QUT OF THE LOCP

Ben knew the instant he put eyes on Paula Preston that she was going to
be big trouble.

"I amthe only remaining official fromthe United States Consul ate |eft
inthis city," she told him sticking out her chin. "Wat happens here
in North Africa is ny business.”

"We're not fromthe United States of America," Ben said.

"OfF course, you are. Where is the American flag? Wiy aren't you flying it?"

"I am Ben Raines, Ms. Preston. Commandi ng General of the Armed Forces of
the Southern United States of Anerica. The SUSA."

"You' re what ?"
"You don't know what happened in Anerica, do you?"

"We've been cut off here for years with no electricity, no
communi cation. W knew there was sone sort of civil war, but.

"The SUSA won. The United States is broken up into four sections now,
Ms. Preston. | have nineteen battalions here in Africa. W're stretched
out over the entire continent."

"I fear that Field Marshal General Bruno Bottger has you out nunbered,
sir. Even with your nineteen battalions."

"The Rebel s are al ways out nunbered, Ms. Preston. W're used to that."

"The . . . Rebels? The Southern United States of Anerica and the Rebel
arnmy? Then you fly the stars and bars of the Confederacy?"

"No. W do not. We fly the stars and stripes, Ms. Preston. W just don't
have as nany stars as before."
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6 A prince being thus obliged to know well how to act as a beast nust
imtate the fox and the lion, for the Iion cannot protect hinself from
traps, and the fox cannot defend hinself fromwlves. One must therefore
be a fox to recognize traps, and a lion to frighten wol ves.

- Machi avel |i
7 One
The | oading for the | ong voyage had begun

A dozen ships, heavily laden with equi prent and supplies, had al ready
set sail, half a dozen tanker ships with them filled to overfl ow ng
with fuel for the Rebels' vehicles. They would | oaf along until the rest
of the convoy caught up wi th them

Ben's One Batt would be the first Rebels to set sail, and the first
ashore in Morocco . . . after lke's SEALs went in to check things out.

Ben paced the docks all day, day after day, until his ship was ready to
go and his One Battalion was on board. He stepped up the gangway and
turned to | ook back at Ike and the other Batt Corns, standing on the
dock. He tossed thema very sloppy salute; they returned the salute in
i ke manner. Ben turned away and stepped on board.

The deck was filled with | ashed-down vehicles, from pickup trucks to
Humers to deuce- and- a-hal ves. Many of the Rebels would sleep in the
trucks on the way over.

The factories in the SUSA had been working overtine for a year, gearing
up for this voyage, working around the clock producing bullets and

grenades, boots and bras, field rations and nortar rounds, uniforms and
socks, notepads and maps, spare parts for every piece of equipnent the



Rebel s used, headgear and bandages,
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and ten thousand other articles that the Rebels would need | ong before
thi s canpai gn was over

This anbitious canpaign to Africa that no one, including Ben, had been
all that anxious to undertake.

But it had to be done. The Nazi, Bruno Bottger, had to be stopped; he
could not, rust not, be allowed to grow any stronger, to establish any
further inroads in territory.

Ben | ooked down at the docks as the lines were freed and his eyes caught
those of President Cecil Jefferys, staring up at him Ben lifted a hand
in farewell and his long-tinme friend returned the gesture. Both of them
knew t hi s canpai gn mght take a year, it mght take five years.

No one knew.

For the Rebels were sailing into the unknown.

Ni net een oversi zed battalions were sailing, each with their own backup

of tanks and artillery; thousands of conbat-ready nen and wonmen under
the overall command of Ben Rai nes.

Dr. Lamar Chase, die Rebels' Chief of Medicine, walked up to stand at
Ben's side as the tugs began to ease die big ship away fromits slip
al ong the docks.

"How s Cooper?" Ben asked.

"Already suffering from seasi ckness," Lamar said with a smle. "It's
going to be a | ong voyage for Coop."

Cooper, Ben's driver.

"I"'msure Jersey is giving hima very bad tinme of it."
"Naturally."

Jersey was Ben's dimnutive bodyguard, part Apache |ndian

" Bet h?"

"She had her head stuck in a book about Africa when | passed by her a
few m nutes ago

Beth, the statistician of the team
" Anna?"
9

"Shoul d be in school and you know it. However The doctor quickly
held up a hand. "... | know she woul d have defied you and stowed away
had you tried to insist on that."

Anna, Ben's adopted daughter. Ei ghteen years old, beautiful, and one of



the nost deadly guerilla fighters ever to put on a uniform Ben had
found the dirty-faced little waif in Europe and taken her in.

"Corrie?"

"Fiddling with her radi o equi pnent."

Corrie, Ben's radio tech.

Corrie, Jersey, Cooper, Beth, Anna: Ben's personal team

The huge engi nes of the ship began grunbling; Ben could feel the
vi bration under his boots.

Chase pointed. "Another ship noving away fromthe docks."

"That'l|l be Therm s Headquarters Batt. Ike's 2 Batt will be shoving off
a few mnutes behind Therm The rest will be nmpbving out in nunerical
order after that."

Chase gl anced at Ben and sniled but said nothing, knowing Ben's reply
had been automatic. Dr. Lamar Chase had been through all this before.
Lamar had been one of the original fewto follow the dream of the
Tri-States phil osophy of governnent. He had been there when the dream
was born, and had survived the federal government's al nost successful
attenpts to smash it into oblivion

But the dream woul d not die; the phil osophy Iived on and grew and
flourished despite everything the federal government did to kill it. And
t he government did much to kill the dream including character

assassi nation of many of the followers of the Tri-States phil osophy,

fal se accusation of crinmes, bankrupting followers by punitive neasures
through the IRS, and sonetines
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even killing a too-vocal follower of the Tri-State novenent.

The biased and left-wing controlled press did their part, too, in
attenpting to destroy anyone who did not roll over and kiss the ass of
Bi g Brot her Governnent. Anyone who spoke too |oudly against the
government was called a whako, a gun-nut, a right-w ng conspiracy freak
and if anyone dared join a group that had the courage to speak openly
agai nst the governnent, the press called them governnent haters.

Finally there was what was called the G eat War anong the nations of the
world, followed by a devastating worl dwi de depression. In Anerica, there
was a revolution by followers of Ben Raines and the Tri-States

phi | osophy of governnent.

Then there was anarchy all over the world; that is, anarchy in every
area not controlled by the force that had become known as Ben Rai nes Rebel s.

But through it all the Rebels prevailed, until finally they formed their
own nation: the Southern United States of America, the SUSA. And with
the emergence of a new nation came the mightiest arnmy on the face of the
earth: the Rebels.

Ben Rai nes and his Rebels had roanmed all over North America, clearing
the nation of gangs of |aw ess punks and thugs and street slinme. They



had hel ped hundreds of thousands of Anerican citizens, who either could
not or would not help thenselves, to stand up and face reality and start
the process of rebuilding. And for that, the Rebels had received very
little in the way of thanks. They had traveled to many countries of
Europe, helping to restore order in that part of the world. Now they
were on their way to Africa to see what surprises that huge continent
held in store for them

"Ben," Lamar Chase broke a | ong sil ence between
11

them "This could prove to be the costliest canpaign in terns of human
life the Rebels have ever been on."

"l know, Lamar. Believe ne, | know. | vacillated a dozen tines on this
deci sion."
"Let me explain, Ben. | wasn't speaking in ternms of conmbat alone ..."

Ben | ooked at him

"We're going into a hotbed of exotic diseases; diseases that the nmen and
worren of the CDC-when there was a CDC-were fighting day and night to
find cures for. For weeks, |'ve had ny people studying everything they
could find on Africa, trying to stock up with as many types of vaccines
and nmedicines as | could think of. Ben, before the Great War and the
revol uti on, you spent sone tine in Africa as a mercenary. \Wat was your

i mpression of the country?"

Ben Rai nes had never denied his enploynent with the CI A sonetines

wor ki ng as a nercenary for the Conmpany. "A | and of nmany contrasts,
Lamar. Some parts of it lush and beautiful, sone harsh and totally
unappeal i ng. Personally, | never liked Africa. And I'll be honest with
you: if Bruno Bottger and his people were not there, we wouldn't be
sailing for that continent."

"Ben, |'ve known you for a long tine. |'ve seen you risk your life
dozens of tines to save people of all colors. So | know that hesitation
isn't based on race. Wat is it?"

"Some witer, some phil osopher, once wote that it is always five

m nutes to high noon in Africa. People much nore intelligent than | have
tried to figure out what he neant by that. | think he nmeant that
somewhere in Africa, at any given tine, it's showdown tinme; a crisis is
about to explode. Lamar, there are hundreds of |anguages and thousands
of dialects in Africa. There are old hatreds between tribes that go back
count | ess
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centuries. And we re not going to heal those rifts; no white man has
ever managed to cone close and I'mnot even going to try. If these
peopl e want to kill each other off, let them | don't care. 1'mgoing to
deal with Bruno Bottger and once that is done, we're out of there as
fast as we can board ship and get gone."

"But we are going to try to formsome working relationship with various
countries?"



"I"mgoing to make a very perfunctory effort, Lamar. Look, you don't
understand African politics. | can nmake a deal with the ruling
government of some country today, and before the ink is dry, sone of the
other tribes in that country will imediately begin plotting against it.
In a week or a nonth or a year there will be a coup, or an attenpted
coup, or an assassination, and the agreenent won't be worth the paper
it's witten on. |'ve seen it happen too many tines."

"So we just do what we can for the people, the Band-Aid solution, if you
will, and wal k away?"

"That's about it, Lamar. They've got to work out their own interna
probl ens. "

"Whil e countl ess thousands di e from hunger, disease, and warfare?"
"They' ve been doing that for centuries, Lanar. Seens to ne the nore
technol ogy we pour into that continent, the worse it becones. A few
benefit, the nasses suffer. Maybe it's tinme to say, 'W're out of here.
Sonebody will be back in a hundred years. | hope you' ve sol ved your
problems by then. Don't call us. W'll call you.' "

"And the continent continues to be exploited."

"OfF course. The U.S did, France did, Germany did, Belgiumdid, England
did. Every nation that ever ventured there had a hand in raping the
country and screwi ng the people.”

"Because of the greed of various nations."
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"And the ignorance of the people who were in power at that particular tine."

Lamar | ooked at Ben for a long time, then slowy shook his head and
turned, wal king away w t hout another word.

Jersey strolled up to stand beside Ben. "Dr. Chase | ooks pissed, boss."
"It's the way of the world, Jersey," Ben said. "The strong exploit the
weak. The educated often take advantage of the uneducated and | ess

fortunate."

"I"'mglad | mssed that conversation," she said. "On a lighter note,

Cooper says he's dying and wants sonebody to witness his last will and
testament."
"Cooper will be dying for a couple of weeks," Ben said. "And as soon as

his boots touch soil, he will be mracul ously cured of his seasickness.
It never fails. Just |leave himalone and et himwallowin his self-pity."

"Whi ch he does so well," Beth said, walking up

The ship just then gave a great |urch and sonewhere forward Cooper
cried, "Oh, ny God. |I'mdying!"

Jersey sighed. "It's going to be a long trip."



14 Two

The Rebel s cl eaned equi prment, sharpened al ready razor-sharp knives, read
books, studied maps of Africa, played various card ganes, and caught up
on sleep during the sea voyage across the Atlantic. Cooper managed to
make everybody m serable with his constant npani ng about being sick .

until a group of Rebels threatened to keelhaul himif he didn't shut
up about it. Cooper suffered in silence after that . . . except when
around the Team

And everybody got caught up on their shots.

"I have never received so damm nany shots in all nmy life," Ben bitched

one cal m sunny norning, as he stood in line on the deck with his team
waiting to get stuck in both arms. "My ass still stings fromthose dam
shots the other day."

"Ch, shut up, Raines," Dr. Chase chided him "I|'m saving the best for last."

"I"'mnot sure | want to know about it, you dammed ol d quack," Ben responded.

Lamar chuckl ed at Ben's antics. "l have never seen a man so goosy about
t aki ng shots, Raines."

"I wouldn't be if you sadists would cool it with the square needles!"
Ben fixed his long-time friend with a hard | ook. "And what is this crap
about 'saving the best for last?" "
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"Ch, you'll see, Raines,
"You'll see."

Chase replied, a wicked |look in his eyes.

"Seeing is one thing, you old fakir. Feeling is quite another."
Chase wal ked away, chuckling.
"What the hell's he talkin' about, boss?" Jersey asked.

"I don't know, Jersey. But you can bet your boots it isn't going to be
pl easant . "

"What were those shots they gave us in the butt yesterday?" Anna asked.
"My rear end still hurts.™

"I asked one of the nedics," Beth said. "She just smiled and said it
mght help if | was real careful and didn't stand in swanp water for too
[ ong. "

"What the hell does that nean?" Corrie asked.

"Who knows?" Cooper said. "I know only that when we get through, if
there's a way to catch a plane back, I'mgoing to take it. You can bet
on that."

"How many nore of these damm shots do we have to endure?" Ben asked a
passi ng doctor.



"Only a fewnore, sir," the doctor replied. He smled. "Tonorrow is the
| ast one."™ Then he hurried on

"I didn't like that smle worth a dam,"
about to spring a surprise on us."

Jersey said. "Those doctors are

"It's all for your own good, ny precious little cactus flower,'
needl ed her.

Cooper

"Stick it up your kazoo, Cooper," Jersey told him

"Winren to the left, nen to the right," a medic yelled fromthe front of
the Iine. "Winen step behind that canvas and drop your britches."

"Aw, shit!" Jersey hollered. "My ass still hurts fromyesterday!"

"What you need is sone tender |loving care,"” Cooper told her. "And | am
just the man for the job."

"What you're going to get is arifle butt in the teeth, Cooper," Jersey
responded. "I hope they break the damm needle off in your arm™
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"Now, now, mny beauty," Cooper smled. "WHA-HOOO " Cooper yelled as a
nmedi ¢ j abbed a needle into his upper arm and popped the vaccine to him

"I just wish | knew what lay in store for us tonorrow," Ben nuttered
t hr ough cl enched teeth.

"The | ast one, General," a nmedic said, popping the needle into Ben's arm

"I suppose | should take some confort in that," Ben said with a grimace
as the nedic pressed a piece of cotton against his arm

"Hold that there for a few seconds, Ceneral. That's it. Move al ong, please."

From behi nd the canvas, Jersey yelled, "What the hell did you just jab
me with, you blacksnmth? A friggin' railroad spike?"

The next norning, Ben | ooked up from studyi ng maps, as Lamar Chase
appr oached.

"What do you want ?" Ben demanded.

"I will spare you the indignity of having the troops watch their
conmander sink to his knees, Raines. Stand up and pull up your shirt."

n W]y?ll
"Just do it, Raines. Don't argue. This shot is very inportant."
Ben stood up and pulled up his shirt. "Wat is it?"

"A conmbo." Lamar swabbed Ben's stomach with al cohol and opened a snall
bl ack case

"Did you take one of these things, you old goat?"

"We all did, Raines. Untense your stomach nuscles. That's it. Now this



is going to hurt you a lot nore than it does ne."

"Thanks so very much." Ben grunted as the needle went in, then a burning
sensation overwhel med his stomach area. "Jesus H Christ, Lanmar," he
gr oaned,
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grabbi ng hold of the edge of the snmall desk in his quarters.
"Not very pleasant, is it?"

Ben sat down in a chair and groaned, both hands hol di ng his stomach.
"What was that?"

"A conbi nation of vaccines, Ben. Wll, I've done all | can do to protect
us ... including boosters for us all. Probably overkill, really. But we
don't know what we're heading into, do we?"

The pain had | essened in Ben's stomach and he exhaled in relief. "For a
fact, Lamar. Wat all have we been inocul ated for?"

"Ch, typhoid, tetanus, hepatitis, neningococcal nmeningitis, anti-rabies,
anti-venom The pills you all started taking several weeks ago and wl|
take every day for as long as we are on the continent are for nalaria.
Let's see . . . well, we all took some experinmental shots for dengue
fever. |1 don't know whether they' |l work or not, but they damm sure
can't hurt "

"That's a matter of opinion," Ben interrupted.

"Ch, shut up, you big baby. Let's see, what else? WlIl, you all got sone
pretty heavy duty shots of gamma gl obulin. You received some shots that
wi | | hel p-supposedl y-in wardi ng off sone afflictions as el ephanti asi s,
hydati d di sease, |eishmani asis, schistosomasis ..."

Ben held up a hand. "I don't want to hear any nore about it, Lamar.
don't know what the hell you're tal king about anyway. | only hope you do."
"Trust nme."

"Do any of us have a choice in the matter."

Lamar smiled. "Actually, no.
Fromthe restored Port of New Orleans in the nation of SUSA to Africa is
not an overnight cruise. Wth the ships heavily cargoed, the trip took
days. Luckily the
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seas were unusually cal mand the voyage uneventful. . . except for an
occasi onal case of seasickness and a whole | ot of bitching from Cooper

The Rebel s on each ship exercised daily to keep the kinks out of their
nmuscl es and to give themsonething to do ... and to bitch about.

Ben wor ked on deck whenever possible, even though his quarters were
private, airy, and very nice



Bet h spent nuch of her time studyi ng books out of the cases she had
brought with her on Africa. On the voyage over, she was boning up on
Mor occo.

One sunny norni ng she sat down beside Ben, the team gathered around her
and opened a map. "Wiere are we going to |land, boss?"

Ben stuck a finger on the map. "Right there, Beth. Tangier." He | ooked

at the date on his watch. "In two days. The battalions will start
stretching out imediately. Ike and his 2 Batt will travel across the
top of North Africa to Egypt. We know that the northernnost part of
Libya is relatively secure. Israel took care of that . . . with sone

assi stance from Egypt. Egypt is secure and prospering. We confirnmed that
when Israel finally opened up lines of conmunication with us."

"How about those other m deast countries that were sworn eneni es of
Israel ?" Corrie asked.

"So far as we have been able to determ ne, they have been neutralized,"
Ben said. "They are no longer a threat to anyone."

"So we don't worry about themthis run?" Cooper asked.

"I don't think anybody will ever again have to worry about those
terrorist nations," Ben said softly. "Not for a long, long tine."

"So we're taking the west side of the continent?" Jersey asked.
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"That's it, gang. Wen the battalions have stretched out west to east,
we start working south.”

"What's the tine factor on this, General Ben?" Anna asked.

"There is no way of determning that, Anna. W m ght be over here for

years. | won't even make a guess. Hell, we might be tied up in North
Africa for nonths fighting our way through highly organi zed resi stance.
Then we still nust face our nmain opposition.”

"Bruno Bottger," Corrie said softly.
"Yes. Good ol' Bruno and his Nazis. Jesus, | wish | could have killed
that son of a bitch in Europe.™

"W gave it a pretty good shot," Jersey rem nded him

Ben sighed. "Yeah, we did. Well, better nmake sure you' ve got all your
gear together. Forty-eight hours is going to pass pretty quickly."

After his teamhad left, Ben sat for a tinme, deep in thought. Then he

fol ded his maps, tucking themaway in a waterproof map case, his other
papers going into a briefcase. Then he went in search of the SEAL team
who woul d be going in first.

Forty-eight hours was ticking down toward junp off tinmne.

"Looks peaceful enough," Lamar Chase renarked, standi ng besi de Ben at



the rail. The doctor |owered his binocul ars.

"SEALs have determ ned the docks are secure,” Ben replied. "They al so
reported that the city itself, at first glance, does not appear to hold
any hostile forces. But the team| eader also said he has a very goosy
feeling in the pit of his stomach about the situation."

"Well, if that's the case, you can't |ead your people in, Ben."
"Watch ne."
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WM am W Johnst one
"Listen, you hard-headed ..." Lamar bit the remark off, know ng there
was no point in arguing with Ben. He sighed and shook his head.

"1 Batt into the landing craft,” Ben said to Corrie, standing by his side.
She imredi ately transmtted the orders and the Rebels began goi ng over
the side, clinbing down into the landing craft that were tucked in close
to the huge ship.

Ben stuck out his hand and Lamar shook it. "Break a |l eg, Raines," the
doct or said.

"You wish," Ben replied with a smle, then went over the side and
seconds later was in a landing craft, his teamright with him

The landing craft pulled away fromthe ship and into the channel
beginning a circling/holding pattern until all the other |anding craft
filled with Rebels were ready to go.

Ben, Jersey, Corrie, Beth, and Anna were carrying CAR s, Cooper was
carrying a SAW (squad automati c weapon). Every Rebel was heavily | aden
wi t h equi prrent, for no one had any idea how | ong they m ght have to hold
t he dock area before supplies could reach them

Ben cut his eyes to his team Jersey was calnmy chewi ng gum her

expression bland. Corrie was listening intently to the SEAL team chatter
on the docks. Anna was adjusting her battle harness. Cooper was tal king
softly with Beth. Ben smled. H's team had been through this many tines.

"Ship is signaled 2 Batt is ready to go," Ben was inforned. "All 1 Batt
personnel in |landing craft.”

"Take us ashore," Ben ordered. "2 Batt will hold until ny orders."
"Yes, sir."
"Ceneral |ke says for you to watch your ass," Corrie told Ben
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"Tell fatso as big as his ass is, it's in far nore danger than mne,"
Ben responded.

"Right, boss," Corrie said. "You know |'mgoing to do that."



Ben | aughed as the | anding craft headed for the shoreline.

"The SEALs are com ng under fire," Corrie reported.

"1 wondered when that would cone." Ben | ooked at the coxswain, who was
| ooki ng back at him "Put the pedal to the netal, son. Get us ashore.”

"Yes, sir."

The young coxswain was not used to commandi ng generals being in his boat
and was just a tad on the nervous side. Ben noved to his side and patted
hi m on the shoulder. "You're doing just fine, sailor."

"Thank you, sir. Sir?"

"Yes?"

"Wul d you pl ease get your ass down behi nd cover?"

Ben | aughed at the expression on the young sailor's face. "You nean it

woul dn't | ook good on your record if | got killed while riding in your
boat ?"

"Something like that, sir."

Ben chuckl ed and noved away, rejoining his team

"Boss?" Cooper said.

"Yes, Coop?"

"You know I' Il follow you through the gates of Hell, don't you, sir?"
"I know t hat, Coop."

"But | have got to draw the line at one thing."

"What's that?"

"I refuse to ride a goddamm canel!"

Cooper had such a serious expression on his face, Ben and his team
howl ed with laughter, breaking any slight tension

The dock area drew cl oser
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Ben was the first one out of the landing craft and onto Mroccan soil-or
concrete and wood to be nore accurate, since the coxswain put the craft
into a slip right up agai nst the docks.

Ben and teamran to a row of |arge netal shipping containers and
crouched there. So far, they had received no hostile fire in their
direction.

"1 Batt coming in," Corrie reported.

"Tell themto spread out left and right and secure the port area," Ben
ordered. "If an unknown points a gun at them drop him"



But whoever had been attacking the small SEAL team cut and ran when
hundreds of Rebels began pouring all over the port area and spreadi ng out.

"SEALs report a nunber of shadows fading back and di sappearing into
al | eyways and buil dings," Corrie said.

"That means they'll probably be setting up to anbush us and take pot
shots. Tell the first platoon to work forward and start putting sone
rifle grenades into those buildings. Pour it on. Let's see what happens.”

When the first several dozen or so 40mm grenades dropped in through the
br oken wi ndows and open doorways and expl oded, there was a nass exodus
of those who had nmet the Rebels with hostility. They were
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wearing a m shmash of clothing, varying fromlong hooded robes to
tattered mlitary uniformns.

"Al'l right, people,"”
Batt can land."

Ben said. "Let's clear the port area so lke's 2

An hour later, lke strolled up to Ben: a great big teddy bear carrying a
CAR, battle harness bulging with full magazi nes and grenades. A very
dangerous teddy bear.

"Any casualties, Ben?"

"Not a one. You?"

"One guy slipped and broke his ankle. It's pretty bad. |I'm sending him
back home. He's out of it."

"Well, sonebody has to keep the | adi es happy back horme. It's a dirty
t hankl ess job, |I'msure.”

| ke | aughed. "Those who attacked you . . . any idea who they were or if
they were acting al one or part of an organi zed resistance?"

"We took two prisoners, but so far, they're not talking."

"Civilians giving you any trouble?"

"What civilians, Ike? W haven't seen the first sign of a civilian-man,
worman, or child." He turned to Beth. "Wat was the population of this
city before the war, Beth?"

"Just about three hundred thousand, boss."

Ben cut his eyes to lke just as Dan Gray wal ked up; his 3 Batt was
ashore. "So where did the people go? What happened to thenf"

"How far in have you pushed?" Dan asked.
"A few hundred neters. Past several streets. Nothing." He opened a map

and spread it out on the hood of a beat-up old car of indistinguishable
make. "Dan, start spreading your people up this road." He jabbed a



finger at a spot on the map. "Up toward Medi na. Take it slow and careful
and investigate each building and alley."

"Right, sir."
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The former British SAS man went trotting off, yelling at his platoon
| eaders and conpany conmanders.

"Boss," Corrie said, "Thermis hollering about com ng ashore. He was
supposed to follow us. He wants to know what the hold-up is.”

The former hippie-turned-warrior was in command of headquarters
battalion; actually a short battalion about the size of severa
conpani es, designated 19 Batt.

But Rebel companies were several tines larger than the old regular arny
conpani es. Rebel battalions were pretty much sel f-contained, wth arnor
and artillery rolling with them In the short run, Rebel battalions did
not have to call for armor and artillery; they already had it avail able.

In support of the 19 battalions, there were additional arnor and
artillery conpanies separate fromthem as well as air. But it would be
several weeks before the helicopters and planes arrived on the scene,
and anot her several weeks before the additional arnor and artillery
conpani es woul d arrive and cone ashore.

"Tell Thernopolis to keep his pants on," Ben said. "I don't have any
need for his HQ people just yet. Tell himto stay busy sharpening his
pencils. He'll have plenty to do in a very short tine."

"Advance teans are finding large groups of civilians," Corrie reported,
after acknow edgi ng the radio report. "French-speaking, nostly. Wth
Arabi c and various Berber dialects.”

"Cet the interpreters ashore," Ben ordered. "ASAP." He | ooked across the
wi de street, then consulted his map. "W just crossed the Avenue des
Forces Armees Royal es. W've got a long way to go to reach the business
district. Wien the interpreters get here, ask the civilians if there are
any creepies around."”

"Sergeant Broussard managed to get his Cajun French
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through to them" Corrie said. "They said no. They didn't even know what
a ni ght person was."

"Thank God for small favors,"
bastards to contend with."

Ben replied. "At |east we won't have those

"Dr. Chase is throwing a fit,
he must remain on board ship."

Corrie reported. "Demandi ng to know why

"For his own good," Ben told her. "W can't bring the MASH units ashore
until we find a place for them Tell himthere have been no wounded to
care for, so just cal mdown." Ben | ooked around. "Dan's 3 Batt is noving
out. Tell West to bring his 4 Batt ashore and start spreading out to the
south. Let's go talk to sonme of these civilians."



"Marauders fromthe south is all they can tell us, General," an
interpreter told Ben. "The sane bunch who attacked us."

"Marauders? Dam it, marauders didn't kill off an entire city,
Li eut enant. What happened to the peopl e?"

The lieutenant talked with the resident for a few nmonents, then | ooked

up at Ben. "He says thousands fled when the Great War started. Then

poi sonous gas cane and killed thousands nore. For several years, the

city was calm life was hard, but people survived, then the marauders
became coming in out of the south. He says there are only small pockets

of people all over the city. He thinks there are much |arger nunbers of
survivors south, in Casabl anca."

"Do you trust him Lieutenant?"

"No. Not at all, Ceneral. | get the feeling everything he's said is alie."
"For what reason?"

"I don't know, sir. But he's lying. |I'd bet on that."

"Talk to some of the others and |l et ne know your feelings then. 1'll be
around. "

"Yes, sir."

Qut si de, clear of the dimess of the ground floor of
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t he buil ding, which had held a slightly unpl easant odor of stale grease
and unwashed bodi es, Ben took several deep breaths and | eaned up agai nst
the side of a wecked old pickup truck

"What's up, boss?" Jersey asked.

"I don't know, Little Bit. But something is definitely wong about this
city."

"You renenber what Dr. Chase told us about the danger of rabies in this
part of the country? And to be real careful about approaching stray dogs?"

Ben cut his eyes. "Yes. So?"

"Scouts report not one sign of a dog, cat, or rat anywhere."”

"That's what the people have been eating."

"Ri ght."

"Food m ght coax them out of hiding."

"But do we really want themto come out of hiding, boss?" Cooper asked.

"Cooper, you're an asshole," Jersey told him

"No, wait," Ben said. "He's got a point. W start bringing out tons of
food, we could easily provoke riots. But, if we ignore the situation and



nmove on, would we rather have thousands of starving people at our backs?"

"So we're peacekeepers and humanitarians after all,"” a famliar voice

cane behind Ben
Ben turned to | ook at Lamar Chase. "How the hell did you get ashore?"

"I wal ked on water, Raines. How the hell do you think |I cane ashore?
What are you going to do about this situation?"

"Lamar, we don't even know what the situation is as yet. W haven't had
time to assess it. It's dangerous out here. Were is your security."

"I have a SEAL teamall around ne. You forget | was Navy before | had
the msfortune to nmeet you. Any nore stupid questions?"
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"l suppose you brought a team of non-conbatant doctors with you, to get
in everybody's way and add nore confusion to an already confusing day?"

"Certainly, |I did. Now stop with all the questioning and point out where
you would like us to set up."

"W don't have a place, Lamar. You were told that. W' ve only pushed in
two bl ocks or so fromthe docks."

"Fine. So we'll set up right over there in that building." He turned and
poi nt ed.

"Ch, goddammit!" Ben said. "Go ahead, you old crocodile. But don't blane
me if you get caught up in ariot."

"Why shouldn't I? You're in command, aren't you?"

"Sonetines, | wonder," Ben nuttered.
Chase wandered off with his security teamto set up a tenporary
hospital. Ben | ooked at Corrie.

"Tell the cooks to set up their mess tents and get to cooking. Bake sone
bread. That aroma shoul d get the people out of cover."

"This could get scary, boss," Beth said. "Starving people could easily
riot."

"I know, but we've got about an hour to get ready for any trouble.
Corrie, have our people set up defense lines. Get any French-speaking
Rebel s up here on the double. W'Il have four entrances to this area,
and only four. W can't let nore people in here than we can safely
control. Bunp CGeorgi and have himstart bringing his 5 Batt ashore and

Therm s HQ Batt as well. Therm can set up on the docks and | want Georg
with me. Tell themto hurry it up. And tell the cooks don't start fixing
anything with pork init, or we'll damm sure have a riot."

"It's my opinion that if people are starving, they don't have the right
to be very damm choosy," Anna said coldly.

"Veil, personally, Anna, | feel the same way about it.
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Ben smiled. "But let's not tenpt fate our first day in the country.”

Ben wal ked around, inspecting the defense posts. "Al people on the

def ense posts put on face shields,"” he ordered. "If the people get ugly,
they' Il probably start with spitting and throw ng rocks," Ben told each
defense post. "No Rebel life is to be put in danger. If a person points
a weapon of any kind at you, drop themon the spot. If they rush you en
masse, don't hesitate to open fire. Because | danmm sure won't hesitate."

Ceorgi, the big Russian bear, storned ashore with his 5 Batt and added
part of his people to the defensive line, others in spot |ocations all
around the area, and kept the remainder inside the |oose circle with
Ben, the mess areas, and the inpronptu hospital.

"You people can go play with the fish now," he told the SEAL team who
were protecting Doctor Chase. "Crazy bunch of people,” he nuttered, as
t he SEALs wandered off, |ooking for sonething to get into.

"Well, hell, Georgi," Ben said. "Look who set up the training for themlke."

"I know, Ben. That should explain it all. lke is still as nutty as the
day |I first met him™"

Ben didn't tell Georgi, but lke felt the sane way about the Russian.
However, that didn't keep the two nmen from bei ng good and cl ose friends.
They just were wary of each other's tactics in the field.

"A few groups of people are approaching the first checkpoint,” Corrie
sai d. "They appear to be unarmed and showi ng no hostile intent."

"Dam wogs," Georgi growled. "I don't trust any of them™

Ben hid his smle at the Russian's use of the old highly derogatory term
for Arabs.

"Thi eves and beggars, all of them" Georgi sunmmed up his opinion of the
popul ati on.
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"I should have left you back in the SUSA, Georgi," Ben said with a | augh.

The Russi an chuckled for a few seconds, the vocal expression of hunor
soundi ng nuch like a runmbling engine of a tank. "Ages-old intol erances
surfacing, Ben. Pay no attention to ne. My father was in this area when
| was just a boy. He brought all his prejudices home with him

Personal |y | have nothi ng agai nst these people-yet," he added in typical
Ceorgi Striganov fashion.

"Quards asking if it's okay to allow the first bunch in," Corrie questioned.

"Let themin," Ben said.

"Tell themto check their canels with the attendant,"” Georgi said, then



grinned, cutting his eyes toward Ben

Ben | aughed and cl asped CGeorgi's arm "Let's go to work, you grumpy old
bear."

30 Four

"We did not know who you were, General," a civilian wearing a tattered
ol d business suit said to Ben in perfect English. "So the people ran
away and hid."

"Who shot at us upon | andi ng?" Ben questi oned.

"Rai ders from Rabat and Casabl anca. Thi eves and murderers and bri gands.
They control the entire coastline all the way down to Agadir. O her
gangs have control of Marrakech.”

"Why don't they have control of this city?" Ben pressed him

The citizen shrugged his shoul ders. "They did for years. But now, " he
grimaced, "what is there to control? No food. Starving people reduced to
eating rats. Disease and no hope and no help from anyone. Spain is in
the mdst of the worst civil war in that nation's history. No help
there. Algeria and Libya could best be described as a no-man's | and.
South of Tarfaya is the sane. | amtold the airport at La youn is still,
for sone strange reason, untouched by the hordes of gangs."

"Still operational ?"

"As far as | know. It is not safe to venture outside the city, GCeneral
Those who do, never return.”

Ben talked with the man a few nore mnutes then told himto go get
something to eat and then get in line for a check-up and sonme shots.
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"I have not seen a doctor in years. Merci, General, for everything."

Chase had been listening to the | ast part of the exchange and as soon as
the citizen had left, he stepped up and sat down.

"Lamar. | thought you'd be happily sticking needles in people.™
"No joking, Ben. This is serious."

"What's the matter ?"

"What isn't? This place has nore diseases than a research lab. |'ve sent
out a memo to all conpany commanders to warn their people to avoid
intercourse with the natives at all costs. | have never seen so dam

many venereal diseases in all my years as a physician.”
" Al DS?"

"Ranpant. There are bugs out there | didn't even know existed. I'm
having a fully stocked nmobile research lab flown in as we speak.”

"\What ever you want, Lamar. You're the boss when it comes to nedicine.
You know |I'Il back you up a hundred and ten percent."



"I want a directive fromyou warning the troops about the venerea
threat on this continent."

"You've got it. I'lIl draft it imrediately.”

"There is no cure for many of these strains, Ben. If they contract one
of the bad ones, they're dead, and toward the end, it's horrible. There
is no hope for them"

"] understand."

"Ben, | don't think you do. | want you to come with me and | ook at
somet hing. There are a few doctors left in the city, but they' ve had no
nmedi ci nes for years. But they have isolated the bad cases. Cone on."

"So you haven't stayed inside the safe zone?"

"Of course not. Come on."

Ben kept his expression bland during the short tour
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of the clinic, but inwardly he was badly shaken. Standing outside in the
war m sunl i ght, he renmoved his surgical mask and said, "It would be far
better if those people in there could be gently assisted into death."

"That's being arranged as we speak, Ben," Lamar said.

"Cood. You're sure this virus is not airborne?"
"Yes. My people are sure of that."
people in the short run, but when we pull out? ..
shoul ders in a gesture of hel pl essness.

Lamar sighed. "Ben, we can hel p these
" He shrugged his

"I"'mcertainly open to suggestions, Lamar."

"Ben ... | don't know the answer. Hell, we can't even adequately feed
and take care of the nedical needs of the people in Anerica."

"And her e?"

"Put a Band-Aid on it and hope for the best, | suppose. There really
isn't much nore we can do."

Ben nodded his head. "I'll get the warning out to the troops about
sexual encounters with the locals.”

"Do that, Ben. | can't stress how inmportant it is.

Back i nside what was being called the safe zone, Ben was pl eased to see
how wel | - behaved the locals were, patiently standing in line to receive
food, then nedical attention

He had Beth take down the warning Chase had asked for. She would radio
the ship and they would type it up and nmake copies for distribution
anong the troops.

When that was done, Ben wandered down to the docks, his teamw th him



Therm and his 19 Batt were ashore, and Rebet and his 6 Batt were about

to come in. Equi pnent was being off-loaded: HunVees first, then APC s

and tanks, followed by huge tanker trucks. Several mles fromthe
shoreline, out of sight of |land, and perhaps unfriendly eyes, huge

tanker ships waited. Several others had |left the SUSA days before the main
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convoy. They would travel around the Horn and come up on the other side
of the continent and then track south, supplying those Rebels on the
east side of Africa with fuel

Thousands of Rebels were now ashore. |ke was already swi nging his 2 Batt
around and getting ready to nove east. Dan would follow, then West, then
Ceorgi, as other battalions came ashore to take their place. Ben had
figured that the sight of so many well-arned Rebels would take all the
fight out of any guerilla group or gangs of thugs that night have

resi stance on their mnds; Ben had figured correctly. Scouts reported

t hat bands of armed nen and wonen, gangs of various sizes and strengths,
were | eaving the city and headi ng south post-haste, deserting the city
like rats froma sinking ship.

Ben gl anced as Thermstrolled up to stand beside him "Well, you told ne
you al ways wanted to visit Africa, Therm Here we are.”

"Some people maintain it's the beginning of humanki nd, Ben."

Ben grunted his reply to that.

Therm | aughed at Ben's expression. "I think 1'd better change the subject.”
"I think that would probably be best, Therm"

"Where do you want my 19 Batt?"

"When we get cranking, | want you right in the mddle of the |ine,
bet ween and very close to two battalions. | don't know whi ch ones that
will be as yet. But you're going to be getting reports from east and

west, so you'll stay busy. And take Eml| with you."

"Somehow | knew you were going to say that."

"You're the only one who can control the little con artist. And we both
know t hat when the chips are down, Eml and that idiotic bunch of his

will fight like devils."
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"Ckay, Ben. There's some of ny equipnent conming in. I'lIl see you around."
"I certainly hope so. Take care. And tell Rosebud hello."

Ben wal ked up and down the docks for a time, stopping when |ke approached.
"I figure three days until we get enough equi pment ashore for us to

start pulling out, Ben. Al the battalions will be ashore by dusk, and
|'"ve ordered floodlights to be set up so we can unl oad around the cl ock."



"I know that Bruno has sonething of an air force. | just wonder if he
mght try an air attack."

"I doubt it, Ben. His spies back stateside will have told himwe have a
pretty good air defense system Besides, that would be a long junp for
his people unless they had refueling capabilities. And our satellite
pass-overs have never shown anything even resenbling that."

"So you think we should keep our little secret under waps for a while
| onger ?"

"I do, Ben. No point in opening that package until it's necessary."

"I agree. Besides, we don't have that many."

"Yet," Ike said with a smile.

"Yeah," Ben returned the smle. "Yet."

Both men left the topic at that. Neither felt confortable discussing it
openly, for only a few dozen people outside of those directly involved
even knew of the project. It was probably the best kept secret of the

past one hundred years. Not even Ben's team knew.

The nmen separated, |ke |leaving to check on when his tanks woul d be
of f-1oaded and ready to roll off the docks, Ben to just wander around.

Ben wal ked down to the slip where one of the cargo ships carrying his
battalion's big boys was docked and was pleased to see a row of main
battl e tanks lined up
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and engi nes runbling. Just behind the tanks, towed howitzers were |ined
up, ready to be hooked up and pulled away. Ben gl anced at his watch. The
of f -1 oadi ng was runni ng hours ahead of schedul e.

Ben wal ked over to a tank commander. This was a conbat zone, and she did
not salute. "We're ready to roll, General. Just waiting for some fue

trucks to join us."

"The staging area is not yet secure,” Ben told her. "It's being readied
now. You should be rolling off the docks within the hour."

"Yes, sir. Looking forward to it."

"Radar reports nothing in the air within five hundred nmiles in any
direction,"” Corrie said, after listening to her headset.

Ben smled. The Israelis were standing true to their word and had stood
down their air force until the offloading was conmplete. They woul d take
no part in this North African canpai gn, unless Ben asked for their

hel p-and that was something he had no plans to do at the present tine.

The Israelis had stabilized the m deast region for which Ben would be
forever grateful

But the Israelis were very anxious to join Ben when he reached the



northernnost lines of the territory clained by Bruno Bottger and his
Nazis. Ben smiled at that thought. It would probably have taken Wrld
War 1V to keep themout of it. Mention Nazi to a Jew, and he was ready
to fight.

However, that canpaign lay nonths in the future; no point in thinking
about it now.

Ben's grow i ng stomach told himhe had mi ssed | unch, and he waved to his
team "lLet's go get sonething to eat, gang. We're just in the way down
here.”

* k%
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Ben stood by the side of the highway and watched as the battalions
rolled out, heading east. lke's 2 Batt was spearheadi ng the drive,
followed by Dan's 3 Batt, West and his 4 Batt, and CGeorgi and his 5
Batt. Ike had nearly two thousand miles to travel before he could turn
and begin the push south.

The colum was mles long and noving slowy over very bad roads; roads
t hat had not been maintained for years.

When the | ast vehicle had passed Ben's | ocation and di sappeared into the
dust, Ben rode back into the city and up to Dr. Chase's headquarters and
into his office.

Lamar | ooked up froma mass of paperwork he was wadi ng through, bitching
all the time. He threw a pencil down on the paper-littered desk and
stood up. "Aad to you see, Ben. I'mabout to go nuts with all this
paperwork. Let's take a wal k and get some air."

Chase disliked paperwork al most as much as Ben did.

Qut si de, Chase said, "W've got a handle on things here, Ben. W're
gradual |y beginning to see the light at the end of the tunnel."

"The overall condition of the city's residents?"

"Poor. Very poor. But there isn't nuch nore we can do. Wen we pull out,
they' Il go right back to near starvation."

"W can't support the world, Lamar."

"I know that, Ben. Al we can do is prop themup and nove on. How | ong
before | ke reaches the eastern borders?"

"Two/t hree weeks. That enough tinme for you?"

"Plenty, for what we can do. Still no word fromthat Nazi bastard down
sout h?"
"Not a peep."

"Do you find that strange?"

"Not really, Lamar. He'd be a fool to | aunch any sort
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of ground attack against us here, while we're thousands strong. Besi des,
he knows our satellite passes would pick up any nassive ground novenent.
He wants us close to his hone territory, where he'll have the advantage
of knowi ng the terrain and keeping his people supplied. The man is an
arrogant bastard, but not stupid."”

"Supplies will be a problemfor us, won't they, Ben?"

Ben shook his head. "Not really. There will be tinmes when fuel might get
di cey, but that's about it. The advance teans we sent over pinpointed
dozens of underground fuel depots that had never been touched. Once we
get down to Bruno's northern lines, we'll set up positions and slug it
out for atine, feeling each other out."

"OfF course, that's several thousand mles away," the doctor pointed out.

"Several thousand very difficult mles, old friend."

Lamar glanced at his watch. "Well, |I'd best be getting back to this
dammabl e paperwork. "

"Tell me when your people have done all they can do with what they have,
Lamar. "

Lamar nodded. "Tell the truth, we've just about reached that point now.
W' ve al ready shut down and packed up several MASH units on the
outskirts of town. Planes will be coming in tonmorrow with nedica
supplies for the push south. We'll be ready when you are."

Back in his CP, Ben opened a map of Africa and | ooked at the outline of
the continent, as he had done at |east twenty times a day for weeks. He
sm | ed, thinking: Nothing on the map has changed.

"And not much will have changed once we've gone," he nuttered. "At | east
not for any length of tine." He closed the map and stood up. "To hel
with it! We'll do the best we can. No one can logically expect us to do
nore."
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"I"ve wished the few doctors in the city good luck and |l eft them
nmedi ci nes and vaccines," Lamar said to Ben. "I closed the last aid
station yesterday afternoon. We're ready when you are, Ben."

"We' || be pulling out in one hour. Ben snmiled. "But you knew that
al ready. You just wanted an excuse to come up to the front of the col um
hoping I"d invite you to join the spearheaders, right?"

"Screw you, Raines!" Then the doctor laughed. "Only half true. | did
want to come up for a nonent, but | have absolutely no desire to ride up
here and invite sonebody to put a bullet up my butt."

"That would take a hell of a marksman considering the size of your
skinny old ass, Lanar."

"That's it, Raines!" Chase said in nock affront. "I refuse to stand here



and be insulted by die |ikes of you. Good-bye!" Lamar turned away, then
paused and | ooked. "Take it easy up here, Ben."

Ben smiled at Lamar and the doctor returned to his Hunmvee and was gone.
Ben wal ked to the big nine-passenger wagon that had been shi pped over
and got in just as the |lead tanks were pulled out. He smled at his team
and wi nked at his adopted daughter, Anna. He | ooked at Cooper. "kay,
Coop. Let's head soudi."
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"What's going to happen to those residents back there?" Jersey asked, as
Cooper pulled into place in the col um.

"I don't know, Jersey. The land around the city isn't worth a damm for
farm ng. But the country did have a hell of a fishing industry before
the G eat War. You saw the fishing fleet, rusting and rotting docksi de.
They're either going to have to cope, adapt, or nove."

"Or starve," Cooper added.

"That is certainly an option for those who decide to stay," Ben agreed.
"Not much demand for exotic carpets in the world right now, " Beth said.

"We didn't get to do much sightseeing,” Cooper said.

"Personally, | didn't want to," Anna spoke up. "And neidier did very
many of the troops | spoke widi."

"You didn't do nuch wandering around either, boss," Jersey stated.

"No, | didn't," Ben admitted. "I guess | didn't care to view what |
consider to be a hopeless situation. Not any nore than | had to, that is.

"What's the next major city?" Cooper asked, turning his head and
directing the question at Beth.

"Rabat. Ribat al-Fath, originally. It used to be sone
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sort of religious retreat, according to this visitor's guide."
"Big city?" Corrie asked.

"Over half a mllion before the Geat Var."

"Winder how many now?" Anna asked.

"Maybe a hundred thousand," Ben answered her. "And fly-overs report the
popul ation is in bad shape. Then it's Casabl anca."

"I saw that novie one tinme back at Base Canp One," Anna said. "I enjoyed
it."

"I think everybody | oves that novie, Anna," Ben told her

Bet h opened a map. "Then we go to Safi and then cut across to Marrakech.



Ri ght, boss?"

"That's the way |'ve got it figured, Beth. Then we'll backtrack and see
what's happening in Essaouira and then down to Agadir. We'll followthe
coastline highway all the way down to Laayoune and then cut across the
Western Sahara to Bir Meghrein, in Mauritania."

"Faraway places with strange-sounding names," Jersey said in a quiet voice.

"That's a line froman old song, Jersey,'
t hought of it in years. But you're right."

Ben smled the reply. "Hadn't

"They're not going to make it, are they, boss?" Corrie asked. "The
people, | nean."

"The strong will. The weak will die. If they're left alone, and they
probably will be, the strong will soon revert back to many of the old
ways. They lived for hundreds of years in that fashion. The younger
smarter ones will leave, go to Europe or America." Ben waved a hand.
"But hell, | could be way off base in my think-ing."

"Scouts are reporting there's been one hell of a slaughter in the towns
and villages along the way to Rabat,"” Corrie said abruptly. "The gangs
of punks and

41

t hugs and i nsurgents and what have you took the women and young girls
and then killed everybody in sight before pulling out. Scouts think it
started late yesterday. It's pretty grimalong the way. The carrion
birds are having a feast."

"We've all seen it before,"” Ben said quietly. "I've been expecting it.
Corrie, get the flatbeds with the earth nmovi ng equi pnent up here. W're
going to have to scoop out sonme mass graves."

"Again," Cooper said.

"Yes. And |'mafraid it won't be the last tinme we do it."

Asi | ah and Larache had been spared the slaughter, but the next town down
the coast, Ksar el Kebir, took the full force of the outlaws' savagery.

"The Great Fortress," Ben said, speaking through the mic in his gas
mask. Ben and team stood just inside the first houses and shops of the
old city. "That's what this city used to be called."

"Didn't help them nuch," Anna said.

Bodi es lay everywhere in the twisted and grotesque final throes of
death. Black carrion birds were busy ripping out dead flesh and pulling
out yards of intestines. Huge bloated flies humed all around the Rebels.

"The fl eeing gangs couldn't have killed everyone," Ben said. "Bunp the
Scouts and find out where the survivors are."

"They're hiding in little pockets all over the city," Corrie inforned

him "They want us to nmove on and | eave them al one."

Ben didn't change expressions. "Do they want us to bury the dead before



we go?"

Dr. Chase had driven up fromhis position in the center of the colum
and was | ooki ng strangely at Ben

"They want us to go," Corrie repeated.

"Mount up," Ben said. "Let's go."
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"Ben . " Chase said.
"Mount up!" Ben ordered. "I'mnot going to nursemmid these people. If

they don't want our help, that's fine with nme."

"Not everyone feels that way, Ceneral," the voice cane from behind Ben
Ben turned around. A man and a woman stood | ooking at him A nun and a
priest.

"The survivors are frightened," the nun said. "They don't know who you
are. They've just been through a terrible ordeal."

