THE WAR TO COMVE

"Good day, Ceneral Raines. Once again, thanks for the cease-fire and the
help in recovering the bodies."

Ben wat ched the Federal col onel make his way down the bank and step into
a boat, then he turned to his team "Well, | tried."”

"They want a fight, Pops,"” Anna told him "From President Gsternan on
down. W might as well nake up our nminds to give themone and get it
over with."

"Problemis, Kiddo, once it starts for real it'll never be over."

"CGet down, Ceneral!" a Rebel shouted. "The Feds just jerked down the
white flag."

Ben and his team ducked for cover just in time. Gunfire raked the top of
t he bank where they'd been standing.

"Bastards!" Ben said, spitting out a nouth of dirt and grass.

"You really think this fight will last that |ong, Pops?" Anna asked.
"I't'"ll probably last for years, Anna, in one formor another."

"And we'll win it?"

"Ch, we'll win the battles. | have no doubts about that. But the hatred
will last for years and years. This civil war won't be like the first

one, a hundred and fifty years ago. Many of those veterans shook hands
and forgave one another. They posed together for pictures and paintings.
Had parades. This is a brand new war, Anna-the USA's godl ess
totalitarian government against the SUSA' s snmall governnent offering
maxi mum freedom for its citizens. We'll win the war, but to do it we're
going to have to virtually destroy the states aligned with the USA. And
that, ny dear, is going to rip this country apart, so far apart it wll
| eave a wound that night never heal."
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If a war had not engulfed the entire world, plunging every nation into
bl oody chaos, the governnent of the United States woul d probably have
col | apsed, anyway. Personal income taxes had been going up for years,
and the hardworking, |aw abiding citizens were paying well over half
their incomes to the government. The left wing of the Denpbcratic party
had taken over and passed massive gun-grab |egislation, effectively

di sarm ng American citizens- except for die crimnals, of course, and
about three quarters of a nmillion tough-m nded Americans who didn't give
arat's ass what liberals said, thought, or did. Those Anericans
carefully sealed up their guns and buried diem along with cases of
ammuni ti on. When the col |l apse came, those Anericans were able to defend
t hensel ves agai nst the hundreds of roam ng gangs of punks and thugs that
popped up all over what had once been called the United States of
America. The great nation woul d never again be accurately referred to by
t hat nane.
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Slowy, a growing group of people began calling for a man named Ben
Raines to lead them but Ben didn't want any part of |eadership. For
nmont hs he di sregarded the ever-increasing calls frompeople all over the
nation. Finally, he could no |onger ignore the pleas.

Mont hs | ater, thousands of people rmade the journey to the northwest part
of the country and formed their own nation of three states. It was
called the Tri-States, and those who chose to live there based nany of
their laws on the Constitution of the United States, on die origina
interpretation of that nost revered docunent. Basically, it was a
conmonsense approach to government, sonething that had been sadly

| acki ng during the years when the liberals were in control of the old
United States of Anerica. After only a few nonths in their new nation
Ben knew that only about two out of every ten Americans could (or would,
nore to the point), live under a commonsense form of governnment. Under
diis formof governnment, everyone, to a great degree, controlled his own
destiny. The Rebels, as residents of the Tri-States were nanmed by the
press, took wonderful care of die very old, the young, and di ose unable
to care for dienmselves. If a person was able to work, he worked ... Ilike
it or not. There were no free handouts for abl e-bodied people. |If they
didn't want to work, diey got the hell out of the Tri-States-very quickly.

The first attenpt at building a nation within a nation failed when the
federal governnent grew powerful enough to |aunch a nmjor canpaign
against the Tri-States. The original Tri-States was destroyed, and the
Rebel arny was deci mated and scattered.

The federal government made one major mstake: they didn't kill Ben Raines.

Ben and the few Rebels left alive began rebuilding their arny and then
| aunched a very nasty guerrilla war agai nst
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the federal government that |asted for nonths: hit hard, destroy, and
run. It worked.

Bef ore any type of settlenment could be reached, a deadly plague struck
the earth-a rat-borne outbreak, black death revisited.

When the deadly disease finally ran its course, anarchy reigned over
what had once been Anmerica. Gangs of punks and warlords ruled from



border to border, coast to coast. Ben and his Rebel s began the |ong,
slow job of clearing the nation of human sline and setting up a new
Tri-States. This time they settled in the south-first in Louisiana, in
an area they call ed Base Canp One-then spreading out in all directions
as nore and nore people wanted to becone citizens of the new nation
call ed the Southern United States of America: SUSA.

Ben and the Rebel s fought for several years, clearing the cities of the
vi ci ous gangs and growi ng |l arger and stronger while the SUSA spread out.

In only a few years, the Rebel army becane the |argest and nost powerful
arnmy on the face of the earth ... with the possible exception of China.
No one knew much about what was going on in China, for that nation had
sealed its borders and cut off nearly all conmunication with the outside
wor | d.

A few nore years drifted by while the Rebels roaned the world at the
request of the newy forned United Nations, kicking ass and stabilizing
nati ons as best they could in the time allotted them

Back home, the situation was worsening: outside the SUSA, the nation was
turning socialistic with sickening speed. The old FBI was gone, and in
its place was the FPPS, the Federal Prevention and Protective Service.
Its' fancy title fooled no one. The FPPS was the nation's secret police,
and they were everywhere, bully boys and thugs. Day-today activities of
those living in the USA were highly restricted.

10
WIlliamW Johnstone

The new Li beral / Soci ali st government of President-for-life Claire
Gsterman and her second in command, Harlan MI-lard, was now firmy in
control.

There were border guards stationed all along mjor crossings in every
state, and now many of them had been noved south, to patrol the severa
t housand mile border of the SUSA.

A bloody civil war was shaping up between die USA and the SUSA. A bounty
had been placed on the head of Ben Raines: a mllion dollars for his
capture, dead or alive. Ben was accustoned to that. He'd had bounti es- of
one kind or another, fromone group or another-on his head for years.

Anna, Ben's adopted daughter, had been ki dnapped by the FPPS. She was to
be tried as a traitor to the liberal/ socialist governnment and execut ed.
A highly irritated Ben knew the taking of Anna was to draw himout, for
the FPPS was certain Ben would cone after her .. . which he did, with
bl ood in his eyes. That abortive nove cost the FPPS several dozen
agents, and acconplished nothing else for Gstermann and her henchman. It
al so further heightened the al ready nmonunental |egend of Ben Rai nes

and nmade Caire Osterman and her governnent | ook |ike a pack of
i nconpet ent screwups.

It al so brought the USA and the SUSA closer to an all-out bloody civil war.
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"It doesn't have to be this way," Ben radi oed the commandi ng general of
the federal forces facing the Rebels across the w de expanse of |and



separating the two arm es. No-man's-land was silent and deadly.

"I guess it does, General," the CGreplied. "You don't give us any other
choi ce. "

"What is your nane, Ceneral ?"

"Does it matter?"

"I suppose not. But it won't take ne ninety seconds to find out."

The Federal chuckl ed. "Berman, General Raines. \Walter Berman."

"You regul ar arnmy, \Walt?"

"You know |' mnot."

A very large percentage of Federals were nercenaries, drawn from al

over the world. Many of the officers and enlisted personnel in the newy
formed United States Army, Navy, and Marine Corps had bluntly told President
12
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Osterman they would not fire on American citizens. The nen and wonen in
the regul ar arned forces of the USA who did elect to wage war agai nst

t he SUSA had been shifted to other units, and were green and had never
been conbat-tested. Al that was about to change ... in a hurry.

"Init strictly for the noney, hey, GCeneral ?"

"It's aliving. As a matter of fact, it's quite a good living."

Ben smiled grinmy. True nercenaries never changed. "| suppose so, Walt.
But aren't there enough wars around the world for you and your people to
fight? Wiy conme here and get involved in a conflict you can't w n?"

Most of the world was involved in civil war, to one degree or another.
Eyes in the Sky reported especially large troop buildups in Russia and

Chi na. Those two nations were about to have a go at one anot her

"Ch, | think we can win, Ben. As a matter of fact, | don't have any
doubts about the outcone."

"Neither do I," Ben responded softly. "And | think you re well aware of
that."

There was no i nmedi ate response from Berman. Actually, Ben had not
expect ed any.

"W'l | see," Berman finally said.

"Don't waste your nen," Ben warned him "If you send them at us across
this strip, they're going to die. And that is the only warning you're
going to get fromne."

"It's along strip, Ben, and I'mnot the only comrander."

"I"'mtelling you. Personally. Like right now. The strip is the same any



way you look at it. And that is sonething you already know "
"How can you be sure of that?"

"You' d be a piss-poor commander if you didn't know, that's why. And you
didn't get to your status by being piss-poor at your job."

"Thank you, Ben. Yes, | know all about you Rebels and
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your infamous strip of no-man's-land. But every barrier has its weak spots.”
"Not this one. A couple of nonths back, yes. But not now"

There was a | ong pause fromthe Federal commander. "You're being very

honest with the eneny, Ceneral,"” he finally said. "I don't know what to

make of that."

"I don't consider you ny eneny, Walt Berman. Not yet. When the first
shot is fired or the first attenpt is nade to cross our boundaries, then

you becone ny eneny. And fromthat noment on, there will be no quarter
shown or nercy given. | want you to understand that."
"I am aware of your tactics. |'ve been studying you for years," Berman said.

"You must have been fighting in sone very obscure wars, Walt. O else
wor ki ng under a variety of nanes.”

The nercenary general |aughed. "One of the two. Look toward the east.
It's becoming light."

"I know what tine it is. Still time for you to take your people and find
anot her war."

"Can't do that, Ben Raines. |'ve signed an agreenment. And | al ways keep
my word."

"I"ll be certain that is chiseled on your headstone. Providing your body
is found, that is."

"You are a cocky son of a bitch, aren't you?"
"No. Just very sure of nyself."

"W'll see, won't we? Well, time for talking is over, Ceneral Raines.
Too bad | can't w sh you |luck."

"Sane here, General Berman."

Ben waited in silence for half a mnute. Corrie said, "He's finished,
Boss. | guess it's show tine."

"I suppose so. Do they have anything in the sky anywhere, Corrie?"

"Not hi ng reported anywhere up and down the I|ine.
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"Hell, we know they have gunships. Were are they? Wiy don't they use then®"
"Don't diey have airborne troops?" Cooper asked, standing off to Ben's left.

"They have remants of one division," Ben told him "Over half of the
new y reorgani zed Ei ghty-second stood down. The rest have very limted
access to air transport.”

"Ground all the way, then," Anna renmarked
"For the nost part," Ben said. "But they do have a lot of artillery.
This is not going to be any cakewal k. "

"It sure won't be for them" Corrie said. "Everything on this side is
ready. W're sitting on go fromthe Wst Texas border all the way over
to the Atlantic Ccean.”

"But we're thin," Cooper said.

"So are they," Beth reminded him "A lot thinner than we are. W' ve got
civilian mlitias and home guards. Those are two very val uabl e assets we
have that they don't."

"We're picking up noverment on the other side," Corrie said. She paused
for half a mnute while the others waited. "The push is about to start.
Ordering artillery to stand by."

"Fool s," Ben said. "Stupid fools to pull a nmass advance all at once, one
several thousand nmiles Iong. They really nust not know our strength.

What kind of idiot is running the show over there?"

"Maybe it's your friend, Sugar Babe Gsterman,"
| ooked at Ben, questions in her eyes.

Anna suggested. She

Ben gl anced at her, a frown on his face. "Kiddo, you just may have hit
it right. She'd certainly be arrogant enough to attenpt to do just that."

Artillery rounds began landing in the no-nman's-zone as the Federals
began attenpting to cut a path through the nminefield. Corrie cut her
eyes to Ben.

Ben nodded his head. "Answer that, Corrie. Let's get this show on the road.
15
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Then there was no nore tine for conversation as both sides began hurling
artillery rounds. Wat talk there was had to be shouted over the
crashi ng and roaring.

When the Federal s stopped shelling in Ben's i medi ate sector, the Rebels
knew t he human push was only seconds away. The Rebels cane out of their

bunkers and hol es and nmade ready their nortars, heavy machi ne guns, and

Bi g Thunpers.

The zone fell silent, the Rebels holding their fire, allowi ng the first
wave of Federals to begin slowy and carefully picking their way across
the wi de and deadly no-nan's-strip.



Ben and his teamwaited on a ridge, in a carefully dug and fortified and
canouf | aged bunker just a few hundred neters south of the strip, and

wat ched and wai t ed.

"It's going to be a slaughter," Ben nuttered. "They shoul d have sent

ai rborne troops in behind us |ast night." He shook his head.' 'They're
doi ng everything wong. Who the hell is giving the orders for this |ash-up?"

"Federal s advancing on |l ke's sector, in half a dozen locations,"” Corrie
report ed.

"Thisjust nmight turn out to be the shortest major assault in nodern
warfare," Ben nuttered.

"Somebody who doesn't know what the hell they're doing has to be giving
the orders," Cooper said.

"I't nust be OGsterman and her dipshit advisors," Ben replied. "But those
nmercenary comanders won't put up with this for any | ength of tine.
They' Il start acting on their own before very long."

"FO s all up and down the line reporting those are regul ar Federa
troops leading this assault,"” Corrie said. "But they're spread very thin."

"I figured as much," Ben said softly. "Using them for cannon fodder." He
si ghed audi bly. "Americans. Dam! Wat a waste of young men and wonen
this is going to
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be. The nere commanders are saving their experienced troops for |ast.
Then the real battles will start.”

"Any change in orders?" Corrie asked. "lke wants to know, Boss."

Ben did not hesitate with his response. "No, Corrie. No change at all.
can't do that. We can't afford to be charitable-we're not The Sal vati on
Arnmy. When they conme into range, cut them down."

The sounds of dozens of mines being tripped filled the snmoky air up and
down Ben's sector. The faint cries of wounded quickly followed.

Ben's nortar crews began their work, sending some of the nost |etha
nortar rounds ever devised down the tubes. They 'thonked' out and up

and came down seconds later with devastating results. The nortars were a
new version of the old 8lmm nortar, and they packed a terrible punch
with HE and WP rounds. In addition, Ben's scientists had perfected a new
round that exploded in the air, about twenty-five feet off the ground,
and carried dozens of hardened steel fletchettes. The killing and
mai m ng power of that round was awesone.

The only possible problemwas that an opposing force night have
nortar-1locating radar which could horme in on the heavy base-plates. In
this case, the Federals either did not have that technol ogy or were not
using it-probably the former, Ben thought.

Gst erman had been spending very little noney on military hardware. Her
adm nistration's latest war effort was on cans of hair spray, which were
in the process of being totally banned because kids were inhaling the



spray to get high. Very inportant project on which to spend taxpayer
noney- hair spray.

"First wave is retreating,"
rout."

Corrie reported, adding, "It's nore like a
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"Maintain the fire," Ben ordered. "Adjust for range. Keep pouring it on.'

Ten nore m nutes passed before Ben finally ordered his people to cease
fire. "Get reports fromall batt corns,” he told Corrie.

"Recei ving now, Boss. W kicked the shit out of them"

Ben | owered his binoculars and sl oWy nodded his head. For as far as he
could see, left and right and in front of him the strip called

no-man' s-land was littered with broken bodies. "W certainly did,

Corrie. Radio Ceneral Berman. Tell himif he wants to risk his nmedics in
a mnefield we will hold our fire while he gathers his wounded."

"Right, Boss. New reports comng in fast. Let me get them down."

Ben rolled a cigarette and waited while Corrie took down all the

i nformati on. He glanced around the bunker. H's personal team was
certainly rel axed enough. Anna was chonping on a fresh wad of bubble
gum Beth was munching on a candy bar. Cooper was sitting down reading a
magazi ne. Jersey was staring out the slit in front of the bunker

wat chi ng the no-nman's-land. They had all been through this nore tinmes
than Ben cared to recall. Long, bloody, gut-wenching years of conbat,
fighting for the right to be free in the SUSA

"The Federals hit us in strength in half a dozen locations,” Corrie
reported. "They didn't gain an inch of SUSA ground. W were hit in nuch
| esser force in about a dozen other |ocations. Sane results. Prelins

i ndi cate the Federals | ost, dead or wounded, approximtely ten thousand
per sonnel . "

"Half a division," Ben said. "Young nmen and wormen w ped out just to
satisfy that bitch Osterman. Jesus!™

"And it's just started," Cooper remarked.

Ben | ooked at his driver. "Yes. It's just begun." He |ooked briefly back
at the no-man's strip of land. "Sone-
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body get some coffee in here. It's going to be a | ong norning."

Claire Csterman stared in disbelief as the reports began | andi ng on her
desk in the New Wiite House in Indiana. Thousands of troops dead or
wounded. Not one inch of SUSA ground taken

"I ncredi ble," she nuttered.

"Not really," said one of the senior advisors seated around her desk.



"What do you mean?" Caire 'Sugar Babe' Osterman demanded. She waved t he
sheaf of papers. ' 'A bunch of ragtag, gun-happy, right-w ngers just
def eat ed t housands of professional soldiers."

"Claire," the longtine friend and advi sor said patiently. He was one of
only a few men and wonmen who did not refer to her as Madam Presi dent
when in sem -private or private conversation. "Ben Raines does not
conmmand a ragtag armnmy. The Rebel s are unquestionably the finest fighting
force on earth. And you nmade a very big mistake by tangling with them"

Claire waved that away. "W've been over this before, Ois. | know your
opi ni on. Enough, already."

Qis Warner stared at Claire for a nonment. In all his years he had never
known a person with such hatred as that which Claire Gsterman held for
Ben Raines. Not that some of it wasn't justified, Ois thought, for in
his mind it certainly was. Ben Raines was a nost unreasonabl e man when
it cane to the SUSA ... anong other matters. But Claire had a very bad
habit of sonmetimes underestimating her foes.

Qis ignored her request to drop the subject. "Claire, let's try
negotiating with President Jefferys. He is a very reasonable man. |
t hi nk we coul d work sonething out."
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Claire GCsterman glared at her friend for several seconds. The others in
t he room suddenly had a very strong urge to be sonewhere else. Claire
was becom ng angry, and when she lost her tenper she sometinmes flewinto
a towering rage. It was not a pretty sight.

Bef ore Madam Presi dent could explode, Gis held up a hand. "Contro
yourself, Claire. Take a deep breath, have a sip of water. Just calm
down and think about this. W're going to waste a | ot of noney fighting
Ben Raines and the Rebels. If this war continues for one nore day, we're
going to be committed to seeing it through, no nmatter the cost or
outcome. And it will be a protracted canpai gn, you can be assured of
that. Are you certain that's what you want ?"

Caire drunmmed her fingertips on the polished desktop for a nmonment. Then
she sighed and shook her head. "W coul d bankrupt the nation ... no,
certainly don't want that." She picked up some of the papers she had
just been handed and nuttered an obscenity under her breath. The def eat
just handed the Federals was humliating.

Then Caire's face hardened as the inage and thought of a | aughing Ben
Rai nes entered her mind. "No," she said firmy, "I will not negotiate
with the SUSA." She | ooked at Gtis. "And that is final, old friend."

Qi s Warner shrugged his shoulders. "So be it, Caire. Just don't ever
think or say that | didn't try."

"Ch, I'mpositive we shall be victorious in this war," another of
Claire's '"advisors' piped up. Andy Shunburger had absol utely no business
being a part of the national security teamhe had difficulty wal king and
chewi ng gum at the same tine-but he was a good party nenber who had | ed
the fight to save the endangered bl ue-nosed, triple-titted,

wi ggl e-wobbl e fish in his state. The facts that the fish was only



approximately 1/16 of an inch |long and no one had seen one in two
hundred years didn't nmatter. A hundred and fifty famlies were thrown
out of their hones
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and noved to another |ocation, and two thousand jobs were | ost when a
buil ding permt was refused a conpany who wanted to set up a factory in
that particular location. The drive to save the nysterious w ggl e-wobble
fish cost the taxpayers about five mllion dollars, but the fish were
saved. That made it all worthwhil e-The Save the Wbble Fish Conmittee

t hought so, at least. If they could just see one, they would be sure.

But if they didn't spot one in a few nonths the cormm ttee was al ready
wor ki ng on plans to erect a statue in nenory of the w ggl e-wobble fish

at taxpayer expense, of course.

Qis sighed and rolled his eyes at Andy's coment, but kept his silence.

The ot her advisors agreed with Andy. The USA under the direction of
Madam President Caire Osterman and her party of Socialist Denocrats
woul d be victorious in the battle with Ben Raines and his terrible band
of right-w ng, gun-happy, redneck Rebels.

"Horseshit!" Ois nuttered.

"I beg your pardon, Qis?" the advisor seated closest to himasked.
"What did you say?"

"Not hing, Sam Nothing at all." But | amterribly afraid we are going to
get our collective asses kicked very hard, Ois thought. Ben Raines and
his Rebels have lost a few battles, but they have never |lost a war, and
they sure as hell armit going to |l ose this one.

"Qis, old friend," Caire said, leaning forward. "W are going to win
inthis fight with Raines. Renenber this- we have the well-being of the
nati on and the good wi shes of the people on our side. How can we | ose?"

Very easily, Ois thought, but he smiled at Madam Presi dent and nodded
i n agreenent.

"Let's go into the war room" Osterman said, standing up and noving
around her massive desk. "W have to plan the next nove for our
mlitary. | have an idea."
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Qis sat for a few seconds | onger before standing up and joining the
group. Even if we did allowthe mlitary to run this war, we'd stil
stand a good chance of losing it, he thought, but with a group of
civilians calling every move losing is a certainty. This is nmadness.

"Coming, Ois?" Claire called.

"Ch, yes," Ois said. He thought: | wouldn't nmiss this for the world. A
pl anni ng session guaranteed to | ose a war.
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Ben spoke with every batt corn up and down the long front. The Rebels
had suffered only a few casualties. The Federal s had been thrown back
and had taken heavy | osses.

"They won't nake this mstake again,” Ben warned his people. "This nove
wasn't planned by any experienced mlitary comander, you can bet on
that. This lunacy was the brainchild of full-tinme civilians who never
served any tinme in the mlitary or spent a day in conbat."

"Who the hell is running the Federals' operation, Ben?" asked |lke, Ben's
longtime friend and second in conmand. "This frontal assault was totally
dunb. "

"Claire Csterman. |'d bet on that."

"I hope she keeps running it."

"She won't. The military won't put up with it."

"Ben, nmy intel people are telling ne what we're facing is a m xed bag of
regul ar USA troops and hired guns fromall over the world."
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"Yes. Wth nore nmercenary troops than Anerican boys and girls."
"That makes ne feel better about the heavy toll we just took on them™

"I know the feeling, lke, but I can't help thinking about the Anericans
all tangled up in this." Ben sighed in frustration. "However..
everybody has a choice, and they made theirs. W have to look at it in
that light."

"That's the only way to | ook at it, Ben. Wien do we start sendi ng our
spec ops teans into federal territory and letting themraise sonme hell?"

"As soon as they start sending their teanms into the SUSA, Ike. That's
the way I'mgoing to play it."

"I kinda figured that would be your reply, partner. Suits ne."
"Al'l right. You take care, ole' buddy, and keep your powder dry."

"Same to you, Ben. Watch your ass. It's you the Feds want. Keep that in
mnd all the time."

"WII do."

Ben wal ked outside the bunker and stood in the |late afternoon air,
drinki ng coffee and snmoking. After the Federal push early that norning
there had not been another shot fired fromeither side, at least not in
Ben's i medi ate sector. The Federals were dug in and keeping their heads
down.

"Wonder what they'll throw at us next?" Jersey asked as the team wal ked
out of the bunker to stand by Ben

"That's a damm good question. They don't have rmuch of an air force.
W' ve got them out-gunned there probably ten to one. Qur navy is small,
but still nuch |larger than what the Federals have. Wth Sugar Babe and



her silly-assed, so-called advisors running the show out of the capital
a thousand nmiles away, there is no telling what m ght happen next."
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"Hasn't been a mine go off in over an hour," Cooper said. "They mnust
have picked up all the wounded they could get to."

' "All the nations in the world that need sone help getting stabilized,"
Anna remarked, "and the Federals pick a fight with us. Doesn't make any
sense to ne."

"It goes back years before the G eat War, Anna. Long before you were
born, |ong before any of you were born. America began a slow turn toward
soci alism For whatever reasons, and they're many and conplicated, it
couldn't be stopped-or wouldn't be stopped, mght be a better way to say
it. Both of the two major political parties were to blame. 1'll get sone
argunents on that point, but it's the truth. Those of us who wanted a
return to small government and individual rights frightened big
government, and weren't allowed to organize. You all know the story.

You' ve heard nme expound on it often enough.™

"Yes, but you were there, Pops," Anna said. "You witnessed it firsthand.
It's different than us reading about it in history books."

Before Ben could reply, a burst of gunfire erupted off to the west and
spun them ar ound.

"Infiltrators!" sonmeone shouted, the call faint. "Com ng up behind us."
Ben didn't have to order his teaminto cover. They were noving before
the echo of the shouted al arm had faded away. Corrie was back in the
bunker where the nost sophisticated of her radi o equi pment was set up
the others spread out on the ground, behind cover

A few seconds passed in silence. Then Corrie called, "At |east

pl at oon-si zed, Boss. Maybe larger than that. They're good, too.

Pr of essi onal . "

"How many | ocations are reporting this type of action?" Ben called.
"Several dozen, all up and down the line."
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"Berman sacrificed green boys and girls as a diversion to HALO this
bunch in," Ben said grimy. "Just before dawn today. Good nove, \Walt.
Smart. But I'mgoing to kill you for that. Personally."

Sonet hi ng t hudded on the ground in front of die rise of ground Ben was
| ying behind. "G enade!" he shouted, dien rolled backward a few yards
down the slight nmound of eardi

The grenade bl ew, and hot shrapnel humred and whi zzed over Ben's head.
Several CAR s yammered at once, and soneone dirashed about in die bushes

for a few seconds and then was still. Ben craw ed back up to the crest
of the rise and | ooked over die terrain in die light of |ate afternoon



The area was shrouded in shadows fromthe tinber.

Ben caught a glinpse of sonmediing diatjust didn't quite fit in widi die
terrain and triggered off a burst of .223's fromhis CAR Soneone
grunted in pain and then was still. Ben backed up just in time: die
crest of die rise was lashed widi gunfire, die |ead kicking up dirt that
showered him

The team opened up widi automatic fire and grenades. They kept it up for
half a mnute, tossing a dozen fire-frags, doing sone fast nagazi ne
changes, and burning several hundred rounds of ammp. By diat tine a
hundred nore Rebels had noved in and surrounded di e area.

"Gve it up, people,” Ben called fromthe ridge. "There is no percentage
in dying. You will not be harned in any way, and you will be treated
with every courtesy accorded prisoners of war. You have ny word on diat."

"Who are you to be giving your word?" The question was dirown out of die
brush.

"Ben Rai nes."

After a very short pause, die Federal said, "That's good enough for ne.
Comi ng out."

26

A dozen or so nen stepped slowy out of the brush, hands in the air.
They were i medi ately surrounded by two dozen Rebels. Another dozen
fanned out and carefully searched the tinber and brush around Ben's CP

"All clear," a Rebel called after a few nonments. "Ten dead. Four wounded."

"Cet the nedics in there," Ben ordered. "And ready sonme transportation
to take themto the field hospital." Ben wal ked down the short incline
and faced the Federals. "Wo is in charge here?"

A burly man spoke up. "I am Captain Broadhurst. Thank you for being so
considerate to ny wounded." He then gave his serial nunmber and cl osed
hi s nout h.

"That's good enough for me, Captain," Ben said. "You'll be escorted

south to a PONcanp. | assure you, neither you nor your nmen will be harned."
"Thankyou, sir." The captain saluted and Ben returned it. A nonment |ater
t he Federal s were being marched of f, under heavy guard.

"W | ost some people," Corrie said, walking up. "All up and down the
line. But the Federal assault failed. They lost a |ot of people, and

we' ve col l ected several hundred prisoners. The assault didn't acconplish
a thing."

"I't showed us sonet hing about the caliber of men we're up against," Ben

said. "And they're capable of doing just about anything to win."

"Alnost |ike us," Anna said softly.

"Alnost," Ben replied, after a few seconds pause. "But not quite. W
still have some honor left. But can we maintain it if a civil war drags on?"



Ben paused and the others waited, |ooking at him He did not reply, just
turned and wal ked away.

"I don't think I have ever seen himthis sad," Jersey said. "I don't
like it."
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"It's tearin' himup, that's for sure," Cooper said. "Wrst |'ve ever seen.”

"Not since Jerre's death, anyway," Beth said softly.

"Yeah," Cooper said. "You're right. God, | forgot about her

"You can bet he hasn't," Jersey said. "And you can al so bet he never will."

Bef ore anyone could say anything el se on the subject, Ben cane out of

the CP. "Get your gear together and let's roll, gang. W' re changi ng
sectors just to be on the safe side. This site may have been conprom sed."
In the big nine passenger SUV, Cooper asked, "Wich way, Boss?"

