, who commanded 8 Batt, designated the special
operations battalion, and Dan Gray, the former British SAS of ficer who
conmmanded 3 Batt, and Buck Tayl or, who comanded 15 Batt, had noved into
posi tion.
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A fewniles south, artillery units had noved into place, waiting for
Ben's orders, and the souped-up P-51Es were waiting to go in at Ben's
conmmand.

As the Rebels were setting up their "bivouac" area, Ben said, "Hot
coffee only, Corrie. We eat cold rations tonight Everybody stay heads-up
all the time."

The Rebel s noticed that Ben was carrying his old Thonpson SMG and his
magazi ne pouch was filled with spares. He wal ked the area, stopping to
chat innocuously enough for a nmoment with platoon | eaders and CGCs.
"Everybody stay in body arnor. As soon as the creeps start rushing us,
and they will just after dark ..." The wi nd had shifted, com ng out of
the east, bringing with it a strong odor of unwashed bodies. "... The
artillery will open up just behind them and keep up the barrage. That
will prevent the creeps fromretreating. We'll keep illum nation flares
up for the duration. Fly-bys have shown the creeps are concentrating on
the this side of the city ... facing us in a defensive posture and not
payi ng attention behind themas they should. I don't think they realize
t hey' ve been put in a box. If we have any kind of luck, we can get a |ot
of our work done tonight. | want everyone with two full canteens of

wat er, enough ammo for a sustained fight Plenty of grenades. Once they
realize they're trapped, die creeps will cone at us in their usua
banzai attack." Ben smiled thinly. "This night is going to be very
interesting.”

As dusk drew nearer, the Rebels got into position, behaving as if it
were the close of a typical day in the field. The nmess tents were up,
wi th the cooks noving back and forth as if everything was normal. But
their weapons were within easy reach and when the first shot was fired,
di ey knew exacdy where to junp.

"Buddy and Dan in position,
go."

Corrie reported to Ben. "Artillery ready to
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Ben nodded hi s understandi ng and | ooked around him "Everybody in position?"

"Yes, sir. The tanks were the last to shift around. Everything is
setting on 'go'."

"Full dark in about 15 m nutes. Let's get the teaminto position."

To an observer, the canp | ooked normal. It was anything but normal. The
Rebel s were on high alert.

If Ben's plan worked, and indications were it was working to perfection
the creeps in the ruins of Pittsburgh had already shifted many of their
peopl e out and west, to beef up the creeps in what used to be the snall
city of Washington, hoping to catch the Rebels by surprise.

The surprise was going to be on the creeps.

Corrie was standing very close to Ben, behind what was left of a



concrete block wall. "Scouts report a |arge wave of creeps coni ng dead
at them boss," she said in a | ow voice. "They are approachi ng what we
have designhated as the FFZ." No man's land, a free fire zone for the
Rebel s. Soon the slaughter would begin and the night woul d be sparked
with nmuzzle blasts, the roar of heavy artillery, and the screans of

t hose caught in the open

"Tell our forward people to fall back."

"Yes, sir.
"The creeps never learn,"” Ben nuttered. "Luckily for us."
None of his teamreplied, knowi ng no reply was expected.

Ben started to say that this time, on this sweep, they would get rid of
the creeps once and for all. But he curbed his tongue, recalling that
he'd said the sane thing on the previous sweeps and the damm N ght
Peopl e just kept coining back. He frowned and shook his head. Scientists
down at Base Canp One were now sayi ng the canni balism
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m ght be caused by an illness due to chemicals in their water

"Years of drinking bad water?" Ben had asked, struggling to keep sarcasm
out of his tone.

"Yes," they replied.

"The goddamm creepies are all over North Anerica, Mexico, Centra
America, South Anerica, and Europe. Every place in this world we have
gone, we have run into creepies. And you want me to believe it was
caused by bad water?"

"Well ..." The scientists said in unison

"Way didn't any of us go cannibalistic before we forned Tri-States and
got water purification systens up and running, back when we were

dri nki ng whatever water we could find?" Ben asked.

The scientists had no reply to that question

"Keep trying," Ben told them

Ben smled as he renmenbered that scene. His scientists were the finest
inthe world (he got themfromall over the world) but they sonetines

had a tendency to keep their heads in the ozone. Sonebody had to bring

t hem down and plant their feet firmy on the ground.

"Creeps approaching the point of no return,” Corrie whispered. "Sixty
seconds. "

"Ready the IFs," Ben said softly.
"I Fs ready, boss. Thirty seconds."

"Drop themin," Ben ordered.

The illumination flares were dropped down the tubes and the ni ght was



shattered, a harsh white light ripping the darkness. Wat appeared to be
hundreds of robed nen and wormen were caught in the glare just as 120mm
and 155nm rounds began dropping in frommniles away. Fifty-caliber
machi ne guns opened up fromthe Rebel side, and those creeps who weren't
torn apart by the heavy inconming artillery were cut down by machi ne-gun
fire. It
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was bl oody carnage, and that was exactly what Ben had pl anned.

As those creeps who had managed to survive the surprise anbush in the
huge cl earing cane into range-and there were plenty of creeps to go
around- Ben's people in the bivouac area opened fire. Rounds of .223s and
7.62s cut the night air and nore dead and savagel y wounded were added to
the bodies already littering the ground in the free fire zone. Bodies
and shattered pieces of bodies lay in grotesque and bl oodi ed positions
under the hard light of the illum nation flares, which kept the night as
bri ght as day.

Not a single creepie made it through the defensive line of the Rebels. A
few of the stinking, robed and hooded nen and wormen cane cl ose, but they
were cut down by a hail of bullets fromthe Rebels, sone no nore than a
few nmeters fromthe first |line of defense

"Cease fire, Corrie," Ben ordered, his voice holl ow sounding and dimto
his ears after the sustained roar of battle. "Get me a casualty report
fromall units, please."

"Coming in now, boss."

Ben waited. He coughed several tinmes, clearing his throat of the acrid
taste of gunsnoke. He took a sip of water fromone of his canteens. It
tasted flat to his tongue.

"No dead, boss," Corrie reported. "Only a few slightly wounded. Not hi ng
serious."

"W | ucked out again," Ben said. "How many creeps are estinmated to have
made it back to the city?"

"Thirty-five to 40 percent."

"We' |l have our work cut out for us tonorrow, then. Beginning tonorrow,
that is," he added.

"Snipers in position and ready to go," Corrie said.
"Keep the flares up until they signal they're through."
"Yes, sir."

Rebel snipers would spend the next 20 m nutes or so
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putting lead into anything that noved out in the free fire zone. The
Rebel s did not take creepie prisoners. There was no point.

"I want bulldozers up here at first light," Ben ordered.



"Yes, sir. Contacting the conbat engi neers now. "

The conbat engi neers woul d scoop out a huge hol e and the creeps woul d be
buried in a mass grave. Sonetimes, when earth-novi ng equi prent was not
avai |l abl e, the Rebels burned creepie bodies. None among diem | iked that
job, for the stench was horrible and die snell difficult to get out of
one' s cl ot hi ng.

"I think "Il get sone coffee," Ben said. "Have platoon |eaders tel
their people to stagger sleep shifts diis night. The creeps just m ght
decide to try it again. Although | doubt it W kicked their ass pretty
hard."

Ben anbl ed over to a darkened ness tent, carrying his old Thonpson
casually. As so often occurred when he used the ol d Chicago Pi ano-which
was sel dom now-the younger Rebels, and many of the ol der ones, shied
away from him The old Thonpson, which had been reworked so many tines
diere was not one original part left init, was viewed by nany (al di ough
never to Ben's face) as sonething al nost godlike. Mst Rebels refused to
touch it. Ben knew all this, and knew too that the Rebels considered him
al nost godl i ke.

Ben Rai nes was | egend, and not just anmong his own people. He had been
wounded so nmany times he had | ost count. He had been taken prisoner
several times, escaped, and had singl ehandedly waged deadl y war agai nst
his captors. He had been caught in artillery barrages and survived. He
had been shot and fallen off a mountain out west, and survived with only
a few broken bones.

He coul d have al nost any wonan he wanted, yet the one worman he had | oved
with all his heart had constantly spurned him Jerre had been killed in
die Northwest a few
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years back, buried in a lonely, lovely spot that Ben had chosen. He had
never stopped loving Jerre, and Ben knew he probably would take his |ove
for her to the grave.

Ben pulled a nmug of coffee and sat down on a bench in the darkened tent.
He was | eft alone, and knew he would be as long as he sat in the tent,
unl ess one of his own teamcane in to join him Jersey, of course, had
followed himto the tent; she never let himout of her sight. If anyone
wanted to kill Ben Raines, they would first have to go through Jersey.
He knew the rest of his teamwas close by, but they would | eave him

al one unl ess sonet hi ng came up

Lonely at the top, Ben thought, sipping the strong coffee.

He renenbered when the Rebels were first fornmed; he knew the nanes of
every menber of the small band, of Constitutionalists-the proper nane
for the Rebel s-who had set out to formtheir own governnent, based on
the constitution of the United States and the witings of the men who
signed the Decl aration of |ndependence. But of that original bunch, only
a small handful rermained. Mdst were dead. And those that renained, |ike
Ben, were m ddl e-aged.

Ben smled in the gloomof the tent, remenbering the women he'd known
over the years. He had several children, but of themall, only Buddy



Rai nes, his ol dest son, showed any interest in conmand | eadership. The
others were fine kids, bright and good-| ooki ng and out goi ng, but not
interested in assum ng any | eadership role ... at |least not yet.

Ben doubted they ever would, for their nothers kept them as far away
from Ben as possible. Ben sel dom saw his kids, and doubted he woul d know
themif they wal ked into the nmess tent.

But if that was the way their nothers wanted it, that was fine with Ben
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He had wars to fight and a country to resettle.

He | ooked up as Anna strolled into the tent, his Husky, Snpot, on a
| eash. The adopted Anna was closer to himthan any of his blood
children, with the exception of Buddy.

Ben thought of his first Husky, Juno, whom he had found (or the Husky
had found him rather) down south, just after the Great War, and who had
lived to be an old dog. Juno had died fighting governnent soldiers who
had i nvaded the original Tri-States, up in the Northwest.

"Good fight, hey, General Ben?" Anna asked, sitting down beside him
"Have you ever been in a bad fight, Anna?" Ben questi oned.
"Only the ones when | was on the |osing side back in the old country."

"I suppose that would spoil your day," Ben muttered. Anna lived to
fight. Ben suspected strongly that in a couple of years, she would be
requesting perm ssion to nmove over to Buddy's special operations
battali on. She had al ready been through junp training, and even Dan
Gray, the former British SAS officer, admtted there was little he could
teach the young woman about guerrilla warfare and the art of silent
killing. Anna was a natural soldier

"So we nove into the big city tonmorrow, hey?" Anna asked.

"What's left of it."

"Good," she replied, flashing a smle. "That neans we get to kill creeps
cl ose up. See you, Ceneral Ben! |'ll take Snoot back to the notor hone."
She was gone into the night.

Ben toyed with his coffee nmug for a nonent. He had never seen anyone who

hated the N ght People any nore than Anna did. He supposed she had good
reason to do so. Back in Europe, the creeps had chased Anna and her

35
35

smal | band of young fighters for years, toward the end even offering a
reward for her head.

Ben sat for a tine, finishing his coffee, thinking, Anna has no business
bei ng here. She needs to be back at Base Canp One, attending coll ege,
havi ng fun and seeing boys her own age. But whenever he brought that up
she fixed himw th those cold pale eyes and shook her head.



"More coffee, general ?" one of the cooks quietly asked, standing by the
long table with a coffee pot.

Ben | ooked up and snmiled in the gloom "No thanks. |I've had plenty." He

stood up. "I'Il see you in a few hours."
Ben wal ked slowy back to his notor hone. The flares were still popping,
filling the night with light. The crack of the sniper rifles was |ess

frequent now. In another 30 minutes or so, the nortar crews woul d stand
down and the night woul d quiet.

Shifting through the rubble of Pittsburgh would not take long, for if
the creeps ran true to form they would be exiting the ruins now, the
worren and children noving out first, the adult male survivors the |ast
ones to leave. Only a few volunteers woul d remain behind, to harass the
Rebel s. When the Rebels pulled out of the rubble, they would | eave
behi nd them a dead city.

Ben slowed his step and cut his eyes. His teamwas a dozen or so yards
behi nd; never far away. They would not rest until he was secure.

In his notor home, Ben cleaned the old Thonpson and put it away. "Maybe
it'stime to put it away for good," he nmuttered. "Bring an end to an era."

But he knew he wouldn't do that. Not yet.

He took his cut-down M 16 out of a closet and cleaned the CAR then
filled an ammo pouch with full .223 nagazines. In the distance, the
artillery barrage against the city that lay to the east raged. It would
continue all night. At

36
WIlliamW Johnstone

dawn, Buddy's special ops battalion would seize the airport and nmake it
ready to receive planes.

Ben showered and hit the sack. Snoot jumped up on the bed and curled up
at Ben's side. Wthin mnutes Ben was asl eep. As usual, he dreaned of Jerre.

37 Three

Ben started hammering at the ruins of Pittsburgh fromthe west, north,
and south. He deliberately left the east side open for a time, in hopes
t he wonen woul d take the small kids and bug out. The sight of dead
babi es was not sonet hing any Rebel enjoyed view ng.

The P-51Es would cone in after the artillery stood dowmn for a time, and
drop napal m Soon the ruins were blazing, sending black snmoke spiraling
high into the blue sky, while the main body of the Rebels stood back a

few miles and watched and waited for their turn. Their turn would cone

the next norning, and that's when it would get down and dirty-grunt

wor k, digging the nasties out of the stinking lairs, sometines sealing

the tunnel s and basenents cl osed, sonetinmes punping tear or pepper gas
into the openings, driving themout, then shooting them when they surfaced.

Wthin an hour after entering the rubble, the Rebels' clothing would be
filthy with soot and ash and stinking fromthe odor of dead creeps. And



al t hough none of them
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ever expressed their feelings to Ben, it had gotten back to himon nore
t han one occasion that many of the Rebels putting their lives on the
line day after day wondered if the civilian popul ation around the
country really appreciated what they were doing.

"About half of them" Ben nuttered. "Maybe."

The Rebels noved into the still-snoking rubble just as dawn split the
eastern sky. This tine they found only a few hard-core creeps waiting
for them but that did not lessen the hard and dirty and dangerous job
of digging themout Joined by other battalions, it took a full week to
declare the ruins of Pittsburgh a dead area.

Five Batt noved north, up into New York state, 6 Batt stayed just north
of Ben, in Pennsylvania, and Ben took his 1 Batt straight east, toward

Al toona and College Station, while battalions 2 and 11 worked sout h of

Ben, but always noving east. Buddy's 8 Batt stayed | oose, ready to nove
in any direction.

Ben saw no signs of life until they were about fifty mles east of the
snoking ruins of the city. In a small town on H ghway 22, the Rebels
encountered their first mlitia group since entering the state.

Ben rel axed when he saw that the group was racially mxed. Just before
the Geat War, sone nilitia groups had aligned thenselves with hate
groups, and Ben wanted nothing to do with those hard-liners. But this
group had nenbers of all races within its ranks. Ben unassed hi nsel f
fromthe big wagon and stood for a noment, gazing at the nmen and wonen
who were staring back in him

"Are you really Ben Raines?" A woman finally broke the silence.
"I am"

"My God, general. Are we glad to see you. W're just about out of
everyt hing-holding on with our teeth."

"Are you the conmmander of this group?”
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She | aughed easily and openly and Ben liked her i mediately. "No, sir.
That woul d be Sonny Kauffnman. He's east of here checking out a report of
a gang of thugs working the area. He'll be back later on this afternoon
I"'mSally Markham Tell the truth, we can't offer you fol ks nuch, but
we' ve had the water systemworking for some tine and it's cold and as

pure as it was before the Great War."

"Sounds good," Ben said, stepping forward and extendi ng his hand.
"When's the last tinme you fol ks had a doctor check you out?"

"Several years, general."

Ben turned to Corrie. She was already on the horn, telling the MASH unit



behind themto set up and the medics to get ready to go to work.
"Nearest airport of any size, Sally?"

"Johnstown, sir. But that town is filled with punks and ot her assorted
asshol es. They noved in about six nonths ago. Maybe ... three or four

hundred of them They control what is left of the town."

Ben smled. "They won't for long." He turned to Corrie. "Six and 12
Batts stay here and assist these people. Let's go kick sone punk ass."

Ben had ordered ke and G eenwalt's 2 and 11 Batts to come up fromthe
south, with Ike swi nging around and bl ocki ng any escape to the west. Ben
took his 1 Batt and drove down fromthe north.

Before the Great War, Johnstown had a popul ati on of about 50,000 and had
been a pleasant little city. It was anything but pleasant now

Just for kicks, Ben ordered several squadrons of P-51Es to do fly-bys
over the town, flying very close to the deck
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When the souped up P-51Es cane screaning in, the pilots |aughingly
reported punks running in all directions.

Ben, lke, and G eenwalt were in position by late that afternoon, wth
several hours of daylight left.

"Comuni cations says they're using CBs, boss," Corrie told Ben. "Channe
19."

"Naturally," Ben said. "All right." He held out a hand and Beth put a CB
wal kie talkie init, set to 19. Ben keyed the mc. "You assholes in the

town, are you receiving nme?"

After a few seconds, a voice popped out of the speaker. "Wo you callin’
an asshol e, you asshol e?"

Ben smled. "This is going to get old in a hurry, but what the hell?
Let's have sone fun."

Beth rolled her eyes.

"I"'mcalling you an asshol e, you asshole.™
"Who are you?"

Ben chuckled. "I know who I am Who are you?"
Corrie bit her lip to keep from | aughi ng.
"Huh?"

"I said, who are you, asshol e?"

"Bi g John Parkens, that's who."

"I never heard of you. Are you sure that's who you are?"



Jersey si ghed.
" Huh?"

"Boss," Cooper said. "That ain't no nmental giantyou're talking with."

"He was probably spanked as a child and that traumatized hi mdeeply."

"I"'msure that was it," Cooper replied.
"John Prickins. Are you |istening?"
"Par kens, goddamit. Parkens!"

"That's what | said, Barkens. This is Ben Raines."

There was a very long silence fromBigjohn. "So what?" he finally asked.
But there was a definite note of worry in his voice.
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"You and your scumy crew have been terrorizing the few good people
left in that town, Fartkins. Take your gang and clear out."

"And if we don't?"

"W conei nandcl ear you out. Take a good | ook around you, big nouth.
You have Rebel battalions just waiting to come in and kick your ass."

After about three minutes of silence, the gang | eader said, "There ain't
no troops to the east."”

"How observant of you. That is correct. Does that give you a clue, Barfins?"
"Par kens, goddamit. Parkens!"
"What ever . "

"Ah ... | guess maybe you want ne and the boys to pull out in that
directi on?"

"By George, | think he's got it," Ben said to his team "Yes. O if you

choose, you can remain in town and we'll kill you. The choice is yours
to make."
"You'll ... KiU us?"

"That's what | said."
"Who the hellfire do you think you are, Raines?"

"I know who | am Arkins. The comrandi ng general of the | argest arny
known to exist on the face of the earth. You really want to tangle with us?"

"Not really, general."

"Then start noving out toward the east and keep going. \Wen you reach a
very |l arge body of water, that will be the Atlantic Ocean. Once there,
you either change your ways and become a | aw abiding citizen, or you can
make a stand and fight us. If you choose the forner, you have a good



chance of living a long life. If you choose the latter, we'll bury you.
Do you understand all that?"

"l understand."
"Move! Now "
"Yes, sir. Big John out."
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"Scouts have hi m pinpointed, boss,"” Corrie said. "He's standing with
some people on the roof of a tall building. Snipers say it's an easy
shot if you want themto take it."

"Negative. If he'll |eave peacefully, so much the better. That will give
themall anple tine to see what they're up against and quite possibly
change their ways."

Bi g John Parkens had taken a long | ook through binoculars he had stol en
and had paled at the sight of some sixty main battle tanks, the nuzzles
of their main guns pointed directly at the town, and hundreds of Rebels
waiting to nove in and kick ass. His ass. Wthin mnutes, cars, trucks,
and notorcycles began pulling out of the small city, nobst of them
trailing blue snoke from engines badly in need of an overhaul

"Either 1'mgetting soft-hearted in ny old age," Ben nmuttered, "or the

punks are w sing up."

Anna | ooked up at him and grinned m schi evously.

"And | don't expect a reply to the former," Ben added.

She wi nked at him

"Bi g John and his bunch were no better or worse than the other gangs who
have cone in here and thrown their weight around,” the citizen told Ben
"For the nost part, we left themalone and they left us al one.™

"Uh- huh,"” Ben said drily. The man had the | ook of defeat stanped al

over him and so did the crowd of nen and wonen who had gat hered around
to gawk at the Rebels and their mghty machi nes of war. "Are you people
originally fromthis town?"

"Only a few of us," a woman answered. "Mst of the residents either
nmoved out or were killed a long tine ago. A lot of them those that were
young enough, took to the hills to formmlitia groups to fight the
canni bal s and the thugs and the like. W don't know what happened to them
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But those of us here now, we figure God will take care of us. You see,
none of us believe in the taking of a human life."

"Is that a fact?" Ben said. "Well, we're going to be using your old
airport for a few days. We'll try not to bother you. If any of you need
nmedi cal care, we have doctors who will see to your needs. W'Ill be set

up at the airport." He turned to his team "Let's get the hell out of here."



The Rebels stayed in the area for a few days, first making the I oca

ai rport useable, then resupplying. The doctors saw to the needs of the
few citizens who showed up (it was obvious that the locals did not trust
t he Rebels, which suited Ben just fine; he didn't care for the citizens
either), and then the battalions noved out toward the east.

| ke kept his battalions south of Ben, but staying just far enough north
to avoid the ruins of Washington. Georgi's battalions stayed to the
north, stretched out north to south, working fromthe shore line of Lake
Ontario, down to near Ben's nore central route through the state.

At Altoona, Ben found several thousand people who had refused to |et
their town die. They had fought off punks and creeps and rebuilt out of
the ashes until diey had a thriving comunity of shops and farms. The
roam ng gangs of thugs left their area alone, as did the creeps. They
want ed no part of the Rebel phil osophy, and Ben didn't push the issue.
There, the Rebels had nedical supplies flown in for the residents-they
had doctors, but few nedicines-rested for a tine, then noved on

Ben pulled in several other battalions, until they had created a wall of
troops, running north to south, giving the creeps and thugs no escape
except to the east. Scouts, ranging far ahead of the main body of
Rebel s, reported that the punks were on the run, hardly stopping
anywhere except to rest and then keep on running.

Ben got in touch with several Canadian mlitia groups
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and told then what was happeni ng. The Canadi ans then stretched their
peopl e out along the St. Lawrence, patrolling day and ni ght, preventing
any | arge nunber of gang menmbers from crossing over

Ben was herding the creeps and punks and thugs like cattle, noving them
slowy eastward until the day they had the ocean to their backs, and
Rai nes' Rebels facing them

Then woul d cone the final showdown.

"We're going to hit New Brunswi ck and Nova Scotia in the fall or early
wi nter," Beth pointed out one day. "I amnot |ooking forward to
wintering in that climte."

Ben smiled. "Before that happens, we'll stretch out in towns north to
south running fromthe Canadi an border down to the Atlantic to keep the
punks from slipping through, and wait themout until spring. But | don't
think we'll have to wait that long. By that tine the punks will be short
on supplies and many of themw || surrender rather than starve or freeze
to death. We'll deal with the hard core in the spring. Wat's left of
them" he added with a grimsmle. "After the winter, they won't be in
very good shape to put up rmuch of a fight."

Ben had | ong had the reputati on of being one of the dirtiest guerrilla
fighters on the face of the earth. He would offer his enem es surrender
and hope (or a quick death), but if they chose to fight, he would show
t hem absol utely no conpassi on

"Scouts reporting a small band of outlaws five mles ahead,"” Corrie
said. "Forty to 50 men and wormen and a few children. They've stacked



their weapons in the mddle of the road and stuck up several white
flags. They've reported by CB radio that they've had it. And they know
of several other groups who want to pack it in."

"What about a set-up?" Ben questioned.
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"The scouts say negative. They're in rough shape. And the scouts have
been in contact with our people in records. This bunch is not on the
list as being hard core.”

"It's beginning," Ben said, after a monent. "And it's happeni ng nuch
sooner than | expected. W' re pushing themso hard they can't rest and
do much scrounging for food. Tell the scouts we're on the way." Ben
chuckl ed. "By spring we'll have the entire eastern half of the nation
rel atively cl ean of gangs."

"And t hen, boss?" Jersey asked.
"We turn around and head west, and deal with M ster Sinon Border."
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In his Rocky Mountain hone, Sinon Border frowned as he stared at a map
that traced the novenments of Ben Raines and the Rebels. Raines was
nmovi ng fast, nuch faster than Sinon had ever imagi ned he would, or could.

Sinon's frown turned into a bitter smle as he thought, You
underestimated the man, and you knew never to do that. It's dangerous to
underestimate Ben Rai nes. Peopl e who nake that m stake usually end up dead.

Sinmon rel axed a bit. The fleeing thugs would be forced to turn and make
a stand sonetinme, possibly this late fall or winter. Sinon had at | east
that long to make up his mnd what to do about Ben. Sinmon knew his
followers wanted a fight. But picking a fight with Ben Rai nes was very
low on Sinmon's priority list. People who picked fights with Bgn Rai nes
and the Rebels al ways | ost.

But, Sinon reflected, perhaps the non-aggression pact he had signed wth
Ben woul d be honor ed.

Then Si non chuckl ed.
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He knew as well as Ben that docunent was worthless the instant the ink
dri ed.

But... if he could keep his people from making forays across the border
into the NUSA and the SUSA-especially the latter-he mght be able to
prolong the inevitable for nonths, or even years. By that tinme, his own
arnmy woul d be so powerful Raines might be forced to think tw ce before
att acki ng.

That was certainly something to hope and pray for

And there was sonething el se Sinmon would pray nost fervently for: the



death of Ben Rai nes.

As the Rebel s advanced slowy but steadily eastward, they encountered
only a few pockets of resistance. Citizens who canme out to greet them
sai d there had been a mass exodus of gangs of thugs for over a nonth,
all of them headi ng east. The gangs had been stealing all the canned

goods and dried and snoked neat they could find.

Ben offered to repleni sh what had been stolen, but the people politely
ref used.

"We're just glad to see you folks," was the usual response. Then, with a
smle, "Actually, when we heard the gangs were com ng, we hid nost of
our food."

The Rebels set up MASH tents and gave shots and prescri bed medi cati ons
and did what they could. The people were grateful and gracious, but the
majority made it clear they did not want to adopt the Tri-States' form
of governnent, preferring to stay with the NUSA. Ben respected that. He
al so made it very clear to the locals that he would tolerate no
interference fromthemwhen it canme to the Rebels' nethods of dealing
with crimnals. They were cleaning out the Northeast, and that was that.

Sone of them did not approve of the Rebels' harsh nethods, but they were
wi se enough not to interfere.
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The Rebel s noved on

Ben swung several nore of his battalions around to beef up the

battali ons working north of him |eaving the ruins of Philadel phia, and
the states of New Jersey and Del aware to the battalions of IKke,
Greenwal t and Buddy.

For nmonths Rebel intelligence had been receiving reports that what was
left of New York City and Long Island were crawing (in sone cases,
literally crawling) with the nost despicable types of hunmanity. Die-hard
creeps, gangs of nurderers, rapists, child nolesters, and worse. Many,

if not nost, of the gang |eaders that had attacked Base Canp One while
the Rebels were in Europe had chosen to make the ruins of the city their
| ast stand.

And Ben and his 1 Batt were on a collision course with the sprawing
ruins of the city that used to be called the Big Apple.

Just west of the ruins of New York City, Ben brought his battalion to a
halt and radioed in for resupplying. Those nen and wonen in Ben's
beefed-up 1 Batt smled and exchanged sly gl ances.

They were going to peel the Big Apple, once and for all

Inside the ruined city and out on Long Island, the gang | eaders net, as
one put it, probably for many of them for the last tine.

"W got no place left to run," a gang | eader said. "W nade our choice
to fight it out here, and here we are."



For nmonths, while on the nobve east, the gang | eaders had been stealing
food fromlocals as they passed through their towns. They had stockpiled
contai ners of water. Wen they reached the city, they had worked around
the cl ock rel oadi ng brass and maki ng honmenade bonbs to use when their
supply of grenades ran out. They had stolen millions
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of rounds of ammo during their brief occupation of parts of the SUSA,
especially Base Canp One, in addition to grenades and nortar tubes and
base-pl ates. Wen they had arrived at what for nost would be their fina
destinati on, many had gone out on Long Island and pl anted gardens,
canning the food for later use. They were ready for a siege.

"The creeps won't align with us,"
fight Raines on their own."

Craig Franklin said. "They prefer to

"Which is fine with ne," Rob "Big Tits" Ford, one of the few fenmal e gang
| eaders, said.

Her brother, Hal, nodded his head in agreenent. "I ain't runnin' from
that son-of-a-bitch Raines no nore," he said. "l've had it."

"We've all had it," Jack Brittain comrented. "The only choice we have
left us is how we choose to die, and | choose to die fighting that
bastard Rai nes and his Rebels."

Ray Brown, the gang | eader Ben had sworn to personally kill with his
bare hands, said, "Qur patrols all say that Raines is heading his 1
Battalion dead at us. This is gonna be nose-to-nose and personal between
us and them" He smled, exposing surprisingly good teeth; nobst of the
gang | eaders had a nouth filled with rot. "I'mlooking forward to it."

"Then you're a fool, Ray," Dale Jones said. "Ben Raines has swore to
kill you personal, and he'll do it, too."

"Best thing for you to do, when the time conmes, and it's conming, is to
eat a pistol," Thad Keel suggested. "Of us all, Raines is gonna be
| ookin' hard for you."

"I won't be hard to find," Ray said. "I hope he does try ne
hand-t o- hand. Ben Raines is a mddle-aged man. 1'Il take himapart."”

Sandy Allen spat and said, "And you'll shit if you eat regular, too.
Rai nes ain't no pussy, mddl e-aged or not.
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He' Il as soon cut your guts out as |look at you. Especially you, Ray, on
account of you killin'" his pet dogs."

Ray gave the speaker a dirty look, but let that part of the subject
drop. Ray wasn't afraid of Ben Raines. The man had to be at |east 50
years old. Shit! Who the hell was scared of sone 50-year-old? Not him
Over-The-Hi ||l Raines, Ray thought with a snile. Yeah. That was a good
nanme for Ben Raines. Over-The-Hill

"Raines and themwi Il be here in about a week," Sandy Allen said. "Ten
days at the nost. So any of you wants to cut and run, you' d better do it
now. "



That was net with cold stares fromthe several dozen gang | eaders
present in the underground chamber. Above them the ruins of New York
City lay in piles of twi sted steel and rubble. The once towering
skyscrapers had been halved by the rel entl ess onsl aught of Rebe
artillery of years past. But an underground culture flourished beneath
the piles of rubble, as Ben had suspected itwould. Even though the
Rebel s had bl own cl osed as nany entrances to the niles and mles of
tunnel s beneath the old city as they could find, Ben knew that for every
one they had seal ed, supposedly trapping the punks and creeps, there was
anot her entrance they had m ssed.

Fly-bys clearly showed that hundreds of gardens had been cultivated out
on Long Island, keeping the tunnel-dwellers beneath the city supplied

wi th vegetables. The fly-bys al so showed pens for hogs and cattle from
one end of Long Island to the other. The rubble of the city and in the
towns on Long Island might well have been filled with the absol ute dregs
of society, but the gangs weren't stupid.

And the gangs in the city and out on Long Island had |aid aside any
personal differences and banded together to fight the conmon eneny: Ben
Rai nes and the Rebels.

For one last tine.
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"Tanks will be useless in the city," Ben told his conpany commanders and
pl at oon | eaders. "The streets are inpassable for anything other than

not orcycl es and bicycles. We're going to have to go into the city on
foot, and slug it out on foot, taking the city bl ock by bl ock."

The faces of the COs and PLs remained i npassive. The news cane as no
surprise to any of them they just wanted to do it. Al of them had | ost
friends and | oved ones when the gangs invaded the old Base Canp One, and
this was personal for themintensely personal

"I"ve pulled in two conpanies from Buddy's 8 Batt," Ben continued. "Plus
pl at oons from other battalions. Now, this is going to be a

son-of -a-bitch, people, and I won't kid you about it Artillery will be
practically useless, as will air support. This is going to be 'grunt'

all the way. Sone of these gangs have had years to get ready for us- and
you' d better believe they are ready. Intel can't give us any accurate
nunber of the creeps we'll be facing. We're practically going in blind.
W're going to cross the river by boat and land in Battery Park
establish a firmfoothold and a hospital, and then we spread out west to
east, and start working north. And we're going to do it slowy. If we
gain 50 feet a day, that's fine. But we're going to do it right.

"I ke has cut a path for us across New Jersey two miles wide and Tina's
peopl e are hol ding the docks for us while boats and barges are on the
way. Ceorgi's people have cut off any escape to the north and they're
hol ding." He smiled. "Manhattan and Long Island are all ours. Start
drawi ng supplies and resting up. Because when we step ashore in Battery
Park, there won't be time for nuch rest.”

Everyone present had noticed that Ben had replaced his old Thonpson with
the Colt M4 Carbine, 5.56-caliber.
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Empty, it wei ghed about half what his old Chicago Piano wei ghed, and
thus enabled himto carry a ot nore anmmp. The M4 didn't have the brute
knock-down power of the old .45-caliber Thonpson, but for this type of
fighting, it was nuch nore practi cal

No one made nmention of it, but all had also noticed that Ben had sent
Snoot back to Base Canp One for safekeeping. That was a clear sign that
Ben expected a very vicious and prol onged fight.

The way Ben felt about the gangs he was going after- the nost vicious,
cruel, and degenerate gangs left in North America-it mght well turn
into a slaughter.

Craig Franklin, Frankie to his friends. Youngest son of a naval officer
who turned bad before he was ten years old and started torturing to
deat h nei ghborhood cats and dogs. Frankie felt the greatest thing ever
to happen to himwas when the world fell apart. Has spent the past few
years raping and killing and torturing. Hi s gang nunbers several hundred
strong.

Foster Payne, Fos to his friends. Nowin his md-thirties, Payne was a
spoiled brat as a kid. Hs parents gave himeverything he hollered for
and nore. When he was 15 he killed themboth with a shotgun because they
woul dn't buy hima new Corvette. H s gang numbers about 500 men and wonen.

Thad Keel, Killer to his friends. Killed his first victimwhen he was
12, a neighborhoojd girl ... after he raped and sodom zed her. He was 16
when the world bl ew apart and working on his fifth victim He had never
been caught. H's parents suspected he had sonmething to do with the
killings, but they just couldn't turn in their darling precious
wonderful little dickhead to the cops. Just wasn't done, you know?
Killer's gang nunbers about 300.
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Les Justice, not his real name, but if Les even renenbered what his rea
nane was, he never nentioned it. A natural-born col d-bl ooded kill er out
of northeast Louisiana. H s gang nunbers about 400 scum of the earth.

Jack Brittain, again, not his real name. Cainmed to be from Engl and, but
no one believed him Jack was vicious and cruel with his victinms. His
gang nunbers about 300.

Jamal Lununba, not his real nane either. No one knew where Jamal was
from and few cared. He was a troubl emaker even anong his fell ow gang
menber s- about 400 of the nost worthless dregs of humanity ever assenbl ed
in one place.

Bet h Al eman, nicknaned Tootsie. A man-hater who ran a gang of die npst
vi ci ous bunch of wonen ever gathered together. They all shared one diing
i n conmon, odier than the obvi ous-they hated Ben Raines.

Abdul | ah Carnal, the only friend of Jamal Lumunba, which was good for
the both of them because nobody |iked Abdullah any better than they did
Jamal . Carnal the Canel, as many gang | eaders called him |ed one of



t hose gangs Ben and the Rebels had run out of Los Angel es years back
Abdul | ah bl amed society for what he was. He had once filled out (nore or
| ess) an application for work with a high tech company in Southern
California. Wien they wouldn't hire him rmuch | ess make hima vice

presi dent (which was the position he wanted), he changed his name and
vowed to make war on die racist governnent of the United States. About a
month later die whole world fell apart and Abdul | ah was | eft wondering
where his next nmeal was coming from Didn't take himlong to figure out
that stealing was a hell of a lot nmore fun than working. Abdullah's gang
nunbers several hundred.

Karen Carr was the | eader of one of the largest of all the gangs,
nunberi ng about 700 nmen and women. |f Karen had any endearing qualities,
none had ever been found
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during her relatively short but very violent tenure as a gang | eader
Karen was so vicious and unpredictable, her male counterparts wal ked
i ght around her.

A brother-and-sister team Hal and Robbi e Ford, ran another gang. Robbie
was known affectionately as Big Tits. Both had been born and reared in a
Christian hone, by loving parents, in Menphis, Tennessee. \Wen the world
bl ew apart, Hal and Robbie were at a sumer church canp. That sane day,
Hal and Robbie killed one of their canmp counselors, stole his car, and
left. Hal and Robbie had found their niche in life. Their gang nunbers
about 300.

Dal e Jones, as a cop once observed, was a wal ki ng advertisenent for the
total |egalization; of abortion. By the tinme Dale was 15, and the world
erupted in war, he had been arrested so many tines the |ocal police had
a separate file cabinet just for his rap sheets. Dale's gang nunbers
about 400.

No one knew where Mysterious Sandy Allen (not his real nane) was from
H s ni ckname was Spooky. Spooky bore a startling resenblance to a
corpse, and had just about the sanme personality. Spooky liked to drink
the blood of his victinms. H's gang nunbers about 350.

Dave Holton was originally from M chigan. Wen the G eat War shattered
the worl d, he had been serving tine for rape and nurder, and was in the
m dst of being tried for other crines. He killed a deputy sheriff with a
honermade shank, took his gun, killed the judge, and split. H s gang
nunbers close to 400.

There were numerous other gang | eaders in the ruins of Manhattan who
fronted gangs that nunbered fromten to 50, with names |ike Big Mac,
Leadf oot, V-8, Blackie, and so forth.

Manhattan was about to becone a killing ground- again.
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Ben expected a lot of gripes fromhis batt corns about |eading the fight
into the ruins of New York City, and they were not long in com ng. He
listened inpassively to each of his commanders vent their spleens, then
sm |l ed and said, "Thank you for your concern. Your complaints are duly
noted. | amstill leading ny battalion into the ruins. Good day."



"Har d- headed asshole!"” I ke told him

Ben smled sweetly at his long-tine friend. "I don't see you maki ng any
plans to |leave the field, Ike."

| ke blustered about, then threw up his hands in disgust and left.

"You are getting too old for this type of silliness, Ben," Dan G ay, the
former British SAS officer, told him

"I"'monly about five years older than you," Ben rem nded him "Wuld you
like nme to recomend you to be relieved of field conmand?"
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Dan pursed his lips, cleared his throat rather |oudly, then wheel ed
about and marched out of the office.

Ben's kids, Tina and Buddy, said nothing to their father. They both felt
that Ben woul d soneday die in the field, and kept silent about his
constant chance-taki ng because that was his wi sh.

Doctor Lamar Chase flew into New Jersey and was taken by Humrer to the
docks, where Ben and his beefed-up battalion were waiting to | oad the
boats that woul d take them across to Battery Park

"You dammed fool," Chase told him "Wen are you going to realize that
you' re di e commandi ng general, start acting like it, and stop behavi ng
as a spoiled child?"

"Nice day, isn't it, Lamar?" Ben responded with a snile

"Goddami t, Raines! There are anywhere from 10,000 to 50, 000 punks and
creeps waiting over diere in those ruins. And all of them hate your
guts. 1-"

"I have decided to forbid you fromcrossing over and taki ng charge of
your nedi cal teams, Lanmar."

"You' ve whatf' Chase roared. Rebels within earshot scattered in al
directions. "Wy, you pompous asshole, you can't forbid me a dam thing.
I"'mthe chief of medicine. |I can put your ass in bed for die duration

di ough. "

"Try it!" Ben grow ed at his old friend.

The two men stood nose to nose, making faces at each other until Anna
pushed her way between them and held di emapart at her arns' |ength.
"Silly," the young lady said. "This is silly. Neither one of you is
goi ng to do anything except nmake noise. | w sh there was a stick around
here so | could whack you both!"