"Win't you stay and hel p us, General ?" the priest asked.

"Cet these people sone protective gear," Ben ordered. "Have your doctors
check themout and bring themup to date on everything, Lamar. W'l
start burying the bodies."

Fat her Joseph and Sister Mary had been checked out and brought up to
date on their shots. They both had taken hot baths and were dressed in
cl ean cl othes when they nmet with Ben about two hours later. The sounds
of earth-noving equi prent gouging out pits in the ground grunbl ed

t hr oughout the edge of the city. Rebels were working in the city,

gat hering up the bodies and trucking themto the mass grave sites. The
chaplains that traveled with each battalion were offering up prayers for
t he dead.

"You're Anericans, aren't you?" Ben asked, waving the man and woman to
chairs in the nmakeshift CP

"Yes. W've been here since before the Great War," the priest replied.

"Are there nore Anericans in this area?" "Several hundred, at |east. At
[ ast count." "You're both educated people," Ben said. "There
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nmust be shortwave equiprment in this city. Wiy didn't you start
transmitting, sending out trouble calls. Somebody woul d have rescued

you. W would have if we'd received a signal."

"This is where our work is," the sister replied. "W have peopl e who
depend on us."

"If there are Anericans here, why didn't they nmake an appearance in
Tangi er s?"



"They're nostly concentrated in Casabl anca,’
dozen or so are in this imediate area."

the priest said. "About two

"Rel i gi ous peopl e?"

"Only a few. Most are business nen and wormen who were trapped here when
the G eat War erupted around the world. During the past couple of years,
nearly a hundred have fled the southern part of the continent, getting
away from Bruno Bottger and his Nazis."

"We assume that is why you've come to Africa," the sister said. "To

fight the Nazis?"

"That is correct, sister," Ben replied. Ben | ooked at the priest and the
nun. Both had told Dr. Chase they were in their nmd-fifties, but tine

had not treated themwell. Chase had told Ben the pair were not in good
health. "And to do what we can for the people on the way down to the fight."

"It's a noble gesture, General," the sister said. "God will surely
reward you for your efforts.”
"For saving lives or for killing as many crimnals and Nazis as | can?"

Both the priest and nun frowned, the priest opening his nmouth to speak,
t hen thinking better of it.

"Do you feel up to leading a patrol to where the Anericans are hiding?"
"Ch, yes!" the sister said. "W can do that now "

Ben motioned to a Rebel and die soldier led the pair
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away. Ben stood up and | ooked at Corrie. "This bunch should be a sight
to see, Corrie."

"What do you nean, boss?"

"|sol ated for a decade and never nade the first effort to communicate
with the world outside of this area."”

"That does seem strange, doesn't it?"

"Very. Hell, they could have thrown a bottle with a note in it into the
ocean and it would have reached us years ago." Ben wal ked to the open
wi ndow and sniffed. "The stench of death is fading. Qur people are
working fast." Ben didn't ask what the tally of the dead was. He just
knew it was high.

"l guess punks are the sane all over the world," Jersey said, walking
into the room "l've talked with sone of the survivors. Their stories
are pretty damm grim"

"Any i dea where they've taken the wonen and ki ds?"

"To sell to slavers,'
booni ng busi ness. "

Jersey said, a sour expression on her face. It's a



"Hi story repeating itself, | suppose," Ben said.

"Who are they selling the people to, boss?" Cooper asked.

"I don't know, Coop. People of very low noral fiber, to be sure." He
gl anced at Corrie. "Have there been any reports of our people being
fired on here?"

"Negative, boss. The city is clear of any resistance. At least so far,"
she added.

"I have a strong hunch the gangs have gone,"” Ben nmused al oud. "But they
shoul d have reached Casabl anca by now and done their dirty work. Yet our
flyovers show the city has not been touched. So where the hell did they go?"

"Maybe hi dden al ong the hi ghway setting up an anbush for us?" Cooper
suggest ed.

Ben opened a map. "That would be an incredibly stupid nove on their
part. Yet," he muttered, "you never know. You just never know ..."
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Ben asked the Anmericans if they wanted transport out of the country. The
only two who elected to stay were the priest and the nun. Ben did not
argue the point with them saying only, "It's very doubtful that we will
ever be back this way."

"We're doing God's work, Ceneral," the priest replied. "W'Il stay."

"Your option," Ben said. "We'lIl |eave you with nedical supplies, plenty
of food, and wi sh you good | uck."

The Americans were driven to Tangi er and put on board a ship readying
for the voyage back to the SUSA. The Rebels pulled out of Ksar-el-Kebir
the next norning. No one nentioned the priest and the nun

The Rebels stayed with a secondary road that ran al ong the coast instead
of follow ng the main highway which cut inland and offered too many
great places for an anbush

Kenitra had nmet the sane fate as Ksar-el-Kebir, although not nearly as
bad. In Kenitra, the citizens had banded together and nade a stand

agai nst the hordes of thugs and punks and nal contents who al ways surface
after a disaster of any kind. Wth the Rebels bearing down on them from
the north, the gangs could not afford the luxury of a prolonged battle
with citizens, and had cut out for parts unknown.
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By the time the Rebels arrived, survivors from Rabat were trickling in.
The ranpagi ng gangs had struck Rabat in full force just a few hours
after leaving Kenitra, and while Rabat was a nuch | arger place, the
citizens there were not as prepared as those in Kenitra and had suffered
terrible casualties.

"W'l|l be here for awhile," Chase told Ben

"Take as long as you need, Lamar. We're in no hurry."



"Ch, | wll, Ben," the chief of nmedicine said with a smle. "Count on it."

Ben and his teamand a unit fromhis personal platoon of Rebels took a
couple of days to tour part of the city, but soon gave it up and
returned to their quarters. It was too depressing, for the city, once a
thriving place of over half a mllion people was rapidly falling into
decay and ruin. Mdst of its citizens were barely hanging on at the very
edge of survival

The museuns and finer honmes had been |ooted, the libraries sacked, the
books ripped apart and burned.

There was not a dog or cat or rat to be seen anywhere in the city.

"The people ate them "™ Ben said. "That is why | forbid any mascots to be
br ought al ong. "

Ben and his team checked all the enbassies and consul ate buildings, in
search of anything that might tell some sort of story as to what
happened. They found only | ooted buildings and rat-chewed bits of paper

"Not hi ng," Beth said one hot and hum d afternoon. She threw a wad of
paper back to the floor of the enbassy buil di ng.

"Same here," Anna said. "It's almpst as if tinme just stopped for these
peopl e. "

"Maybe it did," Ben nused al oud. "Perhaps the end cane so quickly they
didn't have time to do anything except run or die."
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"But if they were killed," Cooper asked, "where are the bones?"
Ben shook his head. "I don't know, Coop. Eaten by aninmals, maybe."

"Or eaten by . . ." Corrie shut off that thought before the words could
| eave her nouth.

"Yeah, Corrie," Ben said. "I gave the same thought some consideration."
"Shit!" Cooper breathed, a disgusted grimace on his face.

"But we have no proof of that," Ben quickly added. "And probably never

will."

"I doubt it's something the survivors would be willing to talk about,"
Bet h sai d.

"I damm sure wouldn't admit it," Anna offered. "I was hungry nmany times
back in the old country, but ..." She made a di sgusted noi se and wal ked
out si de.

"Let's see what the intel boys and girls have managed to put together,"
Ben suggest ed.

"We're getting there," a Rebel intelligence officer told Ben later that
nmorning. "But it's slow going, piecing together paper that has been
shredded. "



"You have anyt hi ng?"
"Food riots, for one thing. People running in blind fear, for another."
"Running in fear . . . from what?"

"Don't know, General. But it seems there was a general panic. And this
was after the Geat War . . . several weeks after the war. W're sure of
that. That's about the only thing we're sure of at this point."

"I't'"ll probably turn out to be one of those nysteries that will never be
solved," Ben said. "And we have had a few of those over the years."

Ben returned to his CP and spent the rest of the day doi ng paperworKk.
That evening he nmet a few of the
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Ameri cans who had remained in the city and assured themthey woul d be
granted saf e passage back to Ameri ca.

None of theminpressed Ben very nmuch and after they had left, he
di sm ssed them from his m nd.

Jersey and Anna strolled into his office later that evening and Anna
pl opped down on a battered old couch. "It's boring, CGeneral Ben," she
announced.

"Typi cal teenager,"
all the time."

Ben said with a | augh. "You have to be entertained

"I agree with her,'
been a mlk run."

Jersey said. "And |'mno teenager. So far, this has

"Well, it has been boring," Ben agreed. "But that can't |ast forever.
These gangs nunber in the thousands. They don't dare try to slip into
Bruno Bottger's territory; he'd shoot themon sight. W' ve got them
between a rock and a hard place. Sooner or later, they've got to turn
and fight. Probably before we reach the Senegal and the N ger rivers.
And there, folks, is where | suspect we're really going to hit sone hard
fighting . "

The ot her menbers of Ben's team had wandered in and were |i stening.
" Those countries have been cut up into sections-tribal hatred,
war | ords, dissident arny factions. You nane it, and we're going to run
intoit."

"So we had better enjoy this nmore or | ess calmwhile we can, huh, boss?"
Cooper asked.

"That's about the size of it, Coop." Ben cut his eyes to Corrie. "D d
those additional water and fuel trucks arrive?"

"They just pulled in, boss.”
"Good. W'll sure need them Once we pull out of here, it's fifteen

hundred nmiles to the next port. That's at Nouakchott, in Mauritania. And
there is a lot of desert between here and there."
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"And not many peopl e?" Anna questi oned.

"Not many, Anna." Again he |ooked at Corrie. "Any word from Ni ck
Stafford' s 18 Batt?"

"He's running into the same thing we are,"” Corrie replied. "Starving
people and | ooted towns. It's the same thing all across to |ke. Sonmebody
really did a number on North Africa."

"South of here we're going to see starving people by the thousands," Ben

said, then added grinmy, "O find the bones of thousands."

"What the hell is with this country?" Coop asked. "I nean, | can
understand up here, it's desert. The land's no good. But south of here,
it's fertile."

Ben stood up and wal ked to a wi ndow, gazing out for a nonent. "You don't
really want to get nme started on that, Coop. So let's just call it bad
| and managenent . "

The Rebels did what they could in Rabat, then noved on down the coast to
Fedal a, better known as M-hamedi a. Then down to Ed Dar el Baida,

better known as Casabl anca. There they al nost got caught up in their
first food riot.

"Put warning shots over their heads!" Ben ordered, as the nobs of
starving people surged toward the Rebel colum. "Now "

The nob paused, hesitated for a noment, then began noving toward the
col um again. Additional Rebel tanks runbled forward; armnored personne
carriers joined then. The nass of starving humanity stopped.

"Have the interpreters tell themwe have food and nedical care," Ben
said. "But if we don't have order, we'll nove on."

The I ocal, who had joined the colum at a village just north of the
city, said, "They nmight take that the wong way, Ceneral."
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"If they do, and they rush us," Ben said, with nenace in his voice,
"Il put a lot of themout of their misery. Be sure and tell themthat,
too."

"Wuld you really do that, CGeneral?" the interpreter asked, worry in his
wor ds.

"You want to find out?"
"Ah . . . no, sir.
"Then advi se the people to settle down."

The interpreter spoke quickly and the nmob began sl owy backi ng up



Several males stepped out of the mob, rocks in their hands. One drew
back his armto hurl the stone and the nuzzles of several Rebel rmachine
guns swung in his direction. The citizen suddenly had second thoughts
and the rock dropped fromhis fingers.

"That's better," Ben said. "I just knew we could reach sonme sort of
peaceful resolution to this altercation."

The interpreter cut his eyes to Ben and whi spered a small prayer under
hi s breath.

"Did you say sonet hi ng?" Ben asked.

"I thanked Allah for sending us such a benevol ent commander of the
relief colum," the | ocal answered quickly.

"I just bet you did," Ben nuttered. "All right, Corrie. Tell the troops
to unass the vehicles and throw up a defensive perimeter. Once that is
done, get Chase and his wonder-workers up here and have the cooks start
cooking. "

"Yes, sir.

The battalion was split along two streets, one, the Blvd. Anbassadeur
Ben Aicha and the other along the Blvd. Mulay Ismil, both near the port.

"Quietly get the Americans gathered in one secure location," Ben said to
a Scout standing nearby. "Wthout using bullhorns and certainly w thout
attracting a lot of attention. | certainly would not want to be accused
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of favoritismor discrimnation. That wouldn't do at all."
The Scout hid his smle. "No, sir. O course not. Right away, Ceneral."

"Real |y, now, Ceneral!" cane the decidedly Anerican worman's voice from
the side of the deuce-and-a-half. "These people are desperate and
starving and you threaten themw th guns and brute force."

"Ch, shit!" Ben nuttered.

Her nanme was Paul a Preston and Ben knew the instant he put eyes on her
she was going to be trouble. He clinbed down fromthe bed of the truck
and faced the wonan.

"You figure it's any of your business, |ady?" Ben demanded.

"I certainly do, Ceneral." Paula stuck out her chin. "I amthe only
remai ning official fromthe United States Consul ate office left in this
city. So that makes it my business.”

"W're not fromthe United States of America," Ben inforned her
Paul a blinked-stared at himfor a noment. "OF course you are!"

"Sorry, Mss Preston, but we're .

"That's Ms. Preston, General."



"OfF course. How silly of me. Ms. Preston, naturally. And if you ever
marry, there will be a hyphen sonewhere in there, right?"

"What do you mean you are not fromthe United States? Wiere is the
American flag? Wiy aren't you flying it?"

"I am Ben Raines, Ms. Preston. Commandi ng General of the Armed Forces of
the Southern United States of Anerica. The SUSA."
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Paul a blinked about half a dozen tines, opened her nouth, closed it,
finally managed to ask, "You' re what?"

Ben sighed. "You really don't know what has happened in Anerica, do you?"
"We've had bits and pieces of information, General. But for the past
several years, we've been virtually cut off here. There isn't a piece of
el ectroni c equi prent to be found anywhere in the city. Al that was

| ooted years ago. Al the portable generators were taken. W have amifm
radi os, of course, but no electricity and no batteries. W knew, of
course, there was sone sort of civil war in Arerica. You nean? ..." She
tailed that off.

"Yes. The SUSA won."

"Well . . ." Her tone was much nore subdued. "I nean, where is the
United States Mlitary?"

"Rebuilding. Slowmy. The United States is broken up into four sections
now, Ms. Preston. The Western United States of America, the Eastern
United States of Anerica, the Northern United States of Anmerica, and the
Southern United States of Anerica."

"That ... is difficult for me to conprehend, General."

"I suspect that in a few years, perhaps as soon as a few nonths, Eastern
and Northern will become as one. There is talk of that now "

Paul a | ooked around her at the Rebels. "This is ... well, a rather smmll
force, Ceneral."

Ben smiled. "What you are seeing nowis just a small part of one
battalion, Ms. Preston. | have nineteen battalions over here. W're
stretched out the entire top of Northern Africa, west to east. Wrking
our way south."

"Toward a fight with Bruno Bottger, Ceneral ?"

"Yes. How do you know about hi n®"

"Refugees, CGeneral. | fear that Field Marshal General
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Bott ger has you outnumbered, sir. Even with your nineteen battalions."

"The Rebel s are al ways out nunbered, Ms. Preston. W're used to that."



"The . . . Rebels." She nodded her head. "The Southern United States of
America and the Rebel arny. Then you fly the stars and bars of the
Conf eder acy?"

"No. W do not. We fly the stars and stripes, Ms. Preston. W just don't
have as many stars as before.” Ben notioned to a Rebel. "Get Ms.
Preston and the rest of her group to a secure area, please. Corrie,
informDr. Chase of their presence.”

"You have women in conbat roles, General,"
for a noment at the Rebels.

Paul a remarked, after | ooking

"Yes. The SUSA is virtually discrimnation-free."
"You have African-Anericans in positions of high authority?"

"The President of the SUSA is a black man, Ms. Preston. Cecil Jefferys.
The vote was overwhelmngly in his favor."

"I amvery confused, General. | thought

"I know what you thought, Ms. Preston. A lot of people junp to
concl usi ons and make that nistake. Look, go with the sergeant here, and
get cleaned up, sone hot food in you, and then checked out by our
doctors. W'll talk nore later, all right?"

"Certainly, CGeneral. | look forward to news from hone."
"Qutside of the SUSA, Ms. Preston, |I'mafraid it's pretty grim"

"Way am | not surprised at that news, Ceneral?" For the first time since
their introduction, the woman smled . . . sort of. "We'Ill talk at
length later, sir."

"Certainly."

Ben wat ched Paul a | ead the small group of Anericans away, follow ng the
Rebel
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"Boy, is she in for a shock," Jersey said.

"Yes," Ben replied. "She sure is, Little Bit. A very drastic shock."
"She'd be very attractive if she was cl eaned up and did sonething with
that nmop of hair,"” Beth remarked

"I hadn't noticed," Ben replied, then | ooked at his teamin nock
surprise when they all burst out |aughing at that statenent.
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Bet h had been correct: Paula was a very nice-looki ng woman. Ben guessed
her to be in her late forties. She was dressed in clean arny cano BDUs
(which were too big for her), and she had cut her hair (or sonebody had
done it for her). She seemed sonewhat subdued as she sat down in the
chair Ben offered her in his hurriedly cleaned out and very tenporary HQ



"You feel all right?" Ben asked.

"What ? Ch. Yes, thank you. It's just that |I'mnot used to being clean
and well-fed, that's all. | have an appointnment with the doctors in an
hour. They've set up one MASH unit for the Americans al one.”

"We're Americans, Ms. Preston," Ben remi nded her gently. "And | ama
firmbeliever in |ooking out for our own. Anyway, | amtold that a great
many nore Americans than anticipated are conming out of the woodwork, so
to speak."

"Yes. There are a great many anong the newy arrived refugees. And sone
of them are nercenaries.”

"Ch? That is interesting. American nercenaries?"

"Afew | would say, fromthe reports | just got no nore than an hour
ago fromlocals, there are perhaps a dozen or so. The rest are Europeans."

" Armed?"

"well . . . yes."
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"Uh-huh,"” Ben said with a smle. "All of them white?"

"Wy . . . yes, as a matter of fact, they are. Is that sonething of
i mportance?"

"Ch, it mght be, Ms. Preston. It just mght be."

"I'"'m ahead of you," Jersey said, standing up. "I'Il alert Coop and the
others." She wal ked swiftly fromthe room

"That is a, well, very attractive young | ady," Paula renmarked. "In a ..
savage sort of way. And | don't mean anything derogatory by that, General."

"I"msure Jersey woul dn't have been offended. She'd probably think it
was funny. She tends to scowl at tines when she's around people she
doesn't know. And for her size, she can be very intimdating. As for her
conpl exi on, she's part Apache Indian."

"Ah . . . Native American."

"Anyone who was born in Arerica is a native Anerican, Ms. Preston.”
Paul a opened her mouth to come back at himfor that politically

i ncorrect remark. Cooper stepped into the room "I think we've got
troubl e, boss."

"Yeah, so do I, Coop. Get set up."

"What do you nean, General Raines?" Paul a asked.

"CGet under that old desk, Ms. Preston,"” Ben told her bluntly. "And stay
there."”

"I beg your pardon!"



A spray of bullets froman automatic weapon ripped into the building,
knocki ng plaster fromthe walls and sending up clouds of dust. Paula |et
out a squall of fright and hit the floor, quickly crawling under the desk.

"You were right on the noney, boss!" Jersey yelled, sliding into the
roomon her belly and crawing over to a wi ndow. "They're Bruno's peopl e
and the bastards are all over the city."

"How many, Jersey?"

"They're battalion size, boss. And it appears they've
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hi dden weapons and plenty of amm all over the place. Looks like we're
in for a fight."

"Well," Anna quipped fromher position at a far window "I did say | was
getting bored."

"Qur people are pinned down in small groups all over this section of the
city," Corrie called, after talking with platoon | eaders. "But as it
stands now, Bruno's people haven't produced any heavy weapons."

Ben waited until another twenty seconds of gunfire ceased, coughed at
the dust falling all over everybody, then said, "Anna, you and Beth
bring that Big Thunper over here to the front wi ndow. Start spraying

t hose buil dings across the street. W' ve got to have sone relief. Coop,
how s it |ooking fromthe rear?"

Cooper had his SAW (squad automatic weapon), ready to bang and he nodded
his head. "They're back there, boss. But so far they're staying | ow and
quiet."

Anna and Bet h began hanmmering at the building across the street with
40mm gr enades, many of which sailed through the wi ndows. Those eneny
troops who had taken up positions in buildings began exiting out the
back, straight into the machine-gun fire of two nmain battle tanks. At
| east two squads of Bruno's Nazis went down in five seconds, torn to
bl oody pi eces.

The tanks reversed their turrets and bulled their way through the
bui | di ngs, taking up positions in front of Ben's HQ

"Tell one of themto cut down the alley and take out that building
directly to our rear," Ben said.

Three mnutes later, the MBT was tearing the building apart with 120nm
HE cannon fire.

Al'l around the section of the city occupied by Rebels, tanks and APCs
were rushing to the aid of trapped Rebels, and meking very short work of
Bruno's people, who really had only two options, since they could not
run: surrender or die.
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Most chose deat h.



The fight was savage and rel atively short once the Rebels recovered from
t he shock of the unexpected attack from what they assumed to be hungry
refugees. Recovery for the Rebels did not take |ong.

Wien the | ast hol dout had been killed, and the area decl ared safe and
secure, several prisoners were brought to Ben. Paula had craw ed out
fromunder the desk and had been escorted over to a MASH tent, where
Rebel doctors had resuned busi ness as usual. They were accustoned to
working with battles raging all around them but this tine the refugees
had pani cked, forcing the doctors to call a halt to their exam nations
and shot - gi vi ng.

"What gave us away, Ceneral ?" a man who had identified hinmself as a
captai n asked, standing in front of Ben

"Just a hunch, Captain."
"What will happen to us now?"

"I don't know yet what |'mgoing to do with you."

"I demand ..."
"You demand not hi ng!" Ben shouted at him "You're all in civilian
clothing. | could shoot you as spies and be in full accordance with the

ol d Geneva Convention concerning treatnment of prisoners captured during
wartime. So don't waste your breath telling me what you demand. "

"Are you going to shoot us, Ceneral ?" the captain asked, in a much | ess
harsh and demandi ng tone.

"I doubt it. | probably should, but | probably won't."

An expression of great relief passed over the captain's face. He had
very quickly realized that he had pushed Ben over the |ine.

Ben asked the captain a few questions. Each tine the man responded by
hi s name, rank, and service nunber. Ben finally | ooked over at the
guard. "Find soneplace to lock themup until | can decide what to do
with them"
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The prisoner gone, Jersey asked, "Wat areyou going to do with them boss?"
"Probably keep them | ocked up here for a nonth with an arrangenent to

have themturned | oose at the end of that tinme. | certainly amnot going

to shoot them Corrie, alert all the other battalions as to what
happened here and to be on the | ook-out for infiltrators."

"Ri ght, boss."
"I must be getting old and carel ess,” Ben nused al oud. "I've never
underestimated an eneny. | shoul d have antici pated sonething such as this."

"Yeah, you're real ancient, boss," Cooper said sarcastically. "You want
me to order up a wheelchair for you?"



"\'eah, General Ben," Anna said. "And | wish you' d stop with all that
drool i ng. Maybe we should have a nurse with you around the cl ock."

Ben turned first to Cooper, then to Anna, and after a nonent, started
[ aughing. "All right, all right. Enough. | get your point. Wll, Bruno
probably, and | stress 'probably,’ won't try this tactic against us
again. But we can't be sure. From now on, everybody stays on |low alert
at all tinmes." Ben stood up and stretched. "Let's go prow sone."

The charm that Casabl anca once held was forever gone. The city that once
boasted a popul ati on of over two mllion had been | ooted and savaged so
many tinmes it was nothing nore than a nmere shell of what it had once
been. And it had once been quite inpressive. Casabl anca had once been
the economic capital of the nation. It had been the center of trade,

i ndustry, and finance. And it had been a major port handling goods of

all kinds.

Now it was a dying city, and of the people who were left, many were sick
and terribly mal nouri shed.

Ben and his team wal ked the streets for a tinme, but it was not pleasant.
Every wi ndow at ground level in the
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stores and shops had been smashed by looters and rioters. The stench of
death lingered everywhere, hanging over the city like a stinking shroud.

Lamar caught up with them and notioned for Ben to join himby the side
of his vehicle.

"What's up, Lamar?"

"Ben, we're perhaps seventy-two hours, max, away froma major health
probl em here. There are hundreds of dead bodies rotting in houses and
shacks all over the city. We can't use fire, we'd have to destroy nore
than half the city."

"So it's up to the Rebels to renove the bodi es and di spose of then®"

"That's what it cones down to, Ben. And it has to be done quickly or
we're going to have real problenms on our hands."

Ben gl anced to Corrie and she nodded and got on the horn.
"Do you want the troops who do the job in full protective gear, Lanmar?"

"I want them buttoned up, Ben, using air tanks. 1'll issue them gloves .
the new cut-resistant type. | just got themin."

"This is that serious, Lamar?"

"Yes, Ben," the doctor said very somberly. "It's that serious."

"\What are you hol di ng back from e, Lamar?"
"You've all been inoculated, Ben. It's just these poor dam refugees are

bringing all sorts of bugs, and with the troops handling rotting bodies,
| want them buttoned up. If there was anything else, Ben, 1'd level with



you.
"Al'l right, Lamar. We're going to be here for awhile, aren't we?"
"Yes. We certainly are, Ben."
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Rebel teams began clearing the city of dead rotting bodies within an
hour after Ben and Dr. Chase spoke. Doctors worked with the team
ordering some of the shacks in the city carefully burned... with stacks
of dead bodies inside. Ben didn't ask why the sel ective burning, but he
had his suspicions. They spelled: Cholera.

Bl ack stinking snoke spiraled into the sky as the shacks began going up
in flanes.

"How cone we have to do this?" Cooper asked. "How cone those living here
didn't do it?"

"I guess many are afraid to touch the bodies, Coop," Ben replied. He
shook his head. "I really don't have an answer for you."

"Always us," Jersey added her two cents into the conversation. "It
al ways comes down to us doing the dirty work."

Ben couldn't argue that. She was right.
"Because we will do it," Beth said.
"Are any of the troops bitching about it, Beth?" Ben asked.

"Ch, no. They just do as ordered, boss. Fight, march, or burn or bury
the dead. It's a job."

Anna | ooked around her at the shacks that butted right up agai nst what
had once been enornous wealth. "Wat a shithole," she said.
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Ben didn't argue that, either.

When he got back to his CP, he found Paul a Preston pouring over a stack
of ol d newspapers that someone had found on board ship and brought
ashore. The papers had been used as packing material before |eaving the
port in the SUSA and these had been left over.

"Catching up on the past few years, M. Preston?"

"Please call me Paula, CGeneral," she said, |ooking up
Ben noticed she was wearing new gl asses-arny issue. Chase had seen she
made all the stops.

"Al'l right, Paula. That'll make it easier. I'mBen. | really hate
formality, especially in the field. Are the stories in those papers
shocking to you?"

"Somewhat, yes. So nmuch has happened in America in such a relatively
short time." She fixed himwi th her new magnified gaze. "You and your



ah, Rebel s have been busy, haven't you?"
"Very."

She pointed to the stack of old newspapers. "Those reporters don't think
very highly of either you or the SUSA, Ben."

Ben smled at the woman. "Qur system of governnent works, Paula. \Wile
the states outside of the SUSA fl ounder about, struggling to get on
their feet, so to speak, the SUSA is functioning smoothly, with ful

enpl oyment, the lowest crine rate in the world, factories, farns, ports,
railroads, stores, shops, and a snooth-runni ng governnent that is truly
made up of and for the people. That's why those hanky-stonping reporters
don't like us. We didn't crawl out of the ashes of destruction, we cane
out heads hi gh and wor ki ng together."

She returned his snile. "Hanky-stonping, Ben? What a uni que expression
| assune you nean |iberal s?"

"That's right, Paula. The people who did nore to screw up Anmerica than
any ot her group."
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"I can see we have hours and hours of delightful discussion about
politics ahead of us, General."

Ben grunted noncommittally at that, not knowi ng exactly what the wonman
had up her sleeve. But he had a hunch, and the thought didn't thrill him
all that nuch.

Agai n, she pointed to the stack of newspapers. "There is nothing about
China or South America in those papers, Ben."

"We don't know nuch about what is happening in South America, Paul a,
except that nations there are enbroiled in civil wars. As for China ..
He shrugged his shoul ders. "W don't know what the hell is happening
over there. You probably know nore about die M deast than we do."

"The Israelis settled their difficulties with those Arab nati ons who
wanted war with diem"

Ben chuckled. "I just bet they did. And settled it per-manendy, too.

She frowned. "War is not always the answer, Ben

"In their case it was. And for themit was inevitable. And | could have
told die rest of world what the outconme would be. We've signed an

alliance widi Israel. They'll be joining us in die fight against Bruno
Bottger."
"That does not cone as any surprise to ne. | certainly can't blame diem

for diat decision."”

Ben | eaned forward, putting his big hands on die old, beat-up table diat
was serving as a desk. "What did you nmean, Paula, by the statenent 'we
wi || have hours and hours of delightful discussion ahead of us?" "



"Just diat, Ben."

"I"'mstaying in Africa, Paula. You' re going back to Anerica on die next
ship out."

"No, |'mstaying here."

Ben | eaned back in his chair. "Oh? You nean here in Casabl anca?"

"No. I'll be traveling widi you."
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"The hell you say!"

She smled sweetly at him "I have twi ce spoken to President Jefferys
and to Secretary of State Blanton, General. Also to the | eaders of the
EUSA, the NUSA, and the WJUSA. They all thought it was a very good idea
for me to stay and assess the political climte here. President
Jefferys, who seens to be a very nice nman, by the way, and an extrenely
intelligent one, said he would be speaking with you shortly about his
deci sion."

"Ch, he did, did he?"

"Yes."

Ben nuttered under his breath.

Paul a frowned and gave hima very odd | ook. "I beg your pardon, Ben?
Surely, | nmust have m sunderstood. Did you just refer to your president

as an asshol e?"

"What the hell are we going to do with her, boss?" Corrie asked, after
Paul a had left the CP

"I have no idea. | ought to send her over to Thermand let himdeal with
her."

"Then she'd have access to Em | ," Jersey said. "You really want that?"
"Ch, CGod, no." Ben sighed. "Well, | guess we're stuck with her." He

paced the roomfor a noment, then turned to his team his face
brightening with a smle. "W could al ways sneak off in the night and
join the Scouts up ahead."

"Sure, Ceneral Ben," Anna said. "And an hour after we were reported

m ssing, every 'copter and plane in North Africa would be up | ooking for
us, in addition to hundreds of troops and ei ghteen highly pissed-off
batt corns.”

"Well, it was just a thought."

" Speaki ng of Thernopolis,
subject was Eni| Hte."

Corrie said. "I just spoke with him The
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"Do | have to hear this?"

"Yes. Em| and his followers are now wearing the traditional dress
uni form of the French Foreign Legion, conplete with kepi."

"Where the hell did they get those?"

"Therm says he thinks they brought them over fromthe SUSA. "
"Where the hell did they get them over there?"

"I don't know. But Em | is quite a sight to see, so says Therm"
"I hope we're spared that sight."

"He's carrying a sword,"” Corrie added with a snile

"I don't want to hear any nore."

Laughing, the teamleft Ben's office and Ben stood by the w ndow for a
time, staring out. Then he sniled, thinking about Em| and the nany
antics the little con artist had pulled over the years. Ben's snmile

wi dened when he thought about the thousand miles that separated them

The | ast American | eaving Casabl anca shi pped out on the evening before
Ben's 1 Batt was due to pull out of the city, heading for Marrakech.
There were several dozen Europeans sailing with the Americans. They
chose not to return to Europe, preferring to take their chances in
America instead. Scouts had reported that Safri was burning out of
control, deliberately set ablaze by the gangs after looting the city.
The Rebel s woul d head for Marrakech, then over to the coastal city of
Essaouira. After that? ... it all depended on what the Scouts, working
far ahead of the main columm, reported back

Ben had pl aced Paula Preston in the center of the columm, with the

nmedi cal personnel. She and Dr. Chase had hit it off fromthe first, and
it kept her out of Ben's way.
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The Rebels did not see one living soul between Casabl anca and Marrakech
They passed t hrough afew | ong-deserted vill ages, and occasionally
spotted the bl eached bones of aninmals and humans, but nothing el se.
"Scouts are reporting farmng going on in the Haouz Plain," Corrie
reported. "And the city has a hone guard that have successfully battled
t he gangs. They've al so kept the population down to a controllable

| evel , one they could manage to feed, to one degree or another. But
they' re desperately short of medical supplies.”

"What kind of shape is the airport in?"

"Clear and ready for traffic. Six klicks west of the city. Scouts are
there now. "

"Head for airport, Coop."

"On our way, boss."



"Scouts have hone guard directing us around the city," Corrie said.

Ben said, "Corrie, have the Scouts alert the commanders of the hone
guard and the officials of the city that the airport will be where |'lI
set up my CP. | would like to neet with them as soon as possible.”

"Ri ght, boss."

"And the city's doctors, as well."
"Ten-four, boss,"” Corrie said, a snmle curving her |ips. She had al ready
done all that. Corrie knew how to stay a few steps ahead of Ben. The
team had been together so long, they could usually anticipate the

ot her's noves.

As the columm began approaching the far outskirts of the city, there
wer e burned out hul ks of vehicles and houses either burned or pocked
with bullet holes.

"I don't see any brass twinkling in the sunlight," Beth observed.
"They're picking it up for reloading,"” Ben said. "By now they nust be
desperately short of gunpowder and lead . . . and everything el se needed
for survival."

67
They were, as Ben soon di scover ed.

A CP had been set up for himabout half a mle fromthe airport, in a
reasonably cl ean and undamaged buil ding. MASH units were swift in
setting up, and the cooks were at work within half an hour after the
colum hal t ed

Pl anes started coming in within the hour, off-I|oading nedical supplies,
cl ot hi ng, and food.

"We coul d have held out for perhaps another nonth, General," the
conmander of the honme guard told Ben, speaking in French-accented
English. He was a forner arny officer, born and reared in the city. "Six
weeks max. We're nearly out of everything."

"Who i s supplying the gangs, Col onel ?" Ben asked.

"Bottger," the colonel was quick to reply. "The Nazi bastard's goal is
to control all of Africa. And the truth is, he isn't prom sing so nuch
that he can't deliver. He may be a first class son of a bitch, but he's
a smart one."

"What is he prom sing those who foll ow hin"

"Food, nedical care, and certain of the nore intelligent of them high
positions in the governing of their respective nations. And it's working."

"The bastard is smart, isn't he?"
"Or he has very good advisors."

Ben shook his head. "No. |'ve fought Bottger before. He runs the show,



be assured of that. He's very intelligent, but also very arrogant. And
that arrogance is going to be his downfall."

"I would very much like to be there when you kill the man, General Raines.”
"Perhaps you will be, Colonel. Wo knows? But one thing is for certain.”
n O,]?Il

"I didn't travel all the way to Africa to shake the bastard's hand."
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Whil e supplies had dwindled to the critical point in the city, the
residents were in far better physical shape than their counterparts in
the other North African cities Ben and his 1 Batt had visited.

"When the Great War cane, everyone raced off to the port cities seeking
a way out," a local doctor explained to Ben. "They becane grossly
overcrowded wi th not enough nedicines or food. The sanitation systens
were overworked and either poorly maintained or not maintained at all
And that is fertile ground for disease."” The man shrugged his shoul ders.
"You saw what happened."

"Yes, we certainly did. So that's what they were fleeing from Well
that's one nystery solved." He | ooked at the doctor. "But won't the sane
t hi ng happen here should thousands try to flood your city?"

"No, General. W won't pernmit it. W' ve reached maxi mum capacity. It's a
terrible thing to say, but some of us have to survive to rebuild. W' ve
al ready sent out hundreds to the smaller towns to start over, and so
far, it's working to a satisfactory degree."

"I know the feeling, Doctor. Believe me, | do. It's hard to turn people
away. "

"But sonetimes necessary."
"Very much so."
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The citizens of Marrakech had not allowed their city to turn into a slum
or be looted by vandal s and thugs. In the face of everything that had
happened, they had maintai ned order and their dignity and pride. That
had hel ped pull themthrough the years of bad tines.

In every space avail abl e, someone was growing a garden. On the outskirts
of the city, chickens were being raised in huge nunbers. The peopl e of
Marrakech were not going to be defeated; they were going to pull out of
t he ashes of war and prosper.

The airport stayed busy around the clock, huge cargo planes bringing in
supplies for the once-bel eaguered city. The railroad leading to the city
was usel ess, for vandals had destroyed miles of track, rendering it

i noper abl e.

"How about Essaouira?" Ben asked the colonel. "I've not yet sent ny
Scouts over there.”



"Forget it," the colonel was blunt. "It's been | ooted and sacked so many
times it's only a hulk of what it used to be. Pirates used it for a
time, but even they finally abandoned it and noved on, sone of them
nmovi ng on down the coast to Agadir. South fromthere ..." He shook his
head. ". . .1 don't know. W |lost radio contact with the Canary Isl ands
along tinme ago. | don't know what is happening there. Probably pirates
have taken over the islands. That would be my guess. But. . . who knows
for sure. Allah, alone."

"Then | guess Agadir is next on our list of scenic places to visit," Ben

said with a smle.
"You'll have a fight on your hands there, General."
"It helps to break the nonotony, Colonel."

The Rebel s took a secondary road from Marrakech over to Agadir and were
met by Scouts miles fromthe city.
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"W've got a fight com ng, CGeneral. Pirates occupy the city, and | have
never seen a scunm er bunch anywhere."

"How are they arned?"
"Li ght weapons, nostly. We didn't see any heavy stuff."
"Civilians?"

"Wirren, nostly. Only a few kids. The wonen are, well, where | was raised
we used to call themroad whores."

Ben smiled. "I get the picture. Well, | suppose we'd better get busy. W
cane here to take out the garbage, so let's do it."

"Take out the garbage," Paul a repeated, wal king up with Dr. Chase. "What
an insensitive phrase to use when one is about to wage war agai nst
anot her human be-ing."

Jersey, who had been eating a candy bar, |ooked at the wonan, w apped up
her candy bar and stuck it in her pocket, belched, and wal ked off.

Ben turned his head to hide his quick grin. Jersey did not nuch care for
Paul a Preston. She was fond of referring to her as "That whiny I|iberal
bitch."

"That young | ady does not |ike ne," Paula said. "And | cannot imagi ne why."

"You're a politically correct liberal," Ben informed her. "That's why."

"I certainly am" she replied indignantly. "And there is sonething the
matter with that?"

"Paula, this is neither the time nor the place to discuss it. | am about
to start an assault on that town."

"Aren't you going to ask themto surrender?"

Ben sighed. "No, Paula. | was not planning on asking themto surrender."



"Well!" she huffed up. "I think . . ."

"Lamar, would you please take this wonan to the rear
71
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of the colum?" Ben had | ost his patience. "W are about to nove in and
if those pirates in the town have nortars, it's going to get very
dangerous up here."

"OfF course, Ben." Lamar took Paula's armand gendy but firmy |led her away.

"That wonman is a fruitcake," Beth nuttered.

"Yeah, boss," Cooper said. "How cone we always get stuck with the yoyos?"
Ben smiled, his quick burst of tenper fading as rapidly as it came. "I
suppose the best answer to that is the one the prostitute gave when a
cust omer asked her how she ever got in the business."” Ben chuckl ed.

"Just lucky, | guess."

The pirates had no stonmach for a fight agai nst professionals. Before the
Rebel s could even nove into position, die pirates were scranbling for
their boats and attenpting to head out to sea.

They didn't get very far.

Rebel helicopter gunships had been hovering just out of sight and sound
of the small city. Wien die pirate ships were just out of the harbor,
the pirates thinking they had gotten clear, the gunships swooped in, |ow
and fast and deadly, machi ne-gun and cannon and rocket fire rocking and
rolling. The harbor becane a watery grave for the pirates, who |l earned a
hard | esson about the Rebels diat day: They gave no quarter and asked
for none. War was not a game to them... it was a profession

"Send teans out to scutde those boats still floating," Ben ordered.
"Clear die harbor. W're going to need it."

"We've got a few prisoners,”
orders and transnitting them

Corrie said, after acknow edgi ng Ben's

"Bring the officers to ne."
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The pirates, Ben surnised, had spent their youth watching too many old
pirate novies; they obviously envisioned thensel ves as rea
swashbuckl ers: Earrings in both ears, bandannas around their heads,
tattoos on every avail abl e patch of skin.

"They all speak English," Jersey informed him

Ben | ooked at the pirates and then | aughed at them "Which one of you is
Tyrone Power and who is Errol Flynn?" he asked.

The four nen scow ed at him



Beth came in and | aid a piece of paper on the table Ben was using for a
desk. Ben read it, his expression changing into a deep frown. He gl anced
up at the nen. "Wich one of you gave the orders to slaughter the
civilians before you tried to sail out?"

The pirates all grinned. One hawked up phl egm and spat on the floor

Ben nonchalantly lifted a pistol fromhis desk and shot the spitter in
the knee. The pirate hit the floor, howing in pain, both hands hol ding
onto his bloody and ruined knee.

The others started jabbering in a mxture of |anguages, all pointing at
t he ot her.

"It's a slaughterhouse in town, boss," Cooper said, stepping into the
room He gave no nore than a cursory glance at the man screaning on the
floor. "These bastards killed all the old people. Shot them hanged
them and killed themin other ways too disgusting to nmention."

"Ki ds?"

"Only a few kids in town, boss. Sone of the ol der people left alive said
nost of the kids were seized along with the young women several nonths
ago and sold."

"Any idea where?"

Cooper shook his head.

Paul a stepped onto the porch of the hone. She heard
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the squalling and rushed into the house. She pulled up short at the
sight of the man withing in pain on the floor. "My God!" she blurted.
"What' s happened here?"

"I shot him" Ben told her. "And |'m about to hang these others. What do
you want, Paul a?"

"You're going to hang then®?"
"Yes. You want to watch?"
"You're not serious!"

Jersey | aughed at her.

Paul a' s eyes narrowed in anger. "You can't just hang these nen, Ben. Not
without a trial."

"You wanna bet ?"

Ben thought Paul a would barf all over her combat boots when he hanged
the pirates, including the man with the busted knee.

"Eased his pain," Ben said, looking at the pirate swinging froma

makeshi ft gallows. "All right, let's prowl the towmn and see what we have."

Deat h.



The el derly had been shot and hanged and burned alive and tortured to
death and killed in every manner a criminal degenerate m nd could dream
up ... for sport, their bodies left to rot under the sun. The stench was
over poweri ng.

"CGet the troops into protective gear and clear these bodies fromthe
streets,” Ben ordered. "Before Dr. Chase starts junping up and down and
scream ng. "

"I do not junp up and down, Raines," Lanmar said, wal king up behind Ben
and team "However, | might raise ny voice fromtine to tine."

"Where is Paul a Pureheart?" Ben asked.

Chase sighed, feigning great patience. "The |lady had a very gentle
upbringi ng, Raines. She is just not accustonmed to your crudeness and

vul garity."
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"Yeah, Lamar. Right. Her ancestors cane over on the Mayflower and all that."

"That is probably true, Raines."

"Mne were here first," Jersey said with a smle. She put one hand on
her hip and with great British affectation, said, "I"'mquite the lay-dy."

Chase could not hide his grin. He shook his head and said, "What a bunch
of characters. Now if you'll excuse nme, | have work to do. Good-bye."

Lamar gone to oversee the setting up of his MASH units, Ben said, "Okay.
Let's find ne a tenporary CP. Down by the port area. W're going to have
ships coming in shortly with supplies and nore water trucks. Not |ong
after we | eave here, we're going to have one hell of a long, dry pul
ahead of us."

Agadi r had once boasted a popul ati on of over a hundred thousand. Now
there were approximately five thousand people left in the city, nostly
ol der wonen.

"Any abl e-bodi ed man was taken and sold," Rebel intelligence told Ben
"And no idea where?"

"None, Ceneral ."

"\What about the Canary Islands. Anything firmyet?"

"Not really. We know it was a haven for pirates for a tinme. Then for
some reason-as yet unknown-the pirates left the islands. They didn't

| eave nmuch behind them™"

"No communi cations at all fromthe islands?"

"Not hi ng. Not a peep. Flyovers show many of the cities and towns on the
i sl ands have been destroyed by fires. We don't know if they were

del i berate or accidental ."

"But the flyovers can detect nothing that would pose a threat to us."



"That's correct, sir.
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"Very well. Thank you." The briefing over, Anna asked, "W going to
visit those islands, Ceneral Ben?"

"Not this tine, Anna. W don't need themfor any base, and if they don't
pose any threat there is no point in going."

"No peopl e over there?" she asked.
"Heat seekers show very few of them"
"So where do we head next?"

There are lots of towns and little villages between here and Laayoune,
Anna. And then . . . we're in the desert, into Mauritania and crossing
the Tropic of Cancer."

"Not much al ong the way, huh?"

"Not much. Not once we get away fromthe coast." Ben | ooked out the
wi ndow. bl ack snoke was drifting lazily toward the blue of the sky. The
troops were burning the bodies, for the flatbed trucks carrying the

eart h-movi ng equi pnent had not yet reached the main colum. They were
about a half a day behind, acconpani ed by tanks and a company of heavily
armed Rebels. Many of the bodies were so badly deconmposed Dr. Chase took
one | ook and ordered them all burned i mediately.

"I wonder if it's going to be this way all the way down to Bottger's
territory?" Corrie asked, standing with Ben by the w ndow.

"Wirse, probably. The further south we go the nore popul ated the |and.
What about the other battalions?"

"W seemto be catching the worst of it, boss. Al the battalions are
reporting burying or burning bodies, but not as nany as we've found. |ke
says Egypt was a piece of cake, no trouble at all there. He's going to
hug the coast through the Sudan and Eritrea."

"Not hi ng new after we received that report?"

"Not hi ng new. "
"Suppl i es?"
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"Shi ps have docked and off-1oaded. Shoving off shortly. Planes in and
out with no trouble."

"Mss Priss is about to make an entrance,” Jersey called fromthe open door.
Ben smiled. "Be sure and show her right in, Jersey."

Jersey muttered somet hing under her breath and Ben | aughed al oud.



Paul a Preston entered the room and marched up to Ben. "General, | need
to make a report to ny governnent."

"OfF course, Ms. Preston. Corrie will be only too happy to get an up-link
for you. That is, providing your governnent has managed to all ocate
enough noney for radios. The last report | got was they were very busy
sendi ng federal agents out into the countryside gathering up weapons
fromprivate citizens."

Paul a stared at himfor a noment. "Sarcasmis not necessary, Ceneral. |
amvery much aware of your contenpt for ny government."

"I really doubt, Ms. Preston, if you fully conprehend the depth of ny
di sdain."

"Perhaps we can discuss the nerits of our respective governments at sone
| ater date, Ceneral."

"Anytime, Ms. Preston. Corrie, see if you can get through to, ah, her
government, please.”

"That should prove to be a good trick," Corrie runbl ed.

"I"'msure you'll succeed, dear," Paula said to her
"Only if they have enough sense to find the on/off switch . . . and flip
it inthe right position," Corrie popped right back

Paul a sighed with the great patience of a career diplomat.
Ben | aughed at the expression on her face.

It was turning out to be a very interesting trip.
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A vast enptiness stretched out before the columm, seemingly void of any

living thing. The Rebels had |left the | ooted and burned city of Laayoune
behi nd them after doing what they could for the few thousand residents

left.

It was al most unbearably hot, and to make matters worse, the Western
Sahara and the bordering nation of Mauritania were in the grip of a |long
drought, and the sun burning every living thing. The Rebel s had renoved
their shirts and stripped down to T-shirts in an attenpt to cool off
during the day; at night it was sonetinmes downright cold. During the
day, no vehicle air-conditioning could be run because of overheating.

"Goddam mi serabl e country,"” Jersey bitched. "Wy in the name of CGod
woul d anyone in their right mnd willingly choose to |live here?"

"You were raised in the desert," Cooper said. "I thought you liked this?"

"That's what you get for thinking, Coop," Jersey came right back. "What
was that last village we passed through?"

"CQuelta Zemmur," Beth told her, fanning herself with a nagazi ne.

"We're in Mauritania now," Ben said. "Crossed the
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border a few nmles back. Bir Mdghrein is a few mles ahead."

"Whi ch used to be called Fort Trinquet," Beth injected.

"A French Foreign Legion outpost?" Cooper asked.

"l guess so. The brochure doesn't say."

"What does it say?"

"Not a whole Iot. One paragraph stating that there is nothing there."
"How far to some vestiges of civilization?" Jersey asked.

"About a hundred and thirty mles," Beth replied. "G ve or take twenty

or so."

"And that would be? ..." Anna asked.

"Zouerate."

"I's there anything at ... whatever you called it?" Corrie asked.
"Not rmuch. "

"What a shithole," Jersey muttered.

There was even less at Bir Mghrein than the travel brochure
nment i oned- not hi ng but the skel etons of a few dozen | ong dead humans,
their bones bl eached white.

"This place gives ne the creeps,"” Cooper said, |ooking all around him

"For once | agree with Coop," Jersey said.
"What do you think, Doctor?" Ben asked the Rebel doctor who had been
i nspecting the bones.