"East, Coop. Toward the Bootheel of M ssouri."

"Where do you want to stop for the night?" Corrie asked. "Wiich it wll
be in about an hour," she added.

Ben smled at the not-too-subtle hint in Corrie's voice. "I don't know,
Corrie. It isn't that far, and we'll be on Rebel roads. They're in good
shape. W'll see."

They drove straight through to the end of the line, which surprised no
one in Ben's teamor his security people, who were always cl ose by.

The officer in charge of the Rebels at the |ast outpost east in this
sector, on the Arkansas/M ssouri line, was not surprised to see Ben and
hi s team unass thensel ves fromthe big wagon. He had been warned by

ot her Rebels along the way that the War Eagle hinself was on the prow
and m ght show up.

"How are things here, Captain?" Ben asked the commander of the small
det achnment of Rebels.

"Quiet, sir." He pointed east. "But the Federals are dug in tight just
across the river."

Ben turned toward the St. Francis river. "How many?"

"Several conpanies, at least. This is the only bridge over
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that river left intact in this area. They'd like to take it in one piece."
"I bet they would. Is it wired to bl ow?"

"Yes, sir. The Conbat Engineers did that sonme time back. |'msure the
Federals know it's wired. General? Do you think something is about to



pop in this area?"

Ben shook his head. "I don't know what's going to happen, Captain. O
where."

"W know t hey've been noving in boats over there,"
jerking a thunb toward the river

the captain said,

"You ready for an assaul t?"
The young captain smled. "Ch, yes, sir."
"Then let them cone."

"You going to stay with us tonight, sir?"

"Thought | might. W'll stay out of your way. If the Federals attack
it's your show Where do you want mny peopl e?"

" "We're pretty thin, CGeneral. Anywhere will do, and we're glad to have
you. "

"We'|l hold our own, Captain. W'Ill spread out to the south and dig in."
"Yes, sir."

"Carry on, Captain."

After the young officer had left, Jersey said, "You 'bout scared the
shit out of him Boss. Showin' up like we did."

"I used to know every officer in the Rebel arnmy by their first name. Now
| don't know but a handful. Wat is that young man's nane?"

"Evans, Boss," Beth said. "He was a sergeant when we first hit Africa
By the time we pulled out of there, he was commuandi ng a pl atoon."

"Thank you, Beth. | don't know what |1'd do w thout you."

"I know what 1'd like to do with her," Cooper said after Beth had wal ked
out of earshot.
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Ben smiled. "Get your mnd off pussy, Coop."

"How does one do that, Boss? ' Specially when you're surrounded by
good- | ooki n" woren?"

Ben | aughed. "I don't know, Coop. But do your best. | think the Federals
are going to try to cross that little river tonight."

"They're fools if they do."

"Just nore cannon fodder. Probing for weak spots. Let's get dug in. It
just might get real interesting around here in a few hours."
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"They're really going to try it," Jersey whispered as the very faint
sounds of boats sliding into the water reached the Rebels on the other side.

"More young American boys and girls being used as cannon fodder by their
conmanders, " Ben said, disgust and sadness all mixed up in his voice.

"Federal s probing at half a dozen other |ocations,” Cor-rie said quietly.

A moment | ater the pop of flares was loud in the quiet night. The night
became bright with artificial light. Then the carnage began as Rebels
opened up with nmachi ne guns, Big Thunpers, and automatic rifle fire.

Many of the Rebels had tears in their eyes as they opened fire on fellow
Ameri cans, but they had no choice in the matter. It all boiled down to
kill-or-be-killed-time, and the Rebels were experts in staying alive.

The assault fell apart in only a few m nutes, and the river turned red
with bl ood. Bodi es bobbed in the dark
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wat ers, and wounded Federals cried out in the night. The Rebels ceased
their fire and waited.

"I don't think they'll try that again," Ben said.

"I really hope not," Jersey said, considerable enption in her voice.

Ben worked his way down the bank and wal ked back to where Captain Evans
was dug in. The captain greeted himsonberly.

"Hard night, Captain,” Ben said. "This isn't sonething that any of us
want ed. "

"No, sir. But we didn't start this war. All we wanted was to be left al one."
"Anyone in your comrand hit?"

"No, sir. Not a scratch. You would think they'd have softened us up sone
with nortars.”

"l don't know what's in the mnds of those conmanders over there. But

they do know they've got a hard row to hoe. Right now, | think people in
the capital are calling the shots. But that won't last long."

"I figured a bunch of civilians were running things," Captain Evans
replied. "The Federals have sure pulled some dumb stunts so far."

"How many Federal s you think bought it this night?"

"At |east three, four hundred dead, that many wounded."
"Hell of a price to pay for nothing."

"Yes, sir. It damm sure is."

Ben wal ked the canp, speaking to each Rebel he nmet. Sone of them were
badly shaken fromhaving to fire on fellow Anmericans. The Federal s were



not punks and thugs. They were sol diers under orders to do a job. Ben
wondered if the nen of the North and South had felt the same way a
hundred and fifty years back? Sone of them perhaps nost of them he
concl uded.

There were no nore attenpts to cross the little river that night. Ben
and his teamalternately slept and drank
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cof fee and waited through the | ong darkness. Wen dawn finally cut the
night with a silver and gold bl ade, the scene that greeted the Rebels
was gruesomne: dozens of swollen, bloated, and nangl ed bodi es were caught
in the brush on both sides of the river.

"Good CGod!" Cooper breathed

"I"ll damm sure second that," Jersey said. "W can't |eave those
Americans like that. It wouldn't be right."

Ben | ooked at her and nodded his head in agreenent. "Captain," he said,
"will you notify the Federal commander that we are requesting a
cease-fire? W will assist themin retrieving the bodies of their

conr ades for proper burial."

"Yes, sir. Right away."

"Have someone rig a white flag just to be on the safe side."

"Yes, sir.

Rebel s and Federal s worked for an hour gathering up the dead. At first
they worked in silence. Then sone engaged in small conversation

"Where you from Reb?"
"Originally from Onio, Fed."
"Then why are you fighting for the SUSA?"

"Because | want to live free, that's why. Wiy the hell are you fighting
for a socialistic government that has its nose stuck in everything you do?"

"Your governnent doesn't do the sane?"
"Hell, no!"

"That's not what | heard."

"You heard wrong."

"You got a cigarette?"

"Sure." The Rebel smiled. "But | thought snoking was illegal under your
form of governnent ?"

The young Federal grinned. "Yeah. | see what you nean."
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"Take the pack. Just be careful. You night get caught and be
court-martialed."

"Don't worry, Reb. 1'll be careful.”
On the bank, Ben and the Federal commander stood and tal ked quietly.
"Lousy way to make a living, isn't it, Ceneral Raines?"

"Sometines, Colonel." Ben offered the Federal a bag of tobacco and
rolling papers.

The col onel waved themoff. "Thanks. 1'd like to, but I can't let my nen
see ne smoking."

Ben found that anusing, but carefully hid his smle. "Smoking isn't good
for a person. W all know that. But as adults we have a right to choose."

"I suppose so, Ceneral," the colonel said noncommit-tally.

"How about just pulling your people back and we all live in peace, Col onel?"

"Can't do it, and you know it. A house divided won't stand."
"I see," Ben said slowmy. "So we just go on killing each ot her?"
"Unl ess you want to surrender.”

"You know that will never happen. So we continue to kill each other
until there is no one left to kill on either side?"

"Looks like that's the only option left us."

"That's bullshit. There is no reason the USA and the SUSA can't
peaceful |y coexist. Your nitwit President-for-Life, Caire Osternan,
hates me. That's the bottomline. She's a goddam socialist, and you

know it."

"And you know perfectly well | can't say anything derogatory about ny
commander in chief."”

"Good CGod, Colonel. You've got a brain. Wiy don't you use it?"
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"I think this conversation is over. Thanks for your assistance in
hel pi ng recover the bodies."

Ben sighed. "All right. Have it your way."

The col onel |ooked squarely at Ben. "I don't have a choice, Cenera
Rai nes. | swore an oath to uphold the union."

"So did thousands of others in uniform But they elected to stay out of
this fight."



"Traitors. Every goddammed one of them"
"You'd like to see themcourt-martial ed?"
"You're damm right | would."

"I"'msorry you feel that way. Because |'d like to quit this ness before
it really gets started.™

The col onel | ooked at Ben and shook his head. "It won't happen. This
nati on must be made whol e once again."

"Not as long as there is one Rebel left alive who can pick up a gun and
fight. Not as long as the USA is governed by denocrats/socialist.”

"Very well. Good day, Ceneral Raines. Once again, thanks for the
cease-fire and the help in recovering the bodies."

Ben wat ched the Federal col onel make his way down the bank and step into
a boat. He turned to his team "Well, | tried. Not much point in
continuing to beat nmy head against a stone wall. But | probably will...
for a while | onger."

"They want a fight, Pops,"” Anna told him "From President Gsternan on
down. W might as well nake up our nminds to give themone and get it
over with."

"Problemis, Kiddo, once it starts for real it'll never be over."

"CGet down, Ceneral!" a Rebel shouted. "The Feds just jerked down the
white flag."
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Ben and his team ducked for cover just in time. Gunfire raked the top of
t he bank where they'd been standing.

"Bastards!" Ben said, spitting out a mouth of dirt and grass he'd eaten
as he hit the ground hard and bellied down. "Pour it on!" he shouted to
the Rebels. "G ve thema taste of everything we've got."

For ten m nutes the Rebel s hammered the Federal positions across the
river with nortars, 40mm grenades, and machine gun fire. Then Ben call ed
on the few artillery pieces this Rebel contingent had backing them up
and they began dropping in everything but the kitchen sink. That did it
for what was left of the Federals on the east side of the river.
"They're pulling back, General," Captain Evans said. "The fools are
retreating under heavy artillery fire."

"They won't be fools for long. In a few weeks, those left will be
seasoned conbat veterans."

"You really think this fight will last that |ong?"
"I't'"ll probably last for years, Captain, in one formor another."

"And we'll win it?"



"Ch, we'll win the battles. | have no doubts about that. But the hatred
will last for years and years. This civil war won't be like the first
one, a hundred and fifty years ago. Many of those veterans shook hands
and forgave one another. They posed together for pictures and paintings.
Had parades. This is a brand new war, Anna-the USA's godl ess
totalitarian government against the SUSA's snmall governnent offering
maxi mum freedom for its citizens. We'll win the war, but to do it we're
going to have to virtually destroy the states aligned with the USA. And
that, ny dear, is going to rip this country apart, so far apart it wll
| eave a wound that night never heal."
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Ben and team pul |l ed out that afternoon, heading first south, then
cutting back east, running along the Tennessee/ Kentucky border

"This has to be the longest front in history," Cooper remarked.

"Several thousand niles, Coop," Ben said. "And nuch of it undefended,
except for spotter outposts every few miles, manned by vol unteers from
the hone guard. Al in all, it's a hell of a way to run a war."

Ben turned in the captain's chair to |l ook at Corrie. "Anything coning
over the air?"

"Not hi ng of any inmportance, Boss. Just Rebel chatter.”
Ben smiled. "Warning the boys and girls I'mon the way, hey?"
Corrie |aughed. "Something |ike that."

Ben gl anced at his watch. "I'mgetting hungry, gang. Coop, find us a
spot to chow down."

That was often easier said than done. In addition to Ben's security
detail-a full platoon, which was always with hima full conpany from
Ben's old original battalion, including tanks, traveled with him

"Spotter plane |ooking at us, Boss," Corrie said.

"Qurs?"
"Negative. It's Federal."

"Let themlook." Ben dug out a map. "We're only a fewnmles fromthe
Kentucky |ine. Probably making the Feds nervous, wondering what we're up
to."

"The ruins of darksville just up ahead, Boss,"
pul | over there and eat."

Cooper said. "W can

"Sounds good. Were is the nearest Rebel contingent of any size, Corrie?"
"Thirty mles to the east. Part of our 501. Want me to bunp thenP"
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"They know we're here. Find us a place to eat, Coop. Let's give those in
that spotter plane a thrill."

The convoy pull ed over at Coop's signal, and guards were posted. Field
rats were opened and the Rebels ate and relaxed for a tine.

"These new field rations aren't half bad, Boss," Beth remarked after
swal | owi ng a nout hful of hash. "You nust have read the scientists the
riot act."

Ben chuckl ed. "You might say | told themif the newrats weren't
eatable, | would stick themup their ass."

"That would certainly get ny attention,” Coop said.

Ben | ooked up, studying the sky. The spotter plane was headi ng back
north. "We just nmight get some sky visitors in a few mnutes. Let's be
sure we're ready for them"

Corrie spoke briefly into her headset, then returned her attention to
her | unch.

The Rebel s used several types of SAMs, but the two nost wi dely used were
the much newer and greatly nodified versions of the Stinger and the
Armburst. Ben's scientists had i nproved on each weapon, including range
and war head. The Stinger had nore range, but the Arnmburst could be fired
i nside a closed space with no danger from back-blast. The Arnmburst was
used quite often in Rebel anbushes.

The Rebel s finished their lunch and di sposed of the wrappers and
containers, then waited for the action to start.. . and they all felt it
was com ng

"Choppers!" a Rebel yelled. "Coming straight in fromthe north."

Ben lifted his binoculars and counted a dozen gunships, coming in | ow
and fast. "Get to cover, gang. The shit's about to hit the fan-big tine!l"

The gunships came in with everything they had, hamering and yow i ng.
The Rebels lifted their shoul der-fired | aunchers and cut |oose. Five
gunshi ps exploded in mdair, showering the ground wi th hundreds of

pi eces of hot
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nmetal and various body parts. One huge propeller went cartwheeling end
over end across the ground and out into a field, digging up dirt unti
it finally came to rest.

One gunship nade the nistake of coming straight in, readying its rockets
to destroy a Rebel Main Battle Tank. The gunner in the MBT had been
tracking the chopper. He got off one lucky round from her main gun, and
the 155 HE round literally blew the gunship into a mllion pieces.
Not hi ng bi gger than a matchbox was |left. The tiny pieces began dropping
to the ground, clinking as they bounced of f Rebel vehicles.



"Dam!" Ben breathed in awe after witnessing the horrific explosion
"That doesn't happen very often.”

Wth half their force destroyed, the gunships began quickly backing off
just as a Rebel Scout radioed frantically back to Corrie.

"Ground troops comng at us hard!" she yelled to Ben. "About six
t housand neters away."

"How many?" Ben yelled over the sounds of battle.

"A whol e shitpot full was what he said."

Ben had to smile at the report. "Tell himto get out of there.”
"His feet were working as he radioed in."

"I bet they were. OK. It's too late to nake a run for it. You' ve radi oed
for air support?"

"Affirmative. But there is none anywhere in this area."
"Then we'll handle it ourselves."

Ben did not have to give any orders concerning positioning of troops or
equi prent for the upcoming fight. Hi s people knew exactly what to do,
and did it quickly. Tanks were repositioned, nachine gun and nortar pits
were qui ckly dug. Cans of anmunition were handed out from supply trucks.
Troops got into position. The Rebel s waited.

"Federal s have stopped their advance,'
t hree thousand neters away."

Corrie reported. "Approximtely
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"G ve themsone nortars. HE and fragnentation."”

"Scouts have stopped on sone high ground. They'll act as FO "
"CGood enough."

The nortar crews began dropping in the rounds. Corrie called out the
corrections in elevation as soon as the FO s radioed themin.

"That's it." She spoke into her headset. "You're right on target. Pour
it on."

A few heartbeats later Corrie said, "They're advancing. Two thousand
nmeters. Several hundred in strength.”

Ben | ooked skyward. The gunshi ps were gone. "Whoev-er's running this
show doesn't know shit from Shinola," he nuttered. "This kind of |uck
can't hold for us."

He held up a hand. "Cease firing," he ordered. "Let them cone."

"Cease firing?" Corrie questioned, not sure she correctly understood.



"Cease firing," Ben repeated.
"What the hell happens now?" Cooper nuttered under his breath.

Ben heard the nuttered question and smled. "W neet themeyeball to
eyebal | . "

Cooper flushed. The Boss wasn't supposed to have heard that.
"Ready all Big Thunpers and nachi ne guns," Ben ordered. "Everybody on
full auto. Tell the tank commanders to level all main guns."

Corrie cut her eyes to Ben for a second. He net her gaze. "Do it," Ben said.

"Yes, sir," she said, then radi oed the orders.
"Jesus Christ!" Beth whispered. "Those Feds are running into a wall of
steel and lead."

"We' || be here a friggin' week pickin'" up all the pieces," Jersey said.
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"One thousand neters," Come said.
"Can those types of tanks fire their main guns point-Dblank?" Anna asked,
awe in her voice

"I think they have to do some adjusting," Cooper answered. "Or
somet hing. Hell, what do I know about tanks?"

"Same as you know about anything el se,”
t he opportunity pass by. "Nothing."

Jersey said, not about to let

"Aw, now, ny pretty cactus flower," Cooper replied. "Despite it all, you
know your |ove for ne runs as deep as a river."

Jersey made several gaggi ng sounds. "Excuse ne while | puke."

"Five hundred neters," Corrie said.

Ben waited, his face expressionless.

A Rebel's words drifted to Ben and team "Christ's sake, there they are,
crossing that field."

"I"ll court-martial the first person who fires w thout ny order," Ben

said, raising his voice
"Four hundred neters," Corrie said.

"Must be six or seven hundred of them " another Rebel said. "Damm near a
full battalion."”

"Li ke ducks all in a row " the Rebel next to himreplied. "This is wild."

"Three hundred neters." Corrie called it out. Again she | ooked at Ben

"I can't believe the Federal commanders are this stupid,” Ben nuttered.
He stood and watched the slow, steady advance of the Federal troops



across the green and yel | ow speckl ed neadow.

"The sun is in their eyes," Anna observed. "Hell, naybe they can't see us."

"But they know we're here," Beth said. "They just keep on com ng
They're not even trying to hunt any cover. This is crazy!"
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"Two hundred neters," Corrie counted down.

The Federal troops broke into a slow trot and began yelling. The yells
were a mxture of bravado and profanity, the profanity directed at the
Rebel s and t he SUSA.

"That is going to nake it a lot easier," Jersey said.
"Damm sure is," Beth said.

"Goddam bunch of conmunists,"
in his political applications.

Cooper said. He was only slightly wong

"One hundred and fifty neters,’
eyes to Ben.

Corrie said nervously, again cutting her

"Alnost," Ben said. "Get ready."

"W been ready," Cooper muttered. "Are we gonna invite themin for
coffee?" He was careful this tinme to make sure Ben didn't hear his remarks.

Ben lifted the old M 14 he had taken fromthe rear of the big wagon and
jacked in a round. The Rebels lying close to where he was standi ng
snmi |l ed. The old Thunder Lizard was one hell of a weapon. On full auto it
was a son of a bitch to hold.

"One hundred neters," Corrie said. "Danmm, Boss!"
"Fire!" Ben yelled

The neadow across the road turned into a killing field as the Rebels cut
| oose with everything at their disposal
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It was carnage. Nothing el se woul d descri be the scene in the nmeadow. The
Federal s wal ked right into a hot wall of death. There was no escape.

Ben kept up the nearly point-blank barrage for diree |long mnutes. Wen
he finally ordered a cease-fire, the silence seened al nost audi bl e.

Qut in the meadow, only a few yards fromthe two-1ane road, there was
little movenent and only a few noans of pain.

"Son of a bitch!" Jersey breathed, standing up and | ooking out at the
bl oody meadow.

"Smal | group of Federals hightailing it to the north," Beth said,
| ooki ng over the scene through binoculars. "Some of them have thrown



away their weapons. O lost them™

"Check the field for survivors," Ben ordered.

' 'l don't see how anyone coul d have survived that," Anna remarked.
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"Corrie, have you found the Federals' frequency?"

"Negative, Boss. Still |ooking."

"Well, get on some band and tell whoever is listening to come get what
is left of their battalion. And to cone under a flag of truce or they'l

be in deep shit."

"Medics reporting a |l ot of badly wounded out there," a doctor told Ben a
few mnutes later. "You want to set up a field hospital, General ?"

Ben hesitated only a few seconds. "Yes, we mght as well. Let's try to
save as many as possible.”
"W shoot them then patch themup,"”
they'd do the same for us."

Cooper said. "I just wonder if
No one replied, but all who heard it had their doubts if the Federals
woul d care if any Rebel lived or died.

"I have one of the Federals' frequencies, Boss," Corrie told Ben. "I
have gi ven them your message."

" And?"

"They say thanks, and they're on the way. Dust-offs will be coming in
very soon."

"Advise them | wll shoot down any gunship | see."

"WIl do." A nmonent |ater: "Message received, and they will conply."
"CGood enough."

"Home guard on the horn, Boss. Says they discovered how t he Federal s got
across our no-man's-strip. They've found where the choppers have been

| andi ng just inside our territory. Looks as though they' ve been bringi ng
in a platoon at a tine."

"That clears up that little nystery. Corrie, tell the cooks to set up a
tent and nake a lot of coffee. We're going to be here for quite a while."'

"OK, Boss."

In less than fifteen mnutes after Corrie touched base with the
Federal s, the sounds of a dozen big choppers reached the Rebels. They
were guided in, and teans of
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doctors and nedics junped out and were escorted across the road and into
t he nmeadow, where Rebel medics and several doctors were worKking.

A three-star general in BDUs strolled up to Ben and saluted smartly.
"Ceneral Raines? |I'm General Maxwell. Call me Max, if you will."

"OK, Max. |'m Ben."
"Thank you for your kindness in hel ping ny people.”

"No problem | can truthfully say I wish to hell they had stayed on
their side of the line."

CGeneral Maxwell did not respond to that conment. "Is that coffee | snell?"
"Sure is. Fresh brewed. Care for a cup?"
"Love one."

Over mugs of steam ng coffee, the two generals | ooked at one anot her
sayi ng not hi ng.

Ben finally broke the unconfortable silence. "Get used to heavy
casualties tangling with us, Max. W' ve been doing this all over the world."

Max smled. "It'll change when the Wite House bows out of trying to run
things. Not that I'mtelling you anything you haven't already deduced."

"Yes. | reached that conclusion early on. But nothing is going to
change. We're fighting for our homnel and. "

"We' || see, Ben. The gods of war are fickle." He took a sip of coffee.
"Cood coffee."

"Snmoke if you like. In the SUSA we don't try to run every aspect of
adults' lives."

That stung the Federal general. Finally he managed a small smile. "It's
for the people's good."

"Horseshit. It's totalitarianism pure and sinple. In the SUSA, probably
ni nety-five percent of the drivers wear seat-belts. But there are no
laws forcing themto do so. It's just common sense.”

Max | ooked out at the neadow. "Those were green
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troops conmanded by inexperienced officers. W know that you know there
are thousands of nercenary troops waiting for the green light to nove in."

"Mercenaries die just like anyone else, Max. And | know you know that |
could end this in fifteen mnutes if | chose to do so."

"And | know you know that we have limted nuclear capabilities.”



"Then let's just blow each other into cinders and | et the survivors
start all over. They couldn't possibly fuck it up any worse than the
| ast two generations have."

CGeneral Maxwell smiled. "You' re danmm sure right about that |ast bit. But
you won't use nucs, and neither will we."

"Nucs aren't the only tiling | have," Ben said.

"So you can win nore or |ess humanely? Al right. Do it. Turn | oose your
ger m war heads. Kill hundreds or thousands of children and elderly." He
shook his head. "You'd do that only as a very last resort ... if you
could bring yourself to do it even then. And | have ny doubts about

that. No, for a while, at least, this is going to be a soldier's war, on
the ground. But we have millions nore to draw from General Raines.
Eventual ly, attrition will take its toll on you."

"You have it all thought out, don't you?"
"Maybe. Just . . . maybe."

"I"l1l ask you the sane question |'ve asked other Federal officers-why do
you-"

Maxwel I held up a hand. "I know what you're going to ask, Ben. And the
answer is, because average Anericans are just not smart enough to
adequately | ook after thensel ves. Sonebody has to do it for them OCh,
there's nuch nore to it, but that's it in a nutshell."

Ben stared at Maxwel|l for a nmonment. The Federal had a definite tw nkle
in his eyes. "Bullshit, Mx!"

Maxwel I | aughed. "OF course it is. It's power. That's al
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any restrictive formof government is-power to a select few You make
the masses nore or |ess content, give themplenty of mlk while those at
the top enjoy the cream™

"Well, 1'll be damed! Sonebody finally told ne the truth.”

"And you don't enjoy the cream Ben? Cone on! O course you do. You want
a position in governnent? It can be arranged. You want to command a

di vision of crack troops. OK. It's yours. Just toss in the towel and

conme on over to our side."

Ben carefully placed his nmug on the canp table and stood up.

"Conversation is over, General Maxwell. | can't say it was nice talking
with you."
"Don't be a fool. Sit back down, man, and listen to me. I'moffering you

a place at the table. Relax and partake."

"I see," Ben said slowWy. He sat down. "Osterman thinks she's running
the show, right? She's a figurehead. You people are the power behind the
throne."

Maxwel | sm | ed and shrugged his shoul ders. He refused to speak



"You people nade a deal with a gang of nercenaries. You're getting rid

of a bunch of idealistic green Federal troops who are one hundred

percent behind Osterman. As soon as they're gone, there will be nothing
to stop you. But you're forgetting those comanders who stood their
troops down and refused to get mxed up in this fracas. What about thenP"

"They will be dealt with. W don't worry about them"
"What is to prevent ne fromgoing public with this information?"

"Who woul d believe you Ben? You rank right up there as one of the nost
hated men on the continent." Maxwell chuckled. "So go right on with this

fight. You're doing us a favor, really. Kill off our green troops while
you suffer casualties as well. You see, there is no way for you to win.
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If you're smart, you'll join us. Think about it. You don't have to die

needl essly. W have a place for you."

"Forget it. No way | will join you."

"It's up to you, Ben."

"You people were setting all this up while | was in Africa. That's why
white nercenaries were so scarce over there. You people had nost of them
under contract... or were working on doing just that."

"Very good. But | really wish you hadn't gotten rid of Bruno. He was
doing the world a favor by getting rid of nmillions of niggers. My one
regret is | wi sh he had finished what he started. He would have if you

hadn't been so goddamm persistently successful."

"Once again, the Rebels are going to be all that stands between freedom

and ..." -Ben shook his head- " God only knows what form of
government you people have in mind. | don't even know what to call the
government now in power . . . not really. It's the worst nmess |'ve ever
seen. "

Maxwel I grinned. "It is screwed up, isn't it? Aliberal with a hard
soci alist bent can fuck up an anvil. But we'll fix it once in power."

"Fix it? Fix it into what?"

"Ch, get rid of all the sexual perverts, run the greasers back to

Mexi co, do something with the niggers, put the |adies back into the hone
and the kitchen where they bel ong, then whip the country back into shape."

Ben shook his head. "You're dream ng, Max. None of that is going to

happen. You really will have a civil war on your hands if you try that
crap.”

"W won't try it all at once. It'll be done gradually, over a period of
time. If you're still alive, you'll see it happen, | prom se you. Now,
if you wish, go ahead, call a press conference and tell the world all
told you. | don't care, because no one will believe you."
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Ben knew that Maxwell was telling the truth about that. No one outside
of the SUSA would believe him "No, | won't do that. No point in it."

CGeneral Maxwell rose fromthe bench. "Think about what | told you. Think
about nmy offer. It's yours if you want it. But if you persist in making
war, the offer will be w thdrawn."

"You can withdraw it now. Wn, |ose, or draw, my answer is no."

"I"'msorry to hear that. You woul d have been an asset." He lifted his
mug and drained it. "Thanks for the coffee.”

"Anytinme. "

Ben sat and wat ched the general wal k back across the road, rejoining his
own troops. "lInteresting, but not surprising,"” Ben nmuttered. He sighed
and | ooked down at his own coffee nug. "The second civil war," hesaid.
"Conplinents of all you asshol es back in the nineteen sixties,

seventies, and eighties who just couldn't keep your goddamm hands off
the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. You just had to screw up a good

thing. | hope you're all alive and witnessing this. And | hope you choke
onit!"”
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Ben moved his col um eastward, stayingjust inside SUSA territory, along
t he Tennessee Kentucky border, until he linked up with part of his 501
Bri gade, the day after the near total w pe-out of Federals in the once
peacef ul nmeadow.

"Somebody on the other side is finally getting smart, General," a batt
comsaid to Ben. "They're nmassing troops instead of having everybody
spread out thin as paper.'

"We've been getting intel all day confirm ng that. Wat's your take on it?"
"I think they're getting ready for one hell of a push.™”
"Al'l along the front?"

The colonel didn't hesitate. "Yes, sir. |I'd bet they're going to slam
into us at a dozen points."