The idea of Anna doing that startled both nmen and then caused Ben and
Chase to burst out | aughing.

"You're right, Anna,"” Ben finally said, wi ping his eyes. "But you' ve
been with us | ong enough to know that this is sonething Chase and | do
at the start of every canpaign."
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Anna fixed himwi th those cold, pale eyes of hers and said, "And Genera
Ben, it could be the doctor is right."

"Omee ... hee hee hee hee," Chase cackl ed, wal king away. "Ch, ho ho ho
ho, hee hee hee hee! Ch, did she get you good that tine, Raines.”

"Ch ... shut up, you old goat!" Ben called after him

"Hee hee hee hee!" Chase waved a hand and continued wal king. He called
over his shoulder. "I'lIl be ready to go over with the first wave, Raines!"

"You'll be ready to go over when | tell you to!" Ben shouted after him
Chase flipped himthe rigid digit and wal ked away, chuckling.

Ben | ooked down at Anna. "I should send you back to Base Canp One. You
shoul d be attendi ng public school and having fun."

"I ambeing tutored quite well with the battalion, thank you," Anna
replied sweetly.

Ben grunted. He really couldn't argue that, because his adopted daughter
was being tutored quite well. \Wenever the battalion was standi ng down,
one of half a dozen forner teachers would spend hours with her. Ben had
never figured out a way to nmake her |eave the battalion and try a
normal , peaceful life away from conbat. Fighting was all the young wonman
had ever known and she was a natural at it.

"Draw supplies, Anna," Ben told her. "W make the crossing tonorrow "
She flipped hima very sloppy salute and wal ked of f.

Ben nmotioned for an officer fromthe special ops battalion to join him
"Your Zodi acs ready, |ieutenant?"

"Yes, sir.

"Shove off at mdnight and establish a toehold for us. W'll be joining
you at dawn."

The young of ficer grinned. "Yes, sirl!
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Ben wal ked over to where his teamwas relaxing in the shade of a

war ehouse. "We shove off in the norning. First wave." He wal ked over to
where Chase was talking with several of the battalion doctors. Chase
noticed the serious |look on Ben's face and did not offer up one of his
usual caustic verbal barbs. "Dawn tonorrow, Lamar. Your conbat nedics
are checki ng supplies now. You and your people will go over on the
second wave."

"Al'l right, Ben," Lamar's reply was softly offered.

Ben wal ked over to a mess tent where his conpany commanders were sitting
at a bench, drinking coffee. He paused | ong enough to say, "Dawn tonorrow. "



Ruth Wseman, CO of Bravo Company smiled and said, "W're sittin' on
ready, general."

"Good enough," Ben said, and kept on wal ki ng.

He wal ked down to the shoreline and | ooked across at what used to be
known as die Big Apple. "If you're over there, Ray Brown, you better eat
a pistol now," he murmured. "Because if | find you alive, 1"'mgoing to
beat you to death with nmy bare hands."

In the ruins of Manhattan, the gang | eaders made ready for what those
with any sense at all knew would be dieir last fight. They had sent
patrols north, and found any hope of escape that way had been seal ed by
several Rebel battalions, under the overall command of the Russian
Ceorgi Striganov. Beginning at the northernnost tip of the Bronx, Georgi
had stretched his battalions out fromthe Hudson River in the west over
to Long Island Sound, fromthe College of M. St. Vincent over to the
very edge of Shore Road.

Several nore battalions, under the overall conmmand of |ke, were ready to
nmove i nto Brooklyn, and then onto Long Island. But the Big Apple
bel onged to Ben.
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Msting rain and very foggy at 0500 hours. For early sumer, there was a
danp chill in the air. But the neteorologists said that in a few hours,
the rain would stop, the fog woul d dissipate, and the tenperature would
rise to a confortable high in the upper 70s.

"Speci al ops people have met little resistance,” Corrie reported. "But
they're stretched out thin as paper fromPier A over to the corner of
the New York Plaza. They couldn't take a major push.”

Ben shook his head. "If there was any kind of build-up it would have
been observed. The punks showed their | ack of planning again. They
shoul d have been ready to throw everything at us at |anding." Ben
smled. "But since we know the bastards stole plenty of nortars and

rounds fromus down at Base Canmp One, |'ve ordered the boats to nmaintain
a zing-zap course during the crossing ... just in case the punks try to
get cute."

St andi ng nearby, Jersey frowned. She had a tendency to get airsick and
seasi ck.

Cooper tried to put an armaround her. Inpossible to do with the | oaded
packs they all had strapped on. "I'Il take care of you, ny little desert
flower."

"Cooper," Jersey replied. "You can just barely take care of yourself.
Now quit trying to grope ne."

Cooper did his best to look hurt. He couldn't pull it off.

"In the boats," Ben ordered. "Mbve."

"I won't even be able to see the Statue of Liberty this norning," Anna
groused. "l wanted to see that up close.”



Nobody had the heart to tell her the welconming lady with the torch had
been heavily damaged during the | ast assault on New York City, a few
year s back.

The battalion was unusually silent as they all boarded the boats of
various sizes for the transport across the fog-
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shrouded waters. They all carried two full canteens of water on web
belts, plus three days' field rations in their packs, in addition to
ground sheets and bl ankets, first aid kits, flashlights with extra
batteries, knives, entrenching tools, grenades, full nagazines for their
weapons, extra socks, clean underwear, and maps of the city. In
addition, many carried a round or two for a rocket |auncher or nortar
cans of ammo for SAW or M 60 machine guns, and their cargo pockets were
stuffed with hi-energy candy bars, chewing gum and boxes of cigarettes.
They wore body arnor that protected themfromcrotch to neck and
state-of-the-art hel nets had replaced berets as headgear

Al'l knew they could very easily be cut off fromreinforcenents the
i nstant they touched the shoreline of Manhattan

The chapl ai ns had held a short prayer service just before the Rebels
boarded the boats.

"Speci al ops people report no sign of the eneny," Cor-rie said after
listening for a few seconds to her headset. "Sensors are showi ng no warm
bodi es anywhere cl ose to our objective."

Ben nodded in understandi ng and began to breathe easier. The shoreline
of Manhattan was comi ng up fast through the fog.

"I don't feel good," Jersey npaned.
"Puke in your helnmet," Cooper told her
"G oss, Cooper!"

Ben smled. "W'll be on solid ground in two mnutes, Jersey," he
assured her.

"Thanks, boss. But | found an enpty pocket in Cooper's jacket. | can
barf in there if |I have to."

Cooper noved as far away from her as he could, which was not far with
the crush of bodies on the deck. Jersey smled.
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Ghostly figures suddenly appeal ed on the docks, out of the mist and fog.
"All clear, boss,"” Corrie said.

Ben moved to the front of the old tugboat and when the bow gently nudged
the dock, was the first one off.



"Beachhead established, general
been practically nil."

the young woman sai d. "Resistance has

"It won't be in a few hours,” Ben replied.

"You got that straight, general
in urban colors replied.

the young woman with her face cano-ed

Ben smled and wal ked on, his teamoff the tug and surrounding himin a
protective circle, the young worman taking the | ead.

"W got you a CP all cleaned out over here, general," she called over
her shoulder. "Not that you'll be using it for long," she added know ngly.

"Hospi tal ?" Ben asked.

"CGot a place all picked out and cl eaned up for that, too," she said.
"Very good. "

Rebel s were runni ng past Ben and team di sappearing into the fog and
m st, heading for positions picked out by the special ops people. The
Rebels would dig in hard in anticipation of attack fromthe punks.

M nutes ticked past and no attack came. The first wave of Rebels were
ashore.

"Bring in the second and third wave," Ben told Corrie.

Doctors, support personnel, supplies, and additional comnbat troops.
"How big is this place?" Anna asked.

"About 23 square mles,"” Ben replied.

"Actually it's 22.6 square mles,"” Beth the statistician replied.

Ben smil ed.
"At one tinme, one of the nost densely popul ated areas
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in North Anerica," Beth continued. "There are hundreds of miles of
tunnel s and sewers and subway systens beneath the city."

"And that's where nost of the punks and the creeps will be hiding." Ben
picked it up. "Waiting for us."

One of the special ops people approached Ben and held out a snall
cardboard box. "Found this, sir. Thought you nmight like to see it."

Ben gl anced at the famliar-appearing box. It had once contained a
state-of-the-art gas mask, perfected by the |ab boys and girls down in
Base Canp One. One of hundreds stolen by the punks when they invaded
that area

Ben nodded. "Well, we suspected they had them So rmuch for the use of
gas to drive themout of the tunnels. They al so stole full-body
protective suits. Hell, that gear will withstand radiation. This is



going to be grunt all the way."

Ben unfolded a map of the city and spread it out on the hood of a

| ong- abandoned, old rusted-out vehicle. "W're here, Anna." He pointed
to the south end of the narrow outline of the city. He traced his finger
northward all the way up to whatever mght be left of the old

Col unbi a- Presbyterian Medical Center. "W end up here.™

"All city?" Anna asked.

"Except for Central Park," Ben told her. "And that's about 850 acres in
the center of the city."

"Big job," the teenage warrior replied.

"Yeah," Ben said, folding the map and putting it away. "A hell of a big
job."

In those states east of the M ssissippi River which had chosen not to
align thenselves with the Tri-States phil osophy, even now that the
majority of the crimnal element was gone fromtheir lives, thanks to
the efforts of the
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Rebel s, getting things back to even a small senbl ance of nornmal cy was
proving very difficult.

W thout the Rebels' expertise, even such things as setting up and

mai nt ai ni ng cl ean water systens and sewer filtration plants were proving
difficult. Before the Great War, very few people realized just how nmuch
t hey depended upon the central government. Now it was all coning home to
r oost .

In the several years since the Great War, in those areas outside of
Rebel control, conditions had deteriorated to the point of total
collapse. MIlions of people were without jobs, Iiving hand-to-nouth at
best. There were no proper nedical facilities and very few nedicines.
Factories were turning to rust, and the majority of the larger cities
had been virtually destroyed after years of fighting.

To sumit up, with the exception of the SUSA, under Rebel control and
| aws, the rest of the nation was flat on its face and just barely ki cking.

67 Six

The Rebels split up into squad-sized teans, spread out east to west, and
advanced about 50 yards northward. They saw absolutely no sign of human
life.

Ben and his team were on the eastern edge of Battery Park, picking their
way slowy through the litter and rubble. Except for the faint cry of

sea birds that circled and hovered at water's edge in a constant search
for food, there was nothing to be found but an eerie silence in the ruins.

"Come on, cone on, you bastards!" Jersey nmuttered, just |oud enough for
Ben to hear the words. "Let's mx it up."



"Notyet, Jersey,"” Ben told her. "W're too concentrated down here. The
area will start w dening out when we reach Battery Place. W'Ill be
spread thinner. That's when we'll start seeing sone action."

"Third and fourth waves are ashore,"” Corrie said. "Chase is setting up

his hospital."
Battery Park, situated on a landfill at the extrene south
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end of Manhattan, had not taken the pounding that other areas of the
city had suffered several years back when the Rebels | aunched their
al | -out assault agai nst Manhattan. The park consisted nostly of
monurrent s and scul pture, and nuch of it was still standing, silent
sentinels and tributes to the dead. The sun had not yet broken through
the fog and the light m st continued to fall, giving the park a ghostly,
surreal | ook.

@unfire suddenly shattered the quiet and everyone hit the danp ground
and lay still.

"Contact," Corrie said. "OfF the hit-and-run type. Sone punks tried an
anbush that didn't work. One Rebel slightly wounded and several dead
punks. To our northeast, between the park and State Street."

"Dam fog," Ben nmuttered, heaving hinself up to his knees and squatting
there trying in vain to see through the soup. "W're chasing ghosts out
here.”

"Met eorol ogi sts have now changed their mnds," Corrie said. "Afront is
moving in and colliding with another, or squeezing it, or whatever those
thi ngs do. They're predicting heavy rains today and tonight."

"Break out the ponchos," Ben said, disgust in his voice. "Wat a
m serable way to start a push.”

"Scouts report novenent along Battery Place and that intersection where
State runs into Broadway," Corrie said. "You called that one right, boss."

Ben rose to his boots. "Let's go mix it up, gang. Lousy weather or not,
we came to do a job."

The clatter of M 16s, the stutter of machine guns and the occasi onal
boom of a grenade reverberated through the rain and the fog as the

Rebel s sl ow y began their advance. Usually, the gang nmembers would turn
tail and run when the Rebels got close. But not this tine. This tine,

the Rebels were going to have to buy every foot of real estate they gained.

69
69

By mi d-norning, the thick, soupy fog had lifted but the rain had
intensified, coming down in gray sheets. The Rebels were stretched out
inaline running west to east fromjust south of First Place over to
t he Vi etnam Veterans Pl aza. And the punks were hol di ng.

"Si xteen-hundred neters,"” Beth said during a break in the fighting.



"Beg pardon?" Ben asked, | ooking over at her

The team was crouched under the overhang of what was left of an old
busi ness establishnent on the south side of Battery Place. The punks
were just across the street, alnost close enough to touch.

"That's how far it is fromthe Hudson to the East River,"
over the drumof rain. "That's how long the front is."

Beth replied

Ben grunted and cut his eyes to Anna. She had gone off, vani shing as
silently as the now di ssipated fog, and returned a few ninutes |ater
with several Rebels in tow, two of them|lugging a Big Thunper, two nore
burly Rebels dutifully toting cases of 40mm grenades. Anna thanked them
and began setting up the Mark 19-3 40mm aut omati c grenade | auncher

"Where did you get that?" Ben asked.

"I stole it,"” the young wonan said matter-of-factly. "lI'mgoing to knock
a hole in that line across the street."

"Are you now?"

"Yes, | am
"Al'l by yourself ?"

Anna flashed a grin. "I mght require sone small anount of help, thank
you. Are you volunteering, Ceneral Ben?"

"Ch, why not?" Ben replied, as the rest of his team chuckl ed.

The Mark 19-3 grenade | auncher, affectionately known as a Big Thunper,
was belt fed and could spit out approxi-
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mately 35 to 40 40nm grenades a mnute, with a range of about 1750 feet
and with a killing radius of about 16 feet. The cases the Rebels had
| ugged over for Anna contained | oaded belts of M383 Hi gh Expl osi ve grenades.

Beth crawl ed over and positioned herself on the left side of the Big
Thunper, and |l ocked a belt into place. Ben backed off a few feet to
avoid getting hit by die ejected casings and waited.

"Everybody ready?" Anna asked.

"Let it bang," Ben said, an anused | ook on his face. The kid was
certainly inventive, he thought, and didn't mind at all taking the

initiative.

Anna sure as hell let it bang. She thunbed the trigger, working the
muzzle left to right, and began clearing half a block of real estate.

"Open fire!" Ben shouted, and all along the |line, Rebels opened up with
weapons on full auto.

"Jesus friggin' Christ!" someone yelled fromacross the street, the
shout filled witfi panic, as every Rebel within firing di stance opened up

Through the hard falling rain, the Rebels could see indistinct



shapes-those that were still able to nove- running and craw i ng away
fromthe lethal hail of grenades and bullets that seemed to be comi ng at
them as fast as the rain was falling.

"Snoke!" Ben yelled. Then, to Corrie, "Both ends nove out and flank as
soon as the snoke is thick enough. This weather will keep it close to
t he ground. "

The Rebels started hurling snoke grenades. A few minutes later, the
punks al ong Battery Place were on the run, having no stonmach to fight
angry Rebels close up and personal. The Rebels to the east used the sane
tactics and within mnutes everything south of a line stretching from
First Place over to Bowing Green Park and then to the Vi etnam Veterans
Pl aza was in Rebel hands, the punks' first
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line of defense was broken, and the punks were running for their lives.

"No pursuit!" Ben told Corrie, and she quickly radi oed the nmessage.
"This could be a planned nmove on their part. Although | doubt it. W'l
hol d what we've got and wait."

Two hours later, the rain had stopped com ng down in sheets; nowit was
a slow and steady fall. Scouts had noved forward and found no trace of
the creeps or the punks; they had pulled out when the incom ng got hot.

Ben gave the order and the Rebels rose fromtheir positions and slowy
began their advance. They encountered no resistance in their cautious
nmove forward. Fifty yards, a hundred yards; Ben and his team were novi ng
strai ght up Broadway, pausing and then clinbing over the piles of rubble
and using the many burned-out and nmangl ed hul ks of autonobiles for cover.

A bl ock south of Exchange Pl ace the punks made their second stand of
that day, and this tinme they held. From West Thames Street on the Hudson
River side over to Ad Slip to the east, the gangs of punks held firm
and stopped the Rebel advance cold ... and wet.

Ben had ordered in as nany snipers as the other battalions could spare
just for nmoments such as this. He told Corrie to get on the horn and get
t he | ong-di stance shooters into place and start taking out punks.

Artillery was a terrifying experience for the Grunt; the sniper surely
cane in a very close second. One second you were whi spering to a buddy
and, depending on the type of weapon the sniper was using, the next
second your buddy's head was splattered all over you and you were w pi ng
of f bl ood and brains. Heavy artillery was denmoralizing; a mne field was
terrifying; a sniper could cause brave nen to shit their pants. And
Rebel snipers were the best in the world.

One of Dal e Jones' gang nenbers stuck his head out
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of cover to take a peep and a 7.62 match anmo round, fired from 800
yards away, took himin the throat and sprayed the punk crouched next to
himwi th blood. A punk from Dave Holton's gang stuck his head out from
behind a pile of rubble and a sniper using a specially built .50-caliber
rifle blew half his head off froma hidden position al nbst 2500 yards
away. The punk was dead and cooling before the sound of the rifle's



report reached those punks who had shared the pile of rubble with him

For two days prior to the assault, Ben had asked for the punks

surrender by voice and by | eaflets dropped from pl anes. He had war ned
them repeatedly that once the assault began, surrender would not be an
option. The punks who didn't believe that did not know Ben Rai nes very
wel . Ben woul d give al nost anybody a second chance, providing they took
his initial offer to surrender. If he had to chase themall over North
America before they decided that surrender just mght be a good idea,

t hey suddenly found the offer withdrawn. It had been oftentines repeated
by the press-back when there was a press-that when it cane to war, Ben
Rai nes was not a nice person

The punks had plenty of nmortars and rounds for the tubes, but they were
usel ess agai nst snipers, for the | ongdi stance shooters were unseen
sudden death com ng out of the gray falling rain followed only the crack
of arifle heavily muffled by the | ousy weat her

The Rebel s sat behind piles of rubble, behind what was left of the walls
of burned-out and bl own-up buil di ngs, behind | ong-rusted hul ks of trucks
and automobil es, and sipped water, ate field rations, snoked cigarettes
or chewed gun and | et the snipers work.

And as had been the case in wars since the beginning of time, the Rebels
found puppy dogs with whomthey shared their rations and dried off with
a spare shirt or towel, then tucked inside their field jackets to nake pets
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out of them Ben had long tried to discourage that practice, but w thout
much ent husi asmon his part or success in the field. Soldiers will do
what soldiers will do. Besides, Ben |oved dogs.

As he watched a Rebel -veteran of a hundred countless battles on severa
continents-feed and pet a small dog he'd found anmpbng the ruins, he

t hought of his own bel oved Huskies, the dogs that Ray Brown had brutally
kill ed back at Base Canp One. Ben stared through the silver falling rain
and once nore silently vowed that he and he al one woul d deal with Ray Brown.

Ben | ooked forward to beating the man to death with his fists.

"Punks beefing up their |ines,
t hought s.

Corrie said, breaking into Ben's dark
"W have all the tinme in the world," Ben replied. "Let the snipers have
fun."

For two hours, the Rebels rested and stayed out of the rain under

what ever cover they could find and | et the snipers-some of them shooting
fromal most three quarters of a mle away-pick their targets and bring

down their quarry.

"They're pulling back," Corrie said. "They've had enough of this
| ong-range shooting."

"How many Kkills?" Ben asked.
"Si xty-one confirmed. 'Bout a dozen unconfirned."

"Let's nove out."



Rebel s nmoved north, pausing only briefly to | ook at the dead punks
spramed in the dirt and rubble and rain. Crews noved in right behind

t he main body, collecting weapons and anmmunition, searching the bodies
for maps of the punks' |ocation, scraps of paper that mght contain
strength nunbers, anything that could aid themin this fight. The bodies
were then carried to a predesi gnated
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area for disposal. Usually they were buried, but in Manhattan they woul d
be bur ned.

The Rebel s crossed over into what was |left of the financial district,
pul ling up and digging in as best they could on the south side of Wal
Street.

The Rebel s were surrounded by devastation; the few tall buildings
remai ni ng had huge hol es knocked in diemfrom Rebel artillery of a few
years past. Sonme of the piles of rubble on the sidewal ks and in the
streets were higher than the Rebels' heads, and behind each pile m ght
be an anmbush waiting to be sprung.

Ben halted the sl ow advance when the ruins of the Wrld Trade Center
cane into view. "lI'mguessing that in the bowels of those buildings is
where we'll find the first of our creepies, gang. Send scouts up to take
the nose test.”

Scout s advanced slowy toward the ruins, expecting an anbush fromthe
punks. None cane.

"Anot her sign that we've entered creepie territory," Ben said.

"Reports fromour left and right flanks indicate the punks split up just
soudi of our present location," Corrie said, after listening to her
headset for a nmonment. "They avoided this area and cut east and west,
then cut north two bl ocks from here.”

"That confirms it," Ben replied.
"Scouts report a strong odor comng fromthe ruins,"” Corrie added a
monent |ater. "Rubble had been noved and entranceways cleared.™

"Ch, boy!" Jersey nuttered, grimacing. "N ghtmare tine."

For once Cooper didn't have a smart-assed reply. To a person, the Rebels
hated fighting the creepies. The snell al one was enough to cause a goat
to puke.

"We halt our advance right here, people,”
"Contact Base Canp One and have

Ben said, surprising his team
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an engi neer battalion gear up. | want themup here ASAP. Tell themto
bring all the three-inch pipe and hose they've got. And all the heavy

duty punps.



"Punps?" Corrie questioned.
"Punps," Ben repeated. "W know the punks and the creeps have gas nasks,
SO we can't use gas to drive themout. W' ve got the Hudson on one side
and the East River on the other. Plenty of water." He |aughed. "W're
going to give the creepies a bath!"

77 Seven

"I don't think there's enough jwater in both rivers to fill up all the
tunnel s under this city," lke radioed to Ben

"Ch, | don't intend to fill themup, lke. Just put about a foot or so in
the tunnels."

"What good is that going to do?"

'"Then we punp in a mxture of oil and gas,"
smile.

Ben replied with a slight

"Ahhh ..." lke said. "Then you toss in a match, so to speak."
"Somet hing like that."

It was the third day after the landing of the Rebels in Battery Park and
the big transports had brought in the engineers and equi pnent from Base
Canp One. The punps were how ing, as they poured hundreds of thousands
of gallons of river water into the Iabyrinth of tunnels under the

ravi shed city.

Rebel s had noved into positions several blocks north of the Wrld Trade
Center, stretching out in a line fromthe
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Hudson River over to the East River. Those troops to the east were just
north of the South Street Seaport Historical District... or at |east
what was left of it.

Ben had ordered a very volatile mx of oil, gas, and other highly
fl ammabl e chemnicals. The m xture was stacked in 55-gallon drunms, ready
to be punped into the tunnels.

Ben was under no illusions about this operation; there was no way he
could pump water and mx into every tunnel that |ay under Manhattan-t hat
woul d take years. But this would give the Rebels a firner hold on the
ruins of the Big Apple and get rid of a ot of creeps w thout
endangeri ng Rebel lives.

"Engi neers say it's getting sloppy down there, boss,"
poi nti ng downwar d.

Corrie reported,

"Al'l right. That's enough river water. Let's give themthe mx."

By three o' clock that afternoon, the 55-gallon drums wereenpty.
"Everybody back away," Ben ordered. "I don't really know what this stuff
is going to do."

"You going to let the fumes dissipate, general ?" an engi neer asked.



"No. "
"Ch, shit!" the engineer muttered.

"\When everybody is clear, drop the charges and get the hell gone," Ben
or der ed.

"Don't you worry about that, sir,"
engi neers said.

the officer in charge of the

Ben grinned at him "Think it's going to go boon®?"

"I certainly do, sir."
Ben and his peopl e backed up.

Cooper asked, "Exactly, boss, how do we know the stuff isn't going to
bl ow our boots off?"

"W don't," Ben replied. "So | would advise you to get off that old
manhol e cover." Ben pointed. "As you can
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see, the creeps have broken the welds we did a few years back."
Jersey pulled Cooper off the manhol e cover and vacated the area.

"Hit the charges," Ben ordered.

For about a ten-block area, there was first a low runbling, then the
ground roared and shook as the fumes ignited. Manhol e covers went flying
several hundred feet into the air. Several buildings collapsed as the
earth opened up and swal |l owed them Flanes shot out of the street.

"Son-of -a-bitch!" the normally quiet Beth nuttered.

When the grunbling and runbling had ceased under the Rebels' boots,
t hi ck snmoke began pouring out, along with the stench of burning human fl esh.

"I think," Ben said, "we can forget about any creeps in this area of the
city."

Just a few bl ocks north, the punks who waited for the Rebels |ooked at

each odier and shook their heads, letting their eyes follow the thick
trail of dirty snoke that was slowly gadiering over that part of the city.

"Ben Raines is sure living up to his reputation,” Spooky Allen said.

"I wonder if it's too late to surrender?" another gang nenber questi oned.
"You want to try it and find out?" Spooky asked.

The gang nenmber shook his head.

"I didn't think so."

"Now what ?" Fos Payne asked.

"I"'mpullin" ny people back/'



"We got to stop and fight sonewheres," Dave said.

"Ch, we will," Spooky assured them "But now ain't the time or place. If
this is gonna be ny last go-'round with Raines, | want to make it a good
one."

"Let's get with Ray Brown," another said. "Sonmeone said he had a plan."
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Spooky thought about that, then slowy shook his head. "All right. Let's
get the boys and girls out of here. This place is gonna be crawing with
Rebels in a mnute.”

"Thing that bothers ne," one of Dale Jones's lieutenants said, "is
this-how cone it has to be our last battle with Rai nes? Wiose i dea was
t hat, anyways?"

The | eaders and co-| eaders of a dozen gangs | ay behind cover and | ooked

at each other. Finally, a nenber of Robbie Ford's gang said, "I think it
was soneone ... nho, it was Ray Brown. | renenber now. "

"That figures," soneone else said. "Ray's the one Ben Raines has really
got a hard-on for."

"Why you askin?' You thinkin' 'bout surrendrin'?"
"I mght be. Beats dyin', don't it?"
"And once we surrender, then what?"

Many of the others had drifted away, including Spooky, leaving only a
handf ul of gang | eaders and menbers.

"Rai nes ain't gonna shoot us down in cold blood," a gang nmenbers said.
"Lots of folks think the Rebels do that, but we all know different. If
we was to wal k out with our hands raised, we'd live. W ain't had no NBA
testin' done on us-"

"DNA, " soneone corrected.

"What ever. Mdst of us hidin' out in this pile of rocks ain't even been

fingerprinted or had our pitcher took. Look, people, | ain't rea
anxious to die. | figure | could live straight if I tried. An' |I'd kinda
like to try."

"Me too. So let's pass the word around, real quiet-like, you know? W
don't want to get shot by our own people for talkin' 'bout this. And
sone of themwould do it, too."

"Dam sure woul d. Most of themis known to the Rebels; they ain't got
shit to |l ose, one way or the other."

"Pass the word. W'll talk nore tonorrow. "
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The norning after the underground expl osions, the Rebels noved north
wi t hout resistance for several blocks. They now stretched out, running
west to east, fromthe Washi ngton Market Park over to what was |eft of
t he NYC Police Headquarters buil di ng.

Not one shot was fired fromeither side that norning.

"They can't keep noving back forever," Cooper remarked during a rest
break. Even though the Rebels had advanced several blocks, it was stil
very sl ow and nerve-w acki ng work: advance a few feet, hunker down
behi nd cover and wait for a few nonents, then dart forward a few nore
feet, all the time expecting a sniper's bullet to cone screan ng at
them "They have to stand and fight somewhere, sonetine."”

The sky was a clear cloudl ess blue and the tenperature warm
"Something weird is going on," Jersey replied. She was sharing the sane
smal |l bit of cover with Cooper. Although the two argued and bickered and
groused and bitched and picked at each other, they were as cl ose as
brodier and sister. Scratch one and both felt it.

"Something weird is always going on in your head, Jersey. You want to
explain what it is this tine?"

"Al nost funny, Coop. Ha. How the hell do | know what it is? | just think
something weird is going to happen, that's all."

"Hey, Corriel" Coop called. "You hear anything fromthe scouts?"

"Not hi ng," she returned the call. "They're back and said it's deserted
for two bl ocks ahead."”

"Let's go," Ben said, rising to his knees. "One nore bl ock and then we
knock off for lunch."”
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"Ceneral Ben!" Anna said, peering through binocul ars. "Someone is waving
a white flag about two, three bl ocks ahead."

Beth | ooked up froman old map of the city. "That would be Foley Street,
| think."

"I"'mgetting reports fromall units,” Corrie said. "Wiite flags are
showi ng up all over the place. Sonebody over west of us is waving an old
pai r of |ongjohns. They need washing," she added drily.

Bet h was handl i ng the portable CB scanner and she shook her head.
"Not hi ng coming over any of the forty channels."

"They mght be afraid to broadcast,” Ben said. "Many of the gang | eaders

know we' Il hang them on the spot for past crines. Those are the ones who
have nothing to lose and will fight to the death."

"Scouts are out," Corrie said.

" "Tell themto stay a full block away fromthe flag-wavers,'' Ben
ordered."This could be a trap."

"Units to the west report punks are surrendering en masse," Corrie said.



Bef ore Ben coul d respond, Corrie added, "The scouts are reporting that
t he punks say their own people will kill themif we don't accept their
surrender pretty dam fast. Their words, boss."

"Tell the scouts to wave the punks in. Tell themto keep their hands
over their heads. If they drop their hands, they get a bullet."

Al'l across the southern end of the ruins of Manhattan, the dregs of

soci ety began surrendering to Raines's Rebels. Wthin an hour, alnost a
t housand punks had turned thenselves in, throwing their fate on the
doorstep of Ben Raines, all of themdoing so with no small anount of
trepidation, for they knew that with just a nod of his head
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or a sinple hand gesture, Ben could hang themand would, if they gave
hi mthe slightest excuse.

The punks were searched, then nmarched back half a dozen blocks to a
secure area and lined up, ten deep, in the littered street, crowded in
cl ose due to the lack of space.

Ben wal ked slowy down the |ine, eyeballing those who would neet his
hard gaze. After a nonent, he sighed and shook his head. "Get them out
of here and across the river to lke. We're still within nortar range of
the gangs and it would be like themto kill any of their own who
surrendered. "

"Ch, they woul d, CGeneral Raines!" one gang nmenber blurted. "They sure
woul d. "

Ben fixed himwith a hard | ook and under the young man's dirty face, he
vi si bly pal ed.

Ben wal ked away a few yards, his teamwith him "They didn't steal any
of our |aser range-finders, boss,"” Beth reninded Ben. "O our |atest
sights.”

The hand-hel d | aser range-finder could accurately range up to 10, 000
nmeters, thus enabling the nortar crews to direct-fire at a target

wi thout first firing ranging rounds. Wth the new sights, devel oped by
Rebel scientists, the 60nm nortar had an accuracy of plus or minus ten
neters at extreme ranges.

"They probably wouldn't have been able to understand how t hey worked
anyway," Ben muttered. He cleared his throat and said, "Get ne |ke on
the horn, Corrie. 1've got to warn himwhat's comng his way and we' ve
got to talk about what to do with them"

"What areyou going to do with them Ben?" the question came from behind him
Ben turned and | ooked at Doctor Chase. He sighed. "Lamar, what the hel
are you doing away from your hospital conmplex? This is very close to the

front."
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"I know where | am Raines. The question still begs an answer-what are
you going to do with the prisoners?"

"I don't know, Lamar. But | amcertainly open for any and all suggestions.'

"Well, first of all they have to be showered and fum gated, then given
physicals. We'll test for TB and so forth." He sniled. "Beyond that,
don't have the vaguest idea what to do with them"

"You're a lot of help, Lamar."
"Anytime, Raines."

"Al'l right, Corrie. Have our people march them down to the docks. You
have | ke on the horn?"

"Hi s CO says he's nonentarily out of pocket."
"That means he's up with his grunts. The old goat."

"You're a fine one to talk about old goats, Raines," Lanmar said, not
about to let an opening |ike that pass.

"I"'min better shape than lke," Ben cane right back. "Hell, why don't
you put himon a diet, Lamar? He's 50 pounds overwei ght."

"Twenty-five pounds, Raines. | keep an eye on him" Chase w nked at
Anna, standing a few feet away. "Just as | do with all you doddering old
warriors."

"Screw you, Lamar!"
Anna | aughed.

"You're not ny type, Raines. See you." The chief of nedicine wal ked over
to a group of Rebels guarding the prisoners and chatted with themfor a
nonent .

Ben turned away just as his ears picked up a famliar sound. "Mrtars!"”
he shouted. "Incom ng! H't the deck, people!"

The words had just left his nouth when the first round struck, |anding
right in the mddle of the prisoners. The scream ng of the wounded
joined the fluttering of incom ng nortar rounds.
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Ben junped for cover, sliding under the rusted hulk of an old car. "Dam
set-up," he nuttered. "They knew about the surrender and set up nortar
crews and waited us out. Son-of-a-bitch!"

Anna squirmed under the car with him "W got had, General Ben," she
sai d, speaki ng between expl odi ng rounds, and they were com ng in hot and
heavy.

"We sure did, kid." He |ooked at the clearing where the prisoners had
been |ined up. He guessed over a hundred dead and at |east that nany
wounded littered the street. But there was nothing he could do about the
dead, dying, and wounded.



Ben pulled Anna close to him "There will be a break in the incom ng
Anna. Get ready for it and when it cones, nmake a dash for that buil ding
over there-" he cut his eyes, "-and join the team"

"But what about you, General Ben?"

"Don't argue with nme, Anna. Just do it. Now slide toward the edge of the
cover."

The rhythm of the eneny nortar crews was broken as the Rebels began
returning the nortar fire. "CGo, Anna! Now "

Anna scooted out from cover and scanpered for the safety of the
bui | di ng. Ben wat ched her disappear into die old storefront and smil ed.
He shifted his gaze toward the north and worked his way out of the
cover, cussing as his right canteen hung briefly on something. He worked
his way clear and scranbled for an open doorway, just making it before

t he i ncomi ng began dropping in.

Ben setded in, his back to a wall, his long |l egs stretched out in front
of him and took a sip of water. He had just slid the canteen back into
t he hol der when what seened |ike half a dozen nortar rounds struck the
old building in rapid succession, the concussion knocking his hel met
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off his head. The entire front of the building collapsed all around him
several bricks bounced off his head.

Ben was sl anmed i nto unconsci ousness, half buried under a nobund of debris.
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Ben slowy cane to his senses in a world of darkness and pain. H s head
pounded fiercely and his back and shoul ders and arns ached from bei ng
struck by falling bricks and other debris.

He briefly wondered where he was, then the nenories of the nortar attack
canme rushi ng back. He wondered if his team had made it out? How nany
Rebel s had been killed in the attack?

Ben tried to nove his legs and found them pinned solidly by bricks and
beanms and other junk. His arnms were free and he | ooked at his watch
Mraculously, it had remained intact. It was 1800 hours. He had been out
all afternoon. It was full dark outside. Slowy he began to work to free
hinsel f, careful to make as little noise as possible, for he could hear
only silence fromthe outside and had a pretty good i dea his people had
been overrun by the punks. As he worked, the stiffness and sone of the
soreness left his arms. But his head still throbbed.
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After a few nmonents of work, Ben freed his |l egs. Before attenpting to
stand, he carefully noved his legs to check for broken bones. His Iegs
were nunmb from bei ng pinned for so |long, but worked just fine. He felt
around in the darkness for his rifle and found it several yards away ..

smashed. A beam had fallen directly on the M16. But he still had his
si dearm bel ted around his waist. He found his helnet, the top crushed by
a falling beam



Ben checked his canteens; one was full and the other nearly full. He
took a small sip of water then rose carefully to his boots and began
pi cking his way soundl essly through the shattered store. He stopped
abruptly when the toe of his boot touched a lifeless, stiffening form

Ben knelt down and inspected the body. It was a Rebel. The man had been
shot in the throat and face and apparently had fallen into the open
doorway of the store.

Ben renmoved the man's web belt and battle harness and felt around for a
weapon. Found it-a CAR He took the dead man's mmgazi ne pouch, which
held six full 30-round mags and noved slowy toward the open door. He
al nost stunbl ed and fell over another dead body which lay just off the
littered sidewal k. The whiteness of naked flesh caught his eyes in the
al nost nonexi stent light. A Rebel. The body had been stripped of

everyt hing except his underwear.

W took a real beating this day, Ben thought.

He backed up until he touched the storefront and stood for a noment,
getting his bearings and gathering his thoughts. To his right, which
woul d be south, about two bl ocks away, he could see the flickering gl ow
of dozens of small campfires. He could hear the faint sounds of
hol I eri ng and | aughi ng. He knew instantly the canpfires did not have
Rebel s around diem No Rebel would be that stupid.

Under cover of die nortar attack, coming in right behind it, the punks
assaul ted our positions, Ben con-
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el uded. Gutsy nove on their part. And they probably shoved us right off
Manhat t an

Shit!
So if I can't go south, Ben thought..

He began moving out slowy and carefully, staying on the littered

si dewal ks as much as possible, making his way west. He inspected each
body he found. They had all been stripped down to their underwear. Using
a tiny penlight that each Rebel carried, but using it sparingly to save
the batteries, Ben shone the tiny beamof light into each store opening,
door or shop wi ndow. Two bl ocks from where he'd | ain unconsci ous, Ben
found anot her Rebel. The man had crawl ed into the store, behind an
overturned counter. Ben spotted one boot sticking out.

Ben took the man's full nagazi ne pouch and pack, which contained several
grenades and three days' supply of rations, first aid kit, and severa
other itenms of survival, and added those to his own small supply.

He could not find the dead man's rifle, but he now had a dozen ful
30-round mags for his 5.56 CAR Three Beretta sidearns with nine ful
15-round mags. Nine grenades. G ound sheet and bl anket. Nine days
supply of food in the formof those damabl e hi-energy bars dreamed up
by the lab boys and girls. They tasted like shit snelled but would keep
a person reasonably full and alive, if not happy. He had six canteens of
water, his own |ong-bladed and very sharp knife, and was wearing a just



br oken-in pair of boots.

He had matches and extra batteries for his flashlight and three snall
plastic bottles of water purification tabs. He had extra socks (the ones
found on the first dead Rebel were too small for him. He could not find
an extra helmet, but he had a first aid kit.

None of the dead Rebels had carried a wal ki e-tal kie.

Ben sat and rested for a tine, gathering his strength
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and washi ng down two aspirin with a |l ong, nuch-needed drink of water.

Ben silently cursed when he heard the scurrying of dozens of tiny feet
above himand in the roons behind where he sat on the dirty floor. The
rats were coming to feed, but there was nothing he could do about it. He
didn't like the idea of the rats eating on dead Rebels, but he didn't

bl ame the | arge rodents. Just as he was struggling to stay alive, so too
wer e t hey.

He nade up his nmind to nove west, to the waterfront, and try to sonehow
signal his people on the Jersey side. Tonorrow he would | ook for a
broken piece of mirror to use to send sone Morse in the afternoon when
the sun was in the west. The trick would be to get over to the
waterfront and stay alive in the process.

He ate one of his candy bars and tried not to dwell on how bad it
tasted. But he had to admit, reluctantly, although he would never tel
Doct or Chase, he did feel better after he'd eaten

He didn't need a map to tell himwhere he was. Wen the attack cane
they' d been holding the prisoners in the block just south of Cty Hal
Park, in what used to be called Park Row. Pace University would be due
east of his location and the old Wolworth Building due west. He m ght
try for the ruins of the old Wwolworth Building that night. He tried to
renenmber if Rebel artillery had brought it down years back, but coul dn't
recal | .

Ben | ooked all around him then stood for a nmonent, listening. He could
hear not hing. Bl ocks south, the canp-fires of the punks still w nked at
him Ben turned and wal ked away, picking his way carefully through the

debri s.