The doctor stood and | ooked at Ben and Lamar Chase, the chief of
medi ci ne, who had just wal ked up to stand al ongsi de Ben. "Di sease and
starvati on woul d be ny guess. Possibly bad water. There are no broken
bones on any of these remains. No bullet holes in the skulls; skulls
have not been smashed."

Rebel s had been testing the water supply; what there
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was left of it. "Water's bad,"” they replied. "It's been contaminated."
"Well, let's get the hell out of here," Ben said. "W've got a long dry

pul I ahead of us.

There were about five hundred people left in Zouer-ate, and they were
all in bad shape.

"Used to be al nost twenty-five thousand people living here," Beth stated



softly.

Lamar had been observing his doctors check over the people. He left the
tent and wal ked over to Ben. "About twenty percent of these people are
dead and don't realize it," he said. "They are too far gone for us to be
of any hel p. Ravaged by di sease, lousy diet, bad water. If the others
remain here, they'll all be dead within a year. There is just nothing we
can do."

"Very few babi es and young children," Ben observed.

"Most were miscarried or stillborn,” Lamar said. "Those that weren't,
died within a few days or weeks of birth. The nothers just weren't
strong or healthy enough to carry themto full term"”

"And you suggest we do ... what?"

"Not hing. If the people insist upon staying here, we'd be wasting tine
and supplies.”

Ben | ooked at the commander of the engineer conpany that traveled with
the colum. "Can you get the |oconotive running? That's the only way we
can get themto Atar."

"Providing Atar wants them " Chase i njected.

"I think we could get it running," the engineer replied hesitantly.
"Corrie, have you received anything out of Atar?" Ben asked.
"Not hi ng, boss. Flyovers show it's not nuch better than this place."
"Damm! " Ben sai d.
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Anot her Rebel wal ked up. "The people say they don't want to | eave here,"
he said. "They're firm about that."

Ben shrugged. "All right. W can't force themand | won't stay here and
nursemaid them Let's get the hell gone."

"Just like that, CGeneral ?" the famliar voice of Paula Preston reached Ben
Ben turned. "Yes, Ms. Preston. Just |like that. W don't believe in

hel pi ng peopl e who don't want to help thenselves. That is part of the
Rebel phil osophy."

"l see."

"I doubt it." Ben turned his back to her and said, "Munt up. W' re out
of here."

Atar was |ike a beautiful garden flourishing in the mddl e of nowhere.
There were gardens on every patch of ground that woul d grow anyt hi ng,
and the date pal mgroves were well kept. Wien Ben told the local nmlitia
commander of the situation in Zouerate, the man merely shrugged.

"We know," he said, and let it go at that.



Ben did not press the point. It was not his country and certainly none
of his business.

The conmander was a former arny officer who, before the Geat War, was
stationed at the nilitary base in Atar, and who still wore part of his
old uniform wth the rank of colonel on the collar. He sensed Ben's
plight and smiled apologetically. "At this stage, CGeneral, we can only
hel p those who will make some sort of effort to help thenselves. To do
nore woul d be a waste of our time and our precious resources.”

"I agree whol eheartedly, Colonel. | think you and | are going to get
al ong. How about joining me for sone hot food and conversation?"

"I't would be both a pleasure and an honor, sir.
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The airstrip at Atar was |ong enough and in good enough shape to handl e
cargo planes. The town had several doctors, and all the peopl e needed
was medi cal supplies, and that did not take |ong. Considering all that
had happened, the citizens were in relatively good shape.

The Rebel s soon shoved off toward Nouakchott, on the coast.

The col onel had warned Ben that conditions in the capital were grim
"Ahundred, a thousand times worse," to use his words, than before the
Great War. And Ben knew from studying old reports that they had been
di smal even then.

When it becane the nation's capital back in 1960, it was an extension of
the old walled city. The city was originally designed for about fifteen
t housand people. By the time the G eat War came, the popul ation had
swelled to about half a million. The colonel had told Ben the popul ation
now was probably over a hundred thousand.

But it was nothing nore than a place for people to come and die, and the
stench could be snelled for several mles.

Ben studied the Scouts' reports on the city for several mnutes, after
listening to taped transnissions fromthe pilots doing flyovers.

"Corrie, what do the ships' captains say?"

"They' ve had to beat back boarders,"” she reported. "Finally they had to
| eave the harbor and head out to sea to avoid being overwhel ned."

Ben gl anced at Dr. Chase. "G ve ne your opinion, Lamar. It's going to be
a nedical decision ... at least in part."

The chief of medicine grinmaced. "The humane thing to do, the nora
thing, the right thing, | suppose one could say, would be to enter the
city and start seeing people. But we're going to lose troops if we do that.
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How many | ooters and thieves did the sentries have to threaten, warn,
and finally shoot |ast night?"



"About a dozen."
"Multiply that by about a hundred thousand and you have the story."
"Your autopsies showed what, Lamar?"

"The peopl e are ravaged by di sease. TB and chol era are ranpant. The
water is bad, they have no sanitation facilities, bodies are rotting in
the streets. Rabies has reached epidemc proportions. If we did manage
to get in without losing five to ten percent of our own people
attenpting to beat back those rioting for food, we would only be
prolonging the inevitable. It's ny opinion that in a year, it's going to
be a dead city . . . no matter what we do."

Ben nodded his head wearily and | ooked at a Scout. "Can you get us
around the city, without getting too cl ose?"

"Yes, sir. We've found a route that msses the city by mles. W won't
get anywhere close to it."

"Al'l right," Ben said with a sigh. "Let's head for Senegal. There is
not hi ng we can do here."

"W se decision, Ben," Lanar said, and headed back to the center of the
col um.

No one had nuch to say for an hour after by-passing the city. It's not
easy to | eave over a hundred thousand nmen, wonen, and children to die,
not even for the battle-hardened Rebels of Ben's 1 Batt. But the Rebels
realized they had no choice in the matter. The situation in Nouakchott
was hopel ess.

The change in | andscape was subtle at first, but there was a definite
change as the long colum crossed over into Senegal, heading for the
city of St. Louis, which
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was once the capital of Senegal and Mauritania, until the countries
officially split in the 1950s.

There was a good port on the west side of the island, and the airport
was usabl e, after some cl eaning up. Scouts radi oed back that the
situation there was nothing |ike what the Rebels had found in Nouakchott.

"Let's radio the city we're on our way in," Ben said.

The first roadbl ocks the Rebels encountered were mles fromthe city,
manned by some sort of home guard: the first line of defense against the
roam ng gangs. The hone guard was protecting their fields, which were
planted with vegetables of all sorts.

"Day and night, General," a well-spoken, m ddl eaged man who was
conmandi ng this detachment said. "The people try to steal what is not
theirs to take. W don't want to shoot them but warning shots no | onger
have any effect." He shook his head. "W have to survive."

"I understand,” Ben told him "And if you let one in, soon there will be



one mllion stormng the gates, so to speak."

"That is correct, General. And then no one will survive. W are strong
enough to keep the hordes out, but not strong enough or well arned
enough to go out into the countryside in force to hunt down and kill the
gangs. "

"W can help you solve that little dilemm," Ben later told a group of
civic |l eaders, after the problemwas repeated to himat a neeting. "But
et me make one thing very clear: we are not peacekeepers, |adies and
gentl emren. When we go after an objective, we don't play war ganmes with
rules. W smash the eneny, we grind them down into subm ssion, and we

t ake damm few prisoners. ™

That was nmet with broad smles and affirnati ve nods.

Ben returned the smiles, thinking: Now we get down to doi ng what we do
best. "Consider it done," he assured the group
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* * %

"We hunt them down," he told his conpany commanders, "and we kill them
W take prisoners only as a last resort. W will not offer them

surrender terns. The only thing to do in this country, and probably
every country we visit, is to rid themof the gangs that are the major
stunbling bl ocks toward their rebuilding. W canme here to hel p those who
have the desire to help thenselves. So let's do it."

The Rebel s trapped the first bunch of thugs and hoodluns in the ruins of
a village about thirty mles fromthe city. After the helicopter
gunships did their thing with rocket and machi ne-gun fire, the Rebels
nmoved in and finished the job. They took no prisoners but did | eave two
very frightened gang nmenbers alive, cowering anong the torn and mangl ed
dead.

Ben stood over the two men and stared down at them Through an
interpreter, he told the men that if they wanted to stay alive, they'd
better run far and fast, don't ever conme back, and warn ot her gang
menbers if they wanted to live, to do the sane.

The two nmen took off running and did not | ook back

"Count the dead," Ben ordered.

Nearly two hundred were tossed into a shall ow nass grave scooped out by
' dozers.

The Rebel s noved on

Wth Mke Stafford swinging his 18 Batt around north to south near the
border, and noving west, Ben and his 1 Batt working east, the gangs
could either go north into the desert, or south. O they could stand and
face the Rebels and nake a fight of it ... and die

Most chose to run south.

Al'l over the top of North Africa the same scene was
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bei ng repeated. The gangs of crimnals were nmeeting a force unlike
anyt hi ng they had ever encountered. A force of savage warriors who
seem ngly operated without rules, killed without enmotion, and took very
few prisoners. Bruno Bottger had not warned them about the Rebels.

Wthin two weeks, the area between St. Louis and Matam was decl ared
clean of gangs . . . and the residents slowy began noving out of the
crowmded cities and towns and back into the countryside, in an attenpt to
pick up their lives and begi n anew.

Ben and his 1 Batt headed south, toward Dakar, huggi ng the coast, while
M ke Stafford and his 18 Batt worked south toward Bakel, follow ng the
river that separated Senegal and Mali .

Dakar, Ben was warned, was a m xture of gangs and decent citizens, al
trying to survive through the hard tinmes: the forner through crimna
activities, the latter by |egal neans.

Al that was about to change with the arrival of the Rebels.

"The Yoff Airport is in pretty good shape, all things considered," Ben
was told, after receiving reports from Scouts and fromflyovers. "A
day's work and we can have it up and operating. The port is in good shape."
" Gangs?"

"About a hundred different gangs operating out of the city. Protection,
extortion, slavery, strong-armstuff- you nane it and they're doing it.
And doing well withit."

"WIl the locals work with us in bringing a halt to it?"

"Doubtful, General. Just like the old days back in the States, they're
scared to cooperate."

"Well, then," Ben said with a smle. "I guess we're going to have to
show them how it's done."

The Scout |aughed. "Sonehow, sir, | just knew you'd say that."
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"Yes, | know who the hoodl uns are," the merchant spoke through an
interpreter. "Every one of them Al of us along this block know their
identity. But if we cooperate with you, they will kill our famlies. No,
sir. | cannot do it."

"They can't kill your famlies if they're not alive," Ben told the man.

The nerchant stared at Ben for a | ong nonment. "That would be the only
way this city will ever know peace and prosperity again, General."

"That's the way we operate. W don't play ganes with crimnals.”

"They have guns and grenades," the nmerchant said, but Ben could tell he

was waveri ng.



"W have bigger guns and nore powerful grenades.”

The nerchant suddenly smled. "I will do as you ask, General. And so
will the others along ny block."

The back door suddenly burst open and Jersey and Cooper threw a young
man inside. He slid on the floor on his face. He was butt-ugly before he
hit the floor, so the slide really didn't hurt his | ooks any.

"You will die for this, you coward!" he hissed at the merchant.

The interpreter told Ben what the punk had said and Ben ki cked the
hoodlumin the face with the toe of his
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boot. Several teeth abruptly left the young man's nmouth and went
bounci ng around on the fl oor

A policeman stood by watching the scene very nervously. The | oca
police, those that weren't on the take, were largely ineffective.

Ben smiled down at the hoodl um who was | ooking up at him bl ood | eaking
fromhis mouth. "Ch, | don't think so, bub."

There were three Rebels in every store along a five-bl ock downtown area
both sides of the street. They had slipped in earlier and taken up
positions. Two were arnmed with M16's, the CAR version, the third arned
with a pump-action, sawed-off, twelve-gauge shotgun, |oaded with 00
buckshot, three-inch magnuns.

A prearranged hand signal had been settled upon to warn the Rebel s when
a gang nenber entered the shop. It wasn't a long wait for Ben, Jersey,
and Anna, in the back room of one shop. Ben's conpany conmranders did not
like the idea of himbeing right in the nmiddle of things, but he was the
boss, and they knew better than to argue with him

Ben didn't need the hand signal to tell hima punk had entered the
store. Ben could snell the bastards froma hundred yards away.

Jersey listened to her headset for a nmonent, then whispered, "Corrie
says gang menbers are entering every store along the way. Quess the
shopkeepers were leveling with us: this is collection day."

"This is the day they get sent right straight to hell," Ben returned the

whi sper.

Anna sniled, a strange savage noving of the Iips. The young wonan coul d
be al nbst bl oodthirsty at times. But, as Ben often had to reni nd

hi nsel f, she grew up fighting gangs of punks and hoodl ums and ot her types
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of human sline. She hated punks just as much as Ben did, and that was
sayi ng a nout hful .

Ben clicked the shotgun of f safety.



The punk facing the shopkeeper shook his fist at the man and the two

wi th himlaughed. Then the punk jerked out a pistol. Ben didn't have to
understand the | anguage to know t he shopkeeper was being threatened and
cussed. Ben stepped from behind cover and gave the hoodluma full I oad
of 00 buckshot.

From a di stance of about fifteen feet, the |oad of buckshot nearly took
the thug's head off. The inpacting | ead knocked himout the front door
He sprawed in front of the store in a pool of blood.

Jersey and Anna stepped around Ben and gave the other two bursts from
t he weapons. They joined their friend outside, in front of the store.

Al'l up and down the bl ock the sounds of shotguns and M16's coul d be
heard, roaring and clattering. It lasted for no nore than a minute, then
a strange silence foll owed.

Ben stepped past the shocked shopkeeper and wal ked outsi de, | ooking up
and down the street. Rebels were draggi ng bodies out of the stores,
dunpi ng them uncerenoniously in the gutter. Several Rebe
deuce- and- a- hal ves appeared. Using |ocal help, the bodies were tossed
into the covered beds of the trucks and hauled off to the mass grave
that had al ready been scooped out of the earth, well outside the city.

Ben carefully rolled a cigarette and lit it. The shopkeeper appeared by
his side. "Friends of the dead thieves will stop by for a visit later
tonight. They will attenpt to burn nmy shop in retaliation for this."

"We'll be here,” Ben assured him

"OQthers will be back tonorrow, " the shopkeeper persi sted.
"We'll be here then, too," Ben said.

89

The shopkeeper smiled. "lIs this the way they do it in Anerica?"
"No," Ben told him "But it's the way we do it in ny part of Anerica."

The Rebels stayed in the city for ten days, Chase and his nedical
personnel keepi ng busy seeing people, Ben and his peopl e keepi ng busy
deal ing wi th punks.

At the end of the week, the Rebels had brought the reign of |aw essness
and near anarchy to a stop, putting nearly two thousand punks in mass
graves.

New city officials had been elected in fair elections (replacing the old
corrupt officials-sone of whom had been pronptly hanged by extrenely
irate citizens, after very short and highly enotional trials) and the
police force had been conpletely revanped.

Rebel political officers had worked closely with the |ocal hierarchy and
trade agreenents had been signed establishing trade between the SUSA and
the country of Senegal

Gangs of punks, thugs, and various other types of human vermin had fled
the city in droves aftxjr the first seventy-two hours of retribution



knowing if they stayed their future was going to be very short, with a
very abrupt cessation of life comng at the end of a rope or a bullet.

For the first tine in years, Dakar was a peaceful city.

"Your concept of justice is rather harsh, General," Paula said to Ben on
t he eveni ng before the colum was due to pull out. She had poured a nug
of coffee and seated herself across fromhim It was the first tine

she'd had anything to say to himin a week, which suited Ben just fine.

"But it works," Ben said shortly, hoping to end the conversation before
it could get started.
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Hs remark didn't faze her. Paula stared at himfor a nonent, then
sugared and creanmed her coffee and slowy stirred it. "If what |'ve seen

so far is your nmethod of dealing with the poor unfortunates who are
forced into alife of crine, I don't want any part of it."

"I can arrange for a plane to pick you up in the norning," Ben said quickly.

She didn't blink. "Forget it. |I'mhere for the duration. | amgoing to
report you to the United Nations, Ceneral."

Ben | aughed. He wiped the tears fromhis eyes and said, "Lady, | don't
care who you report ne to. Send out as nany reports as you like."

"Ch, | have, General. | have sent dispatches to all the major newspapers
out side of the SUSA. They are sending reporters ASAP."

"Are they, now?"

"Yes. | want the world to see the conditions here in Africa and
especi ally your methods of dealing with unfortunates.”

"Ch, ny!" Ben smiled at her
"You think it's funny, don't you?"

"Sort of, Ms. Preston. Tell ne, who is going to provide food and water
and shelter and protection for these guardians of the Constitution?"

"They're bringing everything they need," she said smugly.

"Are they, now?"

"Yes."

"Well, that takes a real load off ny m nd. My goodness, | was worried
about their welfare. | certainly wouldn't want anything to happen to any
of them | don't knowif | could endure that."

"Your humor is grotesque.”
"Thank you."
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"My God, Ceneral, | didn't mean that as a conplinent."



"Ch? Well, sorry about that."

She narrowed her eyes and stared at himfor a nmoment before realizing
that he was putting her on. She sighed and took a sip of her coffee.
"I"'mbeginning to believe you cannot be insulted, General."

"It's been tried by the best, Ms. Preston.”

"I can just imagi ne. Whatever happened to Ben and Paul a?"

Ben smled. "You got all stiff and formal on me, Ms. Preston.”

"For that, | apologize, Ben. But | won't apol ogize for calling the press
in"

Ben shrugged his indifference. "I think nost of them know by now they'|
be on their own here. | won't nursemaid them"

"Those two or three reporters who wite favorably of you probably won't
be along on this trip."

"l know. |'ve been advised of that."

"You were advised? . She spoke softly and let that trail off into a
monent of awkward silence. "Then you knew all along that | had alerted

t he press?”

"Sure."

"And you just let ne ranmble on?"

"Why not ?"

She flushed. C eared her throat. "Does anything happen in the Rebel Arny
t hat escapes your attention?"

"Not very much, Paula. Tell your reporter friends to link up with us in
Banjul, Ganbia. I'lIl have ny people alert themwhen the airport is
secure and they can cone in. |'ve already had the ship captain who is
bringing their vehicles and supplies over alerted to hold off attenpting
to dock until he receives word that the dock area is safe and secure.
He'll lay a safe distance offshore until he gets word." Ben pushed back
his chair and
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stood up. "We'll be pulling out of here at dawn tonorrow. Nice talking
with you, Paula."

Ben wal ked away and Dr. Chase sat down, a smile on his face.
"What are you grinning about?" Paul a asked.

"You'll learn not to try to get sneaky with Ben Raines, Paula. The man
i nvented the word."

"I"mbeginning to think you're right, Lamar."

Lamar's grin faded and his eyes grew serious. "Paula, warn your reporter



friends not to cross Ben. Ben doesn't |ike the press, and he believes
strongly that the press has no business anywhere near a war zone. He's
not going to cut themany slack. If they get into trouble, they' re on
their own. |'ve gone over the list of reporters Ben's people intercepted
fromyour State Departnent transmi ssions. As far as | can tell, they're
all a pack of whiny |eft-wi ngers who pee their lace-trimred drawers at
the sight of a gun and fall into a foam ng fit of indignation when sone
punk gets shot. Paula, he's shot reporters for filing a biased story."

Paula's smle quickly faded at that. "You and Ben think quite a bit
ali ke, don't you, Lamar?"

"Quite a bit, Paula. W' ve been together a long tine."
"These nen and worren will report what they see."

"WIl they, Paul a?" Lamar questioned. "Or will they report what they
want to see?"

"Well, we're beating the rainy season,"” Ben said, when the colum was
about an hour's drive fromthe Ganbi an border. "But not by much."

"17 and 18 Batts are reporting the roads are in really bad shape,”
Corrie said. "Slowing themdown to about ten niles an hour, tops."

"They'l|l get worse, nuch worse," Ben warned. "The
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rainy season is not far away. And when that happens the roads will turn

into a quagnire of red nud."

None of the team asked how Ben knew that. They did not inquire into
Ben's past . . . although all knew that Ben had done contract work for
the Cl A as a young man just out of the service, and some of that work
had been in Africa.

"The colum's going to have to stop,"” Corrie announced. "There is sone
sort of old military truck stalled in the road ahead."

"Let's get out and stretch our |egs," Ben said, opening the door and
steppi ng out onto the road.

He | eaned agai nst the big wagon and rolled a cigarette. Al around him
| ay creeks and swanps, foreboding | ooking even in the m dday.

A strange stillness lay over the I and, and Ben puzzl ed about that, for
this area was known for its chattering nonkeys and squawki ng parrots.

"Jersey," he said softly.
"Yeah, boss?"

"Tell Corrie | said to put everybody on high alert, but to do it quietly
and easy. |'ve suddenly got this real bad feeling about this place."

"You are not alone, boss."



Corrie quietly issued the orders and the Rebels began unassing fromthe
trucks, nonchal antly appearing, but all the while they were seeking out
t he best defensive positions along the road. Tank conmanders were
tal ki ng on another frequency, ready to button up and swing their
turrets, staggered left and right.

Ben reached into the big wagon and pull ed out a rucksack contai ni ng
several dozen filled magazines for his CAR and for his team He had

al ready picked out a good position in a ditch just a few yards fromthe
road, and with his eyes had told his team where they were goi ng when
troubl e started.
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Jersey stepped close and stuck a stick of chewing guminto her nouth.
"Wagon's going to get full of holes, boss.”

"Better it than us," Ben said with a snmile. He cut his eyes to Cooper
"What's Coop | ooking so worried about? An anbush is nothing new for any
of us."

"He's worried about his recently acquired collection of filthy

magazi nes. He picked di emup back along the way. Really nasty ones.
They're in the truck right behind our wagon."

Ben chuckl ed. "These real juicy magazi nes, hey, Jersey?"

"Filthier than any |'ve ever seen himread. And Cooper has sone rea
gross magazi nes."

Before Ben could reply, Anna said in a whisper, "Mvenent in the swanp,
in front and behind us."

"I wonder who they are?" Beth questioned, getting ready to junp into the
ditch in front of them "Gangs usually aren't this smart."

"We' || question any prisoners we take," Ben replied.
"I'f we take any," Anna said.
"There is always that to consider," Ben agreed.

Qut in the swanp, soneone got anxious and rose up frombehind a log. A
Rebel stitched himwith a burst fromhis M16 and the fight was on

Ben and team jumnped for the ditch.

"Well, crap!" Beth said, fromher position on the far left side of the
line. "I landed right in a pile of shit!"

"Probably nonkey shit," Ben told her
"Thanks a lot," Beth replied.

Then there was no nore tine for talk as the as yet unknown eneny opened
up fromboth sides of the swanp.

95 Twel ve

These were not undi sciplined gangs of punks staging the anbush. The



Rebel s knew that within a few seconds. These were trained soldiers. O,
as Ben thought, they had been at one tine.

But as highly trained as they were, the anbushers could not match or
wi thstand for long die withering fire fromthe Rebel col um.

The first wave of anbushers died before they could make ten yards toward
the road. The dark swanp water soon becane stained widi their blood.

In less than one mnute, die Rebels in die |ong columm probably blew ten
t housand rounds of various types of ammop at the anbushers. The swanp
became thick with bodies of the dead and the dying and the close stil

air was soon acrid with the snell of gunsnoke.

The anmbushers pressed the attack for another couple of ninutes, dien
abrupdy broke it off, fading back into die swanp and the stunted trees.

"Hol d your positions," Ben ordered, Corrie repeating the orders the
instant diey left his nmoudi. "Were the hell are die gunships?"

"On their way."

"Tell diemto strafe everything that noves on eiuier side of the road."
"Ri ght, boss."
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Hel i copter gunshi ps, which had been circling the city of Banjul, sone
m | es away, began roaring overhead, machine guns clattering and rockets
tearing up the swanp.

Still nore anmbushers died in the air assault.

"Tell the tanks to strafe the bodies in the swanp wi th nmachi ne-gun
fire," Ben ordered. "I don't want sone dying asshole to take a Rebe

wth himwith his |last breath.”

.50 and 7.62 caliber machine-gun fire ripped the swanp for a full mnute
bef ore Ben ordered a halt. "Wunded?" Ben asked.

"Two wounded, minor. No Rebel dead," Corrie reported.

"Good. Now shove that damm stalled truck off the road and let's get the
hell out of here."

Whil e the vehicle blocking the road was bei ng shoved off into the swanp,
Corrie said, "Two prisoners, boss. They just crawl ed up out of the
swanp. Both of them hard hit, not expected to make it."

"All right. W'll hold up while intel gets what they can fromthem Then
toss the bodies back into the swanp."

"Done," Corrie responded.
"The Scouts near the city yet?"
"As close as they dare get. The city is jam packed, to use their words.

The dead are piled up in rotting stacks outside the city. The residents
try to burn the bodies, but are usually not entirely successful. They



get the top of the pile, those underneath rot. There are absolutely no
sanitation facilities; they were pretty |ousy before the war, when there
were about fifty thousand people here. Now there are about ten tines

t hat nunber."

"Dam!" Ben said. "CGot any nore good news?"

"The city is a breeding ground for disease. Not even the gangs of punks
want anything to do with it."

97

97

"This is why the people back up the road | ooked at me so strangely when
| said our next stop was Ganbia. | should have pressed them for details.
Al right. W'll bypass Banjul; give it a wide berth. W'll hold up just
i nsi de the Quinea-Bi ssau border and wait for Nick to catch up. He's

supposed to be in Bansang late this afternoon or early in the norning."

"Right. 1'll bunp himnow. Onh, the two prisoners just died wthout
sayi ng anything."

Bef ore Ben could reply, Chase cane wal king up. "What's this about
Banj ul , Ben?"

Ben very quickly sumred up what Corrie had told him

Chase nodded. "That ties in with what a doctor told ne back in Banjul
But he said it was all runmor. He could confirmnothing."

"Bypass it, Lamar?"

"I don't think we have a choice. W can't save every hunman being on the
continent. It's a noble thought, but inpossible for us."

"Corrie . . ."

"I know, boss. Tell the captain of the ship bringing the reporters
supplies to push on, or sail on, whatever sailors do, down to the port
of Bissau. Tell the charter plane bringing in the press to hold off
until we are sure the airport can handle them"

"That's right, Corrie."

Chase | ooked at both of them strangely, then said to Ben, "She can read
your m nd? God, poor girl!"

The going was so slow through the tiny country that nany times the
Rebel s chose to wal k al ongsi de or behind the trucks rather than endure
the torturous ride.

"What a choice," one Rebel was heard to say. "Blisters on ny feet or
blisters on nmy ass."
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Ben only smiled when he heard that. He knew that the time for a



conmander to really start worrying was when the troops stopped bitching.

Despite the terrible roads and the sl ow going, Ben and his Rebel s make
it across the tiny country without further incident. As to who was
behi nd the fail ed anbush, Ben never found out. The Rebel s had gat hered
up many of the weapons used by the anbushers and they were in good
shape, and, as Ben was quick to point out after |ooking at several of
t he bodies, so were the boots. Good gear can tell an experienced field
commander nuch about a unit.

Nick Stafford and his 18 Batt reached their objective w thout running
into trouble, and they reported that while Bansang was no paradi se, the
peopl e there were naking a great effort to clinb out of the tragedy of
war and resume sonme degree of normalcy. Nick and his people woul d stay
for a few days, his doctors seeing, as much as possible, to the needs of
the people. Nick and his 18 Batt would then have to travel east over to
Basse Santa Su before cutting south and eventually make it into

Qui nea-Bissau . . . which used to be known as Portuguese Quinea. The

ot her battalions were keeping pace with Ben's 1 Batt, although the
west -t o-east |ine would appear very snake-like on any map.

Ben's Scouts reported that the city of Bissau was coping, and while the
citizens had suffered at the hands of gangs, the gangs had fled upon
hearing that the Rebels were fast approaching the city. The reputation
of the Rebels was quickly spreading all over the continent. Ben knew
that eventually the hundreds of gangs woul d band together under one

| eader and make a stand of it-they would have no ot her choice.

During a rest break, Paula found Ben and sat down on the ground across
fromhim "I've just spoken with
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some of the reporters. They think you're deliberately stalling to keep
them out of the country."”

Ben screwed the cap back on his canteen. "I don't give a damm what they
think, Paula. | did what | did for their own safety. If they haven't got
enough sense to understand that, to hell with them™

"You really hate the press, don't you, Ben?"

"l don't have much use for a lot of them But hate? . . . No, | don't
hate them Wat | hate is to see the press going right back to being
what they were before the Great War. Those outside the SUSA, that is,"
he added with a smle.

"What do you nean?"

"They were biased then, they're biased now It was the press | believe,
who, back before the Great War, coined the phrase 'hate groups' to
describe many, if not all, of the militia groups that sprang up across
the country. | knew many people who bel onged to various mlitia groups,
and very few of them hated the government. They disliked the direction

t he government was taking, which was to the left. They were opposed to

t he government wasting billions of taxpayer dollars each year. They knew
that many departments and agenci es of the government were not necessary.
They disliked the big bl oated bureaucracy the federal governnent had



become. They disliked the fact that governnent was snooping around in
the private lives of its citizens. If one got his or her news solely
fromthe national press, the average citizen would think every nmenber of
amlitia group, or a tax protest group, or any kind of group who had

the courage to speak out agai nst governnment was evil. The eveni ng news
and the broadcast news nagazi nes-so-call ed-becane a joke to mllions of
Americans . . . and | include nyself in that group. There was no

fairness, no bal ance, no presenting of both sides of every story. Now to
be honest about it,
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some of the militia and other protest groups were filled to overfl ow ng
with nuts and cranks. But not the majority. The majority were decent,
honest, working, tax-paying men and wormen who felt they had no voice in
the runni ng of government . . . which they didn't."

"There was al ways the ballot box, Ben."

"It wasn't working. In the last national election before the Geat War
and the following revolt by citizens, only about forty-eight percent of
eligible voters bothered to vote. That's how bad it had becone in
America. Many people just gave up, believing, correctly to sone degree,
that their vote didn't count and didn't matter in the long run. They
bel i eved, again correctly to some degree, that big government was goi ng
to do what big governnment wanted to do, and to hell with the mllions of
Ameri cans who were opposed to it. Revolution was inevitable, Paula. If
the politicians had not been so far out of touch with the average
citizen, they could have seen it com ng. Should have seen it coming."

"But the war came instead."

"It sure did. And right on its heels, open rebellion by Americans who
simply refused to go back to the old ways."

"Anerica never really recovered, did it, Ben?" she asked softly.

"It recovered just fine for us, Paula."”

"A few weeks ago, you said you felt that sometine in the very near
future, or words to that effect, that the EUSA and the NUSA woul d soon
become as one. Do you really believe that?"

"Ch, yes. | know that tal ks were underway even before we sailed. |'m not
supposed to know that, but as you have stated, very little escapes ny
attention." He smiled. "And we have a very good intelligence network."
"I"'msure you do. And will the SUSA ever agree to return to the Union?"
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"Doubtful. The eastern and northern sections of the country are going
right back to the old ways just as fast as die liberals an steer them

And that is sonething we will never do."

"What if, once America is reunited, the leaders try to force the SUSA to



rejoin the Union?"

"They won't. The politicians nmight bluster around and poke out their
chests and tal k tough, but that's all it will be. They know better than
to attenpt to use force against us."

"Why? Nearly your entire army is over here.”

"Paula, I won't hesitate to use germ warfare agai nst any eneny of the
SUSA. And | have the stockpiles and the delivery systens ready to go."

"You woul dn't do that!"

"The hell 1 wouldn't, lady. Those of us who conceived and followed this
dream wor ked too damm hard and sacrificed too damm much to see it
destroyed. That will not happen. Do you know what MAD nmeans?"

"I can but assune you are tal king about the old col d-war term nmeaning
Mutual |y Assured Destruction?"

"That's right, Paula. And you be sure and rem nd your asshol e press
buddi es about it. | say rem nd, because they already know If die United
States ever does beconme united again, and | suspect they will, probably
sooner than | think, and tries to nmove against us, | will defend the
SUSA down to the last missile, the |ast canister of airborne sickness
and death, and the last drop of Rebel blood. | will destroy any country
who el ects to wage war agai nst us."

Paul a visibly pal ed under her tan. "I have never heard such a deadly
war ni ng behi nd any person's words."

"You' ve got that right. And | nean every word of it."

She stared at himfor a few heartbeats. "You say the press knows of this?"
"Sure. But they think I'mbluffing."
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"And you don't bluff, do you, Ben?"

"Not when it comes to the SUSA."

"But Ben, the people who live outside the SUSA won't be the ones who
make war against you . . . if war ever comes," she added.

And Ben knew with those words, his |ingering suspicions about how nmuch
Paul a really knew had been confirnmed. On the same day they'd net, while
she was bei ng checked over by Rebel doctors, Ben's intelligence people
had slipped into the basement at the consul ate office. They had found
ext ensi ve shortwave equi pnent, a huge portable generator, and fuel to

| ast for years. They had found nmedi ci nes and energency food . . . anong
ot her things.

The next day, the consulate offices had been gutted by a fire,

everyt hing destroyed. Again, Ben's people had gone there while Paul a was
out. The fire had been set by someone. No doubt in Ben's m nd who had
set the fire: Ms. Paula Preston



What Ben didn 't know was who she was really working for. He did not
bel i eve she was working for Bruno Bottger, for his people back in the
States had checked her out and she was indeed an enpl oyee and of fici al
of the State Departnent, and she had i ndeed been stranded over here
shortly after the Great War ... or sonebody fitting her description had.
There was no way to really check that, for her fingerprints had been on
file in Washington and that city no | onger existed. Her fanily-nother
and father-had lived just outside Washi ngton; they had been kill ed when
the nation's capital went up

Ben and his intelligence people felt she had been in contact with the
state departnent all along, and that probably some of the so-called
"refugees” were al so state department enployees. If that was true, and he

103
103
felt it was, what was her gane? What the hell was she up to?

"They support the adm nistration of their respective governments,
Paul a," Ben finally answered her. "And they have rejected the Tri-States
phi | osophy of government. VWich is certainly their right," he added.

"Whi ch neans? .

"They woul d probably support a war agai nst the SUSA. Mst of the people,
that is."

"I hope a civil war never happens, Ben."
"You better do nore than hope, Paula. You'd better pray it doesn't."
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M ke Richards, head of the Rebel Intelligence, had at first bal ked at
going to Africa, but in the end he relented and had been with lke's 2
Batt. He joined the colum at the border and inmediately pulled Ben to
one si de.

"Paul a Preston is a ringer," he said flatly.

"Yeah, Mke. | finally put that together the other day. |'ve had ny
suspi ci ons since day one. Who does she work for?"

"State Department. Been with them since she got out of college.”
"Somet hi ng about to pop back Stateside, Mke?"

"Not anytinme soon. But there are runors of sone sort of action being
pl anned agai nst the SUSA. "

Ben was silent for a monment. "M ke, am | so hated nmy enem es back hone
woul d align thenselves with Bruno Bottger in an attenpt to defeat or
kill me?"

That startled even M ke Richards, sonething that was not easy to do.
"Jesus, Ben ... | haven't even considered that."



"Well, consider it, Mke. Tell your people back hone to start digging."
"Al'l right, Ben. I'Il get right on it. But what a nonstrous thought."
"Not so much, Mke. Left-wing liberalismis a form
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of socialism Socialismis a first cousin to fascism It really isn't
that far a junmp between the two."

M ke sniled and took the makin's Ben offered. He rolled a cigarette and
it up, then said, "There are many people who woul d argue t hat
connection, Ben."

Ben shrugged. "Both of themare a form of people being dependent on the
government and the government being all powerful in the lives of its
citizens. People can argue that all they want to, but it's true."

M ke wandered off to the conmunications truck and Dr. Chase wal ked up

"I just spoke with a doctor in Bissau via shortwave, Ben. Things are not
that bad there. They're desperately short of supplies, but norale is
hi gh and they've nmaintained a fairly decent standard of I|ife,

consi dering the circunstances."”

"Why do sone people just give up and others fight for life, Lamar?"
"Ben, don't get philosophical on me while we're standing by the side of
this mserable road sweating and sl apping flies and nosquitos. Hell, |
don't know." La-mar squinted his eyes and stared at Ben. "Wat's really

on your nind, Ben?"

"You |ike Paula Preston, don't you, Lamar?"

"Well . . . she's all right. W get along. But | don't believe she's the
shrinking violet she would like people to think. Wy she insists upon
mai nt ai ni ng that charade, | don't know Wy are you aski ng about her?"

"She's a ringer, Lamar."
"Explain that, please. |I'ma physician, not a cryptolo-gist."

"She's told so many lies since she joined us |I'm surprised she hasn't
tri pped over one."

"You know this for a fact?"

"Ch, yes, Lamar. For a fact. Mke just had her checked out back
Stateside ..."
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"I thought | saw hi m skul ki ng about."
"Yeah, he's here."

"Tell me about Ms. Preston.”

Ben brought himup to date as they wal ked, being careful to stay on the



road, for it was marsh and swanp on both sides. Since the ferry across
the Rio Cacheu over to Cacheu had not run in years, the |longer route was
the only option left. The colum would have to travel the road east to

I ngore, then down to Sao Vicente, finally into Bissau

"You actually think there will be a war waged agai nst us, Ben?"
"I thought we were tal ki ng about Paul a Preston?"

"Ch, to hell with her. W can feed her false information and have her
and whoever the hell she's working for so confused they won't know up
from down. "

Ben | aughed at his old friend. "You're getting feisty in your advanced
years, Lamar."

"Dam right, | am Are we going to have to fight on Anerican soil,
agai n, Ben?"

Before Ben could reply, Corrie came running up. She paused for a nonent
to catch her breath, then said, "Boss, | just got this flash from Base
Canp One. The EUSA and NUSA have rejoined ..."

"That answer your question, Lamar?" Ben said, a grimexpression on his face.

". . . It's nowthe United States of America, boss," Corrie continued.
"And they are working on the WUSA as we speak. They're |eaning toward

reuniting."”
"Son of a bitch!" Lamar cussed.

"I suspected it was coming," Ben said in a calmvoice. "I just had a
hunch it was."

M ke Richards cane panting up. "Goddamit!" he cussed. "I just heard. Is
it true?"
"It's true, Mke. Calmdown. Take a deep breath. It will take them

nmont hs or a couple of years, or nore,
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to work out the political angles. Hell, you get a bunch of | oud-nouthed
politicians-especially a gaggle of liberals-together and all they'll be
able to agree on is to disagree. They'll be enough hot air expelled to

heat a major city for a year."

Lamar | aughed and M ke grinned. "You're probably right, Ben," M ke said.
"I lost my cool there for a nmonent."

"Cecil knows what to do," Ben assured them both. "Believe nme, he does,
and he will. Right now, let's get this show on the road and get to
Bissau. | want to get a link set up with Base Canmp One. Cecil and | have
alot to talk over."
"Not to worry, Ben," Cecil's voice was strong over the thousands of
mles that separated the two good friends. "They know better than to
make a nmove agai nst the SUSA."



"They do right now, Cec. Down the road is another matter. How about our
friends in the NUSA and the others?"

"W have no politico friends in the newy reunited USA, Ben. They've al
been repl aced; some of themforcibly."

"That doesn't surprise ne one litde bit. Have any of them asked for
asylumin the SUSA?"

"Quite a few, and | granted it."
"Good. \What about any type of arnmed forces?"

"They have no navy or air force. But they are building an arny as
quickly as they can. And with their economc situation as bleak as it
is, they're having no problemgetting recruits."

"I can just imagine. And many of those nen will have conbat experience
and nmake damm good sol diers. And thousands of themw ||l have a very
strong hatred for us."
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"That's true, Ben. But it will take themnmonths to put any type of arny
together. They're having to start from scratch. They have few weapons
and are having to build the factories to manufacture the weapons from
the ground up. They have no missil es-none, zip. They have no bonbs of
any kind and no delivery systemif they build bonbs."

"Two years, Cec. That's how | figure it. But two years nmax before
they' Il be capable of |aunching any type of effective attack against the
SUSA. "

"I agree, Ben. But there is sonmething el se we've got to think about."

"Bruno Bottger," Ben said quickly.

"Right. You can bet he's already heard the news and has his politica
peopl e worki ng around the clock trying to come up with some plan to
offer the USA aid."

"If this entire schene wasn't hatched in his sick brain to begin with."
"There is that to consider."
"l have and | think the Nazi son of a bitch is behind it all, Cec."

Cecil had the key open when he sighed, the sigh very audi ble over the
di stance. "I think you just mght be right, Ben. Needl ess to say, our
intelligence people are very red-faced about this matter."

"Tell themto stop kicking thenmselves. This caught all of us off guard.
Good CGod, Cec, we've got the best intel systemin the world. They've
done a superb job over the years. They can't be expected to nail down
everything. Al right, ol' buddy, here it is: | want infiltrators noving
ASAP . .."

"I'"ve got themready to go, Ben. At the very first sign of aggression
they' Il start knocking out vital facilities in eneny territory."



"Good, good."

"I"ve placed the SUSA on | ow alert and beefed up
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our border crossings. W' re nonitoring every transm ssion. We're
stockpiling supplies.”

Ben | aughed and |l et Cecil hear the |aughter. "Hell, Cec, 1'll stop
worrying then. You' ve got a handle on it."

"Ben, |'ve just been notified that the new President of the USA wants to
talk to me. 1'll break off and get back to you just as soon as | find
out what's up."

"Ten-four, Cec. I'll stay close to the radio. Good |uck."
"Wat ch your ass over there, Ben."
"You can bet on that. Talk to you soon. Eagle out."

Ben stood up and wal ked around the roomfor a noment, deep in thought.
He stopped and turned to the crowd who had gathered to hear what Ceci
Jefferys had to say. "Corrie, advise the batt corns of the situation

But tell them| don't want to even think about a neeting just yet. There
really is no point. W sinply don't know enough to warrant that. Cecil's
got everything under control back hone. We've got a job to do over here,
so let's concentrate on that for the tine being."

He put his gaze on Dr. Chase, sitting on the corner of a deck in the old
of fice building on the edge of the airport. "Lamar, give nme your first
estimates of the health situation of the people here.”

"Pretty good, Ben, all things considering. We're getting supplies in
from Europe in a couple of days: enough vaccines to last us for a long
time. Those countries have really cone through for us."

"Good, Lamar, good." He | ooked at each of the company commanders. "Any
trouble in town?"

"Not a bit," one told him "General, the press is due to arrive this
afternoon. What the hell are we supposed to do with thenP"

"Not hi ng. Absol utely nothing."

"The shi ps have docked, waiting to be unl oaded," another CO said. "You
want us to see to that?"
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"Hell, no!" Ben said enphatically. "That isn't our job. | didn't invite
t hese peopl e over here. Let themtake care of their own ness."”

Lamar turned his face away so Ben could not see his grin. Ben was
determ ned to get off on the wong foot with the press. Lamar was al ways
anused at that, for Ben had a marvel ous relationship with the press back



in the SUSA, occasionally witing colums for them when he was hone.
There were several reporters traveling with the Rebels, constantly
nmovi ng fromone battalion to another, and they wote and sent di spatches
back honme. But the difference between the national press and the press
fromthe SUSA-at |east one of the differences-was that the |ocal people
never had to have their colums censored. The | ocal press knew there
were always going to be accidental killings of innocent civilians-that
was war-and they didn't dwell on it and blow it all out of proportion
pi ssing and nmoaning with every sentence. Not so with the press outside
of the SUSA, and Lamar often wondered when that changed. Hi s father had
told himthat the press was respected and trusted-for the nopst
part-during Wrld War Two. So when did it change and why?

Lamar shook his head, nentally laid the problemaside-if it was a
probl emand returned his attention back to Ben

"I"'ve said this before, but it bears repeating: we've got the gangs on
the run; we're pushing them south, and that is making our primary job of
seeing to the needs of the people a |ot easier. But sooner or later the
runni ng has to stop and the gangs are going to stand and fight."

"The sooner the better,”
out | aughi ng.

Jersey griped, and the people in the room bur st

"Keep your pants on, Jersey!" one of the CO s call ed.
"Ch, don't tell her that!" Cooper yelled.
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The [ ast thing anyone saw of those two for about an hour was Jersey
chasi ng Cooper out the front door, threatening all sorts of pain and
suffering upon his body.
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The press was two days late in arriving, due to the big news Stateside
about nost of the country reuniting. They started raising hell within
monents after their charter plane | anded at the Bissau airport. They
were very unhappy about their vehicles and supplies having not been
unl oaded. Several of the big-shot news anchors, fromthe Big Three

Net wor ks, demanded to know why their equi prent had not been unl oaded.

"I't's your equipment," several Rebels told them several tines within the
span of about twenty minutes. "You unload it."

That attitude did not do nuch to inprove strained rel ati ons between Ben
Rai nes and his Rebels and the nation's press. Not that Ben cared.

The press finally contracted with sone locals to offload their equi pnent
and that was conpleted just about the same tine Ben and his 1 Batt was
due to pull out. They had done all they could for the residents of the city.

Ben had yet to neet with any menber of the press, even though they had
repeatedly asked for a meeting.

| ke had radioed Ben, telling himif he sent any of the press over to his
sector he'd strand themin the niddl e of hostile territory the first
chance he got.



"They don't want to travel with |Ike anyway," M ke
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Ri chards told Ben on the day before the battalion was due to pull out.
"They want to get sone dirt on you."

"I"'msure of that. You going to stay with ne on this next run?"

"Not on your life. I'mgettin" out of here today. Press types give ne a
pain in the ass. They al ways ask the dumbest questions."

"I wish |l could go with you," Ben said wistfully. "Sooner or later a

hal f a dozen of themw || corner ne sonewhere and bonbard ne with
guestions."
"Good | uck."

"Thanks a lot. Keep in touch."
"I will. Froma distance."

Ben wat ched the chief of intelligence walk away. There was no telling
where M ke would pop up next. Even though he should have his butt parked
behi nd a desk, he had spent too nany years in the field to be content
wi t h paperwor k.

"We're lining up the colum now, boss,"
t he press?”

Corrie said. "Where do you want

Ben sighed. "Ch, hell, Corrie. As nmuch as | want to, | can't stick them
at the rear of the columm. They'd get |ost or anbushed. 1'd get the
bl ame for sure. Put themin the mddle of the colum. Hell, we mght as

wel | get used to baby-sitting them"

"Right." She didn't tell Ben she'd already done that, know ng that would
be his final decision. Corrie was one of the few people who knew that in
many cases, Ben's bark was a |ot worse than his bite. He didn't like the
press, and woul dn't hesitate to inconvenience them but he didn't want
to harmany of them Well . . . mpbst of them

There were three news anchors that Ben had absolutely no use for at all.
Stan Travis, Marilyn Dickson, and Ford MLachl an. Those three had been
up- and-conmers just before the G eat War, being grooned for
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t he anchor spots on the big three networks. All three were

one- hundr ed- percent | eft-wi ng denmpbcrats, sobbing and pissing and noani ng
every chance they got about guns in the hands of private citizens, the
use of deadly force by the police, the death penalty, and anything el se
that smacked of conservatism

Ben's feelings for the three news-people cane very close to open hatred.
And he made no effort to hide it.



Bef ore dawn, on the norning of the pull-out from Bi ssau, Ben was
st andi ng beside his vehicle when the three news anchors wal ked up

"Well, General," Ford said. "W neet again."

"How wonderful for you," Ben said acidly.

Jersey gave Marilyn Dickson a very contenptuous | ook and spat on the ground.
Marilyn fixed Jersey with a haughty gaze and then ignored her.

"Nice to know you | adies are going to get along," Ben said, deliberately
ant agoni zi ng t hem bot h.

"It came as quite a surprise when we |earned you were allowing us to
acconpany you, GCeneral," Stan Travis said.

"I'"d rather have you with ne than have to waste tine hauling your asses
out of trouble.”

"We are perfectly capable of taking care of ourselves, General," Marilyn
sai d.

Jersey | aughed at that.
Ben verbally stepped in before Marilyn allowed her ass to overload her

mout h and Jersey popped her . . . sonmething Jersey would do in a
heartbeat. "You people ready to pull out?"

"We're ready whenever you are, Ceneral," Ford said. "Wuat's the next stop?"
"We'll travel fromhere over to Mansoa, then Bam
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badi nca, with stops along the way. Werever the people need us."

"Looki ng for trouble along the way, of course," Marilyn stuck her lip
into it.

"We're always ready for trouble, M Dickson," Ben answered evenly,

al t hough if she could have seen his inner thoughts concerning what he
would Iike to do to her neck she would have run shrieking into the
jungle. "We're an army, not a pack of w npy-assed left-wing |iberals who
faint at the mention of a gun."

Marilyn curled her lip at himand wal ked of f. Jersey pranced al ong

sil endy behind her for a few nmeters, doing a pretty good inmtation of a
prima donna carefully avoiding the nud puddl es.

Ben's team | aughed at the sight. Marilyn stopped and gl anced behi nd her.
Jersey was standing innocendy, a smle on her face. "Go away," Marilyn
told her.

"Wth pleasure, lady."

Marilyn m nced on, with Jersey once nore resuming her imntation.



"Amusing, in a crude sort of way," Stan said.

"That's us," Ben said cheerfully. "Crude. AMully crude."

Ford | ooked at Ben for a few heartbeats, then smled faindy. "Come on
Stan. W'd better get ready to nove out. Whuldn't want to be |eft
behi nd, woul d we?"