"I feel the same way." Ben noved to a wall map in the CP. "The Federals
are concentrating at these points." He pointed to a dozen | ocations,
from South Texas to the Virginia coast. "But according to our Eyes in
the Sky only
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five push points have artillery and arnor to back them |'m betting
those will be the places where we'd better concentrate our air strikes.
I've already talked with Ike about this, and he concurs. On these seven
other locations, and that includes our imediate area, we're probably
going to |l ose some ground. That's all right. We'll fall back gradually,



let the Feds think we're on the run while we do an end-around and box
their asses in. Then we'll teach them sonet hi ng about Rebel warfare,
Sneaky Pete style."

The col onel grinned. "Now you're tal king, General. Down and dirty and
close-in."

Ben alternately wal ked and rode the front lines with the col onel
shuffling and repositioning sonme troops until the Iines were as strong
as he could nake them He nade certain every conpany comrander and exec
knew t he bug-out plans, and exactly where they were to go and what they
were to do when that order canme down the |ine.

Ben decided to take his team and security people on east about fifty
mles, to beef up a snmall detachnent of Rebels and hone guard stationed
there. They made the run and were in canp by | ate afternoon

"W're glad to see you, General," the captain in command of the Rebe
conpany greeted Ben. "In nore ways than one. W' re out-gunned about five
to one by the Feds just over that ridge there." He pointed. "Across the
strip. And they're receiving reinforcenents every few hours."

" Ar nor ?"

"Not much. We're about even on that score, a little ahead on artillery
for now, that is."

"The big push is going to be to our west about fifty miles. But that
doesn't mean we're not going to take sone shoving here. If we can't hold
wi t hout significant |osses, we'll fall back a few nmiles and hope they
fol low "

The captain grinned. "Down and dirty tinme, Ceneral ?"

"You bet. Eyeball to eyeball and junkyard nean. | want
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every Cl aynore you' ve got ready to be picked up when we bug out. If the
Feds are stupid enough to follow, we'll have some nasty surprises
waiting for them"

"Yes, sir!"

Ben unfolded a map. "We'll all head southeast, toward this crossing of
the Cunberland River, then we'll blow the bridge. That will delay them
for several hours and give us time to regroup.”

"Il make sure everyone knows."

"Il put ny people over to the east. That appears to be your weakest
poi nt."

"Yes, sir. Only one platoon of home guard over there, and sone of those
ole' boys are getting a little long in the tooth for this type of work."

Ben nodded his head as he hid a smle. Those 'ole'" boys' the young
captain was tal ki ng about were rough as a cob, and mean as a rattl esnake



when di ey got pissed off. The Tennessee 'boys' woul d damm sure hold nore
than their own when it cane down to the nut cuttin'. Many of them had
been part of civilian mlitia units before the Geat War and the coll apse.

Ben and his people didn't have long to wait before the Federals |aunched
their offensive. They had just finished eating evening chow, with two
hours of daylight left, when a Scout who was stationed on the ridge
over | ooki ng the no-man's-1and radi oed in.

"Qunships comng in fromthe north. Alot of them"

"They'll be troop carriers all mxed in with those Cobras and Apaches,"
Ben war ned.

"Choppers comng in fromthe west and east,"” spotters radioed. "They're
doi ng end-arounds, and coming in fast. Several dozen already on the
ground and spilling troops on our side of the strip."

Artillery began dropping in, and the Federals were dead bang on target.
One round | anded off to Ben's right, and
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t he concussion put himon the ground and sent himrolling. He was unhurt
but knocked flat on his butt.

"Shit!" he hollered, crab-crawing over the ground toward the bunker
Bef ore he reached the bunker, he saw Cooper turn several sonersaults in
the air froman inconing. Coop cram ed to his knees and shook his head.
He appeared to be unhurt.

Ben never made the bunker. Shrapnel was whistling and howing all around
him He found a depression in the ground and crawled in. Unless a round
| anded right on top of himhe would be relatively safe, for the
depression was about three feet deep

The Feds were really pouring on the rounds, forcing the Rebels to keep
t heir heads down while they advanced toward Rebel positions.

Ben jerked his small handy-tal kie out of the pouch and started giving
orders. "Al'l tank commanders, get the hell out of this area. Back it up
Get out of range. W'll need you later. Mve it!"

"The Feds are going to be all over us in a few m nutes, Boss!" Corrie
radi oed.

"Ceneral!" the CO of the outpost yelled into his radio. "Airborne troops
| andi ng at | ocations we tal ked about west and east of us."

"Any sign of paratroopers dropping in on us here?"

"Negative, Boss. W're just getting the shit pounded out of us, that's all."

"You're telling ne?"

"Feds | andi ng nore troops by chopper," the Scout on the ridge broke in.
"Al ready several hundred on the ground. |I'm out of here."



"OK," Ben radioed. "Time to bug out, folks. Grab what you can, and get
gone. If we stay here we're dead neat."
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Ben pulled his rucksack to himand slipped the strap over one shoul der.
He gripped his CAR and waited until there was a very short lull in the
shelling. He left cover in a rush, running for about twenty-five yards
bef ore he heard incoming. He hit the ground belly down and stayed put
until another lull cane, then heaved hinmsel f up and ran anot her few
yards. This was repeated half a dozen tinmes until he reached a stand of
thick timber. He rested for a couple of mnutes, catching his breath,
then took off running once again.

He saw a dozen other Rebels, dark shapes in the thick tinber running
hard out for safety and a dozen nore dead and mangl ed on the ground. He
did not stop. Behind him the shelling had intensified. He had been
correct in ordering the bug-out. The outpost was being destroyed by the
Federal shelling.

He did not connect with his team He had no i dea where they were. He
knew only they had bugged out several ninutes before he did.

Ben headed sout heast through the tinber until he cane to a clearing.
Deciding not to cross it, he stayed at the edge of the tinber and worked
his way around the neadow. Then he clinbed to the top of one of the
rolling hills and scanned the area through binocul ars. The outpost had
been destroyed, smashed into nothing. One Rebel tank was burning off to
the west.

"Shit!" Ben nuttered, casing his binoculars. He noved on

Then he heard the gunships comng in low and fast fromthe north. Ben
ducked into some brush, squatted down, and waited until they had passed.

He counted a dozen gunships, the latest version of the old Apache. The
Rebel s had hundreds of them and obviously the Federals had their share,
too. The Apache gun-
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ship packed nore firepower than many World War Two attack bonbers.

Ben cautiously slipped fromcover and once nore headed sout heast. The
gunshi ps had been headi ng due sout h.

He wal ked for about half a mle, then again scanned the area. "Damm!" he
muttered, spotting teanms of Federals slowy working their way south.
They were stretched out for as far as Ben coul d see.

Ben | ooked nore closely. The teans were not noving the way green troops
woul d; they nmoved as though they knew exactly what they were doing and
had done it many tinmes before. They held their weapons rel axed, but
ready. Their trigger fingers were on trigger guards, not on the
triggers. They appeared to be doing everything right.



"The Federals put the first teamin,’
interesting.”

Ben nmuttered. "Now it gets

Ben heard gunfire off to the west. Some Rebels were mixing it up with
the Feds. But Ben's Rebels were badly outnumbered in this fight, and
fighting troops just about as experienced. This particular contingent of
Rebels was in for a very bad time of it.

And so am |, Ben thought, if |I don't nove ny butt and get the hell out
of here!

Ben rose froma kneeling position and turned just as a Fed was wal ki ng
up behind him The man had been tracking him and for a few seconds his
eyes were on the ground.

Ben junped himbefore he could get off a round, and the two of them
rolled on the ground for a few seconds. Ben was a good twenty years
ol der, but taller and heavier. He was al so the far nore experienced
gutter fighter.

The Fed got in one good punch to the side of Ben's head that brightened
his world for a few seconds. Ben got a better grip on the nmere and
jamred his stiffened fingers
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into the man's eyes and put a hard knee into his crotch. As the Fed
convul sed in pain, Ben bent the man's head back and gave himthe knife
edge of his right hand to the throat. Ben felt it all give way, and the
man's mouth suddenly filled with blood as the nercenary began gasping in
vain for breath. Ben rolled off the Fed as he convul sed on the ground.
He left the man's weapons, took his bandoleer filled with .223

magazi nes, tore his rucksack fromhim and left himdying on the ground.
Then he haul ed his ass away fromthere.

As he wal ked, Ben | ooked inside the rucksack. Several containers of
field rats, three grenades, and two pairs of clean socks. He coul d use
the food and the grenades, and the socks | ooked as though they would fit
hi m

Ben continued novi ng sout heast at a good pace. He figured his team and
the majority of the troops who were stationed at the outpost were a good
thirty m nutes ahead of him Maybe nore than that, for they were younger
and could nove a lot faster for a |onger tine.

Ben was not an old man, wouldn't be for a while, but he damm sure was no
spring chicken. He had to rest often to conserve his |egs.

The nmen of the Tennessee Home CGuard had plans of their own as to where
to bug out, and Ben had not nade any attenpt to countermand those plans.
They had a better chance of survival than anyone else. This was their
country.

Wal king up a hill, Ben paused for another |ook around. It was not at al
encour agi ng. Federal s appeared to be all around him Sonehow t hey had
gotten in front of himand cut off his planned escape route.

"Al'l right," Ben whispered to the wind as dusk began closing in al



around him "So I'll head straight east. At least for a while." He knew
that not too many miles ahead of him straight east, he would be bl ocked
by | akes and
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the Cunberland River. He had no choice in the matter- it was the only
direction left open to him

Ben checked his conpass headi ng and started wal king. Wth the exception
of a few bruises from being knocked down a couple of tines by inconing
shel | concussion, he felt pretty good.

He wal ked for half an hour, then paused to rest and check his
handy-tal ki e. There was no chatter com ng through. He was either out of
range, or the damm thing was busted.

Just as he was about to get up and resune his trek Ben heard voices
coming fromhis right, which was south. He perked up and |i stened.

"W've got to take himalive. The bastard's worth a mllion bucks."

"I"'mnot sure that reward applies to us," a second man said.

"It does. | got that straight before we left. MIlitary or civilian
whoever brings himin gets a mllion."

"Good enough. But how the hell can you be sure he's heading in this
directi on?"

"He's got no choice. He danmm sure can't go north. South and west are
bl ocked off. This is the only way open to him"

"Not for long," a third voice spoke. "The river is only a few niles away."
"That's what | nean. He's cut off. All we have to do is be patient."
"And wait right here?"

"Way not? We're ahead of him The last sighting proved that. The bastard
is not a young man. He can't cover a lot of ground in a hurry. North is
thi ck brush and ravines. South is our people. W' ve got him It's just a

matter of time."

Ben did not want to fire and risk giving away his position.
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Besi des, he wasn't sure all three were cl ose enough together for one
burst to take themall out. Hell, he wasn't even sure of their exact
| ocati on.

Too nmany ifs.

Ben waited in the brush. It was alnost as thick as the darkness that had
fallen.

Finally he heard the sounds of the Federals nmoving away, toward the



east. Ben waited for a few nore mnutes, then left cover and headed
first south for several hundred yards, then gradually cut east. He noved
slowy and carefully, stopping every few neters to listen to the night.

And hour later he could snell and sense the river

Ben stopped and slipped down into a wash and rested. The Cunberl and was

no small creek; he'd never get across it without a boat. If he stayed

put he'd eventually get captured or killed in a shoot-out. If he headed

in any direction, the odds were a little bit better, but not all that much.

"Ch, the hell with it,"” Ben muttered. He clinbed out of the wash and
began maki ng his way south.

Several tinmes during the next hour he spotted Federal patrols in time to
avoid contact. However, luck has a nasty habit of running out if one
starts to depend on it, and Ben knew that only too well.

Before I ong he would need rest and a few hours sl eep, but he knew there
was |litde chance for either. Any place suitable for rest and sleep would
be carefully | ooked at by the Feds. Ben would just have to keep goi ng
and hope for the best.

Sonet hi ng cane out of the brush and hit himhard, knocking him
sprawing. Ben lost his grip on die CAR and rolled away, just as his
attacker took a vicious kick at his head. Ben grabbed the nan's boot and
twi sted just as hard as his position would all ow

The man grunted in pain and fell backward, |anding hard on his butt.
That was all die opportunity Ben needed.
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He pull ed his boot knife and struck hard with it. The bl ade drove deep
into the man's thigh, and the attacker yelped in pain. Ben jerked the

bl ade out and struck again, this time higher up. The bl ade sliced deep
into the man's belly and Ben tw sted upward, feeling the sharp bl ade cut
into and through vital organs. Ben clanped one big hand on the man's

t hroat and squeezed, cutting off any scream

Ben held on as the Fed twi sted and thrashed on the ground. Horrible
choki ng sounds nade their way out of the tortured throat. Ben squeezed
even harder and drove the knife deep into the man's chest. The Fed
convul sed once, and then was still as life swiftly left him

Ben rel eased his grip and pulled out his knife. Shaky fromthe sudden
expense of energy, he crawled to his knees and rested there, the dead
man coojing on the ground.

Ben wi ped the blade clean on the dead nan's pants | eg and sheathed it.

He found his CAR and wi ped the dust fromit, then took two grenades from
the dead nman and several full magazines of .223"s. There was not hi ng

el se on the man that Ben could use. He rested for a few nore minutes and
t hen noved out, headi ng south.

Ben had heard the very faint sounds of a ot of gunfire since |eaving

t he Rebel outpost. The Feds and the Rebels had | ocked horns a nunber of
times. He had no way of know ng which side had been victorious, but he
had a bad feeling in the pit of his stomach that it was not his Rebels.



He conti nued wal ki ng.

Ben caught a few hours sleep fromabout 3:00 AM until six. Then he was
on the nove once nore. It had been a restless sleep, for the sounds of
hel i copters had awakened hi ma dozen tinmes. Just as daylight was
spreadi ng over the
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land, he clinbed a low hill and took a | ook around. What he saw was not
at all encouraging.

He was surrounded. There appeared to be no way out for him and the
Federal troops all seened to be facing in his direction. They had him
pi npoi nt ed.

Ben backed up and | ooked around, finding sonme good size rocks and
several small logs. He tugged and rolled the rocks and logs into a
makeshi ft barricade, occasionally |ooking around. The Feds were al
nmoving in his direction.

Ben took his handy-tal kie fromthe pouch and keyed the mc. "This is the
Eagl e. Anybody Ii st eni ng?"

Corrie's famliar voice touched his ear. "Right here, Boss."

"Are you secure, Corrie?"

"Ten-four, Boss. W're in Rebel territory and hol di ng."

"Can you tape this?"

"Affirmative, Boss. Taping."

"Tell Ike he's in charge of it all. I've had it. |'ve got naybe three or
four hundred Feds nmoving in on nme, and probably nore on the way. |'m not
sure exactly where | am For the Rebels to try any type of rescue would
be nothing but a suicide mission. Don't try it. Understood?"

"Affirmati ve, Boss."

"I"'mgoing to give themone hell of a fight, but there is no way | can
wi n. You copy all that?"

After a short pause, Corrie said in a choked voice, "Affirmative, Boss."
"I"'mnot going to be taken alive. Not if | can help it. And | don't have
time to get maudlin here. The SUSA forever. Let that be your battle cry.
Under st ood?"

"Ten-four, Boss."

"I's the teamall right?"

"Affirmative."

" Anna?"



"She's OK, Boss. None of us were hit."
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"Not much else to say, Gang. The Feds are at the base of the hill and
nmoving in on ne. The SUSA forever. Forever!'' Corrie was crying.
"Affirmative, Boss." "Good luck to you all. Eagle out."
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Ben chunked a grenade over the edge of the hill and smiled when it expl oded.

The Feds opened fire fromall sides, the | ead howing and ricocheting
all around him

"Come and get me, you miserable socialistic assholes,"” Ben nuttered.
"But, goddamm you all, when you do I'll take sone of you with ne."

Several Feds on the north side of the hill charged Ben's position. Wen
they reached the crest they were net with half a nagazine of .223
rounds. Scratch four Feds.

After half an hour of give and take, the Federal fire abruptly ceased.

"Now what ?" Ben said to the cloudy sky and the increasi ng w nds.

A shout reached Ben. "General Raines! This is General Berman. Gve this
up, Raines. You can't get off that hill. There is no escape for you."
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"Berman, you nmercenary prick!" Ben said. He took a deep breath and
shout ed, "Cone and get ne!"

"Don't be a fool, Ben!" Berman shouted. "Gve it up."

"So Madam President Osterman can hang nme? 1'd rather go out with a
bull et right here on this hill."

"Well, that's not going to happen. We're going to take you alive, |
prom se you that. You m ght be banged up sone, but | can guarantee you
will be alive. Think about that before we begin the assault."

Tear gas or pepper gas, Ben thought. That's what they're going to use.
And a gas mask was somret hing Ben did not have.

Ben wiggled around in his small shelter and took a quick |ook in al
directions. He sighed as he ducked back down. Mist be at |east three

hundred Feds surrounding the small hill.

No t houghts of surrender entered Ben's mind. The Feds m ght over power
him but it would be only after a fight.

Then Ben heard the unmi stakabl e pop of a gas canister |auncher. "Here we
go," he nuttered.

He qui ckly wet a handkerchief and placed it over his face just as the



canister hit the top of the hill and the gas began spreading. After that
t here nust have been a dozen nore pops in a very brief tine. The air
becane choked with fumes, and in a few seconds Ben was unable to see.

"Shit!" he coughed out just as he heard bootsteps running toward him
Sonet hing slamred into the front of his head, and Ben's world turned to
dar kness.

Wien he awakened he found hinmself cuffed and chained, the netal bonds
around his wists and ankles. He did not have to open his eyes to know
he was on the floor of a plane, a big prop job-four engine, Ben figured,
fromthe sound of it. G 130, probably.
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He did not know how | ong he'd been out, but it seemed as though it had
been hours. He concluded the bl ow on the head had been foll owed by sone
sort of chemical injection to ensure his stayi ng unconsci ous.

He cracked his eyelids and was not surprised to find boots filling his
vision-a long row of them Berman was taking no chances. Ben was under
heavy guard. He felt his left shirtsleeve jerked up, and the lash of a
needl e. Seconds later, he was once agai n envel oped in darkness.

When he woke again, it was quiet. Daylight was stream ng through a

wi ndow set high up off the floor. Ben noved his hands and feet. The
chains were gone. He tried to sit up, but did not have the strength to
make it. He noved his head and blinked his eyes. Well, at |least he could
do that nuch.

Then he realized he was in a bed.

He shook his head, and that hurt! He summoned all his strength and
managed to sit up, his feet on the floor. H's bare feet. No boots, no
socks. He | ooked down at his legs. His BDUs were gone. He was dressed in
paj amas. G een ones.

Sitting on the side of the bed, he | ooked around the room One w ndow,
too far off the floor for himto see out of. A very sturdy | ooking
door-cl osed, and | ocked, Ben figured. A nmetal, three drawer dresser set
agai nst one wall. A sink, also netal. A conmpbde, netal

Sure as hell not a luxury hotel

He inspected the walls and ceiling. Bare. No mirrors and no canera to
noni tor his noves.

Ben decided to try to stand. He failed the first try and fell back on

the bed, nade it on the second try. He stood for a nmoment, swaying unti

he got his bal ance. Then he tried to walk, and fell down hard on die floor
Ben lay on the cold tile for a nmonent, silently cussing.
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He forced himself to his knees, then managed to get to his feet and stay
there. Damm, but he was weak.



He took a couple of hesitant steps and did not fall. "Whnderful," Ben
muttered. "I amcertainly making progress.”

He wal ked back to the bed and sat down, resting for a couple of mnutes.
During that tinme he again visually inspected his surroundings, | ooking
for anything he mght use as a weapon. There was not hi ng.

He wal ked over to the sink and turned on the cold water. Bathing his
face several times, he felt better. Then he cupped his hands and drank
deeply.

He stared at the wi ndow | ongi ngly, wi shing he could see out, get sone

i dea where he was. He gave that up. Mght as well wish for . . . what?
Well, at least he was still alive, and not dangling fromthe end of a
rope. That woul d conme soon enough. Osternman woul d probably personally
tighten the noose herself, snmling all the while. M serable bitch

Ben began sl ow y wal ki ng around and around the interior of the small
room feeling his strength slowy return. He still didn't feel |ike
runni ng any foot races, but he was getting better

And hungry. Damm, but he was hungry. Then he knew he was getting better,
t hi nki ng about food. He instinctively glanced down at his watch-or where
it used to be. It was gone, of course.

He drank sone nore water and felt better, glanced upward out the

hi gh-set wi ndow. The sun didn't seemas bright, but it was high in the
heavens. Not as strong, rather than not as bright. Ben suddenly got the
i mpression he was a | ong way from Tennessee.

North! The word junped into his brain. He was far north. Sonehow he was
sure of that.

Ben heard a key clink in the lock. He turned just as
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t he door opened. Several nen stood there, one of them General Walt Berman.
"You do get around, don't you?" Ben said.

Berman smiled. "Yes, | do. How do you feel ?"

"I"'mnot a hundred percent yet. But getting there."

"Hungry?"

"Yes, | am

"Well, we brought you a tray of food. It's nothing fancy, but it is good
food. And we eat the sanme thing, by the way."

"Thanks. "
"Thi nk nothing of it."

"Where am | being hel d?"



Bernman stared at himfor a few seconds, then shrugged. "I can't see
where that would hurt anything, Ben. You damm sure can't get out. You're
in upstate New York. This facility used to be a state hospital for the

i nsane. Insane probably isn't a politically correct term but |I'm not
much into that |iberal crap.”

"What tine is it?"
"About noon. Lunchtine. Here is your food. Enjoy the neal."

A tray was brought in, placed on the dresser. The guard carefully backed
out. Berman gave Ben a nock salute and cl osed the door

Ben heard the lock click with a very secure sound

He carried his tray over to the bunk and | ooked at the food. Thick
portions of ham (already cut up into bite-size pieces), generous
hel pi ngs of mashed sweet potatoes and corn (in separate conpartnents),
two slices of bread, two pats of butter (probably oleo) a piece of apple
pie, a large nug of coffee, two packets of sugar, a packet of instant
creaner.

"Not bad," Ben nuttered, picking up the plastic fork and digging in.
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The food was good, and Ben ate every bite and then drank the coffee. He
wi shed he had a cigarette to go with it. "Wonder if 1'll get a snoke

bef ore they hang me," he muttered.

Ben took the tray and wal ked over to the door. He tapped on it. "I'm
finished. You want the tray?"

"Back away fromthe door," a man ordered. "I'Il lower the flap in the
center of the door."
Ben backed away. "I'm back. Still holding the tray."

The flap banged open. "Put the tray on the flap."

"You got a cigarette?" Ben asked, placing the tray on the netal flap
"Sure. I'll have to light it for you."

"No problem | appreciate it."

"Back up, away fromthe door."

Ben agai n backed up, and watched as a lighted cigarette was placed on
the flap.

"OK. Pick it up."
Ben snagged the snoke and backed up. "Thanks, buddy."
Ben sat on the floor, his back to a wall, and snoked the cigarette. He

enj oyed every puff. \Wile he snoked he visually inspected the ceiling
and walls. He could detect no sign of hidden caneras or nicrophones.



There was no mirror in the room so that |let out a two-way.

Ben got up and tried to nove the bunk. It was securely bolted to the
floor, and so was the dresser. The bolts were shiny new.

He tried one with his fingers. "Well, you can forget that,"
after straining and only succeeding in skinning his fingers.

he nuttered,
He wondered when his interrogation would start. He did not have long to
wonder .

About a half hour after lunch, the door swung open- outward. Ben nade a
nmental note of that. The hall seened
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to be filled with men. None of themwere armed, but they all carried the
old style police nightsticks.

"Al'l right, General,"” one said. "Time for your neeting with General Berman."

"I"'mall aquiver with anticipation.”

The man | aughed. "No need to be. W don't go in for physical torture.
That's been old hat for years, and you knowit."

"The wonman you're working for would, and enjoy every nonent of it."

"Woman? Oh! President Gsterman.” The man frowned. "No, she wouldn't.
She's a wonderful person. | net her once when | was still in ny teens,
and she was trying to get this country back on its feet. | read the
weekly notivation letters that cone fromher office." He pointed his
club at Ben. "Don't you say anything bad about Ms. Osterman. | won't
stand for that."

So it's a nmixed bag of nercenaries and Federal troops here, Ben thought.
And all those runors |I've been hearing for several years about the USA
are true. Kids are getting a healthy dose of brainwashing in public
schools. Well, hell, we're doing the sane thing in the SUSA. The only
difference is we're telling the kids the truth.

"Let's go, Ceneral," the young man said.

"Do | get sone slippers?" Ben asked. "I wouldn't want to catch ny death
of cold."

The young man-probably twenty-five years ol d, Ben guessed- hesitat ed.
"Yes, | suppose so. Get him sonme hospital slippers,” he ordered.

The slippers were floppy on his feet, but they felt good against the

cold floor. Ben was taken to an el evator and down one floor to the main
floor. The hospital, Ben noted fromthe el evator control panel, had two
floors and a basenent. He would certainly keep that information in mnd
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Ben was taken to an office in the center of a long hall. At the far end
wer e doubl e doors. Sunlight streamed through the glass. Ben pretended
not to notice the path to freedom

Ceneral Berman waved himto a chair in front of his desk and tossed a
package of cigarettes on the desk and a lighter. "Snoke, Ben?"

"Thanks." Ben got a smoke and lit up. "Got any coffee, General ?"

Ber man | aughed. "Coffee drinking man, hey? Me, too. Sure. |I'll have a
pot sent in for us. How was |unch?"

"Very good. Surprisingly so."

"We all eat the sanme thing, as | told you. No point in not enjoying sone

smal |l creature conforts while we're here, right? Well, Ben, let's get to
it, shall we? Good. You won't be here for very long. | have to tell you
that. Three, four days at the nost, | imagine, and then, if you haven't
agreed to sone demands, you'll be sent to the capital for a public
trial. Now. . . you really don't want that, do you?"

"It doesn't hold rmuch appeal for me, no.

"I"'msure it doesn't. Ah! Here's the coffee.” A man placed a tray on the
desk with a pot of coffee, two cups, sugar and creamin containers. "How
do you take yours, Ben?"

"Black with a little sugar will do."

"Sanme here. Years in the field sort of nmakes cream

i mpossi ble, doesn't it?"

"Yes, it does. What denmmnds?"

"Just a few If you agree to them vyour life will be spared. You have
Presi dent Gsterman's word on that."

"Her word?"
Berman smled. "Her word."

"I wouldn't trust that bitch if she swore it in the mddle of a bible
factory."

"Just hear nme out, Ben. What's the harmin that?"
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"The bottomline is, my life is spared and | get to spend the rest of ny
life in prison, right?"

"That's about the size of it. But in as much confort as possible. Not in
acell. A... well, sort of apartnment, you m ght say."

"Probably on a nmlitary base, in solitary confinement for the rest of ny
life."



"That's about the size of it."

Ben shook his head and smled. "No deal. 1'll take the rope.™

"Ben-"

"Forget it. Hanging ne will nean the civil war will continue forever. M
death will be a rallying cry. The war will never stop." Ben | eaned
forward. "As long as there is one Rebel alive, the war will go on and on
and on. As long as the Tri-States phil osophy of governnent is
renenber ed, passed down from generation to generation, the war will, in
some form continue. Try ne and hang me, Walt. | will make no deals in

exchange for ny life. None."

The nercenary general stared at Ben for a monent. Then he smiled and
shook his head. "I told both Gsterman and MIlard you woul d never go for
the deal. They were sure you would."

"Now what ?"

"l don't know. I'Il contact Osterman's office and tell themit's no

deal . After that?" He shrugged and spread his hands. "It m ght get rough

"At your hands?"

"No." The general's answer was quick and firm "l have never gone in for
that sort of thing. But someone else is going to replace ne. In a few
hours. There is always that to consider."

Ben entertained thoughts of telling Walt about his conversation with
CGeneral Maxwel |, then thought better of it. He had a hunch the nercenary
knew al | about it and was
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a part of it. ' 'You think roughing me up will change my m nd?"

"Of course not. If anything, it will only serve to strengthen your
resolve. | personally don't think it will conme to that. However .. . who

knows? These damed young and dedi cated fol l owers of Osterman are
capabl e of doing anything. | don't like them and don't trust them™

"You' ve got several here at the hospital."

"Don't | know it. Bradford, the shithead that escorted you here a few
m nutes ago, is one of the worst. Totally brai nmashed. That creepy jerk
i s dangerous. "

Ben | aughed at the expression on the general's face. "I gather he's not
one of your favorite people.™

"You can bet on that. Ben, ny people and | are being pulled out of here
tonight. Then you'll be solely in the hands and at the nercy of
OGsterman's goons. | won't be here to hel p you. Think about that. One
soldier to another, flip-flop a little, make themthink you're going to
agree to the terms | offered. Buy a little tine. How about it?"

"Il give that sone thought."

"Good. Do that. Save yourself some grief at least for a while."



"And after they get tired of waiting?"
"It probably will get rough. I won't lie to you."

Ben took a sip of the very good coffee and lit another cigarette. "Wy
t he concern on your part, \Walt?"