"Setde down!" lke roared at the gathering of batt corns who had flown in
when word of Ben's di sappearance had
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been verified. "W've all been through this before. And you all know
what Ben has said about it-don't jeopardize a |ot of Rebel lives com ng
after him If Ben has been taken prisoner, the punks will try to buy
their way out of this jamwith him If they don't contact us within 48
hours ..." He sighed. "Wll, then we'll have to assume the worst."

"We all knew sonething |ike this could happen at any tine," Ben's son
Buddy said, standing up. "Father took terrible chances but |oved every
mnute of it. He lived for conbat. But he also told both Tina and ne,
nore than once, that his odds for catching a bullet were just as high as



anyone else's, and if that happened, the novenent had to go on
Personally, | don't believe he's dead. He might be captured or wounded,
but | don't believe he's dead."

I ke cut his eyes to Doctor Chase. "Ben's team Lanmar?"

"They'll all recover. Their wounds were nunerous, but none of them
life-threatening. I'lIl repeat this for any who missed it before-Anna
said the last time she saw Ben, he was entering what was left of an old
buil ding. Then the nortars really started coming down thick and fast.
She said the building took about half a dozen hits. That's when she got
hit, one bullet striking her hel met and knocki ng her unconsci ous. The
next thing she renmenbers, she was crossing the Hudson. Wat | would
really like to know i s, what happened?”

"We grossly underestimated the strength of the gangs," lke replied. "And
nmore inmportantly, their ability to fight and to plan. W now know t hey
are massing in three different |ocations outside this area. If we don't

stop themnow, we'll be the ones in a box. Not a very secure box, one
that we could punch through alnost at will, but it's a situation we have
to deal with ... ah, before we can once nore tackle Manhattan."

There was a | ow grunble of discontent fromthe ranks of the batt corns.
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"Be quiet!" Ike shouted, holding up a sheet of paper. "Those are Ben's
orders. Right here!" He waved the sheet of paper. "You all know that Ben
spel s out every contingency before a battle. Well, here it is. And I'm

not about to go against his orders. Now just settle down. Ceorgi, have
your people start laying out mines in the southernnmost part of your
section, then back up and wait. Al we can do is contain die gangs in
Manhattan until we deal with the new fronts."

The Russian grow ed sonething in reply but reluctantly nodded in
under st andi ng.

"The rest of you have your orders," lke finished. "Prepare to nove out.
Di sm ssed. "

Ben was hunkered down behind a wall of rubble, waiting for a |arge
patrol of punks to pass by. It was the tenth patrol he'd seen since
| eaving his original position... four blocks back

"Dam shore kicked their asses this day," one punk said, then |aughed.
"Them Rebel s ain't much, you ask ne."

"And we got enough food and nedi ci ne and guns and ammo to |last us for a
long, long tine," another said. "Maybe even | ong enough for us to hold
out until the Rebels give up and nmove on."

When pigs fly, Ben thought.
"An' enough prine new pussy to las' us for a long, long tine," another
said. "If our leaders will ever get done punpin' and hunchin' an'

wal lerin' it out."

"Ah, hell, Royal. Pussy bein' what it is, that snatch'll snap right back
and tighten up. We'll get our turn."



"Nice thing about it all-" Ben caught the words fromthe last man in the

patrol as they passed "-is the Rebs
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done us a favor by killin' off a bunch of them stinkin' creeps.”

"That's about the only favor them asshol es ever done for us," another said.

The patrol rounded a corner and was gone.

Killed the nen and took the wonen prisoner, Ben thought. Well now. |
don't know what | can do about that little situation, but I can dam
sure raise sonme hell with the punks.

Al'l thoughts of escape from Manhattan |eft Ben as he crouched behind the
pile of rubble. He did not realize it, but his lips had curved back in
somet hing that resenbled a snarl

Ben Raines, the ol' curly wolf of the Rebels, was about to go on the prow.

Ben began once nore working his way toward the west. But he wasn't as
interested in reaching the waterfront as he was in reaching a couple of
gang menbers who m ght be taking an evening stroll anong die ruins.

If he found a couple, he could guarantee diemit would be the | ast
stroll they would ever take.

Bef ore he had gone half a bl ock, Ben al nost stepped on an object |ying
am d the rubble. He knelt down. It was an old piece of half-inch | ead
pi pe, about two feet long. Ben smled and picked it up, hefting the

pipe. It would make a dandy shillelagh to bounce of f someone's noggin.

And he didn't have to worry about cracking the skull of a friendly. On
diis terrain, there were no friendlies.

Ben heard a | ow nurnuring of voices and stepped back into the darkness
of a building stoop and waited.

Two voices. Two nmen. Ben smiled as their words grew | ouder, filled with
ugli ness and profanity. Wen they reached his position, he stepped out
and busted the cl osest one across the forehead with the heavy pipe,

cracking the man's skull. The punk dropped as if hit with a pile-driver.
"What the hell!" the second one nanaged to say.
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Ben stopped all further conversation by slamrng the | ead pi pe agai nst
the side of the punk's head. He fell in a heap on the littered sidewal k.

Ben had hit a gold mne. One of the men was carrying a full nedic's
pack, and the other was carrying a rucksack filled with grenades. Both
were carrying Rebel M 16s, with full magazi ne pouches and Rebel web
belts widi two canteens.

The first man Ben had hit died while Ben was renmpving the web belt. The
second was still alive, but bleeding fromthe nose, nouth, and ears. Ben



dragged both of theminto a building and left them

Ben now had one hell of a heavy |oad, actually too nuch of a |oad for
him The canteens of water al one probably wei ghed 25 pounds. But he
managed to go two nore bl ocks before deciding he had to stash sone of
the gear. He hid the two M 16s, four of the canteens and sone of the
amo in the ruins of a building and noved on, his |oad nuch |ighter

Two nore bl ocks, and he ran into a line of punks. Sonebody in the

| eadership was getting smart, for they had stretched the punks out in a
line running south to north, effectively cutting off Ben's access to the
waterfront. Every street and alley was bl ocked, and the punks were
digging in for a long stay, fortifying every position.

"Interesting,"” Ben nmuttered to the night. "Wy would they be doing that
now?"

He t hought about that for a monent, then concluded that the gang | eaders
suspect ed sone Rebel s had escaped the nortar attack, but had not been
evac-ed from Manhattan. They were attenpting to bl ock as many avenues of
escape as possible ... and doing a pretty good job of it.

Ben cut back east and nade his way to what he felt sure was Broadway. A
pl an was taki ng shape in his mind

He mi ght be bl ocked from escape, but he sure as hel
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wasn't bl ocked fromtaking action. But he couldn't just junp in and
start shooting. That would be signing his own death warrant. He had to
hol e up sonewhere out of sight and formulate a plan of attack

It was doubtful that the two punks he'd killed woul d be m ssed. But when
he started head-hunting in earnest, the | eaders of the gangs would know
they had a situation and cone | ooking for the troubl emaker

That meant he nust behave |ike a bunny rabbit and have several exit holes.

He had carefully marked on his map the | ocation of the cache of weapons,
amo, and water. He did not want to | eave food, for he knew the rats
would find that. A rat mght actually enjoy Chase's hi-energy bars.
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Gangs of thugs that had been hiding out in small groups all over the
northeast nmassed and attacked Rebel positions. lke called in every
battalion in the Rebel army. But until reinforcenents arrived, he could
not worry about whether Ben was dead or alive in the ruins of Manhattan
he had a fight for survival on his hands.

Ben knew not hing of this. He had no radio and was cut off fromthe
outside world. On the day he awakened in the gray light of his first
early nmorning of isolation, he was hungry, thirsty, pissed off, and
ached all over frombruises the falling debris had inflicted on his body.

Ben ate half of a hi-energy bar and thought |ongingly of bacon and eggs,
hone fries, biscuits and oatnmeal and a pot of coffee.



He washed down a couple of aspirin with sips of tepid water and stood
up, suppressing a groan as his battered body protested the novenent.

He wal ked over to what used be a w ndow on the second
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floor of the building and | ooked out. He could see snobke from hundreds
of cook fires, some of the snoke distressingly close to his position

Ben packed up his gear and struggled into the pack, then picked up his
CAR and his | ead pipe club and carefully made his way down the rickety
stairs to the ground floor. Just as his boots touched the floor, he
froze as a man's voi ce reached him The man appeared to be nmuttering to
hi nmsel f.

Jesus! Ben thought. It's a good thing I'mnot a restless sleeper or 1'd
be dead.

The man wal ked into view and in the gl oomof the old building, Ben could
see that he was armed with an AK-47 and wearing a bl ue bandanna tied
around his head. Ben wondered if those were gang colors, for the two nen
he' d bashed on the head hours before had been wearing the same col or
bandannas.

The man stepped cl oser and Ben whacked hi m on the noggi n. The punk
dropped unconscious to the floor, losing his grip on the AK The AK
bounced and clattered to the floor

"Hey, WIlliel" The shout canme fromthe outside. "What's the matter, boy?
Did you trip over your dick?"

Ben slung his CAR shoved the | ead pi pe behind his web belt, and picked
up the AK, checking it. He tore the amm pouch off the man and slung it
over one shoul der, straightening up just as the doorway filled with men.

"CGoddamit!" one of the punks yelled, the sight before himregistering
in his brain.

The gang nenber didn't have long to think about it. Ben leveled the AK
and pulled the trigger, clearing the archway of all living things.

Ben whirled around and was out the back door and in the alley before the
echoing of the gunfire had died away. He ran up the alley and ducked

i nto anodi er buil di ng,
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silently hoping the building s other entrances and exits weren't bl ocked
by debris.

In the sem -darkness of the building, a man rose up fromdirty bl ankets
and said, "Wat the hell's going on?"

Ben butt-stroked hi munder the chin, scooped up a rucksack by the man's
rifle, and kept on running. He had no idea what was in the canvas
rucksack, but hoped it was sonething he could use. The man fell back in



his blankets for an additional and totally unexpected snooze.

Ben cut to his left and enmerged in a courtyard between buil dings. He cut
to his right and stepped into the gl oom and ruins of another buil ding,

t hen paused for a few seconds to catch his breath and | ook into the
heavy rucksack. It was filled w th grenades.

"The gods of war nust be snmiling on ne this day," Ben nmuttered. He heard
a shout, followed by running feet. Several punks had entered the
courtyard. They paused, |ooking all around, trying to determni ne who, or
what, was causing all the conmotion.

Ben popped the pin on the grenade and chucked it, the m ni-bonb | anding
right in the mddle of the knot of punks.

Ben didn't wait around to see what carnage he caused; he turned and ran
toward a streamof dimlight pouring through a blasted hole in the wall.
He could see enpty street beyond that. He w shed he had some thin black
wire, and some tinme, so he could rig up booby traps for the unwashed.

He al so wi shed for a pot of coffee.

H s wi shing abruptly vani shed as a huge worman stepped in front of him
The wonman was not fat, just big. About six feet tall and a good two
hundred pounds.

"Who the fuck are you?" the woman asked, her extrenely bad breath
fouling the air. Ben al so caught a whiff of body odor that would stop a
st anpedi ng ox.
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"Jesus, |ady,"’
and wat er ?"

he said. "Did your mother forget to introduce you to soap

"Haw! " di e near-anmzon sai d.

Ben ki ssed her with the butt of the AK and the big worman hit the fl oor
"I really would like to stay and continue this sparkling conversation
| ady, but | have pressing matters el sewhere,” Ben nuttered.

The big woman farted in her unconsci ousness, and that put w ngs on Ben's
boots. He headed for the light and, he hoped, a breath of fresh air.

What he got, standing in the light of the side street, was a half dozen
punks. Ben ran into them knocking several off their feet and spraw ing
inthe dirty alley.

Ben recovered first, not due to any skill on his part- he just ran into
a wall that stopped his forward motion. He spun around and |evel ed the
AK, holding the trigger back and spraying die |ead.

When di e nagazi ne enptied, Ben didn't wait to see how many gang nenbers
were out of action pernmanendy; he just took off running into the next
building, into an alley, into die next building, changing magazi nes on
die trot. His face was dirobbing fromdie inpact against die brick wall
and he could feel die blood trickling down his face from several cuts.

He exited diat building and found hinmself in a brick-walled courtyard of
some sort widi no way out.



"Shit!" Ben said, and entered die building he'd just exited. This tine
he headed, he hoped, for die front of die building and die street, but
he coul dn't be sure-his sense of direction was all screwed up fromdie
twi sting and turning he'd done.

Ben sl owed when he saw di e bl own-out shop wi ndows pouring light into die
gloomof die interior. Squatting in die stoop of die doorway for a
nmonent, he caught his breatii and |istened.
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Al of the shouting seened to be coming fromhis right, several bl ocks
down. He did sone fast figuring. He nust have travel ed, since the
eveni ng before, about eight or ten blocks north and two or three bl ocks
west. He pulled out his map and studied it. He was on West Broadway, and
the street directly to his left was Canal

But why no punks in this area? Wiy hadn't they pursued hin?
He thought about that for a nonent.

Then the answer canme to him

Ni ght Peopl e.

He was in creepie territory.

"Ch, hell!" Ben nuttered.

He slowy rose to his boots and | ooked behind him Nothing there but
rubble. He stepped out onto the sidewal k and turned to his left, jogging
up the street. If his calculations were correct, he was just south of
the SoHo historical district-smack in the mddl e of creepie country.

Not a very confortable situation

He crossed Canal and ducked into the ruins of a building. The famliar
snel |l assailed his nostrils. Gimacing, Ben backed out of that buil ding,
turned to his left, and kept wal king for several blocks. He saw no punks
but snelled plenty of creeps.

He stopped to rest, for his head still throbbed slightly and his body
ached formthe pounding of the bricks. Once nore, he consulted his map.
Usel ess, for the map didn't list all the smaller streets. Ben wasn't
sure where he was.

Rested, he continued on north, moving cautiously. After several bl ocks,
the snmell of creepies faded and Ben guessed he was once nore in punk
territory. He slipped into a building and carefully inspected the ground
floor, the only floor that remained. It was clear of punks and there was
no telltale odor of creeps. Ben sat down on the floor, took a sip of
water, rolled a cigarette, and pondered his
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situation, which was not good, no matter fromwhich side he nentally
approached it.



He was holding the unlit cigarette in one hand, lighter in another, when

a voice behind himsaid, "You' re no punk, nmister. | can tell that nuch.
But that doesn't mean you're not the eneny. You just sit still and don't
nmove. You nove, and I'Il kill you."

A woman's voice. Not old, not young. "Do | have your perm ssion to |ight
this cigarette?" Ben asked.

"Yeah. | guess so. But do it slowy."

Ben lit up. "I"'mgoing to put this lighter back in ny pocket-okay?"
"Al'l right."

The voi ce nmoved around to one side and Ben cut his eyes, follow ng her
nmoverrent. Hi s eyes w dened at the sight. A very attractive |ady stood
hol di ng an M 16, and Ben had no doubt she knew how to use it-and woul d
Bl ack hair cut short, unreadable dark eyes. Maybe five feet, four inches
tall. Jeans that fit her very snugly and a man's shirt that was too

| arge for her. Boots that had seen better days.

Ben guessed her age at about thirty.

"You a Rebel ?" the woman asked.

"Yes."

"Aren't you kinda old for a Rebel ?"

Ben | aughed and the wonan's eyes narrowed. "There are those in ny
conmand who woul d certainly agree with you, |ady. You have a nane?"

"Judy. "
"1'"'m Ben Raines."

"You're a liar, mister! Ben Raines runs a whole country down sout h.
Probably lives in a big mansion with servants and all that."

Ben chuckl ed. "Actually, my house is rather average. And | have no
servants. Just a person who comes in once
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a week and cl eans up-when |I'm home, that is, which isn't often.”

"You got sone |.D.?" She noved cl oser

"I sure do. Dog tags around nmy neck."

"Take them off and toss themto ne."

Ben slipped the tags off his neck and tossed themon the fl oor about two
feet in front of the woman. Wen she bent down to retrieve the tags, Ben

jerked the rifle out of her hands and shoved her backward. She |anded on
her butt on the floor, spitting like a cat.



"Now just cal mdown," Ben told her, grabbing up his dog tags and
slipping them around his neck. He nmoved back a confortable distance and
sat down on an old wooden box. "My nanme really is Ben Raines. The punks

hit us with a surprise attack yesterday. | got cut off fromny team and
pi nned down in a building. Knocked out. |I canme to about 1800 hours | ast
eveni ng and have been dodgi ng punks even since." He snmiled. "And killing

a few whenever possible.”

The wonman sl ow y nodded. She pulled herself up to a sitting position
her back agai nst what was |eft of a counter showcase. "How d you get
t hrough the Uglies south of here?"

"The Uglies?"

"Mbst peopl e outside of the zone call them N ght People."

"Manhattan is the zone, | presune?"

"Yes."

"I wal ked through the creeps' territory. But did so very cautiously when
| started snelling the bastards.™

She smiled, and her teeth were startlingly white agai nst her face. "They
do stink, don't they?"

"You have a | ast name?'

"MIler. When ny husband got killed several years ago, | went back to ny
mai den nane. "
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Ben held up the M 16, hesitated for a few seconds, then tossed the
weapon to her.

She caught it deftly. "Thanks. You really are Ben Rai nes?"

"I'n person. And wondering how the hell to get off this piece of rea
estate.”

She | aughed softly. "Forget it, General Raines. As soon as the punks
| aunched their attack on you people 'way south of here, they began
shifting people around. There are patrols everywhere. | couldn't get
back to ny peopl e because of the patrols.™

"Your peopl e?"

"Yes. W hold Central Park and a few blocks all around the area. W have
just under two hundred people... nmen, wonen, and children."

Ben dug in his pack for one of the hi-energy bars and tossed it to her.
"They don't taste very good, but they're packed with all sorts of stuff
the doctors say we need to stay alive."

Judy tore off the wapper and took a bite. "Not bad," she said. "You
ever eaten rat, general ?"

"Call me Ben. No, |'ve been spared that."



"We have. @ulls, pigeons, you name it W won't eat dogs or cats. W draw
the line at that. But conpared to sone of the things we had to eat when

we first banded together, this is great."

"How have you managed to keep the punks and the creepies out of your area?"
"W booby-trapped it. W had an ex-arny man with us for several years

who was sone sort of guerrilla fighter. He showed us all about

man-trappi ng and so forth."

"\What happened to hi n?"

"He was killed by the punks just about a year ago. He went out on patro
with a couple of others and the punks
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anbushed them Only one made it back and he died the next day."
"You going to invite nme to your fort?" Ben asked with a snile

She | ooked at himfor a monent, then nodded. "Sure. But we can't go
during the day, it's too risky. It's junping with punks out there."

"I"'msure you know best."
"You peopl e have radi os?"
"Ch, yes. CBs."

"That'll work. I've got to get in touch with nmy people and tell themto
hold off shelling the city until we can get you and your bunch out of here."

"W've wanted to make a run for it for sone tine. Head down south to the
SUSA. " She sighed. "But that's such a long way. And we've got sone

elderly with us that... well, | don't know if they could stand the trip."
"We'll get you out of these ruins, Judy. Are there any nore groups like
your s?"

She shook her head. "No. There used to be dozens of little groups of
survivors scattered about. Some rmade it out, nost were killed by the
punks or the uglies.”

"You're sure? For when | turn ny people loose, it's going to get rea
grimin a hurry."

"Yes. I'msure."
"How about boats, Judy?"

She sm | ed and shook her head. "Not a chance, general ... | nean, Ben
And believe nme, we've | ooked."

" You peopl e nust have noved into the ruins just after we pulled out,
several years ago?"

She shrugged. "I suppose so. We're fromall over. W've just got one



thing in common."

n O,]?Il

"Yes. Staying alive."
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Several tinmes that day, punk patrols wal ked past the buil ding where Ben
and Judy were hiding. Once a man stuck his head inside, |ooked around
for a few seconds, then left.

"How many punks on this rock?" Ben asked.

"Thousands. W estimated five or six thousand up until about six nonths
ago. Then they really started pouring in."

"That's our fault, Judy. W put themon the run and began herdi ng t hem
in this direction.”

"And you're going to w pe them out?"

"Right nowto the last person, if they don't surrender."

"And you'll let us becone a part of the SUSA?"

"Sure. Once we're off this rock, I'Il call in for transports and fly you
and your people down south."” He smiled. "What'd you do before the G eat

War ?"

"I was just out of college. A teacher. One norning
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woke up and... everything was topsy-turvy. You know what | mean?"
"Yes. | know exactly what you nean."

"My dad used to read your Western books, Ben. He had a whole collection
of them"

Ben chuckl ed. "Were was hone?"

"Really not that far from here. Massachusetts. Litde town on the Cape.
Real pretty place.”

"No desire to go back and live there?"

"Not really." She laughed softly. "I was a real go-getter activist
before die G eat War. What you used to call in your books a
hanky-stonmping liberal. I"mafraid | could never fit in again back in

that |litde town."

"I't's amazi ng how many converts |'ve run into since everything coll apsed.”

She smiled. "lI'msure about that. Ch, | sobbed for the poor crimnals in
pri son because of abusive chil dhoods. | wept for die poor m sunderstood
wr et ches i npri soned because of a racist society. | don't diink you would

have |iked nme very nuch back dien, Ben."



"Ch, | probably woul d have just |aughed at you."

Her smle faded. "Not too much to | augh about now, diough, is diere?"
"Not in this part of die country."

"Down in the SUSA?"

"Last report | got said we were getting back to normal. At |east as
normal as diings can get at diis tine."

"There is nodiing normal around here."

Judy and Ben tal ked of many diings during the |ong afternoon. Ben
noticed that she talked very little of her past, and evaded nosts
guestions he posed about it.

She was educated, Ben knew that after speaking widi her for only a few
m nutes. She had come from an upper mddle class fanm |y where bodi
parents worked. She had a brodier and a sister, but had no idea what had
happened
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to them And that was it. \Wenever Ben tried to shift the conversation
back to her, she skillfully nmoved it right back to the SUSA, the Rebels,
Ben's witing career, his travels, or any one of a dozen other areas.

He did not believe the woman was lying to him pretending to be what she
was not, but her past was private, and she was deternmined to keep it
t hat way.

Per haps, Ben concl uded, events had been so traumatic she had bl ocked out
the terrible nmenories. Ben had known of people who had done that Jersey
had practically no nenory of her past as a child.

When t he afternoon began casting | ong shadows anpbng the ruins, Ben got
to his feet and stretched some of the stiffness out of his nuscles and
joints. His head had stopped its throbbing, and considering the
situation, he felt pretty good.

"You ready to travel, Judy?"

She stood up and stretched. "I guess so. But this is the part | hate."
"Way so?"

' '"We seldom | ose people going out of our area. It's always comnmi ng back."
"They get carel ess and anxious. W won't do either." Her words had
triggered a silent alarmbell in Ben's head. And the bell rang out one
word: informant. The punks or the creeps, probably the former, had a

pl ant anong Judy's people. As she was gadi eri ng her nmeager possessions,
Ben asked, "How | ong has this been goi ng on?"

"What do you nean?"

"Your | osing people on the way back in."



"Ch ... about a year. Wy?"
"Just curious, that's all. You ready?"

"Yes. Let's go. Stay behind ne, Ben. Especially when we get close. Just
renenmber what | told you about the booby traps."

Ben held up a hand. "Just hold on for a minute. This
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ex-army man you had with you ... was he the first to get killed coning
back in?"

"Ah ... as a matter of fact, he was. What are you getting at, Ben?"

"And how many team | eaders or whatever you call them have been killed
si nce?"

"Several .’
"You' ve got an infornmer in your ranks, Judy."

She | ooked at himfor a nmonent, her eyes narrow ng in suspicious

t hought, then sat back down on the old packing crate. She nodded. "Yeah
Only we never thought of that," she said softly. "Everyone is so close.
We all count on each other. It's like a big famly."

"Except this famly has a bad seed anong the rel atives. Cone on. Let's go."

It was al most full dark when the two of them stepped out of the

buil ding, exiting the back way. Judy was carrying part of Ben's origina
| oad, and the traveling now was nuch easier. The one thing Ben had

del i berately not asked her was why she was out by herself, |one-wolfing
it inthe mddle of bogie country. He had hoped she would tell him but
she had not.

She stopped at the edge of the street and | ooked up at Ben. "In case
you' re wondering, and you probably are, Jimthat was the ex-soldier's
nane-and | were lovers. W were going to be married if or when we got to
a safe locale. He was about twenty years older than ne, but | didn't
care about that. Since his death, | haven't cared nuch about anyt hing,
except killing punks. That's why | go out by myself into the zone. To
kill punks."

"I have been wondering. Well, that's a pretty good reason, Judy."

"You don't think I'mnuts for doing that?"

"Not at all. Revenge is sonething | understand perfectly well."
"You've lost a loved one in this war?"
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"Yes. Several years ago. A long way from here."



"Then you understand what drives ne?"
"Ch, yes. | sure do."
"Some of the others in the group think I'mcrazy."

Ben chuckled. "I know that feeling too, Judy. Believe it or not, I like
to lone-wolf it."

She smled. "I think we'll get al ong, Ben Raines."

"I"'msure of it."

They wal ked on into the gathering night.

They had not gone a bl ock before Ben heard the faint murmur of voices

and jerked Judy into what was left of an old building. The voices grew
| ouder, and both knew it was no small group of punks.

"Too many for us this far away from hone,’
close to her ear.

Ben whi spered, his mouth

She nodded in agreenent, her hair brushing gently on the side of his face.

It was a tenptation for the both of them a real struggle to keep from
bl asting the night and clearing the street of crud. But they pulled back
into the shadows and were still until the 25 or so men and wool en had
passed and coul d no | onger be heard.

"I wanted to kill themall," Judy whispered.

"So did |I. But that would have been suicide for us. Conme on, let's go."
Two bl ocks later, both of themknew that getting to Central Park was
going to be a real challenge. Everywhere they | ooked there were groups
of punks.

"What's goi ng on?" Ben whispered. "Is it always this way?"

"No. They're probably looking for ne. | told ny people |I'd be back
tonight. This proves you're right about there being an inforner in our
bunch."” She cursed very softly but very heatedly for a moment. "W're
going to have to go the long way to get out of the zone. But even then
it's going to be risky."
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"You're |l eading this parade, Judy."

It was long hours later when Judy halted them at the edge of Ninth
Avenue and West 60th Street. It had taken them al nost an hour to thread
their way through a maze of booby traps. "Al npbst home," she said,

weari ness evident in her voice. She softly whistled three tines, then
paused and whistled three nore tines.

Sonewhere in the darkness, someone answered with two whistles.

"Two of us coming in," she call ed.

"Two of you?" a man's voice called



"Me and General Ben Raines!”
"Good God Al mghty. Cone on."

"W change the sign and countersign every tine sonmebody goes out," Judy
told Ben as they wal ked toward the north side of Colunbus Crcle.
"Sonmetines it's alip whistle, sometinmes a word, sonmetines a tin whistle."

A man stepped out of the shadows and said, "Wl cone back, Judy. W were
getting worried."

"This is CGeneral Raines, Geg."

"My God, but it'sgood to see you, general," Geg said, grabbing and
punpi ng Ben's hand. "W knew your people were here, of course, but never
dreaned you were anong them ™"

A woman stepped up and hugged Judy. "Ben, this is Marie. Marie, Cenera
Ben Rai nes."

Then there were people all around them and the names were coming so
fast Ben knew he woul d not remenber a fraction of them

"Let's get you people inside," Geg said. "God, you both rmust be worn out."

"Just get ne to a radio,"” Ben said. "lI've got to talk to ny people
before they start shelling this place.”" He smiled. "And how woul d you
folks |like sonme real coffee?"

"Real coffee, general ?" a woman Ben remenbered
113

bei ng i ntroduced as Babe asked. "My God, sir! |'ve forgotten what that
tastes like."

"Cet me to a radio and you'll have coffee for lunch."

Since this was non-scranbl ed voice, Ben used one of the sinplest but

ol dest codes the Rebels had. It was a mi shmash of voice codes, sone of

t hem probably concocted by children back when the world was whole. The
days of the week were easy: today was January, Mnday was February,
Tuesday was March, and so on. Then Ben used a mxture of pig latin and
carnival talk to finish up his brief transm ssion. He opened a map,
pointed to an area in the park, and | ooked at Judy and Greg, the only
two people he had allowed to be present while nmaking his radio contact
"We'| | start getting supplies in about one hour. No time for rest. Let's
go over to this area and get ready to receive."

Greg smiled. "You don't waste nmuch tinme, do you, general ?"

"Ch, |I've just gotten started, Greg. Wait until | really get rolling."
The planes canme in all at once and | ow, dropping the supplies Ben had
requested, and then they were gone, catching the gangs by surprise. The
drop was made at the southern end of the park, between the zoo and the

| ake. The supplies | anded on target

The hol d-outs in the park worked quickly and within nminutes, the



careful l y packed crates had been unhooked fromtheir harnesses and
carried off.

The first thing Ben did was set up the radio and get in touch with his
peopl e, on scranbl e.

"Are you sure you' re OK, Ben?" |ke asked.

"I"'mfine, lke." Now that he could talk freely, Ben expl ai ned what had
happened to himand all that had taken place since he woke up hal f
buri ed under debris.
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"We're fighting on three fronts, Ben," Ike said. "The punks are getting
smarter and using hit-and-run tactics. They're not doi ng any damage, but
it's keeping us busy. You want us to come in and get you?"

"Negative, lke. But on the second drop this afternoon, give ne all the
cl aynores you can spare. By that time | will probably have ferreted out
the inforner and can begin really booby-trapping the perineters of this
park."

"We' || keep you supplied with whatever you want, Ben, whenever you want
it. Ben, the pilots said they reported no SAMs coming at them™

"I know. If they have them and that's a big "if' in my mnd right now,
| don't think the gangs know how to use them Personally | don't think
they have any surface-to-air mssiles. But we'll know this afternoon
Have the fighters up and circling before you make the drop."

"WII do, Ben."
"Then that about does it. lke, | don't want any heroics fromany of ny
peopl e on ny behalf. |I want that firmy understood. Wen it conmes tine

to once nore invade this hunk of rock and rubble, we can scatter and
keep our heads down."

"Your people aren't going to like that, Ben

"Well, they're going to have to live with it. Those are my orders and
expect to have them obeyed."

"You got it, partner."

"Al'l right, Ike. Eagle out."

Ben laid the mic down and stood up, |ooking at Geg and Judy and two of
their nost trusted lieutenants. "Now then, people. Let nme set up this
PSE equi prent and then we'll find your inforner."

"What happens when we find the person, general ?" Babe asked.

"We shoot him"
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But Ben didn't have to test anyone. As soon as word about the PSE

equi prent spread, and that there was at |east one, possibly two
informants within the survivors' mdst, who would be shot as soon as



they were di scovered, a man and a wonman vani shed.

"I woul d never have thought in ny wldest dreans it would be that pair,"
a woman called Nell said.

"Nor |," a man nanmed Don said.

"They joined us right after we all banded together," G eg added. "It
just doesn't nake sense to ne why they would do something this ..
awmful. We called themfriend. Shared what we had with them'

"Did anybody ever see themactually kill a gang nenber?" Ben asked.

The nmenbers standing by exchanged gl ances and one by one slowy shook
t hei r heads.

"No," one of the co-leaders said. "As a nmatter of fact,
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| didn't. But |ooking back, | can remenber several very odd things about
them™

Ben waved a hand. "It nakes no difference now. They're gone. Let's start
gearing up for the next drop. This one will be nuch larger than the

first." He snmled. "But first, let's brew up sone of that good coffee."

Over the first real coffee nost of themhad tasted in years, Ben told

t hem about his arny and what they were doing. He told them about life in
t he SUSA and about Sinon Border's ultra-religious nation out west. He
told them about the NUSA being formed here in the North and East.

"When this is over,"
gun again."

a man said, "l don't ever want to have to pick up a

Ben smiled sadly. "Those days are going to be long in coming, ny friend.
Probably not in our lifetinme."

Only a few of the Manhattan survivors professed any doubts about noving
down to the SUSA. The majority of themwere eager to get on the way.

"No crine in the SUSA?" a wonman who'd been introduced as Joan asked.
"Practically none," Ben assured her. "W just don't tolerate it. Kids
are taught the difference between right and wong in school. They're
taught val ues and norals."

"And the Bible?" one of the doubters asked, a smle on his lips.

"Not in public schools," Ben surprised himby answering. "That's up to
the parents and religious |eaders. | believe in a very w de separation

of church and state."

"Then how do you teach creation?" another asked.

"That the world was created. It just cane to be. Once a child has grown
into adulthood and is in college, then all sorts of theories are taught.

But by that tinme, the student is old enough to formhis own opinions."
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"Do you believe in a suprene being, general?" diff asked.

"Yes, | do. Very nmuch. There is no way anyone w |l ever convince ne that
all the wonders of nature just 'happened.’ | don't believe that; 'l
never believe that."

"But after all the tragedy that has occurred in the world, you can't
believe God is a nmerciful god," a worman cal |l ed Linda said.

"I believe that God gave us a brain, Linda. He | ater gave Mses a tabl et
with H s basic laws, laws He would like for us all to try, and | stress
try, tolive by. God didn't ask that any of us be perfect, just to try."

"And do you try, general?" a nman asked

Ben smled. "I do try, Red. I'll give anybody a chance if they'Il cut ne
just alittle slack."

"And do you read the Bible, general ?"

"Ceneral Ceorge Patton was asked that question one tine, during the
Second World War. He supposedly replied, 'Every goddam day.' "

Ben went off to catch a few hours sl eep.

The second drop that day went as smoothly as the first one, with no
surface-to-air mssiles fired at the planes. Ben was convi nced now t hat
t he gangs did not have SAMs.

The early afternoon drop brought the park survivors nore food and
medi cal supplies, thousands of rounds of ammp, several hundred M 16s,
hal f a dozen Big Thunpers, cases of grenades, uniforms and boots and
socks, underwear for the nale and fenal e genders, and dozens of other
articles necessary for survival

"Marvel ous!" Doctor James excl ai med, eagerly ripping open the cases of
nmedi cal supplies. He turned to the wonan who acted as his nurse. "Round
up the kids and get themin here, Claire. Let's get to work. Then we'll
start

118

with the adults. Everybody gets a quick once-over and then we start the
shots.” He snmiled up at Ben. "This is |like manna from heaven, general ."

"Enjoy," Ben told him

Ben began a wal ki ng i nspection of the park's perineters and knew very
qui ckly that anytime the punks wanted to rush the area, they could do
it. It would cost themdearly in terms of human life, but they could
overrun the park.

There were too few survivors and far too many gangs for themto
effectively defend such a large area. If they were going to stay within
the confines of the park, their area of defense would have to be cut
down to a nore defensible size

Ben consulted a sheet of paper Judy had given him There were 162 adults
of reasonable fighting age in the group. Sixteen children. Twelve



el derly people. The park conprised 840 acres. Not nearly enough people
to defend such a | arge area.

Besi des, the gangs had nortars, and Ben was sure, now that they knew he
was i nside the park confines, they would start using those nortars. Once
they started that, it would be slaughter for the survivors.

But where el se could such a | arge group of people hide in the city?

He didn't know. But there had to be a place.

Ben sighed and Judy cut her eyes to him "Wat it is, Ben?"

"The park. The gangs coul d overrun you anytime they wanted to."

"But the booby traps ... ?"

"A coupl e of dozen grenades or sticks of dynanmite would blow a path
right through them The punks woul d pour through. | think the only
reason they haven't done so before now is because of the informants they
had pl anted anong you."

119

Judy opened her nouth to protest and Ben held up a hand. Greg and sone
of the others stood close by, listening. "Before we began herdi ng al
the gangs in this direction, back when your army man was still alive,

how many punks were there in the city? Take a guess sonebody."
"Two or three thousand," Judy said. "And maybe that many creepies.”

"And there were other small bands of survivors scattered all over the
city, right?"

"That's right. Dozens of diem™

"Well, the other groups supplied the food for the creeps, and you al
were too well fortified for the small unorgani zed gangs to rush. But al
t hat has changed now. There are now t housands nore gang menbers in the
ruins, well armed and well equi pped. As soon as they realize diey can
overrun this park, diey'll doit."

Ben paused and listened for a nonent to the distant Rebel artillery
fire. The heavy bonbardnment was coming fromthe north, south, and west
of them Ben wi shed he knew what | ke was doi ng.

"What do you suggest, general ?" one of the men in die group asked.

Ben | ooked at himcouldn't remenber his nane. "If we stay inside die
park, we're eventually going to be slaughtered. That artillery fire
tells ne diat ny people are very busy out there. This is a last-ditch
effort on the part of the punks. It's do or die tine for diem Mst of
them are beyond caring; they just want to take out as many Rebel s as
diey can before we kill diem You see, the mgjority of the gang nenbers
we' ve pushed up here know all they' ve got to look forward to is a bullet
or a rope. They are the absolute dregs of society and have conmitted
crimes against humanity of a nature diat would nake a maggot puke. They
have absolutely nodiing to | ose."
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"We' || do whatever you tell us to do, general,’
group.

a wonman spoke fromthe

"Then let's get packed up and make plans to get the hell gone from here."
Ben bunped | ke on scranble and told hi mwhat they were planning.
"I was just about to tell you to get out of the park, Ben. Aerial recon

shows the punks appear to be massing for an attack agai nst your
position. For sonme reason, they're mainly coming at you fromthe west."

" "All right, Ike. W're out of here. Eagle out.'' Ben turned to Judy.
"You people know all die rabbit holes in and out of die park. 1"l

foll ow your |ead."

"How nuch tine do we have, Ben?"

Ben shrugged. "Wen you hear die nortars incomng, we're out of tinme."
She put serious eyes on him "I don't know where to take us."

"This park is going to be first blowm all to hell, and dien filled with
punks. And you know what diey're going to do if diey take you wonen

alive. Just get die people out of here."

Ben figured they had probably | ess dian a hour before die gangs struck.
He | ooked up at the sky. About four hours of daylight left.

Ben packed up his gear just as Judy wal ked up, wearing a heavy pack.
"We're going to go out die east side, Ben. Through an ol d drainage
tunnel we found. That will |ead us underground, into the tunnels.”

Ben stared at her for a noment. "The creeps-the uglies, as you call then®"

"There may be seven or eight hundred of them As compared to thousands
of punks."

Ben nodded. "We'll take our chances against die uglies, dien."
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"There is a chance there won't be any in that area. \Wen the punks
started arriving, we noticed the uglies began pulling out."

"W can al ways hope."

"You ready?"

"Anytime. | just want to activate a few nore claynores before we pul
out. I want to | eave a few surprises behind for the punks."
"Go ahead. I'lIl pass the word to keep this area clear.™

Ben spent a few mnutes carefully placing claynores and then backed
away, joining the others. "Let's go."

The | ead-off men led the group single-file into thick brush, the elderly



men and wonen and the small children placed in the niddl e of the colum
to reduce their chances of being separated. It was not a long walk to

t he edge of the park, but it was tough going through die thick

under brush that had been deliberately allowed to grown wild. There, the
group halted for a nonent's rest.

"The drai nage pipe is over there," Judy pointed. "In all that brush. It
wasn't in use for years before die G eat War. Not many people knowit's
there."”

"Where the hell does it |ead?" Ben asked.

"Originally, it flowed to the sewer under the city. But the uglies, |
guess it was diem knocked out the brick wall and enl arged the whol e
thing. 1'll be honest with you- we really don't know where it conmes out.
It's a maze under there. But we do know diat if you get lost, just keep
wal ki ng and | ooki ng up. There are manhol e covers and exits into

bui | di ngs the uglies knocked out |ong ago. 1've been lost in diere
several times. The first time, | thought panic would give ne a heart
attack. Then | learned it's practically inpossible to get really lost."

She | ooked away from Ben to nod at Doctor Janes. "Go ahead,"” she said
qui edy.

Ben wat ched as the doctor and his nurse began giving the younger Kkids
shots to knock di emout, and he knew
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why it was being done-there were rats in the tunnels as big as small
dogs. This would insure the kids' silence. Ben had questioned the
doctor's request for the drugs when he had first called in to |Ike, but
had done so silently, figuring the nmedical man had his reasons. Now he
knew why.

The group rested quietly for a few nore mnutes, until the drug started
taki ng effect and the ki ds began yawni ng. Wen they could no | onger keep
their eyes open, they were picked up and held while others tied themin
pl ace on the adults.

"Let's do it," Judy said, standing up

One by one, the peopl e began di sappearing into di e darkness that |ooned
just a few feet inside the wi de drainage pi pe. Ben brought up the rear
and there he placed several claynores outside and just inside of the
huge pi pe.