The press wal ked off and Jersey rejoined die team "Twenty-five of those

buttholes to put up widi. How long will they be with us, boss?"
"The duration, | guess."
"Wonderful ," Jersey said. "Sonetime between now and then that bitch is

sure to stunble and fall on her face right in the nud."

Ben wal ked back to the wagon, chuckling as he wal ked. He hoped Ms.
Di ckson never got too close to
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a large mud puddl e while Jersey was around. Although, that woul d be
quite a sight to see .

There was nothing |left of Mansoa. Not one buil ding remai ned of the
village. The Rebels pushed on to Bam badi nca, or rather, what was |eft
of it. It too, |ike Mansoa, had been destroyed. |n Banbadi nca, Ben's 1
Batt linked up for a day with Nick Stafford's 2 Batt. The two huge
battalions woul d travel together south down to Manmpata. There, N ck
woul d veer off to the east and Ben woul d continue south.

"Starving and sick people,” Nick told Ben. "It's been a depressing run
so far."
"I"ve got a hunch it'll only get worse the further south we go," Ben said.

"Says here there is excellent food in Manpata," Beth read froman old
travel brochure. "French food."

"Not anymore," Corrie called. "Scouts report the town is in ruins. Looks
as though it's been deserted for a long tine. Water is still good though."
"\Where have the peopl e gone, General ?" Ford MlLachl an asked, standing a
few feet away.

Since the question had been posed in a civil tone of voice, Ben answered
it civilly. "I don't know, Ford. Al ny battalions have run into the
same thing." Ben's eyes narrowed as a gaggle of press types strolled up
to join Ford, including Marilyn Dickson and Stan Travis. "Gangs m ght
have driven themout or killed them or taken many of themto sell in
the newy flourishing slave trade. They mi ght have died from di sease or
mal nutrition; probably a lot of themdid. Many of themfled to the
cities . . . and died there."

"And many of themwere forced to turn to a life of petty crine in order
to survive and your troops shot
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them down like rabid animals and killed them™ Marilyn ran her nouth.

Nick quietly slipped away fromthe growing crowd and beat it back to his
battalion. He had seen Ben lose his tenper a couple of tinmes while
dealing with certain press types, and it was not a pretty sight.

Ben ignored the woman's comments. "Qther than the explanation | just

of fered, | don't know what happened to the people. | can add this: for
several years we have had runors-those runors now confirmed- that after
the Geat War, mllions of people died here on the African continent."
He cut his eyes to Marilyn. "Long before we arrived."

"Ceneral," a reporter that Ben did not know asked, "Who is paying for
this massive nmilitary operation of yours?"

"The SUSA is covering part of the cost," Ben replied. "The newy forned
United Nations and participating countries is picking up the rest of it."

"But you are not here as peacekeepers, officially sanctioned by the UN
as such?" anot her asked.

Ben shook his head. "No, we are not."

"You are here primarily to deal with the growing threat that Bruno
Bottger and his arnmy presents to the free world, is that it?" another asked.

"Yes. That is our prinmary mssion."

"But General Bottger says he would wel come the press in his country,”
anot her reporter stated. "He says he will show that the nations under
his control have prospered, and there is no rampant starvation there."

"Feel free to go anytinme you wish," Ben cane right back. "But by al
nmeans, ask the general if you may travel unescorted throughout his
territory, asking questions of anyone. How about doing that?"

"The general says there are still nany gangs prow i ng
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t he countryside, and that woul d be dangerous for us," the reporter replied.
Ben | aughed, devoid of hunmor. Mre and nore, his suspicions that Bruno

had a | arge hand i n what was happeni ng back in Anerica were being
confirmed. "I could have told you that would be his reply. A few years
back, the dictators of Libya and Irag-to nanme two countries-basically

said the same thing. If you care to recall."

"Are you conparing CGeneral Bottger to those dictators, General ?" Marilyn
asked.

"Bruno Bottger is worse than Hitler ever thought about being," Ben told
the crowmd. "Hitler is the man's idol. Bear in mnd, |'ve fought this
bastard off and on for years. Believe me, | know himfar better than any
of you. The man is the personification of evil."

"But we only have your word for that," another |iberal jackoff popped.

"Ch, shit!" Jersey muttered under her breath.



Several mnore know edgeabl e reporters quickly stepped away fromthe
reporter who had just let his ass overload his nouth.

Ben held his fanous tenper under control . . . sort of, and for a nonment
only. He sniled at the young man, guessing the reporter to be in his
very early to possibly md-twenties-probably just out of college, with
his head crammed full of socialistic bullshit from egg-headed professors
who had never had a firmgrip on reality in their entire life. "That is
correct to a degree, sonny-boy," Ben said softly, the crowd straining to
hear his words. "You only have ny word. But that remark tells nme you
know not hi ng about world events, and probably very little about anything
el se. My advice to you would be to keep that flapping bl owhol e of yours
closed until you have the ability to see and report, fairly, both sides
of every story."
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Ben turned to Corrie. "Tell the troops to nount up. We're out of here.”
Ben turned and wal ked of f without another word.

Jersey fixed the nouthy young reporter with a gaze from her dark
obsi di an eyes. There was a lot to be read in that ook, and nost of the
reporters read it accurately. Unfortunately, the young man, Al ex Marsh,
was not yet worldly enough to understand he had just inplied that
General Raines was a liar.

Not a very smart thing to do.
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The Rebel s passed through many small villages on the way south to
Manmpat a, but nost were |ong deserted and falling down.

"Where the hell did all the people go?" Cooper asked, as they crossed
the bridge over the Rio Corubal R ver and headed for Quebo. At Quebo,
they woul d cut south once nore and cross over into the Republic of CGuinea.

The Rebel s had found no signs of nass graves, and since |eaving the
north, no signs of mass slaughter in any of the villages al ong the way.

"I don't know, Coop," Ben replied. "What | do knowis we're less than a
nmonth away fromthe rainy season. And when that hits, we're going to be
sl owed down to a crawl and worse, we're all going to be miserable.™

"Says here," Beth said, |lowering the travel brochure, "that in sone

parts of Quinea, the rainfall can be torrential from My to Septenber,
wi th many roads closed during that period."

"If it gets too bad, we'll just hole up," Ben said.
"And then, Jersey," Cooper said with a grin, "you and nme can play house."
Jersey told himto go cormit an inpossible act upon his person

"I just can't figure Manpata," Anna said. "Not a
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skeleton to be found, not the first sign of any fight. But the people
were all gone. It's weird."

"Here's sonething just as weird," Corrie said. "Scouts are reporting
that Quebo is deserted. Not one sign of life."

"Dam!" Ben whi spered. "Corrie, signal we're stopping. Tell the Scouts
to hold up."

That done, Corrie asked, "Bad feeling, boss?"

Ben shook his head. "Not really. | don't know. Maybe. Hell, | just don't
know what's going on. And these nysteries about deserted villages and
m ssi ng peopl e are beginning to bug ne."

Cooper stopped the big wagon and Ben got out, waiting for the HunVees
carrying his conpany conmanders to cone to the front of the col um.

"I want everybody in full body armor," he told his COs. "Button up
Heads up."

Ben | ooked carefully all around him It was perfect country for an
anbush. For a few seconds, Ben thought it mght be deja vu: a halted
col um, then anmbush. But nothi ng happened. "All right, people. Let's
nove out."

A fewniles north of the Guinea border, the guerrillas sprang fromtheir
anbush, cutting the colum in half.

The Rebels junped fromtrucks and hit the ditches, taking up defensive
positions. They didn't know who they were fighting, but whoever it was
had opened the dance; now it was tinme to pay the fiddler

"Any of our people take hits?" Ben shouted to Corrie, over the ratde of
gunfire

"Hal f a dozen. | don't know how bad."
"How about the reporters?"
"None of them hurt. Just scared."

Bul l ets sang their deadly song as they passed over the heads of the
teans, the lead slamming into the side of the big wagon. The

ni ne- passenger wagon was bull et-proofed, but the exterior was really
t aki ng a beati ng.
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Then somewhere out in the mangroves and marsh the anmbushers opened up
wi th heavy machi ne guns, the gunfire coming fromboth sides of the road,
all up and down the stalled col um.

"Mortars,"” Ben ordered. "Lay the pickles to them W and HE. The tops of
that marsh grass will burn, so let's give themsone fire and create sone
snoke for us. If we stay on this road, we're going to get creaned. I|f

this keeps up, we're going to have to get out there among "emand mx it

up. "



Wthin thirty seconds, the thunk of nortars could be heard and the
ground on both sides of the road exploded, the willie peter igniting the
tops of the grass. The WP arched upward, then returned to earth and
struck cloth and burned into living flesh of the ambushers. Through the
thi ck smoke and gunfire, nuffled scream ng coul d be heard.

The Rebel s had set up their big .50's and were pouring out the | ead. The
tank commanders had swi veled their turrets, lowered their main guns, and
were roaring out death and mayhem The Bradl ey Fi ghting Vehicles and
APC s were hammering out 25nmmrounds fromtheir chain guns. The sound
was nearly overpowering and conversation was inpossible.

The lightly arned anbushers soon realized that if they continued the
attack, they would die. They broke it off and began fading away into the
mar sh and swanp.

"Cease fire," Ben ordered, and gradually the sound and fury died away. A
sul | en, snoke-perneated silence setded over the |and.

"COs want to know if they should press the attack,"” Corrie asked.

"No," Ben said. "Hold their positions. It's the attackers' country,
their land, not ours. They know it, we don't. To follow would be foolish."

"We've got sone dead," Corrie announced.
123
123

"Bodybag them and put themin trucks until we can clear this fucking
swanpy area. Ask Chase if the wounded can take the ride out of here.”

Seconds later, "Affirmative, boss. But not for any extended length of tine."

"Al'l right, let's get these flattened tires changed and nount up and

nove out. Goddamit!" Ben cursed. "I hate not knowi ng nmy eneny. See if
we can drag sone prisoners out of that swanp. Maybe we'll get lucky this
tinme."

A dozen mles down the road, the Rebels cane to a village, the buildings
still standing, but the homes and few busi nesses devoid of human life.

"Check it all out for booby traps," Ben ordered. "Then see to the
wounded ASAP." He | ooked all around himat the still and silent village.
"Dam, | hate nysteries. | never did like nysteries. They bug ne."

"Who attacked us back there, General ?" a reporter asked, wal king up

"I don't know. W did take some prisoners and they're being questioned
now. Maybe we'll find out, but the odds are we won't."

"What will you do with the prisoners after you' ve questioned them
Ceneral Raines?" Marilyn Dickson asked. "Shoot thenf"

Ben sighed. "I doubt it, Ms. Dickson. W'Il| probably patch themup as
best we can and | eave t hem behind."

"I't was our understanding that the Rebels always executed their



prisoners," a reporter said.

"Whoever told you that is full of shit,” Ben said bluntly. "If we're
dealing with nmurderers and rapists and child nolesters and the like,
yes, we sonetinmes do execute them But these nmen today are soldiers,
foll owi ng orders from sonmeone. They'll be treated as fairly and as
decently as is possible, under the circunstances,
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and |l eft behind. Now if you will all excuse me, | have things to do."
The Rebel dead were buried in a local cenetery, with sinple mlitary
honors, in unmarked graves. The Rebels had | earned to do that because
many tinmes, depending on the eneny, marked graves were opened and the

bodi es desecrated and nutil at ed.

Ben explained that to the reporters.

"How awful " a woman excl ai nmed.
"We are not well liked," Ben said sinply, then turned away and wal ked of f.
Ben did not hear Marilyn Dickson say very sarcastically, "I sinply

cannot imagi ne why that would be."

But Jersey heard her.

On the way to Conakry on the coast, where they were to resupply before
traveling on to Sierra Leone, the Rebels passed through a dozen
villages, all deserted. The town of Boke was a shanbl es, ravaged by war,
and so was Boffa, a town south of Boke. The Rebel doctors attended to
the few people that remained, nostly the very old, the sick and the

dyi ng, and then they noved on after |eaving themfood. There was litde
el se they could do

The highway, and it was stretching the inmagination to call it that,

nm ssed the town of Coyah by a few dozen niles as the Rebels turned west
heading for the city of Conakry.

"A mass of humanity, to use the words of the Scouts," Corrie told Ben
"But they are making sone effort to cope.”

"Gangs?" Ben questi oned.
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"Negative. They split a few days ago when they | earned we were on the way."
"I hate to ask, but how many people are we dealing with here?"

"About half a mllion."

Ben groaned. "Damm! |s the airport functional ?"

"Affirmati ve. Once we chase the people off the runways. They're canped
all over the place.”

"Al'l right. Tell Nick to send us half his doctors and Paul Harrison and
M ke Post to do the sane. Tell themto share some of their nedica



supplies. Thank God we do have anpl e vacci nes and nedi ci nes."

"The airport is on the main road into the city," Cor-rie rem nded him
"I"ll set up a CP there."

"The SEALs went in with the gunshi ps and set up a defensive |line along

with the Scouts. So far no one has nade any serious attenpts to breech it.

"We' || be there by m dafternoon. The shi ps?"

"Standing by well off the coast. The people in the city are hungry,
boss. It could get touchy. Probably will."

"We'| | handle it," Ben said. "One way or the other."

"W have shooting trouble with starving people, that will be just what
the press is waiting for," Anna said.

"I know," Ben said softly. "But | won't |ose a Rebel to a goddanm nob
when | can prevent it."

The colum arrived at the airport just in tinme. Huge nobs were gathering
all around the runways and the Scouts and SEALs, as tough as both units
were, were about to be overrun by the scream ng nobs.

Tanks began to circle the airport as Rebels by the hundreds junped from
trucks to set up defensive lines. The nob paused.

"The gangs had surrounded the city, Ceneral," a Rebel SEAL told Ben
"They cut off the people fromfood; took it for thenselves."
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"Here's an interpreter, General," a Scout said, walking up |leading a
very reluctant-appearing man with him

"A sound truck is being readied right now," Ben told the man. "You tel

t hese people food is on the way. It will be handed out in an orderly
fashion. If they try to breech our lines, we will open fire."
"The people are starving, CGeneral!" Stan Travis shouted the words. "You

can't shoot starving people!™
"CGet this son of a bitch out of here!" Ben ordered.

Stan was | ed away wi thout protest. He knew better than to offer any
resi stance.

Ben turned to the local. "Tell the people to clear the runway. We have
pl anes coming in. Tell theml| want about fifty volunteers, nen in good
physi cal shape, to help unload the ships that will be docking very soon."

The interpreter clinmbed up onto the truck and took the m crophone. The
speakers how ed in feedback and the scared |l ocals | ooked wildly al
around him The vol une was adjusted and he received a nod to go ahead.

Whoever the interpreter was, and Ben never did find out, for as soon as
the man fini shed speaking, and got a chance, he junped down fromthe bed
of the truck and di sappeared into the crush of humanity. But he had done



his job. Wthin nonents, the nobs had settled down and were backing up
"That was cl ose,” Anna sai d.

"Too damm cl ose," her adopted father replied. "Cor-rie, tell the troops
to keep gently pushing them back. No rough stuff, just be firm W' ve
managed to round up a dozen English-speaking locals, they' |l assist.

W' ve got to get these runways clear of people and trash.”

Ben turned to a Rebel SEAL. "How did the port |ook to you, Chief?"

"As far as we could tell without going in there, General, the harbor is
clear. O course, there is no harbor
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master and the tugs are long gone. It's all up to the captains if they
want to chance it."

"We'd have snmash-ups for sure. Hell, there wouldn't be a dock left. How
about snall boats?"

"Plenty of those."

"We'| | off-load that way. Corrie, tell the ships to anchor as close in
as possible. Set up defensive lines at the port ASAP and get the trucks
down there ready to receive supplies."” He turned to the SEAL. "Can you
find us a good distribution site in the city, Chief."

"No problem GCeneral."

"Now we have to find people to captain the small craft
"We'| | take care of that," a Scout quickly vol unteered.
"Have at it," Ben told her.

The SEAL | ooked dubiously at the femal e Scout, but said nothing. He knew
the fenmal es who made the spec ops units had no slack cut for them
because of gender: they could either cut it, or they were washed out.
There was no such thing as preferential treatnment in the SUSA, civilian
wor kpl ace or mlitary. No quotas, no such thing as affirmative action

If one was qualified to do the job, they got hired. If they weren't,

they hit the boards.

"Found a CP for you, boss," Cooper said, walking up with a group of
Rebels. "It's in the old main term nal building. Just right."

"Ckay, Coop, thanks." Ben | ooked slowy all around him The crowds had
al nost di sappeared, only a handful of diehards remaining. Ben's eyes
narrowed as Stan Travis wal ked up with a small group of reporters.

"Travis!" Ben barked at him "I have a word of warning for you. Take it
to heart. If you ever, ever, interfere with ne again, | wll not
hesitate to shoot you stone dead on the spot. Do you understand that,
m st er?"
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"\es, sir," the reporter said. But he could not keep the hate fromhis
wor ds.

"You better understand it. | don't have the authority to order you hone,
but I can dam sure banish you fromthis colum, and | will, mster,
will."

Ben turned away and began the wal k over to the main term nal building,
his teamwith him He knew he had not heard the last from Stan Travis.
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The smal |l boats began bringing in food, including fifty pound sacks of
rice and dried beans, later that afternoon. There were only a few

i nstances of trouble, and the Rebels, with the help of some ex-Quinea
arny personnel who had volunteered to work with the Rebels, quickly
handl ed it w thout any bl oodshed.

Ben was inmpressed with the work of the ex-military personnel and told

his people to see about naking theminto sone sort of militia or police.
When asked, the men quickly agreed, and the first steps toward order

were taken. The rebels outfitted themw th uni fornms and weapons and radi os.
"The people are really in pretty good shape, except for the m serable

diet, or lack of one, they've been forced to endure," Dr. Chase told

Ben, over a glass of bourbon in Ben's CP the next evening.

"Supplies hol di ng out?"

"Ch, yes. W're fine there. Those countries in Europe who agreed to help
with this project have really come through."

"I just wonder how long they'll continue com ng through after the
reunited states start putting the pressure on then®"

"You think that will happen?"

"I think it's a possibility."
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Chase shook his head. "I'Il argue that with you, Ben. If the reunited
states tried to halt a humanitarian mission such as this one, there

woul d be a howl fromevery capital around the world."

Ben smled at his long-tinme friend. "You' re probably right, Lamar. |

just don't trust those people. | have a very deep-seated dislike for
liberals.”
Lamar fini shed his bourbon and stood up. "I have a very deep-seated

dislike for politicians in general. Bastards thrive on bureaucracy. |
think if a kid of mne said he wanted to grow up to be a politician 1'd
drown him"

Ben sat for a tine after Lamar had gone. The gangs the Rebel s had been
pushing slowy southward could not keep running. They had to stop, turn
around, and make a stand sonewhere. Unless . . . Ben frowned. Well, that



was a possibility. If Bruno was behind the gangs to sone degree he just
m ght allow themto cross over into his territory and use themfor
cannon fodder, thereby saving his troops. The nore Ben thought about
that, the nmore he felt that m ght be the case.

Ben picked up the just decoded conmuni que from Base Canp One and reread
it. Mke Richards's people had been busy and had done well. Paul a
Preston was i ndeed working for the new government of the reunited
states. Her parents had been lifelong, highly dedicated workers in the
left-wing of the denocratic party. And Paula had been in | ock-step with
their socialistic ideology ever since she had reached the age of

conpr ehensi on.

They had trained her well.

But if she was such a dedicated worker, and so trusted, why the hell did
her masters (that was the way Ben viewed peopl e who gave their hearts
and mnds to the left-wing) |leave her in North Africa? What the hell was
the point in that?

"Ch, shit!" Ben muttered, sitting straight up in his
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chair. "OF course. That has to be it. It was so obvious | didn't see it."

They must have known that Ben and his Rebels were planning to conme here.
Must have known that the Rebels had been gearing up for this mission for
a couple of years.

But that didn't necessarily mean the | eak came from Ben's HQ Those

wor ki ng on the m ssion back in Base Canp One had known of it for just as
| ong, setting up supply lines, lining up ships and planes, working out

| ogi stics, and doing the hundreds of other things that went with such an
oper ati on.

But that still did not explain the "why" of Paula being |left over here.
M ke's peopl e had found that other state department personnel who had
survived the Great War had been either brought back Stateside by their
government or managed to find their way back

So what was the real story behind Paul a's staying?

As nmuch as Ben hated to even entertain the thought, his mnd kept
returning to one concl usion: Bruno Bottger

But would an avowed socialist work for a fascist? Really give her heart
and m nd to such a phil osophy?

"Sure seens as though that happened in this case," Ben nuttered.

"I ke on the horn, boss," Corrie broke into his thoughts.

Ben wal ked to the radio and picked up the mc. "Go ahead, |ke?"
"Ben, we're doing a |lot of good work with the people, but the gangs keep

runni ng away toward the south. It's alnmpst as though they want us to
follow them'



"I think they do, lke. |I think Bruno is behind this whole dam scenario."
"They're not going to be able to flank us, Ben. Not
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in any strength. W' ve got eyes in the sky every monent. They'd pick it
up. So what's his plan?"

"What's your estimate of the gang strength, conbined?"

"A hundred thousand or so, and that's probably figuring on the |ow end."
"I agree that's low Say . . . the equivalent of seven or eight divisions.
"Al'l right."

"That's a hell of a buffer zone, lke. Especially with |ong-range
artillery laying back and giving them support."

Ben could al nost hear lke sigh. "Well . . . that's the way | had it
figured, Ben. But what is the point of Bruno allowi ng us to get al
t hese hundreds of thousands of people well and healthy . . . Ch, shit!"

he suddenly sai d.

"That's right, Ike. He's got people scattered throughout the starving,
hundr eds, maybe thousands of infiltrators, ready to rise up and take up
arms when we do butt heads with the bastard. He's had several years to
recruit, promising themall sorts of things in return for their support.”
"And we have no way of knowi ng who they are so we can flush themout."
"That's right."

"W'| | be fighting on two fronts."

"I'f we're both right in our assunption. But | could be way off base.

It's still pretty early and things are iffy at this stage."
"Well, hell, Ben. Even if the gangs are not affiliated with Bruno, we've
still got to fight themat some point. And with that many of them we'll

be held up and sure to take casualties."

"Unfortunately, you're right."

"Any word on the ringer?" He neant Paul a.
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"l ke, | think she's working for Bruno."

"Son of a bitch! How do you figure she got hooked up w th hinf"

"Through the people who ranrodded the reunification of the States back
hore. "

There was a | ong pause from hundreds of miles away as the full inpact of



what Ben had just said struck hone to Ike. "Ben . . . are you serious."

"Yes, | am lke. I ..." He cut his eyes to Jersey, who had just been
handed a slip of paper and had stiffened as she read it. She notioned to
Ben to cut it short. "Back in a few, lke. | think we may have a little

troubl e here.”

"Ckay, Ben. Take it easy."

"What's up, Jersey?"

"Intel says something's in the wind. There is some unusual novenent
anong the locals in the city and we've got several hundred people al
nmovi ng toward the airport in small groups.”

"Any sign of weapons?"

"Al'l of them carrying bundl es about three feet long."

"My, ny," Ben said with a grin. "You don't suppose they're going canping
this late in the evening, do you?"

"l kinda doubt it, boss."
Ben gl anced at Corrie. She nodded. "Everybody's on alert.”

Ben picked up his CAR and | ooked around the [ arge room Cooper had set
up his squad automatic weapon and had pl aced extra two hundred round
magazi nes cl ose by. Anna and Beth had taken up positions at the rear of
the room facing away fromthe runways. Corrie picked up her CAR and
smiled at Ben.

"Rock and roll," she said.

"Indeed we shall," Ben replied, just as the first sounds of gunfire
reached their ears. "Cut the lights."

The room was suddenly plunged into darkness.
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"G oups of people swarming all over the airport,'
"One large group attenpting to cross the runways."

Corrie spoke calmy

"They won't make it,"’
guns opened up

Ben said softly, just as Rebel .50 caliber nachine

Portable lights set up all around the area clicked on and the harsh
beams showed dozens of men either lying very still in darkening pools of
bl ood or flopping around in tw sted pain on the runways.

"Fool s," Ben nuttered.

A face filled with hate suddenly appeared in a wi ndow and Ben | evel ed
his CAR and squeezed the trigger. The face dissolved in a spurt of bl ood
and shattered bone. Another face took its place and Ben's CAR bucked in
his big hands. The top of the man's head splintered apart and gray
matter splattered.



Cooper's bi-podded SAW began yanmering and a |ine of figures went down
in boneless sprawls as the 5.56 rounds stitched themfromleft to right
in the center of the body.

"It's heavier than anticipated,” Corrie shouted over the rattle of
battle. "A large contingent of reinforcenents conming in fromthe north."

A man suddenly shoved a weapon through the smashed wi ndow near Corrie
and wi t hout changi ng expressi on she one-handed lifted her CAR and pul | ed
the trigger. The 5.56mm rounds took the man first in the throat and then
left a hol e-pocked, bone-splintered, and bloody trail fromhis chin to
the top of his head as the CAR rose on full auto.

"Asshole," Corrie was heard to nmutter

A grenade sail ed through a smashed wi ndow and wi t hout hesitation Anna
scooped it up and hurled it back outside. "Hit the floor!" she shouted.

Ben and team hit the brass-littered floor just as the grenade expl oded
out side the CP, waist-high about
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three feet in front of a group of charging infiltrators. The shrapne
shredded living flesh and the torn bodies were flung around |ike puppets
wi th a madman nmani pul ati ng the strings.

Wtfi their ears still ringing fromthe concussion, Ben and teamrose to
their boots and once nore took their positions. But the attackers had
shifted their attack away fromthe small cluster of buildings-which

i ncluded Ben's GP-and seemnmingly were concentrating on attenpting to
overrun Rebel positions around the airport.

Bad mi stake on the part of whoever was in charge of the eneny operation.
Ben and his team could hear the battle raging all around them but for
now, their part of the airport conplex was quiet except for the npaning
of the wounded out si de.

"My God!" cane the call fromoutside. "Is it all right to cone in there?"

Ben recogni zed the voice as belonging to Stan Travis. "Cone on. Stay |ow
and get on the fl oor as soon as you enter the building."

Jersey jerked open the door and Ben could al nbst see her snile in the
dar kness as Marilyn Di ckson came crawing in on all fours. He braced

hi nsel f for what he was sure was going to be a very caustic comment from
Jersey.

She didn't di sappoint him

"Dam, " the dimnutive bodyguard said sarcastically. "Looks like a
bi g-assed crab crawing in."

Stan Travis came crawing in right behind Marilyn, then Ford MLachl an
and finally came Paula Preston, bringing up the rear



"Four big-assed crabs," Jersey said.

"Your people told us this area was secure!" Mrilyn squalled indignantly.

"Funny thing about war," Ben said calmy. "Things
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can and often do change very quickly. Get over against that wall to your
left, people. And stay down. You'll be reasonably safe."

"You nmean it isn't over?" Marilyn asked.

"I doubt it, lady," Ben told her. "It'Il probably break | oose again in a
few mnutes."

Ben cut his eyes, which were accustonmed to the dimlight, to Paula. The
worman did not appear to be frightened or upset. Ben had hima hunch that
Paul a woul d stand up to a spitting cobra and face it down. She was one
hell of an actress, probably trained by the CIA at The Farm down in
Virginia . . . years back

Paula felt his eyes on her and nmet his gaze with a | evel gaze of her own.
She knows |'monto her game, Ben thought. Hell, it was only a matter of
time before she figured it out. It just might get real interesting after
this.

"Here they come!" Corrie called. "They' ve split their forces. | just got
a flash from Li eutenant Scott. They took a prisoner and the prisoner

bl abbed. They're after you."

"My, my," Ben quipped, seating a fresh nagazine into the belly of the
CAR "All this great big fuss over little ol' me. I"'mflattered."

Ben could hear Marilyn's snort of derision at that. Marilyn shrieked as
a burst of automatic gunfire shattered what was left of sone of the

wi ndows and splintered the wall behind her, sending bits of plaster and
wood rai ning down on her head.

"I believe they're really going to get serious about it now, " Anna said.
"I think you're right, baby," Ben told her, and that got hima sharp

| ook from Marilyn. "She's ny daughter, M. Dickson," Ben explained the
famliarity.

"Your daughter!” Marilyn blurted.

"Yeah, lady," Anna told her. "But right now, we don't have tine to
explain our famly tree.”
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"Daughter?" Ford muttered. "I didn't know that."
"I didn't either,"” Stan said.

"But she's just a child!™ Marilyn exclainmed. "She couldn't be over



ei ghteen years ol d!"

"Yeah; sonmething like that," Ben agreed.

"Somet hing like that?" Paula got into the conversation. "You nean you
don't know how ol d your own daughter is?"

"Not really," Ben adnmitted

"That's disgusting!" Ford said.

"Well, | can cone within a year or so," Ben replied, keeping one eye on
the outside for any sign of noverment while he had a good time putting on
the reporters.

"Where is the child' s nother?" Mrilyn asked.

"Dammed if | know "

"You mean you deserted her?" Paul a asked.

"Well, not exactly."

"You . . . you beast!" Marilyn said.

Anna started | aughing softly and the civilians cut their eyes to her dim
shape. "W had them going there for a while, didn't we, General Ben?"

"W sure did, baby."

"Heads up!" Jersey put an abrupt end to the ganme. "Here they cone."

"Stay out of the way, you people, and get belly down on the floor," Ben

ordered the reporters. "And stay there."

Bul l ets ripped through the shattered wi ndows and tore into the walls.
The reporters hugged the floor as Ben and teamreturned their attention
to the attackers, conming in human waves out of the darkness.

"I think they're serious this time," Ben muttered, raising the stock of
his CAR to his shoul der.

Then conversati on was inpossible as gunfire roared.
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A piece of torn-off wood or plaster slamed into the side of Ben's

hel met and the force of it knocked hima half step to the side. He shook
his head to clear it and | ooked up just intine to see a man trying to
climb through the remains of the wi ndow Ben gave hima quick burst of
5.56 rounds at very nearly point-blank range, the lead taking himin the
upper chest and shoul ders. The attacker screaned in pain and fell back
hi s weapon, an AK-47, Ben observed, dropped inside the room

Anot her man clinbed partway into the room and Anna shot himin the face,
knocki ng hi m back outside into the gunfire-sparked darkness.

Jersey was staying busy with her CAR, spraying the nmovenent-filled night
wi th pain and deat h.



Bet h cussed and stuck the rmuzzle of her CARinto a man's face just as he

| evel ed his weapon, preparing to give the rooma burst. The 5.56 rounds

di ssol ved the attacker's face into a mass of blood and he was dead and
cooling before he hit the outside ground.

Cooper was rapidly clearing his perineter of all living things with his SAW

Corrie was firing her CAR fromthe hip and tal king i nto her headset at
the sane tinme, steadily receiving reports fromall over the airport.

139

The attack broke off as suddenly as it began, the darkness-shrouded
enemny running away, disappearing into the night.

"Hol d positions,"” Ben ordered. "No pursuit."

Corrie instantly relayed the orders.

After a few seconds, Ben said, "Gve nme sone prelinms on casualties.”
"Checking now," Corrie said. "Be another mnute or so."

"I's it all right to get up now?" Ford asked fromhis position on the floor
"Not yet," Ben told him "A couple nore m nutes."”

"But you're standing up,” Mrilyn protested.

"I never got down there."

Marilyn nuttered sonething under her breath, too |ow for Ben to hear,
but he had a pretty good idea of the content. He smiled in the darkness.

"Hal f a dozen wounded, no dead," Corrie reported. "W have a nunber of
prisoners."

"And we won't get a damm thing out of any of them kay, people. You can
get up. But don't go outside and stay ready to hit the floor again."

"Way won't you get anything out of thenP" Marilyn asked, brushing
hersel f off.

"Because they don't know who they're working for," Ben replied.
"What do you nean?" Stan asked.

"Just that. They're nercenaries. Only the people at the top know who's
payi ng them"

Vehi cl es were being pulled around to Ben's CP, headlights on bright,
illuminating the area all around. The bright beans picked up dozens
spraw ed in death and several trying to crawl away, too seriously
wounded to stand up. Rebels were already noving anbng the dead,

gat heri ng up weapons and anmmo. The weapons woul d be given to the newy
formed police of the city. The bodies of the dead woul d be tossed into
t he beds of
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trucks, trucked away and stacked up in a field anay fromthe city, and
buried in a mass grave at first light. The wounded woul d be taken to the
MASH tents and treated. Then they would be turned over to the civilian
pol i ce. Wat happened to them after that was of absolutely no concern to
Ben.

But it was to the press. "What will happen to the prisoners?" Ford asked.
"After we've treated them they'll be turned over to the local police."
"And t hen?" Marilyn asked.

"I don't know. This isn't ny country. It's theirs. Ask them"

"I shall."

"You do that. And while you're doing that, ask who is paying these
nmercenaries to attack us. And find out why they're so interested in
killing ne." Ben turned away from her and net the eyes of Paula Preston
He held his steady gaze on the woman until she dropped her eyes. "I'd
like to know. Woul dn't you, Paul a?"

The question seened to startle her. "Ah ... of course. Yes. Certainly."

"I thought you would." Smiling, Ben wal ked outside. He had planted the
seed. Now he would wait to see how his garden grew.

There were no nore attacks against the Rebels while they were in
Conakry. The prisoners the Rebels captured that night knew nothi ng about
who was in charge beyond their i mediate officers. The Rebel doctors
tended to their wounds and then turned themover to local authorities.

If the press ever found out what night happen to the prisoners, they did
not informBen as to their findings. Ben suspected the locals told the
press to go suck an egg ... or words sonething along that line.
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Ben prepared to pull his 1 Batt out and continue south.
Next stop, the country of Sierra Leone.

Nick's 18 Batt was only a day's drive away fromthe west coast of
Africa, his doctors seeing to the needs of the people in Manbu and
Dabol a, and Paul Harrison's 17 Batt a day's drive from N ck east at
Kouroussa and Kankan. lke was a continent away in Somalia, in what he
described as the shithole of the world. There weren't that many people
left in lke's sector, for a decades-long civil war, drought, fam ne, and
di sease had just about w ped out the entire popul ati on of the country.

I ke reported that the wild aninmals were once nore reclaimng the | and.

"You sure you people wouldn't like to travel with Ike for a tinme?" Ben
asked the press, a hopeful note in his words.

"Thank you, no," Marilyn replied, speaking for the entire group
"I't was just a thought."

Ben and his 1 Batt noved out just as the rainy season struck the | and
with full fury.



"Shhittt!" Jersey summed up the feelings of everyone as she stared out
t he wi ndow of the big wagon at the silver torrent hanmering at the
count rysi de.

"How |l ong is this ness supposed to | ast?" Cooper questioned.

"Mont hs," Beth informed them

"Doubl e shit," Jersey said.

"Well, we can take sonme consolation in the know edge that it isn't that
far to Freetown," Ben said.
"The country is a ness," Corrie said. "Civil war still raging all over

the place. Sanme with Liberia, the Ivory Coast, and CGhana."

"It's going to be heads up time for all of us fromnow on," Ben warned
the team "We'll be under threat of attack every hour of every day for
our food, our sup-
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plies, our equi pnent and our weapons. We're not going to be able to let
down for an instant, for any reason."

Anna nuttered under her breath.
"What'd you say, Anna?" Ben questi oned.
"I said, 'then why bother with it?" "

"Because it's on the way," Ben replied. "W can't very well avoid it."

"Well, we don't have to stop except to bivouac," Anna persisted.

"And that may be all we'll end up doing," Ben told her.
"Even with the press al ong?" Jersey asked.

"I think the press is going to get very weary of being shot at, Jersey.
And if several of them get wounded, or killed . . . well, we'll just
have to wait and see."

"Wn't nake any difference," Anna said. "If they see one hungry child or
sick person, they'll imrediately start pissing and nmoani ng and denandi ng
we do sornet hing. "

Ben didn't reply, but he silently agreed with his adopted daughter, and
knew the teamfelt the same way. They'd been putting up with libera
reporters for years and could just about predict their every nove ... or
t hought .

The reporters fromthe SUSA, on the other hand, realized that fate often
dealt good people a lousy hand in this card gane called life, and
sometines one just had to | ook away and keep on wal king, for there
reaches a point in the human condition where any kind of help is only a
st op-gap neasure; a Band-Aid on a sucking chest wound. G ving a tetanus
shot to a person who is dying of starvation is a waste of tine, noney,



and supplies. Realists understand that; idealists never wll.

Beth junped in verbally between Ben and Anna, before Anna could say
nmore. "This nmonth we're going to have twenty days with rain-of the
nonsoon type, renenber-next nonth twenty-five days, and the next
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two nonths it will rain every day. Isn't that sonmething to | ook forward to?"

"You're a real bringer of joy, Beth," Cooper said, squinting his eyes,
trying to see through the deluge that hammered at the wagon

"I do try!" Beth replied brightly.

"I roger that," Corrie said, then | eaned forward. "Boss, flybys confirm
that the bridges connecting Lungi and Freetown have been destroyed."

"Dam!" Ben nuttered. "How about the city itself? Are we getting any
last mnute reports out of there?"

"Not hi ng since |ast week, when we intercepted that radi o transm ssion
about Freetown bei ng under siege and not being able to hold out nuch

| onger. "

Ben rode in silence for a few slow niles, the only sound the drunm ng of
the heavy rain on the roof of the big wagon. Finally he sighed and said,
"We' || bypass Freetown. We already knew that Lungi has been sacked and

| ooted so many tinmes there is nothing left. Corrie, bunp the Scouts and
advise themto avoid Freetown." He opened a map. "Were are the Scouts?"
"Waiting on the north side of the Little Scarcies River."

"The bridge still intact there?"

"Affirmative to that."

"Tell themto hold the bridge open for us and wait for us there."

"Yes, sir. Arem nder that what is left of Kanbia is a ghost town."
"Yes. | renmenber that transm ssion. Cooper, stay on this road, the Port
Loko hi ghway. We're not going to get within a hundred mles of Freetown.
I"mnot going to get us involved in sone dam civil or tribal war if |
can avoid it."

"The press is going to love this news," Jersey warned.

"Fuck the press,"” Ben said. "I'mgoing to tell them
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when we stop that if they wish to go to Freetown, they are certainly
free to do so ... on their own."

Cooper cut his eyes to Ben for a second. "They just mght take you up on
that, boss."



"I sure as hell won't make any attenpt to stop them"

The weat her probably had nuch to do with it, but the colum canme under

no hostile fire on the way to what was |eft of Kambia. The col um picked
their way through the ruins of the town, seeing no signs of life, not

even a dog or a cat, and continued south toward the Little Scarcies River.

"Not hi ng happening here, Ceneral," the Scout in charge of the detachment
told Ben when they arrived |late that afternoon. The roads were terrible
and getting worse the further south they went. "W haven't seen anybody."
"As soon as we get some shelter up, you people will be relieved so you
can relax a bit. Thanks, gang."

"No sweat, GCeneral."

That evening, the cooks prepared only coffee and kept huge urns of it
hot all night. The Rebels, including Ben, ate field rations. There was
no point in cooking, for by the tine anyone carried their trays or ness
kits away fromthe ness line, the food containers would be filled up
with water.

And the rain continued to come down in silver/gray sheets with no signs
of abati ng.
"Screw this,"” Ben abruptly said, when the colum was only a few niles
fromPort Loko. "Corrie, tell the Scouts to hold up and wait for us.
We're going to get out of this damed rain for a change.™

Port Loko had been the scene of many battles, that was evident by the

bull et and shell pocked buil dings, but there were enough structures |eft
standing to afford
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some wel come shelter fromthe rain and for the cooks to serve up a hot neal.
The Rebel s took turns standing naked in the rain, soaping up and rinsing
of f, then the welcone feeling of dry clothing, at least for a short

time. Then a hot neal. Even if the beef was canned, the potatoes were

fresh, the bread just baked, and the gravy hot and good.

But what bothered themall, even though it was mentioned in quiet
whi spers, was the absence of people.

"Scouts report they found a boneyard," Corrie told Ben softly, after
moving to his side. "Just outside of town. Hundreds of skel etons. Men,
wonen, and children.”

"Let's go take a look." Ben struggled into his poncho and picked up his CAR

"Al'l of them shot, Ceneral," the doctor said, standing up fromhis
i nspection upon Ben's arrival. "You can see the slugs in sone of the
skull's."

"Tribal warfare," Ben said softly, squatting down and sticking the
muzzl e of his CARinto a gaping eye socket. He shook the skull and the
slug rattled about. "Probably. But | don't inagine we'll ever know for



sure. How many you estinmate here, Doctor?"

"Five or six hundred, give or take a hundred. Hard to tell the way the
bones have been scattered by foraging animals."

Ben stood up. "Well, at |east here we know what happened to the people.
Per haps never the why, but at |east the what."

Ben wal ked of f, nuttering about ignorance, butchery and barbarism For
once, the press had nothing to say as they gathered around in the rain,
standing silently, filmng the scene for their viewers back hone.
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At Port Loko Ben told the press about the conditions in Freetown. "Any
of you who wish may go to Freetown if that is your desire. I won't stop
you. "

"You will provide escort?"

"No. | will not."

A silence greeted Ben's statement, then a few nenbers of the press
protested. But the ol der hands said nothing. They understood that Ben
was under no mandate to provide them security. He had not asked for the
press and considering that, Ben and the Rebels had been very
accommodating thus far.

Four nenbers of the press stood up, one stating, "W feel it is our
obligation to visit the city and report on the events here."

"CGood luck," Ben told them

The four press types took their crews and pulled out the next norning.
They were never heard from again.

From Port Loko, the columm crossed the Rokel River and headed for
Moyanba Junction. The Rebels found a few people still in the town and
the doctors went to work. Ben and team trailed by several nenbers of
the press, wal ked around the town during a break in the rains. There
wasn't that much left to see in the battle-ravaged town.

"Ceneral," Stan Travis asked, as they strolled al ong.
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"How many people would you estinmate have died on this continent since
the Geat War?"

"Stan, | have absolutely no idea. But | would guess several mllion at
| east. Perhaps as nany as ten tines that nunmber. | doubt that anyone
will ever really know. And we really don't know what has happened in

Asia, China, South Anerica, or what used to be known as Russia."

"Do you plan to visit those areas?" Marilyn asked, in a surprisingly
civil tone of voice.

"Yes, if | live that Iong, Ms. Dickson. O course, a |ot hinges on what
happens back hone. "



"You' re speaking of the reunification of the States, General ?" Ford asked.
"Yes."

"Your section is the last holdout," a reporter Ben didn't know st ated.

Ben smiled as they continued strolling along through the deserted town.
"The SUSA is a sovereign nation, sir. W have our own constitution and
bill of rights, both patterned after the original docunments; indeed they
are al nost identical-except ours give the lawabiding citizen a lot nore

rights. We will not rejoin the Union."

"Under any conditions, General ?" Alex Marsh asked. It was the first
guestion he'd asked since Ben got all over his case mles back

"W are a separate nation, M. Marsh. W intend to remain that way."

"The United States of Anerica mght use force in order to preserve the
Union, sir," another reporter said.

"They m ght, indeed,"” Ben replied, never stopping his wal king. "But when
they do it will be the end of America as any of you knowit."

"Is that a threat, sir?"
"That's a fact, son. A fact."
148

WIlliamW Johnstone

* k%

Wthin twenty-four hours, newspapers all across the reunited USA hit the
streets with the glaring headlines: GENERAL RAI NES PROM SES WAR | F USA
USES FORCE AGAI NST SUSA.

SUSA THREATENS WAR AGAI NST AMERI CA
WAR TALK BETWEEN SUSA AND USA DEEPENS TENSI ONS
WAR LOOVS ON HORI ZON

"Horseshit," Ben said, after hearing the news. "The only way there w ||
be a war is if the reunited states start it. W won't."

"You think the reunited states really want a war with us?" Anna asked.

"Some politicians do. But they won't be the ones to fight it. They never
are. Cecil says a recent poll shows the people outside the SUSA fairly
evenly split about it... which sort of surprises me. You would think
after suffering through the worst war ever fought on American soil and
several years of all sorts of deprivation, the last thing any of them
woul d want woul d be nore war. It shows how nuch the rest of the nation
hates the South . . . and how much they hate ne."

"And our way of life," Beth added.

"Ch, yes. Let's don't forget that. They hate it because we have ful
enpl oyrment, al nost zero crime, a |aidback way of life,



easy-to-understand | aws, a workabl e heal thcare system no bureaucracy .
and that's just hitting a few points." Ben |aughed al oud as the
colum rolled al ong through the rain.

The Rebel s had passed through towns of varying sizes and had seen few
signs of life. The old festering tribal hatreds and years-long civil war
had just about w ped out the popul ation except for the towns al ong the
coast, which the Rebels had decided to avoid. Rebel analysts
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had concluded that at the present rate, the country would be finished in
a few nore years.

Ben studied a map for a few nmonents, then folded it and stuck it back in
a map case. "We've got to be resupplied with food, water, and nedica
supplies. But Liberia is out of the question for flights in or out or
for docking facilities along the coast. The country's been torn apart by
civil war for a decade or nore. Fly-bys show the old internationa

airport at Monrovia unusable. Docking facilities are nil. Warlords have
been controlling the country for years and have wrecked it. That's why
we're taking the northern route, and will link up with Nick Stafford and

his 18 Batt. W'Il craw along the top of the nation until we reach the
border of Cote d'lvoire, the old Ivory Coast. That will probably be the
nost stable country we'll find anywhere. And won't that be a relief."
"Then we travel south to Abidjan?" Cooper asked.

"Right. We have no choice in the matter. It's our best bet for a port
and they have a good airport."

"But getting through Liberia is going to be a tad hairy, right?" Jersey
asked.

"I think you'd be safe in saying that."

Ben spat out a nouthful of nud and wi ped his nmuddy face with an equally
muddy hand. Al in all it was a futile gesture.

"Shit!" he cussed, then w ped a sleeve across his face. That hel ped.
Ben's 1 Batt had linked up with Nick's 18 Batt between Foya and Kol ahun
and within mnutes had come under attack froma large force, pinning
down the Rebels and splitting the colums. The roads were a mess: tanks
boggi ng down every few mles, trucks getting stuck along with them
Everyone in the colum was
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soaked through and through, with nud all over them Several thousand
hi ghly pissed-off Rebels were in no nood to fuck around with anybody.

Ben was under a deuce and a half filled with supplies, on his belly in
the nmuddy road, his teamleft and right of him

"How many damm people hit us?" Jersey asked. "The two col umms toget her
must be five mles long. That's a hell of a force."



"Sonmebody' s throwi ng everything they' ve got at us," Ben said, raising
his voice to be heard over the hammering rain and the yanrer and cl atter
of weapons on full auto.

Cooper cut loose with a burst fromhis SAWand out of the corner of his
eyes, Ben saw three or four figures fold up and go down.

"Stupid bastards," Cooper said, his words just audible over the sounds
of weather and battle.

"18 Batt just dragged a wounded prisoner in," Corrie said, working her
way close to Ben in the nud. "They say the nman i s nothing but skin and
bones. Doctors say the prisoner is suffering frommalnnutrition. The
prisoner says all they want is food."

"Tell the doctors the bastards m ght be hungry, but they're still strong
enough to pull a fucking trigger,"” Ben replied.

A wide grin split Corrie's nud-streaked face. "I will relay your nessage."
"You do that."

A long burst of gunfire kicked up nud and water and small stones very
close to the truck, flinging the debris into Ben's face. Ben wi ped his
face and cussed, then out of sheer frustration, he |eveled his CAR and
gave the brush and jungle close to the road a full magazine of 5.56
rounds. He doubted he'd hit anything, but the
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action nade himfeel better. He ejected the enpty and fitted a ful
magazi ne into place. He waited.

"Nick's 18 Batt comi ng under what appears to be a suicide charge,"”
Corrie said. "They're hol ding."

A couple of minutes later, the sounds of battle faded, |eaving only the
drumof rain. "Maintain positions," Ben ordered. "No pursuit. Scouts out."

Five mnutes ticked past w thout a shot being heard. Corrie said,
"Scouts report the eneny has withdrawn. They left their wounded behind."

"Ask the Scouts how the dead and wounded are fixed for anmo."
"Scouts report all weapons and ammo were taken by the eneny."

"They're |l ow on ammp as well as food," Ben said, crawling out from under
the truck. "Bet on it. This was a desperation attack."

Ben began wal ki ng toward the front of the columm, his team sl oggi ng
along with himon the nuddy road, the nmud clinging to their boots in
great globs, making their feet appear to weigh fifty pounds each
"The enemny," Ben said, "at |least this bunch, don't have rockets. W
didn't sustain a single rocket hit. Corrie, ask Nick if they received
any grenades."

"Not a one," she quickly reported.

"Whoever they are, they're out of nearly everything. Okay. Let's get



this show on the road. There's a village or town just up ahead. W'l
patch up the prisoners and | eave themthere. The Scouts should be near
the town now. "

"They're stuck in the road just outside of the village," Corrie
reported. "Both vehicles mred up to the axles."

"Wonderful ," Ben said wearily. "All right. Tell themwe' |l be along as
qui ckly as possible. How about our wounded?"

"Two dead. Five wounded."
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"Let's get noving." Ben stanped his feet, trying to dislodge the
clinging mud. "If at all possible."

It wasn't rmuch of a town, but nobst of the buildings were still standing

and the doctors quickly set up shop and began wor ki ng on the wounded
Rebel wounded first, then the eneny. That was a Rebel rule, adhered to

hard and fast, w thout exception

The Rebel s played by no rules other than their own. They were bound by

no convention or treaty. Just another reason why so many around the

wor |l d, who had studied the Rebels, did not want to tangle with them

Ben stuck his head inside a small house and al nbst burst out |aughing.