"I don't like physical torture. Now, I'll hunt you and shoot you in open
warfare, do my best to beat you, kill you. But that's war. That's the
risk you run. | night use chem cals on a person. | have used chemni cal s

to get the truth. But not physical torture.™

Ben lifted his coffee cup in a salute and snmled. Walt did the sane. The
two mi ddl e-aged sol di ers understood each other very well.

Ben tossed the cigarette pack back on the desk, and
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Walt picked it up and tossed it back to him "Tuck those away." He
fiddl ed around in a desk drawer and tossed Ben a box of matches. "Hi de

them Hell, you might get a chance to sneak a snoke, who knows?"
Ben sensed the neeting was over. "I didn't like you at first, \Walt.
Still don't knowif I can really trust you. But | find nyself w shing we

were both on the sane side."

"I know the feeling all too well." Walt stuck out a hand and Ben shook

it. "Good luck to you, Rebel."

"Good luck to you, nmercenary." Ben |laughed. "But not too much luck in
this war."
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Suppertime passed, and no one brought Ben a tray. He sat on his bunk and
wat ched the summer |ight gradually slip into darkness. He woul d have
liked to snoke, but decided he'd better not. He tucked the pack of
snokes and box of matches under the beddi ng on the bunk

About an hour after dark, the cell door swung open. Bradford stood

t here, backed up by six guards. Ben sat on the bunk and stared at the
young nan.

"Ceneral Berman is gone," Bradford announced. "I'min charge now. "

"Congratul ations,” Ben told him "Wen do | get sonething to eat?"

"After we talk . . . maybe."
" Maybe?"
"You mght not feel like eating." Bradford smiled after saying that, and

it was not a pleasant smle.

"I don't feel like talking right now"
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"Perhaps | can change your mind." Bradford slapped a fist into an open pal m

"Sormehow | doubt it, punk." Ben spat the words at him "I have
absolutely nothing to say to you."

"Cet hi”a out of there!" Bradford ordered.
The next hour or so wasn't all that pleasant, but Ben had received

rougher treatnent in his life. Bradford seened nore interested in
spouting dogma from Gster-man's phil osophy of governnent than in

punchi ng Ben around, but the craphead still managed to get in sone good
l'i cks.
When Ben was dragged, literally, back to his cell, his nmouth was busted,

hi s head ached, his nose was bl eeding, and his stomach hurt from being
used as a punchi ng bag, but he hadn't said a word or uttered a sound of
protest or pain.

The guards threw himinto his cell. Ben |l anded hard on the floor. He |ay
there until the door was cl osed and | ocked, then crawled to his hands
and knees and managed to make it to the sink. Still sitting on the

floor, Ben turned on the water and began bathing his busted and brui sed
face. There was no washcloth, so he had to use his hands. The cold water
revived him and he crawl ed over to his bunk and stretched out. That

hel ped to relieve the pain in his stomach nuscl es.

There was no hope for sleep-Ben hurt too nuch for that. He could and did
whi l e away sone very interesting nmonents thinking of ways to kill that
dammed di ckhead Bradford at the earliest opportunity, and those dammed
guards, too. Ben knew he was in for a very rough time until he could
find a way to break | oose fromthe damed nut house. He was going to
start planning that, right now

Ben finally drifted off into a pain-filled sl eep.

He was jerked awake by a very rude hand and rolled onto the fl oor
There, he was kicked in the back and the

74

stomach half a dozen tinmes by nen wearing boots. The |ast kick he
recei ved was on the back of the head, and that dropped himinto nerciful
unconsci ousness.

Ben awakened on the cold floor of his cell. He hurt all over. One of the
men had apparently stonped on his left hand, and it was swollen to about
twice its normal size. He could only open one eye; the other was swollen
shut. The back of his head was caked with dried blood. He managed, with
a great deal of effort, to pull hinself over to the sink and, using his
right hand, turn on the water. He got nore water on the floor than on
his face the first try, but the cold wetness felt good on the hot face.

Hot! Ben thought. I'mrunning a fever. If | don't get off this floor and
into that bunk with some cover on ne I'll be | ooking at pneunonia. And
sure as hell don't need that.



He nanaged to get into the bunk and pull the blanket over him The pain
was |ike needles sticking into his body. Sleep finally cane, and with
it, some relief fromthe pain.

"CGet up, you son of a bitch!" Bradford yelled at him "Here's your
br eakf ast."

Ben heard a tray being placed on the floor and the door cl osing.
Suppressing a groan, he threw off the bl anket and nanaged to sit up. He
sat on the side of the bunk for a monent until his head stopped spinning
and he could make his legs follow the command from his brain. Then he
slowy made his way over to the tray on the floor

Ben managed to squat down without falling over on his face and pick up
the tray and get back to the bunk w thout spilling anything or dropping
t he whol e damm thing. He sat on the bunk and | ooked at his breakfast.

The contents of the tray did not |ook at all appetizing. It contained a
thick glob of oatneal, two greasy |ooking
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sausage patties, a slop of some terrible | ooking scranmbl ed eggs, a
coupl e pi eces of bread, and a mug of coffee.

Ben ate every bite, and could have eaten nore.
He wanted to snoke a cigarette but decided against it. Now was not the tine.

He set the tray on the floor, stretched back out on the bunk, and
promptly went back to sleep. He slept for several hours. Wien he
awakened he felt much better, thought he might live, after all-at |east
for the time being. He sat up and | ooked around the room The tray was
gone. Someone had picked it up and left w thout waking hi mup. He had
slept the sleep of the physically exhausted.

As Ben stood up, he thought that much of the pain was gone. He took a
coupl e of steps and di scovered he was wong. H s bruised nuscles
protested every novenent. He tried to ignore the pain and began wal ki ng
around the room getting sonme of the kinks out.

One thing he knew for certain: if he had to take many nore beatings |ike
the one he'd received hours before, there mght be permanent danage. Hi s
body just could not take nore kicking episodes.

He found his slippers and sat down on the bunk to put themon. He sat
for a noment, feeling the material of the slippers. They seened to be
made of sone sort of mixture of paper and cloth. He felt under the thin
mattress and found the box of matches Berman had gi ven him

"M ght work," Ben nuttered. "l've got to give this some nore thought."
But how rmuch tinme did he have to think about it? That, he didn't know.

And just how would he pull it off?

He didn't know that, either, but he did have a tiny germ of an idea.



He put the nmatches back under the mattress and started thinking about
freedom and how he might attain it. He

76
WIlliamW Johnstone

didn't quite know exactly how he was going to do that, only that he
nmust. He had to, or he would die.

Ben awakened on the floor of his cell. H's captors had cone for him

bef ore noon, |ong before any escape plans had been thought of or thought
out, and hammered on himagain and again. He had | ost consci ousness
several times, each tine to be brought back into painful reality by
havi ng buckets of water tossed on him... at |east Ben thought it was
water, he wasn't sure

During the beatings, in which a nunber of the younger guards under
Bradf ord' s command took part, Ben was called a nunber of things.

"Goddam fascist!" was the favorite, it seened.
"Right-wing dictator!" was a cl ose second

There were ot her nanes, but they usually didn't register through the fog
of pain in Ben's body.

Al'l during the hours of tornent, Ben thought that if he survived this he
had to get out, had to get free. The guards were going to cripple him
he was sure of that, sure that was their intention, and just as sure
that they had been ordered to do that. By whom he didn't know, but he
hoped that one day-if he succeeded in escaping-he would find out.

What ever he was going to do, no matter how bad he felt he was going to
have to do it soon . . . immediately. One nore beating |like the one he
had just suffered, and sonmething in his body would give way or break

Ben dug out the box of matches and made sure they were the

stri ke-anywhere type. He put themin his shirt pocket. Then he began
shredding the ends of his slippers to provide a better ignition point.
He worked quickly but carefully. His mnd was nade up: he was going to
make his break, or attenpt it, the next time the guards cane

77
77

calling. If they killed himduring his try ... well, so be it. A quick
death woul d be better than a slow, prolonged one.

Ben began wal king stiffly around and around his cell, very slowy at
first. Then, gradually, he increased his steps. He forced his mind to
accept the pain until at least part of the stiffness left his |legs. Then
he rested and caught his breath. Before his nmuscles could cool down, he
was up and wal ki ng again. He repeated this process several tinmes, unti
he began to feel better-w nded and hurting sone, but better

An hour passed, with Ben occasionally getting up and working his bruised
legs just to keep diemfrom stiffening



up- Then he heard a noise in the hall. He took a couple of

singl e matches from his pocket and got up from di e bunk, holding die
shredded slippers in his left hand, the matches in his right. He wal ked
over to the steel door, considering just how he was going to play tiiis.

Sonet hi ng heavy rapped on the door-a billy club, Ben imagi ned. "Hey,
CGeneral Tough Boy!" a voice called. "You still alive, old man?"
"Yes," Ben said with a tiieatrical groan. He hoped the groan sounded
aut hentic.

"That's good, you old fart. Bradford wants to talk to you again." That
was followed by |aughter.

"Yeah, talk," another man said. "You bet."
"You feel up to it?" the first man questioned.
"Do | have a choice?"

More | aughter. "Nope, none at all."

"Al'l right."

"Stand away fromthe door, General Asshole.™

I"mgoing to ramthat billy club down your throat, you m serable punk
Ben thought. "OK," he whispered. "I'm standing back." Ben lit the
slippers and they began to burn brightly.

The key slid into the lock and clicked. Ben sml ed.
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When the door began to slowy open toward the hall, Ben slamed into it
wi th everything he had. The edge of the steel door struck the first
guard in the face and knocked hi m backward, bl ood pouring fromhis

br oken nose and smashed |i ps.

Ben nmoved swiftly out the door and into the hall and stuck the burning
slippers into the second guard's face, janming the flame into the man's
eyes.

The guard dropped his billy club and opened his nmouth to scream Ben
jamred the burning slippers into the man's nouth, reached down and
scooped up the billy club and whacked himhard in the center of the
f or ehead.

Ben turned and snmashed the first guard on the top of the head with the
club, then hit himagain for insurance. He turned and hit the second
guard on the side of the head just as hard as he could. The odor of
burning flesh was strong in the hallway. The slippers were still snoking
in the man's nouth.

Ben dragged the nen, one at a tine, into the cell. The first guard was
about Ben's size. Ben swiftly undressed the Fed down to his underwear
and pulled on his uniform The shirt was just a tad too small, and the



wai st of the britches a bit too |arge.

Ben went through the pockets of both men, taking everything they had:
billfolds, keys, pocket knives. He then straightened up and savagely
smashed the club down on the heads of the guards one by one. They
weren't dead when he finished, but they would be out of commi ssion for a
[ ong time.

Ben quickly tried on a pair of boots that |ooked as though they m ght
fit him They were a half size too big, even with the two pairs of socks
taken fromthe feet of both unconscious guards, but they would have to do.

He stepped out into the hall and | ocked the cell door
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then stood for a nonent, silently savoring his freedom Then he took a
deep breath and nmoved up the hallway. He was | ooking for the gun room
When he found it, he would show these young socialists that an ol d dog
could still bite.
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Ben wal ked up the hallway, carrying one of the nightsticks he'd taken
fromthe guards. H s boots echoed off the tile. He met no one. He paused
at the elevator, then decided not to chance it. He took the stairs down
to the first floor and cautiously pushed open the door, peeking out.

The hall was deserted, but he could hear rock nusic com ng from
somewhere far down the Iong hall-a song he was not famliar with. Ben
made it a point never to listen to rock nusic, so he was probably

unfam liar with ninety-nine percent of it. He had not paid any attention
to rock rmusic since years before the collapse and the Geat War

He stepped out into the hall, |ooking at the double doors which led to
t he outside. They were chained shut.

He wal ked slowy down the hall toward the sounds of
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the music. It was conming out of the open door to an office. Ben stood
for a noment, pressed up against the wall just outside the open door. He
listened for the sounds of voices. Nothing.

CGot to do it, Ben thought, can't stand out here until |'m discovered.

He | ooked into the office. One man sitting at a desk, his back to Ben
Ben recogni zed himas one of those who had taken great delight in

beating the crap out of him

Your turn now, Ben thought, silently stepping into the office and easing
up behi nd the guard.

The man sensed nmovenent behind himand turned. H s mouth opened in shock
as he recogni zed Ben. Ben popped himon the noggin with the club and the



guard went ni ght-night.

Ben tied himup with the man's belt and a length of electrical cord
whi ch he jerked out of a wall socket, then gagged himw th his own
handker chi ef. The guard had been carrying a sidearmin a holster and Ben
took that, along with the two full magazines fromthe guard' s belt pouch

Ben checked the 9mm Full up. He jacked a round into the slot and

qui ckly checked the office for anything el se he m ght use. Nothing. He
fanned the unconsci ous man's pockets and took his keys and wallet, then
took a jacket froma wall hook and slipped out of the office.

He wanted to find Bradford. He had a present for that son of a bitch

He wal ked the Iong hall, | ooking into each darkened roomw th an open
door. Not hing. Wen he cane to a roomwith a closed door, he tried the
door knob. Locked.
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He funbled with several of the keys he'd taken fromthe guards until one
opened the door. Ben smiled as he | ooked inside. The arnory.

When he again stepped out into the hall, Ben was armed with a CAR and

had a rucksack filled with spare magazi nes and a coupl e hundred rounds
of .223's. He also had half a dozen grenades hooked onto die web belt

he'd found in the room

"Now t hen, you assholes,” Ben nmuttered. "Let'sjust see how tough you are."

Ben wal ked the hall, moving slowy and cautiously. He heard the faint
sounds of voices com ng from somewhere far down the hall. The CAR was
set on full auto. Ben did not realize it, but he was wal king along with
a smile on his bruised face, curving his swollen |ips.

Two guards stepped out of a room They stood for several seconds, not
bel i eving what they were seeing. That was the last diing they saw on
this earth. Ben gave themhalf a nmag of .223's. The guards went down.
One flopped for a few seconds, then was still.

"What the hell is happening out there!" The voice cane fromthe roomthe
guards had just exited.

"Retribution,"” Ben nmuttered, waiting in the hall.

The man stuck his head out of the room "Oh, shit!" he said.
"Right," Ben said, and squeezed the trigger

Scratch another of Osterman's faithful followers.

Ben wal ked the hall fromend to end. There was no one el se to be found
at |l east not on that fl oor.

Ben searched the bodies of the dead and renoved everything in their
pockets, stowing it in another rucksack he found in the second office.
He stacked all the weapons and ammo he could find in a utility room near
t he chai ned entrance. He would go out those doors when the tinme cane.
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Ben | ooked at his left hand. It was still swollen, but nuch of the
swel ling was gone. Ben again flexed the fingers on that hand. They
wor ked, albeit stiffly, and there was no sign of anything broken

He gl anced at the nice watch he'd taken from one of the now expired
guards. Five o'clock. It would be dark soon. Good. Ben |iked the night.

He found the steps |leading to the basenent and cautiously wal ked down.
He stood for a nonment, |ooking at die heavy steel. Menories of his
beatings were returning to him... very unpl easant rem niscences. He
recalled that there were other prisoners being held in cells in die
baserment, and he guessed the basenment area was soundproof ed.

Wul dn't do to have screans reverberating throughout the nuthouse.

Ben tried die door. It was not |ocked, but it was very heavy. He could
hear an angry voi ce shouting something. He could not nmake out die words,
but he was sure it was Bradford doing the shouting. That was one voice

Ben was not likely to forget for a long, long tine.

"You dammed, right-w ng whore!" The words cane to Ben nore clearly as he
made his way up the hall. It was Bradford. "Confess."

The sound of a woman's voice drifted to Ben, but he could not nmke out
any of the words.

"Whore!" Bradford shouted. "Filthy whore of the mlitial"

This time Ben could understand the woman's reply. "Fuck you, you goofy
bastard!"

Ben smled. He liked this woman al ready. She damm sure had Bradford
pegged accurately.

"Let's toss her in with the hardcases,"” soneone suggested. "Let diem
gang-bang her. We'll watch until she confesses."
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"No," Bradford said firmy. "That woul dn't be punishnent. Hell, she'd
enjoy that. She's a mlitia whore. She was a survivalist, renmenber."

"I bet she wouldn't enjoy .

A generator kicked in about that tine, and Ben coul dn't understand al
t he words.

Laughter drifted to Ben as the generator, or whatever it
was-air-conditioning unit, perhaps-settled down to a | ow hum

"Bet she sure wouldn't enjoy that, for a fact."

"I"'d like to watch it!"



More | aught er.

Ben worked closer. He didn't have to wonder what the perverted bastards
wer e | aughing about. He felt he knew exactly what it was.

He edged cl oser and peered into a |large room A naked worman was strung
up by the wists, dangling froman eye-hook set in the ceiling. Her bare
feet were just touching the floor. She had angry red welts on her belly
and thighs and buttocks. Bradford stood beside her, holding a thick

| eat her belt. He | ooked as though he was enjoying inflicting torture on
t he woman.

He probably was, Ben thought. The sadistic son of a bitch. Ben's first

t hought s about Bradford were certainly proving correct: he had pegged
hi m as being tw sted.

The wonman was bl onde, with short-cropped hair, and | ooked to be in her
mdto late thirties. Ben could not help but take in her nakedness since
she was dangling without a stitch on. Very lovely wonan, he concl uded.
Ben stepped into the roomand cut the | egs out fromunder Bradford with
a short burst fromhis CAR Then he turned the nmuzzles toward the other
two and forever put an end to their perversion.

Leavi ng Bradford groaning and twi sting on the floor
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Ben cut the woman's bonds with a knife he'd taken fromone of the guards
and gently eased her down.

Still holding her so she would not fall, Ben said, "Can you stand al one?"

"I don't know. Hang onto nme a nmoment |onger. Who are you? Are you from
the New York MIlitia?"

"No. Are there still others being held here?"

"Yes, but | don't know who they are. They're in the process of being
reindoctrinated. "

"This country's really gone to hell, hasn't it? Reindoctri-nation
centers. Jesus. Are there nore like this one?"

"Al'l over the USA. | think | can walk now. My clothes are over there on
the floor in the corner. That damm Bradford nade ne strip while he and
his shitty buddi es watched."

"That doesn't surprise ne one little bit. Wuat's your nane?"

"Lara. L-a-r-a."

"OK, Lara. Ready to give it a try?"

"Yes."

Ben turned her |oose and the woman wal ked-with as rmuch dignity as



possi bl e, considering her state of undress- over to a corner and began
pul I'ing on her cl othes.

Ben turned to Bradford. "You are one miserable son of a bitch, Bradford."
"“I'"'mhurt bad, General. You've got to help ne."

"Ceneral ?" Lara paused in her dressing.

"I'm Ben Raines."

Lara's eyes w dened, and she | eaned against a table for support. "M
Cod!" she breathed. "Yes. O course you are. | recognize you now. Your
face is so bruised and beat up-"

"Ah, Lara, would you mnd continuing dressing? Finish slipping on that
bra, maybe? It's a bit disconcerting talking with you while your, ah
you know, are, ah, exposed."
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Lara bl ushed fromher toes to her nose, and quickly slipped on her bra.

"Thank you," Ben said drily. He turned his attention toward Bradford.
"Fuck you, punk."

"You can't leave ne like this!" Bradford protested. "My | egs are broken."
"Good," Larasaid. "I hope you die, you rotten bastard."
"Filthy degenerate militia whore!" Bradford spat the words at her

"You're calling her degenerate, you twi sted son of a bitch?" Ben asked.

W, oy

Lara smiled, but it was a smle that held no hunor. "Some of die things
t hey' ve done to wonmen in here are unspeakable, General. And to nen.
They' ve castrated sone nmilitia nenbers. Lobotom zed others. Al in the
nane of denocracy, of course."

"Sure. Back before the collapse and the G eat War, sone of us who didn't
have our heads up our asses used to call what Osternman and her ilk
advocated cultural Nazism"

"I"'ve read a few of your witings, General, but to be found widi
anything you wote in one's possessi on now coul d nmean death. It's
classified as subversive and highly traitorous."

"I"ve heard." He snmiled. "Well, 1've never clained to be a literary
threat to the nenory of John Steinbeck. Tell you what-call me Ben

pl ease. OK, Lara. Search those bodies and take everything on diem. ..
everything. Then we'll see about die other prisoners.”

"What about ne?" Bradford npaned.

Ben shot him

He | ooked at Lara. She shrugged. "I was going to do that if you didn't,



Gen-Ben. That bastard has ruined the Iives of several hundred people.™
"At first he seemed like sort of a good guy."

"He al ways does ... did. He told nme before the torture
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started that if 1'd go down on himhe'd see to it that | didn't get sent
to a reindoctrination canp. | told himl'd rather eat a live tarantula."

Ben | aughed at that, but that hurt his bruised and swollen face. "They
tal ked about putting you in with some prisoners."

"The real hardcases. Criminal types. That would have been ... unpleasant.

"I would imagi ne. OK. Check die others. I'll search Bradford."
"\What about the other guards?"

"What others? |'ve either killed or put out of commi ssion every guard
| found."

"How many?"

"About half a dozen."

"Six nmore, then."

"We' || worry about them as soon as we're finished here."

Lara got nervous about that. "W could be trapped down here, Ben."

"No, we won't. There's a door at the end of the hall. | sawit. It has
to lead out of here. If it's |locked, we can blowit open.”

Bradford had a wad of cash on himas had all the odiers-and several
governnent credit cards.

"These guys nust have just gotten paid," Lara said, stuffing the noney
in her jeans pocket-which, Ben had observed, she filled out quite
handsonel y.

Ben hid a smile, thinking, / must be getting better. "W can use the
money. It's a long way to our lines."

"That's where we're goi ng?"
"You have a better idea? |'mcertainly open to suggestions."

"The Feds scattered our militia nmovenment." She grinmaced. "Those they
didn't kill or capture. And after this,"-she waved a hand at the bodies
of the guards-
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"they'Il kill us on sight. The Rebel |ines sound good to ne."

Ben nodded his head. " OK Get that rucksack over there on the table and
put all the sidearns and spare mags in it. And their persona
possessions." He | ooked around at the dead guards. "The boots on that
guy," Ben said, pointing, "look about mnmy size. The ones | have on are
too big. Gve nme a mnute."

"OK. You get them" Lara said quickly. "I'll stand guard. Those half a
dozen others still on the Ioose worry me. Don't they worry you at all?"

"Not all that ruch," Ben said, bending down and quickly unl acing and
jerking the boots off the dead man. "The Rebel s are al ways out nunber ed.
It's something we've all gotten accustomed to."

"You have no idea how inventive these people can be when it cones to
torture. They were just getting started on nme." She shuddered in
renmenbrance. "To be honest, | was hoping for a quick death.”

Ben was trying on the boots. They were a perfect fit with only one pair
of socks. He finished lacing themand then stuffed the spare socks in
his pocket. "Put that out of your mnd. Concentrate on staying alive.
Let's check on those other prisoners .. . ready?"

"As I'Il ever be." She picked up the rucksack.

"Let's do it, then. As the old line reads, W've nmiles to go."

"Who wote that?"

"Damed if | can renmenber." He grinned at her. "My tastes usually ran
to, '"A bunch of the boys were whooping it up in the Ml anmute Sal oon .

A door slammed sonewhere in the | ower floor.
"Conpany," Ben said. "Now the fun begins."
"Fun?"

"Killing Gsterman's goons."
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"Tormy?" a voice called. "Tomry Bradford," Lara whispered. Ben snil ed.
"Right here!" he called. He lifted the nuzzle of his CAR

The boot steps drew cl oser.
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The guard stuck his head into the interrogation chamber and Ben shot him
in the center of the forehead. The man's M 16 clattered on the concrete
floor. Ben haul ed the body into the room which now was beginning to
stink of death.

"Cet his rifle and spare mags,"
and keys."

Ben told Lara. "And search himfor noney



Seconds | ater, Ben and Lara stepped out into the hall. Ben | ocked the
door behind them "Let's find those other prisoners," he said. "And
want to find the records roomof this dam place. |1'mgoing to destroy
every file here."

"We've still got a few guards to deal with," Lara rem nded him

"I haven't forgotten them | just nake a point never to sweat the small
shit."

She smled at him Her teeth were very white and even. "Do you ever get
exci ted about anything, Ben?"

"Rarely, with one exception."

"And that is?"

91

91

Ben cut his eyes to her and grinned. "You really want ne to tell you?"
She | aughed and shook her head. "I think |I can accurately guess."

The first cell they cane to, set down a separate wi ng of the basenent,
held two nmen. Ben unl ocked the door and said, "I don't care what you've
done to get locked in this funny farm It's time for a fresh start. Wen
you hear an explosion, that will be your cue to leave. If | see you
before then, I'lIl shoot you w thout hesitation. Understood?"

Ben made the sane little speech to every man in every cell, sone of whom
were in bad shape from beatings. They all understood.

"Ben Raines," one of the men whispered to his cellmate. "That's Ben
Rai nes! Pass the word down the line."

Ben and Lara went up the stairs to the ground floor and pronptly ran
into two of the remaining guards. Lara finished them w thout changi ng
expr essi on.

"I just don't like those people," she said.

"Cee, | would never have guessed,"” Ben said. "Conme on, let's finish it
and get the hell gone fromhere. W' ve got to find that records room™

They ran into no nore guards during their search. Wen they found the
records roomit was filled with filing cabinets stuffed wi th hundreds of
records on New York State individuals who did not share Madam Presi dent
Oster-man's views on government. Ben spilled themall on the floor, al
over the room and set themon fire. He smashed the conputers, printers,
and nmonitors while Lara stood watch in the hall

Ben smashed out the w ndows so oxygen could feed the flames and stepped
out of the room closing the door. "The fire will be contained in that
roomfor quite a while," he said. "Let's prow some nore."

Ben found another roomfilled with conmputers. He
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destroyed them except for a couple of |aptops which he di scovered
cont ai ned nodens. He stowed themin carrying cases along with fl oppies
and el ectrical hookups. "W mght be able to use these,"” he expl ai ned.
"We'll check themout later."

"Let's get the hell gone fromthis place, Ben," Lara said nervously.
"You getting a little edgy?" Ben asked with a smle

"Dam right I am Those guards m ght have to check in wth sonebody
every so often.”

"Good point."

She sighed. "They don't call in on time, and this place is likely to be
craming with Feds."

"OK Let's see about some transportation. W'll find us a car or a pickup
and then we'll get the gear | stowed by the entrance, blow those chai ned
doors open, and we'll be gone."

Ben found an al nost new, full-size pickup truck with a full tank of gas
and a full reserve tank

"Wn't they know what vehicle we're in?" Lara questioned.

"They mght be able to figure it out in a day or two. But not imediately."
n W]y?ll

"Wt ch. "

Ben lined up the renmaining vehicles and renoved the gas caps. Then he
tossed a grenade agai nst the chai ned doors and bl ew them open so the

freed prisoners could get gone. Then he stood back and shot holes in the

gas tanks of each vehicle.

"Pull that pickup over here and get ready to get the hell gone when I
junp in. W're not going to have but a couple of seconds, at the nost."

"OK, Ben," Lara said, eyeballing the two grenades Ben held, one in each
hand. The pins had been pulled and he

I
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was caref U ly hol ding the spoons down. She had al ready concl uded t hat
bei ng around Ben Rai nes was nothing |less than exciting . . . and

deci dedl y unpredi ctabl e.

Freed prisoners began exiting the nuthouse. "Get the hell away fromthe
parking lot!" Ben yelled at them "This whole damm area is about to

bl ow. Mve, damit!"

The freed prisoners scattered in all directions.



Ben waved at Lara. She pulled the truck al ongside hi mand Ben opened the
door. He popped the spoons and chunked the grenades under the cars; they
spl ashed in the gathering pools of gas.

"CGo!" Ben yell ed.

Lara pull ed away. Three seconds |later the grenades blew and the entire
parking lot lit up like a major volcanic eruption. The concussi on waves
of the explosion rocked the pickup truck. Lara hit the hi ghway and

pi cked up speed.

"Where the hell are we, Lara?"
"Northeast New York State. About forty mles south of the Canadi an
Border. Vernont is only a fewniles to the east. You want to try for

Canada?"

"No. They have troubles of their own. Let's head for the Adirondacks. Do
your peopl e have food and cl ot hing cached in there?"

"You bet we do. Everything we'll need to stay alive and nmake one hell of
a fight of it if we're cornered. | was going to suggest we head there."
"You're driving, Lara. You know this country. | don't. How far is it?"

"The way the roads are, plus the roads we'll have to take once we | eave

the hard surface hi ghways, five or six hours at |east. Probably | onger
That is, if we don't get caught. And that may be one big if."

"Not as big as you might think. By the time the Feds get everything
sorted out, three or four or nmore hours wll
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have passed. By then we should be close to wherever the hell it is
you're taking us."

She | aughed. "Deep in the brush, Ben. This truck has four-wheel drive on
demand. That's good. 'Cause we are sure going to need it."

"You know they' Il cone after me, in force. They won't stop | ooking for
me. They will never stop searching for me. And anyone who helps ne is
subj ect to be hanged. You mght consider telling ne to hit the road."