Then he stepped into the darkness and the unknown, wal ki ng down the
slight slant into the maze of tunnels diat lay under die city.

123 Twel ve

They all carried plenty of extra batteries for the flashlights Ben had
requested fromthe aerial drop, and candles to be used if they had to
spend nore time than anticipated in the darkness of the tunnels.

They had gone only a few hundred feet in the oppressive darkness when
the nearly overpowering stench of rotting human flesh hit themlike a
hamrer bl ow. Even the drugged and sl eeping children stirred in the arns
of those carrying them winkling their noses against the sickening snell.



Judy halted die colum and called for Ben to join her up front. "They've
cone back," she whispered. "They haven't been diis close in nonths."

"W probably pushed themdiis way," Ben told her. "Pass the word, no
candl es or open flanmes of any sort. There night be nmethene down here."

"You can bet the uglies know we're here," she responded.
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"Put soneone else in the rear. I'lIl stay up here with you."

Judy assigned two other nmen to bring up the drag, and she and Ben took
the point, working their way slowy eastward through the huge drai nage
pi pe. Stinking dark water slopped at their boots and often the powerful
beams fromtheir flashlights would catch huge, beady-eyed rats glaring
at them their hairless obscene tails trailing behind themin the filth.

Li ght suddenly fl ooded the chanber ahead of them and Judy said, "Open
manhol e cover. Pass the word- absolutely no noise as we pass under it."

"Does that nmean we've passed one bl ock?" Ben asked.
"Yes. At least three nore to go."

The col um began passi ng noi sel essly under the open manhol e cover, with
two people counting each head as it passed. Wen the |ast person went
by, they passed the word:, everybody accounted for

Around a bend in the tunnel, and darkness once nore swall owed them

Sil ence, except for the scratching of tiny clawed feet as the big rats
reluctantly gave ground before them But sone of them gave no ground,
squatting on the | edges and glaring balefully as the hunmans passed by.

"I hate rats," Judy whispered.
"Join the club,” Ben returned the whisper

Two bl ocks later, and Ben and Judy each threw up a hand to signal a
halt. The beans of their flashlights had flicked over, then quickly
arced back and settled on a scene out of a horror witer's nightmare:
several thousand rats were blocking the tunnel. The nound of noving,
hairy, filthy rodents was several feet tall and several feet w de. From
under the disgusting ever-noving nmound, Ben and Judy could see the
gnawed- on hands, feet and arns of once-human beings. Wite glistening
bone now, with only a few scraps of neat still remaining.
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"Sweet Jesus Christ!" Judy gasped.

"Back up," Ben said. "Back to the last nanhole. W can't go any further
in this tunnel."

Judy pointed a shaky finger at the noving nmound. "But that..."

"What's left of the uglies' dinner," Ben replied, trying to keep the
di sgust and horror out of his voice. "This is where they put the



| eftovers, | guess. Come on, back up. Let's get the hell out of here.”
Slow y the columm backed up, wth many wonderi ng what was goi ng on, for

the majority of the nen and wonmen who made up the small band of

survivors had been spared the sight of the rats feeding on dead human fl esh.
"We're going to be a couple of blocks short, Ben,"” Judy said.

"Do we have a choice?"

"No. "

"No point in discussing it then."

The snell had caused several people to lose their lunch. The sounds of
gagging and retching filled the tunnel for several nonents.

"Wat ch your step," Ben advised drily.

Ben did not |ose his lunch. He had seen worse over the years. But at the
nmonent he woul d be hard-pressed to recall it.

"Who ... ?" Judy gasped on the way back to the | ast manhol e cover.

"I don't know. Maybe punks the creeps waylaid over the past few weeks.
The bodi es haven't been there | ong. Maybe there are nore survivors in
die ruins than you think. W'Ill never know, Judy, so put it out of your
m nd. "

"I hate those damm uglies!"
"You're at the end of a long list, dear. Mvel"

Two of the younger survivors went up the | adder and out the nanhol e
cover. They were gone for a coupl e of
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m nutes before one called down, "It's all clear. Cone on and be quick
about it. The men carrying the kids up first. Untie the ropes and pass
themup, then follow Head for the ruins to the east. It's what's left
of a church, | think."

The words had no sooner left his mouth when the unm stakabl e sounds of
nortars cane to those in the tunnels.

"It's started,” Ben said. "That's why there are no punks around here.
They've all massed around the park for the final assault. They'l
probably soften up the park for an hour, concentrating first on the
areas they know are rigged with booby traps. Then they' |l hit the park
It won't take themlong to di scover we're gone." Ben reached out in the
dimlight and brushed several |arge roaches off Judy's back

"What was that?" she asked.

"Very large, ugly roaches, Judy."

She shuddered in revul sion as Ben picked another roach out of her hair.

"There are roaches on the island of Madagascar that grow to four inches



in length and stand up on their hind | egs and hiss and spit," he said.

"Now, | really could have done without that know edge!"
Ben chuckl ed.
"But so far they're found only on that island."

"Unl ess you're just trying to make nme feel better, thank God for snall
favors."

"Kids are clear and in the ruins across the street, Judy!" Geg called.

"The elderly next," she returned the call. "Then we go as we're lined up.'

"A squad of nen out, Judy," Ben gently corrected. "Throw up a defensive
line. Then the elderly."

"You're right, Ben. I'"'mnot thinking." She corrected her orders.
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"dear!" The word was called after a few nonments, as the defensive |ine
got into place street-Ievel

"I"l1l go last," Ben said.

Ben waited until the last man had clinbed up the | adder, then, took a
final look at his surroundi ngs. Several dozen rats had | eft the huge
mound of rotting cadavers and they squatted al ong the sides of the
tunnels, glaring hate at him their eyes glow ng wi ckedlyl in the gl oom

Topsi de, he breathed in and out deeply, several tines, clearing his
lungs if not his nostrils of the dreadful stench of the tunnels. Then he
noved over to the ruins of the old church and squatted there behi nd
cover, listening to the punks' bonmbardnment of the park. He lifted his
handy-t al ki e.

"We're clear of the park," he radioed. "To the east side as pl anned.
Four bl ocks east Start dropping themin, people, and good shooting."

Across the Hudson River, Rebel gunners manning 105s and 155s began

| obbing in a variety of rounds with deadly accuracy and effectiveness.
The 155s were using anti-personnel rounds, each shell rilled with from
36 to 60 high-expl osive anti-personnel grenades. Some of the 105s were
using a nmixed bag of rounds, fromHE to anti-personnel. \Watever they

used, the rounds were foiling dead on with devastating results, and it
stopped the punks' advance into the park cold.

Ben clinbed up on top of a building that had, miracul ously, renained
virtually intact during the Rebels' assault several years before. Using
bi nocul ars, he peered over the several blocks of ruins and rubble and
began calling in rounds. Ben smled, thinking, You mght call me an RO,
for rear observer.

Judy clinmbed up to join him "You thought of where you mi ght take us?"
Ben asked.

"No. Wherever we go on this rock, we're still going to
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be within nortar range of those bastards.'
t he park.

She jerked her head toward
"Yes, but when ny people are through today, there will be considerably
fewer of the species known as punk, you can be assured of that."

"That will help us right now. But the question is-can we survive unti
your people take this dam rock?"

"Ch, we'll survive, Judy. Put any doubts about that out of your nind
Even if we have to go down into the old subway systemto do it."

"More of that remmins than you m ght think, Ben. I'd say at least a
hundred or so miles. Your people wecked about half of it"

"And only God knows how many mles of other |long forgotten tunnels are
under the city."

"Hundreds of mles of them Ben. But what uglies are left |live down
diere. And the rats."

Ben grimaced. "Well, we'll go into the drai nage tunnels only as a | ast
resort. But the subways ... that m ght be our salvation.”
She shuddered. "I don't |ike the underground.”

"Neither do I. But the prospect of getting captured by punks appeals to
me even | ess.”

"You do have a point."
"I's anyone in your group famliar widi what remains of the subway tunnel s?"
"Ch, yes. Several of the nmen."

Ben | ooked at her for a noment, neither of them speaking. Finally, Judy
nodded i n agreenent. "W don't have rmuch choice in the matter, do we?"

"Not a whole lot."

"I"ll get Mke, see what he says about it. | honestly don't know where
the nearest entrance is. | do ny best to avoid those places.”

Ben stood al one on the roof for a tine, watching the
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Rebel gunners bl ast the punks on the west side of the park. He sensed
M ke coming up to stand quietly beside himand turned.

"Judy says you're thinking about noving us into the tunnels, general."
"You have a better plan?"

"Not really, sir. W've got energency rations to last us for a tinme but
water is going to be a problem™”



"You know where there is sonme seepage?"
"Yes, sir. But | sure as hell wouldn't want to drink that stuff."

"We can boil it and then purify it with tablets. Believe me when | say
nmy peopl e have drunk water that at first glance would gag a maggot."

Mke snmiled. "Al right, sir."
"How far are we from a subway entrance?"

"About two bl ocks."

"Then | guess we'd better do it, Mke. It'll be unconfortable, but we'l
be alive. And ny people are gearing up to once nore assault this rock. A
few nore days, and we'll be hone free." / hope, Ben silently added.

"Then I'1l get the people ready to nove, sir.
"Send a patrol to check out the subway entrance first, Mke. Use the
wal ki e-tal kies fromthe drop. The punks don't have the equi pment to
i ntercept any transmission fromthem"

"Yes, sir. Sir?"

Ben cut his eyes.

"I's it true that there is no crine down in the SUSA?"

"It's true, Mke. W have zero tolerance for crine and crinminals.”

"What a wonderful place that nmust be to live and raise a famly."

Ben smled. "You' d be surprised. | figure about half of your group could
make it down there.”
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"Thi s bunch? Are you ki ddi ng?"

"Not at all. It takes a very special person to |live down there, M ke.

When your people are out of this box and free to nake choices, you'll see.™
"Well, count me in as one who will make it, general."

"Ch, you will, Mke. | have no doubts about that."

"I"ll send that patrol out now"
"W don't have nuch daylight left,"” Ben rem nded the nan.

"Where we're going, general," Mke replied grimy, "that won't nake a
bit of difference."
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Ben waited topside and stood guard with a small team of survivors while

the others disappeared into the darkness of the old subway system Ben
waved the others down until he was alone at street |evel.



"Al'l right, Ike," he muttered. "We can | ast about a week if we're both
careful and lucky. So get it in gear, boy."

Ben stood up and took one last | ook at the outside world, then wal ked
down the rubble-littered steps, being careful not to disturb the
war-torn | ook of them

"This way, general," a nman called. "To your right."

Ben joined the man and together they wal ked past the turnstiles and out
to the platforns, where over the years mllions of people had waited for
transportation to and from home and work-back when the world nade a
little sense.

Ben hopped down to the tracks and began foll owi ng the bobbi ng beam of
the survivor's flashlight as the nan wal ked deeper into the tunnel
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"I don't like it either, general," the man called over his shoul der, as
if reading Ben's mind. "Nobody in their right mind Iikes the tunnels."

As he wal ked, Ben sniffed the air. There was not the slightest whiff of
creepie. He said as much

"They're spotty throughout the city," the nman replied. Ahead of them
Ben could see the darting beanms of flashlights. "As you know far better
than me, there used to be thousands of uglies in the city. After you
peopl e got through with thema few years back-before any of us got

here-there were only about a thousand or so left... at least that's how
we figure it. But they had done a |lot of work down here in the tunnels.
You'll see. Sonme of us, before we banded together, used to hide out down
here.”

They caught up widi the main group just as a man stuck his head out of a
| arge vent of sonme sort, about six feet off the tracks and about three
feet up froma concrete wal kway. "All clear, folks," he said. "Hand the
kids up." The iron grate to the vent lay off to one side, propped up on
t he | edge.

One by one, the kids began di sappearing into the side of the tunnel

Once during a rest break, Ben stepped up onto the | edge and | ooked

i nside. He stood for a nmoment, astonished. There was a wal kway about six
feet in dianmeter that opened up into an enornous cavern. The room was as
| arge as a gymasi um

The man who was hel ping the kids and the elderly into the cavern sniled
at the expression on Ben's face. "There are places like this all over
Manhattan, general. This big rock is honeyconbed wi th natural caves and
tunnels. | don't know when this air vent was put up, but I'Il wager this
cavern has been long forgotten."

"Probably," Ben said, climbing in and relieving the man hel ping the
odiers inside. He | ooked behind himand was startled to find that he
coul d not see the cave.
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The others around him |l aughed. "It's like one of those trick roonms you
used to find in carnivals along the mdway, general," one said. "You can
only see the entrance when standing in one narrow spot. Anywhere el se
you stand, it's bl ocked."

"Well, 1'll be damed," Ben nuttered, angling around several tines and
still unable to see the second entrance to the huge cavern

Once everybody was out of the subway tunnel and in the cavern, Ben
prow ed around the enormous room finding half a dozen snaller caves
around the base of the | arge one.

"Be careful about going in any of those, general," Geg warned from
across the cavern. "They're endl ess, and we have | ost one person in
them" He grimaced. "He never came out."

"I will certainly keep that in mnd," Ben said, peering into the
dar kness of the smaller cave.

Ben did not stick his head out of the cave for nearly 36 hours. He could
neither transmt nor receive by radio, so he did not know what was goi ng
on up top. Finally, just after noon on the second day in the tunnels, he
could take no nore of it.

"I"mgoing topside," he told Judy. "I've got to find out what's going on."

She nor any of the others nade any nove to stop him but Ben could tel
none of them thought nmuch of the idea.

Ben picked up his CAR and backpack. He | ooked at the group. "Don't send
anyone out looking for ne. If | don't return, wite me off. But stay safe.”
Ben |l eft the cave wi thout another word. He wal ked the tracks until he

cane to the old station. There he squatted
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down for a few nonents, listening. He could hear nothing and could snell
no telltale odor of creeps.

Ben wal ked through the silent and littered old station and clinbed the
steps to ground level, emerging into a very overcast day, the | ow cl ouds
threatening rain. There, he squatted down again and |istened, breathing
deeply of the air. Truth was, Ben despi sed caves. He had al ways
suspected that he mght be a bit claustrophobic.

The late afternoon air snelled of snoke; the park had really taken a
hamreri ng from Rebel artillery.

Ben slipped into the ruins of an old building and clinbed the rickety
steps to what remai ned of the second floor. There he knelt down under
t he open sky and called in.

"This is Eagle. Cone in."

"Go Eagle," cane Corrie's famliar and wel come voi ce.

"Everything OK here. Gve ne a report fromyour end."



"Plans to assault your position del ayed due to buil d-up of punks on
mai nl and. Don't know where they cane from Believe they nmay have been in
hiding, waiting to spring the trap on us. Can you hol d?"

"For a few nore days."
"Are you in a position to receive a drop?"
"Negative. Wat about the park?"

"We creamed it. Aerial recon shows hundreds of punks dead and wounded.
Can you give ne a position?"

"East side of the park. About five or six blocks fromthe waterfront."
"Can you and your group make it to Roosevelt Island?"

"Negative. Too many kids and elderly. Too risky."

"Under st ood, Eagle."

"I"mgoing to do sonme recon. |I'll get back to you in a few hours."
"That's ten-four, Eagle."

"Eagl e out."

135

135

Ben spent the next twenty or so mnutes scanning everything he could see
t hr ough bi nocul ars. He picked up the thin tentacles of cook fires north,
east and south, but none very close to his position, and that puzzled
him He thought about that for a nmonent, then shook his head, unable to
figure it out. He carefully clinbed back down the steps to ground | evel,
and staying in the nlins of the old building, he secured everything on
his per$on that might clink or rattle and stepped into the alley.

He wal ked east until the alley ended on what was left of a street. Ben
slipped through the ruins of |ong-deserted buildings until he reached
the end of the block. There, he |ooked hard for anything that m ght be
left of a street marker. Not hing.

"Shit!" he nmuttered, thinking it would be really nice to know his exact
| ocati on.

The Rebels had really done a nunber on Manhattan several years back
Their artillery had | evel ed sone bl ocks down to street |evel, but
surprisingly, other blocks had survived, with some buildings virtually
unscat hed.

Ben entered one of the buildings that had survived- at |east several
stories of it had-and began an inspection of the place. There was no
odor of creeps to be sniffed out, and he could detect no other sign of
hurman i nhabi tati on

"Interesting,"” he nuttered. "Odd, but interesting.”

He spent a good 45 minutes carefully going over the four stories of the



buil ding. The top two floors on the west side of the structure had great
gaping holes blown in them so inspecting that part of the building
didn't take |ong.

Looki ng around on the second floor, Ben was armused to find the front
section of the Sunday edition of a New York newspaper. He sat down and
read all the news that was fit to print froma decade past. Even though
the news was over ten years old, the witing still did nothing to
enhance his opinion of the newspaper
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Ben | aid the paper aside just as he heard footsteps on the floor bel ow,
t hen voi ces.

"I tell you I seen sonebody nmovin' around, nman."

"I think you're full of shit, Ned. | think you' re seein' things that
ain't there."

Ben had not brought his | ead pipe and now | ooked around for sonething to
use as a club. He did not want to open fire unless it was absolutely
necessary, for that would bring the punks running fromall directions.
He spotted a broken length of two-by-four amid all the crap on the floor
and scooped it up, pressing back against the wall and waiting.

"I hope it's one of themcunts fromthe park," the first voice said in a
whi sper, as he stood on the second floor | anding. "There was some fine
| ookin' pussy in that bunch."

"Now that | agree with you about."
"And this one ain't arned, neither

"How do you know that, snart-ass?"

' Cause they'd be shootin' at us by nowif they was."
"Good point, Ned."

Ned stuck his head into the room and Ben whacked himin the face,
sendi ng the man spraw i ng back onto the |anding and tunbling down the
ol d steps.

"Shit!" the second man yelled, just as Ben stepped out of the room and
swung the two-by-four fromright to left. The heavy board caught the
punk on the side of the head and he dropped like a concrete bl ock, one
side of his head indented.

Ben did not need their weapons, but he took them anyway, along wth
their full magazi ne pouches. He left the nen for the rats and exited the
bui |l di ng out the back. A block away he cached the weapons in a building
and kept on wal ki ng.

He stopped and was | ooki ng over the devastation of the
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city when his eyes caught novenent in the ruins of a building. A
bl own- out wi ndow on the second floor. He quickly slipped behind the



cover of a jagged fence that had once been a brick wall and slipped

al ong behind it until reaching the back of the building. Ben chanced a
qui ck 1 ook and sure enough, his eyes had not fooled him There was the
figure of a person |ooking out, but |ooking out toward the front of the
bui I di ng, not toward the rear.

The figure di sappeared and Ben ran across the alley, through the ruins
of anot her building, then out the back. He began a sl ow and caref ul
circling until he had reached the rear of the building where the
person-or persons, he cautioned-was lying in wait.

They had the high ground, and with that advantage, they could take Ben
down with one well-placed shot. He had to take them out. Providing, of

course, "they" were hostile. And at this point, he didn't know that for
sure.

Ben slipped carefully through the destruction, every few seconds lifting
his eyes to scan the rear of the suspect building. He had not seen any
further movenent. The rain had turned to a light drizzle, not nuch nore
than a mst.

There were half a dozen rusted-out and burned hul ks of cars in a parking
area in the rear of the building, and about 50 or so feet of relatively
cl ear area between Ben and the cars. Ben caught his breath, then ran to
the protection of the old vehicles. There, he scanned the rear of the
buil ding fromtop to bottom then ran to the rear wall. He coul d hear
the faint murmur of voices comng frominside, one of the voices
definitely female. The voices seemed to be in argunent. After a nonent
they faded into silence.

He heard the careful whisper of feet, then a femal e head popped out of
t he wi ndow about a foot fromhim Ben
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stuck the muzzl e of the CAR agai nst her face and said, "Just take it
easy, lady, and talk to ne."

Il talk to you, you bastard!" a man's voice canme from behi nd Ben

[l blow holes in you."

"Then she's surely dead,"” Ben replied, as calmy as possible,

consi dering the circunstances. "My finger's on the trigger. No matter
how many times you get lead in me, reflex will still pull this trigger
Thi nk about that."

"Don't do anything stupid, Jeff!" the woman with Ben's CAR stuck in her
ear said. "Easy, now. This guy doesn't look |like a gang menber to ne."

"I"'mnot," Ben said. "But who the hell are you people? Talk to ne, danmt!"
"OK, OK!'" the woman said. "Back off, Jeff. Back off, | say!"

"Backi ng off," the voice behind Ben said.

"Come around front so | can see you," Ben told him
Ben guessed the worman to be around thirty, and when the man stepped into

view, Ben could see he was about the same age. Both man and wonan were
reasonably cl ean, considering how they had to live. Their clothing had



certainly seen better days and they both wore black scarves around their
necks. Gang col ors? Ben questioned. He thought not. But he'd give thema
test.

"Dam punks!" Ben snarled at them

"No, sir," Jeff said. "We're not gang nenbers. Well..." he hesitated
"There is a group of us, but we're not part of any of the thugs who have
taken over the ruins.”

Ben did some fast visual checking. Jeff was carrying a bolt action
rifle; at first glance it appeared to be in the .270 range. The nuzzle
of the rifle the woman carried, sticking out of what used to be a

wi ndow, appeared to be no larger than a .22.

Ben took a chance and | owered his CAR, stepping back a couple of feet.
"My nanme is Ben Raines, commandi ng
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general of the SUSA Rebels. You people want to talk to ne?"
"Holy Mother of God!" the wonman whi spered. "Ben Raines.'"

Jeff stared at Ben for a nmonent. Then nodded his head. "It's him Sue.
It's really him 1've seen his picture.”

The sky opened up and the rain began falling; a cold rain for this tine
of year. Ben | ooked up, the fat drops splashing on his face. The
raindrops felt good. He cut his eyes to Jeff. "I've got some rfal coffee
in my pack." He smiled. "How about we step inside and have a cup?"

"Honest-to-God real coffee?" Jeff questioned.
Ben smled. "Honest-to-God real coffee.”
"Ceneral, you're a saint!" the woman said

Ben | aughed. "I know sone chapl ai ns who woul d gi ve you an argunent about
that."
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Jeff and Sue savored the odor of coffee for a few seconds before taking
a sip. "My God, that's good," Sue said. "That's the first real coffee
we've had in years."

"CGood," Jeff agreed, a smile on his face. He held up one of the
hi - energy bars Ben had given himand the snmile faded. "But these . .."

Ben | aughed at him "They really don't taste very good, do they? But
they will keep you alive, if not happy." Ben | ooked at the couple for a
monent. "Want to tell me about yourselves and how you got on this rock
and why?"

"Cetting into Manhattan is easy,"
si x nonths ago."

Sue said. "W came over by boat. About



"You have boats?" Ben asked.

"Not anynore," Jeff replied. "W did have five. Five pretty good-sized
boats we found over on the Jersey side. W |anded and cane ashore.
Thirty of us. W just wanted to | ook around sone. We've been hiding out
up in the New Hanpshire Wite Muntains for several years. Then
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we heard the wars were over and the country was being split up into
political sections. W canme out of hiding and got this far." He shook
his head. "Truth is, we got stupid, | guess." He lifted his tin cup and
Sue took it.

"We didn't |eave guards behind with the boats. And when we got back to
the waterfront, the boats were gone. W were stuck. Then the gangs
started pouring in here and we've been running and hiding ever since. W
knew there was a large group of people living in and around the park

but we didn't know how to approach them W didn't know what kind of
peopl e they were. One of our people surprised a group of them out on
some kind of patrol one day, and they opened fire on him Since then

we' ve stayed far away fromthem'

"There are thirty of you?"
"Yes," Jeff replied. "All adults. There are six couples, married. Wll.
paired off, | guess you'd have to say. W had a cerempny, but not

with a mnister." He sniled. "W took turns marrying each other."

"That'll work," Ben said. "But we have chaplains with us if you'd |ike
to do it over sonetine."

"W'd like that," they both said.

Ben stood up and stretched. "Let's go neet your people and nake sone plans.”
"About getting out of Manhattan?" Sue asked.

"About staying alive until we can,"” Ben replied.

The nenbers of the newest group of survivors were all about the sane

age, in their early to md thirties. Ben guessed-as it turned out,
accurately-that the bunch had been together for years, probably since

their teens, and that nobst were fromthe same area of the country.

Ben had brought enough coffee with himso that each of them could at
| east have a couple of swallows of the rea
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stuff. They trapped birds and squirrels for food, and had even eaten
rat. They offered Ben sone fried rat. He refused as politely as possible.

"How about other groups in the ruins?" Ben asked.
"There were about a dozen or so when we first got here," a man who had

been introduced as Rob said.' 'Then the gangs of thugs began arriving
and killing diemoff. They killed die nmen and took die wonen. |'d guess



there are no nore than .. . oh, 150 people left, nmax, who aren't aligned
with the gangs."

"The wonen they seized, are diey still alive?"

"If that's what you want to call it," a wonman named Janet said. "They're
sl aves. The gangs trade them back and forth. The children too. There are
perverts anong the gangs who prefer boys as sex objects. If you

know what | nean."

Ben knew, and it never failed to fill himw th die deepest of disgust.
"I know," he said, his words soft but edged with rage. He | ooked at the
group for a noment, neeting every eye. "l'msurprised you peopl e have

survived as |long as you have."

"W nove often,” a man called Al said. "And we've been doing this for a
long tine, general. W've been on our own since we were teenagers. W
were all attending private schools in the Nordieast when the Geat War
hit us. The schools were about ten niles apart. W knew each ot her

t hrough dances and debating societies and so forth. W work well

toget her. Leaving our boats unguarded was one of the fewtimes we really
acted stupid."

"You searched the waterfront area?"

"As best we could,"” Sue said. "W know they're hidden down there
somewhere. But that's a big area to search.™

"The punks didn't walk on water to get here," Ben said, as much to
hinself as to die others.' 'The boats are hidden sonewhere. W just have
to find them™
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Ben stood up and paced the roomfor a nonment, then turned to the group.

"Il level with you-we've got to get off this rock and do it quickly.
When ny people launch their next assault, it's going to be all-out.

Those are my orders. Wen the assault starts, | can keep the artillery

away fromus, but it won't take the punks long to figure out our genera
| ocation. We're also running out of supplies. I want to find as nany of
the survivors trapped on this rock as possible. | don't want innocent

deat hs on ny hands. Can you contact these groups?"

"Some of them sure," Jeff said. "But whether they'll believe us is
another matter. They're pretty suspicious." He shrugged. "Wo can bl ane
t hen®?"

"Then do it," Ben said. "I'"mgoing to contact nmy people on the nainland
and see just how nuch time we've got. In war, tinmetables are subject to
revision very quickly."

They sure were. In only a matter of a few hours, the tides of war had
shifted dramatically.

"W've got the punks on the run, Ben," lke told him "It won't be |ong,
maybe two, three days max before we're ready to hit the ruins of the
city. Do you want us to cone get you?"

"Negative, |lke. The gangs are expecting sonething |ike that and they'l
be ready, you can bet on it. Wat they aren't expecting is for us to



| ocate the hidden boats and try an escape fromthis side. Gve us three
days, and then | aunch the assault."

"Al'l right, Ben. But even if you find the boats, you're going to have a
| ot of open water to cross. In very small boats."

"I know. Continue with your plan to assault the ruins, Ike. Whether we
make it out or not. That's the way | want it. OK?"

"Al'l right, Ben." lke's reply was tinged with sadness, but Ben knew t he
ex- SEAL woul dn't hesitate to carry out die
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orders. "But if you can't get out in tine, | want an exact |ocation from
you. "

"Il try, lke. | can't prom se anything. Just stay ready for anything.
You hear ne?"

ke could read a lot in that last remark. "Al'l right, Ben
"Cood luck, Ike."
"Same to you, Ben. Shark out."

At dark, Ben |led the second band of survivors to the various places
where he had earlier cached all the weapons and ammo he could not carry.
On the way, he showed themthe fine art of silent killing by taking out
two nore punks. Now a full third of the new people were arnmed with
either M 16s or AK-47s, and had anple ammunition for those weapons.

Whet her or not the new peopl e knew how to use the weapons was sonet hi ng
Ben woul d | earn soon enough, although they all said they did.

Then he led themto the subway tunnel and told themto stay within the
confines of the old station. He wasn't about to |ead themto the cave
until he had the OK of the people there. This was their show, not his.

Judy, Geg, Dr. Janes, and several nore of the survivors wal ked back up
with Ben to nmeet the new people. Wthin mnutes, the scene resenbled old
hone week. Ben stood off to one side, anmused at the sight.

When the conversation finally took a break, Ben said, "All right,
people. Listen up. Red, you take someone and get back to the cave, draw
two days' rations for ten people, and get back here. Judy, you and G eg,
Babe, Bud, and Joan. You're with me. Sue and Jeff, Paul and Sally. That
makes ten by ny count. W're going boat hunting. diff, you nonitor the
radio. I'Il try to broadcast tw ce during the day, at 1000 hours and
1800 hours. That neans you' ve got to chance the outside to pick ne up
Use the headset to reduce the chances of being heard."
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diff nodded in understanding and | ooked at his watch, one of many that
| ke had included in the energency drops.

Ben smiled, thinking, Sinple things Iike a wistwatch that the Rebels
have taken for granted for years. This country has a hell of a |ong way
to go on the road back.



Ben | ooked at the group for a few seconds, then made up his nind. "W've
got five days," he deliberately lied, adding two days to what he and I|ke
had di scussed. "So pack up everything that isn't absolutely necessary
and be ready to nmove at my signal. And when you start noving, don't

stop. Just come on to our |ocation, wherever it mght be. And people,
when | give you the word, don't turn back for anything or anybody,
because you won't have time to recover if you do."

Red returned a few minutes |ater, several nen helping himcarry the food
and water and anmo. \Wen everyone was supplied and their packs filled,
Ben preset the radio frequencies and picked up his CAR He | ooked at
aiff. "I'll do a radio check in one hour, diff."

diff nodded. "I'Il be waiting, general."

Wth Ben | eading the way, the group marched out of the tunnel and up to
ground |l evel. Ben halted themwhile he checked in all directions, then
waved them forward

Sonmewhere along the waterfront there were boats that would take them of f
the rock. Ben intended to find them If not that, then he planned to
kill a lot of punks.

On the mainland, |ke was rapidly wapping up his offensive against the
punks. The gang | eaders had planned well, |ke gave themthat, but
anytime one planned war against the Rebels, it was best to plan for the
totally unexpected, for the Rebels did not adhere to any set rules of
engagenment. The Rebel s had not taken many prisoners, for as Ben had
said, these were the hardcore of the crinminal elenment, and
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they had nothing to gain by surrendering. They knew what awaited them at
the hands of the Rebels.

ke met with the batt corns and told them of Ben's decision. "He gave us
t hree days, folks. Then ordered me to |l et the hammer down. And in so
many words, he asked that no rescue attenpt be made on our part. |If he's
not off the rock in three days, he's going to try to radio us his exact

| ocation and we'll keep artillery away fromthere." lke waited until the
| ow murmur of di sapproval had di ed down. Then he spread his big hands.
"The boss's orders, gang. \What can | say?"

The only batt corn who had not groused was Ben's son, Buddy. He stood
up. "Dad's got sonething up his sleeve, Ike. If he didn't, he woul dn't
i ssue those types of orders."

"I agree, Buddy," lke said. "But whathas he got working in that devious
m nd of his?"

The handsome and nuscul ar young man shrugged his shoul ders. "I don't
know and we're not going to know until the last nonment. It's ny belief
that Dad doesn't fully trust sonmeone in the bunch he's aligned wth.
He's playing his cards close.™

The others in the room nodded in agreenent.

'l ke sat down on the edge of a folding table that groaned under his
wei ght. He ignored the smles fromthe others. Ike was in excellent



physi cal shape; he was just ... well, large. "Ben hasn't said anything
about creeps on the rock. | think perhaps the mgjority of them have
nmoved on. God al one knows where. But you can bet we'll neet them again
al ong the way. We've killed a | ot of punks, but many of them have al so
nmoved on. We've still got a hell of a fight |ooking at us somewhere
along the way.'' He sighed. "Then there is Sinon Border to deal wth.
I"mranbling, people, trying not to think about the fact that Ben is
trapped on that goddamm rubbl ed-up piece of real estate over yonder."

Ti na, Ben's daughter, stood up. "lke, Dad is |one-wolfing
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it. He's doing what he loves to do ... with no restrictions placed on
hi m and no one nursemai di ng himand bitching at himand watching him
like a hawk | ooking at a rabbit. He's enjoying hinmself. And you all know
that. Dad probably has a plan he's not telling us about. He's usually
got an ace up his sleeve. But he's given us orders, and we've got to
obey them Like them or not."

"I guess that is the bottomline,” lIke reluctantly agreed. He expelled
air and then stood up. The table sprang back into its normal shape.
"Start repositioning the artillery. Let's get ready to take that rock
over there." He | ooked at his watch. "W start shelling the objective in
80 hours. That's all, people.”

149 The rain continued to come down in a steady fall as Ben let Geg
take the point and |lead themtoward the waterfront. They skirted the
park in silence and then cut due west. The rain was obviously keepi ng

t he punks under cover. G eg kept the group in the alleys as nuch as
possi bl e and the goi ng was sl ow but safer. After an hour had passed, Ben
signaled for a halt and called in. diff answered i mediately and the
signal was clear and strong, then the group pushed on through the rain.

When they reached what a nenber assured Ben was Tenth Avenue, they cut
north and continued for a number of blocks before Geg called for a rest
br eak.

"This will take us to Pier One," he told Ben. "Wen we get there, we'll
start working south. If the boats aren't hidden sonewhere al ong there,
don't know where to | ook."

"We'll give it our best shot. But |'ve got to say we've been damm | ucky
so far this night."
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"I"ve never seen a creep out in the rain. They don't |like water. | don't
know where the gangs are, or why they aren't out patrolling. It's ..
sort of weird."

Ben t hought he knew the answer to that, but he keep his opinion to
hi nsel f, and his eyes on one nenber of the group. He'd been watching him
since first arriving in the park

The rainstormbegan to blowitself out as die front pushed eastward, out
into the Adanti c.

Anot her bl ock, and Bud said, "I know a shortcut, Greg. It'll save us
time. I'lIl take die lead if you don't mind."



Ben smled in die darkness. "Ch, | don't diink that will be necessary, Bud."
"Sir?" Bud asked, turning to face Ben

"I'"ve been trying to figure out how you tipped off die punks." Ben
lifted his CAR as Joan started to slip to one side. "Stand easy, Joan
Take her weapon, Geg."

Confusion on his face, Geg jerked die weapon from Joan's hands and
backed up.

"Putyour rifle on the ground, Bud. Slow and easy. That's good. Now back
away fromit."

"You're making a m stake, general," Bud said. "I haven't been tipping
anyone of f."

"That's right, Bud. But only because you couldn't figure out how to do

it. You couldn't leave die park to warn your buddi es; you couldn't |eave

a nmessage for fear it would get destroyed in die nortar assault. Al you

could do was hope we'd send out a patrol and you could be a part of it
so you could lead us straight to your punk friends."

Joan suddenly whirled around and started to nmake a run for it. Judy gave
her die butt of arifle to die back of her head. The worman dropped |ike
a brick to die wet alley.

Bud' s shoul ders sagged, his eyes on die still formof his woman. "You
couldn't have had any proof. You had to be
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guessing it all,"” he said. "You were running a bluff and Joan pani cked.
Shit!"

Ben smled. "I'ma pretty good guesser, Bud. You see, every tine |

| ooked up, either you or Joan were standing close to ne, listening very
i ntendy. | thought the both of you were going to have a heart attack

when | suddenly decided to | eave the tunnel and go scouting. That's when
| pulled diff aside and told himto never let the radio out of his
sight. The punks seized radi os when they overran our position; didn't
take a genius to figure that out. That's why | changed frequencies.
That's also why | told a few other little lies. Just in case you'd
somehow find a way to | eave a note, tipping off your punk friends."

"You can't prove any of this!" Bud flared. "Hell, Joan just panicked a
m nute ago, that's all. Doesn't prove a thing."

"But your com ng back from every patrol damm sure does," Geg said.
"Everybody el se would be suffering everything from gunshot wounds to
scrapes. But not you. You never got so nuch as a scratch. But what was
the point, Bud? What did you gain fromit all?"

"Food," Babe said, open hate in her voice. "VWiile the rest of us were
eating rat and anything el se we could get our hands on, |osing weight,
Bud and Joan never |ost an ounce. Look at them They haven't changed in
nont hs. Jesus, | nust have been blind not to see it. You two had food
cached in the park. Goddamm you bodi!"



"I always thought you two were just |overs who wanted to be |eft alone,”
Judy broke her angry silence. "That's why | never gave it a second

t hought when you'd go off by yourselves and stay gone for hours. You
were neeting the gangs and telling them about upcom ng patrols and then
chowi ng down while the rest of us were wal ki ng around hungry. Especially
the kids, who really needed nourishing food. Damm you to hell!"
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Bud grinned at the group, his smle macabre in the msty night. "Go
ahead, general. Kill me. Fire your weapon. And when you do, you'll have
a thousand people around you in five mnutes. Come on, pull the trigger
kill me. 1'Il at least go out knowi ng you' re a dead man. None of you
will ever get off this rock. You'll all die here. I can at |east take
some satisfaction in that. You'll never find the boats. They're too well

hi dden and too well guarded. Fuck you, Ben Rai nes!"

"You're not ny type, Bud." Ben took a step forward and buried the bl ade
of his knife in Bud's belly, mnuscling the blade upward. Bud fel
backward and hit the concrete of the alley. He twi tched several tines,
then lay still.

"Take his weapons and food and water. Then do what you want to with
Joan," Ben said. "Just do it quietly."

Judy reached down and cut the unconsci ous wonan's throat with her own
knife. She stared down at what she had done for a nonent, then took a
coupl e of steps to one side and vomted.

Ben waited until she had regai ned her conposure. "Drag the bodies into a
buil ding. Let's get nmoving. W've still got a long way to go."

As the group neared the waterfront, still about three bl ocks away, Ben

sl owed their advance. They noved forward one at a tine, darting from

cover to cover. The rain had stopped, but the skies were overcast. The
gangs had yet to make an appearance.

"72nd Street," Greg whispered to Ben, as they crossed the street.

"I"m gl ad sonebody knows where they are," Ben nuttered.

Greg smled at the remark and waved the others behind on across the street.
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A couple nmore Iong bl ocks and they were at the waterfront, the Hudson
Ri ver | oomi ng dark and ever-noving just ahead of them

"What now?" Jeff whispered to Ben

"We get a few hours sleep and then start |ooking. W can't search at

night, so we'll have to risk daylight. W'IlIl break up into two-person
teans at first light. |I knowit's risky, but that's the only way | see
todoit."

"They sure won't be expecting us during the day."

"That's ny thinking."



Ben assigned guards and then stretched out on the concrete of what
remai ned of a warehouse and surprisingly dropped off to sleep within
m nut es. Babe shook hi m awake at 0400 hours.

"Everything quiet, general,"
nmovi ng out there.”

the woman whi spered. "Nothing has been

"That's the way we like it."

The pre-dawn was filled with m st and fog when Ben awakened the others.
They wandered off for what privacy they could find for their toilet and
t hen gathered around Ben. Ben broke themup into four teans of two each
He nade sure everyone had a map, a wal ki e-tal kie, and knew where they
woul d neet just before noon. They all said that fromnoon to dark was
di e nost dangerous tine, for the punks seened to sleep late and then
prow all afternoon. Ben sent themout at 15-minute intervals, he and
Judy the last ones to pull out.

"W're in real trouble if we don't find these boats, aren't we, Ben?"

"Let's put it this way-l don't want to be on this rock when the Rebels
start their assault."

"But we've got five days to that, right?"
Ben smled. "W've got about two and a half days, Judy. | lied."
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She | ooked at Ben for a nmonent, then returned the smle. "Then |I guess
we' ve better find those boats, Ben."

The gangs had | eft guards along the waterfront, but they were unevenly
spaced and not | ocated in every pier. They were al so carel ess and not
very attentive. During that nmorning's search, there were a | east a dozen
ti mes when Ben could have silently taken out the guard. He let them
live, for to kill themwould have gi ven away the survivors' presence.

Ben checked in with Aiff at 1000 hours and then called off the so-far
fruitless search at 1130 hours that norning, telling the teans to hunt a
hole for the day and stay put. The teams had worked their way down to
Pier 97 with no luck. Ben sat off to hinmself in the ruins of a warehouse
and studied a map of the waterfront.