Marilyn Di ckson and Paul a Preston were sitting on the bare floor in a

side room out of sight of the male reporters, who were behind the

house, naked, soaping as they stood in the rain. Both of the wonmen were

covered head to feet wi th nud.

"Enjoying the trip, |adies?" Ben asked.

Marilyn solemly lifted her right hand and gave himdie finger.

Ben | aughed at her and wal ked on.

"Hoity-toity bitch is human after all," Jersey remarked

"I think she is, Jersey."

Ben turned into the building Lamar Chase had set up for a hospital

Lamar | ooked up fromhis inspection of a case of sone sort of nedicines,

careful | y packed agai nst breakage. "W | ost one of our people, Ben. The

other four will make it. But we're going to have to hole up here for a

coupl e of days."

"Suits ne, Lamar. How about the prisoners?”

"A couple of themw Il make it. The others died."

"Gt her than their wounds, what about their physical condition?"

"They're very mal nourished. | don't know what they've been living on
but it hasn't been very nutritious."
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Finally out of the rain, Ben rolled a cigarette.

"Don't smoke in my hospital, Raines," Lamar warned.
Ben ignored himand it up.
"Asshol e," Lamar said.

"You snmoked for forty goddamm years, Lanmar, and snoked nore cigarettes
in aday than | do in a nonth. So shut up about it."

"The ol der you get the nore difficult you are to get along with, Raines.
You' re becomnmi ng an insufferable prick."

"So sue ne."

Lamar gave himthe mddle finger and wal ked off to see to the patients.

"Two rigid-digits in one day," Ben muttered. "Mist be sonething in the air."
"Some raggedy-assed people in what's left of field clothes approaching

the town, boss,"” Corrie said. "They're under a white flag and do not

appear to be arned.”

"Probably part of the bunch who attacked us. All right, let's go see them"
Raggedy-assed is right, Ben thought, as he approached the group

standi ng under the awning of a building at the edge of the small town.

Their clothing was tattered and torn, and nost wore some sort of sandals

made fromold tires.

"W need food," one of the nmen said, speaking in near-perfect English,
only slighdy accented. "W are hungry."

"And what will you do after I've given you food?" Ben replied. "Go back
to maki ng war on your own peopl e?"

"What we do is none of your business," the man said, his tone a bit nore
harder and demanding. "This is our country, not yours. You were not
invited here."

"That's right. And we're only passing through. W
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hel p whenever we find sick civilians. But we won't hel p either side of
warring factions."

"W can take all the food and all your guns, if we want to." The man's
eyes had turned hard and nean.

"You can try," Ben said softly.

The man pointed a ringer at Ben. "This is the only warning you will get.

Share with us or die while you sleep!”



"Hit the trail,"” Ben told him "If you don't understand that, it means
carry your ass on away from here."

The man's face suddenly becane a nask of rage, and for one quick nonent,
Ben thought the guy was actually going to try to junp him The man

fought his tenper under control and nanaged a snmile. "Soon we will be
t he best-equi pped and best-fed arny in the country. Then we will march
on the capital and seize power. And you will all be dead, your flesh

eaten by animals and your bones scattered.”

"Fuck you!" Ben told him using the words that are al nost universally
under st ood.

"You have made the greatest m stake of your life,"
Ben. "But you will not have long to regret it."

the guerrilla told

Ben yawned in his face.

The guerrill as wheel ed around and marched of f through the rain into the
tangl e of brush and jungle.

"They'l|l be coming at us soon," Ben said. "So let's get ready to neet them"™
"Ah . . . look, boss," Jersey said, cutting her eyes.

Ben | ooked. The guerrilla | eader was standing at the edge of the forest,
giving himthe mddle finger

"Must be ny day for it," Ben nuttered.
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"If they do attack us," Nick said to Ben later on that afternoon. "They
have got to be just about the dunbest bunch in Africa.”

"Dunmb and desperate, Nick. Little nen with big ideas."

Tanks now encircled the town. Two battalions of Rebels were dug in,
waiting to throw their considerable firepower at the eneny.

"What's the latest fromthe other battalions?" N ck asked, after
unw appi ng a stick of gumand chewing for a noment to soften it up

"Just like us. They're all reporting nore and nore hostile encounters
with guerrilla groups the further south we go. |I'mbetting the going
will get slower and slower fromthis point on."

"You think Bruno Bottger is behind this bunch maki ng noi ses at us?"

Ben shook his head. "No. | think this bunch is a hol dover fromthe early
days of the civil war in this country. They've been having at each ot her

since before the G eat War."

Ni ck | ooked at him "You think they even know there has been a worl dwi de
war and col | apse?"

Ben chuckl ed at the thought. "Hell, N ck. The pos-
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sibility is renote, but they m ght not know. | hadn't thought about that.

Lamar Chase strolled up and stepped out of the rain to stand under the
awning with the two nen. "Qur people are going to nake it. Only one of
the prisoners is still alive and I don't hold out much hope for him"

Ben gl anced at the chief of medicine, surprise in his eyes. "One of the
medi cs told nme his wounds were not that severe."

"The medic was right. It isn't his wounds alone that are killing. H's
entire systemis shot-to use a non-nedi cal explanation. He doesn't have
the strength to fight off this latest attack on his body. But don't
waste your time feeling a bit sorry for him | sure as hell don't. All
the man does is lie there and cuss us all."

Ni ck stopped chewi ng his gum "Wy, Dr. Chase?"

"We're capitalists, he's an avowed Marxist-this entire bunch attacking
us, or threatening to attack us is. One of those goddamm Peopl e's
Li beration Arnmy groups, or some such shit as that."

Ben grunted his disgust. He knew from | ong experience that anytinme somne
group used the "Peopl es"-what-ever in their name, they were nore than
i kely communi st.

Chase | ooked out at the pouring rain. "They'll hit us tonight, won't
t hey, Ben?"
"In all likelihood, yes. | don't believe they have the strength or the

firepower to launch another daylight attack. Today was a desperation
nove on their part; hoping to take us by surprise.”

"The prisoner told nme we can expect a lot nore of this as we nobve across
this nation."

"He's probably right, Lamar. But we'll be two battalions strong as we
roll-or slip and slide, as the case may be-across what's left of this
country and into Cote d'lvoire. According to intel there isn't a
guerrilla group
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in the country strong enough now to do us nuch damage. But they'll sure
try. "

Cooper cane running through the rain, sliding to a halt under the

awni ng. "We found anot her mass grave, boss, about a thousand neters
behind the town. The rain washed away the thin covering of dirt over the
bones. "

"Men, wonen, and children?" N ck asked

"Yes, sir," Cooper said.

Lamar shook his head in disgust. "Centuries-old tribal hatreds. It's
pat hetic."



"Maybe sonething good will come out of it, Lamar," Ben opi ned.

"I'd like to know what," the doctor demanded.

"The animal s are maki ng a coneback. That's sonething."

Lamar stared at Ben for a nonment to see if he was serious. He was. The
doctor wal ked off into the rain, back to his makeshift hospital
muttering under his breath.

Ben smled as he watched his old friend wal k away, a heavy security
guard around him

"Boss, we've got everything at our disposal trained to bang," Cooper
said. "You really think this ragtag bunch will attack us tonight?"

"I do, and they will. Bet on it. They've got to have our supplies or
they' Il die. They have no choice in the matter. It's going to be short

and savage and bl oody. They'll be fighting to the last round they have.
When it conmes, don't let up."

"I't'"ll be this way all across this screwed-up country, won't it?" Cooper
asked.

"I"'mafraid so, Coop. And as | have warned, worse the further south we go."
"You want to go view that nass grave?" Cooper asked.

Ben shook his head. "No. | don't. | imagine we'll be
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seeing a |lot of mass graves before we butt heads with Bruno. And then
when we' ve kicked that bastard's ass, we'll be uncovering nmass grave
sites all over the country he's occupied. And you can tattoo that on
your arm" Ben | ooked up as the rain dimnished somewhat. "Come on
gang. Let's walk the town."

Wth two battalions ringing the town, any attack the guerrillas
made-w t hout benefit of nortars, heavy artillery, or rockets-would be
not hi ng nore than a suicide charge on their part.

But he knew the guerrillas would try. And he al so knew diey would fail;
probably the Rebels would wi pe themout right down to the |last man.

Ben wal ked the lines of defense, stopping to speak to Rebels often, even
if it was nothing nore than to say hello. It was a great noral e booster
for the troops, and besides, Ben enjoyed doing it. But every time he did
it, he always felt a litde sad afterward. He used to know every nan and
worman in his command; could call them by nane. Now he didn't even know
everyone in his own battalion

It always flung himback in tine a few years, back to when the

gover nrent thought they'd wi ped out all diose who believed in die
Tri-States phil osophy of government; back to when Ben and a handful of
others took to the hills and die nmountains and die swanps and the pl ains
of Anerica and chal l enged di e m ght of big government.



And they had won. By sheer determ nation and cussedness and the beli ef
they were right, diey had defeated die forces of what had becone a
| eft-wi ng gover nment

Now | ook at the Rebels, Ben diought, as he strolled along in the |ight
rain. The nost feared fighting force on the face of die eardi. And the
SUSA t he nost pro-
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ductive and stabl e governnment anywhere in the world. And the nost hated
The tour of defenses conpleted, Ben wal ked back to the small building he
was using as a CP and sat down. He cleaned his CAR and his sidearm and
busied hinself for a time filling spare nagazi nes. Darkness woul d cone

soon, and with it, a suicide attack

"Scouts report novenent in the brush,"” Corrie called. "Eneny appears to
be getting into position for an attack."

"How many of then?"

"At | east several hundred."”

"No surprises?"

Corrie knew what he neant. "Nothing but Iight arns."
"Cl aynores in place?"

"Affirmative."

Ben gl anced at the open door; or rather, where the door used to be.
About an hour until dark. "Pull the Scouts in."

"Scouts returning. No dead, no wounded."

Ben nodded. Any hits woul d have been rare anbng the Scouts, for Rebe
Scouts were among the nost highly trained of all Rebels. They could nove
t hrough any type of terrain with the silence and stealth of ghosts,

usual ly I eaving behind thema trail of dead eneny troops, throats cut in
silent kills. The Scouts were not a large force, but they were highly
effective, and anmong the nost feared of all Rebels.

Bot h of Ben's grown kids, Buddy and Tina, had been Scouts, working their
way up through the ranks, before taking command of a battalion

And Ben suspected that in another year or so, Anna would join the
| egendary Scouts. She had al ready dropped a couple of hints to that
effect. Ben would not stop her if that was her choice, but neither would he
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ask that any slack be cut for her. That's the way it was not only in the
Rebel Arny, but in the Tri-States itself. You pulled your own weight and
didn't ask for favors. If you couldn't cut it, you adnmitted it and
backed away. There was no stigma attached to it; you were just assigned
to anot her job.



"Scouts back hone," Corrie said.

"Everybody take turns taking a | eak," Ben ordered. "Then everybody
button up. It's gonna get real hairy pretty damm qui ck. How about the
clinic, Corrie?"

"Secure as we can make it."
"The press?"
"We put themin with Chase and his medi cal people.”

"Good enough." Ben | ooked around the room he and his team woul d def end.
"Positions, everybody. Let's do it."

Ben and Cooper took the rear of the house. Anna was at a side w ndow,
Beth at the other side. Jersey at the front, facing the outer circle of
the Rebels' perimeter. Corrie would stay with the radi o unl ess things
got real dicey.

Ben took a sip of water and munched on a candy bar. Jersey stuffed
several sticks of guminto her nmouth. Anna was cold as an ice cube ..

as usual. Conbat was her forte, and she made no apologies for it. Corrie
was busy yakking softly with someone. Beth waited, no expression on her
face. Cooper was behind his SAW waiting.

A few tentative shots cane fromthe brush and jungle. The Rebels did not
bite. They waited.

"G ve themabout a mnute of nortar fire, all the way around," Ben
ordered. "High explosive and willie peter. That should give them
somet hing to think about."

The brush and jungle around the encircled town began erupting in flashes
of fire and white phosphorus. Screams of pain from badly wounded and
burned men shrieked out of the drizzling rain. Several wounded and
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bl oody nmen ran screaming out of the brush directly into the close kil
radius of a Caynore. The bl ast shredded the nen into a nass of bl oody
chunks and stilled their agony forever

Ben had ordered the main guns on the tanks dropped to their | owest
el evation. "G ve the jungle some HE and anti-personnel rounds fromthe
tanks, Corrie," he ordered.

The ground began trenbling as the mai n guns began pouring out the
rounds. Sone of the anti-personnel rounds contained small grenades which
ei ther burst on contact or in midair. Oher HE rounds were filled with
shards of steel; both rounds were highly lethal ... as the guerrillas in
the brush and jungle found out. The 120nm rounds were cutting trees in
two and sending the guerrillas running in all directions. Many of them
made the m stake of running toward the Rebels. That was the |ast m stake
they ever made as the dug-in Rebels opened up with everything at their
command . . . which was plenty.



Wthin mnutes the outer ring around the town was littered with the dead
and the dying and what was left of the guerrilla force was fadi ng back
into the jungle. They had had enough, and Ben did not believe they would
be back.

"Hol d positions,” Ben ordered. "We'll count the dead in the norning.
Stay heads up, but | think it's over."

The Rebels stayed on alert all during the Iong night, but no nore
attacks cane. \When dawn broke, they began counting the dead. Ben stopped
themat two hundred and fifty dead.

"We' ve broken the backs of the guerrillas. Take the weapons of the dead,
scoop out a grave for the bodies, and shove themin.

"It's over here."
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The colum noved slowy across the top of what was |left of Liberia. The
route was yoyoi sh: north to Voin-jama, south to Zorzor and Gbharnga, then
north to Ganta, then south to Sakl epea and Tappita, then east to Tobli
They finally crossed over into Cote d'lvoire and brought the colum to a
halt in Toul epl eu, where they were nmet by a snmall contingent of arny
troops. Since the engagement with the guerrilla troops, several weeks
past, the Rebels had encountered no nore trouble.

A smiling army col onel wal ked up to Ben, saluted smartly, then extended
his right hand.

Ben returned the salute, then took the hand while the col onel's nen cheered.
"It is so nice to see a friendly face, Colonel,"” Ben said.

"Wl come to our country, Ceneral Raines. W have been follow ng your
progress with much interest. Followi ng as best we could, that is."

"Well, we only had a couple of mnor run-ins with guerrillas in Liberia."
"The People's Arnmy of the Denocratic Front? Or some such nonsense as that?"
"That's the one."

"A pack of idiots, the lot of them Collectively, they

163

have nanaged to destroy their country and cause us no small anount of
grief in the process."

"W saw very few people on our way across Liberia, Colonel."
"Many fled the fighting." He shook his head. "But nany nore were
sl aughtered in ethnic cleansing. Isn't that such a polite way of
descri bi ng genoci de, General ?"

"But it's politically correct, Colonel."

Both nmen started | aughing at that and a new friendship was born on a
rai ny afternoon.



"Cone," the colonel said. "W can start our journey to the capital in
the norning. Right now, let's get you and your people setded in and fed
and rested. "

"And while we're doing that, you can bring me up to date on what Bruno
Bottger is doing."

The col onel cussed for a noment. "That bastard!" he spat out the word.
"He sent people into this country in an attenpt to subvert our politica
process. W hanged themall."

Ben | ooked at the man and sm | ed.

"Those we didn't shoot," the col onel added.

"They' ve managed, in the face of great adversity, to correct many of the
woes that faced their country for several years," Ben said to Dr. Chase
that evening. "Also, just before the Great War, many of the French

busi nesspeopl e returned. And that hel ped."

"I wonder why they noved the capital from Yanoussoukro back to Abidjan?"
Ni ck asked.

"Probably 'cause no one could pronounce it,"
room

Cooper said from across the

"Go back to reading your girlie magazines, Cooper," Jersey told him
"This is an intelligent conversation. That lets you out."

164
WIlliamW Johnstone

Cooper gave her the bird and she returned two of them

"Al'l right, children, cal mdown," Chase chastised the pair.

"You're a fine one to talk," Ben told him

"I"mol der," Chase popped right back. "That gives ne speci al
privileges." He snmiled, pushed back his chair, and said, "And with that,
| bid you all a good night."

H s security people were waiting just outside the door, and they trailed
al ong a few steps behind him

"I don't think we've got much to fear in this country,"” Ben said. "But
nonet hel ess, we'll post our own guards to augnent the one provided by
the good colonel."” He snmled. "I'lIl sleep better."

Hs teamall |aughed at that. Everybody in the Rebel army knew that Ben
Rai nes required | ess sleep than anyone; he had been that way all his
life. Just a few hours' sleep was all he needed. And despite being

nm ddl e- aged, he coul d keep going far beyond many nmen half his age. Hs
team knew, too, that Ben never slept deeply. Any unnatural sound woul d
wake himinstantly.

The colonel did not try to hide any illness or hunger as he and his
security force led the colum south toward the capital. Wenever Ben



signaled for a halt, whether for an hour or for several days, he never
hesi t at ed.

"Wth the addition of the nedicines and food you are providing, maybe we
have nore than a fighting chance to make it," he confided in Ben one

aft ernoon. "W've been spending nost of our resources on defense
fighting to keep the communi sts out of our country."

"And you' ve done a good job of it," Ben conplinmented the soldier.
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"At the expense of our people. | will tell you a hard truth, General. W
are al nost out of everything. The fight with General Field Marsha

Bott ger-or whatever that bastard is calling hinself now has just about

wi ped us out. When we heard the news about your coming to Africa, the
entire country rejoiced. | rmust warn you that once we reach the capital
there will be a holiday and a parade in your honor. | hope you do not

t ake of fense at us for doing so."

Ben cl asped the man's shoulder with a big hand. "Colonel, that will be
wonder ful . "

The col onel sighed with a relief that Ben did not fully conprehend.

"That is a load off ny mnd, General." He |ooked at Ben for a nonment and
with a straight face said, "W were afraid you woul d be of f ended.

Ameri cans are such strange people with very weird custons."”

No |iberating arny ever received such a wel conmre as the Rebels received
i n Abidjan. The people turned out by the thousands, |ining the highways
and streets. They were dressed in their finest and their sincerity
touched even the nost hardened Rebel

"We've nade another friend in Africa,"” Ben radioed to Cecil after the
parade and a short first nmeeting with the president of Cote d'lvoire.
"Not that you didn't know that already."

"He contacted me, Ben," Cecil replied. "I told himyou would assess the
situation and we'd start trade talks after | talked it over with you.
The parade and holi day was al ready planned | ong before you reached the
country. The president at first wanted to cancel the event, thinking you
m ght take it the wong way."

"It was wonderful, Cec. It touched us all. You' ve started the surplus
grain ships nmoving this way?"

"That's affirmative, Ben. They should dock within a
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few days. | ordered them | oaded as soon as | spoke with the president. |
knew you woul d approve. "

"I certainly do, ol' buddy. Get sone businesspeople nmoving this
direction ASAP to assist in the rebuilding of this nation. This is an
i mportant port and we want to always be wel come here."



"WIl do. Aflight will be leaving within 48 hours. |'ve spoken with the
French and they pledged their full support. They're working with us in a

way they never worked with America before ... at least not in ny nmenory."
"You're the politician, Cec. I'll leave all that up to you and your
cabinet. I'Il just fight the wars."

"I think you're getting the better end of it," Cecil said wistfully.
"How about our little surprise? You ready for themyet?"

"Not yet. Keep themunder wraps until | bunp you. Is everyone fully
trai ned and conbat ready?"

"You bet. Rarin' to go."

Thousands of miles away, Ben chuckled. "Wn't that set Bruno's fascist
ass on fire?"

"I certainly hope so. Literally as well as figuratively. What do you
have on tap for tonorrow?"

"Meeting with trade people. Which is why | want sone hel p over here.
What the hell do I know about oil-pal mkernels and coffee, cocoa, and
bananas?"

Cecil was still |aughing when he signed off.

Many of the younger Rebel s spoke French, since in the SUSA school
system the studying of foreign | anguages was a requirenent, not an

el ective subject. In the SUSA, Kkids began taking foreign | anguage
courses in the early grade school years. Since Cote d'lvoire was one of
t he French-speaking countries in Africa, the troops got along easily
with the residents.
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By the end of the first week, the Rebels had been conpletely resupplied
and the lvoirians were unl oadi ng energency food and nedi cal supplies
fromthe recently docked freighters sent by the SUSA, the French
Germans, Britons, and a few other aligned countries.

Back in the States, Cecil reported that the government of the newly
reuni fied states was furious with the Europeans for aiding the Rebels.
The reunified states were unable to send anything in the way of aid
since they were just barely produci ng enough to feed thensel ves.
Instead, the politicians were stressing the inportance of being
politically correct, teaching sensitivity training, enforcing new and
highly restrictive gun-control laws, kissing the butts of crimnals, and
all that other inmportant stuff that liberals [ove to jam down the
throats of everyone ... or stick up the ass of citizens, whichever
orifice would acconmodate the foolish babblings of the reunited states
| eft-wi ng ni nconmpoop politicians.

Ben toured the city of Abidjan and was inpressed. It was clean and
functioning. The streets and hi ghways were well maintained, considering
the country had been all but isolated for years.



After being resupplied, Nick and his 18 Batt left the city and headed
back north, to travel the far north of Cote d'Ivoire just south of
Bur ki na Faso. Paul Harrison's 17 Batt was traveling through Burkina
Faso, and Ben had been warned that his troops would find death,

si ckness, desolation, and civil war there. Many of the refugees had
tried to settle in Cote d'lvoire but had been driven away; the country
could just barely feed their own-and the several mllion refugees who
had fl ed across the borders and been allowed to stay-on very meager
rations. Cote d'Ivoire just could not handl e any nore.

"It was a hard and cruel thing for us to do," the
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presi dent expl ai ned. "But our own people's safety and security rnust cone
first."”

"I fully understand that,"” Ben told the president. "Wat about Ghana?"
The president waggled his right hand fromside to side in a very

Eur opean gesture. "They are doing not quite as well as we here in Cote
d Ivoire. But they are surviving and resisting that son of a whore

Bottger's advances. They will be very grateful for the medicines you
bring and the doctors to see the sick. Chanaians are still a very
friendly people. | doubt you will experience any trouble."

"Togo?"

The president frowned and shook his head. "Togo is a no-man's | and, and
has been for years. It is a country ripped apart by civil war. Al we
really know about Togo is that it is a place to avoid if one values his
life."

"But unfortunately for us . . ." Ben trailed that off.

"I know. You must go. And it is a fine and noble m ssion you are on. You
and your people will be in all our prayers, Ceneral Raines."

Ben smled. "W'll take all the help we can get, M. President."

It was only about a hundred kiloneters from Abidjan to the Ghana border
the roads were in good shape and the col um nade good time. \Wen they
reached t he border, Chanai an border guards were waiting to escort them
to the capital of Accra. Doctors were waiting with the border guards and
after a brief conference with Dr. Chase, the convoy rolled on. To save
time, the medical supplies would be off-1oaded in Accra and the CGhanai an
mlitary and civilian doctors would then spread out across the country,
seeing to the sick and the needy.

The colum stayed on the coast road and the towns
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and villages they rolled through were in good shape and t he peopl e
appeared to be in pretty good physical shape.



"W won't tarry long here," Ben told his team "Cote d'lvoire and Ghana
are working closely together to reach some sort of normal cy. The supply
shi ps have docked and are being off-loaded as we speak. Everything is
orderly and without trouble. Togo is where the fighting starts.”

"Why don't we just avoid the dammed country?" Anna asked.

"Personally, | wish we could, but we can't,"” Ben told her. "W're going
to help the civilians where we can, and fight the various guerrilla
factions when it can't be avoided. Luckily, Togo and Benin are small
countries. We'll stay along the coast, avoiding the interior. But
Nigeria . . ." He shook his head and sighed. ". . . That's where we're
going to get bogged down and have to start slugging it out."

"When will we be able to resupply by ship?" Cooper asked.

"Good question, Coop. | don't know the answer. Maybe in Caneroon.
Certainly not before then. But the other battalions are making do with
air drops and | andi ngs when the airports are useable. So shall we. Hell

we've had it easy compared with some of our people.”

"So quit your bitchin'," Jersey told Cooper.

"Who's bitchin? " Cooper cut his eyes to Jersey. "lI'masking a
guestion, that's all. Go back to daydream ng about men and cl ose your
mout h, will you?"

Cooper was safe to pop off to Jersey as |long as he was driving, and he
knew it. However, Jersey had a |long menory .

"Save your fighting for when it's needed," Ben cool ed the situation
"And believe ne, it's going to be needed."
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The pair ignored him as he knew they woul d, because their quarreling

was all in fun. They'd been picking at each other for as long as the
team had been toget her

"You got a fat nouth, Cooper," Jersey said.

Cooper pursed his lips and made | oud ki ssing sounds.

Jersey feigned gaggi ng.

Ben smiled and the convoy rolled on.

"Where's all the lions and el ephants and apes and stuff?" Cooper asked.

"Mostly in the interior, Cooper," Beth answered. "W might get to see
some animals in Nigeria. Right, boss?"

"It's a good possibility,"” Ben replied.

"Cooper thinks he's going to see Tarzan cone sw nging out of the trees,"”
Jersey said.

"I can be Tarzan, ny precious desert blossom™" Cooper replied. "You can



be ny Jane."

"What a di sgusting thought,"” she popped right back

"Can any of you visualize Cooper in a loincloth, sw nging through the
trees with chi npanzees?" Corrie said with a | augh

"Now you're hurting ny feelings,"
mai ntai n a wounded expression

Cooper said, doing his best to

"Cooper," Jersey said, "I don't believe your feelings could be hurt with
an axe."

Ben tuned the kibitzing pair dowmn to a low nurnur in his mnd and stared
out the wi ndow. He knew the cl oser the convoys drew to Bruno Bottger's
territory, the fiercer the fighting would become. The easy run for the
Rebel s was about to cone to a halt.

Abruptly.
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Ben and his 18 Batt spent exactly one day in CGhana's capital, Accra,
before pulling out and nmoving on, heading for the war-torn country of
Togo. Ben had been advised in Ghana that when the colum reached the
border, the good roads woul d vani sh. The Rebels would find bridges

bl own, hi ghways reduced to rubble, and civil war raging all around di em
"Togo and Benin have been at each other's throats since the Geat Var,"
Ben said aloud, as die colum neared the border. "Their forces have
killed each other off in record nunmbers. Wen Lonme was sacked and burned
the capital was noved to Togoville. The Ghanai ans retaliated by
destroying Porto Novo so the capital was nmoved up-country to sone place,
which we will, hopefully, avoid."

"Aboney," Beth said.

"That's it."

"It's about seventy-five or so kilonmeters fromthe coast," Beth added.
"Thank you," Ben said.

"Scouts report a welcoming conmittee of sorts waiting for us at the
border," Corrie said. "About fifty or so strong. No tanks. No nortars or
machi ne guns that the Scouts can see. Just light arns.”

"Slow the colum. Tanks up and spearhead,"” Ben
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ordered. "We'll give those at the border something to think about."

The main battle tanks soon runbl ed past, the commanders talking with the
advance party of Scouts on another frequency. At a hand signal from Ben

Cooper gunned the engine and pulled in behind the | ast MBT

"This is not going to make our security people happy," Beth said,



twisting in the seat and | ooki ng behi nd her
"They' |l get over it," Ben replied.

"The border guards ran away," Corrie said. "Scouts are taking down the
barri cades now. "

"I thought the sight of the MBTs mi ght have a sobering effect on them"
Ben told her.

The colum rolled on across the border and entered the country of Togo.
The roads i medi ately became cracked and bunpy, in many instances the
hard surface m ssing altogether

"Lome just a fewmles up the road," Corrie said. "Wiat's left of it,
that is."

"Says here," Beth said, reading froma very tattered tourist brochure,
"that Lome is a city of half a mllion. And it was West Africa's
financial capital. The way to say good-day in M na-which is spoken by
about a third of the population-is Sobaydo. "

Drizzle fromthe gray skies abruptly changed to a torrential downpour
sheets of slashing silver slowng the colum down to a crawl as the
roads worsened.

The teamrode in silence for a few mnutes. On the roof of the big wagon

t he hamrering rain was maki ng normal conversation all but inpossible.

Then, as abruptly as it began, the rain tapered off to a quiet steady fall
"Scouts nearing the city," Corrie reported. "Seeing signs of sone
habi tation. The few people they' re seeing
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| ook Iike walking dead . . . near starvation. Scouts want to know i f
they should |ocate a CP for you?"

"Yes," Ben said softly. "W came here to help the people. So let's try.
And have the Scouts check out the airport and port facilities, if any.
Corrie, we'll pull the colum over now and wait for a report."”

Ben unassed hinself fromthe wagon and wal ked back to where Chase's
vehicle was pulled over, motioning for the chief of medicine to get out
and join him The nen wal ked over to what remai ned of some sort of small
busi ness and stood under a saggi hg awni ng.

"I'"ve ordered a halt here, Lamar. Do what you can for the people."

Lamar stared at Ben for a nmoment. "Band-Aids on a sucking chest wound, Ben."

"I know. But at least we'll |eave renenbered as hel pi ng when and where
we coul d instead of as sone conquering arny."

"We're going to need a hell of a lot nore food than we're carrying."

Ben sighed. "I know. Two cargo ships are paralleling us a few nmles off
shore. They're filled to capacity with supplies. If at all possible,



they' Il dock."
"Al'l right, Ben. Find ny people a secure |ocation."
"WIl do."

The city of Lone had been | ooted and savaged and shelled and fought over
nunerous times and finally burned. There wasn't a hell of a lot left.

Engi neers started working on the airport and prom sed to have one runway
opened ASAP. The port had been wecked, with dozens of small craft
havi ng been sunk in the harbor. Emergency supplies would have to be

of f-1 oaded at sea and brought in by small boat. A very slow process.

The people who renmained in the ruins of the city were a pathetic |ot,
sick and starving and existing wth-
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out hope. They had been eating rats and snakes and just about anything
el se that wal ked, crawed, or flew ... including, in sone cases the
Rebel s found, each ot her

As soon as word spread about the Rebels being there to help, not to nake
war, the refugees began pouring in fromthe countryside. And it took
| ess than twenty-four hours for that news to spread.

Lamar Chase's makeshift hospitals were soon very nearly overwhel nmed,
many of those brought in were near death, and far beyond any nedica
hel p. They were given shots to ease their suffering and placed under
what ever shelter could be found to get themout of the rain and to die
i n peace and sonme sort of confort . . . young and old alike.

Surprisingly, there was very little trouble fromthe gangs that roaned
the countryside. They stayed far away fromthe ruins of the city.

"They know better than to start trouble with us," Ben told Cecil one
afternoon. "They know they're directly responsible for all this human
m sery and know |'ve ordered them shot on sight. And | will do so,
cheerfully. How is the press outside the SUSA reporting all this?"

"They're not saying nuch, Ben. W're intercepting the reports fromthe
press traveling with you and they're filing human interest stories. |

t hi nk many of them are seeing a side of the Rebels they didn't know
exi sted.”

Ben chuckl ed, but it was without mirth. "Yeah. Wwen they first showed
up, they looked at us, and treated us, as if we were a bunch of

bl ood-thirsty pirates, second only to Attila the Hun."

"One screwup and they' Il be right back |ooking at us in that manner."
"Wul d that bother you?"

"Not one little bit." Ben signed off just as Dr. Chase wal ked in.
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"Scouts report the gangs are gathering about hal fway between here and
Not se, waiting for us," Corrie said. "At the junction."

"What strength?"

"About five hundred so far, but several thousand are in position to nove
in very quickly."

"What junction?" Chase asked.

"The bridges over Lake Togo have been destroyed. W're going to have to
head north, then take a secondary route into Benin. Wat kind of arns,
Corrie?"

"Light arms, nmostly. A few heavy machi ne guns. But Scouts report they do
have sone nortars."

"Anmmunition is going to be critical for them™"™ Ben said. "Unless Bruno
is supplying them and that is something we nust always take into

consi deration. Personally, | think he is supplying them using themfor
cannon fodder in the hopes they'll get lucky with sone ambush. Al the
other batt corns are reporting the sane thing: small bands of guerrillas
constantly harassing them There is too nmuch of a pattern devel opi ng
here for it to be coincidence."

"Then we've going to have to contend with the threat of anmbush from here
on in," Chase said.

"Every day, Lamar. | told you it would get worse the further south we went."
"So you did, Ben. So you did."

"And there is something else: we're going to have to be constantly alert

for guerrillas to be mixed in with the civilians we stop to hel p. And

" he sighed, no matter how careful we are, sone civilians are
going to get caught up in the cross fire, and get hurt or killed."

Lamar's sigh matched that of Ben's. He opened his nmouth to speak, then
obvi ously thought better of it and closed it. He shook his head in
frustration and wal ked out of Ben's CP. He paused in the door and | ooked
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back. "We'll have done all we can do with what we have in another day
and a half, Ben. I'mshutting down a couple of outlying clinics now

W'l | be ready when you give us the signal."

"How many people? ..

Lamar cut himoff abruptly. "They're dying, Ben. There is nothing we can
do for about forty percent of them except nake them confortable and ease
the transition into death. Babies are dying because their nothers are
dry and can't nurse them Wy in God' s nane do people continue to have
babies in the middle of a fucking fam ne when hundreds of others are
starving to death all around then®"

Ben did not offer any reply, knowing that in all probability, Lamar was
not fini shed.



"You give the orders you have to give, Ben," Lanmar said. "And you don't
feel guilty about it. You are not obligated to carry the ills and the
woes and the goddamm stupidity of the people who inhabit this world on
your shoul ders, and by God, neither aml. Good night."

"Anybody got anything to add to that?" Ben questioned his team
"The Lord hel ps those who hel p thensel ves," Anna said, |aying aside an

oily cleaning rag. She closed the bolt on her CAR and wal ked out the
door, hurrying to catch up with Dr. Chase.

Ben smiled, very thinly. "Corrie, advise the conmpany commanders we'll be
pul ling out in about thirty-six hours. W'll have done all we can do here."
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"Every battalion neeting resistance,” Corrie said, as the colum put
Lome behind them and were advancing north toward the junction at Notse.

"I't's begun,"” Ben replied. "Cooper, pull over so Corrie can establish an
uplink. Wen that's done, Corrie, ask what type of unifornms the eneny is
wearing and if there are any whites | eading the groups."

The colum waited until the portable dish could be set up and Corrie

could check with each battalion. "No standard uniforms, boss," she

finally reported. "Sonme are wearing ragged remants of uniforms but nost
are in civilian clothes. There are a few whites who seemto be in comand."

"Bruno's advisors," Ben said. "He's either sent some of his own officers
up to train and take command, or he's hired nmercenaries. Probably the
latter. Al right, Corrie. Thanks. Let's get this show back on the road."

The colum rolling once nore, slowy on the nearly nonexistent highway,
Ben said, "Bunp the Scouts and assess the situation at the junction."

"Scouts report a slow troop build-up all around.”

"So this is not going to be an anbush?"

"Doesn't | ook that way."

"And they're being obvious about it," Ben questioned
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"No | onger meking any attenpt to conceal their novements."

"Qdd," Ben nmuttered. "They have no tanks, no artillery, only a few
nortars and machi ne guns, and they're setting up to go head to head with
us. That nakes no sense.”

Ben opened his map case and carefully went over a map of the region.
There was no other route open to them Ben could not ask for reports
fromeyes in the sky because the helicopters were all grounded because
of the unpredictable weather. Anyway, nost of those assigned to Ben had
been forced to return to Ghana because there were no other safe | anding

areas for themto refuel and have nmi nt enance done.

It was all ground work for the Rebels now.



"When we get within range of the junction," Ben said, "we'll set up
artillery and pound the crap out of the eneny positions. But we'll be
alert for any flanking novements or an attack fromthe rear. | think
that's what they've got in mind. Just as soon as the Scouts report us
able to fight our way through the junction, we'll nake a run for it and
smash through. If my hunch is right, we'll catch those attenpting to
flank us and come up behind us flatfooted and can put some breat hing
room between us."

"One hour until we can be in any sort of effective range," Beth
reported, doing sonme cal cul ati ons wi thout being told.

"Good enough. Let's keep our fingers crossed that |I'mright about this.
Corrie, tell the Scouts they're going to have to act as FOs."

"Ri ght, boss."

"My conmpany will face north with the artillery, the others will set up
left and right and take up rear guard positions.”

"Advi sing now," Corrie replied.
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"It's a pretty good bet that those com ng up from behind and fl anki ng
will be lightly armed. They're having to nove too fast over |ousy
terrain to be carrying anything heavy. Maybe a few nortars, but that's
all. Wien we stop, | want every nmortar and Big Thunper we've got ready
to bang ASAP."

Corrie was talking to the conpany conmmanders even as Ben was speaki ng.
The team had been together so | ong each nmenber could practically sense
what the other would do. Wth Ben and Corrie, it was alnmost as if they
wer e hooked into some sort of invisible mental |ink

"Forty-five mnutes," Beth said.

"Scouts reporting heavy concentration of eneny build-up nearly conplete
at junction. They're dug in tight."

"In a few nmnutes, they're going to wish they'd dug those holes a | ot
deeper," Ben said.

"W have novenent behind us,"” Corrie said. "Scouts who dropped back
report a large concentration of troops noving slowy. Mintaining

di stance. Their vehicles are old, and of various makes, but chuggi ng
right along. Scouts have counted fifty trucks, nost of them

deuce- and-a-halves. Al filled to overflowing with troops."

"Say a m ni mum of seven hundred and fifty troops coming up behind us."
Ben smled. "Tell nmy XOto take over, Corrie. And alert ny conpany we
will be falling back to engage the eneny . . . sort of."

Corrie hesitated.

Ben chuckl ed. "Load us up with rocket |aunchers and cl aynores and
several Big Thunpers. Cooper, there is a small town just up ahead the
Scout s have checked out and found deserted. That will be perfect for an
anbush. You pull off there. Get on with the orders, Corrie."



"Ten-four, boss."
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Corrie ordered the colum on, with no break-off other than Ben's
conpany. She was asked if she wanted several of the tanks with the
colum to join Ben in the anbush

"No," Ben said. "W'll handle this. The rest of the columm has their
orders. Carry themout."

Cooper cut off the road and parked the wagon behi nd what remained of a
bui | di ng. The ot her vehicles peeled off and ducked in behind buil di ngs
or crashed through the brush and vegetati on around the town and di sappear ed.

"Sone of those trucks will have to be wi nched out when this is over,"
Ben said, unassing hinself fromthe front seat of the wagon. "And we'll
probably |l ose half a day or nore doing that. But what the hell? Nobody
here has any pressing engagenments el sewhere, do they?"

The team | aughed at Ben's sonetinme odd sense of hunor and began

unl oadi ng weapons fromthe supply truck that always followed Ben's
vehicl e. Anna took her Big Thunper, Cooper his SAW Corrie, Beth, and
Jersey swapped their CARs for regulation M16's with bl oop tubes. Ben
pull ed out his old M 14 and a rucksack filled w th nmagazi nes. Then they
quickly followed Ben into the deserted old remains of what had once been
a store and took up positions. A rusted old soft-drink sign was stil
attached to the front of the building, above the front awning. It
creaked on rusted braces in the warmlight w nd.

The nonsoonal rains had not yet begun their daily pounding of the earth
and only a very soft drizzle was falling.

Wthin a very few mnutes, the Rebels had all taken up positions in and
north and south of the town. The vehicles were hidden and the brush and
ot her veget a-

181
181

tion that had been smashed or driven down by the heavy trucks pulled
back and secured in place.

The vill age appeared to be deserted, just another civilian casualty of war.

It was a death trap for the unsuspecting.

"Eneny colum's ETA twenty-five minutes,” Corrie said.

Ben nodded his head and rolled a snoke. "Tell the people to grab a quick
snoke if they want to. Piss now if they have to. Smokes out in five

m nutes and everybody in position."

Ben rolled a cigarette, lit up, and asked, "Corrie, Scouts are certain
t he enemy convoy has no recon working forward?"



"Positive, boss. They're rolling along pretty sure of thenselves."

"Sonmebody fucked up,"” Ben nuttered. "They didn't do their homework;
didn't study the tactics of their opposition. Bad m stake."

"They won't nmake another one," Jersey said, chonping on a wad of gum

"Very true, Jersey," Ben said, after blowi ng a snmoke ring and wat chi ng
it disappear in the wind that silently sang through the gl ass-smashed

wi ndows. "If we're careful and don't spring the trap too soon. Corrie,
tell the troops north of the town to be sure and knock out the first
several vehicles. The commander of this force will alnpbst certainly be

in one of those vehicles. And we don't want to give thema chance to
radi o what's happening. Lots of '"if s' involved here."

"Eneny convoy has increased speed,"” Corrie said. "Fifteen mnutes."
"They're getting anxious," Ben replied. "Bad nove on their part. Shows
anot her sign of |lack of professionalism They're going to roll right
into this."

"They won't roll out of it," Anna said grimy.

182

WIlliamW Johnstone

Ben | ooked at his adopted daughter. Anna was as cold as ice, as usual

Ben cut his eyes to Beth, |ooking at him She shrugged her shoul ders and
sm |l ed knowi ngly. Anna was a warrior, pure and sinple, through and

t hr ough, but one who woul d al ways pick the right side, Ben was sure of
that. Her years of struggle to survive as a child against the evil of
the forces of the nearly overwhel mi ng nunbers of warlords and gangs back
in her home country had seen to that.

Anna had laid out a long belt of 40nm grenades, filled with
anti - personnel grenades. She sat back and waited.

Ben checked his old M 14, known affectionately as a Thunder Lizard, and
slipped the fire selector to full auto. It was a punishing weapon to
hold and fire at full auto, but it laid down a devastating field of fire.

Cooper had his SAW bi - podded, an extra cani ster of ammo near by.

Ben's team was ready.

"Ten minutes,"” Corrie said.

Ben took his position by the wi ndowor what was |left of it-nearest the
south wall. He stayed well back fromthe wi ndow, in the shadows, and
woul d remain there until the anbush was sprung

Al around the battle-scarred little town, the Rebels waited, silent and
not i onl ess.

"Five minutes," Corrie said softly.

The rain continued to fall, but it had been reduced to only a drizzle.



Finally the Rebels could hear the truck engines as the eneny convoy
appr oached t he town.

"Showtine," Cooper said, pulling back the bolt on his SAW chanbering a
round.

The Rebels in town would let the first fifteen or so trucks in the
convoy roll on through. The Rebels in
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position on the north side of town would start the ambush. At the first
yamer from machi ne guns, the first crunp of grenades, the first whoosh
froma rocket |auncher, the entire stretched-out conpany woul d open up
on the unsuspecting convoy. And the quiet, gray-sky, drizzly day would
turn into a death trap
"Play with the big boys,"” Ben muttered, his eyes following the first
truck as it passed through the town, "and you're very likely to get your
nose bl oodi ed."

Jersey was the only one of the teamto have heard the qui et words, she
cut her dark eyes to Ben and sml ed.

Ben wi nked at her.

Then the eneny convoy stopped before the first truck could clear the
northern edge of the small town.

"Crap," Ben muttered. "Now what ?"

"What is the matter?" a white man yelled, junping fromthe fifth truck
i n the packed-up-cl ose col um.

"The engine is overheating!" cane the shout fromthe | ead truck

"I don't give a damm if it blows up,"” the white officer yelled. "W're
too close nowto stop. If the engine fails, we'll |eave the truck and
spread the nen out anong the other vehicles. Now get that goddamm thing

novi ng. "

"Al'l right, all right! Keep your fucking pants on, will you?" cane the
i nsolent reply.

"The officers certainly have a great deal of respect for each other
don't they?" Jersey whispered.

Ben smiled his reply.
"Now what's wong?" the first white officer yelled after a few seconds.
The enemy col um had not noved. The waiting Rebels could hear the sound

of a grinding starter.

"The truck won't start. | told you the engine was overheating. Nowit's
| ocked up, | believe."
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"It isn't |ocked up, you idiot. On, never nind. W can't wait. Push ..."

The sound of an engine bursting into life cut off his words as the | ead
truck's notor roared.

"Finally. Roll it, roll it!"

The truck's engine died. The sound of it was so clear it was heard up
and down the street.

"Ch, good God!" the officer yelled inpatiently.

The starter began grinding.

"Hell with it," the officer shouted. "Everybody out and the second truck
push that vehicle out of the way. W're wasting too rmuch tine. Move it,
goddammit, nove it!"

"Col onel !'" anot her voice entered the conversation. "Colonel!"

"What is it?" the now identified comander shouted.

"Something is very wong here."

The col onel paused for a heartbeat, |ooking slowy all around him He
shook his head and yelled. "\Wat are you talking about ?"

"There are tire tracks leading left and right off the street. They
di sappear into the brush and jungle."

"Tire tracks?"

"Yes, sir. From heavy trucks. Colonel, they're all up and down the
street. Just | ook, see for yourself."

"Now it gets interesting,"”
toes. "

Ben muttered. "I hope everybody is on their

"I don't see any damm tracks!" the colonel yelled. "Were are they?"

"You're | ooking at the hard pack in front of that old store. Mve |eft
or right where the earth hasn't been packed down by years of parking.

You'll see them It's all very strange."

"The man is an idiot," Ben muttered. "I would have put the tracks
toget her inmedi ately."
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"Ch, very well. I'mlooking." The col onel began wal ki ng sl ow y sout h,

munbl i ng about a waste of tine.
Ben lifted his Thunder Lizard.

"By God!" the colonel yelled. "I see them It's probably just ..." He
paused. His training as a soldier finally kicked in and jogged his



brain. "Ch, shit!" he shouted. "Anbush!" he screaned. "Anbush!"

Ben shot himand the gates of Hell swung open, inviting all who would
enter to step right up
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The col onel was sl amed back by the heavy rounds fromBen's M14. He
fell on his back in the mud and did not nove. Anna cut |oose with her
Bi g Thunper and the two trucks that were parked directly in front of the
ol d building exploded in flanes and death and the scream ng of wounded
men. Cooper shifted the nuzzle of his SAWand opened fire on the third,
parked south of the burning trucks, before the soldiers who were under
canvas in the bed could |l eap out and run for their lives. The 5.56
rounds hammered out pain and death. The others in Ben's team sent
grenades fromtheir bl oop tubes into the parked enemy columm at al npst
poi nt - bl ank range.

The Rebels lying in wait north of the town did not have to have a signal
to know what had happened. They were noving instantly, working closer to
the north edge of the town, throwing up a defensive line left and right
of the hi ghway.

The jaws of the death trap had been sprung and the dangerous, predatory
beast caught in the snare could not free hinself and had no place to run
even if it could. Those caught could do nothi ng now except die.

From front and back and both sides, the Rebels hanmered out death by
bull et, grenade, and rocket. Many of the trucks caught on fire and the
fumes fromthe
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fuel tanks expl oded. The ammunition and nortar rounds they were carrying
expl oded and | ead and shrapnel was flying in all directions. The din was
deaf eni ng and the snoke teared the eyes. The wounded were scream ng and
the sergeants and officers were yelling orders which could not be heard
five feet away and conditions were so confused and di sorgani zed no one
woul d have paid any attention to themif they could be heard.

The Rebel s nethodically picked off any of the eneny who tried to flee
the scene of destruction and death. Ben ended a burning man's race with
death with one round fromhis M14. The man was envel oped in flanmes from
his feet to his hair and was running in blind agony.

The snell of burning and cooking and charred human flesh and hair was
thick in the danmp air, clinging close to the ground, offensive even to
t hose who were | ong accustonmed to the snell of death.

The carnage seenmed to go on for hours, when actually it lasted | ess than
five mnutes. Five mnutes to snuff out hundreds of |ives. Ben was

rem nded of the old saying: "You pays your nobney, you takes your chances."
The anmbush was al nbst one-hundred percent effective. Perhaps twenty or
twenty-five nmen escaped into the brush and jungle, running in sheer

panic to escape the death trap

"No pursuit,"” Ben ordered, his voice strange in his head after the



yamering of conbat.

Automatically, Ben ejected the nearly enpty magazine fromthe belly of
hi s Thunder Lizard and slipped in a full one, clicking it into place. He
wal ked to the door and | ooked out through the swirling snoke, staring

i npassively at the sprawl ed bodi es and those few who were wounded and
trying to cram away. A few were crying out for help in English, others
were calling out
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in a | anguage Ben did not understand, but he was reasonably certain the
vocal content was the sane.

Ben slung the M 14 and pulled his canteen out, unscrew ng the cap and
taking a long drink of water. He was consci ous of eyes on him He
searched the death scene until he found the man who was staring at him

"Water, please,” the nman call ed.

Ben wal ked over to himand knelt down. The man nust have taken at | east
eight or ten rounds in the chest and belly; he was soaked in bl ood. Ben
pul | ed the wounded man's canteen fromhis web belt and unscrewed the
cap, holding it to the nman's lips. Water to a man gut-shot is dangerous,
but what the hell? Ben thought. This guy will be dead in a few mnutes.
The bl ood staining his Iips was pink and frothy-1lung shot.

"You are the devil, Ben Raines?" the man gasped out the question
Ben snmiled. "That's me."

"You live up to your reputation, Ceneral.’
shuddered once, stiffened, and died.

Then the man cl osed his eyes,
Ben pl aced the canteen on the ground next to the nman and stood up. "l've
been call ed worse,"” he said to the dead nan, then turned and wal ked away.
Sone of the Rebel deuce-and-a-halves were able to back out of the brush
and jungle without getting stuck in the soft earth. Rebels were already

using themto wench out trucks that were mred up

"How many people did we | ose?" Ben asked, as Cor-rie wal ked up to stand
besi de him

"None. Five wounded. None of them seriously."