"You' ve got to be kidding! |I'mnot about to dump you out on your own.

Li sten, you can put new life into a novenent that has al nost been w ped
out by the Feds. And believe me when | tell you that we have no

i nformants in our bunch. W' ve gone as high-tech as finances will allow
W have pol ygraph and PSE equi prent, and everyone, everyone, gets tested
occasionally, with no notice given beforehand."

"Good nmove. Did you find any Federal plants after the first test?"
"Unfortunately, yes, we did. W were hoping we wouldn't, but we found two."
"What did you do with then®"

"We shot them and buried their bodies deep. Then we changed neeting
pl aces, and still do every now and then."



"How many peopl e can you rmuster?"

"About fifty. And we're all hard-core, Ben. W can do it all, from
machi ne guns to CG-4. And we have it all. | gather you have sonething in
m nd?"

"Maybe. Just maybe. | think perhaps getting back to Rebel |ines would be
taking a big chance ... odds of us making it are slim and getting
slimrer, the nore | think about it. | think that perhaps | m ght be nore
useful organizing local units to fight. Wat do you think?"

"I agree. We've got to take back our country town by town."
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"Lara, none of you are involved in the killing of abortion clinic
doctors, are you?"

"Ch, no. Personally, |I'mpro-choice. |I've never had anything to do with
t hose types who advocate violence to stop abortion. W've got sone
peopl e in our group who are opposed to abortion, but not so rmuch they
support the bonbing of clinics and the killing of doctors.™

"And not racist?"
"Ch, no. Not at all."
"You're certain of all that?"

"One hundred percent certain, Ben. My group is racially mxed, and has
just one goal in nmind-to restore this nation to a constitutional form of
government." She sniled. "Along the lines of the SUSA. "

They rode in silence for a few niles, passing through one small town
t hat appeared to be deserted. Ben questioned Lara about that.

" "A nunber of the smaller towns in this area are deserted, or very
nearly so. There sinply is nothing to keep themgoing ... economically
speaking. Tourismis gone, and will probably remain that way for years
to come. People just don't have the nobney to spare."

"Osterman' s governnent has raised taxes?"

"Are you ki ddi ng?"

"No. |'ve been out of the country, Lara. | really don't know what's been
happeni ng. "
"Taxes are nearly sixty percent now And will go higher if Osterman has

her way. The l|iberal/socialist/denocrats have so damm many progranms to
support."

"But the people are being taken care of fromcradle to grave, right?"
Ben asked with a smle.

"That is one way of looking at it," Lara said after a few seconds pause.
"I'f you cl ose one eye and have inpaired vision in the other."



Bef ore Ben could respond the bright Iights of a vehicle
96

illuminated the cab of the truck as a car suddenly appeared behind t hem
pul ling in close.

"l don't like this," Lara said.

"Let's see what he does next,
stupid.”

Ben suggested. "Before we do sonething

The driver of the car behind themcut on his red and bl ue warning |ights.
"State cop," Lara said, disgust in her voice. "W sure didn't get very far."
"Haven't they been federalized up here in the USA?" Ben asked.

"Yes."

"Then they adhere to Gsternman's policies, right?"

"As far as | know. Why?"

"Then he's dead," Ben said flatly. "There is no fence-straddling in this
war. No one sits on the sidelines. You are either one hundred percent

for us, or one hundred percent against us."

"That's the way it's going to be, Ben?"

"That's it. That's the way it's got to be. You in or out?"

"I"'min," she replied without hesitation. "All the way. It's what 1've
been telling ny group for nmonths."

"We' || tal k about the foot-draggers in your group later. Keep driving.
Let's see what he does."

What he did was cut on his siren. The whoopi ng and whi ning seened to
fill the night.

"Pull over, Lara."
"How do we play this?" she asked
"That's entirely up to the cop behind us."

Lara pull ed over and stopped on the side of the road, |eaving the notor
runni ng.

A man's voi ce com ng over a |oudspeaker cut the night. "Get out of the
truck, both of you. And keep your hands where | can see them™
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"When | get out, I'mgoing to shoot out his headlights,” Ben told her
"You get to the front of the truck, pronto."



"Al'l right."
"We'| | get out together. That way his attention will be split. On three."

Ben counted to three, and he and Lara opened their doors and stepped out
together. He dropped into a crouch and brought up the 9mm He bl ew out
bot h headlights, then shot out the warning lights. The night suddenly
became a |l ot darker. He junped into the ditch that ran al ong the

shoul der of the road.

"I"'mdown in front," she called in a stage whisper

"Stay there. And get ready to return his fire."
Ben shouted, "Get out of your unit! Do it if you want to live. R ght now "

"You're in alot of trouble, mster!" the state cop shouted. Hi s voice
sounded very young; nmaybe twenty-two years old, at the nost.

"Just a kid," Lara said.

"If he isn't careful he isn't going to get any ol der," Ben responded.
Ben was slowly working his way up the ditch and then up the slight bank,
comng in behind the state police car. He stayed low, to avoid being
seen in the glow of the taillights. He could see the sil houete of the
policeman sitting in the front seat. Ben suddenly raised up and said,
"Keep your hands on the steering wheel, buddy. O die where you sit.
It's all up to you."

"Don't shoot, mister. |I'mdoing what you tell me to do.

"Turn off the taillights, then sit right where you are."
The cop did as ordered.

"CGet back in the truck, Lara. And | ead us out and down the first gravel
road we cone to." Ben got in the passenger side of the squad car
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The young cop's eyes wi dened as the interior |lights came on and he got a
| ook at Ben's battered face. "Wat the hell happened to you, mster?"

"It's a long story. Follow the truck and don't do anything cute. And
don't say a word until | tell you to."

Fifteen mnutes later, after spending ten minutes on a w nding gravel
road, Lara pulled over. The cop pulled in behind her

Laura wal ked back to the car. "There's a dirt road just ahead that |eads
off to the right," she said. "Looks like it runs into a stand of tinber."

"Al'l right," Ben said. "Wait here for us. Drive down that road, boy," he
told the cop.

"I know that road. It doesn't go anywhere. |1'Il get mred up to the axles!"

"That's the general idea, boy."



A hundred yards later, the car was sunk up to the frame in the nud.
"Strip," Ben said.

"I beg your pardon?"

"Take of f your clothes. Right down to the skin. Do it!"

Ben handcuffed the naked man to the steering wheel. He then destroyed
the radio with several 9mm slugs. Ben bundled up the cop's clothing and
boots and fought the door until he got it open. The car was mired up

t hat deep.

"Man," the young cop hollered. "Are you going to | eave ne here? Like this?"
"That's right."

"But this isn't decent!"”

"You work for Osterman, and tal k about decency? You're a rea
conedi an, aren't you?"

Ben stepped away fromthe car.

"Wait! | know who you are now. You're CGeneral Ben Raines. You damm traitor!"
Ben paused and | ooked into the car. "You're calling
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me a traitor? How many freedom | ovi ng peopl e have you arrested and stuck
in reindoctrination canps?"

"It was for their own good."

"Boy, you have really been brai nwashed, haven't you? You're just about a
hopel ess case."

Lara tapped on the horn, urging Ben to hurry up. "CGot to go, boy."
"This is enbarrassing!"
"But you're alive."

The young cop thought about that for a few seconds. "You killed al
those fine officers over at the hospital, didn't you?"

"You call that house of torture a hospital? Do you really know what goes
on over there? Take a |l ook at ny face, boy. \What do you think happened
toit? You think I fell out of bed and | anded on ny head?"

"I"msure you resisted being placed under arrest," the naked

soci al i st/denocrat insisted. "The officers were fighting to protect

t hensel ves. You certainly can't blanme themfor doing that. That is a

fine facility where you were being held. |I knew Officer Bradford. He is
was, a fine officer. He'll be buried with full honors."

"Incredible,” Ben nuttered, and turned to start slogging through the nud



back to the gravel road.

"I won't forget this treatnent, Ben Raines," the young cop holl ered.
"What you've done to ne is unforgivable. It's ... it's perverted. That's
what it is.”

Ben shook his head and sl ogged on through the nud back to the road. He
got in the pickup. "Let's get the hell out of here.™

"You left himalive?"
"Sure. It'll be hours before anyone finds him™"

Lara's eyes were full of anmusenent as she | ooked at the bundl e of
clothes Ben laid on the floor of the truck. "You |left himnaked?"
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"As the day he was born."

Lara chuckl ed as she headed back toward the highway. "Ben Rai nes on how
to win friends and influence people.” "He'll have a story to tell his
grandchildren.” "Wuld you tell that story to your grandchildren?" Ben

| aughed. "Hell, no!"
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About an hour later, Lara cut off the main highway onto a secondary
road. "I know where | am Ben. Don't worry."

"You're driving."

She gl anced down at the instrument panel. "This thing sure gets good gas
nm | eage. The needl e has barely noved."

"Yeah. | like it, too. Rides very well. But we've got to get rid of it
soon as we can. That cop radioed in, and unless he was a conplete foo
he gave dispatch the |license nunber and description.”

"I was thinking about that, |ooking for sonething to steal. Haven't seen
anyt hing yet."

"Nor have |I. People nust |lock up their vehicles at night."

"Ch, they do. You know that car theft is no |longer a felony in the USA?"
"It isn't? What the hell is it, then?"

"Ch, just a msdeneanor, if you're below a certain age."
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Lara snmiled and glanced at Ben. "It isn't the thief's fault, you know?"
"Ch, shit!" Ben nmuttered. "Not that crap."”

"Fraid so. It's society's fault, never the individual's."



"Let me guess-the coach wouldn't let the punk play, so he vented his
rage on an uncaring society by stealing."

" '"Or worse. Yes, that's right. O the prettiest girl in school woul dn't
date him"

"Or the kid next door had a new bike."
She | aughed. "Or they were poor."

"Or his mother was frightened by a goat. Yes, | know. It's all a crock
of crap. It always has been. W've practically done away with crime in
the SUSA sinply by teaching right and wong in public schools

starting at a very early age. For die few who are born bad, we have | ong
prison terns, if they're not killed by property owners while attenpting
to steal ."”

"And you've done it all in a very short tine."

"I'n l ess than a decade. Through education and strict |aw enforcenent.
That's all it takes. Plus a little help fromhone, if it's available."

"And if it isn't avail able?"

"That's where society does conme into play. Through sponsor progranms and
one on one buddy systens. Those are big in the SUSA. People aren't
required to take part, and they aren't criticized if they don't do so.
That's not the way it is in the SUSA. Stick your nouth into someone

el se' s business down there and the nosey person is very likely to get a
fat lip. It's just that people care about each other in the SUSA "

Lara sniled. "That sounds very mnuch |ike an oxynoron."

Ben returned the smle. "I guess it does, at that. But that's the way it
wor ks, and the people like it that way."
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"And the liberals hate it because it does work."

"Exactly." Ben caught a glinpse of a battered old road sign. "How big is
this town we're conming to?"

"It's deserted. Used to be a tourist towmn. Quite a few | akes around
here, but nobody's lived here since shortly after the G eat War and the
col | apse. "

"Let's find a place to pull over and stretch our |egs and answer a cal
of nature.”

"I"ll certainly go for the latter. Your legs stiffening up on you?"

"Alittle. I'"'ma bruise frommnmy head to nmy toes. Bastards really worked
on ne."
"They will never work on anyone else," Lara commented drily.

"Amen to that." Ben | ooked around as they pulled into the edge of town.



"Nice looking little town."

"Used to be. When | was little, my dad used to bring the famly here on
vacation. W'd fish and swim and hi ke and cook out every day. There
were ranges where kids could learn archery, and others where gun safety
cl asses were taught. That's where | first got interested in shooting."

"Any of your famly still living?"

"No," Lara said softly. "My dad was a nenber of a mlitia group. This
was several years before the Great War and the collapse. | was gone, in
coll ege. One night the Feds raided our house | ooking for illega

weapons. Well, there weren't any. | don't believe anyone in the entire
group had any illegal weapons. My dad was a strong believer in the right

of privacy, due process, the right to own and bear arns, the
Constitution in general. Dad fought the Feds that night-unarmed, in his
paj amas. One of the Feds hit himwth the butt of a rifle. Fractured his
skull. Dad died a few days later. He never regai ned consci ousness.
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O course, since Dad was an open nenber of a mlitia- he never denied
it-the press painted himas a right-wing nut. He was anything but. No
illegal weapons were found in the house, naturally. There were never any
illegal guns there. The government never did apol ogize for killing ny
father. My nother and two younger brothers then becane very active in
the mlitia nmoverent. So did I. My nother died shortly after the G eat
War. My brothers were both killed by the Feds two years ago."

"Who reported your father had illegal weapons in the house?"

"A noesy neighbor. A denocrat/socialist left-winger all the way. Wen
the col |l apse canme, a gang of roam ng thugs hit what was left of our
town, on a ranpage. My brothers and | fought them off, away from our
house. Killed several of them ... using guns ny father had buried just
bef ore the gun ban and national confiscation went into effect.”

"And t he nei ghbor? Wat happened to him... or her?"
"Hm Mster Warner. That gang of ranpagi ng punks killed him"
"Coul d you have prevented it?"

"Sure. At least | think so. But we didn't. My brothers and | just |ooked
at each other and shrugged. | remenber Warner calling out for us to help
him | also remenber the tirades Warner would t hrow about guns and how
everyone who owned a gun was a right-w nger, especially anyone who

bel onged to the Republican Party. | remenber how he never even came over
to apol ogi ze for being at |east partly responsible for ny father's
death. | also remenber thinking with sort of a grimsatisfaction 'To
hell with that left-wing bastard.' I'msure God will punish me for that.
But | don't think the punishment will be too severe. | seemto recal
frombible I essons that God liked H's warriors."

Lara turned down a road and drove for several niles, the road running
al ongside a pretty | ake. "Some old tourist
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cabins out this way. It's a fairly isolated place. But there is nore
t han one way out."

Lara pulled in behind a row of | og cabins and parked in a garage that

| ooked as though it had seen better days ... which Ben was sure it had.
Behi nd t hem were dense woods. The truck could not be seen fromthe road
or fromthe air.

"I brought several blankets fromthe storeroom of the nuthouse," Ben
said, getting out and stretching. His joints popped and creaked, and his
nmuscl es screaned silently.

Lara | ooked at him "You sound like the Tin Man in need of a good oiling."

Ben | aughed and nodded his head. Dammed if his neck didn't creak with
the noverent. "At this nonent, | certainly feel like him too."

Lara it a small candl e Ben had taken fromthe storeroom of the nuthouse
and | ooked at the back room of the cabin. Then she | ooked at Ben in the
flickering light.

"Ch, crap, no way!" Ben said, |ooking around him Then they both started
| aughi ng.

The pl ace was ankl e-deep in trash.

"Let's just sleep outside," Lara suggested. "The tenperature is mld."

' "That will sure beat the hell out of trying to clean up this nmess."
The two of them slept outside, on die ground. Ben was very tired, stil

a long way fromfull recovery fromthe beatings he' d taken, and he sl ept

deeply and straight through until after dawn.

When he awakened he was still stiff, but some of the soreness was gone.
He stretched and groaned and | ooked over at Lara. She was still sl eeping.

Then Ben heard the faint sounds of vehicles, and the sound was grow ng
| ouder. He reached over and shook her
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"Wake up, Lara. We've got conpany com ng. Sounds |ike several vehicles."
There was a large bruise on the side of her face and a nobuse under one
eye fromthe savage beating at the hands and fists of Bradford, marks
Ben had noticed during the night. The whi ppi ng she took fromthe heavy
belt nust be painful, Ben thought. Lara had yet to utter a single

conpl aint. Tough | ady, Ben concl uded.

She sat up and rubbed her face, rubbed it very gently, Ben noticed. "I
hear them But there is no way they could have tracked us."

"No. It's just an all-out search. 1'll bet you they're spread out al
over the state. | told you this is howit would be."



"I wonder if the Feds have upped that million dollar reward on you."

"Possibly. But 1'd guess this is just part of a massive search for us.
Let's get inside that cabin and get ready to make a fight of it."

They grabbed their blankets and rifles and headed for the cabin. Ben
| ooked back at the weed-filled yard. There was no trace of tire tracks
fromtheir pulling in hours back

"Take the back of the cabin," Ben told her. "I'll take the front. If
t hey spot the truck, open fire."

"W don't have a chance in here, Ben. They'll blow this cabin apart."
"Yeah. | know. You have a better plan?"
She grinned at him then shook her head. "I wsh."

Ben paused for a second, then wal ked over and ki ssed her. "Good | uck."
She smled. "lIs that a pronise of things to cone?"

"Damm right."

"You sure you can handl e nme?"

"I can try."
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She | aughed softly and pushed himtoward the front of the old cabin. "I
can hardly wait."

The command reached them "Check out those old cabins over there!"
"Here we go," Ben said.
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Ben had his CAR on full auto, and he had watched Lara do the sane with
her weapon. They each had taken two 9nm pistols fromtheir rucksacks and
they were | oaded up full and ready to bang. Each had several grenades
within arms reach. The Feds might kill them but they would pay a
terrible price before that happened.

Ben peeped out through what was |eft of the broken and very dirty panes.
Four vehicles. One HumVee, one big nine-passenger wagon, and two Ford
Broncos. He figured between fifteen and twenty peopl e.

Ben counted seven people all strung out along the road in front of the
cabins. The rest were working their way behind the row of cabins. Only a
few seconds were left before they would spot the pickup parked under the
open- ended carport.

"Cet ready to start the music," Ben called in a stage whisper
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"What the hell was that?" one of the Feds asked, stopping along the side
of the road.

"What ?" anot her asked.

"I heard sonmebody say sonething."

"Probably sonebody in the back."

"Hey!" The shout came from behind the cabins.

Ben lifted his CAR

"\What ?"

"There's a pickup truck back here. Parked under the carport."”

He never said anything el se. Lara opened up with her CAR and a half
second | ater Ben did the same. The nmen and wonmen who made up this small
contingent of Oster-nman's arny went down like pins in a bowing alley.
Sixty rounds | ater, Ben and Lara ejected enpties and ramed home full mags.
One Fed made a run for the HunVee. Ben cut hi m down. Another started
running for the big wagon. Lara stitched him turning himaround and

around twi ce, and he dropped lifeless to the ground and did not nove.

"Goddam you!" a woman shouted fromthe outside. "Dam you all. You
filthy, right-wing mlitia scum™

"Fuck you!" Lara shouted.

Ben smiled and decided to stay out of this fight. It was getting very
i nteresting.

"I knew it had to be mlitial" the woman Fed shouted. "You cowardly,
back-shooti ng Republican whore!"

Ben chuckled. Hi's breath bl ew out gunsnoke.

Lara's CAR stuttered. There was no reply of any kind fromthe Fed in the
yard.

"Have you | adi es concl uded your conversation?" Ben call ed.

"I just ended it," Lara said. "The bitch isn't noving."

"I would certainly say it was over," Ben nuttered
"Help me!" a man called fromthe back of the cabin.
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Ben waited to see what Lara would do. He did not have to wait |ong. Her
CAR cl attered, and there were no nore cries for help fromthe outside.



"One tough lady," Ben nmuttered. "lI'mglad she isn't ny eneny."
"You object to taking no prisoners in this war, Ben?" Lara call ed.
"He picked his side, Lara. He knew what he was doing."

"That's the way | see it. |Is anyone nmoving out front?"

"No. No one."

"Same back here. | count nine people down."

"Seven here."

"I figure naybe one or two nore."

"Yeah. That's the way | see it." Lowering his voice to a stage whi sper
Ben said, "I want those two Broncos. They |look newto ne. If at al
possi bl e, keep your fire away fromthem. . . OK?"

"OK. You know that the big vehicles |like the Broncos, Blazers, and Dodge
Rams are made only for the government now. No one else is allowed to
have them. .. well, sonme selected civilians, of course.”

"OfF course. That's the way socialismworks. A Russian phil osopher sumed
up a socialistic formof government this way-Wat's mne is mne, and
what's yours is negotiable."

Just then a man made a wild run for the vehicles. Ben stopped his
running in md-stride.

"You get him Ben?"
"I got him"

Ben and Lara waited for a long five mnutes, Lara finally saying, "I
think that's it."

"Al'l right. Keep a sharp eye out in the back. |I'm going straight out the
front."

"OK,
Ben opened the front and quickly stepped to one side,
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staying inside the cabin. No shots split the early norning. He stepped
out onto the porch. Bodies lay spramed in the front and on both sides
of the cabin. Ben could not believe they were all dead, but none were
nmovi ng or showi ng any other signs of life.

Ben stood for a noment, his eyes shifting frombody to body. "Lucked out
again," he nmuttered. Raising his voice, Ben called, "It's clear out
here, Lara."

"Sane back here."

"I"mgoing frombody to body to make sure. Moving out now "



"Same here. Moving now. "

Ben found two that were still alive, but they were not long for this
world. Al those in front of the cabin had taken bursts in the chest and
bel | y.

"One left alive back here,"
not gonna be alive |long."

Lara called. "But he's badly wounded. He's

Ben wal ked around the cabin. "Let's hide the big wagon and the Hunmer
under carports. We'll put the bodies in a cabin. Sonebody will find them
eventual ly."

The vehicl es were hidden. After anything they mght be able to use had
been taken, Ben and Lara began picking up weapons and stripping the
bodi es of ammo and grenades. Lara took the boots off the dead wonan and
found they were a perfect fit. She changed into a set of BDUs she found
in a vehicle and | aced up the boots.

They found several cases of field rats and sleeping bags in the big
wagon, nore amo and grenades in the Hummer. Field radi os and cans of
water in one of the Broncos. 40mm grenades for the Bl oop Tubes under the
standard sized M16's in the other Bronco.

"Here is a fuel transfer kit," Ben said. "Conplete with punp that
operates off the cigarette lighter or dashboard power point. We'll top
of f both tanks in the Broncos and then get the hell gone from here."
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"W take both vehicles?"

"Yes. W'll get out of here and stop a few niles down the road. You can
show me on a map exactly where you have in mnd to take us. That's in
case we get separated.”

"I checked the spares on both Broncos. They're new and aired up."

"Good thinking. What are we m ssing? Anythi ng?"

"I can't think of a thing."

"OK. I'll top the gas tanks while you wal k around ..." He paused.
"What's the matter?"

"Did you take the wallets fromthe bodi es?"

She grimaced. "No. |I'Il do that while you're topping the tanks."
Fifteen mnutes |later, everything had been done.

"Let's get out of here, Ben," Lara said. "l didn't see anyone radio in,

but we don't know for sure they didn't."
"You're right about that. You ready?"

"Let's roll."



"Take the lead. 1'll be right behind you."

The Broncos were al nost new, and handl ed well. Ben was feeling nuch
better. The day had dawned bright and sunny, and the tenperature was
pl easant. They now had enough field rats to |last them several weeks.
They had sl eepi ng bags and bl ankets, and a portable water purification
system Things were definitely | ooking up

O course, all that could change around the next curve in the road.
And it did.

Ben saw Lara's brake lights flash on and he hit the brakes in the mddle
of the curve.

She stuck her head out the wi ndow and yell ed, "Roadbl ock up ahead.
don't think they saw us. It's at an intersection, and there are severa
cars and trucks ahead of us ... conming fromthe other direction."
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Ben didn't know what direction she was referring to, not that it really
mattered. He jerked the Bronco into reverse and began backi ng up, then
turned around and waited for Lara. She pulled ahead of him and they both
headed back in the direction they'd just cone. A nmile later, Lara pulled
over and stopped. Ben pulled up al ongsi de her

"I think I know another way, Ben. But | won't make any pronises."

"W've got to do sonething. We damm sure can't stay here. Lead us out of
here.”

A couple of miles later, Lara turned off on a gravel road, Ben right
behi nd her. They drove for fifteen mnutes, making several tw sts and
turns a*id road changes, before she pulled into the driveway of a

| ong- deserted house. They both got out.

"I think I"'mlost,"” she adnitted.

Ben smiled at her. "You think?"

"OK. I'I'l admt it. | don't know where in the hell we are."

"Well, this road has to | ead somewhere, even if it's to a dead end. Are
we in the park yet?"

"Ch, hell, we've been in the park for a long tine. Ever since we |eft

the hospital. The park is alnpst six mllion acres. About half of it

wi |l derness. W're alnost in the center of it. If | can |ead us out of

this maze, we'll be only a fewmnmles fromreal wlderness, and hone free."
"Whi ch way?"

Lara | ooked at the sun and then pointed. "That way. But the road | eading
off in that direction sure doesn't | ook very pronmising to ne."

"Beats getting captured and tortured, or shot to death, doesn't it?"



"You do have a point. OK, Ben. Let's go. W can't get any nore |ost than
we are right now "
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"I wouldn't bet on that. Let's don't get separated. Take it slow"
"WIl do."

Luck returned to the pair. Fifteen mnutes later, they pulled onto a
har d- surfaced road and Lara stopped and wal ked back to Ben

"I"'mpretty sure | know about where we are, Ben. If I'mright, a few

mles down this road and we'll take a blacktop off to our right. That'l
be to the northwest. Well, nmore west than north. If I'mright, we're
honme free."

"Then get us out of here. I'mright behind you."

Lara was right on target: a fewmles later a potholed road led off to
the right. She turned off on it, and Ben foll owed. Al nost as soon as
they did, Ben felt swallowed up by the silent majesty of the wl derness.
Hlls thick with tinber lay on both sides of the road. Of to Ben's
left, which was south, several very respectabl e nountains-Ben figured at
| east twenty-five hundred feet high-jutted up not too far away. There
were deep ravines on both sides of the road.

They crossed a | ake, over a bridge that Ben figured had only a few nore
years left before spans of it collapsed. Then, a few mles farther on
they entered what was left of a tiny village. Lara drove on to the
road's end and pulled over

"Anot her tourist town that died a nunber of years ago,"” she expl ai ned as
Ben | eaned against a Bronco and lit a cigarette. "No one has lived here
for years. As you can see, punks and | ooters have just about destroyed

t he pl ace."

"The government has no plans to rebuil d?"

"No. "

"That seens odd to nme."

"The park is filled with enpty villages just like this one. Nobody can
afford a vacation anynore. Well, let ne anmend
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that. The mpjority can't afford anything resenbling a real vacation.”
Ben's smile was sad. "The left-wing |iberals' dreamof U opia has
finally arrived. No one has nore than anyone else .. . except for those
in power and their friends. But the governnent takes care of everyone
fromcradle to grave. Ri ght?"

"That's about the size of it, but in reality no one really has proper

health care. Unless they are absolutely life-threatening, major
operations have a waiting period of one to three years. There just



aren't enough doctors and hospitals for all the people who want care ..
and not enough noney, really. Not for adequate care."

"Wth all the taxes on you people, where the hell is the noney goi ng?"
Ben paused and grimaced. "As if | didn't know "

"Gover nment prograns-"

"Naturally. How silly of me to ask."

"Prograns the likes of which you have never seen," Lara continued. "The
government is taking care of drug addicts and drunks. They're taking

care of the so-called honel ess-which in this tinme of thousands and

t housands of homes just sitting enpty is ridiculous. They're taking care

of the whiners and the crybabies and the thieves and punks, and God only
knows who and what el se. The government has made work progranms ... sort of."

"You want to explain that?"
"No one is forced to work in this society. If they don't work, the
government will take care of them Ten times worse than before the G eat

War . "

Lara fished in her shirt pocket and cane out with a crunpled pack of
cigarettes. She lit up

"Where'd you get those?"

"OFf one of the dead Feds. He had a whole carton in his rucksack." She
grinned. "Bootleg cigarettes are a
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boom ng business in the USA, Ben. As is bootleg booze from Canada, and
from nmoonshi ners. "

"But the governnent puts snokers in jaill"

"I'f they catch them yes. But not the first time. The first time is just
a warning. Same with drinkers and people who eat forbidden food."

"For bi dden food? Ch .. . you mean like fried foods, and snacks that
aren't considered healt hful ?"

"That's right."

Ben started laughing. He couldn't help it. He recall ed an episode of an
old TV program about disc jockeys, one of themfearful of the 'phone cops.'

"What is so funny?" Lara denanded.

"This crazy form of governnent now in power. It really doesn't have a
nane. In some ways it's unique. The bottomline is totalitarian

but on the fringes, all around the edges, it's something el se.™

"It sucks!"

Ben started | aughi ng once again. Even though the | aughing hurt his



brui sed ribs, the expression on Lara's face was pricel ess.
"Dam, Ben!" Lara stanped a boot and stood facing him hands on her hips.

That broke Ben up even nore. God knows, he needed a good | augh, and now
he was getting one. He finally managed to contain his laughter, and held
up a hand. "lI'msorry. | wasn't laughing at you ... nore at the
situation, | suppose.”

"You had ne worried there for a few nonents."

Ben wi ped his eyes and said, "Let's tuck these vehicles out of sight and
prow this little village. Wile we're doing that, you can tell ne how
we're going to travel the final mles to our destination.”