"Too much territory and not enough tinme,"
to make it."

he muttered. "We're not going

"You say sonet hing, Ben?" Judy asked, wal ki ng up
"We've not going to nake it." Ben folded his map. "Even if we found the
boats on the last day, it would take too long to get the people over
here. You know where we are; you know how nuch territory we've covered
and how much we have to go. | think the best thing for us to do is head
on back and get ready to ride it out."

"What are our chances, Ben?"

"Fifty-fifty. My people can pinpoint their targets. It's not the
artillery we have to worry about. The punks may be lowifes of the worst



degree, but they're not stupid. After a few hours they're sure to spot
what area is being avoided. Then they'll cone after us. They have
nothing to |l ose."

"So now we... ?"

"Wait for dark and head on back. Unless you've got a better idea?"
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She shook her head and silently nouthed the word, No.

"Well, let's see what the others have to say about it."

The group took the news in silence. Babe cleared her throat and said,
"What are the chances of our riding it out, general ?"

"Just like | told Judy. About fifty-fifty. It's not the artillery, it's
t he punks. Once they figure out our gunners are deliberately avoiding a
certain area, they'll come swarming in there."

"We coul d booby-trap the tunnel," Jeff suggested.
"Well, we could,” Ben replied. "But on the other hand, if | were doing
t he searching, that would be a dead giveaway. But it's up to you fol ks."

"Let's head on back at dark," Paul suggested. "I don't think we could
find where those boats are hidden if we had a nonth to | ook."
"I"'mafraid | have to agree with you,"
everyone?"

Ben said. "That agreeable with

It was.

"Let's get some rest then. We'll head back at dark."

Ben went outside and bunped | ke, breaking the news to him Ben had

figured out die exact |ocation of the subway where the survivors were

hi di ng, and gave it to him

"I hate this, Ben. I'mgoing to be right up front with you."

"W don't have a choice in the matter, Ike. You try to assault this rock

wi thout first softening it up, we'll lose a ot of Rebel lives. W'l

keep our heads down, you can be assured of that."

There was a few seconds pause fromacross the river. "Tinmetable still firnP"

"It's still "go'.

"Al'l right, Ben." There was resignation in lke's voice. "You're callin’
the shots.”
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"Eagl e out."

Ben joined the others in the old warehouse, made sure everyone knew



dieir guard assignnents, and stretched out on the floor to get sone
rest. There was no point in worrying about whether they could make it
t hrough a bonbardnent. They had no choice in the matter

There was not a Rebel who wouldn't willingly give his or her life in an
attenpt to rescue Ben. Ben knew that. But there was no way he woul d ever
allowit.

They would ride out the assault, or they wouldn't
Ben cl osed his eyes and let sleep take him

The others took the news of the deaths of Bud and Joan stoically, a few
shaki ng their heads in disgust. Then Ben told them about the upcom ng
artillery bonbardnment The survivors took that news just as unenotionally.

"Theoretically, my artillery people can pinpoint target* to within a few
yards," Ben said, then paused and added very, very drily,

"Theoretically. But we'll cut ourselves a bit nore slack. |1've ordered
nmy people to keep the rounds fromfalling in this general area." He

| ooked at his watch. "We' ve got about 50 hours to get ready for it Let's
start boiling the water fromthat seepage we found and purifying it with
chemicals. Start dividing up the rations into small packets that are
easily carried by one person. That's in case we have to | eave the
tunnel s and get separated up top." O get lost in these tunnels that
honeyconb the area, he thought, but didn't vocalize it. "I want everyone
to have flashlights, extra batteries, candles, matches and a coupl e of
packets of extra rations. Make sure your canteens are full; keep
refilling themas you drink. The youngest and strongest of the men will
each be assigned a child to look after. Al right, people, let's start
getting ready for ny
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people to get us off this rock.”" O make our peace -with God before we
die here, he silently added.

Ben eyes touched Judy's steady gaze, and knew she was thinking the sane
thing. He smled and she returned the smle as she wal ked toward himin
the candlelit cave.

"You and nme?" she asked softly.

"You and me," Ben replied.

159 Sixteen

Ben and the others did what they could to prepare for the assault, and
then there was nothing else to do but wait. For many, that was the

hardest part of all.

Then one norning, while many still slept, the ground above them began to
runble. The assault on the ruins of Manhattan was on

Ben ordered all fires put out. Even though the huge cave had a natural
ventilation system the snmoke filtering out through tiny cracks in the
stone hi gh above the floor, Ben did not want any telltal e odor of snoke
or food to linger in the old subway tunnel. He left a few of the candl es



burni ng, for he knew that utter darkness would only exacerbate an
al ready bad situation for the adults, and besides, it would scare the
children even worse than they al ready were.

The bonbardnment conti nued unabated for 24 hours. Ben knew that P-51Es
were al so droppi ng hi gh-expl osi ve
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and napal mon the city, and that the ruins of the city were burning.

During the mddle of the afternoon on the second day of the artillery
assault, the guards in the tunnel came rushing into the cave.

"The punks are all over the place," Mke panted the words. "Searching
every grate and vent. They're removing the bars and really | ooking
i nsi de, general."

The grate over the opening, Ben knew, was held in place by only two
bolts. Once the punks saw that, it would be all over. "How nuch time do
we have?"

"They're moving slow. |'d say an hour."
"Al'l right, Mke," he said. "Get the people out of here and past the
rubble in the tunnel, toward the next station south. Just as we pl anned.

Enf orce noi se discipline. Good luck."

One by one, the survivors quickly noved out. The children sensed danger
and were silent. They were w de-eyed and frightened, but quiet.

The last of the survivors had | eft the cave and was out of sight down

the old tracks when Ben saw the flashlight and torches of the punks
headi ng their way. He and Judy were the last ones in the cave.

"Little late for us, Judy," he said calmy. "Any ideas?"
"I"'mw th you, Ben."

"I hate to say it, but it looks Iike we fall back into one of those
smal | er caves."

"People go in those caves and don't come back out, Ben."
"You have a better idea, my dear?"
She smled at the "ny dear," and shook her head. "I guess not.

"Pi ck one."

They were both wearing heavy packs. She turned slowy and pointed. "That
one."
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"Let's go."

They were deep into the cave when the punks were pulling the grate | oose
fromthe concrete wall of the tunnel



Ben carried a small rock and used it to cut a mark into the right side
of the cave every few dozen steps.

"What are you doi ng?" Judy asked.

"Maki ng sure we can find our way out of here. Com ng back, the nmarks
will be on our left. Remenber that Be quiet and count your steps.”

The punks entered the cave but only for a few noments. They soon gave up
the search and returned to die main cavern, wanting no part of die dark
twi sty tunnel

After a half hour, Ben called a halt. "They're not followi ng us. W
don't need to go any further."

They rested in die darkness and sipped water.

"You think you can find your way out of this ness, Ben?"

"Yes, | do. There were only three offshoots to this main cave on die way
here. Two on our left, one to die right. Going back diey'll be reversed.

Just remenber diat And die caves are well vented; no problemwdi air."

She told himthe nunber of steps diey had taken.

"We didn't go far. About a quarter of a mle. |I'mno spelunker, Judy. I
hate caves. But just don't panic. | had a cave explorer tell ne one tine."
"I hate die darkness. | can't see ny hand in front of nmy face. I want to

light a candle or somediing."

"No. The punks would snell die candle burning and we don't dare use
flashlights for fear of reflection. Try to get sone sleep.”

"The cave floor is cold, Ben."
"So is the grave. Be quiet and go to sleep.”

After 12 hours, Ben had had all die cave he could take, and knew t hat
Judy was about to cone unglued. They bod
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had heard the scurrying of tiny clawed feet, and knew that rats had
found them Neither of themwanted any part of hordes of rats.

"We've got to get noving, Ben," Judy whispered. "Head back and take our
chances. | can cope with the darkness, but not the rats."

"I"'mwith you. OK Let's stand up. Snug the rope and let's go."
Securely roped together, with about six feet between them they started
back, both of themsilently counting steps and trying to be as quiet as
possi bl e. Ben used the flashlight sparingly, fighting an urge to keep
the tiny friendly beamof Iight on constantly.

As they neared the count's end, they both heard voices, |lots of voices.

"We've had it, Ben," Judy whispered, near defeat in her voice.



"Not without one hell of a fight," Ben returned the whisper
They wal ked on, the voices grow ng | ouder

Ben clicked on his flashlight, startling Judy.

"They' || see us, Ben!" she whispered.

"That's the idea, Judy | want themto."

"You want themto see us?"

"Yeah. Those are ny people, Judy. Those are Rebels in the cave. One of
t hose voices belongs to nmy son, Buddy."
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I ke had seen a mutiny coming if he didn't at |east nake an attenpt to
rescue Ben, so he finally allowed Buddy and his special ops people to
cross the river. They had smashed their way through the punk I|ines,
opening up a hole. lIke then | aid down snoke and several battalions of
Rebel s were now in the ruins of Manhattan

"My peopl e?" Judy asked.

"Safe," Buddy told her. "W found them about a mle down the tracks,
behind a pile of rubble.”

Al t hough Buddy had not known it at the tinme, his people had hit the rock
at the punks' weakest point, throw ng the gangs back, sending them
running in all directions. The next wave of Rebels hit practically no
resi stance for several blocks as they spread out, throwing up a
protective line north and south of the old subway station

CGeorgi Striganov and his people had crossed into Manhattan fromthe
north and were pushing the punks south, trapping them between Rebe
lines. |ke was pouring Rebels
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into the ruins, and the punks had no place to run and nothing to do
except die, which they were doing in | arge nunbers.

Ben sat quietly, snoking a cigarette, while Buddy nmade his report. He
knew he should be angry, for his orders had been di sobeyed, but he could
find no anger in him

"Doctor Chase has set up a hospital along the waterfront, Father," Buddy
said. "He ordered us to bring you to himinmedi ately."

Ben nodded his head, knowing it would be useless to argue. "Judy's people?"
"Al ready there, being checked out."

Ben stood up and smiled at his son. "If you ever learn to obey orders,
you' re going to nmake one hell of a commander, boy."

"Yes, sir," the young man replied, with no change of expression

"Strip, bathe, put on this gown, and get your ass into bed," Doctor



Chase told Ben. "You're out of commission for a couple of days."

"You're a nean old nman, Lamar,'
i mproving with age."

Ben said. "And your disposition is not

"You can always fire nme," Chase shot right back, grinning w ckedly.

"Then | wouldn't have anyone to argue with, you old goat."

"Well, you couldn't fire me anyway," Chase replied, shoving Ben toward
the portable showers. "I'mtoo damm old for active duty, so | have no
mlitary rank and therefore | am acting under the orders of President
Jefferys. Now put that in your nmess kit and shove it."

"You're inpossible, Lamar. Jesus! This gown is open
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all the way down the back. | have never understood the reasoning behind
that."

"No play on words intended, |'m sure. Myve, Raines."

| ke cane to see Ben several tines during his hospital stay, bringing him
up to date. Ben was kept in the field hospital for 36 hours, checked out
fromall directions by a staff of doctors. They could find nothing wong
with him and that seened to disappoint Doctor Chase.

"Are you happy now, you dammed pill-pusher?" Ben asked Chase.

"I have to rel ease you, Raines," Lamar grunped. "l need the bed for
peopl e who really need treatnent."

"Good." Ben swung his long legs off the cot and reached for his trousers.
"Although | really should keep you for another day or two."
"Try it!" Ben chall enged him

"No thanks. It isn't worth listening to you bitch. Get the hell out of
here.”

"Wth pleasure.”

Ben dressed as quickly as possible and stepped out of the front part of
t he war ehouse, which was all that was |eft standing. Rebels were al
over the place, but none saluted the general, for the no-saluting rule
in a conbat zone was strictly enforced by the Rebels. Ben stood for a
nmonent, content just to breathe the air and watch his surroundings.

He had been informed while in the hospital that Judy and her people had
been transferred over to the Jersey side. Ben did not anticipate ever
seei ng her again, so he put her out of his mind

He | ooked up and smiled at the sight of his teamwal king slowy toward
him They had all been to see himin the hospital, but could not stay
for very long due to all the tests Chase was having run on him... al
of which turned out to the good.
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"Well," Ben said, pushing away fromthe building and wal king up to the
five of them "You people Iook all fat and happy."

"It's been boring, CGeneral Ben," Anna said. "Wwen do we go back to work?"
"How about right now?" Ben asked, picking up his pack and CAR

Bul | ets pocked the walls behind Ben and his team blow ng dust all over
them Ben, face down on the floor, turned his head and smiled at Anna.

"You wanted to get back to work, dear?"

She spat out dust and grimaced. Ben had taken his team out for what was
supposed to be a routine patrol. It had turned out to be anything but
routi ne. They had been working at the northern edge of what used to be
called Md town, and had run into heavy fighting just east of the ruins
of the old Museum of Modern Art. They were in no danger of being
overrun, for there were Rebels all around them It was just annoying
bei ng pi nned down, however briefly.

Rebel s on the left and right flanks of themtossed a couple of grenades.
That was foll owed by sustained bursts of gunfire, then an unnatura
silence settled over that little area of Manhattan

"OK." The voice cane fromacross the street. "We've had it. W're givin'
up. W don't wanna fight no nore. Understood?"

"Then | eave your weapons on the ground and stand up," Ben shout ed.

"Hands in the air."

"And if we do that?"

"You'll live alittle bit longer,"” Ben replied coldly.
"W got wonen with us. Not fightin' wonmen. Wonen we grabbed or swapped
for. What about thenP"
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"Send themout first."

Hal f a dozen wonen, nost of themdressed in no nore than rags, began
climbing out of the rubble. Wen they cleared the piles of rubble, they
stood with their hands in the air, frightened and confused | ooks on
their faces.

Rebel nedics called out to them and the wonmen qui ckly noved out of the
line of fire and di sappeared into the ruins. They woul d be transported
to Chase's MASH units along the waterfront, checked out, and given
treatment.

"Now stand up and nove into the street!" Ben call ed.

They were a sorry-1ooking bunch. It was the fifth day of fighting since
Chase had ki cked Ben out of his hospital and Ben had returned to the
field. The Rebels had been fighting the gangs day and night for over a

week, cutting them no slack, and the gangs were exhausted.

This group of gang menbers numbered 20, their ages ranging fromearly



twenties to late forties, a m xed bag of black and white. Back in the
ol d days, before the world fell apart, certain liberals would have

i medi at el y begun sobbi ng and mpani ng and maki ng excuses for the
behavi or of the gang nenmbers. Sone nenbers of the press would have
written and broadcast that their behavior could be blaned on a poor diet
as children. O perhaps they felt rejected while in school because the
coach wouldn't let them play or the homeconi ng queen woul dn't date them
or the next door neighbor's kid had a fancier bicycle or their father
spanked them or some such crap as that.

Ben didn't buy that nonsense back then and he sure as hell didn't buy it
NOW.

Ben sat on a pile of rubble and rolled a cigarette. He didn't have to
tell his people to question every prisoner about the whereabouts of Ray
Brown; those were standing orders. But Ray Brown, if he was still on the
rock, had proved to be very elusive. Ben was beginning to think the man
had somehow rmanaged to slip out of the ruins.
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No matter. Sonmeday he'd find him And when he did, he'd kill him

Ben wat ched as the prisoners' hands were tied behind their backs and
they were led off to a Rebel interrogation point. There, they would be
fingerprinted and bl ood woul d be drawn for DNA work-ups. Prints and DNA
sanmpl es woul d be sent back to Base Canp One for possible matchups.

Ben wasn't being soft-hearted. He just didn't want to be accused of
shooting or hanging the wong people.

Since the second assault on the rock by the Rebels, gang nenbers had
been surrendering in increasingly |arger nunbers, and that was sonethi ng
that Ben had not anticipated. It led himto believe that many of the
nore hardcore gang | eaders and their followers had sonehow slipped out
of the ruins and were on the run

But so far not one prisoner had been able to confirmthat suspicion.

Now, what to do with the prisoners was beginning to be a real problem
for the Rebels.

The prisoners weren't giving dieir names, weren't adm tting anything,
and if they hadn't been mugged, fingerprinted or had sanpl es of DNA
previously taken, the Rebels had no way of know ng the severity of their
past cri mes.

The surrendering gang nenbers were getting to be a real pain in the ass.
Ben wal ked over to the ragged |ine of punks, all standing with their
hands ti ed behind them Mst of themrefused to neet his hard gaze, but
a few were still defiant, open hate in their eyes as they glared at him
"' Aren' t you going to tell me all about your terribly tragic

chi | dhood?" Ben asked one man. "I'msure that's why you enbarked on a
life of crime.”

"Screw you, Raines!"
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It had long since ceased to surprise Ben that his face was so well
known. Everything fromgold to wonen had been offered for his capture
over the years.

"I do wish you people would become a bit nore original,” Ben told him
"Although I'msure that's due to a |lack of sonething or another in your
diet while young. It amazes ne that Shakespeare ever nmanaged to get a
word witten, considering the dietary fare of those days."

"You're really enjoying this, aren't you, Raines?" the man asked.

"Not especially. I'd much rather be honme, to tell the truth."

"Me, too, if | had a home to go to."

Ben stared at the man for a nmonent. He shifted his gaze to a Rebe
standing cl ose by. "Cut himloose," he ordered.

The man rubbed his wists for a few seconds, then asked, "You gonna hang
me now, general ?"

"No. I'mgoing to talk with you. Cone on."

Ben turned his back on the nman and wal ked away, toward the ruins of a
bui I di ng.

"Mowve!" Jersey told the thug nmenacingly, lifting her CAR The man noved

Ben shrugged out of his pack and sat down on what remained of a
wi ndowsill. He dug in his pack and came up with the Rebel's version of
the old MRE-Meal s Ready to Eat-and tossed the package to the man.

"I thought a condemmed nan got his choice of food for his |last neal,"
the man said.

"Be glad you're getting that."

The gang nenber, in his late thirties, Ben guessed, opened the outer
wr appi ngs and sel ected a pack, tearing it open. He ate hungrily.

"You're old enough to remenber what it was |like before the Great War,"
Ben pronpted. "So tell me your sad story about why you chose a life of
crine.”
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The man chewed, swall owed, took a drink of water froma canteen, and
said, "You know, Raines, you're a real asshole.”

Ben snmled. "Ch?"

"Yeah. The whole damm world falls apart, and you go out and build
yourself a friggin' nation. No big deal for you. You just do it. You
shit on the Constitution and expect others to like it. Well, let ne give
you a news flash, there are sone people, Raines, who just can't, or
won't, live under your rules and | aws."



"MIllions of them" Ben agreed. "But while they choose not to be a part
of the Tri-States phil osophy, they do live under a basic set of rules
and | aws. You and your kind won't even do that nuch."

"Maybe not, Raines. But you can't kill us all."
Ben chuckl ed. "You want to bet?"
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The group of survivors that Ben had stayed with during the days he was
trapped in the ruins all agreed they wanted to be a part of the SUSA.
They boarded the next transport plane south and were gone, out of Ben's
life, to start a newlife in the Southern United States of Anmerica. Ben
had no doubts about their ability to nake it in the SUSA. They were al
good solid noral people who, to a person, believed in hard work and | aw
and order.

Ben turned his attention back to the clearing out of Manhattan.

"Probably half the punks got away," Ben's chief of intelligence inforned
him "They slipped away in small boats and then scattered."

"Ray Brown anong thenf"
"Yes. That's been confirmed."
"And no idea where they all went?"

"Not a clue, Ben. W believe they broke up into very small groups and
scattered in all directions.”
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"They'l|l cause a |lot of people some grief before they're finally stopped.”
"Yes," Mke replied with a smle. "But only if they stay in those areas

not aligned with the Tri-States phil osophy."

Ben | aughed. "For a fact."

"Anot her two weeks or so on this rock should do it." Mke stood up. "I'm
headi ng up into the northeast part of the country. Check things out.
"Il see you when you get there.”

M ke tossed Ben a sloppy salute and was gone. Ben knew it m ght be weeks
bef ore he once nore checked in, but when he did, he would have vita

i nformati on he had gathered al ong the way. The man was |ike a chamnel eon
able to blend in anywhere.

Ben left the half-building he was using for a CP and wal ked al ong the
rubble-littered street, down to where recently-taken prisoners were
being i nterrogated. Some had been shipped back to die states where they
had committed crines; odiers had been hanged or shot. Still others,
havi ng had the shit scared out of them by being forced to watch
executions, were, at least for the nmonent, all too anxious to start over
and live a life of |aw abiding productivity. Ben knew that for about
hal f of diem diat sudden desire to becone | aw abiding citizens would
last until die Rebels pulled out.



And then it would be a return to punk business as usual

But Ben wasn't going to order mass executions as a neans of putting a
stop to crinme. He had executed those who the Rebel s had proof were
wanted killers, slavers, terrorists, and the |ike.

Now di e final purge of the ruins of Manhattan was w ndi ng down.

There were sonme towns in the north and east tiiat had managed to rise at
| east part of the way fromthe ashes of war and put together sone
senbl ance of a newspaper.
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Their reporters were calling the siege of New York a slaughter. Ben just
| aughed at the newspaper accounts of how he was supposedly treating the
hard-core crimnals; he expected no |l ess fromthose reporters and

i gnored their rantings and ravings.

Ben sat down on a pile of rubble and | ooked at the ragged bunch of new
prisoners now being marched off to interrogation. They were a
sad- 1 ooking Iot. The Rebels were now flushing out the real dregs.

"A slaughter,"” Ben nmuttered. "If there has been any slaughter in the
ashes it's been the roam ng gangs sl aughtering i nnocent people coast to
coast. O perhaps Sinon Border and his peopl e slaughtering people in
their territory who don't agree with his philosophy. Hell, we just cone
al ong and cl ean up afterward."

"You say somet hing, boss?" Jersey asked, wal king up to stand by Ben

"Ch, not really, Jersey." He held up the clipping. "Did you read this?"
"I read it. It's bullshit. There's been no slaughter here. The only

sl aughter has been the gangs killing i nnocent people all over the
country. Fuck those cry-baby reporters.”

Ben smled. "I can always count on you, Little Bit"
"Well, it's the truth, boss. | visit the archives down at Base Canmp One
whenever we're honme. |'ve read hundreds of ol d newspapers that we've

sal vaged and put on conputer and microfilm There were journalists back
then constantly pissing and npani ng about the rights of crimnals. |
read where | aw abiding citizens were put in jail or sued because they
used deadly force to protect what was theirs against punks and thugs and
street crap. And that's the kind of society these asshol es-" she pointed
toward the clipping "-want to return to? Not nme. Never."

Before Ben could reply, the rest of his teamwal ked up. Corrie said,
"This sector is clean, boss. Up north of the
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park, the gangs are surrendering by the droves. It looks like it's al
but over here."

"How many gangs | eaders are estimated to have gotten away?"

"About half of them Including Ray Brown."



"Al'l the heavy duty gang | eaders got off the rock," Beth said. "Wth
quite a few of their followers."

Ben stood up and brushed off his BDUs. "I'mready to get the hell off
this rock, folks."

"I been ready," Jersey said.

Ben handed the remaining clean-up of the ruins of Manhattan over to |ke,
took his 1 Batt, and pulled out the next norning, heading first north,
up into Connecti cut.

They hadn't gone far before it became obvi ous that the gangs escaping
from Manhattan had not traveled either north or east.

"W did have sone crimnal types hanging around, general," one resident
of a small town said. "But they just up and pulled out about six weeks ago."

"Whi ch way did they go?"

"West. | guess they heard you fol ks were on the way. You going to stay
around here, general ?"

"No. We're going to give you people a hand in getting back on your feet,
and then pull out."

"You don't act like you're very happy to be up here, general."

"I"'mnot. And the sooner we can pull out the happier we'll all be."
"Anxi ous to get back to your gunpowder society, general?" a worman asked.
Ben | ooked at her for a noment, then |aughed. The woman | ooked to be in
her md-fifties, and night have been on the fringes of the peace and

| ove novenent sev-
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era! decades back. Those wonderful people, anmong whose nunbers were

t hose who taunted and spat on American fighting nmen returning from

Sout heast Asi a.

"If that is what you choose to call the SUSA, ma'am " Ben replied, with
as much civility as possible.

"You execute people there by firing squad, don't you, general ?" she asked.
"Well, actually, ma'am we give thema choice of being hanged or shot."

"I find that disgusting and i nhumane!"

"W find it quite a deterrent to crine.'' Ben was keeping a very wary
eye on Jersey. He did not want her to get up in this woman's face.

"Ah, general." The man who seenmed to be one of the |eaders of the group
of townspeople, seeing that the woman was about to |l et her ass overl oad
her mouth, stepped in, and Ben silently thanked him "I want to thank

you for stopping here to offer us use of your fine nedical facilities.”

The man had to have been a politician before the war, Ben thought.



"That's why we're here, sir. It's probably been a long tinme since your
| ocal doctors had access to seruns and vaccines."

"Years, general."

"We'| | take care of you. But after that..."

"I understand. There are a nunber of people in this area of the country
who just don't understand the Tri-States phil osophy. | do, and could
live very happily under it. But I'"'min the mnority, I"'mafraid."

The wonman snorted derisively and wal ked of f.

"You'd be welcome in the SUSA "

The man smiled. "This is ny hone, general. | was born and reared here.
It would take sonething drastic for me to up and | eave.™

Ben returned the smle. "That something drastic m ght
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be when you let the hamrer down on a punk and these hanky- st onpers
you' ve got for neighbors have you arrested."

"Shoul d that happen, general, you will see nme cross the borders into the
SUSA. "
"Shoul d that happen, sir, get in touch with ne and 1'Il send Rebels up

to get you. By force, if necessary."

"I'I'l remenber that."

"Pl ease do."

Ben and his people pulled out a few days | ater and headed east, over
into Rhode Island. Not a shot had been fired in several weeks. Werever
t he punks had fled to, they had done a good job of covering their

tracks. The trip was turning into a real yawner

"Boring," Jersey said.

"Are Buddy and his special ops people still tagging al ong behind us?"

Ben asked.

"Layi ng back about 50 miles,"” Corrie replied. "I"'mpretty sure that's

| ke's idea, boss."

"Ch, you can bet it is. Well, nothing we can do about it. You can be
assured lke got his orders fromCecil... at Ike's suggestion, of course.™

The citizens of Rhode Island were glad to see Ben and the Rebels and die
nmedi cal teams traveling with them They were open and friendly people,
but nmost made it clear they did not want to |live under the Tri-States
phi | osophy.

The Rebels saw to their nmedi cal needs and noved on

"The gangs have pulled out, so the danger is over," Ben said with a snile



"But the crimnal elenent is everywhere," Cooper said. "Wthout hard
rules and | aws, as soon as we're gone, they'll re-surface."

"OfF course, diey will," Ben agreed. "But the good citi-
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zens are seeing only the inmediate relief. It's their state, they have

the right to choose the type of governnent they wish to |live under
W' re doing the humanitarian thing this trip."

"But soneday we'll have to come back and kick ass, boss," Jersey said.
Ben shook his head. "I don't think so, Jersey. Once we've put this trip
to the Northeast behind us, | have no plans of ever returning. If the

people in these areas want to bankrupt thenselves with the sanme old
| egal and social systenms they had before, that's their business. In a
few nonths, |I'm convinced we're going to have our hands full dealing
with Sinmon Border. After that.. . ?" He shrugged. "I don't know. But I
don't envision us ever comng back up here. Not in this role anyway."

The team exchanged gl ances and smiles. They knew what Ben meant. If they
had to come back, it would not be in the role of humanitarian

Three weeks after Ben and his 1 Batt pulled out of the ruins of
Manhattan, M ke Ri chards caught up with the col um.

"The Northeast is clean,"” he inforned Ben. "The danm gangs are gone. |'m
convi nced they've broken up into very small groups and are | aying | ow
until we [eave."

"Something | plan to do before the sunmer is over." Ben's words were
of fered very drily.

Mke snmiled. "What's the matter, Ben? Aren'tyou receiving a warm
friendly reception?"

"On the contrary, the people have been very nice. But somebody has duped
theminto believing the worst is over. | personally think they're in for
a very rude surprise."

"So do I. Once you pull all your people out. But when you get up into
Vermont, New Hanpshire, Miine?" M ke
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shook his head. "Those are tough people, Ben. Pioneer stock. OCh, there
are some cry-baby liberals anong them but not too many."

"What do you hear fromthose states, M ke?"

"Not nuch. The cities are a ness, but out in the rural areas the folks
are doing all right. Not great, but nmaking it. Very self-sufficient
folks in those areas."

"And you and your people sawto it they know we're on the way?"

"You bet."

"Their response?"



"Wl come with open arns. They don't necessarily want to join us
politically, but they're not our enemies." Mke smled. "Besides, it's
awful pretty country. And it damm sure beats getting shot at."

"First we have to get through Massachusetts,” Ben rem nded him

"O what's left of it."

"True."

"What are your plans for the ruins of Boston?"

"I have no plans for that city or any other city. I"'mthrough with the
cities, Mke. W'Ill do our best to stabilize the countryside. If the
people in the rural areas want to deal with the crud and the crap in the
ruins of the cities, that's up to them 1'mnot going to waste anot her
Rebel life in the damm rubble of the cities. Not the major cities, anyway."
"Was it that bad for you trapped in the ruins, Ben?"

"No. Not really. But | did have a chance to do some thinking. It isn't
our fight, Mke. If these people here in the northeast were aligning
with us, then that would be a different story. But for the nost part,
they're choosing to stay with the old system even though they shoul d
know by now it didn't work. By their choosing the old way, that nmakes it
their fight, not ours. | think, mnedically speaking,
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we do have an obligation to treat the sick wherever we can. If they'l

et us. That is for our good as well as theirs. But as far as I'm
concerned, it ends there."

M ke stood up. "That's the way | see it, too. \Wat about Sinon Border, Ben?"

"I need to know everything there is to know about the man and his arny."

"I 11 get right onit. Well, enjoy your stay in the Northeast, Ben
"Il catch up with you."

Ben nodded and M ke was gone out the door

Jersey appeared in the open doorway. "W going to kick Sinon Border's
ass, boss?"

' '"Probably, Jersey.'

"A religious war, boss?"

"Simon will surely call it that."
"I wonder what history will call it?"
Ben smled. "Historians will surely paint us as the bad guys, Jersey. |

think we've already seen to that."
"Yeah? Well, fuck '"emif they can't take a joke!"

Ben was still [aughing when the rest of his team stuck their heads into



the roomto see what in the world was goi ng on
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Ben and his people stayed well away fromthe ruins of Boston, heading
toward New Hanpshire on Interstate 495. Buddy sent some of his special
ops people in to look over the city and they reported back about what
Ben t hought they woul d.

"About 5,000 or so people in the ruins, Father," Buddy said. "That's
just an estimate, of course.”

"C ose enough for governnment work, boy."
"What ?"

"Not hi ng, son. Just an old expression you wouldn't be famliar with. Any
punks in the city?"

"No, sir."
"Any creepies?"

The handsome young man shook his head.

"No punks, no creeps," Ben nmuttered. "Were the hell did they go?"

'"They certainly didn't head south. They didn't go north, for the
Canadian mlitia is guarding all possible crossing
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sites. Scouts report that they didn't go east. So that |eaves only one
direction open."

"Si nmon Border doubl e-crossed them once. They're not stupid enough to
fall for his line again."

"I wouldn't think so. But he's a very convincing man, right?"
"Yes. He is. He conned thousands into follow ng himwest."
"Then perhaps he did convince themto return.”

"The West is a vast country,"” Anna said. "According to what | have read
Much of it unpopul ated. Correct?"

"You're right, Anna," Buddy said. "Even nbre so now."

Ben groaned. "Don't tell nme you think the punks m ght have gone to the
ruins of Los Angel es and Southern California."

"It's certainly a possibility."
"Hell, we left that in worse shape than we did New York!"

"I"d opt for the deserts and the nmountains.'
little towns dotted all over die place."

Jersey spoke up. "Lots of

"You mean you think the punks turned over a new | eaf and went straight?"



Ben asked.

"Not necessarily," his son answered. "In this, the aftermath of the
greatest disaster ever to strike the earth, what would a certain type of
weak-wi | | ed, even | ower-charactered person be |ooking for, odier tiian

f ood?"

Ben thought for a nmoment, then grimaced. "Ch, no, boy! Don't tell nme that!"
"What ?" Anna asked.
"Drugs," Beth said. "I think Buddy's got it, boss."

Corrie wal ked into the room hol ding half a dozen bl own-up photos. There
was a very puzzled | ook on her face. "Boss, we just got this

transm ssion from Base Canp One. It's fromseveral satellite passovers
t aken over the past few days."
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"What is it?"

"Mt orcycl es and dune buggi es. Hundreds of them All heading west. But
not all together. They reached a certain point, then split up."

Ben | ooked at each of the photos for a nmonent, then flung themon the
table in disgust. "Ray Brown is smarter than | thought. He had a
secondary plan to fall back on. They hid notorcycles, dune buggies,
alternate transportation, all over the place as they noved east. But
why? Why even go east in the first place if they felt they were going to
| ose?"

No one had an inmmedi ate answer to that and neither did Ben

"Di version?" Jersey finally tossed the word out.

"From what ? For what?" Ben asked.

"Maybe just to get us out of the center of the country, Father," Buddy said.

"All right, let's play that one out. Wiy would they want us out of the
center of the country?"

No one replied and Ben finally shook his head and stood up, glancing
down at the photos. "Oh, to hell with it. The punks slipped out of the
net and are heading west. W know that rmuch for fact. Maybe Sinon
Border's people will deal with themand that will mean one | ess problem
for us."

"So we continue on with our hurmanitarian efforts?" Buddy asked.

"That's why we're here, son

The Rebel s noved on. They cl eaned up airports and the big transports
fromthe SUSA cane roaring in, bringing nmedical supplies. In the SUSA
factories and research | abs were running around the cl ock, producing
medi cines for the Rebels to distribute in the North and East.
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Ben ordered |l eaflets dropped all over the Northeast, telling the
citizens the Rebels were on the way and giving the | ocations and the
approximate times they would be there.

Ben told his political officers to stand down and ceased all tal k of
anyone beconming a part of the SUSA. He wanted only to finish the job
they'd started. The majority of the people they nmet and treated were
friendly and open and glad to see the Rebels. Reporters from various
smal | newspapers that had been springing up all over the eastern United
States caught up with the colums and in general stayed out of the way,
letting the Rebels work. After a couple of minor confrontations, those
few reporters with a penchant for being obnoxi ous stayed clear of the
Rebel s. They | earned very quickly that when they were told to get the
hell out of the way, the Rebels weren't kidding, and they backed up
their warnings rather violently.

West of the M ssissippi River, Sinon Border's people had either purged
the "undesirabl es" fromtheir territory or had denoralized themto the
poi nt where any di ssidents were no | onger a problem

Only a few SUSA supporters were still active in the areas under solid
control of Sinmon Border forces, with the exception of the Mdrnons. For a
time it looked as if Sinmon would | eave any Mornon-control |l ed area al one,
but that soon proved to be false. The state of Utah was now conpletely
surrounded by Border's troops and nothing got in or out... so far

"The man is a bigger fool than I first thought,” Ben said. "Corrie, get
some people in there and see what we can do to assist the Mornons. Let
me rephrase that-see if the Mrnmons want our help. No strings attached."
"What's that lunatic got against the Mdrnons?" Jersey asked.

"Si nmon Border is against anyone who does not com
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pletely subscribe to his wacky ideas of religion and worship."

"I thought he was going to try to work with us?" Cooper asked.

"Sinon lies,"” Ben told him "He lies when the truth would serve himbetter."
Ben took a piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it. "We got diis
early this norning. Qur people in Sinon's territory think something is
up ... involving us."

"But Sinobn has signed a non-aggression pact with us!" Buddy protested.
Ben smiled. "That docunent isn't worth die paper it's printed on, son.
W knew that all along. | told you that someday we'd have to fight Sinon
and his people."

A runner from comunications canme into the room and handed Ben a

conmuni que. Ben quickly read it, then grunted. "Sinon's been quietly
recruiting people outside his territory. He's managed to convince

t housands of ultra-religious people-of the very fanatical, offrthe-wall
types- to cone over and join him"



"And tihat neans... ?" Buddy asked.

"W wap it up here as quickly as possible and start backtracking,
taki ng the shortest routes."

"And run head-on into a religious war, Father?"

"I don't want one, son, that's for sure. But |I've warned Sinon to keep
his nutty people west of the M ssissippi. He agreed and al so agreed to
| eave Utah alone. He's broken every prom se he ever made to nme." Ben
shrugged. "Which |I expected himto do."

"President Altaian has nanaged to put together something of an arny,"
Beth said. "The people we |left behind as advisors say they're | ooking
pretty good. It's a small force, but grow ng."

"It isn't growing fast enough," Ben replied. "The NUSA will never have
much of an arny because the goddamm
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liberals will never permt it to growto any size. And whatever kind of
police they finally do put in place will have their hands tied fromthe
git-go." He grinaced. "Probably won't even allow themto carry guns."

Ben's team including the usually straight-faced Buddy, all had to
struggle to hide their grins. To say that Ben Rai nes had absolutely no
use for cry-baby liberals was the same as saying a mul e was stubborn

"So we'll have to go back and cl ean out the punks and crud again,"
Jersey renmarked. "So what else is new?"

"Si mon Border and his people, Jersey," Ben replied. "I don't want us to
get bogged down in a religious war. That is the absolute last thing
want. But | don't see any way to avoid it."

"Tal k about history giving us a black mark," Cooper said. "That w Il
sure do it."

"I"'mafraid you're right, Coop," Ben agreed. "Well... let's get our
humani tari an work done, and then we'll deal with the Mist Reverend Sinon
Bor der."

"The word | get is that he'll screw anything that will stand still or

lie down |ong enough," Jersey said. "How the hell can people fall for
anyt hing that comes out of the nouth of soneone |ike that?"

Ben | aughed. "Oh, Jersey, back before the Great War, there were any
nunber of TV preachers just as bad as Sinon Border. The airwaves were
filled with them There was one in particular | used to enjoy watching
occasionally."

Buddy' s nout h dropped open. "You enjoyed watching him Father?"
"Ch, sure. Hell, he'd get the spirit and start speaking in strange
tongues and doi ng the heebi e-jeebie and the nashed potato and the tw st

and the slop-bop, junping all over the stage. He was quite a sight to see.”

"\What ever happened to hi n?" Beth asked.
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"Some husband caught himin bed with both his wife and his 13-year-old
daughter and shot himfive times in the ass. He survived the shooting,

but I don't know what happened to himafter that." Ben waited until the

| aughter had died down. "I did hear that it messed up his danci ng sonmewhat."

Ben didn't believe for a mnute that all the crimnal el enent had pulled
out of the Northeast. What he did believe was that they were in hiding,
lying low until the Rebels passed through. Then they woul d resurface.

It's not our problem Ben thought. The citizens can deed with it. And if
they don't want to deal with it, then that's their problem

The Rebel s stopped and of fered medical treatnent to every conmunity who
wanted it. If the people were reluctant to accept it, the Rebels noved
on wi thout another word. Ben had ordered his people not to discuss
politics unless the townspeople brought it up ... and nost didn't.

It was so boring and so uneventful that nost of the reporters who had
been foll owi ng the vari ous Rebel battalions went back hone. Wile
waiting at what was left of an airport for supplies in northern
Massachusetts, M ke Richards once nore rejoined the colum. He had been
gone for a nonth.
"You were right, Ben,"
war agai nst us."

t he spook said. "Sinmon Border is preparing for

Ben si ghed. "Wy, M ke?"

"Because you and the Rebels are godless, that's why. According to Sinon,
the SUSA is nothing nore than a huge den of sin. If the United States is
ever to be whole and noral and God-fearing, the SUSA nust be destroyed.”

"I"'msure he's telling his followers and faithful that God told him al
that."
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"Right. The man has visions where he actually talks with God."

"l seemto renenber that another fellow Jethro Ji mBob Missel di ne, had
simlar visions."

"Jethro didn't have 20 million or so followers, Ben, all ready to do
battle with the Great Satan."”

"The great satan being ne?"

"Exacdy. "

"And he's found 20 nmillion Anmericans who actually believe that crap?"
"At least in part, Ben. Sinobn has provided diemw th hope. He's done
some good things; we have to admit that. He's got sone very smart people
with him They've rebuilt towns and conmunities and churches, got die
sewer and water and |ights working, raised crops, and gave the people a

sense of worth."

“I"ll grant you that, and did a good job of it. But add that we didn't



interfere with himdoing diat."

"But we did aid die nen and wonen in die hills and nountai ns who are
fighting him and Si non knows we did, and knows diat we still are.™

"He's guessing."