"W | ucked out again."

The rest of Ben's team joined himand stood watching as the dead were
uncer emoni ously dragged off the road and tossed into ditches. They would
not be buried. The wounded-t hose the nedics thought m ght have sone
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chance of making it-were patched up and carried to huts and houses. The

dyi ng were given a shot to ease the pain and left alone to wander off
into that |ong sleep.



Several tinmes Ben heard the whi spered words anobng the wounded: "That's
the devil hinself over there.”

Ben i gnored the comments and wal ked away, over to where his own wounded
| ay, being treated. Their wounds were not serious, certainly not
life-threatening, and all five would be up and ready for linited duty
within a few days. He chatted with the wounded for a few nonents, then
wal ked on.

"The animals and the carrion birds are sure gonna have a fine tinme here
when we | eave," Jersey renarked.

"That they will," Ben replied. "But | don't believe the dead will notice."

"Those eneny troops at the junction have fled, boss,"
"Running away in all directions.”

Corrie reported.

"Somebody caught up in the anbush kept their cool and was professiona
enough to get off a radio nessage. Wth the el enent of surprise gone,
those at the junction wanted no part of us. Good. Just maybe we can get
out of this country wi thout another fight."

"I wouldn't bet any nopbney on that," Anna said, standing nearby.

"No," Ben replied. "I don't think I would, Anna. W're going to have to
be heads up at all tines fromnow on. Corrie, how many of the eneny
trucks are serviceabl e?"

"Maybe half a dozen.™

"Load all the collected weapons, anmmo, and what supplies we can sal vage
fromthe anmbush into them Let's get out of this damm place ASAP."

H s team knew what he neant: the awful snell of deadi hung everywhere
and clung to everything; especially the odor of burned human flesh. And
the after-
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noon rains had not yet come to wash and cl eanse the earth. It was tine
for a lunch break, but no one wanted to eat here.

"Corrie, tell the conpanies ahead of us to hold up at the junction; wait
for us. W'll be pulling out of here within the hour-hopefully."

"It'"ll be about forty-five mnutes, boss."
"That's even better. Damm, this place stinks!"

A medi ¢ wal ked up. "General, the one white who survived the anmbush wants
to talk to you. He's hard hit and probably isn't going to make it."

"Al'l right. Lead the way."
The officer |Iooked to be in his early forties and had been hit twice in
the chest and twice in the belly. The doctor attending himmet Ben's

eyes and shook his head, then wal ked away. Ben knelt down beside the nan.

"An honor, Ceneral Raines," the dying man whi spered. "You are truly a
worthy foe. You m ght even be a match for Field Marshal General Bottger."



"How many dam titles does that nut have?"

The officer smiled: a bloody curving of the lips. "Whatever suits him at
t he nonent, General Raines. But he pays well and while he m ght be just
slightly insane, he is a brilliant field comuander."

Ben didn't argue that. He knew Bruno Bottger's tactics well and knew he
was not a commander to take lightly.

"Then you are not one of Bottger's regul ars?"

"No. |I'm Austrian by birth. A professional soldier by the grace of CGod."
"You'll fight for whoever pays you the nost noney." It was not a question
"That is correct. Politics does not interest ne at all."

"How many nen can Bottger field?"

"Several hundred thousand regul ars and several hun-
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dred thousand natives who joined himafter he arrived on this shithole
of a continent."”

Ben smled faintly. "Does he have an air force?"

"Yes. Jet fighters. Not that many but he has training progranms and
factories working around the clock as we speak. Al of the south of
Africa is his new honmeland, so he'll be ready for you and your Rebel s,
General . "

"I"'msure he will be. What happened to the people of South Africa, the
white popul ation especially? And |I'mtal king about all the whites south
of here?"

"They fought us. W killed off nost of them Pity, they were good
fighters, too. There are still many of themleft, but they're disarned
and hel pl ess. They know that if they oppose us, they die. It's just that
sinmple. Once you disarma nation, the citizens are virtually hel pl ess.”

"Yes. That's what the liberal politicians in the United States tried to do.'
"But you and your people, anong others, rose up and fought them™

"Tooth and nail."

"You were better organized, CGeneral. Despite the efforts of governnent
enforcenent agents. Ch, | followed your exploits carefully. | always

admi red your courage and tactics."

The man's voice was grow ng weaker.

"You will face growi ng resistance the further south you go, Ceneral."

The dying of ficer coughed up bl ood and for a nmonent, Ben thought he
wasn't going to be able to continue. He fought for breath and settled



down. "And then fromthe Congo River south you will neet Bottger's
I egions. And he will stop you eventually. Ch, you m ght push himback a
hundred nmiles or so. Two hundred miles, perhaps, if you' re very, very

lucky. But this is one fight you cannot win. But you will be a
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very worthy foe for him and he will respect you for that."

Ben said nothing. He waited.

"You mght be able to strike sone sort of deal with him GCeneral. Have
you gi ven that any thought?"

Agai n, the dying man sniled that bloody grinace. "No? | thought not.
Wdi you, it is all or nothing, correct?"

"Somet hing like that."
"I would keep a deal in the back of ny mind, General. | really would."
"I don't make deals with thugs."

"So | have heard, General." Wakly, the man lifted a bl oody hand and
sal uted Ben. "Good-bye, CGeneral Raines. |I'Il see you in Hell."

The officer closed his eyes and died w thout a shudder or another word.
"Could be," Ben said, rising to his boots. "It sure wouldn't surprise ne."
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Ben's conpany joined the others at the junction and cut east toward
Aboney. On the way to the border, Scouts reported seeing patrols of

eneny soldiers, but there were no further attacks against the col um
whil e they rolled through Togo.

At the Togo/Benin border, the colum halted. There were no border guards.

Ben got out and wal ked toward the raised barrier at the crossing,
joining a group of Scouts.

"Looks as though no one's been here for a long time, General. No
cigarette butts, no discarded ration containers, no nothing. It's strange,"”

"Corrie, is Nick nmeeting any resistance?"

"Not hi ng," she reported. "He's waiting at the border crossing at CQuake.
It's deserted. No signs of life."

"Paul's 17 Batt?"

"They're still in Burkina. About seventy-five miles fromthe border of
Ni geria. They're reporting no trouble."

"Mke's 16 Batt?"

"Waiting at the Mali/Ni ger border. Taking a break. No trouble."



Ben was silent for a moment. He rolled a snoke and lit up. A couple of
m nut es passed before he spoke. "Get

194
alink set up, Corrie. I want a report fromevery battalion."

The portable satellite was set up and Corrie spent the next half hour
tal ki ng over hundreds of mles. Then she reported to Ben

Ben sat for a nonent by the side of the road, which had been swept for
m nes and cleared. "For several days, every battalion stretched across
Africa was under either full attack or hit and run actions. Then
suddenly, nothing. W know there are small patrols out watching our
nmoverents, Scouts fromevery battalion have seen them It's a

coordi nated effort; you can bet with certainty they are not acting

i ndependently of each other "

The rains cane thundering down in a gushing torrent, preventing Ben from
finishing his thought. Tents and tarps had al ready been set up and
Rebel s scranbl ed for cover. Ben and team Dr. Chase with them ran for
the squad tent that had been set up for him Corrie set up her equi pnent
on a folding table and sat down. Portable generators were cranked up and
the cof feepot was filled up and turned on

"Tell the cooks to set up and get busy," Ben ordered. "W're going to be
here for at |east the night."

Ben did not have to order guards out. That had been done within seconds
after the colum had halted. Now tanks began noving into position around
t he canp and several hundred yards away fromthe center of the
encanprent, perinmeter bangers were being strung and claynores careful ly
pl aced.

Wthin mnutes, the canp was as secure as human hands coul d nake it.

"Scouts are five mles inside Benin," Corrie said, raising her voice to
be heard over the drum of heavy rain on the canvas above their heads.
"Not hi ng. And the road just stopped. They're facing brush and forest."

"Shit!" Ben cussed. "W're going to be forced to cut
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south and take the coast road. Exactly what | didn't want to have to do.
O else cut north for a hundred or so nmiles and take the highway over to
Savalou. If we're attacked by any kind of force along the coast highway,
we could be in serious trouble. W could be forced back, or surrounded
on three sides with the Atlantic at our backs and no place to run. W
woul d then have to be evaced by sea, |eaving all our equi prment behind.
And that just night be what the guerrillas have in the back of their

m nds and to hell with Bottger's orders."

"But we don't know for sure, right?" Dr. Chase asked.

"We sure as hell don't, Lamar."



"About fifty or so civilians approaching fromthe Benin side," a guard
called. "About a third of the bunch are kids."

"Check them out carefully for weapons,"”
and pulling it back.

Ben said, walking to the flap

"Time to go to work," Lamar said, rising fromthe canp chair.
"Cet a translator in here," Ben ordered. "Punmp themfor information."
For once Lamar didn't argue with Ben about bothering his patients.

Ben wal ked out seconds behind Lamar and | ooked up the road, Benin side.
He knew after only a glance there was nothing to fear fromthis bunch
They were sone of the nost enaci ated | ooki ng people he had yet seen in
Africa. And he also could tell, even fromthis distance, that several of
the kids being carried in the arns of their nothers were dead.

Ben stepped back into his squad tent and returned to his portabl e desk.
Anna remai ned at the opening of the tent, |ooking at the pitiful sight.
Ben studied her in the dimrainy light. There was no expression on her
| ovely face. She had not only seen it all before, she had lived with it
for years, struggling for survival in the old
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country, before Ben picked the little waif out of a lineup of street
hoodl ums and took her under his w ng.

Anna stepped out of the tent and sl ogged away through the nud, headi ng
away fromthe border crossing. Ben thanked Beth for the mug of steam ng
coffee she placed in front of himand turned on the | anp, powered by the
portabl e generators. He opened a map case and sel ected a map.

He suppressed a groan as he studied the route along the coast. Then he

laid the map aside and shook his head. They would not take it. Too

ri sky. They woul d head north to Saval u, then south to Dassa- Doune,

northeast to Save, and enter N geria that way. If, and it was a big If,

the bridge over the Quene River was intact. If it had been destroyed?
Well, they would find out in a few days, or a week, it all depended

on the roads.

"Refugees com ng out of the brush by the droves now," Cooper called from
the flap of the tent. "Several hundred of them"

Ben again wal ked to the open flap of the squad tent and | ooked out into
the rainy afternoon. Cooper was sure right about the nunbers of people:
hundreds of them probably about a third of them children

Ben turned away fromthe open flap, then hesitated for a couple of

heart beats before | ooki ng back. Sonething had caught his eyes, sonething
that aroused suspicion in his mnd. But what? Ben | ooked nore closely.
He could see nothing in the knot of ragged people that would present a
danger.

The knot of ragged peopl e.
The knot of ragged people . . . that thought nagged at him Yes, that

was it. Wiy were they all so bunched up? He'd never seen starving, sick
peopl e so tightly bunched.



"Something is wong here, Coop," Ben said. "I don't
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really know what it is, but something is very wong about that crowd of
peopl e. "

"They sure are bunched up tight, boss," Beth said, peering around Ben
frominside the tent.

Corrie had heard the exchange and was al erting the conpany.

To the untrained eye, it would appear that nothing was happening within
t he conpound. But plenty was happeni ng. Tanks were slowy swi nging their
turrets and gunners were taking their places, manning .50 and 7.62
machi ne guns, inside and out of the massive MBTs. Rebels were quietly
pul i ng back bolts on their weapons, chanbering rounds. Cooks were

| ayi ng aside | arge spoons and | adl es, renoving huge pots fromthe fire,
and noving closer to their weapons.

"I'f ny bread burns, I'm gonna be pissed," one cook rmunbled irritably.

"G ve that stew another stir or two," another cook called from across
the ness tent. "I don't want it sticking."

Ben had cleaned his M 14 and put it away, back into its hard-shell case.
Anna had seen what was going on and slipped in the back flap of the
tent. She handed her adopted father his CAR and a canvas nagazi ne pouch

"This tent is likely to be shot all to pieces," Ben said. "Everybody
back out of here and head for good cover. |I'mpretty sure the center of
that knot of refugees is filled with guerrillas.™

"Gonna be a |l ot of dead civilians," Cooper mnuttered.

"I hate people who use innocents for cover," Anna nunbl ed darkly. "They
are sorry excuses for human beings."

"I agree, baby," Ben said. "Now get your butt out the back of this tent.
Movel "

Ben and team exited out the back and circl ed around,
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away fromthe border crossing. They took cover in a ditch that was half
filled with water.

"Shit!" Jersey said, bellying down in the nuck and the water

"You could always cone live with me, ny pretty little horned toad,"
Cooper said. "And we could retire fromthe arny and raise little Indians."

"Horned toad!" Jersey exclained. "I can't believe you called ne a horned
toad. \bu have sunk to a new | ow. Cooper, have you ever seen a horned toad?"



"Can't say that | have."
"Come to think of it, you remind me of one.™
"Handsone devils, aren't they?"

Jersey made a gaggi ng sound and dropped the subject. Cooper just could
not be insulted.

The refugees had crossed the border and were still all bunched up. The
Rebel s at the crossing were herding themtoward the MASH tents. But the
MASH tents had been evaced of all medical personnel and those civilians
who had been lined up had been pushed aside, the Rebels getting them out
of harmis way as best they coul d.

"Conmbat boots," Anna renarked from her position next to Ben. "I can see
some of those in the center of the refugees are wearing conbat boots."

"We can't do a damm thing until they break fromthe civilians and open
the fight," Beth bitched.

"Steady," Ben cautioned in a | ow voice. "They've got about fifty or so
yards to go before they can do anything. If they broke free now, the
damage they could do to us would be mninmal."

"It's gotta be a suicide team" Cooper said. "Nothing el se makes any sense."

"I have to agree with Cooper," Jersey said. "WI| wonders never cease."

"They're all clear of the old checkpoint now " Corrie
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said. "They'll be near the center of the compound in a few seconds."

Ben could see those fifty or so guerrillas-perhaps nore than that-in the
center of the frightened refugees, now pushing theminto a faster pace.
One worman carrying an obviously starving child fell and those behind her
noved to one side to keep from steppi ng on the wonan.

Suddenly there was a burst of shouting fromthe center of the refugees
and about seventy-five nen | eaped fromthe now di sorgani zed groups and
began running in all directions, frantically pulling weapons and
grenades fromunder their ragged coats and shirts.

The nmen and wonen and children who made up the refugees began scream ng
in fear and shouting in their own tongues and running in all directions,
preventing the Rebels fromopening up with any type of effective fire.

"Select fire and pick your targets carefully!" Ben shouted, pulling
hi nsel f up onto one knee in the nuddy ditch. "Watch for human bonbs.
This is a suicide run."”

Anna reached up and grabbed hold of Ben's web belt and pulled hi mback
down into the cover of the ditch. "That wasn't too smart, General Ben,"
she chided him "You trying to get shot up so you can go back home?"



Ben gl anced at the young wonan and smiled. "Thank you, Anna. | have been
properly chastised."

"Look out!" Corrieyelled, just a second before a hal f-dozen guerrillas
junped into the ditch

One | anded besi de Ben and Ben cl ubbed himw th his CAR The cl ubbing
seened to have no effect on the man. The guerrilla' s eyes were

wi | d-1 ooki ng. Ben jamred the rmuzzle of the CAR into the man's open mouth
and pulled the trigger, blow ng out the back of the man's head and
splattering Jersey and Cooper with blood and brain and bits of bone.
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Anot her guerrilla had westled Anna down into the ditch and was trying
to drown her in the foot or so of water. The man suddenly screaned and
lost his grip on her throat, both hands going to his belly. He arched
backward and Ben could see the upward rip in his belly where Anna had
used her razor-sharp knife to get the man off her

In the split second Ben observed all this, Anna canme sputtering to her
knees in the nuddy water, the obscenities flying fromher nouth. "I |ost
nmy fucki ng weapon!" she shouted, and began groping in the water for her CAR

Ben did not have tine to see if she | ocated the weapon. Another
guerrilla junped on his back and rode himdown. Ben could not understand
why the nen were not using their weapons, but didn't have tine to
contenmpl ate that question. He reached up and grabbed the man's neck and
twi sted and jerked, throwing the infiltrator off him

Corrie turned at just that second and shot the guerrilla fighter in the
head wi th her 9mm Things had gotten so close-in pistols were nore
practical than rifles.

Sonmewhere in the circle that made up the Rebel compound there was a
terrific ground-rattling explosion and seconds | ater a bl oody part of a
man' s shin and ankl e and booted foot | anded near the edge of the ditch.
One of the guerrillas, rigged as a human bonb, had set hinself off.
Parts of the man had dropped all over the conmpound. Ben did not have
time to assess the damage done, if any, but judging fromthe sound of

t he expl osi on, the man must have had a massive amount of explosive wired
to his body.

Ben had pulled his 9mm from | eather and holding his CARin his left
hand, not wanting to lose it in the nuddy waters of the ditch, was

pi cking close-in targets and pouring the lead to them He did not have
to look far for the
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eneny, for they were all around him wth nore guerrillas pouring out of
the brush all around the compound.

Those who had been hidden in the brush, probably in tunnels, didn't get
very far, for they were running smack into claynore kill zones, the
deadly anti-personnel mnes set up all around the conpound. Those | ucky
enough to escape the claynores were running into machi ne-gun fire from
Rebel posts set along the outer defense perineter. But enough guerrillas



were making it through.
"I't's gonna get nasty," Ben panted the words.

"It's done got nasty, boss!" Cooper yelled, pulling hinmself off a dead
guerrilla he had killed with a knife.

"Eneny troops approaching fromthe road!" Corrie yelled. Her headset was
still working, although it was tw sted and the ni crophone dangling. "I
can hear but can't communi cate," she added.

There was no time for Ben to worry about who might be coming up or down
the road, for half a dozen guerrillas were making a suicide run toward

the ditch, one of themvery bul ky around the chest and wai st. Ben
suspected the man had w apped expl osives around hinself. Even at a

di stance of nmany yards, Ben could tell the man was hopped up on

somet hing: a powerful |ocal brew or sone sort of dope to give him

courage. Didn't matter which, he was running straight for Ben and his team

Ben | evel ed the 9mm and started putting rounds into the running man. Ben
put round after round into the bomber, but the slugs didn't seemto faze
him Finally one of the slugs must have hit the detonator, for the |ast

thing Ben would remenber for a long tine was a tremendous flash of light.

Then .
Not hi ng
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Ben awakened with a terrible headache. Throbbing. Sone little man was

i nside his noggin beating on a bass drum Ben opened his eyes. He was
lying on the ground, and the ground was wet. Come to think of it, Ben
was wet all over. Took himawhile to understand it was raining. Ben
tried to sit up and when he did, his head felt like it weighed a ton and
woul d fall off his shoulders at any nmonent. He did not try to get up
just sat on the wet ground and let the rain pound on himfor a few nore
m nut es.

During that tinme he | ooked around him He did not know where he was. And
that was not all. He did not know who he was.

An,d that frightened him

Then nmenmory started returning to himin tiny fragnents, snatches of
sudden renenbrance, bursts of recollection. The fight at the border
Infiltrators anong the scared and sick and starving refugees.

Ben suddenly was very thirsty. He tilted his head back just a bit-he
didn't want it to fall off-and swall owed some of the rain, a few drops
at a tine. Tasted good.

Then he remenbered he was wearing a canteen. He felt for his canteen
Gone. So was his web belt and with it, his pistol and knife. He reached
up and felt of his head. H s hel net was gone and there was a cut, a |ong
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gash really, running down the side of his head fromthe top to just
above his left ear. Mist have been a hell of a piece of shrapnel that
hit him traveling at about nine hundred or so mles per hour, give or
take a few hundred nph.

He | ooked around him No famliar | andmarks. He was nowhere near the
border and the conpound.

The conpound. It nust have been overrun. But that woul d have taken one
hell of a large force. So ... know ng that because of the nonsoona

rains and | ack of bases for fuel and nmai ntenance, Ben had no eyes in the
sky to pick up on troop nmovenent, Bruno noved his guerrilla forces up to
the border, scattered themall around, probably in tunnels, and waited.

Ben | ooked down at his feet. At |east he still had his boots. But what
the hell happened to his web belt, his battle harness? He didn't know

m ght never know. He | ooked at his watch. The date couldn't be right. He
bl i nked, |ooked at it again. Al nost an entire day and ni ght had passed.

| mpossible. But there it was. Alnost to the hour

He' d been out for twenty-four hours.
Ben was suddenly hungry. Ravenous.

He felt in his right-side cargo pocket, found a candy bar and ate
several bites. Then he got inmmediately sick and puked it up

Concussi on, he thought. And a bad one. Or naybe his stomach just
rejected the richness of the chocol ate.

He struggled to his feet and swayed for a nonment. He fought back the
feeling and spread his feet. The swaying stopped. Ben's sense of

direction had al ways been superb and that nuch was still working ... he
was reasonably certain of that. He felt sure the border was . . . that
way, he concluded, turning and facing the west. He started wal ki ng, very
slowy, still slightly unsteady on his feet.
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A hundred yards on and he saw the first of what he knew in his heart
woul d be many, many dead. It was a Rebel sergeant who had been with Ben
for several years. Ben carefully knelt down and first renoved the man's
dog tags, sticking themin his pocket. Then he took the sergeant's web
belt, which still had a hol stered 9-mm pi stol hooked to it and two ful
magazi nes for the pistol, tw canteens, a small first-aid kit, and a
sheat h knife. He went through the man's pockets and found two survival
bars, a conpass, and a small waterproof container of natches.

Ben stowed themin his cargo pockets and wal ked on. There was not hing he
could do for the man

After wal king for about another three hundred yards, he rested for ten
m nutes, then forced hinmself to nove for another several hundred yards.
During his second rest stop, he noticed a body in a depression in the
earth about fifty feet away. Animals had been eating on it. He wondered
if there were hyenas around? He had no desire to tangle with a pack of
hyenas. Ben wal ked over to the body. Another Rebel. Ben knelt down and
forced hinself to renove the battle harness fromthe man. He tried to
keep from | ooking at what was left of the man's face. Birds had pecked
his eyes out and sonething had eaten out the softness of throat.



Ben didn't know the man's nanme, but he had been a nedic and still had
his first-aid kit with him the strap | ooped over one shoul der. Ben took
that and the man's hol stered pistol and spare magazi nes. The nedi ¢ had
two ration packs in a rucksack. Ben slung the rucksack and renpved the
man's dog tags. Now he had two pistols, four canteens, a well-stocked
first-aid kit, and sonething to eat. He pulled the man's poncho from hi m
and then noved away fromthe body and wal ked on for about a hundred
yards until he found some thick brush. He took a stick and poked around
under the brush,
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not wanting to conme nose to fangs with a | arge venonous snake
somet hing Africa has plenty of.

When nothing slithered out, Ben crawed in. He was very very tired but
wondered if he should sleep. A nonent |ater, that decision was made for
him He didn't wake up until four the next norning.

He crawl ed out of the brush, stiff and sore, and stood in the silent
pre-dawn hours. Then he squatted down and using a flashlight that had
been hooked onto the sergeant's battle harness, rummaged around in the
first-aid kit until he found a bottle of aspirin. He shook two out and
then ate one of the candy bars. This tinme he kept it down. Then he took
the aspirin and wal ked on. He had to change directi on because of a swanp
and several yards later, literally stunbled onto the dirt road that he
knew parall el ed the main hi ghway. About two mnmiles separated the two. Ben
guessed it was a | ogging road.

"Well, 1'll be damed," he nmuttered. He sat down on the side of the old
hi ghway and took a drink of water and wi shed for a hot cup of coffee and
a snoke. In that order.

The sky began to lighten and Ben found hinself |ooking at a dead man.
Anot her Rebel. Ben took the man's dog tags and batde harness. He did not
have a rifle, but did have two full nmagazines for his 9mMmin a web
pouch. He al so had a rucksack filled with food, grenades, a snall gun
cleaning kit, and several packs of cigarettes. Ben sat by the dead body
and snoked.

Then he wal ked on as the sky changed fromsilver gray to full light. He
passed several nore dead Rebel s and stopped at each one to renove the
dog tags. The bodi es had been stripped of everything except underwear;
even their socks had been taken

Ben's head had stopped throbbing, and he was experiencing only a slight
ache. He knew he was going to
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have to stop and cl ean out his wound sooner or later, and that was not
somet hi ng he was | ooking forward to.

The carrion birds were beginning to circle ahead of him off to his
right, and Ben knew he was not far fromthe anbush site. Ben found what
appeared to be a path through the brush and took it, reaching the main
hi ghway. He stayed in the brush for several minutes, listening and



wat chi ng. He coul d detect no sight or sound of human life, but he could
snel | the unm st akabl e odor of the dead.

Staying in the brush, Ben cautiously nmade his way toward the border
crossing. As he rounded the curve, now only about a hundred yards from
t he east edge of the Rebel encampnent, he braced hinmself for what his
eyes woul d soon see and his mnd be forced to register

Still in the brush, Ben cane to a halt at the al nbst unbelievabl e sight
in front of him what appeared to be hundreds of naked or near naked
bodi es lay swollen and bl oated everywhere. They had been stripped of
everything the guerrillas nmight possibly use. The vultures were feasting
on the bodies, flies covered what the carrion birds had ripped out and
not eat en.

Ben was forced to sit down on the edge of the road for a nonent in an
attenpt to regain his conmposure. Many of the dead had been with him
since the begi nning of the dream of a new nation

Now t hey were gone.

He willed hinmself to rise, to walk slowy toward the horrible scene. On
the way he picked up a large stick and began whacki ng at the buzzards.
Sone of them were so bloated from eating dead human flesh they coul d not
fly. They just waddl ed away a few yards and stared at Ben bal eful | y.

Many of the vehicles were gone, taken by the guerrillas. Just about as
many had been burned, destroyed during the fighting, which nust have
gone on for hours,

207

perhaps all day, the Rebels fighting to the |last person. Wsps of snoke
still drifted out of the hatches of nany of the tanks. The commanders,
or the last person alive, knowi ng the tracks had been bl own off,

di sabling the MBT, had pulled the pins on grenades, killing thensel ves
and destroying the interior of the tanks rather than let themfall into
eneny hands.

Ben stood for a nonment, literally trenbling with rage at the awful sight
that lay all around himin the African norning.

He forcibly willed hinself to cal m down.
He pushed personal survival ahead of his enotions.

He began slowy wal ki ng the encanpnent, checki ng each bl oated body,

gat hering dog tags, |ooking for anything that the eneny night have

m ssed that he could use to survive . . . and Ben was going to survive.
Sonebody was going to pay for this, and when Ben found them they would
pay the ultimate price. He would wite their names in their own bl ood
across Southern Africa.

As he wal ked, turning over bodies when he was forced to do so to nake a
visual, Ben found snmall articles that the eneny had nissed; articles
that he could use in his own quest for survival and revenge.

He found ration packets that were still sealed, first aid, supplies,
bottles of pills that the Rebels had to take every day to ward off |oca
di seases. He picked up 5.56mm rounds as he wal ked, putting themin his



pockets; the same with discarded magazi nes. Even though he did not have
arifle, he'd get one. Somewhere.

Ben picked up several small bottles of water purification tablets. They
woul d be i ndi spensabl e when he started out on his own. A ness kit, a
tiny one-cup coffeepot, heat tabs, waterproof containers of matches, an
entrenching tool, a machete, a small canp axe

He wal ked on
A nunmbness, a deadness of soul, began to overtake
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hi mas he beat away the carrion birds and | ooked into the face-if the
body had a face-of the dead. He soon realized he could not take all the
dog tags. There were hundreds of dead. He enptied his pockets of the
wei ght he did not need, |leaving the nmetal identification tags and neck
chains scattered on the nuddy ground.

And he cursed the know edge that he did not have the means to bury his
friends.

He found signs where |arger aninmals had dragged off bodies into the
brush, and he cursed agai n.

He could not find Dr. Chase. He could not find any of his team

But he knew that neant nothing. They m ght have been dragged off into
the brush to be eaten later. They m ght have been taken prisoner. They
m ght have been badly wounded and staggered off to die alone in the nud
and jungle as Ben had done, he supposed. He still had not been able to
figure out exactly how he cane to be several nmiles fromthe encanpnent.
Maybe he never would. To hell with it. He had nore inportant matters
confronting himto worry about that. He was alive, and he intended to
stay alive.

He found a wal ki e-tal ki e under one of the trucks and a fresh battery
pack. But he could not find a rifle.

In a rucksack, he found several pairs of clean socks that would fit him
But he could not find a rifle.

I n anot her rucksack he found clean underwear that would fit him No rifle.
Then in a burst of renmenbrance, he recalled that just before he was hit,
Anna had dropped her CAR into the nuddy waters of the ditch and up to

the tine he was dropped into bl ackness, she had not found it. Mybe?

He | ocated the ditch and began carefully searching the nmuddy, bl oody
wat er, pushing his hands deep into
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the muck. Then he smled as his hands touched netal. Found it!

He pull ed out the CAR and stepped out of the ditch, wal ked to what
remai ned of a tent. Enough was left to provide himsone shade. Then, he



t ook down the CAR and carefully cleaned and oil ed the weapon, then
reassenmbled it. It worked just fine. Ben was back in business.

He slung the weapon and once nore began prowl i ng the encanpnent. He
found a pup tent, ground sheet, and bl anket. He continued to pick up and
carefully wi pe off each 5.56 round he saw. A couple of grenades. An
unopened package of flashlight batteries. Qther small but inportant
items that could help keep himalive. He found a small hand mrror
probably froma woman's kit.

He found a roll of toilet paper and continued his prow ing among the dead.

He did not attenpt to count the dead. There were too many. Ben's 1 Batt
had been destroyed. He would have to rebuild, and he sure as hel
pl anned to do just that.

He found signs that the eneny had used rocket |aunchers in their attack

He kicked a carrion bird away froma worman's body and beat the ugly
flesh-eating bird to death with his heavy stick. He did not dare use his
rifle or pistol for fear the shot would be heard by the eneny.

Ben noted that the civilians who had been used to hide the first wave of
attackers were dead. Men, wonen, and chil dren

He returned to the tent |ean-to and began putting together a pack. Then
he hefted it. Heavy, but he could carry it.

Then he steeled hinmself and opened his head wound. He al nost | ost
consci ousness but managed to maintain sonme degree of alertness, albeit
t hrough a cl oudy haze
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of intense pain. He inspected the wound with the tiny mrror, cleaned it
and closed it as best he could, then bandaged the gash. He gave hinself
a shot of antibiotics and then sat for a tinme, letting the waves of pain
di ssipate while he gathered his strength.

Ben ate a portion of a ration pack, took two nmore aspirin, and began
filling magazines with the rounds he'd found. After a few nminutes, he
realized he was once nore hungry and finished the ration pack. That's
when he sniled and knew he was getting better

Ben made one nore wal king tour of the carnage and found about fifty nore
5.56mm rounds that he'd missed. He knew there were many, many nore in
the churned up mud, but he didn't want to take the time to grope around
hunting for them

Besi des, he had things to do.

And people to track down and kill.
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Ben headed north, choosing that direction for several reasons. He did
not want to plunge deeper into eneny territory by headi ng east, and he
had a strong suspicion that his was not the only Rebel battalion to have

been hit by Bruno's guerrilla forces. If the latter was true, |ke would
stop the advance for a few days, and Ben just mght, mght, be able to



hook up with Nick's 18 Batt, which was a couple of hundred kil oneters
north of Ben. That was a |ong shot, but Ben felt he had no choice in the
matter.

About five miles north of the anmbush site, Ben found two nore Rebe
bodies in a ditch. They had managed to get this far before coll apsing
and dying fromtheir wounds. Ben |left their weapons and took their amop
pouches and rucksacks, which contained food packets and grenades and
other small itens. He wal ked on. He would inspect the rucksacks when he
stopped for a rest period further on up the road. He did not want to
tarry anywhere close to the bodies, for they were badly bl oated and had
been eaten on by snmall aninmals and carrion birds. Their faces had been
gnawed and pecked and torn at so badly Ben could not recognize either Rebel

Ben cane to a small village, stopping a couple of hundred yards fromit,
ducking into the brush, and squat -
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ting for a time, inspecting the tiny settlement. He could detect no
signs of life. Staying off the road and in the brush, Ben approached the
village cautiously. Hi s caution was needl ess, for the village was deserted.

Ben prow ed what was |left, and found nothing that he m ght use, which
was just as well, for he was overloaded as it was. He wal ked on

The road north was a secondary road, not paved, and in very bad shape.
That was yet anodi er reason Ben chose to head north: the road was fine
for wal ki ng, but would have been hell on vehicles.

Ben stopped to rest, choosing a spot deep in some thick brush, after
poki ng around in the brush with a long sturdy wal king stick he had

pi cked up just north of the anbush site. Wen nothing grow ed,
slithered, or came charging out, Ben crawed into the brush and pronpdy
went to sleep, for he was still in a very weakened condition.

He awakened two hours later, and ate part of a ration pack. He took
another antibiotic pill and crawl ed out of die thicket, walking back to
t he road, about a hundred yards from where he had rested. He headed north.

He wal ked at a leisurely pace, for he was in no condition to push

hi nsel f physically. Ben figured he was maki ng about four miles an hour
and he stopped whenever he felt fatigued. Several times that day he
turned on the wal ki e-tal kie but could receive nothing. The silence cane
as no surprise

The afternoon rains cane, and Ben slogged on: a solitary figure on a
| onel y road.

Wth about an hour of daylight left, Ben came to an-otfier tiny deserted
village. He chose die hut furthest fromthe road, alnpbst in die brush,
and spread his ground sheet and bl anket. Then he ate part of a ration
pack while he brewed a cup of coffee in the tiny one-cup pot, using a
heat tab. Wen the cof fee was brewed, Ben
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enjoyed a cup of coffee and a cigarette. Then he carefully cleaned his



CAR, his pistols, and in the last rays of light, went through the two
rucksacks he had taken fromthe dead Rebels in the ditch

Anot her roll of toilet paper, which was a good find. Water purification
tablets. Malaria pills, another good find. Several nore grenades. Ration
packs. Half a dozen full magazi nes of 5.56mm rounds.

Ben put the contents of both rucksacks into one, and then carefully
buried the enpty rucksack. He did not want a team of guerrillas to find
it, put two and two together, and be on his trail. He was in no shape
for a fight. Yet.

Ben sl ept soundly and wel |, awakeni ng about two hours before dawn. After
seeing to his norning toilet, and then standi ng outside the hut and
listening for several minutes, Ben brewed another cup of coffee and ate
a small breakfast. He took another antibiotic pill and packed up
carefully snmoothing out the dirt floor of the hut, obliterating al

signs of boot tracks. Qutside the hut, Ben sat down and changed socks,
carefully rubbing his feet for several mnutes and sprinkling a bit of
foot powder between his toes. Then he laced up his boots and once nore
headed nort h.

At noon, he cane to the river and was relieved to find the old bridge
still standing. But he did not imediately cross it. He squatted in the
brush and watched the bridge for half an hour. There was no novenent,
foot traffic, bicycle, or nmotor vehicle. When he was sure there were no
guards on the bridge-sonething he found very strange-he hurried across
and then rested on the other side; the jog across the bridge had tired
him Wile he was resting, the wind changed, bringing with it the
unmi st akabl e odor of death. Ben followed the scent to its source. He
found about a hundred ci-
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vilians, men, wonen, and children, lying in a depression in the earth.
They had been lined up and shot.

"Centuries-old tribal hatreds," Ben nmuttered. "Ethnic cleansing. No
wonder | haven't seen any people.”

He wal ked on, even though he was very tired. He wanted to put a couple
of miles between hinself and the stench of rotting human flesh before
sitting down to rest and eat a bite.

When he could no | onger snell decaying human fl esh, Ben struggl ed out of
his pack and sat down just off the road. He ate a high-energy bar and

si pped sone water, taking another antibiotic pill after eating, then he
pi cked up his pack and nmoved back into the brush. The rains were due to
begin at any tinme, and Ben just did not feel l|ike slogging through the
mud and pouring rain.

He found a place that was nearly surrounded by thick head-high brush and
strung up his lean-to under the | ow branches of a tree. He laid out his
ground sheet, covered his blanket wi th another piece of a ground sheet,
and crawl ed under the cover and pronptly went to sleep

The heavy rains awakened hi m once, but after | ooking around hi mand
seei ng and sensing nothing, he went back to sleep. He woke up with about
an hour of daylight left, heated up water, then dunped in the contents
of a soup packet. Wiile he ate his soup and | unched on crackers, he



heated up a cup of coffee and enjoyed that with a cigarette. Then he
took his nmalaria tablets and craw ed back into his blankets. He was
asleep in a few nonents.

The sound of voi ces woke him

He coul dn't understand the | anguage, but instantly guessed they were not
friendly. He | ooked at the |um nous hands of his watch. 0430. He had
slept the night through and felt good. Ben knew he was well on the
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way to full recovery. He wasn't there yet, but he was getting cl oser
each day.

Then he heard the sound of a vehicle and was out of his blankets faster
than a snake, speed-lacing his boots. He picked up his CAR and noved
silently through the brush to within a few yards of the road. The
vehicle was a HunmVee-a Rebel HunVee. But it had come fromthe north, not
the south. He knew that really proved nothing, but he had a suspicion
that N ck's battalion had cone under heavy attack. He hated to think
that Nick and his 18 Batt m ght have suffered the sane fate as Ben's 1
Batt, but it was sonething that had to be consi dered.

Ben wanted that HumVee. For one thing, he was tired of hoofing it, and
for another the HumVee mi ght be radi o equi pped with the gear necessary
to up-link with a satellite and talk to everyone. The wal ki e-tal ki e Ben
had was an old squad type with a very limted range.

"What the hell is the matter?" a very authoritative and demandi ng voi ce
yel l ed. "And speak English, dammit. Stop all that gi bber-jabber."

"We lost his trail, Captain," one of the men spoke out of the darkness.
"About two mniles back. But we know he's a Rebel by his boots."

"It just mght be that bastard Raines," the obviously white voice said,
softening in tone. "He was not identified with the other dead. The son
of a bitch has nore lives than a roomfull of cats."”

"Many got away, Captain," he was remnminded. "They vani shed into the brush
and can nmove |ike ghosts. Those who pursued them never returned."”

"I know all that," the captain snapped. "All right. Get in. W'l

backtrack to where you lost his trail and pick it up again at first light."

Now or never, Ben thought, raising the CAR
He took the two enlisted nen first, then shifted the
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muzzl e and shot the officer, one of his rounds taking the man in the
side of the head. Ben slipped out of the brush and inspected his
nmorning's work. The two enlisted men were still alive, but not for |ong:
the rounds had taken themin the chest and throat. Ben picked up their
weapons and laid themon the hood of the Hummrer, out of their reach. He
noved over to the officer and knelt down. The man was dead. Ben renoved
the man's web belt, which had a pistol attached to it, and laid it

besi de the weapons he'd taken fromthe enlisted nen. One of the enlisted
men was dead and the other had | ost consci ousness.



Ben dragged the bodies, one at a tine, off the side of the road and into
t he brush. Then he quickly broke his own canp and stowed his gear into
the Humrer. He was delighted to see a case of field rations behind the
front seat and other gear piled in the back. There were four ful
five-gallon fuel cans in the cargo space in the rear

Ben got behind the wheel, cranked the engine, and sighed with
sati sfaction. The fuel tank was full. He dropped the Hunmer into gear
and nmoved out. He was back in business.

Ben drove for ten miles, then at a crossroads, pulled off the road and
par ked behi nd what had once been a store and a residence. The sky was
beginning to lighten and he wanted to i nspect the gear in the Hunmer.

He sat for a few m nutes behind the wheel, knowi ng he was grinning |ike
a school boy and couldn't stop. Hell, he didn't want to stop

He unassed hinself fromthe Hunmer and did a careful inspection of the
old store and adjoi ning building. Both were deserted and showed no signs
of having been occupied for a long tinme. There was nothing left in

ei ther building; they had been | ooted many tines.

Behind the store, sitting on the back step, Ben heated
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a cup of coffee and while that was heating, ate a full ration pack and
could have eaten nore. He was rapidly regaining his strength. Pulling

t he bodies off the road had not sapped himas he was afraid it would. He
took his daily medicine, then drank his coffee and snoked a cigarette
whi | e he wat ched the sun break the horizon. Then he began his inspection
of the interior of the Hunmer.

One of his bullets had punched through the thick plastic of the rear
si de door and penetrated the radio. It wouldn't even turn on

"Well, so nmuch for that,"” Ben muttered. "I can't have everydiing
wi shed for."

Then he began rummagi ng through the other gear. A full case of field
rations on the seat, another on the floorboards. Ben didn't have to

worry about anything to eat for a time. A five-gallon sealed can of
drinking water, with the date it had been factory seal ed stanped on the can

"Issued for his white troops only, 1I'Il bet,"” Ben nuttered, but he was
glad to see the full can of water. It would last himfor a long tine if
he was careful, and he certainly intended to be careful

Ben found bl ankets and a tent. A portable stove and several cans of fuel
for it. A rucksack filled with grenades. Then he smniled when he found a
Heckl er & Koch HK11Al nachi ne gun, chanbered for the 7.62 round. This
weapon could also take the 5.56 round and the |lighter old Russian 7.62
round by replacing the barrel, bolt, and feed nmechanism But there were
no spare parts for the weapon so this machi ne gun would take only the
heavier 7.62 round. Which suited Ben just fine. There were five ful

one- hundred round cans of belted amm in the Hummer.



"Playtine is over, boys," Ben said. "The Eagle is back in business."
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Eagl e had been Ben's code designation for a long tine.

Ben found the tool kit and renoved the front panel fromthe radio. The
bullet, or as it turned out, bullets, had made a ness of the radio. It
was beyond useless. Ben renoved it fromits brackets and carefully hid
it with sone junk in the old store. Removing the radio would lighten the
load in the Humrer by about fifty pounds.

Ben found some cl ean socks and sone dirty underwear. He kept the socks.
He found a pair of new boots that were several sizes too small for him
but he kept them anyway. He just mght run across a Rebel who needed
some boots. He found a map case and inspected it. The maps were far nore
up to date than the ones the Rebels were using. He found roads he didn't
even know exi sted. More inportantly, he found eneny troops' positions
and hi dden food and fuel depots clearly narked.

"Thank you very much, Captain," Ben said, carefully folding the maps and
slipping them back into the waterproof case. "You ve been a great help."

Ben | aid several grenades on the seat beside himand stowed the rest. He
squatted down and drank some water, while planning his next nove.

Whi ch was easy enough. "Keep nmoving on," he nuttered. He was bound to

run into sone Rebels sooner or |ater

He once nore tried the frequencies on his wal kie-tal kie. Nothing. Wich
was what he expected.

Ben cranked the engine and pulled out onto the road. Mght as well keep
goi ng, he thought. It isn't as though | have a lot of choice in the matter

Wth a full tank of fuel and the extra cans, Ben knew he could travel
about five hundred or so mles, give or take seventy five. But now that
he had the | ocations of hidden fuel depots clearly marked on the maps he
had,
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as long as he could evade the eneny, he just mght keep going for a
long, long tine.

O course, he might round the next bend in the road and run smack into
an enemny patrol

"Pays your noney and takes your chances," he nuttered, and drove off

into the unknown.
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Ben stayed on roads that ran along the border with Togo, and ran through
no towns that were on the map. He passed through tiny villages and saw
perhaps a total of a hundred people, all of themlooking as if they

m ght fall over dead from starvation or di sease any nmonent. Ben did not
stop. There was no point. There was nothing he could do.



By midnorning, the dirt road came to an end, intersecting with the main
hi ghway between Saval ou and Dj ougou. Now it woul d get dicey.

Ben backed up and into the brush. He got out the nap case taken fromthe
of ficer he'd shot and rummaged through the papers, finally finding a map
of Djougou. A population of thirty thousand before the G eat War. No
telling what it was now It nmight be only a few hundred or a few hundred
t housand. But there was a fuel depot there and he woul d need fuel

Ben smled. He felt an old famliar reckl essness take him He just m ght
be able to bluff his way in and out. Hell, what did he have to | ose?

He studied the map again. He was about a hundred kil onmeters from

Dj ougou. The road appeared to be in fair condition, so he should reach
the small city about 1500 hours, right in the mddle of a driving
nmonsoonal rain. That would work to his advantage ... he hoped.
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"Ckay, Raines," he nmuttered. "Let's have a go at it."

Just before the compound was overrun, Ben had changed into regul ation
BDUs, and given his tiger stripe fatigues to the laundry crew to be
washed. So he was wearing the sanme type of field clothing as Bruno's
of ficers. The collar insignia denoting rank was different in the two
arm es, so Ben was going to have to depend on his age and good deal of
bluff to get through any checkpoints he nmight run into. Ben was very
good at intimdation, so he wasn't too worried about dealing with

i nexperienced enlisted men and junior officers. He just hoped he didn't
run into some field-saw senior sergeant along the way. He didn't fee
there was much danger of that, since senior sergeants sel dom manned
checkpoi nt s.

It was a needl ess worry. Ben did not run into a single checkpoint on the
way to Djougou. About fifty kiloneters fromthe city, the rains cane

t hunderi ng down and Ben drove on into the small city without a hitch

Ben had nenorized the way to the fuel depot, but naturally he got | ost
inthe twisted street. He canme up on a group of young soldiers, severa
whites and several blacks. Ben brazenly stopped and waved one over.

"Sirl" the young soldier said in perfect English, comng to full brace
in the rain.

"The fuel depot," Ben barked. "Were is it?"

The young sol di er gave good instructions and added, "But you mni ght have
troubl e getting soneone to assist you, sir."

Ben fixed the young man with a hard | ook. "Do you really think that |
wi || have very much troubl e?"

The young sol dier took a deep breath. "Ah . . . no, sir. No, sir. |
really think not."

"Thank you," Ben told him returning the salute. "Carry on."



"Sir, yes, sirl"
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Ben filled up at the depot, sw ped four nore full five-gallon cans of
fuel, stowed themin the rear cargo space, and was gone fromthe small
city, having done it all in just about twenty m nutes.

"It just takes a little bit of nerve, that's all," Ben said, |eaving
D ougou behind him "And a lot of blind luck," he added.

About fifteen nmiles north of Djougou, Ben ran into his first checkpoint.
It was manned by two tough-1ooking African soldiers, both of them
wearing some sort of tribal marks cut and tattooed into their cheeks.
They were both surly and arrogant-acting. Ben pulled his sidearmfrom

| eather and held it in his right hand, out of sight. The 9mm was on ful
cock and ready to bang. He unzipped the thick upper plastic of the door
and peered out at the nen.

"Yes?"
"Cet out of the vehicle," one ordered.
"l don't think so," Ben told him

The man lifted his rifle and Ben shot himin the face, the man dyi ng
wi t hout a sound. The second guard whirled around and Ben put two 9mm
rounds in the man's chest. The guard sat down hard on the nuddy ground
and | ooked at Ben, a very surprised expression on his face. Then he
toppl ed over face first in the nud

Ben couldn't |eave the two where they were. Any eneny tracker with half
a brain would know Ben was heading north. He scranbled out of the Humer
and | aid both dead nmen across the w de hood of the Hummer. He | ooked up
and down the highway. No vehicle in sight. Ben pulled back out on the
road and headed north, feeling just a bit conspicuous with two dead nen
| ying across the hood. About a mile up the highway, he came to a nearly
overfl owi ng and fast-running creek. He stopped on the bridge and dunped
the bodies into the water. They di sappeared from si ght. Ben got back
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into the Humrer and continued on his way, knowing with a sick feeling in
his stomach that if Bruno's men were working openly here, N ck's
battal i on had been overrun and scattered.

How many nmore of Ben's battalions had suffered the same fate?

Ben was afraid to even guess.

Bruno had carefully suckered Ben and his Rebels on, lulling theminto a
sense of false security. He had used the rainy season to finish nmoving
massi ve nunbers of troops north and had probably had the tunnels dug and

supplied | ong before Ben and his battalions had sailed fromthe States.

Ben had al ways said he could never afford the luxury of selling Bruno
short, and damed if he hadn't done just that.



And Ben's people had paid the ultimate price for his own short-sightedness.
The Rebel s' years-1ong unbroken stretch of luck had run out.

Ben's face had tightened with rage with those thoughts, his big hands
gri ppi ng the wheel turning white-knuckl ed.

He willed hinmself to cal mdown. Take it easy. Anger wouldn't solve
anyt hi ng now. He had to keep a cool head. He forced hinmself to find
somet hing positive to think about and concentrate on that.

Mles went past in a torrent of warmrain and worseni ng hi ghway. Ben had
to slow his speed. He did not want to break down now. He drove on a few
nore mles. Wiere in the hell were the people? Wiere had they gone? Had
Bruno's horrible plans of massive genoci de reached this far north? Could
any human being actually be that callous?

Ben was a long-tinme student of history. He knew the answer to that
qguestion the instant it formed in his brain.
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Htler was Bruno's idol; Bruno considered Hitler to be the greatest nan
who ever |ived.

Yes. Bruno was perfectly capable of killing mllions of people, and
that's what he had done. He had used old tribal hatred anong the African
peopl e to practice massive genocide. And those who carried out Bruno's
orders had aligned thenmselves with the Nazi bastard. So the Rebels
weren't just up against several hundred thousand of Bruno's troops. They
had wal ked right in and pl aced thensel ves agai nst about a mllion
troops- nore or |ess.

Wl |, there was only one thing Ben could do about that: survive.
Rebuil d. Plan. Be snmarter than Bruno. Be neaner than Bruno.