They found parts of a garage and lean-to still standing to hide the
Broncos, and then began wal ki ng what was | eft
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of die silent village. There was nothing left of any val ue di at

i medi ately met the eye. Punks and thugs and odi er people who coul d best
be described as human trash had pi cked over the town nmany tines, |eaving
not hi ng of val ue behi nd t hem

"How many tines have you seen this?" Lara asked, waving a hand at the
| oot ed bui |l di ngs.

"More than | care to renenber, over die long years,"” Ben replied. "It
began wi thin hours, perhaps noments, after die fall of governnent. Wen

| recovered fromthe illness, it had already spread all over die nation."*
"I remenber it well. | was just out of college, and home for a few weeks
before | started a new job. | stepped out of the house one norning,

| ooked around, and thought die air snelled funny. Then | don't remenber
anything el se for a couple of days. Sure didn't take Iong for the whole
damm world to fall apart," she added sofdy.

"No, it sure as hell didn't."

Ben cocked his head to one side and listened for a few seconds. "W've
got company coming, Lara. Let's find us a good ambush spot. And do it
qui ckly."

"Dam! You take the woods to the left. I'lIl take die right. That's about
die best | can do on die spur of die nonment."

"See you later, darlin'," Ben drawl ed, and took off for die tinber.

*Qut O The Ashes
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Ben made it to the edge of a building and bellied down in sone brush. He
smi | ed when he saw the first vehicle approach-a beat-up ol d pickup

truck. For a fact, the visitors were not soldiers or the police.

The second vehicle was a car of nearly ancient vintage, and the third



vehicle was a Jeep that | ooked as though it mght be fromthe Wrld Var
Two era.

Three people in the pickup, four in the car, three in the Jeep
"Only five to one odds," Ben nmuttered. "Things are definitely |ooking up."

The t hree-car caravan stopped, and eight nen and two wonen got out to
stand and stretch in the street. The wonen | ooked as rough as the nen.

They were all armed with rifles or shotguns, and Ben suspected that
under their jackets they all carried pistols. These did not appear to be
average |l aw abiding citizen
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types. Ben suspected they were bounty hunters, probably sanctioned by
t he gover nnent.

"He ain't here, Red," one of the men said, his voice carrying clearly to
Ben.

"You don't know that for a fact, Johnny."

"Son of a bitch could be anywhere," one of the wonmen said. "Maybe hooked
up with one of the survivalist or mlitia groups around here."

"Hell, nost of themare busted up and scattered," another of the nen
said. "Or dead or in prison."

"For a fact," another man piped up. "W don't have to worry none about
t hose peopl e anynore."

"Don't nake a m stake and sell Ben Raines short,"” the man called Johnny
said, taking a slow | ook around him "Bastard's got nore lives than a
sack full of cats, and nore |uck than anybody | know. "

"And di at whore with him" die other wonan in the bunch. "Don't forget
about her. She's a top leader in die mlitia nmovenment. She won't be no
pi ece of cake."

"No," anodier man said with a laugh. "You're right about that, Jean
Just a prine piecel"

"CGet your nmind off pussy, Mck," the worman said.
"Why?" Mack questi oned.

"Knock it off!" Johnny ordered. "There's a reward out for the wonan,
too. And don't forget, if we take themalive they're worth nore."

"Ch, | intend to take Lara Walden alive," Mack said. "I got plans for her."
Bot h worren | ooked di sgustedly at him but said nothing.

"You really want to screw sone nmilitia whore?" a man asked. "She's
probably got some horrible disease.”



Mack | ooked at him "Jeff, you' ve got shit for brains, you know that?"
"Why?" Jeff demanded. "How come you to say sonething |ike that, Mack?"
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"Because you're stupid, that's why. Isn't that right, Pete? He's dunmb as
a post, isn't he?"

"That's enough!" Johnny said. "Good God. Knock it off. If you want to
fuck that whore, Mack, fine with ne. But first we've got to take them
alive. So let's start |ooking and knock off all the jabber."

"I agree," Jean said.
"Who the hell asked you?" Mack chal | enged.

Ben lifted his CAR and gave the knot of bounty hunters half a nagazi ne.
A second | ater, Lara opened fire fromacross the street. Four bounty

hunt ers went down, spinning and jerking fromthe inpact of .223 rounds.
The others hit the ground and scramnbl ed behind their vehicles for cover.

"Harry!" Johnny yelled. "See if you can get to the grenades in the Jeep.'

The man called Harry junped up and tried to nake the Jeep. Ben and
Lara's CARs spat together, and Harry went down in a bl oody heap

"Any ot her bright ideas?" Jean called.

Johnny sai d not hi ng.
"They're on both sides of the street," Sally said, her voice carrying
clearly to Ben and Lara. "And we can't nove."

"I say we give it up," Pete called. "It's better than stayin' here and
dyin.' "

"And if we do, you think Ben Raines is just gonna |let us go?" Johnny
asked. "Don't be a fool. That man's as col dbl ooded as a dam snake."

"Johnny's right," Sally said. "W've got to fight our way out of here.’

"OK," Jeff said. "I'll sure go along with Sally on that. But how do we
do it?"

No one had a ready reply to that question. Ben and Lara waited, neither
of them maki ng a sound.
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"Help me!" one of the wounded nmen called. "My belly's on fire. I'mhurt
bad. Help nme."

"He's gut-shot," Jeff said. "I seen himtake the slugs. W can't do

nothin' for him"

"You bastards!" the wounded man groaned. "You're just gonna let ne die,
ain't you?"



"Can't none of us get to you, Cal," Sally called. "I'"msorry. But that's
the way it is."”

"W would if we could,"” Jean added. "You know that."

"Al'l right," Cal npaned. "But try to kill that son of a bitch who shot
me, wll you?"

"You bet we will,"Jean called. "You can count on that."
Both Ben and Lara held their fire as they listened to the conversation.
"Red, you're closest. How 'bout Benny?" Johnny call ed.

"He's dead. | seen himtake a round in the head |i ke to have bl owed one
side of his head clean off. It was an awful thing to see.”

Ben could see part of what he thought was a man |ying behind a truck
tire. He lifted his CAR and gave the man a quick squirt of |ead.

"Ch, Sweet Jesus!" the man hollered. Then he was still.

"Mack?" Jean called. "Mack! Answer ne."

"He can't, not now or ever," Jeff called. "That burst of |ead took him
in the top of the shoul der and rmust have traveled on to his heart or
somet hing. He holl ered once, and then was still and quiet. He's gone."
"Shit!" Johnny said. "Raines? You hear ne, Raines? |Is that you?"

Ben sai d not hi ng.

"You on the other side of the street!" Johnny yelled. "Woever you are.
Answer ne."

Lara sai d not hi ng.

"Goddam 'emto hell," Johnny cussed
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"It's Raines and the whore," Sally said. "Has to be. Wo else could it be?"

"Goddam militia people, is who," Jeff said. "Those bastards hate us,
you know that."

"Or survivalists," Red opined.

"Listen to nme!" Johnny yelled. "You people shooting at us. Let's talk
about a deal here. How about it?"

Nei t her Ben nor Lara replied.

"They ain't gonna deal, Johnny," Jean said. "They got us cold, and they
know it."

"Where the hell is Red? Red?" Johnny called. "Red! You answer me, now. Red!"

Red could not utter a sound, now or ever again. He was dying with two



bullets to the head. One of them had shattered his jaw. The other had
struck himin the back of the head and mangl ed his brain.

"Red's layin'" in a pool of blood," Pete called. "I can just make hi m out
fromwhere | am He ain't novin', don't ook like to ne."

"Bastards have pretty well cut us down,"
audi bl e.

Johnny said, his words just

"Hey, you Rebels!" Sally yelled, startling those around her. "Talk to
us. What do you want to let us live?"

Silence fromboth sides of the street.
"You sons of bitches!" Sally squalled. "Back-shooting, cowardly scum™

"That kind of talk ain't likely to help us none, Sally," Jeff cautioned
t he woman.

"To hell with it, Jeff," Sally came right back. "If we're gonna live
we've got to fight our way out of this nmess. They won't deal ."

"I"msure open to suggestion," Jean called.

"Pete?" Johnny called. "Wat the hell are you doi ng?"

"I think he's praying," Sally call ed.

"That'll be a first for him" Jeff said.
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"Don't knock it," Jean said. "If | thought it would do any good, |'d be
trying it, too."

Ben carefully worked his way up to his knees and pulled a grenade from
his battle harness. It was going to be a long toss, but he thought he
could do it. If nothing else, it would damm sure get their attention

He pulled the pin, and with a grunt of effort chucked the pineapple. It
| anded just in front of the Jeep and then slowy rolled under it.

"Shit!" Jeff squalled. "It's a grenade!"

The grenade blew, and the old Jeep disintegrated into many pieces. Two
seconds after the grenade expl oded, the gas tank went up with a roaring
swooshi hg sound.

Ben and Lara watched as the burning body of the bounty hunter called
Jeff was lifted into the air and dunped about twenty feet fromthe

bl azing Jeep. Sally junped up screanming, her clothing on fire, her hair
a burning torch, engulfing her entire head. Lara shot her, to put her
out of her mnisery.

Pete junped up and nade a run for it, away fromthe inferno in the
center of the street. Ben chopped himdown with one burst, and Pete
ended his life kicking and screaming in the mddle of trash and litter



"Goddam you both to the hellfires!" Jean screaned. She junped up,
yelling and cussing. Firing her rifle fromthe hip, she advanced toward
Lara's side of the street.

Lara shot her. Jean sat down in the street, still firing her rifle and
cussing. Lara finished her with another burst. Jean toppl ed over, and
was qui et.

Ben chucked another grenade into the blazing mess. It nust have | anded
directly at Johnny's feet. Wien it blew, bits and pieces of the |ast
bounty hunter in this group went flying out of the smoke and fire.

The ol d deserted town grew qui et except for the snapping and cracking of
the flames, which were now slowy burning down into nothing.
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Ben stood up from behi nd cover and watched as Lara stood up. "Let's find
something to snother the flanes and snoke,"” Ben called. "If those tires
start burning, the snoke will be sure to attract unwanted conpany."
"Entrenching tools in the Broncos," she said. "W'Il toss dirt on the
flanmes."

"Let's get toit. | don't feel |ike another war today."

"Personally, 1'd like to have a bath."

"There's a creek right over there," Ben said, pointing. "If you're not

bashful . "

"What do | have left that you haven't seen?"

"Not a thing, Lara."

She smiled at him
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The fires were eventually doused with shovels of dirt and with water
carried fromthe creek in collapsible canvas canp buckets. Wen they
finished, both Ben and Lara were filthy fromthe ash and soot.

"Bath tinme," Lara said. "God, do | need one."

"Take it, and take your tine, enjoy yourself. |I'll stand guard and then
you can keep a | ookout while | bathe.™

"Wonder if this soap we got fromdie nudiouse will |ather."
"One way to find out."
Lara | ooked toward the creek. "That water is going to be cold."

"W have two choices-we can stink, or we can shiver for alittle while
and be clean."

"You do have a way with words, Ben. Be back in a few m nutes.”

"1l be here."



There was no need to hurry. There had not been nuch
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snoke, and what there had been apparently had not drawn anyone's
attention. No planes or choppers appeared in the sky, and no ground
troops nmade an appearance.

Wiile Lara took her tine in the cold waters of the creek-Ben
occasionally heard a shriek from her-he dragged the bodies out of the
street and dunped theminto a ravine behind a row of decrepit old
stores. He then shoved dirt over them covering them as best he coul d.
The animals woul d eventually get to the bodies, but that was nature's
way, and there was nothing el se Ben felt Iike doing with the bounty hunters.

At Lara's call that she was finished, Ben wandered down to the creek
"Your turn, Ben. But let me warn you-that water is cold!"

Very |l ovely wonan, Ben thought, watching Lara dry her hair with a cl ean
shirt. "You feel better?"

"One hundred percent. And the soap does |ather."

Ben didn't linger in the creek as long as Lara, but he got his body

cl ean and washed his hair, then dressed in clean BDU s while waiting for
his underwear to dry in the sun.

"I's there underwear in the supplies you have cached?" he asked Lara.
"You bet."

"The one thing we forgot to get back at the nuthouse.”

"Believe ne, | know. Mne is still drying over there on a rock."

Ben and Lara spent the next hour prowing the ruins of the town. They
found a couple of old fishing rods and reels and sonme assorted tackle.
Lara showed Ben the faint track of an old logging road that led off into
the tinber and another track that led to a nearby I ake.

"How far is the | ake?" Ben asked.

"About five mles."

"Should be junping with fish."
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"Ch, yes."

"Let's put this town behind us, then. What do you say?"

"I"'mfor it. After we pull the vehicles down this old road a few hundred

feet, we can toss sone brush over the entrance here. It mght foo
anyone who cones | ooking."



"You don't think the Federals will?"

"It's doubtful, Ben. Feds diat come into the w lderness don't generally
cone back out ... if you know what | nean."

Ben knew. The freedom fighters in die USA had gone underground, and were
wagi ng a guerrilla type of war. They were in control of a lot of die
wi | derness areas. "How about troops from Fort Drunf"

She shook her head. "Nothing there anynore. The military has all been
shifted dowmn to the border with your nation."

Ben nodded his head. "And they'll stay down there, too. Before this war
is over, every man and worman Gsternman can draft into service will be
al ong our borders."

"She still has the thousands of nercenaries under contract," Lara
rem nded him

"As long as the noney holds out, they'll stay. But how nuch is that
costing the taxpayers? Several mllions of dollars a day, |'msure .

probably nore than that. Wen die noney runs out, the nercenaries wll

| eave. The currency in the SUSA is the strongest in die world. The USA's
dollar is weak, widi no hope of getting stronger. W have trade
agreements widi many of die world's nations. This is not dieir fight,
and diey'll stay out of it. Many of diem have signed agreenents to that
effect. This is strictly a civil war between Anmericans, Lara. And unti
die socialist/ denocrats up here in the USA |l earn to conpromi se and |ive

and let live, this civil war will drag on forever."

"Can die SUSA stall |ong enough for die nmoney to run out?"
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Ben shook his head. "No. Not stall. Hold out, yes. And we will. W'l

| ose sone territory and then regain it. Gound will pass back and forth

several tines before the worst of it is over."
"And the SUSA will be victorious?"

"W'll win the fight. Victorious? | guess that will depend on the
i ndi vidual's point of view"

"I ... think I know what you nean."

"We'|l talk nore about it. |1've got a few ideas about this civil war
that we need to discuss. Right now, let's get out of here. Head for the
| ake. "

"Danp underwear and all, hey?"

Laughi ng, they headed for the Broncos, Ben pausing | ong enough to grab
his still slightly danp drawers froma rock

The road out to the | ake had not been used in a long tinme, and the going
was very slow. The road, never a hard surface road, had | ong since grown
over, and several tines they had to break new ground through the brush
because of trees that had fallen and were bl ocking the road.



"Forget about hiding our tracks," Ben said.

"The Feds don't cone into the wilderness, Ben, as | said. Once we get
past the |ake, there are booby traps all over the place. Too many
Federal patrols, have been caught in here, too many tines."

"That means you know t he way, though?"

' "Ch, you bet | do. That was one of the reasons Bradford was torturing
me, trying to get ne to tell himthe way to our canps."

"\What about spotter planes and choppers? Don't they ever fly over?"
"Not anymore. Not since the war began with the SUSA
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Even when they did, they didn't get too low " She smled at him "W
have shoul der-fired mssiles."

"How much farther to the | ake?"

"Just about a mile. W'll get there in plenty of time to catch a ness
of fish for supper.”

"If they're biting."

"Ch, they always hit a lure. Lake hasn't been fished in a long tinme."
"Lead on, Lara."

They broiled fish for supper, and they were delicious. They finished

washi ng up just as night was casting its darkness over the |and,
creating silver shadows over the |lake. A light cooling wi nd was bl ow ng.

"Peaceful tine," Ben said, |ooking out over the quiet lake. "It's lovely."
"Yes, it is. | remenber when it was always like this," Lara replied, a

wi stful quality in her voice.' T sonetinmes wonder if those tinmes will

ever cone again."

"Ch. .. soneday. Maybe not in ny lifetine, but certainly in yours."

"You're not that old, Ben."

"Maybe not. But | sure feel like it often enough."

"Years of war will do that. I've been fighting the socialists ever since
they came in power. Hiding and living out in the wilderness. Before that
it was the gangs of punks and warlords all over the nation. | know a

little something about it."
"I"msure you do, Lara. Freedom never cones cheaply, does it?"

"Not hi ng worth having ever does. Especially freedom W took it for
granted for too long, | think."

"Yes, we did. And we forgot how danmm sneaky the left wi ng can be,
especially when the print and broadcast nedia
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was overflowing with those types, aligning with themin sometines not

too subtle ways." Ben paused for only a few seconds as his ears picked

up very faint sounds not normally associated with the forest. "I think
we've got conpany, Lara."

"Yes. | figured they would cone in before |ong. Rel ax. Those are ny people."

"How can you be so sure?"

"The way they nove. W've had to beconme expert in the woods, Ben. W had
no choice in the matter. It was either that, or die."

"They're good. They were right on top of us before | heard one of them?"

"That would be Jimy Smathers. He's just a kid, just |earning. They
brought himalong this time because they knew it was us."

"How old is this boy?"

"Sevent een. "

"Hell o, the canp!" The voi ce cane out of the gathering darkness.
"Cone on in, Chuck," Lara called. "And neet Ceneral Ben Raines."
There was a long silent pause. "General who did you say, Lara?"

"Ben Raines. He was a prisoner there in the nuthouse with ne. Hadn't a
been for him 1'd be dead right now. . . or wishing I was. Conme on in."

Ben stood up and heard someone say, "Jesus Christ, Chuck. It's really him"

Shadows in the gl oom suddenly becane hunman as nmen and wonen began
stepping out into the clearing. Ben counted seven nen and four wonen.
Lara stood up and put her arms around one ol der man-just a few years
younger than Ben, he guessed. "Good to see you, honey,"
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the man said. "We've been worried about you, but didn't know for sure
where those damm Feds had taken you."

"I"'mall right, 'cept for a few bunps and bruises. Ben, this is the
commander of our mlitia unit, Chuck Harris. Chuck, Ceneral Ben Raines."

Ben shook the man's hand, then was introduced all the way around. There
was Dave, Ed, Marty, Dan, Louis, and Jimy. Then he was introduced to
the wonen: Nora, Lou, Belle, and Val

They were all armed with M16's and 9mm si dearns. They all had grenades
hooked onto their battle harnesses and carried half a dozen extra
magazi nes for the M16's and two for the sidearns.

After a few minutes of small talk, nost of it about how Ben and Lara got
away fromthe hospital, Lara fixed another pot of coffee and Ben said,
"Let's get down to it, people. W have a civil war to fight, and | need



you all on the side of the SUSA. \Wat about it?"

Wthout a heartbeat of hesitation, Chuck said, "You ve got it, General
You tell us what you want, we'll do it."

"I don't want elderly people or children harned ... if at all possible.
That's the first thing. If an adult works for QOsterman's gover nnent
they're the enenmy, and | don't give a damm what happens to them"

Chuck and the others sniled and nodded their heads. Chuck said,' 'That
is exactly how we feel about it, General. O course, | felt that way
about the people who worked for the IRS-to nanme just one agency of the
government - back before the coll apse and the G eat \War."

Ben | aughed. "I know a | ot of people who felt the same way. Now then
supplies. | can get us supplied by air drop. It'll be the | ong way
around, but | can get it done. What do you need?"

"Medi cal supplies, for a start,"” Chuck said quickly. "Al kinds. How
about if | make out a list?"
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"Great. Can you get me a radi o hookup?"

"No problem 1'll have it set up for you tonmorrow at our base canp."

"Good enough. Have the list ready for me, and we'll get things noving."
"Coffee's ready," Lara announced. "The first pot, that is. It'll take
about three pots for this crowd.”

"I"Il fix the second one," Dave said.

"Ceneral,"” Nora said. "The only news we get worth a damm is on
shortwave. The other news is all bullshit "

Everyone | aughed at that. Ben knew that for the past couple of years the
news in the USA had been controlled by the government. It had been
somewhat | opsi ded and bi ased before the coll apse and the Great War. Ben
along with nmillions of other people who did not have their heads up
their asses had believed for years the press was controlled by the |eft
wi ng. Now that was a fact. The news now was pure crap

"How i s the war going down al ong your borders?" Nora asked. "The press
up here is reporting great victories for the Federals. | just don't
believe that."

"Well," Ben said. "There certainly had been no great victories on either
side a few days ago. | haven't heard a newscast since | was taken

pri soner several days ago, but | doubt seriously the Feds have nmade any
significant advances into Rebel territory. I'll know for sure tonorrow
when | talk to my people.”

"Then you'll be going back?" Dan asked.

Ben smiled. "This war has gotten very personal for ne, very quickly. |
t hi nk we need an advi sor up here." He chuckled. "And since | amthe



conmandi ng general of the Rebel Arny, | can pick any person | want for
the job. So, | pick nme."
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"Anybody awake down there?" Ben spoke calmy into the mc. "This is the
Eagle."

"Ceneral!" The communi cations tech yelled the word so loudly that the
speaker distorted it. "Were the hell are you? Ah ... | nean, sir."

Ben threw back his head and | aughed at the tech's excitenment. "Patch ne
through to President Jefferys, please."

"Ri ght away, sir. Hang on."

There was about half a mnute of silence, then Cecil's voice cane
boom ng out of the speaker. "Ben! Thank God, you're alive."

"I have a few bruises, ole' buddy, but soon it'll be payback for the Eagle."
"How do you want to be picked up, Ben?"

"I don't, Cec."

Anot her short pause, then: "You, ah, want to run that by ne again, Ben?"
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"I"'mstaying right here. I"'mgoing to be working with a mlitia group
fromthis end."”

"l suppose there is no point in my trying to di ssuade you, is there?"
"None at all."
"Al'l right. Then | won't try."

"But | do need supplies, Cec, and it's going to have to be a precision
drop, at night."

"W can handle that. G ve ne the coordi nates and what you need."

"Better tape this. The list is long."

"OK. You want any help up there? Your team | nean."

"As much as I'd like to see them no. They'll understand, |'m sure of
that. Maybe later, after we get cranked up and running snmoothly, I'1lI
call in sone people. But not now. "

"OK, Ben. It's your show. Tape is rolling. Go."

"How are your people going to get all that up here w thout being spotted
and shot out of the sky?" Chuck asked after Ben had finished speaking
with Cecil.

"They'll come up under heavy fighter escort. Tankers will be up to
refuel them when needed. They'll fly over the Atlantic until cutting
west over Canada. The Canadi ans won't bother ny people. The Canadi an



government might not like us using their air space for this purpose, but
they won't attack mnmy planes. They'll make their drop here and then head
back the sane way."

"I"ve notified ny people all over the park to be on the alert for stray
'chutes.”

"Good enough. Now all we have to do is wait."
"You turned down your president's offer to send troops in, General. Why?"

"Because we don't need themfor the type of war | plan to wage up here,
Chuck. "
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"We can handle it?"

"Easily. You'll see.™

"Civilians are going to get hurt, aren't they?"

"Probably. But those who get hurt will be supporters of Osterman and her
government. It's as | said before- people are either with us, or they're
agai nst us. There are no fence-straddlers or so-call ed noderates.

Moderates, in ny opinion, don't stand for anything. They' re w shy-washy."'

Chuck snmiled at that. "You're as hard as people say you are, GCeneral."
' "My people and I-mllions of us-have fought for years for the right to
live in peace, under our own form of government. CGovernments all over
the worl d have recogni zed us and signed trade agreenments with us. Sone
nati ons have even adopted our way of governing. The Tri-States

phi | osophy works. W've proved it. It won't work for everybody. It
wasn't meant to. But we've shown that we can live in peacefu

coexi stence with our neighbors. And we'll fight for our way of life,
Chuck. I1f any governnent threatens us, we'll get mad dog mean and down
and dirty to preserve that way of life. You all-all your people- know
our system It's so sinple a form of government, so workable, it scares
the shit out of liberals. But |I'mpreaching to the choir here, Chuck

You know all this."

"Yes, | know. W all do," the |leader of the local nmilitia agreed. The
group of men and wonmen he headed was a mixture of mlitia and
survivalist people. "But |I'masked often if it would work outside the
SUSA. Al ongside and with other forns of government?"

"No. Not fully. Besides, we never planned that it would. W don't try to
force our way of life on anyone else. AIl we want is to be able to live
under our own government and be left al one. W've proven we can. Tine
and again." Ben sighed and shook his head. "Frankly, we're running
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out of patience with those who want to destroy us. |If other governnents
want to play kick ass, we'll dam sure play it with them"



"President Osterman sure plans to kick our ass."

"She'll never succeed, Chuck. Al she'll succeed in doing is ripping
North America apart."

"Let's play worst case scenario, Ceneral. \Wat happens if the Feds do
get the upper hand, and you sense we've |ost the war?"

When Ben | ooked at Chuck, the mlitia |eader felt as if an icy knife had
been plunged deep into his guts. He had never seen eyes so cold and
mean. "I'I1l destroy North America," Ben said, his words causi ng anot her
chill to wiggle snake-like through Chuck's body. "I'Il turn | oose every
goddamn ger mwar head missile | have and stand there during their flight
and curse into the fires of Hell every fucking liberal socialist/
denocrat that ever took a breath.”

The militia nmenbers and Ben | oafed around for the next two days. Ben
rested, bathed his bruised body in hot water (which Lara heated in a
huge iron pot over an open fire for him, ate well, and slept a lot. He
was at about ninety percent recovery at md-norning of the third day in
the mlitia canp when nore of Chuck's peopl e began coming in. They woul d
assist in the retrieving and the distribution of the supplies to be
dropped in late that night.

Ben was introduced all around, and nmany of the new people were in open
awe of the man. It was a feeling that Ben had never |iked, and had never
gotten used to, but he knew there was nothing he could do about it...
except live with it.

Several hours before dark, the entire canp began nov-
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ing out toward a long and wi de valley several mniles away, hoping the
suppl i es woul d be dropped there.

The planes would conme in |ow, guided in by Chuck's people form ng two
wi de lines of light provided by powerful flashlights.

"No wind," Ben remarked as they arrived in the valley. "Let's hope it
stays that way. My people will put the supplies right on target, but
it'll be a hell of a lot easier for themif there is no wind."

"WIl this supply drop run you people short down in the SUSA?" Ji my asked.
Ben smiled, as did others within earshot. "No, son,"” Ben replied. "Not
at all. We have enough supplies stored to run us about twenty years."

"Twenty years!" the young nman bl urted.

Ben | aughed. "At |east twenty years, ny friend. W believe in staying
prepared. W have dozens of crews down in the SUSA that do nothing but
buil d and stock and restock supplies fromunderground storage areas. W
sel dom t hrow away anything that can be used. W have millions of tons of
everything you coul d possibly name, from comodes to panty hose and from
dried beans to powdered nilk."



"Good CGod, " Jimmy breat hed.

Ben smiled again as the young man wal ked of f, shaking his head. He
checked his watch. He had deliberately given Chuck and the others the
wong tine for the drop. The drop woul d not be made at 2000 hours. It
woul d be at 2020 hours.

During one of the conversations with Cecil, down at Base Canp One, Ceci
had dropped a one-word warning to Ben, several times. That one word told
Ben that the mlitia movenent had been recently infiltrated, and warned
himto be very careful. Alittle bit of double talk
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between the two nen had altered the tinme for the supply drop

Ben felt certain that if the Feds-or sonme other group- were going to
strike, it would be right before the drop was made, for the traitor
woul d know t he procedure. There would be no radi o contact between the
ground and the planes; the signal would be by strobe |ights.

Ben was 99.09%certain the infiltrator was not Lara. She was stil
carrying the marks of the beating she'd received from Bradford. That
sure as hell had not been faked. Nor had her killing of the guards or
t he anbushes.

Nor did he believe the traitor was Chuck

Ben had not been able to ask Cecil how he knew about the infiltrator in
this particular mlitia group, but the Rebels had people in place al
over the USA, planted there nonths and even years before.

At 1930 hours, Ben notioned Lara and Chuck off to one side and told them
what was taking place. Both were shocked speechl ess for a few seconds.

"That can' tbe, CGeneral!" Chuck protested. "My people were just
pol ygraphed a coupl e of nonths ago. They all passed the tests wthout a
hitch."

"Then perhaps the contact was made after the last test,” Ben told him
"The Feds lucked out, that's all. W night never know why one of your
peopl e was turned, but it happens. It's happened with my people

nore than once.”

"Ed Morris," Lara said softly.

"What ?" Chuck chal | enged. "That can't be, Lara. 1've known Ed all ny life!"
"Why do you suspect hin?" Ben asked.

"His kid," Lara replied. "H s boy was just accepted at a very

prestigious university ... full scholorship paid for by the governnent.

You renenber, Chuck, we wondered about it."