M ke shook his head. "No, Ben. The nan has a pretty good intelligence

network. Not yet as good as ours, and never w |l have because of his

| ack of satellites, but they're pretty damm good. | won't sell diemshort."
Corrie came running into die room waving a piece of paper.' 'Boss! This
just in from Cecil. Dozens of kids, maybe hundreds, diey don't have an

accurate count yet, were taken to area hospitals all over die SUSA. But
nosdy confined to Texas, Arkansas, and Louisiana. Someone |aced die
school s’ water supply widi some sort of mind-altering drug. Simlar to
LSD, but widi nmuch nore horrible results. A dozen or nore teachers are
down as well."
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Ben's face turned as hard as stone and his eyes became as flint. "CGo
on," he muttered darkly.

"Qur people killed one nman early this norning close to a school when he
refused to stop at their conmand,” Corrie read fromthe comuni que.
"They're running both prints and DNA now. "

M ke stood up. "I"'moutta here. I'Il bunmp you from Base Canp One."
Ben nodded, not trusting his voice to speak.

"Cecil says he'll contact you as soon as they know nore," Corrie
finished it.

Ben cleared his throat. Stood up and wal ked around the room for a
monent. His team had gat hered near the door, standing silently. "Down

t hrough the years peopl e have done just about everything in the book in
an attenpt to stop us," Ben spoke, his words | ow and hol di ng nenace.
"But to attack children is just about as vile as an eneny can get"

"Si non Border, boss?" Cooper asked.
"I don't know, Coop. But you can bet |I'mgoing to find out."

"M ght be Ray Brown, boss," Jersey said. "W know he got out of the
ruins of Manhattan. And we damm sure know he hates you."

"That was ny first thought, Jersey. | believe | read in his dossier that
Ray was in trouble for manufacturing drugs just before the G eat War
ri ght?"

"Yes, sir. Anong other things. | think he was still in the arny when the
drug thing cane up."

"Pull in 7 and 10 Batts to relieve us here. Oder all the rest of our
people to stand by to pull out-"

"This mght interest you, Father," Buddy said, walking into the room
hol di ng a newspaper.



"I's that Sinon Border's publication?" Ben asked.
"Yes, sir. A front page article. It clainms we are brain-
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washing children in the SUSA and by the tinme they are six or seven years
old, they are beyond rehabilitation. It further states that since nits
grow into lice, people of all ages living within the borders of the SUSA
shoul d be considered the eneny. There is nore, but you get the genera

i dea."

"I sure do, son. | think we are going to find that Sinobn has elected to
shake hands with the devil in order to try to defeat us-the devil being

t he punks that escaped fromthe East. Corrie, as soon as ny suspicions
are confirmed, order full-scale preparations for all-out war agai nst

Si non Border. Sinmon doesn't realize it, but he just opened Pandora's Box."
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Ben stayed with his 1 Batt and waited for further word about the events
taking place in the SUSA. It was not long in coning

"Two of the teachers died, Ben," Cecil told him "Looks |ike the kids
are going to make it, but the psychiatrists can only guess what's goi ng
to happen further on down the road."

"Anything on the man killed by the school ?"

"He's been positively ID d as being part of Ray Brown's gang. And
everything is pointing toward Sinmon Border allowi ng the gangs to conme in
and operate in his clained territory, just as long as they |eave his
peopl e al one. "

"That sorry son-of-a-bitch!"

Cecil said nothing. He waited for Ben to finish venting his spleen. And
that took awhile, for Ben cussed Sinon Border |oud and | ong.

"Close the borders,"” Ben finally cal mred down enough to say. "Seal them
tight. Double the patrols. Place your
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battalions on mddle alert. I"'mon ny way. |'ll probably cut west
t hrough Arkansas and enter Sinmon's territory that way."

"You're sure this is what you want to do, Ben?"

"I"'msure it's the only thing that Sinmon will understand, Cec. Anybody
who deliberately nmakes war on children is too lowto live."

"Well, you'll get no argument fromme on that. Al right, Ben. Gve ne a
progress report fromtinme to tine."

"You know | will, Cec. Eagle out." He turned to Corrie. "Mouwunt 'em up
Corrie. W're out of here.”

Wien the initial battalions that were to cross over into Sinon Border's



territory linked up a few days later, it was an awesome sight. There
were five over-strength battalions: Ben's 1 Batt, Dan's 3 Batt, Buddy's
8 Batt, Jackie Malone's 12 Batt, and JimPeters's 14 Batt. The col um
seened to stretch out endl essly. People heard the runbling |ong before
the trucks and Hunmers and tanks and self-propelled and towed artillery
cane into view They gathered al ongside the old highways to watch t hem
pass, waving at the Rebels.

Ben kept to the old interstate systemas nuch as possible, but even wth
that, the going was slow, for the highways were in terrible shape.

The Rebel s experienced no trouble on the way southwest. "This has to be
the I ongest stretch of inaction in our history," Ben said.

"Boring," Jersey replied.

"It won't be once we cross over into Sinon's territory," Ben warned.

"Suits ne, boss."

Ben was under no illusions about the consequences of crossing over into
Sinon Border's clainmed territory. The
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man had built a powerful arnmy that not only was well-equi pped but highly
notivated. And Ben had spent nore than a few sl eepl ess hours wei ghi ng
his decision to invade Sinmon's territory.

Si ron woul d deny any connection with the deaths of the teachers and the
m nd-crippling of the kids, and he would be very convincing about it. He
woul d paint the Rebels as the aggressors and any American citizen who
disliked the Tri-States phil osophy would be nore than ready and willing
to believe him Cecil didn't have to bring that to Ben's attention; Ben
was already well aware of it.

"Any word from M ke?" Ben asked Corrie, as the long colum noved through
t he countryside.

"Not a peep, boss. Not from M ke, nor fromany of his people in the field."
"Not hi ng fromany of the resistance fighters in the nountains?"
" Not hi ng. "

There were dozens of snmall groups scattered throughout Sinon's territory
who were violently opposed to Sinon's off-the-wall ultra-religious rule.
The Rebel s supplied them as best they could, but since the guerrilla
fighters were constantly on the nove, it was hard to know exactly where
they were fromweek to week. They managed to keep sone of Sinon's forces
busy, but it was nore like a nman swatting at a pesky nosquito.

If the colum nmade 200 nmiles a day, they considered that excellent tine,
for nost of the time the roads were so bad, they were |lucky to average
20 miles an hour. Equi pnent breakdowns occurred frequently.

M ke Richards radioed in on the Rebels' seventh day on the road. "The
punks are in the Southwest, Ben. Running west fromthe Texas- New Mexi co
border over to the ruins of L.A, and then north up to the Ut ah-Col orado
line. They're pretty well all over Nevada and in the California
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deserts. Mainly located in the ruins of small deserted towns where there
is water."

"They have drug factories goi ng?"

"Affirmative, Ben. Al sorts of drugs. | captured one gang nmenber. After
a few minutes, he was nore than willing to spill his guts ..."

Ben didn't ask how M ke had acconplished that; he really didn't want to
know.

"They' ve worked out some sort of deal with gangs from Mexico, Centra
America, and South America. They trade wonen for material s-anong ot her
itens. Blondes seemto be the favorite this nonth."

"Slavers." Ben spat the word. "Goddamm dopers dealing with goddamm sl avers!™

M ke said nothing. He knew how Ben despi sed bot h.

"W can't cover the whole border with troops,"
his breath. "That's several thousand miles."

Ben said, after catching

"Wul dn't do any good, Ben. They're flying the junk in and flying the
wonen out."

"But we can damm sure put our fighter pilots to work, though, can't we?"

"As long as they get themcomng in and not going out," M ke warned

"I'"ll make sure they understand that. \What el se can you tell me, M ke?"

"Sinmon is behind it all. I've got that nailed down tight and for a fact.
He's going to deny it until hell freezes over, but everything Ray Brown
and the others are doing is with Sinon's approval. The wonen Ray and the
others are swapping for the raw materials to nake the drugs are not,
according to Sinon, 'Christian wonen.' They are, again inhiswords, 'the
devil's harlots,' and beyond redenption.”

"That's very Christian of the sanctinonious son-of-a-bitch," Ben said,
hi s words | eaking acid.
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M ke burst out |aughing at both Ben's words and tone. "Sorry, Ben. But |
needed that."

Ben smled, sone of his rage simering down. "It [ooks like we'll be
wintering in the desert, Mke."

"Beats wintering in Maine, Ben. See ya." M ke broke the connection

Ben spoke with Cecil, bringing himup to date. He then bunped

Ther nopol i s down at Base Canp One and told himto get his 19 Batt up and
equi pped for the field ... again. Therm the aging

hi ppi e-turned-warrior, and his wife, Rosebud, ran the headquarters



battalion, seeing to the resupplying of the entire Rebel Arny,

| ogistics, food, everything frompanties to anmunition, and the thousand
and one other details involved in keeping thousands of troops on the go
and ready.

"Emi| Hite has attached hinself to nme, Ben,"
want ne to do about hinP"

Ther m war ned. "Wat do you

"What does Rosebud have to say about it?" Ben asked, doing his best to
keep from chuckl i ng.

"Well, let's put it this way-the little con artist has prom sed to
behave hinsel f and Rosebud has agreed to give himone nore chance."

"He is amusing to have around, Therm"
"You want hinP"

"I didn't say that," Ben was quick to add. "No ... | think he'l
probably be an asset to your battalion. You keep him"

"That's very big of you."

" 'l always try to look after the needs of ny people, Therm See you in
a couple of weeks."

Ther m nunbl ed sonet hi ng and broke the connecti on.

Emi| Hite had joined Ben's Rebels a few years back, promsing to
renounce his days as a con artist-something no one believed. The little
man was a great big pain in the ass, but when the chips were down, he
and hi s band
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of followers had proved themnmselves in conbat time after tine.

"Let's head for the New Mexico state line, gang," Ben told his team
When Simon Border heard that Ben had turned his arny around and was
headi ng west, he immediately went to his sanctuary, fell to his knees,
and began fervently praying. He asked God to strike Ben dead with
lightning bolts, drown himin a flood, just do something to stop the
pagani s-tic godl ess heathen fromreaching Sinmon's territory.

When no angel s appeared to tell himthat Ben had been destroyed, Sinon
reckoned that he'd just have to do it hinself. He put every abl e-bodied
man in his territory on full alert.

"The Great Satan is coming," he warned his thousands of foll owers.
"Prepare to defend our homel and. "

"We're going to stay out of Sinmon's heavily popul ated northern areas,"

Ben told four batt corns he was taking into Sinon's territory. "lIntel
has solid evidence that the drug factories are |ocated al ong the border
with Mexico, so that's where we'll hit. If Sinon doesn't interfere, and

allows us to destroy the drug factories and wi pe out the gangs, we'll
| eave him al one and get out of his territory once it's done. If he wants
a war-" Ben shrugged his shoulders "-then we'll give hima war."



"What about the other battalions?" JimPeters asked.

"They'l|l be stationed along the edge of our territory, ready to cone in
if needed. Really, | want Sinon to see what he's up against. That may be
all it takes to open his eyes."

"Do you believe it will, Father?" Buddy asked.
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"No, son, | don't. But | want to give the nan a chance to back off."

Dan Gray stood up. "Ben, this is not a holy war. The man is not hi ng but
a two-bit dictator. He's about as holy as a rattl esnake.™

"In the minds of mllions of people, Dan, he's the next thing to Jesus.
And many of those people live outside of Sinbn's claimed territory. Hi s
nmoverent is nationwide, and it isn't getting any smaller."

"How di d he happen, general ?" Jackie Ml one asked. "I mean, what's w ong
with people to fall for a line Iike his?"

"Peopl e becane desperate, Jackie. The nation was hamrered to its knees
twice in only a few years. Mny thought perhaps God was signaling them
the end was near. Many people lost all hope until they found Sinon and
hi s snake-oil message. They needed sonething to | ean on, to prop them
up, and Sinmon provided it."

"But we were the nost stable force in all the world," Jackie insisted.
"W had a working government, schools, hospitals, everything. Yet these
peopl e turned their backs on us, and went with a nut |ike Sinon Border."
She shook her head. "I just don't understand it."

Ben smled. "My dad used to say-'Everyone to their own taste, said the
woman who kissed a cow.' "

Buddy waited until the |augher died down and said, "Wat is the
fascination with drugs, Father? | can appreciate an occasional drink to
rel ax, but to destroy one's mnd with chenmicals is beyond ny real m of
understanding. It's ... stupid.”

"It really started back in the 1960s, son, when | was just a little boy.
The peace and | ove generation. Tune in and drop out, | believe one of
the slogans went. A lot of recording artists glorified drug use. As did
many of the novies. It was a sad tine in our culture. None of you
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people, with the exception of Dan and nme, were even born then, and we
were just little boys. Hell, nost of the Rebels weren't born until years
and years later. The government had very ineffective drug prevention
prograns ..."

"Why didn't the authorities just shoot the deal ers?" Ben's son persi sted.
Ben chuckl ed. "Oh, that, ah, would have suited many Americans just fine,

son. And there were countries who did just that. But if we wouldn't
execute murderers, rapists, child nolesters, and the like... ?" Ben



shrugged his shoulders. "Well, it's all nmoot now. Any further questions?"

Ther e wer e none.

"Well, let's go to war, people.’
199

Ben carefully studied the terrain through binoculars. He could see
not hi ng out of the ordinary, which he knew neant absol utely not hing.
There m ght be hundreds of eneny troops waiting in anbush

"Scouts report nothing, boss," Corrie said. "No signs of |ife whatsoever."

The Rebel convoy was stopped just inside the lahoma line, on old

H ghway 70. Arkansas lay a few mles behind them The Red River flowed
silently on just to the south of them

"How far in are they?"
"What is left of Broken Bow. No signs of life in the town."

"About 4,500 people lived there before the Great War," Beth said. "Next
town of any size is Idabel."

"W may be too close to the Texas line for Sinon's people to give us any
trouble. I'"mthinking he settled his
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peopl e sonme miles north of the line. W'll soon know. Let's push on
Mount up, people."

| dabel was a silent and deserted ruin, utterly devoid of human life. The
town had been | ooted and picked over so many tines that nothing
remai ned. The col utm pushed on

The Rebel s bivouacked that night in the ruins of Hugo, another once
bustling and prosperous town. Now it was hone to only the sighing of the

wi nd and what ever ghosts mi ght have chosen to remain anong its | ooted
bui I di ngs.

"Place is spooky," Cooper said.

"Cooper," Jersey replied. "You ve seen hundreds of deserted towns here
and hal fway around the world. What's so special about this one?"

"I don't know. It's just gives ne the creeps, that's all."

Ben lifted his head and stared at Cooper for a monent. "What'd you say,
Coop?"

"Huh, boss?"
"What did you just say, Coop?"
"I said | don't know. "

"No, after that?"



"I said ... this place gives nme the creeps, that's all." Coop's eyes
narrowed. "You think... ?"

"Maybe. 1've been junpy mnmyself ever since we stopped here. Creeps just
m ght explain why we haven't seen any people."

"Ch, crap!" Corrie muttered, reaching for her CAR

The Rebel battalions were strung out for about 20 miles, with severa
nmles between each battalion, a long and very formi dable |ine.

"Put everybody on alert, Corrie," Ben ordered. "The shit just may be
getting ready to hit the fan. Let's get over behind those ruins, over
there."”

There had been no breeze all afternoon, and it had been hot and dry as
sumer began waning. Now the air
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was beginning to stir with a slight breeze and the noving air brought
with it the very faint smell of creepie.

Ben wrinkled his nose. "Snell it, gang?"

They snelled it. Anna said, "Wt sheep shit snells |ike perfunme conpared
to that."

Ben smled. "My, but you do have a way with words, dear."

"Wt sheep shit?" Cooper grimaced, bipodding his SAWand meki ng sure
he had anot her contai ner of amo ready.

"Thank you," Anna replied, and checked her CAR |aying out half a dozen
30-round magazi nes within easy reach

"Al'l battalions on alert,” Corrie said. "Several sentries have reported
what they were sure were sightings, but too far out to be sure.™

"They can be sure,” Ben told her. "Mrtar crews ready with | Ms?"
"Ready with illunmination flares."

"Batt corns are on their own as to when to drop themin."
"Affirmative."

Li ghtning licked at the sky and thunder runbled in the distance as a
late sumer stormbuilt up steamin the West.

"This is liable to get interesting,"”
around as the w nd picked up

Jersey muttered, her words tossed

"At least the bastards will get a bath,"” Beth replied.

JimPeters's 14 Batt was the easternnost bivouac, mles away from Ben's
1 Batt. "Batt 14 under attack," Corrie called.

' "There nust be a lot of the bastards to attack us at this strength,”
Cooper sai d.



"Now we know where the punks and the creeps went," Ben replied.
"Surely Sinmobn Border didn't invite tihese cannibal s?" Anna questi oned.
"No. | doubt that even he would do that," Ben said.
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"Heads up!" Corrie called. "Here they cone."

"I Msup!" Ben said.

The cl oudy night was abruptly filled with artificial illum nation as the
flares soared high and popped.

"They never learn," Ben nmuttered, his words too | ow for anyone else to
hear. "Every time they try a frontal assault, we always kick their asses.™

Then there was no tinme left for conversation as the night becane filled
with gunfire, screanmi ng and cursing. The dark shapes of the creeps,
appearing on the land as giant, hooded roaches, rushed toward the Rebe
positions.

The Rebel s opened up with everything they had at their disposal, which
was awesome. The creepies went down in bits and pieces and bl oody chunks
of what once was nore or |ess human fl esh

"Keep your eyes open for the bastards to pop out of the ruins,"” Ben yelled.
The words had no sooner left his |ips when creeps began pouring out of
hol es they'd dug and then canouflaged in the ruins of the town, waiting
patiently for a new food supply to cone unsuspectingly al ong.

Those who were hidden in the ruins died just as surely as their brothers
and sisters in perversion who were attacking the town fromthe

weed- grown fi el ds.

The firelight did not |last long, although in conbat seconds very often
seem like mnutes and mnutes often seemli ke hours to those caught up
in the noisy hell.

The IMs still filling the air with harsh |ight showed those creeps |eft
alive and able to crawl, stagger or run doing so, away fromthe ruins of

t he deserted town, |eaving behind them dozens of dead and dyi ng.

Ben popped an enpty mmgazi ne and slipped hone a full one. "Start putting
t hose wounded creeps out of their msery," he called in a cold voice.
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Single, well-placed shots began ringing out in the bl oody night.
"Report," Ben said.

"Except for those few hidden in the ruins, none of the creeps even got

close," Corrie said. "W have no dead, two with non-life-threatening
wounds. "



"Not much of a fight," Anna groused. "I think the creeps are |osing
their punch."

"They're losing their nunbers, dear," Ben corrected. "Over the years
we've killed thousands of them And | wouldn't think their recruitnment
nunbers are all that high."

"Yeah, | would think they'd have trouble convincing any normal person to
join themvoluntarily," Beth added

"I can just hear the recruitnent ads now, " Jersey said. "Come enjoy the
pl easures of never taking a bath and dining on raw human fl esh. Yuck!"
She spat on the ground.

"I don't think they'll return," Ben said. "But double the guards just in
case."

"Reports coming in fromother battalions," Corrie announced. "One dead
and a dozen wounded, npst of the wounds not serious. Scouts report that
while the creeps retreated north and south, they soon cut west.

"Durant's the next town of any size," Beth called. "About 15,000 before
the Geat War."

"Have fly-bys shown any signs of human |ife there?" Ben asked.
"Negative, boss. Nothing."

"So we have the creeps to ook forward to fromhere on in. Wnderful."

"At least they don't profess to be sonmething they're not," Corrie said.

"Unli ke Sinon Border."
"For a fact, Corrie," Ben agreed. "For a fact."
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The Rebel s began nassive daily daylight airdrops into Utah: nedica
supplies, food, and weapons, from M 16s to .50-caliber heavy machi ne
guns, artillery pieces and nortars. Ben halted the airdrops only when

t he conmanders of the various Mornon units in Utah radioed that with the
new supplies, they could now hold their own agai nst just about anything
that Sinmon mght throw at them

The [ ong Rebel colums noved on the norning after the firefight. They
did not take the time to bury the creepie dead.

"Carrion birds have to eat, too,"
road."

Ben said. "Let's get this show on the

"I hope they don't get sick and croak afterward," Jersey replied.
The colum made the 50-mile run to Durant and found a dead town.
"It wasn't until recently," Ben said, |ooking over a cenetery filled

with relatively recent graves. "lI'd say these graves are no nore dian a
year old." And in the town's business district: "Sone of these stores



have been repainted and fixed up. This was a thriving conmunity unti
Si nron Border and the creeps noved in."

"Scouts report that the bridge over the | ake just west of here is gone,"”
Corrie said. "At least part of it. W'Ill have to detour around it."

"Did we bl ow that bridge?" Ben asked. "I don't renenber."

H s team shrugged their shoul ders. "Beats ne, boss,
bl own so many."

Cooper said. "W've

Bet h had | ost many of her valuable journals over the years in anbushes
and attacks and could not help either

"Doesn't matter," Ben said. "It's gone and that's that.'
out on the hood of the big wagon. "W'll

He laid a map

205
205

cut north up tothis little town at the tip of the | ake and bi vouac
there for the night. Advise the scouts.”

"They' re al ready headi ng that way,"
and no signs of life."

Corrie said. "Reporting no trouble

"Where the hell did the people go?" Ben muttered. "Wat happened to thenP"
The wi nd sighed its unreadable reply and Ben knew that was about as nuch
answer as he was ever likely to get. He didn't like to think the creeps
got them but realized that was an option he had to consi der

"You better come see this, general," a Rebel said, running up to Ben's
side. The young man poi nted. "Down that way, about a bl ock."

Ben and team and about 50 other Rebels wal ked the distance to an old church.
"It's inside, sir," the Rebel told Ben in a very quiet voice.

Ben | ooked at the young man, then nodded. "Lead the way.'

The young Rebel hesitated.
"What is it, son?"

"Better get the chaplain, sir."

"All right." Ben | ooked at Corrie and she spoke into her headset.
"On the way."

"W'll wait until he arrives."

There were several chapl ains assigned to each battalion, Catholic,
Protestant, Jew, and all three drove up in a Hunmer.

"What is it, general ?" Rabbi Wasser mann asked.

"I don't know, Gary. We'll see in a mnute. Whatever it is, it's in that



church. "
"What denom nation was this?" another asked.

"Don't know," the third replied.

"Let's go," Ben said. To the young Rebel: "Lead the way, son
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The scene that greeted them brought everyone up short. On the wall
behi nd where the pul pit once stood, between a wooden cross bolted to the
wal |, were the bones of four people, rotting flesh hanging fromthe
bones. They had all been crucified, spikes driven into their feet,

knees, sides, and hands.

Ben heard all three chaplains nutter short and very fervent prayers.

Painted on the wall, in bright red, were the words: RAY BROAN RULES.

"Over here, sir." The young Rebel who had led the way touched Ben's arm
Scrawl ed on another wall, in pencil, were die words: God help us all
First it was the cannibals, nowit's the hordes of crimnals, acting
under the direct auspices of Sinmon Border. They 've taken the wonen and
the young children. The scream ng as they are being raped is terrible.
The | eader, Ray Brown, has told us what he has planned for us. He is a
spawn of the devil. The personification of every thing evil. Ch ny CGod,
give me strength to endure the pain.

"Cet the remains down fromthe wall,"” Ben said softly. "And do it as
gendy as possible. W'll bury themin the yard beside the church."

"This Ray Brown," one of the chapl ains spoke, his words hard wi th anger
"This creature ..." He shook his head, unable to finish the sentence.

"I know," Ben said. "We'll deal with himthis run. | prom se you that."
"We've found a pit, or a ditch, that is filled with the bones of people,
general ," a scout said. "Looks like tihey' ve been dead several nonths.
Al lined up and shot."

"Let's see it."

Ben stood over the long ditch and | ooked down at the remai ns of perhaps
75 people while a Rebel doctor quickly
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exam ned the rag-covered bones. Ben noticed he was paying particul ar
attention to the teeth.

"Mostly men," the doctor said, |ooking up. "And | would say they were
nmostly old nen."

"dd nmen?"

"Yes, sir. No young nmen here."



"What do you make of that, general?" an intelligence officer asked.

Ben was thoughtful for a nmonent. "My guess woul d be they've taken the
younger nen to use as slaves, or to trade them as such."

"Trade them General Ben?" Anna asked. "To whom and for what?"

"I"ll reserve comment on both those questions, Anna. But | can't believe
Si non Border is involved in any type of slave-trading or the use of slaves."

"I can," Beth said, considerable heat in her voice. "If these people
refused to go along with Sinmon's wacky views on religion, | wouldn't put
anyt hi ng past that bastard, or his goofy-assed followers."

Ben smled at her words, for Beth was usually the quiet one of his team
then he sobered at the truth in her statement. Ben was convi nced t hat
Si ron Border was insane. Functionally mad, but insane nonethel ess.

Ben again | ooked down at the ditch of death. "Cover them" he ordered
"We can't do much nore than that for themnow " He sighed. "Then let's
get the hell out of here.™
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The col um spent the night stretched out along the eastern side of the
lake, with 1 Batt at the northern tip. The next day they rolled into
Ardnore, and found it deserted.

"Somebody put up a hell of a battle here," Buddy observed, as he stood
with his father on the main street of town.

"That they did, son. For all the good it did them" he added.

"We've found another mass grave, general," a scout said, walking up
"The doc is |ooking over the bones now. "

Ben and Buddy foll owed the scout over to the mass grave | ocated on the
edge of town.

"Just like the other one," the doctor said, clinbing out of the ditch
"Al'l old people. What about the churches, general ?"

"I have people inspecting themnow But | am expecting the worse."

The bad news wasn't |long in com ng
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"Two men and a woman, general," one of Ben's conpany commanders
reported. "Nailed up just like the others. Sane nessage on the wall. Ray

Brown |l eft his nark here, too."

"CGet them down and bury themw th the others.”

"Si mon Border on the horn, boss,'
angry about sonet hing."

Corrie said. "And he appears to be

"I wonder what in the world could have nade himangry," Ben replied with
a snmle. He wal ked over to the comuni cations truck and took the mc



"This is Ben Raines, Sinpn. Go ahead."

Simon started preaching, running his words together and gul ping air. Ben
listened until the man ran out of air. "I didn't understand a damm word
of that, Sinmon. You want to back up and start all over?"

'You have invaded ny territory, Raines. You have broken your word, as
| knew you woul d. You cannot be trusted. You are evil. You are a pig,
Ben Raines. You are a spawn of the devil, straight fromhell."

"And you're an asshole, Border," Ben said calmy

There was a long silence fromthe other end. Then Border screaned, "Wat
did you call ne?"

"An asshol e,"” Ben repeated. "A hypocritical, lying, self-serving,
nmean-spirited di ckhead. | wouldn't trust you if you swore on a stack of
Bi bl es. You don't know what the word Christian neans, Border."

"How dare you speak to ne in such a manner, you, you ... heathen!"

Si mon then, very unChristianlike, began cussing him and he knew all the
words and got themin the right places. Ben waited until the man had
wound down. "Sinon, you really fucked up with ne when you |l et Ray Brown
and that bunch of scuminto your territory and gave themthe green I|ight
to do any damm thing they wanted to do."

"I don't know what you're tal king about, Raines!"
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"You're a damm liar as well, Sinon."

Si mon sputtered for a nmoment and then fell silent.

"You made a bad mi stake when you decl ared war on kids, Sinon."

"I didn't do anything of the sort!"

"Don't lie, Sinmon. Wien you gave Ray Brown and the rest of that scummy
bunch sanctuary, you shook hands with die devil. You stay out mnmy way,

Si non. You keep clear of me and nmy Rebels. You understand?"

"You don't give ne orders, Raines."

"I just did, Sinobn. Now you listen to nme. | amgoing to rid this |land of
Ray Brown and his ilk once and for all. And if you interfere, I'll step
on you like the big ugly nasty roach you are. Is that clear?"

"You' re dead, Raines!" Sinmon screaned. "You're a wal ki ng-around dead
man. Nobody, nobody, talks to me like that. Now then, do you understand
all that?"

"l can answer that with tw words, Sinon."

"They had better be 'I'msorry." "
"No. Fuck you!"

The Rebel colum resuned its march across the soudiern part of the



state. Ben knew, just as Caesar had known when he crossed the Rubicon
that the die was cast. There no doubt had been nmany people |istening
when Ben | ast spoke widi Sinon, and the man had no choice now but to
fight ... especially after what Ben had said to him

Al'tus was a deserted and | ooted town. \Were once nore than 20, 000 soul s
had |ived and worked and pl ayed and | oved and hoped and pl anned, only
silent ghosts now remai ned. And here, too, just as in the other towns of
any size the Rebel s had passed through in Gkl ahoma, they found where Ray
Brown and his thugs had struck.

"Same thing, general," die doctors told him after die
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mass grave, which had never been covered, was found. "The bones are
t hose of old people, and, ah, the bones of their pets were found, too."

"Killed the dogs and cats along with their owners?" Ben asked.
"Yes, sir."

"Well, the people and their pets are in a better place now | guess
that's the way we're going to have to look at it. The pets won't have to
wait at the Rai nbow Bridge for their human conpanions.”

"The Rai nbow Bridge, sir?"

"Never heard of that, doctor?"

"No, sir."

"Some people believe that is a place where animals, after death, wait
for their human friends to join them It's called the Rai nbow Bridge."

"Do you believe that, General Ben?" Anna asked.
Ben shrugged. "Wiy not? It's a nice thought."

"You believe animals go to heaven, general ?" one of the chapl ai ns asked.

"Yes, | do. It would certainly be a sadder place w thout them"™
Anna sniled. "Sone of the people in the old country used to kill dogs
and cats to eat. | would never let those fewin my bunch who wanted to

do that. Mst of us agreed that it would be a sin. W would rather go
hungry. "

Ben touched her face with surprisingly gentle fingers, for Ben was not
an enotional man and sel dom allowed his feelings to surface. Then the
nmonent was past and Ben turned and wal ked away.

"Ceneral Ben's bark is nuch worse than his bite, |I'mthinking," Anna
said, then snled. "In nobst cases," she added, to the agreenment of Ben's
t eam
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Ben turned the columm north until they reached old Interstate 40, then
cut west. On the way north they passed through a dozen small towns,
stopping briefly at each town. Ben had stopped searching for mass
graves. The Rebels just didn't have the tine. The towns were deserted,
utterly devoid of human life. They bivouacked just across the Ckl ahoma
state line in Texas.

In a small town in the panhandl e of Texas, the Rebels found their first
signs of life in weeks. The people were packing up and preparing to nove
sout h.

"Itjust isn't safe up here anynore, general," the spokesman told Ben
"W hid when the punks canme through. Miust have been five or six hundred
of themall told. You seen what they did in Okl ahoma?"

Ben nodded.

"We alerted the folks who were tryin' to make a new start of it al

along the old interstate, and | believe nost of themmade it clear 'fore
t he punks reached their |ocation. W've been out of radio contact and
can't be sure about that. Problemis, general, we're so dam few and
spread out high and wide."

"We're on our way to deal with the gangs," Ben told the man. "But unti
that is taken care of, | can't guarantee your safety."

"We understand." The | ocal sighed. "Is diis dam country ever going to
set de down, general ?"

"Sonmeday, " Ben assured the man. "That rmuch | can prom se you. But |
can't give you any fixed date. | wsh | could."

"Just kill the damm punks, general. If you can cut them down to size, we
can manage the rest."

"Especially that damm Ray Brown," a woman added.
214

"That man is a nonster. |'ve seen what he and his nmin bunch have | eft
behi nd. That man is evil through and through."

Ben | ooked at the small group of about 50 or so nen and wonen and a few
smal | children. These were tough, hardy people, with no back-up in them

G ven any kind of a fighting chance at all, they would willingly risk
their lives to rebuild the country. But they had to have a fighting chance.

"I"ve seen it too, ma'am" Ben told the wonan. "Ray Brown and his gangs
canme through our part of the SUSA, too."

"When you find him general,"” another woman said, "kill him slow rmake it
| ast. Then burn the body and seal the ashes in concrete. | swear that
man is a spawn of the devil."

Ben nodded, although he really didn't think Ray had any connection with

the devil. Ray Brown was just a perfect exanple of a punk; walking proof
that the bad seed theory was no unproven assunption. "W'll find him

ma' am Rest assured of diat And when we find him we'll kill him That I
can prom se you. Soneday this land will be free of thugs and punks, [|'l]

prom se you that, too."



"CGod bl ess you, Ben Raines," the woman said.

"Fuck Ben Raines," Ray Brown said. "He's been after me for years and
hasn't been able to catch ne. What makes himthink this time will be any
different?"

"Maybe the | aw of averages, Ray," Robbie 'Big Tits' Ford said. "I got to
say we just got out of the ruins of New York by a hair."

"A cunt hair," her brother Hal said with a | augh
"Shut up, Hal," his sister said.
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Hal shut his nmouth. H's expression was that of a very petulant child.

"I't was stupid killin" all them people,"” Tootsie Al eman said.

"You callin' me stupid, you dyke bitch?" Ray snarled at the gang | eader

"I"'mcallin what you done stupid." The gang | eader didn't back up
"What you done was toss gasoline on an open fire. You deliberately
pi ssed of f Ben Raines."

"Fuck him" Ray repeated.

"Well, I"mgame for that," Robbie said. "Then |I'd have to kill him I
guess. "

"You are a disgusting bitch,” her brother said, whose own sexual tastes
ran toward young boys.

"Shut up, Hal," his sister's reply was automati c.

Abdul | ah Carnal, better known as the Camel, sighed and shook his head.
"I agree with Tootsie. Me and Lumunba are pulling out and getting the
hel| away fromyou, Ray."

"So carry your black asses." Ray waved that off. "Wo the hell cares
what you and that equally ignorant Lurmunba do? Personally, I'mtired of
listening to the both of you run off at the nouth. Good riddance, | say."

The Canel's eyes narrowed with anger. He very much wanted to do or say
something in rebuttal, but he knew too well that if he did, he would be
dead within a heartbeat, for Ray had guards around himall the tine.
Abdul | ah stood up and stal ked out the door. He was not gentle in closing
it behind him

"Stupid nigger," Ray said.

"Well, ny God! | finally agree with you on sonething," Tootsie said.

"I"'mthrilled beyond words," Ray replied. He turned his head and yell ed,
"Pete! What is Raines's latest position?"

"Qur people just radioed in, Ray. Raines is in the panhandl e of Texas."
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"And Rai nes thinks he's so goddamm snmart," Ray snorted. "He doesn't
realize he's being tracked all the way. Big dunb bastard!"

"They're fairly intelligent, boss," Corrie told Ben. "But not nearly as
smart as they think they are. W've had a good fix on themfor severa
days now. W broke their code al nost i mediately."

"How many teanms are tracking us?" Ben asked.

"Four, at |east"”

"Ray still in the nountains of Arizona?"

"Affirmative."

Ben smled. "We'll cut south just west of Tucuntari. Have one pl atoon
fromeach battalion except ours prepare to | eave the convoy, starting
tonight. Head themnorth. We'll do that for four nights. They're to link

up just north of Flagstaff and sit tight until they get orders from ne.
Have the convoy stretch out and put nore di stance between battalions to

conpensate for the mssing trucks. Wien we get closer, we'll shift nore
troops around, so when we're ready, we'll hit Mster Brown from al
sides. I'mcounting on the punks not having enough savvy to count the

vehicles in the convoy."

"Someday we're gonna get a chance to kick sone nore punk ass,'
gri ped, adding, "l hope."

Jersey

Ben cut his eyes and sniled. Jersey kidded a | ot about kicking ass, but
few knew t he reasons behind that kidding. Wien Jersey had been but a
child, while wandering hel plessly and afraid just after the Geat War,
she had been seized by a gang and repeatedly raped ... anong ot her

t hi ngs. Jersey had absolutely no conpassion in her for punks.

"We're going to get our chance to do just that, Jersey," Ben said. "I
proni se you."
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"The sooner we can do that," Jersey responded, no hunor in her eyes,
"the better this world will be for decent people."

"Let's roll,"” Ben said. "Jersey's getting inpatient."

"Damm right, boss. Kick-ass tinel"
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Those who had settled in and around Amarill o had been strong enough in
nunbers to beat back several attacks by Ray Brown and his gangs, but not
wi t hout suffering some | osses and al nost depleting their supplies. Ben
and his Rebels stayed around Amarill o | ong enough to see the settlers
resupplied and then noved on, crossing into New Mexico w thout incident.

"The | and of open sky," Beth said, reading froma dogeared old touri st
gui de.



"What is?" Cooper asked.

"New Mexi co, Cooper," Beth replied, exasperation in her voice. "Were do
you think we are?"

"Looks deserted to nme," Cooper cane right back. "Hey, Jersey?"
"What, Coop?"

"Weren't you raised somewhere around here?"

Jersey was silent for a noment. "I spent sone time with relatives down
south of here, Coop. | don't renenber a
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whol e ot about it. | spent tine between the Mescal ero, Fort Apache, and

San Carl os reservations."

"I didn't think you were full Apache," Coop said softly.

"I"'mnot. | think I'"mhalf Apache, half white. An apple.”

"An appl e?"

"Red on the outside, white on the inside," Jersey said with a |augh

"Want to take a side trip and visit any of those places, Little Bit?"
Ben asked.

"No," Jersey said softly. "I really don't. | don't even renenber ny
Christian last nane, and |I'mnot sure about ny Apache name, for that
matter."

"You think you still have famly in any of those places?" Anna asked.

"Ch ... I'msure | do. But I wouldn't know them and they woul dn't know
me. And they're probably having a hard enough tine of it wtihout some
di stant rel ation popping up."
"Tucunctari in a few niles, boss,"
survivors there."

Corrie said. "Scouts report some

"The town was about 7,500 before the Geat War," Beth infornmed them
"How many |ive there now?" Ben asked.

"About 400, and they're all staunch supporters of Sinon Border."
"You' ve got to be kidding!"

"Nope. Sinmon Border's Tenple of God and Faith."

"Puke!" Jersey said

"Shit!" Cooper said.

Beth made a horrible face at the thought of anyone worshi ppi ng anyt hing
Si non Border had to do with.



Anna | owered the wi ndow and spat outside

"Ah, dear," Ben said. "That is not a very ladylike thing to do."
"Who said | was a | ady?"
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Ben sighed and didn't pursue the subject. Being a father was sonethi ng
he was not all that good at.

"How are we going to handl e the peopl e up ahead, boss?" Cooper asked.

"They don't shoot at us, we don't shoot at them"

"Look there," Cooper said. "By the side of the road."

A crowd of people had gathered at the edge of town, many of them hol di ng
hand- pai nt ed si gns-BEN RAINES | S THE GREAT SATAN.

"I don't think they like you very nuch,” Corrie said with a snile
"I sort of get that feeling," Ben admitted.

THE REBEL ARMY IS FI LLED W TH FORNI CATORS AND HARLOTS.

"I fornicate occasionally," Jersey said. "Hel ps take the edge off."

Cooper opened his nouth to say somnetfiing.

"Shut up, Cooper," Jersey warned him "Just don't say a word."

SI MON BORDER | S THE ONLY TRUE WAY.
"Only true way to what?" Anna asked

Ben halted the columm and stepped out of the wagon. He was instantly
surrounded by Rebels in a dianmond formation. He wal ked up to the group
of people and they hissed and drew back as if Ben had sone horrible
cont agi ous di sease. The wonen were all dressed in drab shapel ess dresses
that covered them fromneck to ankles and the men were dressed equally
drably.

"You peopl e need any hel p?" Ben asked in a friendly voice.
"Not fromyou," a woman replied

"W have doctors with us." Ben kept his voice even. "Are your children
all up to date with their shots?"

"Wth the help of His Holiness here on earth, Sinon Border, the Lord
will provide," a nman told Ben.
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"I see. Does everyone here in town feel the way you do?"

"Yes!" the crowd shouted in one voice.



"What a pack of screwballs,"” Jersey muttered.
"Well," Ben said, "if that's the case, we'll just nobve on and let you
fol ks al one. ™

"CGood riddance,"” a man sai d.

Ben waved his people back into their vehicles and they noved on without
anot her word, but with plenty of very hard | ooks fromthe supporters of
Si mon Bor der .

"Good CGod!" Beth was the first to speak once the col unm was novi ng

"I don't think God has anything to do with it," Ben said. "Those people
have been had."