And the | atter was something Ben coul d damm sure do.

Fifteen mles up the highway, Ben came to half a dozen burned out
Humrer s and deuce-and- hal ves and several Rebel tanks. His worse fears
were being confirmed: Nick's battalion had fought one hell of a fight,
but had finally been overrun by sheer nunbers.

Ben didn't stop. There was no point. The scene before himtold it all in
sil ent vol unes.

Ben steel ed hinself and drove on

He had not faced the thought that his team m ght be anong the dead, and
he refused to do so now. H s teamwas as slippery as quicksilver. If
there was just one chance in a nmillion that they survived, they did.
That was sonething that Ben had to keep believing. He had to.

He drove on through the nonsoonal rains. Cane to another battle site.
More w ecked and burned out Rebel tanks and trucks. Rotting bodies,

bl oated and eaten on by wild aninmals and carrion birds.

Ben kept his eyes on the road and drove on.

The bodi es had been stripped of everything, right down to their



underwear. It was obscene.
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Ben began | ooking for a place to hide for the night. It would be dark in
about an hour. He cane to what was left of a village and sl owed, giving
it avisual. He finally stopped and backed up, pulling in behind sone
falling dowmn huts and houses. The rain had actually picked up in vol une,
[imting vision to only about a hundred or so yards. The fat raindrops
were hamering out and flattening the tire tracks of the Humer.

Ben took a chance and wal ked out onto the highway, |ooking at the
village fromthe road. The huts he had parked behind conmpl etely shiel ded
his vehicle. There was no danger of being spotted fromthe sky. Ben had
not seen an eneny plane or helicopter since the fight at the border

He found a dry spot in the hut directly in front of his Humer and
settled in for the evening. H's thoughts were dark and ugly as he fixed
hi s supper.

Al right! Ben finally cal med hinself down enough to think rationally.
Al right. Enough of this. Now think, Raines, damit, think

Not everybody was killed. Perhaps no nore than forty percent of the two
battal i ons had been hit.

So where did the survivors go?

Did they run off into the brush and jungle to formsmall hit-and-run
guerrilla groups?

Maybe.

Were they captured?

That was a possibility that certainly had to be considered.
If they were captured, where were they being hel d?

Ben smiled, a cruel curving of the lips.

He damm sure knew how to | earn the answer to that. But the person he
guesti oned was not going to be very happy about it.

He ate his supper, heated his coffee, took his daily
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medi cati on, and snoked a cigarette. Then he went to bed.

Tormorrow he woul d take a prisoner and learn the truth. One way or the other
The sol di er | ooked up at Ben through very frightened eyes. He had never
seen such a savage look in all his life. One instant he had been

standi ng guard at an intersection, the next instant sonething had struck

hi m on the head and now he was trussed up like a pig awaiting slaughter

And who was this savage-|ooki ng man squatting beside him hol ding that



razor-sharp knife?
"You speak English?" Ben asked.

Ben had dunped the sentry into the back of the Hunmer and driven twenty
mles up the road before pulling off into the brush and hauling the
sol di er out for questioning.

"Yes, sir.

The sentry had been carel ess. Over-confident. Too sure of hinself. The
few victories had filled himwith a fal se sense that all was well.

Al was not well.

Ben Rai nes was alive and on the warpath.

"How many prisoners did you people take? And you'd better give ne a
strai ght answer when you open your nmouth."” Ben held up the knife. "The
t hunmb on your right hand gets cut off first."

The sol dier believed him There was not a doubt in his nmind kept this
bar bari c-1 ooki ng man neant every word. So great was his fright, the

sol dier peed in his underwear.

"W took some prisoners. But not very many. They were transported south
to a prisoner of war canp.”

"How far south?"
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"Several hundred mles."”

"WIl they be tortured?"

"Certainly not, sir! Those are orders fromthe General Field Marshal
hinself. Al Rebel prisoners will be treated fairly and humanely. | have
seen those orders with ny own eyes. | swear it."

Ben believed him Bruno had sense enough to know that if Ben |earned any
of his people had been tortured, Hell would be a |uxury vacation spa
conpared to what Ben Raines would do ... and Bruno knew even if Ben was
dead, that crazy ex-SEAL, |ke McGowan would do the same, and if those
two were dead, Dan Gray, that nutty Englishman, the forner SAS officer

woul d take up the slack, and so on down the |ine.

What Bruno did not really understand was: scratch one Rebel, and they
all bl eed.

"G ve the exact |ocation where they're being held."

"I don't know the exact |ocation, sir. |I swear before God and ny
not her's grave, | don't know. "

Ben believed him The soldier was too young and too frightened and there
was a ring of sincerity in his words.



"How many battalions were hit?"

"About half of them | think, sir. But | don't know for sure. | do know
that many of the attacks failed and we lost a |lot of native soldiers.
The main thrust of the attacks were concentrated in the west. W were
ordered, at all costs, to either kill or capture CGeneral Ben Raines. He
. " The solider's nmouth dropped open and he pal ed under his tan. He
had suddenly realized just who was questioning him "Ch, ny CGod," he
gasped. "You're General Ben Raines."

"That's right, boy. I"'mthe devil in person."

The soldier's eyes were suddenly filled with fright. He, too, had heard
Ben referred to as the devil. And he obviously believed the runor.

"And whether | send you right straight to hell with
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this knife," Ben held up the big-bladed knife, "or let you live, depends
on you."

"How do you nean, General ?" The soldier's voice was filled with panic.
"On whether on not you tell nme the truth."”

"I swear to God, Ceneral. Every word | have spoken was the truth.
would not lie to you. I amnot that big a fool."

"Perhaps not. But you would lie to save your life, wouldn't you?"
"Who woul dn't, sir?" the soldier replied honestly.

Ben chuckl ed. "Good reply. Now tell me everything you know about the
nunber of prisoners taken, where they are held, and anything el se you
know that | need to know." Ben held up the knife. "And don't lie."
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The soldier could tell Ben little else, and he did not believe the young
man was lying to him

"You'll be able to free yourself fromthese ropes in a few hours, if you
work at it," Ben told him

"Yes, sir.

Ben |l eft the young nman trussed up on the dirt floor of the hut and drove
off toward the south, deliberately allowing the soldier to see what
direction he was taking by circling around and driving past the door of
the hut. Ten nmiles down the highway, he cut off onto an ill-defined old
| oggi ng road and circled around, al nbst getting stuck half a dozen
times. He returned to the highway an hour later and fifteen niles north
of the hut and headed north toward Natitingou, N ck's |last known
reporting site. But as he approached the town, Ben could not go a mle
wi t hout seeing signs of a terrible batde.

There weren't so nmany Rebel bodies, but dozens of vehicles and severa
tanks and APCs.



The sol di er Ben had questioned had told himthat standing orders were to
carry off and bury their own dead, |eaving the Rebels behind as a form
of intimdation to any locals who night get it into their heads to cone
out of the brush and fight Bruno's forces. Ben guessed that nmade sense,
in awird sort of way, since
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Bruno's people had killed mllions already, and those few natives |eft
were slowy starving to death or dying of disease and nost were too sick
or weak to fight off a gnat.

About twenty miles south of the town, Ben cut off the nmain highway onto
anot her hi ghway that angled toward the northeast, but not before
stopping at a wecked deuce-and-a-half and finding one full five-gallon
can of fuel sonebody had overl ooked. He topped off his fuel tank and
drove on. The bed of the transport had been filled with dead Rebels,
stripped down to their underwear. They were so bloated it was inpossible
to make out their features.

But where in the hell were the hundreds of Rebels who had escaped the
battl es?

In the brush and jungle, living off the land, hiding out until they
could regroup, probably. They would stay well away from any hi ghways.

But woul d the survivors head back west, or head east? Neither, he
finally concluded: they would make their way north. Some anong them
woul d have nmanaged to establish and maintain communicati ons with other
battalions during the fight, and would know that not all battalions had
been hit. They would try to connect with those battalions.

Ben cane to a sliding halt at a tiny village about forty mles
north-northeast of the highway he had exited. H s eyes had found a
graveyard filled with makeshift crosses. He parked the Hummer behind a
falling-down hut and wal ked t hrough the drizzle to the graveyard. He
could see dog tags hanging fromthe rickety crosses, the markers held
together with rope and twi ne and strips of cloth.

The first dog tags he | ooked at belonged to Nick Stafford. The conmander
of 18 Batt had died fighting beside his people.
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Ben wal ked t hrough the graveyard, |ooking at the dogtags; he knew many
of the people who were buried there. Several doctors. N ck's XO

Ben shook his head and wal ked back to the Humrer, wondering who had
buried the fallen Rebels.

He didn't know and probably never woul d.
"Shit!" Ben said, filled with rage. He pull ed back onto the highway.

The town of Kerou was nearly deserted, except for a few old nen and
worren who were barely clinging to life. But Ben found an old fuel dunp
on die outskirts of town and topped off his tank, after he had searched
for nearly an hour anong the hundreds of barrels to find one tihat was
hal f full.



It was dark when Ben finished at the dunp and he drove about five mles
out si de of town and nade canp in the burned-out ruins of what had once
been a nice hone.

He had seen no signs of Bruno's forces and the fuel depot appeared to
have been used up and deserted. That could possibly mean that Bruno's
peopl e, when they pulled out, had no intention of returning.

But which direction had they gone?
Ben had hima hunch they headed back toward hone.
He didn't know why he felt tihat way, but the hunch was strong.

But not so strong that he could afford to let down his guard and becone
car el ess.

"Shit!" Ben said, as he poured a cup of coffee and dunped in the
contents of a sugar pack fromhis accessory pack. H s thoughts were of
Ni ck. A damm good battalion conmander, well 1iked and respected by his
t roops.

Cold in the ground.

"Val hal | a just got another good soldier," Ben mnuttered.

232

Sl eep was elusive for Ben that night. He managed a coupl e of hours and
was on the road just before dawn. He was flagged down about hal fway

bet ween Kerou and Bani koara by a priest and two nuns, all three wearing
the rags of their faith.

"You mght kill me for asking this," the priest said, before Ben could
say a word. "But | amnot afraid of death. | know you do not shoot

wounded nen ... or so | have been told. W have a badly wounded sol di er

in that hut over there." He pointed. "Can you spare just a little nedicine?"

"I"'man Anerican," Ben told the priest. "My nane is Ben Raines."

The jaws of all three religious people dropped open. They crossed
t hensel ves. The priest said, "Yes. You fit the description. Are you
aware there is a great reward out for your capture?"

"No. But that doesn't surprise ne any. Take me to him Sorry | can't
give you a lift. The vehicle is packed with supplies.”

"It's only a few hundred yards, General," a sister said. "Follow us."

The Rebel was hard hit and dying. Ben felt it was sone sort of miracle
the man was still alive. For the first tinme, Ben was able to hear sone
of what had happened.

"Don't bother changi ng bandages or giving ne anything, Ceneral," the
Rebel sergeant told Ben. "It would be a waste of precious supplies. 1've
had it and I knowit. Just listen if you will."

Ben nodded hi s head.

"I prayed to God sone officer would conme along so | could tell ny story.



| guess God answered my prayers.”

"I guess He did," Ben said.

"W never really had a chance, General. They came at us by the
thousands. First it was suicide squads all mxed in with refugees. Then
they cane at us in what
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seened |ike thousands; may have been thousands. It was hand to hand nost
of the tinme. Artillery was usel ess, so were nortars. Everything was

cl ose up."

The sergeant paused for a monent to catch his breath. Ben waited.

"But we must have killed hundreds of them GCeneral. Hell, | know we did.
There were bodi es stacked up |like cans of beans in a grocery store.
Still they kept coming. They'd clinb over the dead and keep coming. It's

like they were all popped up on sonething. Maybe sone | ocal dope.
| don't know. General? Is 18 Batt finished?"

"Nick's dead. | found his grave anong ot hers."
"Yes, sir. | saw himfall. W were anong the last to get hit. Between
the two of us, we must have killed at |east a hundred. How about your

battalion, sir?"

"W were overrun, Sergeant. W took a lot of casualties."

"Your tean®"

"I don't know. | prefer to think of themas mssing."

The sergeant closed his eyes and smled. "But we gave themhell, didn't
we, sir?"

"We sure did, Sergeant."

The sergeant never opened his eyes again. An hour later, he died
peacefully in his sleep. Ben had never left his side.

Ben rose to his boots. "I have a shovel in the vehicle. I'Il get it."
"No need," the priest said. "W have locals waiting about a mle from
here. In the bush. W' Il see to his burial. The locals won't come out as
long as you are here. They're afraid of you."

"I"'mnot here to hurt them Padre."

"I know that. But they don't."

"Can | | eave you anything? | can spare sone food."

The priest sniled and shook his head. "No. Thank you. But we'll make it.
You have a long way to go. The
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sergeant said sonething about a 17 Batt just across the border in Niger
The bridge is still standing at Malan-ville. And ny people tell nme it
isn't guarded."

"Any word on where Bruno Bottger's Nazis went?"

"They pulled out. Were, | don't know But except for roam ng patrols,
they' re gone."

"I guess |'d better go. | still have not been able to make radi o contact
with any of ny people.”

"The sergeant didn't have any type of communications equi pnent with him
when we found him Sorry."

"I am too, Padre." The men shook hands, Ben nodded to the nuns, and got
back on the road.

Bani koara was a burned out town, with the stench of death hangi ng
everywhere. Ben soon discovered why that was: part of N ck's 18 Batt had
made a last stand in die town, and Bruno's troops had thrown everything
they had at the Rebels, finally overrunning them after what nust have
been a fierce hand to hand battle.

The bodies of Rebels littered the streets. And they had all been
stripped of everything, right down to their underwear, and sonme had even
been stripped of that.

Ben stopped at every shot-up and di sabled vehicle until he found one
that had two full fuel cans. He filled his tank and stowed the second
can in the cargo space of the Humrer and left the city of the dead
behi nd hi m

He cut over to the main highway at Kandi, no nore than a wide spot in
the road, with few stores and the remmants of one hotel, the Baobab
2000. Ben saw a few people, but they showed no great interest in himand
he had no desire to stop and exchange pl easantries with them

It was a hundred kiloneters from Kandi to Mal anvill e on the border
Hal fway to the border, Ben pulled over at what renmained of a |lone store
set in the mddle of
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nowhere and tucked the Hummer inside the store. Doing that was easy:
hal f of the back wall was m ssing.

Paul Harrison's 17 Batt had been working just across the border in

Ni ger. Paul's last report was that the capital, N aney, was in ruins and
he was noving on and would wait for Ben's colum to line up south of his
at a town with the unpronounceabl e nane of Dogondouct chi

Ben had a hunch that 17 Batt had net the sane fate as his 1 Batt and
Nick's 18 Batt.

He wondered how many ot her battalions had been hit by Bruno's forces,
and how many Rebels had been | ost?

He woul d know sonething for sure in the norning, but in his heart, he



al ready knew.

Ben found the first of many dead bodi es of Rebels he would see that day
just past the bridge over the Niger River at Malanville ... or rather
what was left of them They were fromPaul's 17 Batt. They m ght have
been part of a Scout team but Ben couldn't be sure: the bodi es had been
stripped and were unrecogni zabl e. Every weapon, every piece of usable
equi prent, every uniform had been taken

Ben drove on toward Dosso. There he connected wi th anot her hi ghway that
woul d take hi m Birni Ngaoure, change routes again, and into
Dogondouctchi. Ben figured the nileage at just about a hundred and
seventy-five kiloneters fromthe bridge over the N ger

He used a si phoning punp that was in the tool conpartment of every Rebe
vehicle to top off his gas tank froma shot-up Rebel deuce-and-a-half he
found in the ditch and drove on. Ben did his best to keep his eyes from
t he naked bl oated bodies in the cab of the truck. But he couldn't keep
the smell fromhis nostrils.

On the outskirts of Birni Ngaoure, Ben found the
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first signs of what a fierce battle Paul's 17 Batt had waged wth
Bruno's troops. The town had been destroyed by nortar and towed
artillery, the heavy bonbardnent finally aiding Bruno's troops in
overrunning and killing what Rebels were left in the besieged town.

The sergeant the priest and nuns had found had been correct: the Rebels
must have taken a terrible toll on the eneny troops, fighting right down
to the | ast person standing, or able to pull a trigger

And witten on the bullet-pocked wall of a building were these words,
scrawmed in indelible ink: 17th HAD I T. 16TH UNDER HEAVY ATTACK. 15TH
OVERRUN. 14TH HOLDI NG BUT NOT FOR LONG It was signed Lieutenant James
Preston and dat ed.

Ben had net Lt. Preston several tines.

Ben shook his head and wal ked back outside just as the rains cane
ri ppi ng down. He drove on into the town. A dead town. Not one person
could be found . . . at least not alive.

Ben | ooked into a bullet-pocked HumVee and saw a wal ki e-tal kie on the
floorboards. He al nost turned away fromit, thinking certainly it was
usel ess, or booby-trapped, it was in such an obvious pl ace.

Ben fashi oned together several |ong sticks and backed away fromthe
Humer, crouching behind part of a wall. He began poking at the

wal ki e-tal kie, nmoving it around, turning it over. Nothing happened.
Sonehow t he eneny troops had missed spotting the radio.

Ben retrieved the radio and put it on the seat beside himin his Humer,
then topped off his tank with a siphoning punp. Then he drove away from
the town, stopping a few niles outside of town by the banks of a river.
He got out, extended the antenna and keyed the tal k button

Not hi ng



Ben | ooked at the wal kie-talkie and grimaced. "Try
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turning it on, Raines,” he muttered in disgust. "That always hel ps."

"This is Eagle," he said, after setting the frequency. "Anyone out there
interested in talking to an old bird whose w ngs have been clipped just
alittle?"

Ben cane very close to weeping fromrelief when a voi ce cane back. "You
bet, Eagle. Keep your location to yourself. Too nmany radios in the w ong
hands ..."

Then the frequency was janmed up with voices as Rebel comunication
techs came on, all trying to talk at once. Ben | eaned back agai nst the
side of the Hummer.

"Wll," he said to the waters of the river and the rain that drenched
him "At least we're still in business."”
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It woul d have been useless to set the wal kie-tal kie on scranble, for
Bruno's people were surely nonitoring and with the stol en Rebe

equi prent could listen to every word. Ben and the radi o tech-wherever he
was- tal ked in nonsense and baby talk until both knew the approxi nate

| ocation of the other. The | ocation was determ ned by using the first,
second, third and fourdi letter of each word spoken, dependi ng on how
the word was positioned in the sentence and then spelling themout. That
was sonet hing the Rebel s had worked out years back

It shocked Ben to learn he was talking with the comunications peopl e of
JimPeter's 14 Batt, |ocated sone hundred nmiles to the east.

So where were 15 and 16 Batt?

The tech hundreds of miles away did not reply, and fromthe silence, Ben
knew.

W ped out.

Wiere was Jim Peters?
Dead.

Buck Tayl or of 15 Batt?
Badl y wounded.

M ke Post?

Dead.
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Dead.

Jacki e Mal one of 12 Batt?



Badl y wounded.

Geenwalt of 11 Batt?

Dead.

"Jesus H Christ!" Ben exploded in plain English

"Nobody el se got scratched, General," the tech replied in kind. If the
Conmmandi ng General wanted to talk w thout using the code, the tech sure
as hell wasn't going to tell himhe couldn't.

"Cal m down, Ben," lke's voice took the place of the tech. "Save your
anger. You'll need it later. | have your location. Sign off for now
"Il talk to you later. Check in now and then. Hang | oose.™

Ben was left with a hundred unanswered questions, but Ike was right. No
point in getting this close to linking up only to have sone roamn ng
patrol of Bruno's close in on him

Ben made a canp, fixed sonething to eat, heated some coffee, and was
rolling a cigarette when several dozen Rebels cane wal king up the road
as nonchal ant as if heading for a church dinner on the grounds.

"Howdy, Ceneral!" a sergeant called, waving. "Damm, but it's good to see
a friendly face. W intercepted your transni ssion and put the code
together. Hell, we were only about half an hour away."

They had rations of their own and a dozen or nore vehicl es hidden away
in the bush, about two mles away. That was good news. But then they
dropped sone really good news on Ben

"We've been talking in bursts with dozens of other Rebel units scattered
all around," the sergeant said. He was the sergeant major of Pau

Harri son's battalion. "Maybe three hundred or so, with plenty nore
Rebels in snmall teans all over the damm place. But they mnust
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be wi thout any type of communications except for squad radios."

"I have one of those in the Humer," Ben said. "We'Il try to contact
themin a mnute. What have you heard, Sergeant? How bad is it?"

"It's bad, CGeneral." He hesitated. "Alnost all of your 1 Batt was w ped
out. Maybe a hundred/ hundred and fifty got away into the bush and jungle."

"Any word on ny tean?"
"Not hing, sir."
"Dr. Chase?"

"Not a peep, sir.

"Then you know about those battalions that got hard hit." It was not a
guesti on.

"Yes, sir. W lost sone fine people."



"That we did, Sergeant Mjor. That we did. Ther-mopolis and his HQ Batt?"
"They didn't get attacked."

"CGet the short-range wal ki e-tal kie out of ny Hunmer and let's start
getting this new brigade organized."

"New brigade, sir?" a young Rebel questioned.
"Yes. You people are now part of my new 1st Brigade. Get cracking."

"Yes, sir!" The young Rebel was wearing a grin a charge of C-4 couldn't
di sl odge as he rose to retrieve the wal ki e-talkie.

By the time darkness began covering the land, slightly nmore than four
hundred Rebel s had been | ocated. He had agai n spoken with | ke, who had
told himthere had been no word about Dr. Chase and his doctors from1l
Batt or Ben's team

Buck Tayl or, commander of 15 Batt, and Jacki e Mal one, commander of 12
Batt had been seriously wounded. Jackie had already been airlifted out
and had undergone energency surgery and was on her way back to the
States. A rescue teamwas bringi ng Buck out now
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I ke confirmed that they had | ost at |east six battalion commanders and
at least five thousand troops-that nunmber woul d probably go nuch hi gher

One of the Rebels who had joined Ben just before dark shook his head at
| ke's assessment and said, "Try about fifteen thousand dead-at |east."

Ben | ooked at the Rebel for a couple of heartbeats. "Go on," he pronpted.

"I talked with a guy from 16 Batt who had tal ked with one of the
survivors from 14 Batt. 14 Batt got hit hard. They |ost probably two
thirds of their people. A couple nore people from 14 Batt confirmed that."

Ben passed that word along to I|ke.

"13 Batt got creaned, too, Ceneral," another Rebel said. "My cousin's

with 13 Batt . . . comunications. And that was nmy job with 15 Batt. My
cousin stayed on the radio until they were overrun. Hi s last words to ne
was, 'God help us all. They've w ped us out."' "

Ben passed along that information to |ke, and then signed off. He sat
for a few seconds in silence, then asked, "What about the artillery with
the battalions? Did the eneny haul it off?"

Al the Rebels gathered around smiled at that. One said, "Yes, sir, they
did . . . sone of it. But npst of it's gonna be worthless to them Wen
we saw it was nearly over for us, and we were going to be overwhel ned,
we either booby trapped the barrels to blow or destroyed the breech.
They got a |l ot of vehicles and weapons, but dam litde else.”

SCOP for the Rebels.

"Not many officers got away, right?"



"No, sir. Practically none of them A few got captured. Mst died fighting."

"Al'l right. Sergeant Major, post the guards and set up a relief
schedul e. The rest of you get some sleep
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W' || be noving out as soon as those few survivors fromthe south join
us tonorrow. "

"Where will we be heading, General ?" a Rebel asked.

"I don't know," Ben replied honestly. "Not yet. But we're not whipped.

If any of you are thinking that, put it out of your mnds. W're going
to regroup and cone back neaner than ever. It'll take us a while to get
re-supplied and get used to the new reorgani zation. A couple of nonths
probably. Ike's got every avail able ship |oading around the cl ock and
headi ng this way. W just had a setback, that's all. Now get sone sleep.”

After the canmp had settled down for the night, Ben sat off by hinself,
drinki ng coffee and thinking. Qut of nineteen Rebel battalions, he had

| ost seven or eight. But he wasn't sure how many troops had been kill ed.
It woul d take several weeks for the final nunbers to be tallied.

Bruno Bottger had won the first round, but the fight was a | ong way from
bei ng over. The Rebels surely suffered a bl oody nose and a bl ack eye and
some bruises. But Bottger had not destroyed the Rebel spirit. If
anything, in the long run he had probably strengthened it. For Ben knew
his Rebels. And sadness over their |osses would soon be replaced by a
cold vengeful anger. The Rebels wouldn't come in as great nunbers as
before, but they would come back with revenge on their m nds.

And when the two armies finally did neet head to head on the
battlefield, Ben had a couple of little surprises in store for Bruno
Bott ger.

But that was in the future. There was a | ot of work to be done before
t hat happened.

Ben craw ed into his blankets and went to sleep. Tonorrow he would start
rebuil di ng his arny.
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"That's everybody who woul d answer our calls and a hundred nmore who j ust
straggl ed up or down the road and found us," the sergeant mmjor told Ben
at mid-norning. "I'msure there are nore Rebels out in the bush, but
they don't know we're here."

"Al'l right. Once we get reformed and spread out again, they'll find us.
Get the colum lined out. W're heading for N aney. W'll get the
airport cleaned up and ready to receive traffic. W have to start
somewhere. Mght as well be there.”

There weren't nearly enough vehicles to confortably carry all the
troops, but the Rebels managed wi t hout conplaint, packed in the beds and
hangi ng onto the sides and riding on the fenders and runni ng boards.
Many had to be left behind. But as the convoy nade its way slowy toward
Ni aney, they canme upon Rebel vehicles that had suffered only slight



damage. Ben |left crews working on those vehicles after naking certain
the trucks had enough fuel to nake the trip back to pick up those left
behi nd and then on to N aney.

Paul Harrison's last report was that N aney was in ruins, and he sure
had pegged that right. Part of the city was still burning. Bruno Bottger
had adopted a scorched-earth policy. Ben and his troops arrived at the
airport at midafternoon-in the mddle of a downpour-and i mediately
began cl eari ng runways. Sone of the trucks turned around and headed
back, to pick up those that could not make the first run to the city.

Ben did not attenpt any comunication with Ike. They had agreed that if
Ben cane under attack on the way, he was to get on the radio. If Ike
didn't hear fromhim Ben had made it and hel p woul d be on the way by
noon of the next day. Either landing or circling. So the Rebels didn't
have tinme to waste

W ecked vehicles were shoved of f the runways by deuce-and-a-hal ves while
ot her Rebels forned |ines and
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wal ked the | engths of concrete, picking up debris. The electricity had

not worked in the city for years, so there were no runway |ights. But

the transport planes would be bringing in portable generators with the

first flights. At dark the Rebels stopped working and ate sone supper

To a person they were not in the best physical shape; nmany of them were

near exhaustion. But the runways had been cleared and the planes could | and.

They began | anding at noon the next day. The first half-a-dozen pl anes
contai ned troops, and lke was the first one off. He ran over to Ben and
the two nmen grabbed each other in a bear hug.

ke finally pulled back and wi ped his eyes. "Tell your people to stand
guard, Ben. They nust be worn out. My people will off-1oad the planes.
\fou got any coffee?"

Ben | aughed. "No. W used the last of it this norning."
"I can fix that in a hurry.”

The next two pl anes brought in cooks, doctors, and supplies. They were
foll owed by nore huge cargo pl anes, packed with supplies and weapons.

A pot of coffee nade for Ben and | ke, and huge vats of coffee nade for
the troops, handed out with sandw ches that had been quickly nmade by the
cooks within mnutes of |anding, Ben | ooked at Ike.

"Al'l right, Ike. Gve it to ne straight, and don't pull any punches."

"Greenwal t, Gonmez, Peters, Post, Harrison, and Stafford, all dead.
Tayl or and Mal one badly hurt and on their way back to the States." |ke
stuck a stub of a cigar into his nouth and chewed it for a nonment. "W
| ost between fifteen and twenty thousand Rebels, Ben. It will be weeks
before the final nunbers are crunched. 11, 12, and 13 Batts were al nost
totally wiped out. The other battalions that were hit suffered at | east
fifty percent losses . . . some higher."
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"How many officers and senior sergeants made it out?"
"Only a handful of each.”

"Well, we're | ooking at a conpl ete reorgani zati on. How about Bruno and
hi s peopl e-where are they?"

"They pull ed out, heading south. Ben, we rust have killed a hundred
t housand of Bottger's people. |I'mserious. W destroyed the equival ent
of five full divisions. | don't have to tell you how Rebels fight."

"We didn't hurt him Ilke. He used African troops for cannon fodder. |
doubt if he lost a hundred and fifty of his own people. And we've stil
got the gangs of punks between us and Bottger."

"And what's left of his African arny."
"Yes. What does Cecil have to say?"

"He's speeding up the training at our bases. It's about all he can do.
He | et out a whoop when |I told himyou were still alive and on the warpat h.

"My team and Dr. Chase?"
| ke shook his head. "W've got them MA, Ben."

"Well, if any teamcan nake it, my teamcan. And that old crotchety
bastard, Lamar Chase, is hard to kill. I'll say no nore about it." Ben
shook hinmself |like a big shaggy dog. "lke, get on the horn and advise
all Batt Corns to hold what they've got. No further advance. | want
teans of Scouts out right now, penetrate as deep as they think is safe,
burrow in, and keep their eyes wi de open. | want Indian talkers with the
Scouts and the same with comunications at all times. That ought to

t horoughly confuse those Nazi sons of bitches."

Ben took a bite of sandwich. "I figure we'll stand down for two to three
nmonths, lke. It'Il take that long for fresh supplies to reach us and for
the troops to get used to the new reorgani zation. And that will put us

just about out of the rainy season."” Ben | ooked at his
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long-time friend. "We're going to brigades, lke. Ten of them I1t's past
tinme for it."

"I agree, Ben."

Ben forced a snmile. "It's my army, | can designate a brigade to be any
strength I damm well please."

| ke | aughed and cl asped his friend on the shoulder. "I'Il get right on
it, Ben."

After lke had left, Ben sat for a long time, staring out the broken w ndow.
H s thoughts woul d have caused Satan to cringe.
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Ben was up | ong before dawn, as was his usual custom He dressed and

wal ked down to the ness tent, pulling a nug of coffee fromone of the
huge urns. These cooks were new to Ben, and he to them and they were
just a bit in awe of him He ignored the quick and curious stares (one
does not stare directly or for very long at the conmandi ng general of
the Arny) and took his coffee to one of the folding tables that had been
set up, choosing one in a far corner of the big tent.

ke cane in a fewmnutes later and filled a tray to overflowing with
food and sat down across the table from Ben

Ben smled at the food piled on the serving tray. "Not too hungry this
nmor ni ng, hey, |ke?"

"I amkinda off my feed, Ben," lke replied in all seriousness. "The
strain, | guess."

Ben shook his head at the anmpbunt of food the ex-SEAL coul d consune and
sipped his coffee. "I"msure that's it, lke."

"Have you settled on brigade designations yet, Ben?"
"Yes. To keep the confusion down to a mininumwe'll start with 501 and
run through 601. Unl ess you've got a better way and |'m sure open for

suggestion. "

| ke shook his head. "Sounds good to me. You checked w th conmmuni cations
thi s nmorni ng?"
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"No. You?"

"No. |I'mthe 502nd Bri gade?"
"Yes."

"Were you advi sed about the refugees lining up outside the airport
during the night?"

Ben | ooked up fromhis rolling of a cigarette. "No. How many?"

"Only a fewat first. It's up to about a thousand now. But they're very
subdued and not causing any trouble. They're a, well, really pitiful bunch."

"I can imagine. W'll do what we can for them That's part of the reason
we're here."

"We' || have planes coming in every twenty nminutes starting at first
l[ight." Ike suddenly pushed his tray fromhim "Aw, shit, |'m not
hungry. | haven't been able to eat since the attacks. | fill up ny tray,

take two bites, and | ose ny appetite.”
"The attacks weren't your fault, lke."
"I keep tellin' myself that, Ben. But | just can't convince nyself of it."

"We'd all better be glad Bruno didn't push the offensive. | still can't
understand why he didn't. He damm sure had it all going his way."



"Maybe he was afraid of getting flanked fromthe east, Ben

"I don't think so, lke. If you have swung around, using 2 through 10

Batts, Bruno could have poured nore troops in behind you and had you al

in a box. The rest of the battalions sure couldn't have done you any

good. He probably didn't count on taking us by as nmuch surprise as he

did and just didn't have an adequate nunber of troops in position

That's my guess. But who knows why that crazy son of a bitch does anything?"

Rebel s were beginning to arrive at the tent, picking up trays and
formng a line. Both Ben and lke left the table to give the troops nore
room and wal ked outside. A runner from comunications wal ked up
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"About three hundred or so Rebel s have been | ocated,"” she said. "Thirty
or so fromeach of the battalions that got hit. They're spread out over
a five/six hundred nmile stretch. Teans have gone in now to | ead t hem out
and trucks are ready to roll at their signal."

"Thank you," lke said. The runner backed off and entered the ness tent.
"They'll be nmore show ng up, Ben."

"But only a few nore," Ben said softly.

"You can't know that for certain, Ben."

"You're an eternal optimst, lke. But | hope you're right."

"I"1l get things rolling, Ben."

"See you later, lke."

Ben got hi m another mug of coffee fromthe ness tent and returned to his

tenmporary CP. He sat down behind a folding table and turned on the |anp,

the electricity provided by huge generators that hummed all around the

airport. He began mappi ng out the new brigade designations and all the

other many details that went along with that. The Rebel arny did not

have to call and wait for artillery support, or conbat engi neer help
each battalion, and now brigade, carried all that with them The sane

with arnor.

Ben noticed the shadow entering the room but paid it no nmnd. The

security that Ike had put around himwas so tight a flea could not get

through it.

"Hi, General Ben," the famliar voice said. "Good to see you?"

Ben jerked his head up from his work.

Anna stood in front of the table, smling at him

"Il tell you what | remenber about the fight," the young woman said.
She had taken a | ong soapy shower and was dressed in freshly | aundered
BDUs. Her short-
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cropped bl ond hair was clean and shiny with health. And she was on her



second plate of food. "Just a trenendous explosion. Wen | woke up, it
was night and | was facedown in a ditch. | didn't know it at the tine,
but I was about a mle fromthe canp. | was in some sort of daze and ny
head hurt something awful. | had lost my rifle but | still had ny
sidearm It was real quiet. | nean, not a sound. | sat there for a tine,
trying to get things straight in ny mind. Then | nust have passed out.
woke up just about the tinme it was getting light in the east. | felt
better and nmy head didn't hurt so bad. | knew about where | was. | went
back to the canpsite and just stood there for a time. | don't know how
| ong. Maybe an hour. Maybe longer. | just couldn't believe what | was
seei ng. Ceneral Ben, there were bodi es everywhere ..."

"I know, baby. | was there the next day. You didn't see any of the tean®"
"No. There was no one left alive. | don't know what happened to the
team We were all in the ditch fighting when | ... well, whatever it was

t hat happened to ne."

Ben pointed to his cot. "There's your CAR | went back and funbled
around in the ditch until | found it."

"A'l right! Still works okay?"

"I't works just fine. Go on. What did you do after |eaving the area?"

Anna finished her coffee and Ben poured her another nmug. "l didn't |eave
i mediately. | wal ked around the entire canp, trying to find Jersey and
Cooper and Beth and Corrie. They weren't anong the dead. | |ooked at so
many dead people | got numb. But there were no eneny dead. And | know we
kill ed hundreds of them before we got overrun. Well, until | got knocked
goofy. | learned |later the bastards carried off

251

their dead and left ours stripped to rot under the sun and be eaten by
t hose damed bi g birds.

"Anyway, | found a full canteen and sone field rats and took off
wal ki ng. Turned out | was wal king the wong way for several mles.

guess | was still in sone sort of daze after seeing all those bodi es of
friends. About two hours after leaving the area, | found two dead Rebel s
in the brush. | took one of their weapons and all their ammo and
canteens and whatever else was in their rucksacks. | didn't inspect
either one until later. Turned out they were full of food and grenades
and other survival stuff. It was a lucky find. |I finally got ny bearings

and started heading north. Two days later | hooked up with two guys from
Nick Stafford's 18 Batt. They were headi ng south. One of themwas badly
wounded. He died the next day. And ne and G A - that's his name-we just
kept on wal ki ng . "

"GA. is here now?" Ben asked.

"You bet. He's a squad | eader. WAs," she corrected. "He's got his shit
toget her, too, believe me. | don't think I would have made it without him™"

"Does he have a | ast nanme?"
"Arnstead. "

Ben wote that down on a pad. G A Arnstead didn't know it yet, but he



was about to beconme a platoon sergeant. "Go on, Anna."

"There isn't that nmuch nore to tell. We found other Rebels along the way
and hooked up with them Then we found two trucks that had been
abandoned. | don't know why. Fuel tanks were full and they ran just

fine. So we piled in and kept traveling north. Here I am"

"And | amglad to see you. You go get outfitted now then get sone rest.
"Il see you at lunch."

She | eaned over the table and kissed her adopted father on the cheek and
with a smle, was out the door with the boundl ess energy of the young.
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Ben | eaned back in the chair. If Anna made it clear, there was a chance
the others in his teamdid, too. He could only hope.

Ben finished the prelins on the upgraded bri gade and wal ked over to the
conmuni cati ons shack, giving the recommendati ons and wants to the
officer in charge to be transmtted to Cecil, back at Base Canp One.

The 501st Brigade was now offici al

Ben grabbed a Hunmmrer and drove over to the tarnmac, watching the huge
cargo planes cone in. They were circling in the sky like huge
prehistoric birds. The Rebels had cut the waiting time for themdown to
ten mnutes, then it was touch down, unload, and back in the air again.

Most of the huge cargo planes woul d head back to a port to await the
arrival of ships fromthe States. The ships were sailing at flank speed
to get to a western port to unload much needed supplies: carrying
everything fromcases of underwear to tanks.

Ben drove over close to the MASH tents. The doctors were seeing refugees
as fast as they could, and still the lines stretched as far as the eyes
could see. The hopel ess cases were placed in the rear of the tents,

under tarps rigged up to give them sone shade fromthe sun and shelter
fromthe rains . . . the nen, wonen, and children |lay on bl ankets on the
ground, nost without make a sound of conplaint, human skel etons waiting
to die.

The fires fromthe destroyed city of N aney still snol dered and burned
in the distance. The airport was sone 12 kiloneters fromthe city.

| ke drove up and got out of his Hummer, wal ki ng over to stand by Ben's

side. "Just talked to Cecil. Five hundred new troops are on the way over
fromthe States. Five hundred nore in a few weeks. We'll incor-
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porate theminto all brigades, noving sone seasoned troops around."

"Any nore straggl ers?"

"Several hundred, Ben. | told you there would be nmore. And there will be
nmore still to conme. And no, there is no word about your team and Dr.
Chase. I'msorry."

"I amtoo, lke. But | won't start putting together a new teamuntil |I'm



certai n-one way or the other."

"You' ve got Anna back. That's a good sign."

"I think so."

"Well, | drove out to tell you that Buddy is on his way in, with a
coupl e of other batt corns. Excuse nme, brigade commanders. Be here in

about two hours."

"Thanks. The new designations will take a little getting used to. |
still slip nyself."

"Forty battalions. A lot of batt corns, Ben."
"I know. A lot of lieutenants pronoted to captains, a |ot of captains

promoted to major, and a |lot of najors pronmoted to Lt. Col onel. And
haven't even begun a list yet. And | want sonme reconmendations fromyou."

"I can work some up pronto."

"Good. Do that. This is going to take a ot of strain off us, lke. |
shoul d have done this a long tine ago."

"I stopped by the MASH tents," Ike said, after a nmoment of silence.
"So did I."

"Ben, | never realized just what kind of nonster Bruno Bottger is unti
we got over here. He must have killed nmillions of these people.™

"Yes. And enslaved many of those left."

"I wonder where the mass graves are?"

"I doubt if his people bothered. He's been over here for sonme time now
The animals and birds ate what didn't rot and then scattered the bones."
Ben cut his
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eyes. "You did notice the animal s have nade a dramati c coneback, didn't
you?"

"Yes, | did," lke replied drily. "They seened quite well fed."
"Now you know why."

"Intel says Bruno has set aside huge chunks of land for the aninmals to
live on. Absolutely no hunting all owed."

"Yeah? That's wonderful. Hider played the harnonica, too. But | stil
don't have to like the son of a bitch."
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Ben began neeting with Batt Corns, a couple a day, until he had nmet with
themall and lined out the new brigade designations. They handed in
lists of people they felt should be pronoted. Ben had their files pulled
stateside-many files the Rebels carried with them had been | ost during



the battle-and carefully went over them Slowy he laid out the new
battal i ons, conpani es, platoons, and their | eaders.

A few days drifted into a few weeks, and still he had heard no news,
good or bad, about his team and Dr. Chase and several of his nedica
staff. But he refused to give up hope, for stragglers were still com ng
in all up and down the line, in tiny groups of two or three and
occasionally the | one Rebel

Ben interviewed each of them seeking news of his team and of Dr. Chase.
One of the last Rebels to come wandering in had news.

"They were all hit, Ceneral," the tired Rebel said, holding a mug of

cof fee between his dirty hands. H s clothing was nearly in rags. "And
hit pretty hard, but still able to function. The only one |I didn't see
with some sort of wound was Dr. Chase. He was hel ping Jersey get away
fromthe battle. Several doctors were with them and they were al

bl eeding and |inping. W were

256

al |l being pushed back, just about a couple of mnutes before being

overrun. I'mpretty sure your team and sone of the doctors got away. |
was the last man standing in nmy squad when | cut out. I'mnot ashamed to
say | ran."

"No one is blaming you for that," Ben said. "And no one in their right
mnd ever will. Wich direction did nmy teamtake?"

The Rebel took a sip of coffee, his brow furrowed in thought. "North, I
t hi nk, General. But they could have turned in any direction outside the
canp. Those of us who got away scattered like wild geese without a | eader."”

Ben smiled and patted the man on the shoulder. "d ad to have you back
Sergeant. Ch, by the way, you're a lieutenant now. " Ben saluted him
"You owe nme a dollar. Now get out of here and get checked out."

The stunned Rebel wal ked out of the CP in nore of a daze than when he
cane in.

Ben | ooked at the nmound of paperwork on his desk and grimaced. He shoved
it aside and stood up. Tinme for a break

He waved aside his driver and decided to wal k. He had been sitting
behi nd the desk for several hours and needed to get the kinks out of his
nmuscl es. Security fell in behind himas he strolled the area.

He paused to let a dozen huge flatbed trucks rumnmble by, each one | oaded
with a tank or an APC. The trucks had been to some port, where ships
were coming in daily, bringing thousands of tons of supplies and

i nstruments of war.

Ben figured another six weeks and everything would be |ined out, the
bri gades ready to march

He wal ked over to die runway and watched several planes |and, each one
bringing in fresh recruits fromthe States. The young men and wonen j ust
out of AIT. "Going to be a hell of a culture shock for you, boys and
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girls,’
pl ace."

Ben nmuttered. "Leaving the peace and order of the SUSA for this

"Move, damit!" he heard one of the sergeants shout at the new troops.
"Cet your asses in gear. W got a war to fight. Mowve like this in conbat
and the ants will be eating your eyes."

One of Ben's security people chuckled and Ben smiled and turned to | ook
at him "Does that bring back nmenories, Corporal?" he asked.

"Sure does, sir. | landed in Europe sonme years ago, fresh out of AIT.
And scared shitless."”

"I hope you learned to stay scared.”
"Bet on that, sir. Bet onit."

Stayi ng scared and cautious was the only way to stay alive in conbat.

"PUFFs comin' in, sir," another of his security team said.

Ben turned and | ooked. Half a dozen Spectre gun-ships were lining up for
| andi ng. The planes were flying birds of death, equipped with all sorts
of weapons: chain guns, cannon, fifty-caliber machine guns, rockets.
When they began circling an eneny position, a single Spectre could spew
out enough firepower to wi pe out anything within an area the size of
several football fields, froman altitude of five thousand feet.

Many still called them Puff the Magic Dragon

And Ben was keeping several very deadly secrets to hinmself. And woul d,
until his troops began the assault agai nst Bruno's new honel and.

Bruno Bottger was in for a very large and deadly surprise

Ben wal ked on, coming to the MASH tents. The line of refugees seeking
nmedi cal aid was nuch smaller now, but the lines of dying behind the
tents was not. It was a sight that no one, not even the nost hardened of
conbat veterans could ever really get used to seeing.
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Ben turned away and began wal ki ng toward the center of the nassive
encanprment. Wth the addition of the new troops fromthe States, his
bri gade, the 501st, would be up to full strength. A few nore weeks and
all the tanks and artillery would be ashore and in place. Then he would
have to shake it all down and line it all out before he could take to
the road.

The ot her brigades were ready to roll, but Ben's 501st had i ncor porat ed
many-if not nost-of the survivors fromthe eight battalions that had

been hard hit by Brunos surprise attack. It was taking some tine, but

Ben knew they were right on schedule. It was not sonething you could

rush. Not when each person's |ife depended on the nan or woman next to them

The several -nile wal k had gotten the kinks out of Ben's mnuscles, and he
felt much better. He turned away from die scene of organi zed chaos and
began the wal k back to his CP, and the stacks of paperwork that awaited



hi mt here.

"I'f Bruno had any kind of air force we'd be in trouble,” Ben nuttered.
But he knew and that was confirmed fact-that Bottger really had no air
force to speak of, with the exception of helicopter gunships and a few
fighters-no bonbers. Bruno had concentrated on buil ding up a nmighty arny
of ground troops . . . and he had damm sure done that. And Ben knew
better than to sell Bruno's people short. They were excellent troops.
The Rebel s were going to be outnunbered twenty to one when they began
their of fensive.

But then the Rebels were always out nunbered. That was not hi ng new.

Back in his CP, Ben settled down to wade through nore paperwork. He

m ssed his teamall the tinme, but this was when he mssed Beth the nost.
Bedi could cut through paperwork in one tenth of the time it took Ben.
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And this was sonething he couldn't hand over to Thernopolis. The

ex- hippie turned warrior had his hands full with all the hundred of

details with the new brigade designation

Ben sighed and stood up to get another nmug of coffee. It was then he
noti ced Anna standing in the door to his office, smling at him

"What are you so happy about ?" Ben asked.

"Search helicopters found the teamand Dr. Chase and those doctors who
fled with him They're all alive."
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Ben ignored his Humer and ran over to the conmp shack, al nbst scaring
t he conmmuni cati ons specialist half to death when he burst into the room

"Where are they?" Ben asked. He calmed hinself. "My team Dr. Chase?"

"About three hours away, Ceneral." The tech stood up and pointed to a
spot on a wall map of Africa. "They were spotted right there.”

Ben stared and shook his head. "Never nore than twenty-five niles from
the original battle scene all the tine. 1'll be dammed."

"Yes, sir. Your teamwas all hard hit. They couldn't be noved."
"But they're all going to make it?"

"According to the nedics on board the choppers, they're all up and
wal ki ng around, Ceneral."

Ben patted the soldier on the shoul der and sniled. Then he stepped out
of the building and sat down on the |owered tailgate of a pickup truck
He exhal ed a couple of times, then slowy built hinself a cigarette.

Anna came runni ng up, acconpanied by half a dozen other Rebels, all of
them ori ginal nenbers of Ben's old 1 Batt and survivors of the battle.

Ben held up a hand. "They're all okay. Be here in a few hours. That's
all 1 know. We'll all have to wait."
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The knot of Rebels was all grins as they wal ked away. Anna stayed,

pl oppi ng down on the tailgate besi de Ben. She | ooked di sapprovingly at
the cigarette in Ben's hand.

"Don't say a word about it," Ben warned.

"I wouldn't dreamof it."

"I"msure."

"So when the teamgets here, we'll be ready to shove off, right, CGenera
Ben?"

"I n about six weeks, Anna."

She unw apped a couple of sticks of gum stuck themin her nouth, and
chonped for a few seconds. "That will put us out of the rainy season

ri ght?"

"Just about."

"And then we can start kicking Bruno Bottger's ass, right?"

"That's the plan."

She hopped down fromthe tailgate. "I'Il be at the airport."

"I"ll see you over there in about an hour."

Ben finished his snmoke and began wal ki ng toward the runways, his
security teamfalling in behind him The area in and around the airport
had becone a staging area, wth hundreds of thousands of tons of
supplies stored and stacked everywhere and nore coming in every day. Ben
| ooked up at the sky. Huge transport planes were circling, bringing in

nore supplies and equi prent and troops fromthe States.

I n anot her week, Ben could start shaking down his new bri gade and about
a nonth after that, they would be rolling south.

At the airport, his new XO John Mchaels, cane running up. "Is it true,
Ceneral ? Your team and Dr. Chase were found and all okay?"

"It's true. They'll be arriving here in about two and a half hours."
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"Al'l right!" He shook Ben's hand and wal ked away, smling.

Ben sat in the shade of a deuce-and-a-half and waited. Qccasionally an
unsuspecting Rebel woul d wal k past, give Ben a startled gl ance, and nove
qui ckly away. But the news of Ben's presence had spread quickly and nost

at the airport gave hima w de berth.

Anna strolled up and sat down on the grass beside him "General Ben?"
she finally broke the silence.



"Yes?"

"What's the final tally on Rebels lost in the assault?"

"Just over fifteen thousand."

Ben and Anna sat for a tinme in silence, watching the planes | and and
take of f. They watched as the final contingent of fresh troops fromthe
States deplaned stiffly after their long ride and |ine up on the tarmac.
"That new bunch fills us out, doesn't it?" Anna asked.