139

"Yeah," the militia | eader said. "No kid of a known militia nmenber-a man
on the run-was ever accepted by any high tone school like that. Ed said

it was because of his son's grades. But other kids with high
scores-whose parents are Osternman supporters-have been rejected. It just



didn't sound right to me,"-he | ooked at Lara-"us. But we had no reason

to doubt Ed. Until now, " he added softly. "Damm! But it's hard to believe."

"It mght not be Ed," Ben cautioned. "W'IlIl just have to wait and see.
I"mbetting they'Il make their nmove just nminutes before the drop. 1'I1
fake a radi o nessage and announce that the planes are on schedule. If
they make their nove, we'll have plenty of tinme to handle it and get
ready for the actual drop."

"And if we take the traitor alive?" Lara asked.
"There will be very advanced drugs included in this drop," Ben said,
"several generations advanced from sodi um pentothal. We'll find out who

the traitor's contact is, and deal with them|later."

"That I'Il be looking forward to," said Chuck. "Wth a great deal of
anticipation."

"You know," said Lara, "Ed and that new fellowin Chris's unit, Nolan
are real buddy buddy. They talk a | ot when the two units are together
And Ed said he didn't know the guy before he joined up."

Chuck nodded in the darkness. "Yeah. That's right. He sure did." Chuck
sighed. "So we'll watch both of them™

"Who gave this Nolan person the pol ygraph?" Ben asked.

"Way .. . damed if | know, " Chuck admtted.

"I can find out in about one mnute," Lara said. "I trust Bob Qdell with
my life. He's saved it several tinmes over the years. I'lIl ask him Be

ri ght back."

She was back in a couple of minutes. Even in the gl oom
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Ben could tell her face was grim "Ed adm nistered the pol ygraph to
Nol an. O says he did, anyway."

"Well, 1'll be dammed!" Chuck sai d.

"It still isn't conclusive proof," Ben said. "Butwe'llkeep an eye on
them And pass the word to only those in your group you know you can
trust-nen and wonren with no families or kin on the outside. I'll make

t he announcenent in a few m nutes that the planes are on the way."
"Then the shit hits the fan," Lara said.

Ben smled. "My, ny, darling. You do have such a way with words. You
have the soul of a poet."

Lara sniled sweetly and flipped Ben the bird.
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A couple of mnutes after Ben nade the announcenment he noticed that both

Ed and Nol an were gone. "Down!" he called first to Chuck and Lara. Then
Ben yell ed, "Everybody get down. W've been set up. It's a trap."



The ni ght becane pocked with flashes as the turncoats aligned with Ed
and Nol an opened fire on the men and wonen they had called friends for
years.

Ben saw several of Chuck's group buckle and go down under the gunfire.
Chuck' s i mredi ate group had been warned that sonething was up, though
and they hit the ground at the first shouted warning.

Ben |l eveled his CAR at unfriendly flashes com ng fromthe edge of the
clearing and gave themhalf a mag. He couldn't tell if he hit anything,
but die firing abruptly ceased.

"Rotten bastards!" Belle yelled, on her knees and firing into the
pockmar ked tinber and brush around die cl earing.

On his belly behind part of a rotted | og, Ben checked
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the | um nous hands of the expensive watch he'd taken fromone of the
guards back at the funny farm The planes would be making their drops in
twel ve m nutes.

"Abort it! Abort it!" someone yelled fromthe darkness of the timnber.
"Cet out of herel”

Chuck's group had already pinpointed the |locations of many of the
turncoats, and they had worked cl ose. They now increased the fire and
began tossing grenades. Suddenly the situation changed, and Chuck's
peopl e were on the offensive. The turncoats pani cked and began running.
Chuck's mlitia cut them down.

The fire fromthe tinber abated, then ceased altogether. Ben yell ed,
"Throw up security lines around the clearing. Then take a head count and
find out who turned. Alert your people in the park."

Chuck began yelling orders. Ben again checked his watch. Wen Chuck
finished, Ben called, "Planes here in seven nminutes. Formup the |ight
lines."

Chuck wal ked up, cussing. "Dirty traitorous sons of bitches! 1'll have
every dammed one of them shot."

"Check the dead and wounded in the tinber,"” Ben told him "Any alive
m ght be persuaded to tell us something."

"Bet on that," Chuck said grimy.
"Rest of us get the light Iines formed up. W're running out of tine."

It took four minutes to get the DZ lit up. In the tinber the sounds of
an occasi onal gunshot could still be heard as Chuck's peopl e found
turncoats and the traitors put up a fight ... very brief fights, in nost
cases, for Chuck's people were pissed off to the max and not interested
in any sort of niceties.

"Pl anes! " soneone yelled, and Ben turned toward the east just as the
lights of the first big transport could be faintly seen coming in | ow
over the hills and nountai ns.



"Lights on!" Ben yell ed.
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Two long lines of light flashed on, marking the wide DZ in the valley.

The I ead transport flashed its flight lights, signaling they had the Dz
in visual

Thousands of feet above the transports fighters circled, in case of
trouble, but there was no nmore trouble in the huge park that night.

Dozens of parachutes suddenly bl ossomed in the night sky as the supplies
wer e dropped. Chuck's people raced to retrieve the supplies. There was
very little wind that night, and the supply drop went off wthout a
hitch. Several tons of much needed supplies floated soundlessly into the
val l ey, and then the night grew quiet as the huge transports nmade their
turn and headed back toward the east.

"Let's see what we've got," Ben call ed.

They had rockets and | aunchers, M 60 machi ne guns and M 16's. Machi ne
pistols with sound suppressors. Cases and cases of various types of
grenades. Thousands of rounds of ammo. Boots and BDUs, socks and
underwear. Berets and hel mets and body arnor. Medical supplies for every
need and energency. Cases of field rations. Water filtration systenms and
purification tabs. Portable stoves and heat tabs.

There were supplies strung out fromone end of the valley to the other

"Good God Al m ghty!" Chuck exclaimed. "Wen you call for a supply drop
you don't kid around, do you, Ceneral ?"

Ben chuckled. "I didn't call for a lot of this. But ny people want me to
be prepared for any eventuality."

"Well, we damm sure are now "
"For a fact," Lara said.

"Let's get this stuff cached and take a head count,"” Ben suggested.

"I can tell you we've got four dead and several wounded, "
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Chuck told him "How many turncoats we had is still up for grabs. But I
will find out. Bet on that."

There was no nore tinme for conversation as nen and wonen started com ng
in and picking up the supplies and loading themin small trailers hooked
to three-wheel ers and four-wheelers. They would diwy up the supplies
cone daylight, and discuss the fates of the turncoats and how to dea
with them

"l know how to deal with them" Lara said, considerable heat in her words.

Several other menbers of the mlitia groups in the park standi ng nearby



nodded their heads in agreenent, a couple of them addi ng sone very
earthy descriptive phrases along with the nods.

There was no way the turncoats were going to live very long after this
ni ght, not unless they noved out of North Anerica.

Sad, Ben thought. The conditions in the USA had cone to this: neighbor
pitted agai nst nei ghbor, father against son, brother against brother
Ten tines worse than during the first civil war, a hundred and fifty
year s back.

The supplies were cached and the nen and wonen of Ben's new comand in
the northeast got a few hours sleep. At dawn they were up and taking
stock of what they had and how many nen and wonen had turned on them

"I"mgetting reports in," Chuck said. "Ed was the ringl eader. Nolan was
inonit, too. There were fifteen others. Three of them are dead, four
wounded, and we have them One of themisn't going to nake it ... if he
hasn't died already."

"Way did they do it?" Belle asked. "My God, |'ve known Ed for years."

"Money and power was Nol an's reason. Mney and col |l ege for his kid was
Ed's reason.”
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"I thought under Osterman's governnent anybody who wanted to could go to
coll ege." Ben said.

"That was the claim" Lara replied. "And still is. But it didn't work
out that way-as was predicted by a lot of us when it was first brought
up. There just isn't enough noney, or teachers or schools."

"Anyone with half a brain should be able to see that not everyone is
coll ege material," Ben said.

"Osterman wants a nation of intellectuals," Chuck said. "I guess that's
what she wants,"” he added with a shrug of his shoulders. "Hell,
everything is so screwed up I don't think anyone knows anynore."

"She wants power,'' Ben told the group.' 'And her way in all matters.
There is nothing wong with being a dreaner. | had a dream too. The
trick is not letting that dreamturn into a nightmare."

"Weland just died,"” a man called fromthe area where the turncoat
wounded were being cared for. "He never regai ned consci ousness."

"John Wl and," Lou said. "I always thought he was with us a hundred and
ten percent."

"It's times |like these that could nmake a person get real discouraged,"
Chuck said. He stood up fromhis squat and shook hinmself |ike a big dog.
"But 1'mnot going to let that happen. The group is solid again, way I
see it. So let's get on with the job at hand and try to get this ness
strai ghtened out. The sooner we do, the sooner we can all start living
sone sort of normal life."



Those gat hered around | ooked at Ben

"My turn?" he asked with a snile.

"Your turn, General," Chuck said.

"That's easy."

"Easy, Ben?" Lara asked.

"What's next, that is."

The ot hers waited.
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Ben lit a cigarette and took a sip of coffee. "Wat's the nearest town?"
"I'n the park?" Belle asked.

"Mght as well be."

"Saranac Lake," Bell e answered.

"The police force there?"

"Solid Fed trained and solid Osterman supporters,” Lara answered. "Ben
every police force in the USA is that way now. Any officer who thought
differently is | ong gone-weeded out, forced out. The police have

absol ute power now. And you know what's said about absol ute power."

"I't corrupts.”

"Right, and it sure as hell has done just that with these sorry bastards
and bitches who now wear the badges in the United States."

"What about Saranac Lake?" Dave asked.
Ben grinned. "W take control of it ... tomorrow night."

Ben had not shaved in about a week, and his beard was naturally heavy.
He was well on the way to having a full beard-a scul ptured one. A few
hours before the assault on the park town was to take place, he
carefully trimred and then shaved his upper cheeks and neck: the beard
was conming along nicely. He didn't think it would fool anyone up cl ose,
but it mght cause themto hesitate, and that would be all the tine that
Ben needed to get in the first punch, or shot, as the case m ght be.

He had asked and had been pleasantly surprised to find that Chuck's
peopl e had a conprehensive |ist of people with conservative |eanings and
those who were solid left wing. MIlitias and survivalist groups had
begun conpiling those lists several years back, and the lists were |ong.
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"But those with conservative | eani ngs have been di sarned, and are
wat ched, " Ben was advi sed.

"Well, they' re about to be rearned,” Ben replied. "And they'll be taking
over the policing of the cormmunities we free from Gsternman's rule. Once



we' re successful in half a dozen of these raids, other groups around the
USA will start following suit. W' re going to reclaimthe USA, folKks.
One comunity at a tine."

President Claire Gsterman sat in the Oval Ofice in the new Wite House
and silently cursed. The war with the SUSA was not going well. Not going
well at all.

Her Federals had one minor victory to their credit, in Tennessee. They
had captured Ben Raines. After that, Raines's Rebels had toughened up
and started kicking ass all along the border

Now Ben Rai nes had escaped from custody and was somewhere in the huge
Adi rondacks Park with a bunch of ragtag, idiotic, mlitia types.

"Shit!" Madam Presi dent Osternman nuttered.

Her intel people had informed her about the supply drop in the park the
past ni ght-a nassive drop of equipnment. Her small, ill-equipped and
poorly trained Air Force had scrambled a squadron of fighters to mx it
up with the Rebels. Not a single Federal plane had returned. The goddamn
Rebel s had shot down every one of her fighters.

"Bastards!" she nuttered.

She had to hire nore nmercenaries to fight the Rebels. She had no choice
inthe mtter. One of her advisors had proposed bringing back the draft,
and C aire had been horrified at just the thought. Good God! Decent
peopl e don't grub about in the military. That was something one hired
done. If they got killed, well, society hadn't |ost nuch of anything.
Her own father had evaded the draft during
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t hat debacle in Vietnamyears back, skipping off to Canada with a group
of others fromthe university. She remenbered how proud of that he had
been. He had often told her that only people of very dubious
intelligence served in the mlitary; certainly not people of quality.

In order to hire nore soldiers Claire would have to raise taxes. Just
had to be done. Couldn't help it. People had to sacrifice in order to
mai ntain a perfect society where everyone was equal. The citizens would
understand. She was sure of that. Defeating Ben Raines and returning the
SUSA to the Union would be worth it.

O course, once all that was acconplished taxes woul d probably have to
be raised just a teeny weeny bit nore, for the reindoctrination of those
m sgui ded people who lived in the SUSA would be costly. It was certainly
somet hing that had to be done. Couldn't have a bunch of people running
around believing diat the average citizens had a right to own guns.
Heavens, no!

Unt hi nkabl e.

Al'lowi ng a nonent of silence in public school could certainly not be

al l owed, either. Absolutely not! Those foolish people who nunbl ed
prayers to sone nythical being would soon be contam nating the minds of
truly intelligent people who knew the Bi bl e was nothing but a good yarn
pure fiction.



And who knew what that dammed Ben Raines was up to in the w | derness?
For sure the goddamed troubl enaker was plotting sonething against the
government ... that nuch was a given. But what? And why did he want al

t hose supplies that were parachuted into the park? What kind of supplies
were they, and what was he going to do with thenf?

Madam Pr esi dent Osternan | eaned back in her massive | eather chair, a
frown on her face. As much as she hated Ben Rai nes, she could not allow
herself to underestinate
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the man. She had done that several tinmes in the past, and had soon
regretted it. The bastard was smart, she had to admit that-albeit very,
very reluctantly.

The problemwi th that dammed park was that it was hugel Wen her State
Police or Federal troops did go in after those mserable nilitia types,
t hey never came back out. The park was booby-trapped, and very dangerous.

Cl aire pushed back her chair and stood up. She paused for a mnute,

| ooki ng out the wi ndow. Wat a lovely day. Then the face of Ben Rai nes
entered her m nd and spoil ed everything. God, she hated that arrogant
bast ard.

She sure wi shed she knew what he was going to do next. She frowned
again. \Whatever it was, it would be destructive, that was for certain.
Bastard enj oyed bl owi ng things up.

Claire sat back down. She had devel oped a ragi ng headache just thinking
about him

"Ben Raines, you rotten, right-wing son of a bitch!" she blurted.
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1935 will go down in history! For the first time a civilized nation has
full gun registration! Qur streets will be safer, our police nore
efficient, and the world will follow our lead in the future!

-Adol f Hitler
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When a majority of a nation's population elects to support a

soci al i st/ communi st regi me, those opposed to such a form of government
(the mnority) have few options left them They can revolt against the
ruling governnent, but if the entire civilian popul ati on has been

di sarmed, their weapons confiscated (taken by force under threat of
death or inprisonnent) by government agents, their options becone rather
slim Under such a form of governnent, block wardens, or watchers,
suddenly rise to the fore. Neighbors, nen and wonmen and young peopl e who
were once friends, becone suspicious and very wary of each other, for
who knows who is reporting what to the town's central comittee?

Once the entire civilian population is disarmed (except for certain
sel ected individuals fanatically loyal to the denocrat/
soci al i st/ conmuni st reginme) the normally | aw abiding citizens are nuch



easier to control with | ess manpower (excuse ne, all you fem nists:
person power).
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Those types who choose to wear or carry badges under such a restrictive
and oppressive form of government also tend to get a bit cocky-very nmuch
i npressed with their own self-inportance.

Ben Rai nes and his new northeast command of militia and survivalists
took all the steamout of the |local federal police force just after sundown.

The di spatcher and the one person working the desk | ooked up and found
t hensel ves staring at a dozen heavily arnmed nen and woren, all wearing
cano BDUs.

"Don't do anything stupid,” Ben warned the pair. "And you'll live. Screw
up and you're going to get seriously dead in a hurry. Understand?"

They both nodded their conplete understanding of the situation and the
ram fications involved. They were only too happy to conply.

Several of Chuck's people quickly disarned the pair of Federal police
and then enptied the gun racks and the small arsenal of the police station

"Call your patrols back here," Ben ordered the dispatcher. "If | sense a
code word being used to warn them 1'Il kill you where you sit, understand?"
"Yes, sir," the dispatcher said. "I sure do."

"Do it."

Ten mnutes later, the night shift of the town's police force were

locked in their own jail. Twenty mnutes after that, the other nenbers

of the town's federal police force had been rousted out of bed and were

| ocked down.

"By God, I'lIl see you all hang for this!" the police chief blustered

It was an enpty threat conming froma man standing in his drawers.

"My, ny, he sure has skinny | egs and knobby knees, doesn't he?" Belle said
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"You dirty, rotten, filthy mlitia whore!" the police chief yelled.

"CGCot a nmouth on him too," Val observed.

"To hell with you, bitch!" the chief hollered. "I'"lIl see all of you
hang, you . . . you . . . traitors!"”

Ben stepped closer to the barred door of die cell and the chief squinted
and pal ed. "Ben Raines," he whispered. "You damed fascist!"

" "You certainly are in a nood for nanme calling this evening, aren't
you, Chief?" Ben questioned. Ben lifted the nmuzzle of his CAR and poked
the chief in the belly with it. "Not too smart for a man in your



predi cament, | would say."
"I"'mnot afraid to die!" die chief yelled.

"You're a damm liar," Ben told him "Everyone is afraid to die, whether
they'Il admit it or not."

"I"'mnot!" the chief hollered.

"OK," Ben said. He turned to Belle and Val. "You two take this bastard
out back of die jail and shoot him"

"What ?" the chief said. He began backing up in the cell. "Now you just
wait just a damm mnute herel™

Ben stuck the big key in the |ock.

"Whoa!" the chief said. "I don't want to die. | changed nmy mind. What
the hell do you people want here in ny town?"

"Your town," Ben told him "That's all we want."

The chief blinked a couple of times. "My town? Well ... you can't have
it! That's absurd!"

Ben turned as other menbers of his group herded in the mayor and half a
dozen others of the town's leading citizens . .. including several
femal es. None of those being prodded al ong by gun barrels | ooked very
happy about the situation

"The gang's all here," Dave announced cheerfully. "The town's | eading
socialists.”
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Ben pointed to a row of cells and smled. "Take your choice of roons."

"Now see here!" the mayor protested. "Wat's going on here? Who are you
peopl e?"

"Ben Raines,"” the police chief said. He pointed a finger at Ben. "Hm"
"Ch, my CGod!" the mayor breathed as he and the others were being herded
into two of the jails' four-bunk cells. "The Rebels have invaded us."

"Bread and water for thirty days," Lara said. "For all of them"

"Bread and water!" one of the female council nenbers screaned. "Nobody
can live on that. That's inhuman."

"Ah, hell, lady," Belle said, taking in the lady's rather rounded shape.
"You can stand to lose a few pounds. I1t'll be good for you."

' '"How dare you!'' the woman squalled.' 'Just who do you think you are?"
"Well ... | suppose freedomfighters is a good way to describe us,"

Bel | e sai d.

"Freedom " the council nenber hollered. "A bunch of dammed terrorists is
what you are.”



Ben | aughed. "One man's terrorist is another's freedomfighter, |ady."

"You' re nothing but a damed, right-wi ng, fascist Republican!" she
hi ssed at Ben

"That's not quite true," Ben replied. "Actually, | was an independent
for years before the Great War, lady. Hell, | actually voted for severa
Denocrats. "

The wonman sneered at himand said not hi ng.

Ben notioned his people out of the cell block area and cl osed the door.
He turned to Chuck. "You've gathered together some people who support

our novenent ?"

"We've got a dozen or so at a |lodge on the outskirts of town. No one
el se in town knows what's goi ng on. Everyone
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el se is hone watching TV or reading or getting ready for bed."

"Good deal. Al right. Let's go see these people."

The neeting was short, with Ben telling those present to wait for his
signal before arming thensel ves with the weapons taken fromthe police

and other 'selected citizens' who were supporters of the Osterman regine.

The weapons had been hi dden outside of town; well hidden, but easily
accessi bl e.

"How | ong do we wait, and what are the odds of us failing?" Ben was asked.
"The wait won't be long. The odds of failing are high. If we do fail
and there is a good chance we will, you'll probably all be killed during

the attenpt, or tried and convicted as terrorists and shot or hanged."

"Under this liberal reginme that doesn't believe in the death penalty?" a
worman asked, a slight but very sarcastic smile on her lips .

"Don't ask me to explain Osterman's philosophy," Ben replied, shaking
his head. "The best | can come up with is it's a massive fuck-up with
one hand not having the vaguest idea what the other is doing.'

"That's not a bad explanation," a man said. "It's as good as any |'ve
heard. "

"What do you want us to do while the police and the other town officials
are in jail, Ceneral ?"

"Not hi ng, until others can join us in this mnor rebellion,” Ben explained.
"That's al ready happening in towns in and around the park," Chuck said.
He lifted a small walkie-talkie and smled. "I just heard from severa

peopl e. The other groups didn't want to wait. The revolt is on!"

Everyone present smiled. Ben said nothing for a nmoment. He | ooked at



each of the nen and wonen for several seconds, wondering if many of them
really knew
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what they were getting into. Well, he thought, they 're damm sure about
to find out.

"I guess it's fish or cut bait tine, |adies and gentlenen," Ben said.
"If you're in now, there's no turning back."

"Point of no return, Ceneral ?" an older man said with a smle

"That's it."
"Suits ne," a woman said. "lI'd rather die than go on living under a
socialist regine. This isn't just our country, we all live and work

here. We're not trying to run the lives of those who politically

di sagree with us, but we don't want themto run our lives, either." She
shook her head. "I'mnot saying this right. But everyone here knows what
I nean."

Lara touched the woman's hand. "Yes, we do, Pattie. Al of us do."

"Cet the weapons we just cached,"” Ben said. "And be ready to use them.
and | mean use themto kill without hesitation. And bear this in
m nd-there will be no turning back for any of you who take part in this
revolt. Once you're committed, it's going to be all the way. Think about
that. Gve that a lot of thought. Take a few minutes to talk it over
anong yourselves. I'mgoing to wal k over there by nyself and snoke a
cigarette while you talk. You're putting your lives and the future of
your famlies' lives on the line."

"We know that, Ceneral,” a man said. "We've talked it all out at dozens
of quiet little meetings over the past couple of years. Wat you see
here is the, well, hard-core, if you will. And this is not all of our
little resistance group. There will be about fifty or so nore people
joining us as the night wears on-from ei ghteen years of age to nmen and
worren in their seventies. There will be about a hundred of us to begin
with. Ohers will, of course, joinin if they see we're going to w n.

You know t hose types."
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"Ch, yes," Ben said. "I know the type very well."

Those types who conpl ain about this, that, or the other thing, but
refuse to do anything positive about it, Ben thought. They woul d never
join any organi zation or group who woul d actually consider taking up
arnms agai nst the governnent. . . as a final act, after all else has
failed. Ch no! Wiy . . . that would be unthinkable. Ch, no, is their
thinking. Better to live under a near dictatorship than to actually
fight and run the risk of getting wounded or kill ed.

However, if a group of people were to actually fight the government and
it appeared that group was going to win, well, now, that's different.
Those constantly conpl aining, do-little-or-nothing types would be only
too happy to join in the final stages of any campaign. After the



shooting and all the personal risk-taking is over, of course.
Oh, yes, Ben knew those types quite well.

"It's going to be a sleepless night, folks," Ben said. "And it could

very well turn out to be a bloody one. So give that latter note sone

t hought for a couple of minutes while I walk over there and grab a snoke."
Ben wal ked over to a parked car, |eaned against it, and had a cigarette
whil e the group of nen and wonen on the corner talked in | ow tones.

He wanted themto talk it all out-get it settled- because when all the
resi stance people were gathered Ben had final words to drop on them and
that was going to separate the sheep fromthe goats.

An hour | ater, Ben | ooked over the group, now numbering just under one
hundred nen and wonen. They had gathered in a | ocal church. Those
guarding the jail and manning the checkpoints on the roads |leading into
town were from Chuck's group, all of them wanted nmen and
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worren with rewards on their heads. Ben didn't have to talk to them They
woul d st and.

Ben stood up in front of the group, but not behind the pul pit. Tal king
about killing fromthe pul pit seemed a bit hypocritical to Ben. "In
about an hour, folks, we're going to start roundi ng up hard-1line
socialists. We're probably going to have to kick some ass while doing
it. That means shooting. And when there is shooting, someone is going to
get killed. People you know People you have perhaps known all your
life. A person who was once-before politics got in the way-your best
friend. They might be your brother or sister, nmother or father, son or
daughter, aunt or uncle, niece or nephew, cousin. But when they point a
gun at you, or come at you with a club or a knife ..." Ben shrugged.
"\What happens next is up to you. But | warn you of this, and it is a
warni ng, if you cause the death of a fell ow Rebel-and fromthis nonment
on that's what you are, Rebel s-because of your hesitation or outright
refusal to act in a swift and decisive manner ... I'Il personally see
that you are put in front of a firing squad and executed."

No one in the audi ence so much as blinked. Ben knew t hen he was dealing
with men and wonen who were ready to lay down their lives for a cause, a
bel i ef.

"I"ve just received word that many of the towns within the boundaries of
the park are now under Rebel control... at least for the noment. As soon
as the park is firmy secure, we'll start noving out and keep movi ng
until the entire upper section of New York State is free of this damm
socialistic rule. The next step is to seize an airport, so we can be
resupplied when the time conmes. |1've got a site in nmnd. That'll be ny
job. Your job is to west control fromthe current powers-that-be and
bring at least this part of the nation back under Constitutional rule.
We can do it. | know we can. |'ve done it. It's a hell of a lot easier
than it sounds."

Ben paused for a nonent, |ooking over the men and
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worren gathered in the church. "Any questions before we start kicking ass
and taki ng nanes?"

One worman st ood up. "General ?"

"Yes, ma'anf"

"Let's cut the talk about it and do it!"

Ben | aughed. "All right, ma'am Let's do it!"
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The resistance fighters began noving in all directions inside the park

"W've got to nove fast tonight,"” Ben had told the men and wonen j ust
before they noved out. "W've got to hit hard and seize control of as
many towns as possi ble before the state or federal government can react
and send in help."

"And we won't be able to hold all the towns we take, will we, GCeneral ?"
Ben was asked.

"Probably not. W'lIl lose a few But other groups around the nation
have al ready begun to formup and strike. Mire will follow with each
success we have."

"And if they don't?" a man asked Ben

"We' || be in trouble and we'll have to pull back, regroup, and make new
pl ans. "

"Federal police!" a sentry outside the church yelled. "Coming in by
heli copters. Alot of them"

"CGo, people!" Ben said. "Get out of here. You know
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163

what to do. Drive without lights until you're clear. Don't get taken
alive. Shoot your way in and out of blockades. Do it, folks. Go, go."

"Here they come, Ben!" Lara yelled froma side door. "It's the FPPS."

"Those goddamm Bl ack Shirts!" Belle said. "Don't let those Federa
bastards take you alive."

The Federal Secret Police, who usually cane in by black helicopter and
wore bl ack junpsuits when staging a raid, had become known as the Bl ack
Shirts.

The sounds of at |east a dozen or nore helicopters roaring in and over
the town becane | ouder.



"Attack!" Ben yelled, grabbing his CAR and heading for the door. "Take
t he of fensive, people. OQpen fire now, damit! Open fire on the bastards!"

@unfire split the night, the sounds of the gunfire muffled down to
nearly inaudible by the roaring of the helicopters.

The door gunners in the choppers opened fire with what sounded |ike M 60
machi ne guns, and one long burst tore into the side wi ndows of the
church and splintered the fl oor where Ben had been standing just seconds
bef ore.

"Shoot out diose fucking searchlights on the choppers!'' Ben yelled.

He Iifted his CAR and gave the nearest chopper half a nag, the 5.56
rounds bl owi ng out the high beam searchlight on the front of the helicopter

"Shoot for the open side doors," Ben yelled to Lara. "Pass that word.
Kill tfiose gunners first. The cockpit on diese new jobs is heavily
arnored. "

Dozens of CARs-the chopped down version of the M 16-in the hands of

resi stance fighters on the ground opened up and began yanmering. Severa
M 60 side guns on the choppers abruptly fell silent and one gunner
toppled half in, half out of the door, held there by his harness.

Chuck ran to Ben's side. "Hell of a good nove outfitting
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everybody fromthe supply drop, General. | think we can nmore than hold
our hold now "

"W'd damm wel | better do nore than that,”
battl e.

Ben yell ed over the noise of

"I hear you," Chuck said.

Then there was no nore tine for conversation as a dozen of the choppers
| anded and began spilling out Black Shirts. Ben jerked a grenade from
his battle harness and held it up so those around himcould see. They
nodded and grabbed grenades.

Ben pulled the pin and held the spoon down until those around hi m had
time to do the sane. "Now " he yelled, and chucked the grenade.