"But they were had willingly, General Ben," Anna said. "No one forced them'

As usual, the young Anna cut right through the fat and got to the neat
of the probl em

"I feel nothing but contenpt for the adults,” Corrie said. "But what

about the chil dren?"

"The battle cry of the liberals back before the Geat War," Ben told the
group. "Wenever a social programwas in danger of being cut, the
liberals would start pissing and nmoani ng about the children. They

twi sted facts, mani pul ated nunmbers, and sonmetimes just outright lied
when it suited them And Sinon al ways professed to be a supporter of the
i beral noverment. | feel sorry for the kids back there, sure. But as it
stands now, there is nothing we can do about it. Unless we want to start
using force against the adults.™

"Scouts report nmaking contact with a guerrilla group about 25 miles
ahead," Corrie said. "Little town at the junction of 129. They're on our
side. "

"Be nice to see a friendly face for a change."

The group they net a few mles down the road were
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heavily arned and determined to live free, not under Sinon Border's
dictatorial regine.

"Simon's bit off a hell of a lot nore than he's capabl e of chew ng,
general ," one of the local resistance nenbers who had been introduced as
Tom said. "He's spread thin ... way too thin for what he hopes to
acconplish.”

"But my intelligence people say he has a very strong arny."

"Ch, he does. And it's an arny filled with fanatics. Don't sell them
short, for are all prepared to die for their beliefs. Come on, general
Let's get inside out of this damm wi nd and have something to drink
We'll talk better there.”



In the man's very confortabl e hone, coffee was served by Tom s smling
wife. "lIt's Colunbian," she explained. "Sinon apparently worked out sone
sort of deal with the gangs of punks before they invaded our |and, and
some warlords down in Central and South Anerica. Sinmon and the gang

| eaders trade them wonen to sell into whoring and nmen to use as sl aves,
and they sell or barter, or however they do it with the punks, the raw
materials to manufacture dope up here. W hijacked a couple of |oads of
coffee on the way through here." She grinned. "And shot the shit out of
their convoy."

"Now they fly it in," Tom said.

"My intelligence people sure dropped the ball on this one," Ben said.
"We had no idea there were entire communities who were resisting Sinon
and his nutty ideas."

"Not their fault, general. We just couldn't be sure if they were the
real article or if they were |lying when they said they worked for you.
W stay in touch by short wave, so we all agreed to hedge our bets to be
on the safe side. | don't know whet her you know this or not, but Sinon
has a secret police that would put the Gestapo to shane. They not only
look like Hitler's Gestapo, they act |ike that bunch of thugs. They wear
bl ack uniforns with red arnbands.
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And a | ot of people they pick up for questioning are never seen again."

Ben toyed with his coffee cup for a nmonent. He shook his head.
"Conditions are a hell of a ot worse over here than | realized. But
I'"ve got a man in here; one of the best spooks in the world. | don't
under st and why he hasn't notified me of all this."

"He's probably linked up with a resistance group and running for his
life, general."

"I have a very difficult time visualizing Mke doing that, Tom"
"I hate to be the one to tell you this, general," Tomsaid, very
hesitandy. "But it's sonething you' d better give a |lot of thought to."

n \Mat ?u

"There is a very good chance you have some Sinon Border people with you.
He probably put people in your arnmy a long time ago. He sonetines
behaves as though he's about half nuts, and he may well be insane, but
he's still a very smart man."

"We went through a purge of the ranks nonths back," Ben told him "And
we did turn up a few Sinon Border supporters. But | thought we had them
all. Dam!"

Tom was silent for a few heartbeats. "I'd better warn you of this,
general -everything north of 1-40 and everything west of 1-25 is Sinon
Border territory. You're going to have a fight on your hands when you
get in those areas.”

Ben smiled, thinking of Jersey's comrents about how boring it had been
for so | ong.



"You | ooking forward to a fight, general ?" Tom asked, a puzzled note in
hi s wor ds.

"I"ve never shied away fromone," Ben replied, as his grin faded and the
t hought s of Sinon Border having spies witfiin his arny took center stage
in his mnd. "But no,
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Tom |'mnot |ooking forward to a battle. But if Sinmon Border wants a
fight, he can damm sure have one."

"\What about the possibility of your having turncoats in your arny?"

"Ch ... I'll deal with them You can rest assured of that." Ben hadn't
wor ked out just how he would deal with them but he definitely would
purge his ranks of Sinon Border supporters.

Ben didn't have to ponder how he was going to do that for very I|ong.
That night the traitors within his ranks solved that problemfor him
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As soon as Ben left the friendly hone, he told Corrie to get his
battali on commanders up for a meeting. One | ook at Ben's grimface and
Corrie knew somet hing was rotten

"We've got Sinmon Border synpathizers all through our ranks,"” Ben told
his commanders. "I should have guessed it"

"What are they waiting for?" Jackie asked. "Why don't they strike?"

"I think they've been waiting until we were inside Border's territory.
So we can expect some sort of coup at any tinme."

"No i dea who they are?" Dan asked.

"No. None at all. And |I've got a hunch we're not going to have tinme to
pul | in polygraph and PSE operators to check everyone."

"You think it's com ng down that soon?" Buddy asked.

"Yes, | do. | would say to pull in your nost trusted people, but hell,
who can we trust?"
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"I think we can trust the old-timers," JimPeters said. "I think we have
to trust them'

"Al'l right. Get back to your conmmands and quietly alert the old-tiners.
Captain Evans is in overall charge of the platoons that are |eaving the
colum and linking up north of Flagstaff. He's a good man. | trust him
["lIl personally give hima bunmp and alert him | alerted President
Jefferys first thing, so he's ready for whatever happens back hone."
Ben's face hardened and his eyes glinted. "I don't |ike people who shake
hands with you with one hand and strike you with the other. So, when



this coup attenpt begins, | really don't want to have to deal with a | ot
of prisoners. Any questions?"

There were none. All present got Ben's drift, loud and clear. Treason
carried the death sentence in the SUSA

Ben wat ched the batt corns quietly | eave the room He sat alone for a
time in the quiet room his expression grimand his eyes holding a very
dangerous light Then he picked up his CAR and wal ked outsi de. "Heads

up," he told his team "The turncoats are sure to have noticed the batt
corns com ng and going and they might put it all together. | don't have
any idea how many of our people are involved in this treachery. But it
won't take many of themto cause a | ot of damage. W're going to take
some hits when it goes down. Let's see if we can't keep it at a mininum"

The night was closing in fast as Ben spoke and every one of his senses
was wor king overtime. It mght have been nerves responsible for his
feeling jumpy, but he didn't think so. The columm was inside Sinon
Border's territory, and the coup attenpt could just as easily cone this
ni ght as any other. Ben paced back and forth and up and down for over an
hour, his thoughts dark and savage.

'"Batt corns all back with their commands,'' Corrie broke into Ben's
t houghts, and he was grateful for the intrusion
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"Everything quiet with their comands?"
"No problens. Yet," she added.

"How coul d any Rebel, who has lived free under the | aws of the SUSA and
the Tri-States phil osophy, ever fall for Sinmon Border's bullshit?"
Jersey asked.

"I think you just hit the nail on the head, Jersey,"” Ben said. "New
people.” He | ooked at Beth. "How many new people in our bunch, Beth?"

"Since returning fromEurope ... about 50. The same for the other
battali ons, since we enlarged battalion size."

"That's it. Corrie, bunmp the batt corns, advise themto-"

Shots shattered the quiet night before Ben could finish his sentence and
Ben and team junped for cover just as bullets pocked the side of his
not or hone.

Jersey |l evel ed her CAR and gave the nuzzle flashes a full nmagazi ne of

. 223 rounds. Screans of pain and shock ripped the night as Ben's outer
circle of protection quickly formed up around him They left one snall
peri meter open, for Ben and teamto lay down a field of fire. Hs
protection platoon knew if they didn't let the boss at least mx it up
some, he would raise holy hell

A trenmendous flash and roar lit up the night sky as one of the turncoats
tossed a grenade under the gas tanks of a truck and it went up with a bang.

"I"'mintercepting their transmssions,"” Corrie said in a cal mvoice.

"Their objective is to kill you, boss."



"What el se is new?" Ben said.
Jersey grinned and Anna frowned.

More expl osions and flashes of fiery light colored the sky as the
turncoats bl ew up several nore vehicles.

"Al'l battalions reporting fighting," Corrie called over the din of

appr oachi ng battle.

"We finish it tonight," Ben said.

M 16 fire cut the night all around Ben and his team
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None of themturned a head. They kept all eyes on their perineter.

"Here they come,"” Cooper call ed. 'Looks |ike about two dozen of them"
" 'Praise CGCod and Brother Border!'' canme the shout fromwthin the ranks
of those turncoat Rebels rushing toward Ben and his team

"Put them down," Ben ordered, lifting his CAR

The team opened up, splitting the night with .223 rounds, all weapons
set on full auto.

The line of rushing traitors went down in a spraw i ng heap as severa
hundred rounds inpacted with flesh, followed by screans and how s of pain.

"They're not wearing body arnor!"™ Beth called. "Wat the hell's the
matter with those peopl e?"

"That's how they can identify thenmselves fromus," Ben called during a
few seconds' lull in the fighting. He ejected the enpty magazi ne and
slipped home a full one. "But | think I would have picked a better method."

Several of Ben's protection platoon suddenly turned and | eveled their

M 16s at Ben. Ben caught the novenent out of the corner of his eyes and
hit the ground just as the nmen fired. Wthin seconds, the turncoats were
riddled with bullet holes. But a | arge hole had been opened and the
traitors poured through, breaching the inter circle.

One junped inside the ruins where Ben and team had taken cover and
slamed into Ben, knocking the CAR from Ben's hands and dropping his own
as well. Ben recovered his bal ance and sl ugged the man on the jaw,
addling himlong enough for Ben to get set and pop hi m again.

"Death to all Satanists!" the turncoat screaned, charging at Ben

Ben didn't waste the wind replying. What was the point? He kicked the
traitor on the knee and when the man involuntarily reached down to grab
his shattered knee,
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Ben brought his fist down on the back of the man's neck, driving the man
face-down on the ground.



Bef ore he could put the finishing touches on the attacker, another
junped on Ben's back, riding himto the ground, scream ng oaths and
prai sing Si non Border.

Ben rolled and the nan | oosened his hold. Both men cane up, knives
flashing in the night. Ben had no tine to see what his team m ght be
doi ng, other than being | ocked in hand-to-hand conbat with other turncoats.

The turncoat slashed at Ben and Ben sidestepped what woul d have been a
lethal cut to his belly. He parried another thrust and brought the edge
of his heavy knife down on the nman's arm nearly severing the arm from
t he el bow down. The traitor screaned and | ost his bl ade. He staggered
back, the bl ood gushing.

Ben stepped in close and swung the heavy bl ade, the razor-sharp edge
striking the man on the side of his neck and al nbst decapitating the
attacker. Ben whirled around in a crouch before the dying man hit the group

A dark shape canme out of the night and Ben just had tine to duck before
the M 16 the attacker was using like a club whistled over his head. The
turncoat lost his balance and fell into Ben. Ben's knife went clattering
of f.

Ben kneed the man in the groin and heard the air whoosh out of him as
the pain ripped through his body. Ben hammered at the man with a big
right fist, striking the attacker several tinmes in die face. Still the
man hung on, flailing away at Ben with hard fists. The two of them

roll ed around on die ground, and ended up out of the ruins of the old
house and about 50 feet away from Ben's team both of themlosing dieir
hel net s.

Ben recogni zed the nan; he'd been with die Rebels for years. So rmuch for
trusting all die old-tiners, he thought.

The nmen lunged to dieir boots and die turncoat clawed at his flap
hol ster for his 9mm Ben sl ugged himon the
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jawwith a right fist and followed that with a left, addling the man,

but not knocki ng hi m down. Ben kicked out with a boot and the toe of his
boot caught the man on the knee. That put hi m down.

Ben stepped back and delivered another kick to the nman's face, his boot
catching the man on the mouth. Teeth and blood flew Ben recovered his
bal ance, took aim and kicked the man on the side of his head just as
hard as he could. He heard the man's skull pop under the inpact. The
attacker lay still on the ground.

Ben turned, his eyes searching for his knife and his CAR He saw the
knife blade glinting in the faint |light and scooped it up

"Boss!" Cooper call ed.
"Here, Coop."
"W beat them back. You all right?"

"Only nmy dignity bruised. Were's ny rifle?"



"Here!" Anna called, rushing up and | ooking up into his face. "Are you
hurt, General Ben?"

"No, baby. I'mall right. You' ve got blood on your face."
"Not ny bl ood, General Ben."

The canp was quickly settling down. The brief but brutal fight appeared
to be over.

"Report!" Ben call ed.

"Radi o took a round,"” Corrie said. "It's busted. I'll have to get
anot her fromthe communi cations truck."

"Four down here, sir," the officer conmandi ng the protection platoon
called. "One dead and three wounded."

"Your radio still working?"

"Yes, sir.
"Get ne a report.”

"Right away, sir. Are you all right?"

"I''mfine, son.
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Rebel s began rushing up to check on Ben. Ben assured themall he was unhurt.

Corrie was handed anot her radi o and quickly got on the horn. The
portable satellite had not been damaged during the fight. "They had a
brief fight back home," Corrie called. "President Jefferys and Secretary
Blanton are all right. The home guard and the reserves put the coup
attenpt down hard. They're nopping up now "

"The battalions with us reporting only a few casualties, sir," the
second radi o operator said. "They have taken a nunber of turncoats
prisoners."

"Il want them questioned extensively," Ben said. "And then shoot diem"™

The bodi es of the turncoat Rebels were buried the next norning w thout
fanfare. Their attenpted coup had acconplished nothing for them except
death, and for Sinon Border and his followers, it had served only to
intensify the hatred the loyal Rebels felt toward anyone who would try
tointerfere with their way of life.

As the long colum began pulling out the next norning, heading west,
there was none of the usual banter anobng the Rebels. They wore grim
expressions and, to a person, their thoughts were of Sinon Border and
his followers, and those reflections were not at all pleasant.

"We're going to deal with the punks first, and tfien go after this
nitwit Border person, right, General Ben?" Anna asked.

"We're certainly going to deal with the punks,” Ben replied.



"Then Sinmon Border?" Anna persi sted.

"Maybe, " Ben hedged that. "W have to consider what m ght happen to the
entire country if | were to declare open war agai nst Border and his
foll owers."
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"And al so what m ght happen if we don't," Anna added.
Ben smiled. Anna spoke her m nd, always. "That too, dear."

"We either deal with the problemnow, or it will grow and grow. Never
stop. Like a cancer."

"You mght be right," Ben conceded.

"The man has shown hinmself to be untrustworthy,"’
on. "Right?"

t he young woman pressed

"Ri ght, dear."

"He wants to destroy our way of life, right?"

"Ri ght, dear."

"Even though we agreed to live in peace with him right?"
"Absolutely right, dear."

The ot her team menbers were all smling, letting Anna run with the
verbal ball.

"So what is the problenf? Let's go kick his butt and then we can get on
with our lives, right? In the old country, if another gang tried to nove
in on our territory, we fought. If they wanted to live in peace with us,
we gave that a try. If it didn't work out, then we did away with t hem
It's just that sinple in ny mnd. Nothing conplicated about it."

Ben chuckled. How to explain to Anna that he didn't want the entire
northern hem sphere to blow up in their faces? How to explain that Sinon
Border had nmillions of followers, all ready to die for their |eader?

"I think we're already comm tted, boss," Cooper said.

Ben cut his eyes to the driver. "Could be, Coop. But this tine let's
wal k on the side of caution."”

"You mean, deal with the punks and then back off?"
"That's right."

“I'"ll bet Sinon Border will never let us do that," Anna again stepped in.
"You never give up, do you, Anna?" Ben said with a |augh
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"Have you ever given up, Ceneral Ben?" she responded
"Well, no, | guess not."

Anna tossed her head. "And | don't think you will give up with Sinon
Border, either."

"Ch, you don't?"

"No. "

"I guess that settles that, then?"

"Sure does. So now we go kick Sinmon Border's ass, right?"
"Maybe. W'll see.”

"W will," she said confidently. "He'll force us to do it."
"You're probably right, Anna."

She nodded her head. "A holy war. It won' t be pleasant.'

"Sure as hell won't," Ben nuttered. "Judgenent day."

237

The colum rolled on across the state, encountering no further trouble
fromeither punks nor Sinon Border supporters ... until they hit the
outskirts of what was left of Al buquerque.

"Scouts reporting Border's troops are waiting for us just east of the
city," Corrie reported.

"Tell the scouts to find us a route south,” Ben replied. "W'Il avoid
trouble with Border's peopl e whenever possible." i

Ben felt all the eyes of his teamon him He ignored the curious gazes.
The last thing hie wanted in the battered country that was once Anerica
was a religious war. So for all his big talk now, his troops knew he had
been running a bluff against Sinmon all along-let themthink what they
woul d. Ben's prinmary objective was to deal with the punks. If Sinon
Border would et himin to do that, and then let himout, Sinon could
damm wel | have his wacko nation

But Ben knew he was hopi ng agai nst hope. Putting off
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the inevitable. But be that as it may, he would, by God, put off any
head-t o- head confrontation with Sinmon as | ong as he could. Maybe in

time, when Sinon saw that the Rebels would keep their word ..

"Taking any route south is going to throw us niles out of the way,"
Corrie broke into his thoughts.

"Take the southern route," Ben ordered.

"Wn't work," Anna nmuttered, just |oud enough for her adopted father to
hear. "Nutso Border wants a fight. W might as well give it to him"



Ben pretended not to hear her coments, knowi ng that none of his team
really knew what a religious war would do to the already torn-apart
nation. North America could well turn into another Northern Irel and,

wi th various factions fighting each other for centuries.

Ben shook his head. He couldn't allow that. He just couldn't.

He sighed. But dammed if he could figure out howto prevent it.

He certainly couldn't allow Ray Brown and his dope-producing crowd to
continue making their poison and spreading it all over the nation. Ben
was firm about that. Back in the '80s he was one of many citizens who
openly and often supported the death penalty for drug dealers. For al
the good it did, he renmenbered sourly.

Mles later, Corrie said, "Scouts have found an ideal place to bivouac."

"G a fewniles further," Ben ordered. "Let's put as nmuch di stance as we
can between us and Border's people.”

"And if they foll ow?" Anna asked the question Ben had suspected was
surely com ng

"We'| | deal with that should it happen. | can't believe Sinon's
conmanders woul d be that stupid.”

A fewniles further: "Scouts report that Border's troops
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have left the outskirts of the city and are following us," Corrie told him

Ben twisted in the front seat and | ooked at Anna. She was smiling at
him The rest of his team managed to keep straight faces.

"You find diis amusing, | suppose?" Ben asked.
Anna shrugged her shoul ders nonconmittally.

"Yeah, right," Ben grunbled. To Corrie: "I thought Tomtold us
everything south of 1-40 was out of Border's territory?"

"That's the way | understood it. But he also said that the resistance
forces scattered throughout the area weren't strong enough to tangle
wi th Border's peopl e head-on, renmenber?"

Ben nodded. "Yeah, | remenber. Any word from M ke Ri chards?"

" Not hi ng. "

"Al'l right," Ben said with a sigh. "Have the scouts find us a defensive
position and prepare to nake a stand."

Anna | aughed. Ben ignored her.

"Do you peopl e have a death wi sh?" Ben radioed the | ong col um of
Bor der' s peopl e.

"We are the Reverend Sinon Border's Guards of CGod," came the reply.



"Ch, ny word!" Beth sighed.

"Cuards of God?" Ben blurted over the air.
"That is correct."

"Why are you follow ng us?"

"To engage you and destroy you."

"Confident son-of-a-bitch, isn't he?" Ben nuttered. He keyed the mc.
"On whose orders?"

"We are acting under the orders of our Supreme Com
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mander here on earth, the Reverend Sinon Border. You have unlawfully
i nvaded our territory."

"Supreme Commander Reverend Sinon Border," Cooper nuttered. "l guess
we'll have to salute the nut before we shoot him"

Ben broke up with laughter at the serious expression on Cooper's face.
"Let's try not to go that far, Coop."

"I will giveit all ny attention," Anna said.

"I"ll sure you will, dear," Ben said, very drily. He lifted the mc. "W
are not here to make trouble for you people. W are after dope

manuf acturers. Once we deal with them we'll |eave your territory."

"You will never leave our territory, Ben Raines. You will be buried here."

"Eneny convoy steadily closing," Corrie said. "Range, ten niles."

"CGet the tanks in position." He keyed the nic. "Don't be a fool, mster.
Don't tangle with us. There is no need for it."

"Prepare to neet God, Ben Raines, and answer for your sins."
"He's broken off, boss," Corrie said.

"They are really, by God, going to neet us head-to-head,"” Ben said,
astoni shnent in his voice

"Range, nine mles."

"Let them get close,” Ben ordered. "Tank commander take over now. "
Corrie | ooked at him "You want our tanks to mix it up with theirs?"
"If that is what the tank conmanders choose to do."

"Their tanks are pieces of shit, boss,'
death traps."

" Corrie pointed out "Nothing but

"I amfully aware of that."



Sinmon's tanks | ooked to be restored Korean War vintage, probably taken
fromvarious mlitary museuns ... al-
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t hough Ben found it hard to believe that any conmander woul d put such

di | api dated equi pnment out in the field for men to die in. He also
wondered where in the world Sinon found so nany of the ol d-and Ben neant
really old- Patton tanks. The approachi ng tanks appeared to be gasoline
powered, and that nade them nothing nore than rolling bonbs up agai nst
Ben's ul tra-nodern tanks.

"Fool s," Ben muttered nmonments |later, when the first of the eneny tanks
canme into view through binocul ars.

The Rebel s wait ed.

"This is going to be a shooting gallery," Coop said.

"They picked the m dway, Coop," Ben replied.

"That they did, boss," Coop agreed. "I hope they enjoy the show, 'cause
it's gonna be die | ast one nost of themw |l ever see.™

"Range, three mles," Corrie said.

Ben's tanks waited, diesel engines softly grunbling.

"Range, two miles."

Ben's tank commanders opened up with their main 120mm guns, using
arnor-piercing ammunition. The terrain bel ow where Ben and his team
wai t ed and wat ched bl ossonmed in puffs of fire. The infantry com ng up
behi nd the tanks were left wi de open to Ben's nortar crews, who were

busy dropping the | ethal surprises down the tubes.

It was bl oody carnage before the Rebel eyes and Ben did not call a halt
to it until diere was nothing noving on the bl oody battl eground before him

"Let's see what we have left," Ben said.
"Damm little," Beth nmuttered under her breath.

"Eneny soldiers are retreating,"” Corrie said. "Those few that can stil
wal k, that is," she added.

"Let themgo,"” Ben told her. "Sinmon's army is not as well-trained and
certainly not as well-equipped as we were led to believe. This defeat
just mght convince himto | eave us alone. But | doubt it."
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The wind shifted, bringing with it the odor of charred human fl esh.

"Do we bury the eneny dead?" Corrie asked.

"No," Ben said softly. "We do not. But let's go see what kind of
equi pnrent they have."

When Sinmon Border received the news of the defeat of his Quards of God



he sat for a nonent, too stunned to speak. Border was not a military
man. He knew very little about tactics or equiprment. He had millions of
followers, and they were well-armed with nodern rifles and machi ne guns
and nortars, but nothing to even renotely conpare wi th Raines's Rebels.
Contrary to what had deliberately been put out Border's people had few
tanks (a hell of a lot fewer now).

Border's police had subdued and whi pped into subm ssion those who at
first resisted and refused to follow his wacky doctrine by sheer force
of numbers, not because of superior equi prent and ar mament.

Si ron never dreamed that Ben Raines would actually fight him He al ways
felt that Ben woul d back off when push cane to shove

Sinmon really didn't want to fight Ben Raines and the Rebels. He was
fully aware that no one had ever waged a successful war against the
Rebel s, and that was something Sinon just could not understand.

What did the Rebels have that made them so seemingly invincible? Sinon
knew t hey were a godl ess bunch; their society was very nearly w de-open
and so pernissive he was surprised God had not destroyed it just as He
had done with Sodom and Gonorrah. Sinon had prayed fervently for God to
destroy Ben Raines and all his followers, but then he realized that God
was | eaving that task up to him He and his foll owers nust destroy Ben
Rai nes.
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Si non si ghed heavily. Oh, how he w shed he could speak to his idols:
Harry Fal creek and Ral do Reeves and Clute G ngsing and Fl ush Bambaugh
They woul d know what to do. But they were | ong gone, probably gone
during die first few days of the G eat War

Simon rose fromhis desk chair to pace die huge study of his nmountain
hone. He didn't care how he got rid of Ben Raines and the Rebels, just
as long as it got done. In his mnd, die end certainly justified the neans.

If he had to use punks to acconplish diat, so be it. He'd use die
crimnal elenent and dien di spose of themwhen die job was finished.

"Ch, me!" he sighed. Doing God's work sure was tiring.

"Stupid,"” Ben said, |ooking over die slaughter. "Mst of diese tanks
were pulled out of service years before the G eat War. Deadi traps. Look
at diese rounds diat were blown clear fromdiat hul k. Poorly nade. Hell
di ey m ght have blown up in die barrel when diey tried to fire them"

Cooper was inspecting a cache of rifles taken fromdie dead. "Their
M 16s are in good shape, though,"” he said. "Plus a m xture of AKs."

"I wonder if die Guards of CGod are die elite of Border's Army of the
Denocratic Front?" Jersey asked

Ben shrugged. "If diey are, and diis is die way he's equi pped his arny,
they're in deep trouble.™

"Cecil on die horn," Corrie said, walking up. There was a faint smle on
her lips. "He has some bad news for you."

"In addition to die attenpted coup?"



"You might say diat."

Ben took die mic. "Go, Cec."

"Em | Hite should be approaching your position shordy, Ben."
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Ben sighed. "I thought | assigned himto ... where did | assign hin®"

"He's been bouncing around frombattalion to battalion, Ben. The
proverbi al bad penny, so to speak. Everybody |likes him but no one wants
him"

"What happened?"

"He asked Thernopolis for permssion to take his, ah, conpany of
followers and visit friends up in Arkansas. Thermdidn't think anything
was am ss, so he gave permi ssion. That was two weeks ago. Emil just
reported in. He's approximately a hundred miles east of you as we speak."

Ben shook his head and tried to hide his snmile. Whatever else Em| Hite
m ght be, he was a resourceful little bastard .. .that was probably why
he'd been a reasonably successful con artist before the war. "All right,
Cec. Thanks for the info. W'll wait for him"

"Everything else is calmhere, Ben. W' ve ferreted out the traitors and
dealt with them"

Ni ce way of saying Cec had ordered the turncoats either shot or hanged.
"Have you had any word from M ke Ri chards?"

"Not a peep, Ben."

"Ck, Cec. W'll be on the |ookout for Enm| and his people. Thanks for
t he warning."

"Ch, there is one nore little item Ben ..."
A tiny warning bell went off in Ben's head. "What mght that be, ol' buddy?"

"Em | has a group of reporters with him Just thought you should be
war ned. Take care, Ben. d' Black Joe out."

Cecil was chuckling as he broke the transm ssion

"d' Black Joe," Ben muttered. "And people say | have a strange sense of
hunor . "

"One thing about it," Beth remarked. "Wth Emi| along, we can be
entertained. "

"That's one way of putting it," Ben replied. "But who
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are these damm reporters with hinf? The only ones |I've given perm ssion
to travel with any battalion are with Tina's 9 Batt."



"Em | obviously nmonitored the last transm ssion," Cor-rie said. "He's on

the horn."

Wth a very audible sigh, Ben took the mic. "Go, Enml."

"My general!" Enmi| shouted and Ben w nced. "Commander of the arny whose
mssion it is to save the world and bring peace and prosperity to every
| aw abi ding citizen ... plus a chicken in every pot."

"Emil, cut the shit."

"Ch. Very well. | found a group of press types stranded al ong the way,
general. | couldn't |leave themto the hostile elenments, so | brought

t hem al ong. "

"Who are they?"

"A group of very fine and highly principled nen and wonmen from the NUSA,
nmy general ."

"A bunch of goddam liberals, you nean."
"Well, | suppose that is one way of putting it."

Ben shook his head. "All right, Eml. W'Il wait for you. Corrie will
gi ve you our coordi nates."

Ben handed her the nmic. "You might tell himwe're in the Okefenokee Swanp."
"You think he'd believe it?"
"No. But it was a nice thought."

Corrie spoke with Eml| for a nmonent, then broke it off. "He'll be here
about noon tonorrow. "

"Now it really gets interesting," Ben said.
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"My God, Ceneral Raines!" Clyde Mayfield blurted. "Aren't you going to
gi ve them a chance to surrender?"

Ben | owered his binoculars and gave the reporter a disgusted | ook. "No."

"But they're human beings, with guaranteed rights!" M. Cynthia
Br ai t hwai t he- Honni cker squal | ed.

"They're nmurdering, raping, torturing, dope-dealing, child-killing,

m nd- destroying scum" Ben bluntly inforned the reporter. "Do not speak
to me of the rights of crimnals. | heard enough of that shit back
before the Great War. Wen people such as yourself were trying your
dammedest to destroy the nation. Now shut up, M.

Br a- Bur ner - Homewr ecker, or whatever the hell your nane is."

"Well!" Cynthia stanped her foot-her left one. "I will not permit you to
speak to ne in such a manner."

"I believe | just did," Ben replied. He turned to Corrie. "Firel"



Rebel 155mm sel f-propelled Howitzers, M 60A3 tank
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mai n guns, and 105nm Howi tzers, all of them positioned several miles to
the rear, opened up on the little town in the valley. The Howi tzers were
firing a m xed bag of rounds: HE-M, M13 (which contai ned 18 M35
grenades) , and WP. The town in the valley, which scouts had slipped in
and out of two nights in a row, held the gangs of Craig "Frankie"
Franklin, Foster "Fos" Payne, and Thad "Killer" Keel

The old buildings in the town below the hill where Ben stood with his
team and the knot of reporters that had acconpanied Eml| Hte westward
expl oded in a shower of brick and wood and shingl es and pi eces of
commodes and si nks and various body parts.

The scouts had reported that one of the buildings contained a |large |ab
t hat was capabl e of produci ng huge quantities of nethanphetam nes and

other illicit drugs. Ben knew that sone of the materials used in the
manuf acture of those drugs were highly flammble. They sure were. The
large building located in the center of the town went up like a billion

Roman candles all mxed in with dynanite

Body parts went soaring high into the sky along with several flam ng
not orcycl es. About 50 feet off the ground, the tanks on the notorcycles
expl oded.

"My, ny," Ben said. "This is quite a show. Are you reporters getting
good pictures of this event?"

"Barbaric!" Cyde Myfield said.
"Grotesque!" Ms. Braithewaithe-Honni ker said.
"I nhuman! " Lance N ghtengal e sniffed.

"Right," Ben said. "Corrie, tell the gunners to keep pouring it on unti
| give the order to stop."

"But those left alive may want to surrender!" another reporter protested.

Ben had been introduced to her and he thought her nane was Noel
Honeypucker, or sonething like that. He ignored themall.
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Rebel snipers were |aying back outside the town, waiting. They did not
have long to wait. Several dozen gang nmenbers |ived through the
artillery barrage and tried to nake a run for it. The Rebel snipers cut
t hem down.

Noel Honeybun, or whatever her nanme was, and Cynthia Doubl e-I ast - nane,
were openly weeping at the sight of those poor, poor rapists, nurderers
and child nolesters and so forth going down under the snipers' rifles.
The nmen were being manly, keeping a stiff upper lip and all that. But
Ben could tell they were outraged at this travesty of justice.



"Cease firing," Ben finally gave the orders.

At first the quiet was unnerving to those not accustoned to it ;

"We'|l go in and take a | ook around when the fires die down," Ben said.
"For now, everybody take five."

"“I'"'m hungry," Anna said.

Honeyj ugs and Brai t hewai t he- Honni ker | ooked at the young woman,
undi sgui sed horror in their eyes.

The nmen with them both wore an expression of astonishment at her
announcement .

"Me, too, Anna," Ben said. "Let's break out the rations."
the reporters. "Care to join us for a m d-norning repast?"

He gl anced at

"You ... you ... nonster!" Honeybutt raged at him

"There will be a full report of this outrage submitted to President
Altman," reporter Lance Ni ghtengal e bl at hered.

"G ve himny best when you see him" Ben said.

"You are the nost arrogant, unfeeling man | have ever encountered!"
C yde Mayfield opined.

"My nother didn't think so." Ben did his best to | ook hurt He couldn't
quite manage to bring it off.

"Why don't you | adies and gentlemen come with nme?" Emi|l Hite stuck his

mouth into it "I've found some shade and you can rest for a tine."
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"Thank you, General Hite," Honeybags said. "I'mglad to see there is at

| east one civilized human being with this unit."
"Ceneral Hite?" Ben questioned

Emi| drew hinmself up to his full height, which wasn't nuch over five
feet. "President Jefferys hinself bestowed that rank upon nme," he
announced. "For all the good work I've done with the Rebels."

Ben nodded. "Wonderful, Enmil. Now take the reporters and go away."

As Emil, his gaggle of followers, and the reporters anbled off, Beth
whi spered, "Do you suppose Cecil really gave Enil the rank of general ?"

"You can bet I'mgoing to find out," Ben told her. "Although | don't
know what |'mgoing to do about it if it's true." He paused, and then
smled. "Ch, yes, | do. Yes, indeed. | hope it is official. If that's
the case, Emi| is now directly under my conmand."” Ben | aughed.

"You have a very wicked | ook in your eyes, General Ben," Anna said.

"Yeah, |'ve seen that | ook before," Cooper said.



"I"mthinking how Emil| would Iike to be attached to the kitchen for the
duration.”

"I wouldn't do that," Beth warned.
n W]y?ll
"Then we'd all run the risk of being poisoned."

"I never thought of that," Ben admtted.

"Besides," Corrie said, "you can't put a general on KP."
"It was a good thought, though, boss," Jersey told him "W'IlIl all think
about what to do with Em|."

Ben | ooked at her. "Jersey, | know what you'd like to do."

The di m nutive bodyguard smiled. "Naw, | wouldn't really shoot him But
Emi| sure as hell thinks I would."

251

* k%

251

Em | stayed out of Ben's way and did his best not to draw Ben's
attention as the convoy travel ed west. None of the reporters traveling
with the Rebel s would speak to Ben after the carnage (their words) at
the little town, and that was fine with Ben. Em |, his entourage and the
reporters were at the rear of the columm, and Ben hoped they all stayed
there.

Ben spent a day and a night at Socorro before turning west on old Route
60. The town, which once boasted a popul ati on of about 15,000 was now
reduced to | ess than 500 people. But they were solid Tri-Staters and
determ ned to remain that way

Ben had supplies flown in and nade sure the residents had everything
t hey needed to continue growi ng. Then the col utm noved on

The spokesperson for the group in Socorro warned Ben that the punks were
going to be in force fromthat point on, if the Rebels stayed on their
present route.

"I plan to stay on it all the way," Ben said, not giving the nan the
slightest clue where "all the way" mght end. "You wouldn't happen to
know what gangs we might run into next down the |line, would you?"

"I sure do, general. My people have scouted themout pretty well. Sone
punk by the name of Les Justice, and two nore gangs run by a punk calls
hi nsel f Jack Brittain, and the other gang is headed up by a road whore
naned Karen Carr. And that slut is one nmean person. She is bad to the
bone, believe it."

"Ch, | believe you," Ben replied. "I've seen sone of her work." He
smled. "But Ms. Carr is about to run up against the baddest dog on the
bl ock. "



"And that's you, general ?"
"That's ne."
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It wasn't rmuch of a fight. The baddest dog on the block didn't even have
to grow all that much. The Rebels hit the punk-occupied town at dawn
with artillery and blew it apart. Ben ordered the reporters kept in the
rear, so, as he put it, "The sight of vicious career crininals being
killed wouldn't traumatize themfor the rest of their Iives and probably
render themincapabl e of earning an honest living."

The reporters did not see the hunor in Ben's renarks.

Ben and his team wal ked through the ruins of the still-snoking town.
This time, despite Ben's request that they stay in the rear, the
reporters cane al ong.

"Be sure and bring along a box of tissues,” Ben told Beth. "So diese
| eft-wi ng asshol es can have something to wipe their weepy eyes with."

"Or have a snit on," Jersey added

"That, too," Ben said with a smle

The press was grimfaced as they toured the shattered town, doing their
best to avoid | ooking at the torn-apart bodies. To their credit, none of
them |l ost their breakfast, but Ben could tell that was acconplished only
with a great effort on their part. None of them were about to give Ben

t he satisfaction of seeing them barf.

Dozens of punks had escaped the barrage, but they didn't get far. There
were snipers placed in a wide circle around the towmn. A few punks did
manage to get clear of the killing field, scattering in all directions.
Those few might return to a life of crime, but nore inmportantly, the
backs of the gangs involved had been broken and the heads cut off.

When Ben ordered his people to mount up and nove out, |eaving the bodies
unburied, the reporters went into a towering snit.
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"That is inhuman!" Ms. Braithwaithe-Honni cker how ed. "They deserve a
decent burial."

"Why?" Ben asked, as he rolled a cigarette. "They weren't decent people."

"Besides," Anna said, "the carrion birds have a right to eat"

"You are a very callous young |lady," M. Honeysuckl e sai d.

"Big deal," Anna replied, and wal ked away.
"I's that attitude typical of the Rebels, general ?" Muyfield asked

Ben knew a | oaded question when it was fired at him He snmled and said,
"We all have different personalities and outlooks on life."



The shattered body of Karen Carr was pointed out to Ben. He conpared the
ri pped and expl osives-mutilated body with a picture his intelligence
peopl e had found and grunted.

"That's her," he said. "O what's left of her. W can cl ose anot her
chapter in the book."
"The poor girl," M. Honeyducker nmpaned. "I'msure her life was filled
wi th abuse and; poverty."

Ben gave the worman a very dntty |ook. "Lady, half the people in the
Rebel arny grew up in abject poverty in the aftermath of the Geat War."
H s voice was harsher than he intended it to be. "Many of the other half
grewup in famlies that were staggering and struggling for years under
an unfair tax burden brought on by liberal Denpcrats. Don't talk to ne
about the poor, poor crimnal. W all control, to a very | arge degree,
our own destinies. So just knock off the whiny liberal bullshit when
you're around ne. It's maki ng ne nauseous."

The reporter matched the general |ook for |ook, but she kept her mouth
cl osed, which was what Ben want ed.
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"Have the bodies of Britn'an and Justice been found?" Ben asked.

"No," Corrie replied. "But when we talked with a few of those left alive
they said they were together in the Iab when it blew Nobody got out of
that place in one piece."

"Dreadful '™ Ms. Braithwaithe-Honni cker said, holding a handkerchief to
her dainty nose, then marched off with the other reporters. To have a

snit, Ben figured. Having snits was such a private thing.

Ben spread a map on the hood of a HunmVee and traced a line with a

fingertip. "We'll cut south, staying with this road. There is a useable
airport here-or at least there used to be. Have the scouts check it out
and if possible, we'll resupply there. Then we'll cut north and cone up

behi nd Ray Brown. Have those designated troops begin a slow drift off
fromdie convoy. Any word at all from M ke R chards?"

"Not a peep, boss."
"Let's roll."

At a small town some miles south, the Rebels cleaned up the old regiona
airport and waited for the cargo planes to cone in. Mke Richards picked
that day to show up. He was haggard and dirty, and had | ost weight, but
he was alive. He canme wandering in with a group of resistance fighters
who | ooked to be in just as bad shape as M ke.

"It's been hell, | can tell you that," the chief of Rebel intelligence
told Ben, after wolfing down two sandw ches and a couple cups of coffee.

"\What happened, M ke?" Ben asked.
"I hooked up with a guerrilla unit and we got cut off deep in Border's

territory. Radio took a hit and was usel ess. W' ve been running and
dodgi ng and hi ding ever since. Sinon's gone on a rip-roaring ranpage



agai nst any who don't fully support himand his nmovenent. He's bl ocked
all roads-and | nean all roads leading into his territory.
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Too many people were trying to get out and get clear of that so-called
religious |leader. He's a fanatic, Ben. There is no other word to
describe him"

"He's killing those opposed to hin®"

M ke nodded his head. "Yes. Sone of them |nprisoning others. Mking
sl aves out of some. Sinon has really gone off the deep end."

"Hi s arnmy?"