"That's it, baby. We'll start shaking down in a couple of days."

"And t hen?"

"We cross Nigeria and cut straight south, through Caneroon."

"I"ll be glad to get this show back on the road. Wat about
transportation for us?"

"Qur new wagon is due to arrive here in a few days. Built especially for
us in the SUSA. It's supposed to be state of the art."

"Cooper will like that."

"Captain's chairs for all of us, sliding doors for you people. Doors
that slide on ball bearings and can be kicked open easily in case of
energency. Radios built in for Corrie with a permanent up-link so we can
talk to anybody, anywhere. Four-wheel drive on demand, custombuilt from
the ground up. Arnor-plated with glass that will stop a 7.62 round."
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"You don't suppose they'll have to be sent back to the States for
treatment, do you?"

Ben | aughed and ruffled the young woman's short hair. "I don't think so,
baby. "

"I hope not." She stood up and brushed herself off. "I think I'll walk
around sonme. |I'mtoo antsy to sit still."

"Have fun."

Ben dozed off there in the shade of the deuce-and-a-half, sleeping
lightly for twenty mnutes or so. Wen he awakened, he rinsed his mouth
out with water fromhis canteen and rolled a smoke. Alittle while

| ater, he heard the whappi ng sounds of the helicopters com ng and stood
up, wal king over to the helicopter |anding pads. He stood and wat ched
his team and Dr. Chase junp fromthe choppers.

No, they wouldn't have to go back to the States for any treatnment. They
were all right.

Ben waited until they were all showered and dressed in clean clothing
and checked by the doctors at the hospital before visiting themall. He
had hugged themall at the airport before doctors had shooed them al



i nt o anbul ances.

"Well, gang," he told them pulling out a chair and sitting down at the
table. "You tell ne what happened, then I'Il tell you ny story. And
start with howin the hell we got separated. |'mat a loss there."

"I saw you get hit, General," Cooper said, after exchanging glances with
the others and receiving nods to go ahead. "W all did. It was a big
pi ece of shrapnel, | guess. Tore your helnet off and we figured took
part of your head with it. Blood was everywhere. W didn't have nore
than a split second to | ook. The eneny was all over us. Then Anna got

hit and went down to her knees. Wen | | ooked again out of the corner of ny
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eye, she had gotten up and was wandering off, like she was in a daze . "
"I was, | guess," Anna said. "I don't remenber any of this."

Jersey picked it up. "We were all hit by that time and down to sidearns
and throw ng grenades. Then Dr. Chase and sone of his medical people can
runni ng up and dragged us out of there. | don't know what kept him from
getting killed, boss. He was yelling and cussing and calling Bottger's
troops a bunch of goddamm savages and he had a pistol in each hand and
his doctors were throwi ng grenades. W turned to | ook for you, and
dammed if you weren't gone. You had just disappeared.”

Ben chuckl ed. "I nust have craw ed off into that thick brush behind the
ditch."

"\What ever you did, we couldn't find you," Beth said. "Just about the
time we cleared the conpound and nade it into the bush, Bottger's troops
made their final rush and overwhel ned any who were left. W all had our
packs on and full rucksacks on a strap, plenty of water, so we just kept
wal ki ng. W& were all hit, but none of us real bad, just bloody as hell
And pi ssed off," she added grimy

Corrie said, "Some of the doctors got minor wounds, but Dr. Chase didn't
get a scratch on him That man nust |lead a charned life."

"He'll tell you it's all due to clean living," Ben said.
"Dam right, | will,"” Lamar said, walking into the room He had been
standing in the door, listening. "Well, nowit's your turn, Ben. \Wat

happened to you?"

Ben qui ckly brought themup to date and for a time the group just sat
there, drinking coffee and staring at each other

Bet h broke the silence. "W passed through several villages. The people
had all been killed."
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Ben nodded his head. "Genocide. We figure Bottger's killed mllions of
Africans, nen, wonen, and kids."

Lamar cursed under his breath for a nmonent, then pulled out a chair and
sat down. "I like the new brigade plan, Ben. Not that you needed ny
approval to do it, mnd you." He grinned. "Good to see you, you old



war hor se. "

The two friends grinned at each other for a nonent, then Ben's grin
faded and he asked, "Sorry about your doctors, Lanmar. The repl acenents
are just about all in fromthe States."

"They were good people. Take Bruno Bottger alive, Ben."
n O,]?Il
"Yes. | want to castrate the son of a bitch with a very dull knife."

"Lamar!" Ben drew back in feigned shock. "You're turning into a vicious
man, you know that ?"
"Screw you, Raines," the chief of nedicine said, pushing back his chair
and standing up. "Let's just get this show on the road." He bent down
and | ooked nore closely at the |long scar on Ben's face, faded now with
heal i ng and the sun. "Good thing that hunk of shrapnel hit you in the
head. That's the one place on your carcass that's the least likely to
get damaged, considering it's enpty nost of the tine." He wal ked quickly
out of the room chuckling, before Ben could retort.

Thi ngs were back to nornal.
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Ben's teamwas declared fit to return to duty-limted at first-and the
team was back together. A few days after their return, Ben's persona
vehi cl e was brought in and Cooper and Corrie spent the next several days
going over it. Although it had | ess cargo space than their old wagon, it
was much nmore state of the art and nuch nore confortable riding. To
avoid standing out even nmore than it did, the big wagon was painted
olive green.

Rebel Scouts had penetrated deep into Nigeria and reported that
Bottger's troops were nowhere to be seen. They had pull ed back and
appeared to have stretched out in small units, west to east from Gabon
over to Kenya.

And the Scouts also reported that mllions in Nigeria appeared to have
died fromBruno Bottger's practice of genocide. They al so warned to be
on the | ookout for wild animals, who were naking a fast and very
dramatic conmeback. There were prides of |ions seem ngly everywhere one
turned. And while no Rebel Scout had been attacked by a lion, it would
be a bit disconcerting to come face to face with a large lion while
wal ki ng t hrough the bush.

Ben called for one nore neeting with his brigade commanders to map out
and finalize plans before the

267

ten brigades junped off in their offensive against Bottger's arny.

"First of all," Ben said, standing up to face the ten brigade

conmanders, "let me say that both Jackie Mal one and Buck Tayl or are well
on their way to recovery. But their days in the field are over. They
will remain stateside and take over conmand of training bases. The

bodi es of several batt conms who were killed during Bottger's assault



have been recovered and sent back to the States to be buried with
honors. The bodies of the other officers and men were buried wi th honors
near where they fell. Mst were unrecogni zable.

"All right, let's admt we took the worst beating we've ever suffered
and learn fromit and put it behind us. | don't know what we coul d have
done to prevent it. Bruno just sinply outfoxed many of us ... nyself

i ncluded. But we'll all try to ensure sonething like that will never
happen again. But don't ever underestimate the intelligence of Bruno
Bottger. The man is surely insane, but brilliantly so.

"We've got a lot of green troops with us now. But | suspect by the tine
we reach Bruno's first front, they' Il be well on their way toward
becom ng seasoned hands. At the very |east the barfing at the sight and
snell of rotting bodies will have ceased. Once we hit Bruno's first line
of defense, nursemaid time for green troops will be over." Ben | ooked at
t he ni ne brigade commanders, included anong them his son, Buddy, and his
daughter, Tina. Tina sat beside the ex-nercenary, Wst. Soneday, when
there were no nore wars to be fought, they planned to marry.

"We're better equi pped now than we've ever been," Ben continued.
"Practically everything we have is state of the art or has been
upgraded. Including one very large surprise | don't intend to show Bruno
until we get al nost nose to nose."
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The brigade commanders all snmiled at that. Ben picked up a | ong pointer
and noved to the huge wall map. "All right, folks. Let's get down to it."
The ten brigades, nunbering forty battalions, plus Therms 19 Batt, were
lined up and ready to go. Scouts had prow ed all over the country south
of the brigade line for a hundred and fifty mles, mapping out the best
roads and where bridges were still intact, and where there were no

bri dges, the best place to ford the streamor river

And they reported that while mllions had di ed under Bruno Bottger
hi deous pl ans of genocide, there were still thousands and thousands who
were in desperate need of help.

Dr. Chase had elected to stay with Ben's 501 Brigade. Wen Ben told him
what the Scouts had reported, the Chief of Medicine nerely shrugged and
said, "W'll do what we can."

Meani ng that in his opinion, unless the Rebels wanted to | eave behind
men and equi pnent and be prepared to stay for years, teaching the people
the right way to deal with the Iand and keep it productive, Chase and
his people would fix themup now, and they woul d starve | ater anyway.

"I know, Lamar," Ben said. "But what el se can we do?"

"Not hi ng," the doctor agreed. "But | don't believe for one mnute Bruno
managed to kill off a hundred mllion people in Nigeria alone. That's a
ot of people to kill, Ben. Say he did manage to kill off ten percent,
and that's probably high, and say starvation and di sease anot her
twenty-five percent. That still |eaves sixty-five mllion people. Were
are they? Wat happened to then®?"
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Ben held open his hands. "I don't know, Lamar. | know only what the
Scouts report."

"Unl ess sone terrible plague swept the | and,"” Lamar nused al oud. "And
that is certainly possible. But it seenms as though we woul d have heard
about it."

"The old tribal hatreds surfacing, Lamar. Beth told me this norning that
in Nigeria alone there are over two hundred and fifty tribes speaking
over four hundred dialects and oftentimes the tribes don't get al ong."

Lamar shook his head. "The Bible nust be wong. The Tower of Babe
surely must have been here."

Ben | aughed as Lamar wal ked off, to make one final check of his nedical
peopl e before the brigade pulled out in the norning. Ben knew that
despite Lamar's crusty talk, the man felt deeply about hel ping the
peopl e of this continent, and would work tirelessly to do all he coul d.

Ben wal ked to the door of his CP and stepped out. The convoy was getting
in position to roll out at dawn. The skies were no longer filled with

pl anes and the runways were quiet. The |ast generator would be | oaded
just nonents before the convoy pulled out and the airport would be dark
once agai n.

Ben wondered if it would ever be |ighted again.

H s team was | oungi ng about outside, taking in the cool ness of
approaching evening. It was the first evening in nmonths that it had not
rai ned.

"Al'l set to go, gang?" Ben asked, wal king over to them and squatti ng down.
"Settin' on ready, boss," Cooper said. "I do like that new wagon
Handl es like a dream It's got a huge V-8 diesel nill that packs sone
power . "

"What's the top speed, Coop?" Ben asked.

"Spec sheet says about sixty-five nmiles an hour. But we won't have to
worry about that on these roads."
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"For a fact. Everybody used to the new brigade designation?"
"Fi ve-oh-one | eads the way," Jersey said with a grin.

"There you go," Ben returned the snile. He stood up and wal ked a few
yards away fromthe group, |ooking around at all the activity a bit

| onger before returning to his CP. There he folded and put away the | ast
of his maps, zipping the waterproof case closed. He checked all around
the room It had been stripped bare in preparation for tonorrow s nove.

Ben decided to wal k over to a ness tent for sone chow and then hit the
sack. It was early yet, and going to sleep now woul d mean he woul d be up
hours before dawn, but so would half the canp, packing up the I ast of
equi prent and supplies, striking the mess and MASH and the |ast of the
supply tents, and getting the troops ready to nove.



Ben began the wal k over to the nmess tent, his teamfalling in behind
him Now that his own teamhad returned to full duty, the security teans
that | ke had assigned himhad returned to other duties.

"Maybe we'll get to see sone lions and tigers this tine," Cooper ventured.

"Lions, maybe," Beth told him "Tigers, no. Wong part of the world."

"Tarzan fought tigers here," Cooper insisted.

"Shut up, Cooper," Jersey said. "You'll strain your brain. Wth any kind
of luck, you'll be kidnapped by a gorilla." She frowned. "Although the
gorilla would probably turn you loose in a few mnutes."

"You'd miss ne terribly, my little love blossom" Cooper told her

Jersey made gaggi ng sounds. "There goes ny appetite.”

"You'll get it back by the time we reach the ness tent," Corrie said.
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"Only if Cooper doesn't insist on sitting with us.”

"I must," Cooper said. "The sight of your lovely face thrills nme."

"Ch, God!" Jersey npaned.
Ben smled and wal ked on. It was good to have the team back.

Ben was the first one up, as he knew he would be. He al so knew t hat at
the first whisper of sound, Jersey would be up, w de awake. Ben dressed
quietly in the dark, gathered up his gear, and wal ked outside. He
smled. Jersey was sitting on the side of her cot, pulling on her boots.
The ot her team nmenbers woul d only be seconds behi nd her

At the mess tent, breakfast was not quite ready, but the huge urns of
coffee were ready to serve. Ben pulled a nmug and sat down, his team
follow ng suit. Ben |ooked up. To his surprise, Dr. Chase was wal ki ng
in, his security people close behind him The doctor drew a mug of
cof fee and sat down at the table with Ben

"I went to bed too damm early,"” Lamar bitched.

"You just want to get on the road, you old vagabond. Admit it, you've
got ants in your pants."

"I"ll admt nothing of the kind. | ama hone-loving man, |onging to be
around the hearth, with kith and kin."

"You also tell enormous lies, you old goat."

"There is nothing to conpare with being insulted at this ungodly hour of
t he norning."

"You just want to get deeper into Nigeria and see if you can find out
what happened to the people.”

"I will admt there is sone truth in what you say. But it was no nore
than a lucky guess.™



"Well, if no one slips and breaks a leg, you' |l be able
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to pack up what little is left to do and be ready to nove on tine."
"I should be so lucky."

"Yeah, you'll probably hold us up for three or four hours."

Lamar gave Ben a very dirty look. "I'mnot going to sit here and be
insulted by the Iikes of you, Raines. 1'mgoing to take ny coffee and
return to ny quarters. There, 1'mgoing to take sandpaper to severa
needl es, break off the points, and await the time when you need booster
shots. "

"You sure are a vicious old man, Lamar," Ben said with a snile

"Wait until you need a shot. Then you'll see how vicious | really am™
But Lamar couldn't nmaintain a straight face and he finally wal ked of f

| aughi ng.

"Al'l right, guys, let's grab sonething to eat," Ben told his team "Then
we'll load up what's left and nove to the head of the colum before
traffic gets so bunched up we'll never nake it."

Al ready, Rebels were beginning to line up at the serving area, where
mounds of scranbl ed eggs, bacon, pork chops, beef steaks, fried
pot at oes, gravy, biscuits, fresh fruit and plenty of cold mlk and hot
coffee were waiting to be consuned. And consuned it would be, with very
little scraps left. Whenever possible, Ben insisted on hot neals and
plenty of food for his troops, for there would be days, perhaps weeks
ahead of them when everyone woul d be subsisting on field rations. But
this would be the last of the fresh mlk for awhile. Powdered m |k woul d
be available fromhere on in, but even ice cold, it did not taste as
good as whol e, fresh mlKk.

Ben finished his breakfast and had anot her nug of coffee, while he was
waiting until his teamwas through. Beth had a huge thernmos filled with
coffee, then it was back to the CP for a final check, |oad up, and pile in.
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Cooper expertly guiding the big wagon through the seemni ngly inpossible
unor gani zed maze of traffic to near the head of the columm. There, the
t eam unassed the wagon and squatted or sat on the ground, out of the way.

Slowy the long, long line began to take shape. One by one the
generators that lit up the encanprment ceased their hunming and the
lights began wi nking out, the portable generators | oaded onto trucks.
Mles of cable were rolled up. The ness tents were struck. The
encanprent went dark

Ben stood up and brushed off his clothing. "Let's mount up, gang. W've
got a long way to go. Nigeria is a big country, and it just mght be
full of surprises.”

274



The convoy passed through village after village w thout seeing one
living soul. It was baffling to Ben and frustrating to Dr. Chase and his
nmedi cal team especially those who were assigned to the nobile research
| ab whi ch had joined Ben's 501 just before | eaving N aney.

Scouts had found a dirt/shell road that led to Ar-gungu, Nigeria. There,
the Rebels found wild aninmals and half-wild dogs prowing the streets,
and the streets were littered with hundreds and hundreds of
skel et ons-men, wonen, and chil dren

"Not shot," Chase's doctors reported to him "W can't find any evidence
of trauma."”

"Cet what sanples of flesh still remain on die fresher bodies," Chase
ordered. "And run every kind of test you know how to run on them"

"Scouts reporting that Sokoto suffered the sane fate," Corrie said.
"Skel etal remains everywhere. But we're getting radi o transm ssions out
of Jega. Desperate calls from Paula Preston."

"Fromw i 0?"Ben blurted. "Paula? | thought she was dead."

"So did everybody el se. Seens she's got a bunch of press types with her."

"How the hell did they get to Jega?"
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"Don't know, boss. | can't make much sense out of anything she says."
"Well hell, that's normal, Corrie. Liberals never did make any sense

even before the G eat War."

Corrie ducked her head to hide her quick snile. "What do you want ne to
tell her?"

"I know what 1'd like to tell her. Oh, hell! Tell themwe' |l send rescue
choppers down to get them ASAP. Get out to the airstrip and stay put."”

Ben stood for a few nmonents, |eaning up against the big wagon. Sudden
and very dark suspicions began clouding his mnd. He turned to Corrie,
but not before he noticed Dr. Chase |ooking at himvery strangely.
"Corrie, where was Paul a just before the assault?"

"Well . . ." Corrie hesitated. "Let's see. She and the rest of the press
had left us some tinme before and were traveling w th another battalion

I'"mnot sure which one it was now. "

"Find out if you can, please."

"Wl do."

"And find out just how the press managed to escape being sl aughtered
al t hough I have a pretty good idea." He turned to Lamar. "It was a

pl ague that struck this land, Lamar. |'msure of that. A man-nmade

pl ague, sent by Bruno Bottger."

That remark shook the doctor. "Germwarfare, Ben?"



"You bet. Bruno had to test the killing bugs sonewhere. And he wanted to
get rid of all who opposed him The bugs worked and he got rid of the
peopl e. "

"Monstrous!" Lamar stared at Ben for a few heartbeats. "But what has al
this got to do with Paul a Preston?"

"She's tied inwith it sonehow "
"But she's a screanming |left-wi nger, Ben. Qur intel verified that."
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"I know. But don't forget she's still tied in tight with Bruno. Qur
intel verified that, too."

"Where the hell is Mke R chards when we need hi n?"

Ben smled. "He's over in Addis Ababa naki ng goo-goo eyes at dancing
girls or something like that. |Is this place safe to bivouac near, Lamar?"

"Ch, yes. If it was a man-nmade germthat killed these people, and I'm
not convinced of that, it was short-lived. My people checked the safety
of the area first thing." The doctor hesitated for a heartbeat. "Just
don't drink the water until we've done a few nore tests. |'ve passed
that word through the ranks."

"Thanks for telling me," Ben said drily.

"Ch, it wouldn't kill you," Lamar said brightly. "But it mght give you
the shits." The doctor wal ked off toward the npbil e research trucks,
chuckl i ng.

Ben sat down on the fender of a deuce-and-a-half and rolled a cigarette.

It had been puzzling himfor weeks why no trace of any menber of the

press had been found . . . except those fromthe SUSA, they had all been
killed. That had been confirmed. But no sign whatsoever of the press who
lived and worked and were a part of the political novement outside the SUSA

Now he t hought he knew why that was.

And it was a terrible thought.

But one that really did not surprise him

Ben shook his head and sighed. But no, he thought, not all of themwere
guilty of collaborating with Bruno Bottger. He couldn't believe that.

But Paul a Preston and Al ex Marsh and Marilyn Di ckson, yes, he was now 99
percent certain they were in some sort of cahoots with the nan.

And the thought of it nade himslightly ill.

Ben had known for years that he was probably the nbst hated man-in sone
circles-in Anerica. He
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could live with that. So far he hadn't lost any sleep over it. But for

those left-wingers to hate himso much that they would get in bed with a
nmonster such as Bruno Bottger was beneath contenpt.



But it |ooked as though they'd done it.

"Jesus Christ!" Ben nuttered under his breath, the words too |low for his
teamto hear. "How far down can peopl e sink?"

Pretty damm | ow, was his concl usion.

Ben's nouth was suddenly very dry from di sgust and rage. He unscrewed
the cap fromone of his canteens and took a sip of water. It hel ped, but
not much. He unw apped a stick of gumand chewed it. H's nmouth lost its
bad taste.

" Used to be a fishing festival held here," Corrie was saying. "A
big event. Fishing around this part of the river was banned for the rest
of the year."

"I sure would like to see sone lions and tigers," Cooper said.

"No tigers here, Cooper,'
"Lions yes, tigers no."

Beth told him for about the unmpteenth tine.

"They were in all the Tarzan novies," Cooper insisted.

"Ch, shit, give up, Beth," Jersey urged. "Cooper has a mnd |like a stee
trap-one that is rusted shut."

"That locks in all my know edge, ny beautiful little sun-baked fl ower,"
Cooper responded.

"Stick it up your kazoo, Coop," Jersey told him

Corrie wal ked up to Ben. "No survivors anywhere in the town, boss," she
reported. "Or for several mles around in any direction.”

Ben nodded hi s understandi ng and stood up. "We'll have to wait for the
official report fromthe nobile research team but |I'mpretty sure it
was a man-rmade bug that killed these people.”
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"Then he could use it on us just as easily,"” Corrie stated softly.

"He won't do that," Ben told her. "He knows we've got nuclear capability
as well as massive stockpiles of nerve agents, and he knows we have the
delivery systems to annihilate him" Ben's smile was not pleasant. "And
he knows 1'Il do it. Corrie, tell security to bring Paula Preston
Marilyn Di ckson, and Al ex Marsh to ny CP i medi ately upon | anding."

"Ri ght, boss."

The two reporters and whatever the hell Paula Preston was were scared
and could not hide it. Alex Marsh was sweating and trenbling, Mrilyn
D ckson was bug-eyed with fear, and Paul a kept blinking her eyes and
wi pi ng the pal ns of her hands on a noi st handkerchi ef.

"Interesting gane you three were playing," Ben opened the dance.
"Fortunately for ne, very unfortunate for you it didn't work out as
pl anned. "



"Whatever in the world do you mean, General ?" Marilyn managed to squeak
"Yes. What are you accusing of us?" Al ex asked, his voice breaking.

"Ch . . . consorting with the eneny and espionage will do for starters,
don't you think?"

"You can't prove any of those charges!" Marilyn blurted.

Ben smled. "Not, 'what are you tal king about?" Not, 'I didn't do
anything.' Just, 'you can't prove it.' That just about says it all
doesn't it?"

"The Union nmust be restored!" Alex finally found his balls and shouted
t he words.

"Even to the point of getting in bed with sone lowlife scum such as
Bruno Bottger?"

"You tal k about soneone being lowlife scun?" Mar-
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ilyn said. "You are one of the vilest men to wal k the face of the earth.
You. . . you . . . filthy beast!"

Ben chuckl ed. That phrase rem nded hi mof one of his favorite Cary G ant
novi es, but he couldn't recall the nane of it. "Very convenient of al
you press types to get away just before the assault. How d you manage that ?"

The three of them stood silent before him They said nothing.

"Let me guess,” Ben said. "Paula here had a radio. Set on a scranbl ed
dark frequency straight to Bruno. It's possible it's just a receiver. He
alerted you when the attack was to take place and you sinply wal ked out
of camp and got clear. Maybe he even had vehicles waiting for you. |
don't know. But you sure as hell didn't hoof it fromthe attack site to
Jega."

The three said not hing.

"I don't know how many others are in on this with you, maybe none of
them Maybe all of them But nevertheless, they're all honeward bound as
| can arrange it. | can't risk spies wandering around our canps."

"You have no proof to back up any of these accusations,"”
her words dripping with hatred.

Marilyn said,

"Ch, but | do," Ben corrected. "My intel people back hone have now
directly linked you and Marsh here to the takeovers outside the SUSA and
the recent overthrow of the government. Paula here works for the
intelligence section of the state departnent. Always has. She's the only
real pro in the bunch. The rest of you are just whiny left-w ng

i beral s-of the worst type: the pukey kind."

"May we sit down, General Raines?" Paul a asked.
"Certainly. I'lIl even have coffee or water brought in for you, if you like."

"That woul d be very nice. Thank you. Coffee for ne.
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"And for nme," Marilyn said.
"Gve me liberty or give me death!" Al ex suddenly shouted

"Ch, sit down and be quiet, you silly twit,"” Ben told him "If you were
interested in true liberty you wouldn't be a fucking liberal |ooking for
bi g governnent to solve all your problens. At |east know sonethi ng about
history and politics before you start flapping that foolish nmouth."

"Bring hima glass of water," Paula said. "Coffee nakes himvery nervous.'

"CGoodness, we certainly can't have that," Ben nuttered.

Wth Paula and Marilyn sipping their coffee and Al ex gulping at his
water, some of it running down his chin- or what passed for a chin-Paul a
said, "l can't speak for the others. I'mnot qualified to do so. | can
only speak for nyself."

"Go ahead," Ben said. The entire conversation was being recorded by a
technician in the next tent, which butted up against Ben's CP

"Bruno swore to us that he would never commit genocide. He said it was
all sorts of diseases that were responsible for the deaths of so many
peopl e here in Africa.”

"You' ve net hin®"

"Yes. Many tinmes since his arrival in Africa.”

Ben cut his eyes to the reporters. "You two net hin®"

"No," Marilyn said. "Only his em ssaries."

"And you all believed hinP"

"Yes," Paula said. "Up to a few weeks ago."

"What changed your nind?"

"Survivors of the germattack. Something is wong with the . . . gerns,
or gas, or whatever it is he uses. Sonething is out of balance. | don't
know. 1'mno scientist. But it drives people mad. Many of them have
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survived and are hiding in the bush, sonme in the cities. Thousands,

per haps hundreds of thousands. It ... distorts their features. Mkes

t hem bug-eyed. Their lips are enlarged, tongues are slightly swollen,
faces all puffy. Great open sores all over them They're . . . hideous."

"Good ol' Bruno," Ben muttered. "Always good for a laugh." He cl eared
his throat. "Then where we are, here in Argungu, might be filled with
these . . . people, waiting to cone out of hiding and pounce on us?"

"I would inmagi ne so."



"Ch, goody," Ben said. "That's just fucking wonderful. Excuse ne. | fee
| just might need to alert ny people now 1'Il be back."

He was back in a few nonments. Qutside, the encanpnent had gone into
action. Ben sat down and fiddled with his enpty coffee cup. When none of
the three before hi mwoul d speak, Ben said, "Sonebody better talk to nme."

"Only a few people involved in the recent takeover back hone know

anyt hi ng about our alignment with Bruno,"” Marilyn spoke in a | ow voi ce.

She was crying, tears running down her face. "None of us knew Bruno was
well, such a nonster."

"I told you he was!" Ben said, suddenly very exasperated with the whol e
situation. "l told you all about Bruno Bottger. Al of you."

"We didn't believe you," Paula said, her misery very evident in her
voice. "I mean, well, we had to take into considerati on who you are,
your reputation, and what you represent."

Ben just didn't feel like pursuing that line. He was suddenly very weary
of years of fighting the overt evil of the world and the covert evil of
a bunch of hal f-assed do-gooders back in the States.

"What are you going to do with us?" Al ex asked.
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Ben sighed. Shook his head. "I don't know. | probably should shoot al
three of you."

"We didn't know the assault was comi ng!" Marilyn al most shouted the
words. "As God is nmy witness, we didn't know. All we knew is that we
were contacted and told to get out; get ready to cone to South Africa.
That we woul d be picked up and taken out of harmis way."

Lyi ng, Ben thought. They're all lying. They knew. The rest of the
reporters probably did not know, but these three did. They knew al

al ong what Bruno planned to do. O at least had a pretty good idea. The
ot her menmbers of the press were being questioned. Ben would wait unti

he talked it over with his intelligence people before making up his mnd
what to do with these three. But he already knew he coul dn't shoot them
The |iberal press outside the SUSA would have a field day with that.

"You three have just confirmed what | have suspected all al ong about the

left wing of your political party,” Ben said softly. "I have long felt
that you people are totally ruthless; that you will do anything to gain
power. | felt that was true before the Great War, and | certainly fee

that way now. The end justifies the neans, right? You people are nuch
nore vicious than | have ever been. Back before the Great War, you used
government agents to harass and sonetines-and as the end
approached-oftentinmes kill any citizen who attenpted to break away from
your Orwellian dictates. Any citizen who fornmed a tax protest group, any
citizen who refused to pay nore than what they considered their fair
share of taxes, any citizen who joined a mlitia or survivalist group
any citizen who dared to loudly protest the governnent's giveaway
programs, any citizen who spoke or wote too harshly about you libera
cocksuckers was setting themselves up for all sorts of trouble. You
hated and feared the mlitary, yet sent our young men and
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worren all over the world direcdy into harms way for 'humanitarian
reasons.' You goddamm |iberals make me want to puke. Jersey!" Ben shout ed.

She stuck her head into the tent.

"Cet these assholes out of ny sight and keep them out of my sight unti
| decide what to do with them"

The trio gone, Ben sat alone for a time in the silent confines of die
big tent. He wasn't really all that concerned about the new | eft-w ng
gover nrent out si de the SUSA naki ng any noves agai nst the SUSA. The newy
sel f-appointed | eaders of the left were fully cogni zant that Cecil would
t hrow open the gates and introduce themto a taste of Hell if they tried
an assault against the SUSA. But he felt that another civil war in die
States would cone in tine. It was inevitable: the left just couldn't

| eave well enough al one. They weren't content widi half a |oaf; they
want ed t he whol e bakery.

He sighed. But that was in die future. Perhaps the near future, but not
somediing he had to worry about right at this nmoment.

"Boss," Beth stuck her head into die tent. "There are a bunch of, well,
people, | guess you'd call themgathering all around the edges of our
perimeter."

"Ref ugees?"

"I don't know what they are. They | ook |ike something out of one of
those old sci-fi novies. | mean, diey're really weird-1ooking."

"Survivors, if that's what you choose to call diem of Bruno's germ
warfare." Ben stood up and picked up his CAR "Well, let's go neet our
new eneny."
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Ben was accustoned to traveling with an oversized battalion and forgot
nmonentarily he was now commandi ng an oversized bri gade. The encanpmrent
was huge. Ben was, for a nmonent, lost. Then he got his bearings (with
Beth pointing the way) and was of f and runni ng.

Ben reached the outer ring of the encanpnent and slid to a halt. He
stood and stared at the people who were gathering around, pointing and
grunting and sl obbering. Some of them were naked, others dressed in
rags. Still others were dressed in the skins of animals. "Good God!" Ben
sai d.

"Their bite m ght be infectious,"” Dr. Chase said, jogging up to stand by
Ben's side. "It might be nore than that," he added. "It might be lethal."

"Wonderful ," Ben said. "I think 1'd rather be facing a horde of N ght
Peopl e. "

"What do we do, Ceneral ?" a Rebel call ed.

"Not hi ng, yet," Ben told his people. "Pass that word, Corrie. Don't fire



on these people unless they attack us."

"Well, they're about to do just that," Cooper said, running up hol ding
his SAW "They're working thenselves up into sonme sort of frenzy."

Ben couldn't argue that. The nmob of m sshapen and deformed men and wonen
were junping up and down and making all sorts of disgusting sounds.
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"Everybody into gas masks!" Ben shouted. "Drive them back with tear gas
and pepper gas. Get into masks and start tossing the gas-now"

Wthin two mnutes, the air was thick with choking, tearing, and
eye- bur ni ng gas.

"See if your people can grab a couple of those . . . poor bastards,"
Lamar said, his voice nuffled through the mask.

Cor rie relayed the orders just as a few of the maddened natives rushed
the outer defense line and were clubbed unconscious. They were dragged
inside the line, tied hand and foot, and carried over to a MASH tent.

Lamar wandered off to oversee the testing of the survivors of Bruno's
experiment in germ genocide.

The nob di spersed, the hideously defornmed nmen and wonen running and
crawl i ng and staggering blindly away.

"They'l| be back," Ben said. "And the next tinme, we'll have to shoot
them So just get yourselves ready for that." Ben drove over to the
mobile field | ab, one of the units parked behind a MASH tent.

"Pus," Lamar said to Ben. "And don't cone any closer. Their brains are
filled with pus. Nearly all thought process has been virtually
destroyed. Except one: survival."

"Are they infectious?" Ben asked.

"Ch, yes. Not fatally so, but it would be a nasty wound and difficult to
heal . The wound woul d be rmuch like the bite of some snakes and spi ders:
the flesh would rot around the wound. These peopl e are wal ki ng dead,

Ben. Killing themwould be an act of mercy."

"Easy for you to say," Ben nmuttered under his breath, then turned and
wal ked out of the |ab.

"Ben!" Lamar's sharp voice halted himon the steps.

Ben turned around to face the doctor.

"You have to look at it that way, Ben. Pass that word

286

to the troops. It's an act of nercy. These people are much | ower than
animals. Much lower. Animals are driven by instinct. . . and | believe,

some limted ability to think. These people cannot think, they cannot
reason, and they don't have millions of years of instincts to rely upon.”



"Al'l right, Lamar," Ben said. "I'lIl pass the word."

The troops didn't like the idea of shooting at insane people any nore
than Ben did, but all realized they had no choice in the matter

Ben wal ked over to where Paula, Alex, and Marilyn were being hel d under
guard. He stared at the trio for a nmonent, disgust very evident in his

gaze, then said, "lI'mnot going to harmyou, so you can relax. As soon

as we can get to sonme sort of airstrip that will handle the traffic,

["lI'l put you on a plane and ship your butts back stateside. |I'm sending
all the press back home. Thanks to you people, |I don't know who to trust."

"We did it for our country," Paula replied.

"Your country?" Ben questioned. "No lady, you did it for power. You
people just can't stand the prosperity of the SUSA and the success of
the Tri-State phil osophy of government. You people didn't seize contro
of the government out of conpassion for your fellow man. It was a power

grab, that's all it was. But | don't have tine to discuss it now, and
really have no inclination to do so. For now, you people just sit tight.
We've got a little mnor skirmsh to handle here. We'll be on our nerry

humani tari an way in the norning."

"After you've slaughtered these poor unfortunate survivors?" Al ex asked.
Ben | aughed at the young man, the nood nore scornful than hunorous.
"Jesus, you liberals really don't know up from down, do you? First you
send out frantic radio calls to come rescue you, then when we haul your
scared asses out of harmis way, you criticize
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us for doing the only thing we can do with the people who were
threatening you. | guess | should feel sorry for you. But it's rather
difficult to work up any synpathy for a bunch of people who crawled into

bed with the eneny and tried to have nme killed."

Ben left the trio sitting in the tent. He closed the flap and turned to
the guards. "If they try to escape, let them™

The sentry in charge of the guard unit smiled. "Yes, sir. Wth pleasure.”

Back at the easternnpst edge of the defense |ine, a conpany conmander

said, "If they rush us, Ceneral, they're gonna get slaughtered.”
"Ch, they'll rush us," Ben replied. "You can bet on that. They're no
longer . . . human. You have to think of themin that Iight. Even though

what's happened to these people is not in any way their fault, it's al
cone down to us or them Keep that forenost in your mnd."

"Yes, sir. If you say so, sir.

The buck al ways stops here, Ben thought, as he wal ked away to anot her
defense point. Well, my shoul ders are big enough to take the | oad.

Ben wal ked the eastern perineter, stopping to chat with troops along the
way. It was easy to see fromthe ook in their eyes and the expression
on their faces that none of themliked what they were about to do, but



they would do it. They would do it sinply because they had no choice in
the matter.

It started with a low runble in the distance.

"What the hell is that?" a young Rebel asked. He was one of the new
repl acenents, fresh fromthe peace and tranquility of the SUSA

"The crazy people,"” a platoon sergeant told him "That's hundreds of
bare feet slapping the ground. Hold your fire until | give the word."

"Yes, Sergeant."
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Ben met the sergeant's eyes and the conbat-experi enced noncom arched an
eyebrow in a silent expression of, W'Ill see.

Ben checked his CAR and waited. This was as good a place as any to stand
and fight.

"Ah, General," the noncomsaid. "Wuldn't you like to back off a few
hundred yards?"

"No," Ben told him

"Yes, sir. As you wish, sir."” The noncom | ooked at Jersey and received a
hard | ook that said, M nd your own business, buster. That's the boss. He
can do whatever in the hell he wants to do.

The runbl e grew | ouder

The gunners behind .50 caliber and 7.62 machi ne guns chanbered rounds
and waited.

"Are we going to face this all the way down to Bottger's territory,
General ?" the noncom asked

"Probably," was Ben's reply.

"Shit!" the sergeant munbl ed and returned his attention to the front.
"Hundreds of them" Corrie said, after acknow edging a report.

Ben saw several Rebels cross thenselves and mouth a silent prayer. He

turned around for a few seconds and net the gaze of one of the chapl ains
traveling with the brigade. The man smiled and nodded hi s head.

"Cet behind some cover," Ben told the chaplain. "The troops will need
you alive when this is over."

"And you won't?" the chaplain retorted.

Ben turned around and put his back to the man. Yeah, he thought, but I
have to give the orders, padre. | can't show any signs of weakness or
i ndeci sion. Like ol' Harry said, "The buck stops here."

"There are kids in that nmob!" a Rebel shouted, |ooking through binocul ars.

"Stand firm" Ben shout ed.
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Several Rebels were openly crying as they lifted their weapons, silent
tears running down their tanned faces.

"There is no hope for these people,"” Ben shouted. "Their brains have
been destroyed. Rotted away. They cannot be cured. They're wal ki ng dead."

Then the npbb was around the curve in the road, several hundred yards away.

"Jesus Christ!" the | ookout called. "They're foam ng at the nouth Iike
rabid aninals."

"Fire," Ben gave the orders. "Fire, goddamit, fire!"
The qui et afternoon bl ew apart.
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Dozens of tanks and APCs opened up with their nounted nmachi ne guns. Al
around the defensive ring, in the spots where the naddened natives were
attacki ng, hundreds of Rebels cut |oose with automatic weapons fire. It
was carnage, a slaughter. Still the rush of the insane continued. Still
the Rebels cut them down.

The crazed nob al nost reached the defensive Iine. Al npst. But the deadly
fire chopped them down until the how ing nob had been reduced to a
noani ng mass.

"Cease fire," Ben call ed.

"What the hell do we do with the ones that are still alive?" the noncom
who had stood near Ben asked.

"Finish it," Ben said, a deadness to his tone. "That's all we can do."

The sergeant cut his eyes to Ben

"Sonetines, Sergeant," Ben said, "ny job sucks."

"Yes, sir," the noncomsaid. "Mne, too.

"Finish it!" Ben shouted the order. "Mve out there and finish it."

"But, sir," a young Rebel fresh fromthe States said. "The kids? . . ."

"Finish it, goddamit!" Ben roared.

Noncons and of fi cers began shoving very reluctant troops outside the
defensive line and pulling out sidearnms to finish off the wounded.
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Ben stood behind the ring of tanks and trucks and humrers and wat ched.
He kept his face expressionless. Only his eyes noved. Lamar Chase cane
up to stand by his side.

"It's the humane thing, Ben," the chief of medicine said. "They woul d
have had nothing in front of them except nore madness and a slow, very



pai nful death."

"I want the chaplains to be very aware of that, La-mar."

"They know. | informed them And they are ready to counsel the troops."
"Some of these kids are growing up pretty damed fast."

Lamar sai d not hi ng.

The conmmander of the Rebel Arny and the chief of nedicine stood in
silence, shoulder to shoul der, as the gunshot-filled mnutes ticked
past. Ever so slowy, the gunshots began to dimnish, until they becane
only an occasional sharp crack in the afternoon

"Cet sone of the trucks with scrapers on themup here," Ben ordered.
"Scoop out a grave for those . . . people. Be careful handling them No
one with any open cuts should touch any of the bodies."

"Right, boss," Corrie said, her voice unusually soft.

"Only experienced troops handl e the bodies,"” Ben added. "Order the young

repl acenents to fall back. | think they' ve seen and done enough for one
day."

"Ri ght, boss."

"Lamar, why didn't this bug kill the animals, too; make them crazy?"

"Because it didn't reach very many of them Ben. It's short-lived and
was concentrated in the cities."

"But the aninmals |ater ate contam nated flesh."

"Yes. But animals have a digestive systemdifferent fromours. They can
eat things that would kill us on the spot. Until we get our hands on a
sampl e of this
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bug and break it down, that's all | can tell you. Al right, Ben?"
"Al'l right, Lamar. Cone on, let's walk the canp.”

Many spots around the huge protective ring had not even seen any of the
maddened nobs. They had not fired a shot. O hers had dozens of bodies
stacked up in front of them Trucks with scrapers were noving out, to
gouge holes in the earth for nmass graves. 1"

Ben stopped and watched as a young replacenent rushed off behind a
truck, a tad green around the mouth. Sounds of retching quickly
followed. "Corrie, tell the cooks to fix only coffee and sandw ches for
this evening. | doubt that many people will have nuch of an appetite.”

"Ri ght, boss."
"I hope this experinment of Brunos was confined to only a few areas," Ben

said. "I would really hate to have to go through this all the way across
N geria."



"I think this was the first one," Lamar ventured. "A test case. After a
fly-over and observing all the bodies, they concluded it worked and then
went for the cities."”

"Bruno's troops must have run into this on their way back after the
assault,"” Jersey said. "Wiy haven't we intercepted anything about it?"

"I think they headed across the | ower part of N ger and were picked up
by chopper. But only the white troops and a few ranking bl ack officers,"
Ben added. "The |ocal troops-those that survived the attack on
us-scattered. They m ght have run into sone of these . . . people. |
hope they did. | hope they ran into |arge groups of them™

"Boss," Corrie said.

Ben cut his eyes.

"Paul a Preston hit one of the guards on the head with a club and
escaped. The other guards let her go."
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"Good. | hope she runs into some of Bruno's handiwork. How is the guard?"
"He's all right. Got a sore head, that's all."

"How about Marilyn Dickson and Al ex Marsh?"

"They made no attenpt to escape.”

"Paula's a pro," Ben said. "She figured the odds and deci ded they were
better if she broke and ran for it."

"But she was going back stateside," Lamar pointed out.

"To face a very uncertain future,” Ben said. "Her masters night not
condone failure."

Lamar sighed. "Her nasters. Interesting phrase, Ben. Whatever happened
to the old Denocratic party that ny parents bel onged to?"

"It died when the left wi ng took over."

"I guess it did, Ben," the doctor replied. "Hell, |I know it did. | saw
it happening, you saw it happening. Wiy did so many intelligent people
continue to vote themin?"

"Somet hing for nothing, Lamar. No cares, no worries, no woes. Big
Brother will take care of any little problemyou nmight have. Hungry? The
state will feed you and don't worry about working. Just be sure and vote
along party lines. That's all we ask. A subtle formof civilized
conmuni sm you might call it. The state is al nbst everything to
everybody all the tine. Hell, nobody has to nmake any choices. The state
does it for you. Nobody controls their own destiny. The state controls
it. Nobody has to think very nmuch. The state does all the thinking for
you. You're right, Lamar. Many of us saw it conming, but couldn't do a
damm t hing about it."

"They'l|l be coming after the SUSA next."



"Eventually, yes, | think they will. And they will be able to overrun us
by sheer wei ght of nunbers. But when | see the end is near for us,
will give the orders to | eave North America a snoldering ash heap. And
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out of the ashes the strong will energe and start all over. The
Tri-States phil osophy of government will never die, Lamar. Too many of
us have seen that it works. MIlions now see that a very linited form of
government is the best form of government. No, Lamar, the phil osophy we
started will never die."

Lamar was silent for a nmonent. He finally sighed and said, "A snoldering
ash heap, eh?"

"That's right, Lamar. MAD. Mutually Assured Destruction. The liberals

don't think I'lIl doit." He smled faintly. "They don't know ne very
wel | . Because | will personally press the button that lets the birds
fly. I will never allow our people to be forced to return to that
degenerate, immoral, irresponsible, and undisciplined
do-your-own-thing-if-it-feels-good formof government. W' ve proven over
the years that mllions and mllions of good decent hardworking people
don't want it, and I'Il be dammed if they'll have to live under it
against their will. Not again. Never again."

"Seens as though | heard a formof this sane little speech from you
about a decade ago, Raines," Lamar said with a snile

Ben smled. "I guess you did, Lamar. | think we were standi ng outside
the ruins of an American city."

"That we were." The doctor cleared his throat. "Well, |I've got work to
do. | can't spend the rest of the day standing around listening to your
speeches. See you |l ater, Raines."

"Al'l right, Lamar. Corrie, double the guards tonight. Tell themto stay
heads-up. Tonorrow, we'll get the hell gone fromthis place. Early."

"Ri ght, boss."

Ben wal ked off a few yards to stand by hinself for a nmoment, as nuch
alone with his thoughts as he was ever allowed to be.
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"There's gonna be a civil war back hone," Cooper said. "Again."
"I think you're right, Coop," Jersey replied. "I think the fol ks back
hone are | ooking at one. And it's just around the corner."
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Ben was alone in his tent, working at his field desk, the gas |ight

bri ght against the darkness. Jersey and the others were outside,
chatting with some Rebels fromthe 4th Battalion who had wal ked by. He
heard an odd noise and let his right hand cl ose around the butt of the
9mm Beretta on the desk. He turned just as Paul a Preston was stepping
t hrough the slash she had made in the rear of the tent. Her eyes were
wild and her left armwas a bl oody ness.



"You're pretty good to get past the guards, Paula. Either that or
awful 'y lucky."

She grunted at himand sl obber | eaked from her nouth.

"Well," Ben said, "so much for Chase's theory about it not being fatal
Sone of the nob got to you, huh, Paul a?"

She shook her head. "No," she managed to speak. "I got caught during
" She grunted and sl obbered for a nonent. ". . . No. Can't think
clearly. | found a wecked helicopter outside Jega. A canister. | opened

it. Very stupid of nme. It was the bug. Spilled on me. | thought for a

time ..." She coughed up bl ood and pus and yell ow sl obber and fought for
breath. "... | mght be i mune. About two hours ago | knew | was dying
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But | had . . . one thing to do before | died." She lifted the knife.
"Kill me?" Ben asked with a snmile

She sl obbered and nodded her head. "That's right."

"You'll never do it, Paula."”

"W'll see.”

"You hate nme that nuch?"

"The country . . . nust be nmade whol e again. Under a central government."
"Hell, Paula, killing me won't acconplish that. The phil osophy is too
firmy entrenched now. So why don't you just be a good girl and go on
back out into the bush and expire quietly?"

She screaned and junped. Ben lifted the pistol and put a half a dozen
rounds into her chest, throat, and face. Paula fell to the floor, dead a
few feet fromhis boots.

Jersey and the others burst into the tent. "Jesus," Jersey said.

"How the hell did she get in here?" Cooper questioned.

"She got |ucky," Ben said. "Check outside and see about the guards. She
m ght have killed one."

"What do you want done with the body?" Anna asked, just as Dr. Chase
jerked back the flap of the tent and stepped in.

"Dunmp it in the pit with the others,"” Ben said. "And get sonme room
deodorizer and spray around, will you? Stinks in here.™

The nmil es-1ong col um headed south, toward M nna, about two hundred
mles away. There was an airport of sorts there, and at M nna, Ben would
be rid of the reporters. They were grunbling and griping about being
sent back, but they were not doing it to Ben's face.
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Ben had told them about Paul a, but he doubted that nmany believed him
Not that he really gave a damm whether they did or not.

Ben had ordered the Scouts not to venture too far, now that those
infected were returning in droves to the towns and cities. Too rmuch risk
i nvol ved for them

"Way didn't they attack the Scouts when they were rangi ng out a hundred
or so mles fromus?" Cooper asked, as they drove al ong.

"I don't know, Coop. Maybe those infected were still hiding in the bush.
| just don't know "

"Pride of lions crossing the road," the Scout's voice came through the
speakers. "Slow it up. They aren't in any hurry to get across. Hell, one
just sat down in the road to scratch himself. Big bastard. Halt the colum."’

"It's their country, now," Ben said. "That's about the only good thing
to come out of this tragedy."

"Look over there!" Anna said, pointing. "That's an el ephant! There's
several of them"

"They're just anbling along," Jersey said. "Wthout a care in the world."

"Let's just hope we don't run into an irritated rhino," Ben said.

"That'll really make your day."
"Are there any in this area?" Corrie asked.

"There probably are now. Aninmals can recover quickly if given just half
a chance."

"Ckay," the Scout's voice cane through the speakers. "He scratched
hi rsel f and wandered on."

Ben lifted his mc. "How close did you get?"

"Not too damm close, sir. This was a big pride. W watched themthrough
bi nocul ars. "

Laughi ng, Ben hung the mc just as Cooper noved out.

"There are gorillas in this country, too," Beth told them reading out

of an old tourist panphlet. "In the southeastern part of the country."
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"Ch, boy!" Coop said. "I want to see one of them"

"Odds are you won't, Coop," Ben said. "They're secretive ani mals,
staying nosdy in the thick forests and high country. But on the off
chance that you do conme face to face with a silverback, don't run. Just
stand very still."

"While the pee runs down his leg," Jersey said.

"Probably," Cooper agreed w thout argument.



"They'l|l chase you if you run?" Anna asked.
"So |'ve always heard. And usually catch you."

"Village just up ahead," the Scouts reported. "And there are nore of
t hose damm crazy people waiting for us.”

Ben lifted die mc. "Everybody button up tight," he ordered. "W're
going to roll right through this village and nobody stops for anydiing.
If diey get in your way, run over them" He hooked die mc and said,
"Shit! It's going to be along trip down to Bruno's batde |ines. Hang
on, gang, here we go!"