"Not much in the way of tanks or artillery, old stuff nostly, but he's

got several mllion nen and wonen under arns." M ke took a deep pul
fromhis refilled coffee nug. "It sure as hell won't be an easy nut to
crack, | can tell you that."

Ben frowned. It was not what he wanted to hear, but it really canme as no
surprise. "So you figure we'll be tied up fighting Sinon for some tine?"

"Along tinme, Ben. Surely nonths, maybe years."

"I was afraid you' d say sonething |like that."

"It's the truth. As hard as it is to have to say, it's the truth."

Ben sighed and | eaned back in his chair. "W'Ill deal with the punks,
then turn our attention toward Sinon Border. | damm sure can't have the

punks behind ne and Sinmon in front of ne."

"I can tell you that you've got about eight nmore gangs to go through
bef ore you get to Ray Brown."

"You know his exact |ocation?"
"I do. | can pinpoint it for you on a map."

"Later. Right now, get sone rest. We'Il be noving out as soon as we're
resupplied.”

"I'f you don't mind, I'd rather head back out with the group | canme in with."
"No problem They | ook tough enough."

"There are about 10,000 just like themscattered all over Sinon's
territory. They been fighting Sinmon ever since
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he arrived out here. They m ght not share our political philosophy, but
t hey share one thing in conmon."

"And that is?"



"They despise Sinon Border with an intensity that would be difficult
to put into words."

"That's good enough for me. I'Il tell supply to give you anything you
want. Including,” Ben said with a snmle, "a spare radio."

"Make it a small one. Traversing those nountain trails are hard on an
old man."

"I hope | don't have to find out just how hard they are."

" Ben?"

"Yes?"

"Cear yourself up nentally for a | ong camnpai gn agai nst Sinmon and his
followers. It's going to be one of the nost difficult wars we've ever
fought . "

"What are the odds of any mass surrender?"

"Slimto none."

"You're just filled with good cheer, aren't you?"

M ke grinned. "Sinobn says he has God on his side.”

"I doubt that, Mke. | really doubt that."

"Do we, Ben?"

"I think God is neutral in this, Mke. |I think He's been waiting for
t housands of years for hunmankind to strike a happy bal ance."

"Think we'll ever make it?"
"I know this much-Si non Border won't. His time is running out."
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"We didn't get the sister of the jbrother-and-sister team" Ben was
i nforned. "She's out of town. Her brother told us that just before he
died." i

"Did he say where out of town?"

"No, sir. But we did find the body of Dale Jones. O rather, what was
left of it. A few gang menbers got away, but not many. No nore than a
dozen, tops."

Ben gl anced at Beth and she said, "That |eaves eight major gang | eaders
still out there. And intel reports that Ray Brown has three of
t hem Sandy Al len, Dave Holton, and one nore whose nane i s unknown to us."

"How many surrendered?"
"Ei ghteen. N ne nen and ni ne wonen."

"And never any kids," Ben nused.



"W haven't seen any yet on this push. Not that belong to the punks,
anyway. "

"Qdd. "

258

"I have sone good news and some bad news, boss," Corrie said, walking up

"Gve nme the good news first, please.”

"Cecil just got word that the governnents south of the border are
cracki ng down on drug traffickers, com ng down hard on them The heads
of those governnents are asking for our patience and understandi ng.
They' re working as hard as they can to stemthe flow of raw materials."
"I recall that sane line before the Geat War," Ben replied. He waggl ed
a big hand fromside to side. "But that's President Jefferys's and
Secretary Blanton's area of expertise. W'll et themworry about that
and wi sh them good | uck. Now give ne the bad news."

"When we finish with Sinon Border, the Secretary CGeneral of the UN wants
us to go to Africa."

Ben took that bit of news calmy, for it cane as no surprise. Al though
he had voi ced his objections about going to Africa many tinmes, to many
peopl e, he'd been expecting the request to go. He shook his head and
sighed. "Well, we certainly have the tinme to think about that. And we
will give it a lot of thought. Munt up, people. Let's finish the job at
hand and then see if | can talk sonme sense into Sinon Border."

"I't"ll never happen," Anna said

"\What ?" Ben asked. "Going to Africa?"

"No. Tal ki ng sone sense into Sinon Border."

"Stranger things have happened, Anna."

"Nanme one."

"I was afraid you were going to ask that. Come on. Let's roll."

The colum was significantly smaller now, and there was nothing Ben
could do about that. Three battalions that had been held in reserve had
joined the battalions that had split away fromthe main colum. One had
i nked up
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wi th Buddy's columm, one had joi ned Jackie Ml one, and the third with
JimPeters. Ben's 1 Batt and Dan's 3 Batt were noving up fromthe south.
Ray Brown and those gangs with himwere now in a box.

The Rebel s had passed through several towns where the punks were
reported to be holding out. They found only the signs of a very hasty

retreat, and all indications showed that the punks noved north, to link
up with Ray Brown.



"CGot you," Ben said with a smle, just noments before he turned his own
short colum north for the final assault against the punks.

In his stronghold in the mountains and forests of Arizona, Ray Brown
took the news philosophically, for this time the career crimnal knew he
was boxed in tight with no place to run

"I thought Sinmon Border was supposed to hel p us when Raines started his
push agai nst us?" Sandy Allen asked.

"Don't be stupid,"” Ray responded. "Border was using us, man, that's all."
"\Why 2"

"To get Raines deep inside his clainmed territory, that's why."

"Raines will kick his ass, Ray."

"He mght," Ray said with a smle. "But it won't be easy. Sinon's got a
couple of million nmen and wonen under arms. They'll kill a I ot of Rebels
before it's all said and done."

"Ray, aren't you scared a bit?"

The gang | eader thought about that for a nonment, then shook his head.

"Naw. Me and Raines had to neet sonetinme. This is as good a tinme as any.
Just like | said before, Raines has got to be 50 years old at |east.

Hell, he's past his prinme. I'll take himout with one hand."
"But all our plans ... ?"
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"It's over, Sandy," Ray said. "Done. W had a good thing going for six
nonths or so, nowit's done."

"So now we start over, right?"

Ray smiled and again shook his head. "Maybe a few of us will, Sandy. But
for nmost of us, it's over. W're in a box. By the tine those dunbasses
tracking Raines figured it out, it was too late. Raines has noved in
about three of his beefed-up battalions in addition to what swung off
fromthe colum along the way. W're trapped.™

"How about slippin' out a few at a tinme?" another gang | eader suggested.

"You can try it. Fine with me. Some of you might make it. But |'m
stayin' here and facin' hot-shot Raines. W're gonna settle this thing
once and for all."

"OK, Ray," the gang | eader said. He stood in front of Ray for a nonent,
shuffling his feet. "Ah ..."

"Ch, hell, Buzz!" Ray told him no anger in his words. "You can cut out
anytime you like. I'"mnot gonna feel hard toward you. But | will tell
you that the odds of you making it clear are real poor. Look here, man."
Ray stood up and noved to a map of the state. "We're here, Buzz." He put



a finger on the map. "Right here in this little town. There's a nmain
road goin' east and west and a main road goin' north and south. Raines
has all them bl ocked. There's all kinds of dirt and gravel roads runnin'
in all directions. Raines has them bl ocked, too. Raines has put an
entire battalion of special operation troops all around this town.
They're layin' "bout ten mles out in a huge circle, just waitin' for
someone to try to make a break for it. He's got snipers out there with
| ong-range .50-caliber rifles just waitin' to kill sonebody. You ever
seen a .50-caliber rifle, Buzz? No? You'll never hear the round that
drills you, man. You're dead before the sound reaches you. You' ve heard
t he sounds of helicopters and planes for the |last two, three days,
haven't you, Buzz? Sure you have.
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Those are part of Raines' arny. Those are helicopter gun-ships and those
damm souped-up and reworked P-51Es. They're in the air during the day,
weat her permitting, |ooking for sonebody to kill ... and that's us,

Buzz. At night, Raines doubles up the patrols.” Ray smiled. "He's a

t horough bastard, give himthat"

"You... knew all along that Raines was gonna do this?"
"Sure. It's Raines's style. | been studyin' the bastard for years. But,"
Ray sighed, "I was figurin' on alittle nore time to get clear. The

son-of «-bitch outfoxed nme. That's life, Buzz. Take the good with the
bad, man. But there just might be a way out. One way. Now listen, you
peopl e- when the artillery bonbardnent starts, we cut out, on foot I
mean, we get clear of this town just as fast as shank's nmare can carry
us. W go in all directions. W take two, three days' supply of food and
wat er, a bl anket, a poncho, and a weapon. That's all. W g”>t to travel
light Some of us will make it. Not many, 'cause the goin' is gonna be
tough as hell. But a few of us will make it. If we can get four or five
mles clear of this town, we hole up. W find us a spot to hide and we
make |i ke gophers and we don't nove. The Rebels will | ook over what's
left of the town, and then pull out. It's the way they been doing it
ever since he began this push, weeks ago. W can't try to run before the
artillery barrage begins. Raines is anticipating us doin' that. W got
to time this just right. Now get on back and talk to your people. Get
some supplies together. Keep two canteens filled up to the brim Be
ready to go. Go on, get out of here.”

When the room had cleared of all but a few of Ray's npst trusted people,
one asked, "You really think we can make it out of here, Ray?"

"Some of us. If we don't panic. That's the trick. W' ve got to keep our
wits about us. Once in the tinber, we
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nove very cautiously-alert all the tune. Raines won't be expecting us to
be ready for him So we've got to be ready." Wen Ray was finally al one,

he sat very still for a tinme. Everybody el se could run, but not him
He'd pretend like he was running toward the tinber, then doubl e back
This time, he silently swore, he'd kill Ben Raines. If he could think of

some sort of edge, that is. If not, he'd run like a rabbit and forget
all about the rest of these damm | osers.



Ben got the artillery in place, but it was only with a suprene effort on
the part of his people, for the terrain was rugged and the county roads
in very bad shape.

Ben, however, had no intention of using artillery to finish off the |ast
of the punks. He just couldn't be sure they'd gotten all of Sinon
Border's infiltrators and he couldn't take a chance on divulging his
real plans until the very last mnute.

The country was totally unsuitable for tanks, and they woul d be confined
to the four main roads, when Ben decided to call themup

He had briefed his batt corns on his plans, and what Ben had in m nd
cane as no surprise to any of them They knew how nuch Ben hated Ray Brown.

Ben pulled in another battalion and added themto those ringing the town
and patrolling the nountains and forests. Ben was determ ned to put an
end to the punks, once and for all

M ke Ri chards showed up with his band of guerrillas and they |ooked nuch
better than the last time Ben had seen his intelligence chief.

"You eating regular now, Mke?" Ben asked with a snile

"You bet. Ben, | wanted to come back to see you cl ose the book on the
punks. "

"Ch, they'll always be punks, M ke. But probably never
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in as large a concentration as those we've been hamering for the past
months. Now tell me the real reason you returned so quickly."

M ke chuckl ed. He rose and refilled his coffee mug, then turned and
faced Ben, a serious expression on his face. "Sinmon is preaching a holy
war, Ben. He's telling his faithful that this war will be the war to
bring God back to the nation. | rem nd you again, the man has nillions
of followers, and not just confined to his territory."

Ben spread his hands. "I know, Mke. | know only too well. I've told the
man repeatedly that once we deal with the punks, we're out of his
territory. But if he wants a war, there is not a damm thing | can do to
prevent that from happening. | spoke with the fool not an hour ago. Told
himthat 1'd forget all about his Guards of God attacking us back up the
road. Told himagain that once Ray Brown is dealt with, if he'll let us,
we're out of his territory. He said he would bury us all here and then
broke the transm ssion. |'ve back-pedaled all 1'mgoing to. | just can't
do anynore."

"What' s happeni ng back home to neet this chall enge, Ben?"
"Factories working around the clock. Al planes and helicopters and
tanks ready to roll. Al battalions on the nove toward the eastern edge

of Sinon's territory."

"N neteen battalions against twenty mllion of the faithful, all of them
religious fanatics, ready to die for God and Sinon Border?"



"I don't see that | have any choice, Mke."

"Ch, | understand that, Ben. | wasn't criticizing you. Just, well,
appal l ed at the odds, that's all."

"Join the club."”

"Well, when you decide to nove, |'ve got teans of people scattered al
over Border's little kingdom sitting on ready to |aunch a guerrilla
action. We'll be able to help sone.”
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"Ch, 1'mgoing back into Border's territory. I, ah, well, | feel | can
be nore use in there, that's all."

"Found you a wonman, huh, M ke?"

The chief of intelligence at first |ooked disgusted, then the man
actual ly blushed. "Damm, Ben. How do you do that? |I'm going to have to

put some credence in the |ongstanding runor that you possess a third eye."
Ben | aughed at the nman. "I'mjust a good guesser, Mke. That's all."
"Well, yeah, | did sort of take up with a lady. And she is a real [ ady,
Ben. She got taken in by Sinon's |ine years ago and moved west with a
group of people. Didn't take her long to see through the bastard,

t hough. She's been part of a guerrilla unit for several years."

"You want to pull her out and nove her to Base Canp One?"

M ke shook his head. "l1've already suggested that. She won't hear of it"
"Then I'Il tell you what to do, M ke-you head on back and stay with her
G ve us a good fix on your location, and I'Il arrange to have to you

resupplied by airdrop. Hell, there is nothing for you to do here. Go on
back up north and get set up for the push.”

"That's firmthen, Ben? We're really | ooking at a religious war?"
"I don't see any way out of it." Ben didn't say anything about the
request that when the Rebels finished in North Anerica, they nake pl ans

to head for Africa. Ben knew how opposed M ke was to that.

M ke was of the opinion that if the Rebels went to Africa, they could be
bogged down there forever.

And Ben wasn't too sure the man was that for off base in his thinking.
After Mke had left, Ben sat for a tinme alone in his notor
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hone. H s people were alnost ready to strike at, as Mke put it, "the
| ast bastion of punks."



And then ... the fight that Ben knew woul d possibly, no, probably tear
the country apart. But he didn't see any way out of a fight with Sinon
Border. Border was the type of so-called Christian that drove Ben away
from organi zed religion when he was just out of his teens, and Ben had
never gone back

Ben had been baptized as a youth, had read the Bible all his life for
inspiration and confort, and still did, often, believing strongly in God
and in sone type of life after death. But he worshi pped God in his own
way and was a strong O d Testanent nan. Ben was a strong | aw and order
man, but one's personal life was their own business. Ben believed in
maxi mum freedomwi th a minimumof |aws, and no interference in one's
personal life as long as that person obeyed the | aws of the SUSA. Ben
didn't give a damn if a person sat nude in their bathtub worshipping a
bucket filled with kunguats ... just as long as that person did not try
to convince a person under the age of consent that their way was the
best way and the only way.

That's where Ben drew the |ine.

Ben wal ked outside to stand for a noment, breathing deeply of the cold
late fall air. He | ooked around him Beautiful country. He cut his eyes
as Corrie wal ked up to stand beside him

"Those goofy reporters are in the rear with Em|," she said.

"Good. Everything set?"

"Sitting on ready."

"No unusual activity in the town?"

"No, sir."

"Ray's got something up his sleeve, because he sure knows we're here."
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"No way he could have found out what we have pl anned."

Ben nodded his agreement with that. "Wll, we'll see in the norning. W
hit himat first [ight."
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The Rebels, Ben and his teamw th them had noved into position during
the early nmorning hours. This was their type of assault and to a person
they excelled at it. The first assault team had noved to within a few
yards of the old town [imts and waited for Ben's signal. Not one of the
first to go in had made a sound during their advance. They waited |ike
silent death for the first gray shards of lights to lighten the eastern
ski es.

"Now " Ben whispered to Corrie; she radioed the conmand, and the Rebels
surged forward

Al'l around the town's outer linmts, the Rebels started chucking grenades
into buildings, giving those inside a very rude, if brief, awakening.



Ray Brown had been awake for several hours, tension making himunable to
sl eep. Wien the first nuffled expl osion reached him the gang | eader
knew Ben Rai nes had outfoxed hi magain. He grabbed his rucksack and
rifle and headed for the back door

268

"That m serable bastard!" Ray muttered, running for the tinber. There
were screans of fright and shock and pain ripping the cold air, drifting
to him

Suddenly, all the air whooshed out of himand he went to the ground
hard, losing his rifle as he hit the earth. He | ooked up and cussed as
he fought for breath.

Ben was standing over him smling.

"You asshol e!" Ray gasped, holding his stonmach where Ben had popped him
with the butt of his CAR

"My scouts pinpointed your |ocation days ago, punk," Ben said. "l've
been waiting for you to nake a run for it."

"Then go ahead and shoot ne, you bastard!"
Ben shook his head. "Ch, no, punk. That would be too easy. Get up."

Ray had caught his breath, now breathing easier. He | aughed at Ben. "Are
you nuts, old man? You really want to tangle with me, one-on-one?"

"That's right, Brown. Mano-a-mano. Are you intelligent enough to know
what that neans?"

Ray craw ed to his knees. "I know what it means, Raines.'
"Unbuckl e that pistol belt,"” Ben ordered. "And do it very carefully."

"Wth pleasure, Raines." Ray tossed the belt, with its hol stered pistol
and knife, to one side. "Do | get up now?"

"By all means, punk." Ben had laid his CAR aside and renoved his battle
harness, tossing it on the ground.

Ray | ooked around as he rose to his feet. Ben's teamwas standing off to
one side. A dozen other Rebels were standing silently, watching. "Wat
happens when | w n, Raines?"

"No chance of that happeni ng, punk."

"This is no-hol ds-barred, Raines? Anything goes?"

"Just the way | like it, shithead."

Ray cursed and charged Ben. Ben si destepped and
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tri pped the gang | eader, sending himsprawling on the ground. Nothing



hurt except his pride.

"CGet up, hot-shot," Ben taunted the gang | eader. "Damm, there isn't nuch
to you."

Ray junped to his boots, cussing Ben. He swung at Ben, missed, then
connected widi a glancing left to the face.

Ben stepped back, shook his head, and popped Ray twice, a left and right
conbi nati on, belly and jaw

The twi n bl ows drove di e younger nman back. Raines m ght be m ddl e-aged,
di e di ought junped into Ray's brain, but die bastard could still punch.
Ray stepped back and spat out bl ood, then stepped in close and bodi nen
stood toe-to-toe for half a minute, exchangi ng bl ows, nost of the bl ows
falling on arnms and shoul ders, doing litde damage to either conbatant.

Ray was 20 years younger, but he was badly out of shape. Ben, on the
odi er hand, had been living in die field for years, and maintai ned a
dai ly schedul e of calisthenics, which he followed religiously.

Bodi men stepped back to catch dieir breath.

Ray noticed then diat die gunfire had all but stopped. Raines's sneak
dawn attack had destroyed what was |left of the gangs. The son-of-a-bitch
had sworn he would do it, and he did it.

Rage filled Ray and he stepped in close and took a swing. Ben ducked the
punch and hit himhard on the moudi, pulping his lips. Ray just dien
noti ced Raines had slipped on a pair of thin | eather gloves seconds
before die fight. Ray knew diat die gloves would not only hel p protect
di e hands, but enable die man to hit harder

Just to prove die point, Ben popped himagain, diis time on die nose,
and die blood flew Ben followed diat punch widi a right cross. Ray
backed up, involuntary tears flooding his eyes.

Ben took diat tine to bore in and really hamrer at Ray
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with hard hitting and hurting lefts and rights, forcing the younger nman
back.

Ray lucked out with a wild swing that connected against Ben's jaw and
forced Ben to stop his advance and clear his head. Ray w ped the bl ood
away and stepped in close. Bad m stake on his part. Ben | ashed out with
a boot that caught the gang | eader on the knee and brought a how of
pain. Ray dropped his guard and Ben hit himfour tines in the face,

swel ling one eye and further pul ping Ray's |ips.

Bot h nen stood facing each other, and as if on cue, dropped their hands
to their sides to rest for a nonent.

"Pretty good for an old man, Raines," Ray gasped.

"Ch, you haven'tseen anything yet, punk," Ben panted.



Ray got it then. Raines was going to beat himto death. "You're crazy, man!"
"Just a man who |ikes dogs, you piece of shit!"

"Dogs," Ray whispered. "You're doing this because of dogs?"

"Anong ot her reasons."

"I hate dogs. | got bitten by a dog when | was a boy."

"That's wonderful, Ray. Makes a |l ot of sense. |'ve been shot severa
times, but | don't hate guns. |'ve been divorced a couple of tines, but

| don't hate wonen. Assholes like you who |ack character can always find
some excuse for your cruelty."” Ben lifted his hands and balled theminto
big fists. "Come on, Ray. Have you turned chickenshit on ne?"

Ray stepped forward and ran right into a left and right to the face that
staggered himand further bloodied his face. Ben sniled at him

Ray got scared. For the first tinme in a very long tinme, the gang | eader
realized he was going to lose a fight-to a man 20 years his senior. Ray
turned and tried to break
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through the circle of Rebels. He was very rudely shoved back
"Fight, you punk bastard!" a burly Rebel taunted him

"I"'ve had it, Raines!" Ray yelled. "I surrender! | give up!"

"When you're dead I'll consider your request,"” Ben told him then
knocked Ray down.

Through a blur of pain, the gang | eader scranbled to his feet. H s nose
was | eaking blood, his lips were bloody, there were several cuts on his
face, one eye was rapidly swelling shut. He turned in all directions,
seeking a way out of the circle of uniforned men and wonen. He was
trapped. Scream ng his fear and rage, Ray charged Ben. Ben buried one
big fist in Ray's stonach, the bl ow doubling himover and putting himto
hi s knees, coughi ng and puki ng and gasping for air. Ray held up a hand.’
' Enough, " he gasped.

"How many of your victins said the same thing, you punk bastard?" Ben
snarled at him

"My God!" Ben heard Ms. Braithewaithe-Honniker cry. "Gve the man a
chance. He wants to be rehabilitated.”

"Ch, he's going to be conpletely rehabilitated,” Ben told die reporter
not taking his eyes fromRay Brown. "You can believe that."

Ray scurried toward Ben, on his hands and knees, looking like a very

| arge and very ugly bug. Ben kicked himin the face, the boot knocking
Ray back and | anding himon his back. Ben stepped back, his hands at his
si de.

"CGet up, punk. You eitiier get up and fight ne, or by God, | swear |'lI



ki ck you to deadi."

"You brute!" Ms. Honeyducker yelled. "You savage nonster!’

"Yeah, yeah, yeah,"” Ben nuttered.

Ray slowy got to his feet. A Rebel wetted a towel from
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his canteen and tossed it to Ray. Ray caught it with his face.
"Don't say we're not fair, punk," the Rebel called, then |aughed.

Ray wi ped his face with the wet towel and hurled it back toward the
Rebel s. Then he stepped forward, raising his fists. "Al right, Raines,"
he panted. "I got ny second wind now. Now |I'm gonna stonmp you."

"Very doubtful,"” Ben said, then | eaped at Ray, both boots slamming into
the gang | eader. One boot striking the man in the chest, the other boot
catching himfull in the face, Ray hit the ground

"Ch, good nove, boss!" Beth call ed.

Ray slowy rose to his hands and knees, blood pouring fromhis smashed
face. He painfully turned his head at the sounds of gunfire. "What's
that ?" he managed to munbl e the question

"Firing squads,” Ben told him

Ray suddenly lunged at Ben, trying to grab himby the knees. Ben stepped
out of the way and all Ray managed to grab was air. He | anded on his
belly, stretched out on the ground.

"That's kind of pitiful, Ray," Ben's words reached himthrough a m st of
pain. "I thought you were a big tough boy. You sure had a | ot of people
fool ed. "

"Finish it, you son-of-a-bitch!" Ray gasped

"Al'l right," Ben told him "If you insist." He stepped forward and
grabbed Ray's head with his big hands. One sudden tw st and all present
heard Ray's neck break. Ben stepped back and | ooked at the knot of
utterly horrified reporters. "Now he's rehabilitated,” Ben said.

Ms. Honeynucker fainted.
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The backbone of the gangs had been broken, the head cut off the snake.
Ben knew that several hundred gang nenbers had escaped the assaults that
had stretched fromvery nearly coast to coast, but those few hundred
wer e disorgani zed, denoralized, and | eaderless. Ben had no intention of
pursui ng t hem

Now Ben knew he had to deal, in some nmanner, with Sinpn Border. He would
make one final attenpt at tal king sonme sense into the man. If that
failed, then there would be war.

Ben now had eight battalions with him the remainder of his battalions



set to roll, being held at the ready on the edge of Border's territory.
Ben nmoved his people out of the nountains south to a |larger town that
had an airport. Once there, he ordered the reporters to board planes and
get the hell out of his sight and keep it that way.
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"You are a very rude person, General Raines,"” M. Braithewaithe-Honniker
told him

"Yeah, yeah, yeah," Ben muttered. Once the planes were airborne, Ben
turned his attentions toward Eml| Hite.

"I"'mnot going to send you back, Eml."

"Thank you, ny general," Enmil said hunbly. "You won't regret it.

"That remains to be seen, Emil. But I'mgoing to give you the benefit of
the doubt. You stay with the colum, and stay out of trouble. You hear ne?"

"Yes, sirl!"
"Fine. Now gather up your followers and get ready to pull out."

"Yes, sir!" Em| saluted, French-style, pal mout, and spun around,
al nrost falling down before recovering his balance and hustling off.

Ben smled. Em| was now and had been for years a colossal pain in the
ass, but a likeable one. His smle faded as a darker thought entered his
brain. Ben and his Rebels were hundreds of niles from hone base, deep in
the territory of a man who, in Ben's opinion, was nmentally unstabl e and
who had sworn to destroy themall

Ben decided to try Sinmon one nore tinme, even though he knew it was a
usel ess gesture. But Ben wanted it clear at least in his mnd that he
had done everything within his power to avert a war with Sinon Border
After several unsuccessful tries to contact Sinon, Corrie shook her
head. "No go, boss. They're not responding. |'m sure they hear us.
They're just not going to answer."

"See if you can contact MKke."

She had the man on the horn within seconds and handed Ben the mc.
"What's going on up in the holy Iand, M ke?"

"Preparing for war, Ben. Against the 'Geat Satan.' That's you, in case
you' ve forgotten."
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"How could | forget being equated with the devil ? Does Sinmon have a
tinetable for this war?"

"As soon as you try to leave. | was going to contact you later on and



advise you of this, Ben. I"'mgetting ready to pull out with ny people.
It's about to get real scary here in Col orado."

"1 won' t ask you where you're going. Just keep in touch.'

"Ben, we don't know where we're going. Sinon's put everyone on high
alert. It's dangerous for a non-believer just to glance out the w ndow "

"Can we get out, M ke? Back to our own borders?"

"Not without a hell of a fight, Ben. Sinon's had his factories working
around the clock for nonths, cranking out war materials. Billions of
rounds of ammo. And he has advised his people that this will be a fight
to the death."”

"Shit!"

"That's what it's turning into."

"They believe him Mke? Sinmon's followers, | mean?"

"Ch, yes, Ben. Sinmon is the father, if you get what | nean."

"I get it, all right. Anything else, M ke?"

"That's about it."

"I guess all | can say is good |uck."

"Same to you, Ben. 1'Il be in touch."

Corrie had switched to another radi o and when Ben turned around, he
noti ced she was listening intently. He waited and when she signed off,
she wore a very worried expression. "Wat's up, Corrie?"

"Sinmon's people are on the nmove, heading this way by convoy. They're
about 75 mles to the north of us. Scouts are staying a few nmles ahead
of them"

"How many?"

"Thousands, " she said softly.
"Thousands?"
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| "Yes, sir. Loudspeakers on the trucks blaring religious |I music. To
use one of the scout's words, it's awesone." | "Tanks?"

"Only a few But plenty of towed artillery. And they' ve got a | ot of
8lmm nortars."

"Those ol d 81s have a good range on them" Ben nused. "About 5,200
yards. They could deal us some misery. Al right, Corrie. Gve the
orders to pack up and nmount up. We're heading south."

"W don't stand and give thema fight, boss?" Jersey asked,
di sappoi nt nent cl ear behind her words.



Ben sighed. "I don't want to kill these people, Little Bit. | thought
after we kicked ass with Sinmon's Guards of God he'd get the message. But
he didn't. He wants a fight. Well, 1'mnot going to be the one who
starts it. If his arny catches up with us and forces a fight, we'll
fight. But they're going to be the aggressors, not us. Let's go."

By the afternoon of the second day of their roll south, it became clear
that Sinmon's people were closing the gap. Ben had thousands of tons of
heavy artillery and tanks to nove, and they could not travel at any rate
of speed which would enable themto get clear of Simon's people, who
were traveling nostly in trucks and able to roll faster.

"Forty miles and closing," Corrie reported.

"Shit!" Ben swore. He kicked a rusted can across the highway and cussed
and stonped sonme nore. Then he settled down and opened his map case,
spreading the map out on the hood of a HunVee. "kay, people.
Goddammit!" He thunped the map. "Tell the scouts to find us a place

bet ween Casa Grande and Tucson. | want as nuch high ground as possible.
Bump Buddy and tell himto take his special ops people and roll on
ahead, link up with scouts. Find hima good anbush spot and get set.
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W'll be a few hours behind him Now, then. I'm going to make one nore
attenpt to talk sone sense into Sinon Border. And Corrie, after you've
bunped Buddy, see if you can raise that... so-called man of Cod."

"For all the good it will do," she added.

"Ri ght - Buddy' s battalion on the move, both Ben and Corrie were surprised
when Sinon came on the horn. "Wat do you want, Rai nes?"

"To try to convince you that | just want to clear your territory wthout
a fight, Sinon."

"You made your bed, Raines. Nowlie init."

"Not too original," Ben nmuttered. He keyed the mic. "W don't have to
fight each other, Sinon. It isn't going to acconplish anything."

"I shall be rid of you, Raines. One |ess plague upon God's earth."
"Si mon, your stubbornness is going to get a lot of people killed."

"My people do not fear death, Raines. They know a better life awaits
t hem beyond the veil."

"l believe that, too, Sinon."

There was a few seconds pause before Sinon again spoke. "You believe in
life after death, Raines?"

"Certainly I do. |I've been washed in die blood."

"I find that hard to believe. Wiy did you turn your back on God and
enbrace the devil ?"



"I didn't, Sinmobn. There are churches all over the SUSA.''

"\Whi ch one do you attend?"

"I don't, Sinon," Ben answered truthfully. "I worship God in ny own way."

"I knew you were a heathen, Raines.”

"Ch, me," Ben sighed. He opened the mic. "Sinon, call off your troops
before it's too late. Once they engage us, we'll have no choice but to
fight."
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"A state of war now exists between us, Raines, If you want to avoid
bl oodshed, | will, of course, accept your unconditional surrender."

"The man is a fool," Cooper said.

"Hi s yoyo definitely has a short string," Ben agreed, and his team

| aughed at his expression. "Sinmon, surrender is out of the question. Wy
not just let us |eave your, ah, country?"

"You started this, Raines. Now | shall finishit."

"I'"d have nore luck talking to a fence post," Ben nuttered. "You won't

even di scuss our |eaving peacefully, Sinon?"
There was no response. Ben tried again. Nothing. Sinmon had broken off.

"Al'l right," Ben said, resignation in his voice. "Sinon wants a fight,
we'll give himone. Let's roll, people. W' ve got to get set up."

Several hours later, Corrie called, "Twenty mles and cl osing."

Ben gl anced at his watch. "It'll be about two o' clock when Sinon's
troops cone into range."

"They're within range now, sir!" Jackie Ml one said.

"Qur range, Jackie," Ben corrected. "I want themin close and for them
to open this dance. | will not be the aggressor."
"Yes, sir."

Ben | ooked around. "Were is Em | ?"

"Wth JimPeters's 14 Batt," Corrie answered. "Jimtold Eml if he tried
to slip off or pull anything stupid, he'd shoot himon the spot."

"That should keep Emil|l quiet for awhile. He's about half scared of Jim
Corrie, give the orders-body arnor on. | want everybody in ful
protective gear. Absolutely no exceptions."
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"You think this is going to end up eyebal | -to-eyebal | ?" Jersey asked.

"It's possible. If Sinmon's people are as fanatical as we've been led to
believe, they mght try a human wave attack."

"If they do," Beth said softly, "this is going to be a dam sl aughter."

"Yes, it will, Beth. They've got to conme across several niles of flats
out there." He shook his head. "It's all so stupid and poi ndess."

"Are diose people about to attack us really Christians, boss?" Cooper asked.

" "Well, | guess so, Coop,'' Ben replied after a few seconds' pause.
"What am | saying? Sure they're Christians. But they' ve taken their
faith to the extreme. They've been suckered by a charl atan nanmed Sinon
Border. And now they're going to die for Sinon Border," he added softly.

"Fifteen miles and closing," Corrie reported.

"I's Buddy's battalion in position?"

"Ready to cl ose the pinchers."

"Can you contact the conmander of the..." he sighed. "Eneny col um?"

"Negative. |'ve been trying. They refuse to respond.”
"Scouts say they have 105s?"
"Affirmative. Both 155s and 105s, towed."

"The 155s have a range of approxi mately 20,000 yards," Beth said. "The
105s have a maxi num range of 16,000 yards. That is using conventiona
rounds. "

"I would be very surprised if Simon's people have rocket-assisted
artillery rounds," Ben said.

"W have no intel indicating they do," Beth replied.

Ben rolled a cigarette and waited. Someone handed hima nmug of coffee
and he was so deep in thought he dianked them w di out even | ooki ng
around to see who it was.

"Range ten mles," Corrie said.

"Five nore nmiles and they' |l start throwi ng the big boys
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at us," Ben said. "Wen the first eneny rounds |and, we open up with
everything we can throw at them Gve that order, Corrie."

"Yes, sir.

The mnutes and the niles rolled by, the colum drew cl oser.

"Five miles and closing,"” Corrie said.



"No sign of their artillery breaking off and setting up?"
"No, sir."

"What the hell's wong with that commander? We're going to be | ooking
down each other's throats in a few m nutes."

Several nore mnutes ticked by before Corrie announced, "Range,
approximately three mles. The colum is stopping and setting up."
"They wanted cl ose enough in to use their nortars," Ben said. "They're
going to throw everything they have at us. Tell the scouts to pull back
out of incomng and act as forward observers."

"They're using 155s and 105s and they're worried about nortars?" Cooper
asked. "Doesn't nake sense to ne."

"I don't believe Sinon has many conbat - experi enced people, Coop. | think
he' s dependi ng on sheer nunmbers to defeat us."

"Crazy," Cooper said. "This is a crazy, stupid war. It's so ...
unnecessary."

"I't's necessary for Sinmon, Coop," Ben replied. "He has to show his
people his way is the only way, and the best way to do that is to defeat
us."

"But he can't defeat us, boss."

"Not in die long run, Coop. But we're going to take some heavy | osses
before we begin to turn the tide. This is not going to be sone easy wn
for us. As accustoned as we are to that."
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The first incom ng round expl oded far short of the first |line of Rebels.

"Fire!" Ben said. "And may God be | ooking the other way during the
course of this war."
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At first the battle appeared to be anot her whol esal e sl aughter. Ben's
gunners were dropping in rounds with al nbst pinpoint accuracy and
Buddy' s peopl e had opened up with machine gun fire fromthe ridges on
either side of the eneny columm, raking Sinon's troops with deadly fire.

Finally the commanders of Sinmpon's troops got the nessage and ordered a
retreat fromthat pretty little deadly valley. Ben let them go.

"Al'l units cease firing," he ordered. "Let's get out of here while we can.”

But if it took an hour and a half to set up, it took an hour and a half
to break down and get back on the nove.

"Scouts report that Sinmon's troops are circling around and preparing for
a counterattack," Corrie said.



"You have got to be kidding!"

"No, sir."

"Can Buddy's people hold them back?"

"No, sir."
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" NO?"

"The enemy appears to be preparing a human wave charge."
"They're crazy, boss!" Cooper said.

"Are we ready to go?" Ben asked.

"Ready to nount up."

"Tell Buddy to get the hell out of there. Everybody nount up and roll."
"We're buggi ng out?" Beth asked.

"You're damm right we are.”

"Batt corns are requesting orders,"” Corrie pressed him

"Bug out, Corrie. Head south for 1-10."
"Too late, sir. Here they cone. It's a human wave charge."
"What the hell is that sound?" Cooper asked. "Sounds |ike nusic."

Ben listened for a nmonent, then shook his head. "lIt's 'Onward Christian
Soldiers.' That used to be ny very favorite song. They're pushing it

t hr ough | oudspeakers. ™

' '"Fifteen hundred yards and closing," Corrie said.' 'Hundreds and
hundreds of them boss."

"Stand and fight," Ben ordered. "Open up with everything. Cut them down.'

This time it was a slaughter. The Rebels threw up a defensive line and
opened up with every weapon at their disposal. The plain bel ow them
became a killing field as Sinmon's troops went down in bl oody nangl ed
heaps. After what seened an eternity, but was only a few m nutes,
someone in command on the other side got smart and began calling for a
retreat. Sinmon's troops began slowy pulling back, |eaving hundreds of
dead and wounded behi nd t hem

Overhead, the carrion birds had al ready begun their slow circling.
"Now | et's get out of here," Ben ordered.
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"There are uprisings by Sinon Border's followers all over the nation
Ben," Cecil said. "It looks as though it's a fullblown religious war."

"And we, /, caused it by invading Border's territory." It was not put as
a question.

"No. | don't believe that at all. Put that out of your mind. | think
Si ron was | ooking for any excuse to kick up trouble. | think those
so-cal l ed Guards of God were sent in as cannon fodder."

"I never thought of that, Gee. But you may well be right about it."
"Don't try to make it back to Base Canp One, Ben. You'll probably just
have to turn right around and head back. | would suggest you try for
Texas, set up a base, and wait and see what happens."”

"Providing we can get out this state, you nean."

"It's that bad?"

"It's very bleak, Cec. Besides, | don't want to fight a damm religi ous
war on our territory."

"You have a pl an?"

"A piece of one. I'mgoing to try for Tucson and the old air force base
there. Either there at Davis-Mnthan or at the old international airport
W can clean up the runways and be resupplied there. | hatje to go on

the defensive, but | just don't think I have much! choice left W'l
check it out and let you know. "

"I'"ve never heard you sound so down, Ben."

"Well, hell, Cec. Things start |ooking up for the nation, then it falls
apart. W prop everything up, then it all cones tunbling down once nore.
It's like a yoyo. It gets damed depressing as the years go by."

"What alternative do we have, Ben?"

"That's what's got me in such a funk, Cec. We don't
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have any alternative. W' ve tal ked about bunkering in- we both know t hat
won't work, not in the long run. But a religious war, Cec?"

"We didn't start it, Ben."

"But can we finish it? | mean, really finish it?"

"I can't answer that, Ben. Only tine will tell."

"Are you going to be all right?"

"Ch, sure. |'ve put the entire SUSA under high alert. Qur borders are
seal ed. |'ve opened our chem cal warfare bunkers and readied the

delivery systenms. |I've told Sinmon in as blunt of terms as possible
will use the nost lethal gas in our arsenal against his people if they



try anything."
"Cetting tough in your old age, aren't you, Cec?" Ben said with a snile.

There was no humor in Cecil's reply. "I like our way of life, Ben. |
think it's a fine and nobl e experiment that worked, and | nean to see
that it continues. So Sinmon Border and his religious freaks can go fuck
t hensel ves. "

That brought a chuckle from Ben. "1'm happy to know | won't have to
worry about the future of the SUSA, Cec. What does Secretary Bl anton
have to say about your decision?"

"He supports it, Ben. And so does his wife ... well, let's just say nore
so than not."

"That is interesting. Okay, Cec, anything else?"
"I guess that's it, Ben."
"Ckay. We're on the nove."

"Good luck to you."

"Good luck to us all, Cec. And give ny best to President A tman when you
talk to him"

"WI|| do. Take care."

Ben hooked the mic and stood silent for a nonment. Then he sniled at
Corrie. "Let's get this circus on the road, Corrie. Looks like we're
going to be in Arizona for awhile."
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"Everything is comng unglued, isn't it, boss?"

"It sure seens that way."

"I hate to bring this up," Jersey said. "But | wll-has anybody
consi dered a K-Team going in and killing Sinon Border?"

"Yes," Ben replied. "He's virtually untouchable. He has a dozen hones
deep in die Rockies. Mdst of his own people don't even know where he is
at any given tine. Yes, Jersey, we've considered it several tinmes."

"So ...?"

Ben sighed, alnost painfully. "W watch the country tear itself apart in
a religious war, | suppose.”

"And t hen?"
"Those of us who survive start all over."
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