One of the grenades-no one would ever be sure who threw it-1anded inside
a helicopter door just as the chopper was settling down in an enpty | ot
al ongside the church. It blew, and so did the chopper. The chopper mnust
have been carrying a |ot of explosives, or its fuel tanks had just been
topped off. When it blew, it colored the evening skies, shattered nearby
wi ndows, and dotted the | andscape with hot netal and various body parts.
The concussi on caught a second chopper and flipped it, landing the
chopper upside down. The second chopper didn't explode, but it sure
ruined the evening of those Black Shirts who were inside-the resistance
fighters on the ground further conplicated their evening by opening fire
on those who tried to escape the wecked chopper

The Bl ack Shirts had not anticipated so great a nunmber of resistance
fighters, nor had they suspected the men and wonen woul d be so
wel | -armed. They had | anded smack in the niddle of a firestorm



And the firestormwas gathering strength as the fires of hate were
fanned-the hatred of those opposed to living under any type of
soci al i stic governnment had been intense,
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and had grown hotter as tine passed and nore and nore personal liberties
were taken away fromcitizens.

The resistance fighters were taking out their discontent on the Bl ack
Shirts.

Hal f a dozen of the pilots wisely aborted attenpts to land in the mddle
of the nmel strom and roared off into the night skies. Those Black Shirts
who were just unassing the choppers and had not found cover were cut to
pi eces by the resistance fighters.

One nore chopper was danaged by several grenades and was forced to set
down hard. Ben and those grouped with himopened fire on the chopper

wi th everything they had. Several rounds finally punched-or sonehow nade
their way-through the inpact-|oosened windshield and hit the pilot. In
his panic, or final death throes, the pilot managed to really screw up
matters for those on board. The chopper surged upward violently for
fifty or so yards, slowy turned onto its side, and came crashi ng down
to the ground.

Scratch one chopper and all the Black Shirts on board.
"Let's get out of here, Ben!" Lara urged.

"No!" Ben's reply was sharp. "W finish it. W don't leave until it's
over. Pass the word."

"OK, Ben. You're the boss."

The town's residents wi sely stayed inside while the shooting was goi ng
on. They knew the area's resistance groups had gathered, and were aware
that the town's police were locked in their own jail, but there was very
little that any of them could do about the situation. Mst of the

resi dents were nmenbers of the socialist/denocrat party, and didn't
believe in any private ownership of firearns.

They were, one mght conclude, victins of, and prisoners in, a situation
of their own doing.

Those residents of the town who were noderately conservative in their
t hi nki ng but for whatever reason did not
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wi sh to take part in the revolt sat in their homes and wondered what
this night would bring.

It was bringing death to any Black Shirt who refused to lay down his
weapons and pack it in.

"Cot sone here who want to surrender, GCeneral!" a nenmber of Chuck's



group called as the gunfire was w ndi ng down.

"Al'l right," Ben returned. "Stick themin the jail and get soneone to
see to any wounded.

"Ben Raines!" The shout cane from behind a small building a few seconds
later. "We know that's you out there. Listen, we've had it. W give up!"

"Suits ne," Ben shouted.' 'Cone on out with your hands in the air.
Don't do anything stupid."

"W won't. | pronise. Don't shoot."
The fight was over. The Black Shirts were confined to a two bl ock area
of the town in the park and they began wi sely giving up, calling out to

the resistance fighters.

"CGet the town's doctors and nurses out here," Ben told Chuck. "Let's see
to the wounded. "

"That's a hell of a lot nore than they would do for us," Chuck told him
"You serious?"

"You bet I am [|'ve seen it."

"So let's show themwe're better people.”

"I'f you say so, Ceneral."

"I say so. Lara? While we're doing that, you find out how the other
groups are doi ng, how many towns have been taken by our people.”

"WII do."

Ben wal ked over to the group of Black Shirts and | ooked at them under
the glow of a streetlanp, slowy and one at a time. It nade themvery
nervous. They were scared, and none of themwere making any effort to
hide their fear. They had all studi ed extensive dossiers on Ben Raines and
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t he Rebel phil osophy, and knew t hat once a person or group had been
decl ared an eneny of the state one's |life expectancy could be very
short. There was no nmiddle road with Tri-Staters. You were their friend
and you stayed the hell out of their business, or you were their eneny.

"You men and wonen have a choice now," Ben finally said after severa

m nut es of wal ki ng up and down the Iine of Black Shirts. "You can quit
your jobs and stop being an eneny of the SUSA, or | will turn your names
over to my people and we will send teans in to hunt you down and kil

you. No matter how this war goes-win, lose, or draw if you continue to
wor k agai nst us you're dead. Think about it."

The Black Shirts stared at himin silence. The resistance fighters
stared at himin silence. Both sides wondered if Ben really neant it.

"A decade ago," Ben continued, "the federal governnent tried to smash us



out of existence. They failed, and nost of those who took an active part
agai nst us were killed by nenbers of what were called Zero Squads. They
were called Zero Squads because the odds of their returning fromtheir
assignments were just about zero. Those who fought against us died. The
killing went on for nonths. Think about it."

"Then what our governnment says is true-you people are nothing but thugs
and murderers,” a woman Bl ack Shirt said. "That isn't war."

Ben smled at her. "War is a matter of winning or losing, lady. It isn't
nice. But | have to laugh at your suggestion of us being thugs and
murderers. That's ridicul ous! What do you people think you are, angels

i n black? You damm government agents kick in doors in the middle of the
ni ght and shoot citizens for nerely attenpting to exercise their
constitutional rights. And you have the unmtigated gal
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to call us thugs and nmurderers? That's | aughabl e and absurd!"

"We're obeying the direct orders of the Congress of the United States,"
a male Black Shirt said. "They nake the [ aws, we enforce them™

"Just obeying orders, huh?" Ben asked. "Sure, you are. That's the sane
things Nazi war crimnals said at the trials right after the Second

Worl d War. You peopl e should read sone history. It's being repeated here."

"Are you conparing us to Hitler's SS people and the Gestapo?" a Bl ack
Shirt asked.

"Hell, yes, | aml What's the difference? The government you work for has
been trying for several decades to rid the United States of men and
worren who believe in the true interpretation of that docunent called the
Constitution of the United States." Ben held up a hand. "I'm not going
to stand here in the mddle of the night and argue with you. You've al
been brai nwashed by the left-w ng, your m nds warped by the babblings of
OGsterman and her supporters. Wien we pull out of here, you're all free
to go- after we take your 1D s. Just remenber what | told you. This is
your only chance. You continue to fight us, you're dead." He | ooked over
at Chuck. "Take their ID s and escort themout of here, please.”

Ben wal ked down the bl ock, very much aware of the citizens of the town
peeki ng out through the curtains at him

"Son of a bitch!" a citizen yelled, throwing open the front door of his
house.

Ben hit the ground behind a tree.
The citizen opened fire, the shotgun blast tearing bark off the tree.

Ben crawl ed up on his knees just as the man fired again. This time the
pell ets blew a side wi ndow out of a car parked by the curb.
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"You goddamm, right-wi ng bastard!" the |ocal shouted.

Ben gave hima burst fromhis CAR and the man screaned and fell halfway
back into his house, the shotgun falling onto the porch, his |egs bl oody
fromthe slugs.

A hal f-dozen freedomfighters ran up to Ben, another half dozen onto the
porch, a couple of them kneeling down beside the fallen man.

"Are you all right, General?" a wonan called fromthe porch.

"I"'mfine," Ben said, getting to his boots. "Howis the citizen?"

"He caught lead in both legs. But he'll live to vote for Osterman .
again."
"You're damm right, I will!" The wounded man npaned the words. "Claire

Osterman is the greatest president this nation has ever had."
"He must have fallen on his head," Ben nuttered. "The man is delirious."
Those freedom fi ghters standi ng around Ben | aughed.

"Tom Di ckson," a man said. "I've known himfor years. And for years he's
been an asshole.”

"Alittle higher, and I would have given hima new one," Ben replied.

That brought another |augh fromthose standi ng around Ben

"Secure the town," Ben ordered. "Disarmall Osterman supporters, and arm
all those who support freedom but warn themthey might die for
supporting freedom™

"Most are ready to do just that," Chuck said. "So the second civil war
has begun, right, CGeneral ?"

"It's really begun, Chuck."
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By noon of the next day dozens of small towns all over the USA had been
sei zed by various groups of nen and wonen who were weary of being
dictated to by the federal government. The federalized police, the
mayors, and the town councils had been | ocked up. For a while, at |east,
t he yoke of federal oppression had been cracked. Oster-man sent in
hundreds of federal agents, and by dark on the second day of the revolt
about half the communities had been retaken by federal agents. A |lot of
bl ood had been spilled, on both sides of the political issue. In those
conmuni ti es that had been retaken by Gsternman's goons, retribution

agai nst the freedomfighters was swift and terrible, but in nost areas
it did not have the effect Osterman had hoped for. Instead of crushing
the spirit of those who desired to be free of federal control over their
lives, it served only to strengthen their resolve.

Smal | groups of men and wonen who heretofore had been standing on the
sidelines suddenly elected to step
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forward and be heard, to armthensel ves with whatever they could find
and take an active part in the growing and increasingly violent revolt.

Madam Presi dent O aire Osterman suddenly found she had a ot nore than
Ben Raines to deal with: she had a building revolution in every state
that made up the USA. She and her socialistic allies were now facing a
very nasty guerrilla war.

"A guerrilla war cannot be contained in a nation this size," sone of the
cool er thinking of Osterman's advisors warned her. "Just a few
determ ned individual s can weak havoc."

"Nonsense!" said those advisors who knew as nuch about warfare as they
did the mating habits of the troglodyte. "W just catch the | eaders of

the revolt and execute them ... publicly. That will take the steamright
out of the novenent and it will die. That's all thereis to it."
The room erupted into a shouting match between the advisors .. . none of

whom real ly knew what the hell they were tal king about.

Those mlitary | eaders who were in attendance remai ned stoically silent.
They knew the present administration hated the mlitary (loathed was the
word once used by the president). Not a single civilian present had ever
served in any branch of the nmilitary. GQuns frightened them

Soneone called for coffee and sandwi ches to be sent in. It was going to
be a very long afternoon

Ben read the latest reports fromaround the nation and smled. "It |ooks
pretty dammed good," he said, laying the reports to one side. "Better
than | anticipated.” He took a sip of coffee and lit a snoke. "W've got
the Feds in a box, in a way. If they pull any units off the border with
the SUSA, mny people will pour across and do an end-
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around and really give Gsterman's people a good butt kicking. Osterman
just doesn't have enough Federal agents to handle all the hot spots in
the USA. Lara, howis it looking as far as the individual units getting
t oget her ?"

"Real |y good," she replied, smling and holding up a thick fol der of
conmuni ques recei ved over the past twenty-four hours. "The groups in ten
states so far have cone together under a | oose bond of cooperation. But
what they need is some real professional |eadership.”

"Someone to kick their asses and make them see they can't go it alone,”
Chuck sai d.

"I could arrange for people to go in," Ben said. "But if they do,
they're going in as conmanders, not advisors. That has to be understood
up front."

"Many of the groups won't go for that," Lara told him "That's been the
problem for years. They all want to be independent."”

"I'f they insist on staying independent, each with their own
unconproni si ng i deas of how a governnment should be run, then they'l



lose this fight. Hell, no one in the SUSA agrees w th our phil osophy one
hundred percent. But it's the nmost workable formall of us could cone up
with and still have a government. Some are opposed to a national
driver's license, others to a national health plan, others to this,

that, or the other thing. But the pros still far outweigh the cons."
"I"ll talk to as many groups as | can," Lara said. "See what they think."
"Do that. But advise themthe Constitution is the document we base our
government upon. | don't give a damm if it's five hundred years old, or

was witten day before yesterday. The original docunent and the
phi | osophi es of the signers and franers stand."

"Ben, many of the people up here just don't agree with
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your ideas about using force to defend personal property," Lara remn nded

hi m

"It's the ol dest personal right in history," Ben said. "Probably been in
exi stence since humanki nd crawl ed out of the caves or clinbed down out
of the trees. That fresh-killed dinosaur tail belongs to me and ny mate,
and if you try to take it I'"'mgoing to take this club and bash your head
in. Lara, no one has the right to take anything from anybody-if they
don' t want themto-w thout due process of |law. Many of the problens
soci ety faced before the Great Wr and the follow ng coll apse were
created because we got away fromthe basics. Many in power began maki ng
excuses for those who broke the law. That will not happen in the SUSA. "

"Al'l of us here agree with it, General," Dave said. "We're with you a
hundred percent."

"Fine. Now let's go take us an airport."

"Now?" Chuck asked, astonishnent in his tone.

"Why not ?" Ben asked. "It's as good a tinme as any."

The airport in Plattsburg lay just a few mles outside the park

boundaries. It had been repaired and updated and reequi pped, and the new
runway was | ong enough to handl e Rebel aircraft.

"Perfect," Ben said, studying the layout through binoculars. He | owered
the Iong | enses and | ooked at Chuck and Lara. "We'Il take it tonight."

"Just like that?" Chuck questioned.

"Sure. All it takes is a little nerve and a few people."

"And how do we hold it?" Lara asked.

"The sane way. It'Il just be for a few hours. |'ve got a unit of Rebels
standing by to join us. As soon as we |aunch our attack, planes already
inthe air and over the Atlantic will turn west and be on the ground

within two hours."
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"And those militia people over in Vernont you spoke with this afternoon?"

"They'l|l be seizing some territory of their own. Relax, folks. It'll go
snooth as silk and honey."

"That's easy for you to say, General. You' ve done this a thousand
times," Chuck said. "Or nore. An op this big is sonething new for us."

"I't"ll be good practice for you," Ben told them "Wth any kind of |uck
we can pull it off w thout shedding a drop of anybody's blood."

Chuck | ooked very dubi ous. "Osterman has beefed up security around every
airport in the nation, General. That's the very first thing she did when
the war started.”

Ben shrugged his shoulders. "No big deal. If the security people have
any sense at all, they won't put up a fight. | hope they don't. If they
fight, they'Il die. It's just that sinple.”

"Sinmple for you, Ceneral," Marty said

"No," Ben said. "That's the way you win battles, Marty. Fighting a war
with conplicated 'rules of engagenent' is not the Rebel way. W go in to
win. Period. That's why we've been so successful over the years.
Anything less is a stupid way to fight a war."

"When do we go in?" Belle asked.

' "At full dark. The planes are airborne now. Tankers are up ready to
refuel. Right now, let's grab a bite to eat and get a bit of rest."

Ben and seven ot her people, including Lara, walked into the main
termnal building at full dark. They had confronted and di sarned three
security people outside without any trouble. As soon as the airline
enpl oyees behind the counter spotted Ben and his teamthey stepped
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back and put their hands in the air. They were not arned, and wanted no
troubl e.

One young uniformed security guard had ot her ideas, though. He had
vi sions of being a hero, and grabbed for his pistol. Those ideas got his
| egs knocked out from under himby a burst fromLara's CAR

"The rest of you stand easy," Ben said. "Do that, and nobody else wll
get hurt."

"You're Ben Raines," a civilian blurted.
"That's right, mster."
"My God!" a worman said. "He's going to kill us all!l™

Ben | aughed at that. "Ch, | don't think so, lady. Not unless you pull a



pi stol out of your purse and point it at ne."

"I don't own a gun," the woman sai d haughtily.
"Good for you," Ben told her. "That nakes our job all that much easier.

"Control tower is ours," Lara said, after listening to her headset for a
f ew seconds.

"Any troubl e?" Ben asked.

"None. "

The two other security guards in the main termnal stood quietly with
their hands in the air while Ben's people took their weapons. They had
no intention of becomnmi ng dead heroes. The young guard who had his pins
knocked out fromunder himlay on the tile floor and noaned in pain.

"I thought | heard a shot a nonment ago," Ben said.

"One security guard got stupid,” Belle told him "All it got himwas dead."
"Pity," Ben said.

"Yeah," Dan replied. "I'm deeply touched."

"You people are savages!" a man yelled. "Nothing but filthy savages."

"Anot her QOsterman supporter,” Lara renarked.

"You damm right, | am" the civilian yelled. "She's the
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greatest president this country has ever had. And she'll have you
traitors hanged."

Ben yawned. "I thought you socialist/denocrats didn't believe in the
death penalty."

"W do for people |like you."

"Karl would be so proud,” Ben told him

"Huh?" the man said. "Karl who?"

"Marx. He would be thrilled with your form of government, |'msure."
"I''mno dam conmuni st! "

"No? Well, you're sure doing a great inmtation of one. Fooled ne."

"Airport is secure," Lara said before the civilian could respond. "For

t he nonent," she added. "The |ocal Federal police will be here shortly."
"They sure will, k"
fascists are.”

a wonan said. "And then we'll see how tough you



"Yeah," a security guard said. "They'll take care of you dammed nilitia
trash.”

"Right," Nora said. "I'msure they will." She laughed in the guard's face

Ben had pl aced a squad of his people on the road | eading into the
airport. They were waiting, backed up by two M 60 nachi ne guns.

"Ernie all set?" Ben asked.
"He's ready," Lara said.

Ernie was a fornmer air controller who had been fired because of his
openly stated views against Osterman and her socialist form of governnent.

Lara held up a hand. "Planes lining up for |landing. Ernie says there are
several dozen of them"™

"Probably nore than that," Ben nuttered. "Cecil and | ke have overreacted

again."
"They're just worried about you, Ben," Lara replied.
"They should know by now | can take care of nyself."
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"And you like to lone wolf it, don't you?"
Ben smled. "I rather enjoy it, yes." He | ooked over at the wounded
security guard. A freedom fighter who had been an EMI before views of
OGsterman and her policies got himinto trouble was | ooking after the
man' s wounds.
"Fifteen minutes to touchdown, Ben," Lara said.
"Let's get these civilians some coffee and settled down," Ben suggested.
"It's going to be interesting when that conmercial flight starts calling
in for landing instructions."
"We can divert it."
"Is it prop or jet?"
"Prop."
"Ch, hell, let it land. We'll let these people get on their way."
Lara | ooked at himfor a nmonent and then shook her head and | aughed al oud.

"What's so funny?"

"You! You're the calnest man | have ever met. Nothing seens to shake you
up. "

Ben smiled at her. For the past few days sexual tension had been
bui | di ng between them Ben had done his best to ignore the feeling-for
he had | earned the hard way that getting involved in the field was not a



smart nove- but the feelings just kept buil ding between them

"This guy's gonna be OK " the EMI called. "But he's going to need sone
surgery to get a couple of slugs out of him"

"Call an anbul ance for him" Ben said. "Hell, the whole damm town wil |
know we're here in a few mnutes. No point in delaying nedical treatnment
for him"

"Ri ght, General."

Five minutes later the huge cargo pl anes began | anding and taxiing off
the main runway. The cargo masters went
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to work, quickly unloading personnel and equi prent, and that was a job
that was going to take nost of the night.

"Good God!" Nora said, gazing in awe out of the termi nal w ndow. "I've
never seen so many planes in all my life, and Ernie says there are
dozens of planes circling or holding some distance out."

"We' || have nore than a toehold up here when this night is over," Ben
said, after listening to Lara's headset for a nmoment and then
acknow edgi ng the nessage. "lke sent in several battalions of troops and

arnmor and artillery to back themup."
"Several battalions!" Chuck breathed the words.

"Yes. Come on. Let's get out onto the tarmac and greet the troops." Ben
smled genuinely. "And 1'll let you neet nmy son."

"That woul d be an honor, General," Chuck said.

On the tarmac, Ben waved at a young man standing off to hinself watching
t he proceedi ngs. Buddy Rai nes wal ked over and shook his father's hand.
"Good to see you're doing well, Father. And | like the beard. Looks good

on you."

"I'"mabout to shave it off, boy. Damm thing itches. Buddy, | want to
i ntroduce you around."

After the introductions, Ben asked, "All these people from your brigade,
son?"

"Yes, sir. Three thousand of them"

"l ke order you in?"

"Yes, sir. You know he did."

Buddy Rai nes's 508 Brigade was nmade up in part of his old Special
Qperations Battalion. The Spec Ops were the bad boys and girls of the
Rebel s- Speci al Forces, Rangers, SEALs, Force Recon, Air Commandos, and
French Foreign Legion all rolled into one. They were the nost highly

trained and |l ethal of all Rebels.

"How s ny teanf"
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Buddy grinned. "Standing right over there," he said, pointing.

Ben's eyes followed the point, and he sniled. Jersey, Corrie, Beth,
Cooper, and Anna were standing off to one side of the crowded tarmac.
"Well, 1'lIl be damed," Ben said. "I should have guessed you woul dn't be
able to | eave them behind." He waved them over and introduced them

"The team we have all heard so nuch about,"” Chuck said.
"Not hi ng good, | hope," Jersey replied wi thout changi ng expression. Only
her dark eyes twinkled with humor. "I wouldn't want to tarnish our
reputation.”

Chuck smiled at the dimnutive Rebel. His eyes shifted over to Corrie,
then Beth, then Anna. Al lovely, and each of them as dangerous as a den
of rattlesnakes. He | ooked at Cooper; same coldness in the eyes. A very
skilled and deadly group of young men and wonen, Chuck concl uded.

Chuck cut his eyes to Buddy Raines. My God, the man was solid! He had
heard that Ben's son was powerfully built. Now he knew it for a fact.

Chuck | ooked at Lara. She was watching the Rebel s unass the planes. The
men and wonen under Col onel Buddy Raines were all, as the saying went,
"Lean, Mean Fighting Machines. ™"

"I think the battle up here is about to take a turn for the better,"
Lara said, her voice just audi ble over the roar of planes |anding and
taxiing in.

Buddy had sized up the situation between Lara and his dad very quickly.
O course, the younger Raines knew his father well. "Yes, ma'am" he
said. "l suspect it will. And | suspect it will do so very quickly."

Chuck' s peopl e stood and watched as tanks and trucks runbl ed out of the

massi ve transports. "Incredible,” Belle said. "Just incredible."
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"How about us finding something to eat?" Cooper said. "I'mhungry."

"You' re al ways hungry,’
full of tapeworns.”

Jersey responded. "I swear to god you have a gut

"He's a growi ng boy," Beth said.

Over the sounds of huge transports |anding and taking off, the sound of
machi ne guns coul d just be heard. Buddy arched one eyebrow and asked,
"Tr oubl e?"

"I think the Federal police have arrived," his father replied. "And
probably w sh they had stayed hone," he added.
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The town's Federal police |lost eight officers in the first four vehicles
to arrive at the airport before they realized they had driven into a



situation that five thousand officers woul d have been unable to contain.
But by then it was far too late to turn back. The freedom fighters had
cl osed off all avenues of escape, and for the lead vehicles it was a
slaughter. Only a few shots had been fired by the town's federally

trai ned, Gsterman-supporting officers. The Federal police dien did the
only prudent thing: they surrendered.

Chuck' s peopl e brought the survivors of the night ambush to Ben. The
federal officers stood in awe, |ooking at the heavily armed Rebel s
unassing the big transport planes.

"What's it going to be, people?" Ben asked the scared group of federa
of ficers.

"What do you mean, Ceneral Raines?" asked one of the ol der officers.
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"We're sure not going to keep you around, feeding and caring for you.

Hel |, we don't want you. You're not going to be facing unarned citizens
any | onger. Cone daylight, anyone who wants a gun can damm sure have
one. And the first weapons to be given away will be yours, and fromthe

police arnmory. So you'd better make up your minds which side you' re on."

"How about us not taking sides, and just enforcing the | aw?" a man
suggest ed.

"That's no good. You're federalized, and you swore an oath to support
Gsterman and her policies. How could | trust you to keep your word on that?"

"You just don't really understand how drastically crime has gone down
since privately owned guns were banned," a woman officer said.

“I'"ll match our crinme stats in the SUSA agai nst yours anytine, |ady,"
Ben responded. "And nearly everyone in the SUSA is armed. How about it?"

She glared with open hate at Ben, and did not respond.

"Scratch that one for sure," Ben nuttered.

"You bet," Jersey said in a |louder tone. "Shall | just shoot her now and
put her out of her msery?"

"Now you wait just a mnute!" the ol der Federal cop said. "Everyone is
entitled to an opinion."

' Not when your opinions start interfering with ny constitutionally
guaranteed rights," Jersey said.

"Dam little mlitia whore!'' the nouthy feral e Federal cop nuttered.
Jersey heard her, and her eyes narrowed.

Ben stepped out of the way as Jersey handed her CAR to Cooper and
st epped forward.

"This is going to be interesting," Ben whispered to Lara. "Watch."



"Haul your ass out here, bitch!" Jersey said.
"Are you going to permt this?" Lara questioned.
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"Sure. Why not? You can bet no one is going to interfere. Not if they
have any sense. Jersey is pretty and shapely, but tough as a boot."

Lara | ooked at him strangely and said nothing, just shook her head in
di sbel i ef .

"I won't |lower nyself to your level," the Federal cop said very haughtily.

" "Well, la-di-da!l'"' Jersey said, putting one fist on a shapely hip and
m nci ng about a few steps. "The bitch has a big nouth and no guts to
back it up."

Several of the freedom fighters | aughed nervously, not understandi ng why
CGeneral Raines was allowing this to continue. Buddy Raines stood back
fromthe main knot of people, a slight smle on his |ips.

"Come on, bitch!" Jersey waggled her fingers at the Federal cop. "You
call me a whore, |I'mgonna kick your prissy Federal ass for you."

The fenal e Federal shook her head. Jersey |aughed at her

"Now stop this!" the older Federal cop said. "We're your prisoners,
Ceneral. | believe there are rules that captors nust abide by."

Jersey stopped right then and shrugged her shoul ders. "Well, it was
worth a shot. OK, lady. You don't get your ass kicked tonight."

Ben stepped forward. "Lock them down sonmewhere until we can deci de what
to do with them" He turned to Chuck. "What are your people finding in
t own?"

"Confusion anong the Osternman supporters. G eat joy anong the
conservatives. "

"The Federal police?"

' They' re being rounded up as we speak. Sone resistance on their part.
Only a few casualties. None of our people have been hurt."
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' Weapons being distributed anong those willing to fight for their
freedon®"”

"Yes, sir. Several hundred have already lined up to be armed. W're
expecting several hundred nore as the word spreads. About fifty of the

first group have volunteered to act as police for the comunity."

"Good enough. And good work. Conplinment your people for me, Chuck. A job
wel | done."

"Thank you, Ceneral."



Wal ki ng away, back to the rear of the main termnal, Buddy fell in step
with his father. "I have a question," the younger Raines said.

"Ask. "

"What the hell kind of government did this Osterman person set up? It
makes no sense to ne. It isn't pure socialism isn't pure comunism |
don't know what it is."

Ben | aughed. "I don't either, son. It's a conbination of |iberalism
socialism and ... sonething el se that doesn't have a nane."

" OCsternmmni sn? "

Ben chuckl ed. "That's as good as any, | suppose. But | do knowit's Big
Brother all the way."

' "What is so dammed attractive about it? Cbviously, sonething is.
M1lions of people openly enbrace it."

"Cradle to grave care, Buddy. No one has to take personal responsibility
for anything they do. Any act that is considered illegal or immoral by
conservative-thinking people is not the fault of the individua
conmitting the act. It's society's fault. Used to be a conedi an years

ago who hunorously sumred up that kind of thinking when he said, 'The
devil made ne do it' "

"Real ly." Buddy's reply was very, very dry.

"That comedian didn't realize how prophetic his words would turn out to be."
"Ri di cul ous!" Buddy said contenptuously. "Society al one
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can't make anybody do anything. | thought the people living outside the
SUSA were through with diat sort of nonsense.”

"I thought they were on their way to being through with it. | guess we
were w ong."

"So what comes next, Pop?"

"We start retaking this section of the USA, boy. W rearmthe people and
set up mlitia groups-or whatever they choose to call thenselves-as we go."

"And when we pull out?"

"We' || hope-and pray, if you're the praying type-that the people we arm
will stand firmand back up their beliefs with bullets.™

"They didn't before.™
"I think that maybe this tinme they will. The odds are better, at least."

"They will never adopt the laws of the SUSA, Pops."



"I don't expect themto. No candy-assed, left-wing liberal could live
under our laws. Qur laws are too sinple for them Too nuch
responsibility is placed on the individual in our society, son. That
goes against the liberal belief of no one taking the blane when they
fuck up."

Buddy | aughed in the night. "You have such a delicate way with words,
Pops. "'

"I do, don't 1? Gets the point across, though."

"It certainly does that."

Madam President Claire Gsterman was clearly in mld shock after her

mlitary advisors had briefed her and then exited the new Oval Ofice
qui ckl y.

In four days time-since the arrival of Rebels fromthe SUSA at the

Pl attsburg airport-Ben Raines and his ragtag militia and survivali st

trash had managed to seize control of alnost everything north

of Interstate 90, with the excep-
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tion of Syracuse, Schenectady, and Utica. And they were knocking on the
doors of those freshly rebuilt cities.

"That rotten, right-w ng, no-good Republican son of a bitch!" Caire
yel l ed. Leaping out of her chair, she junped up and down, occasionally
pausi ng to pound on her desktop

Her staff, standing outside in the corridor, could hear her cussing, and
Claire was a pretty good cusser

Claire cal med herself and sat down in her chair. She took several deep
breaths and | ooked at the reports on her desk, left there by the
advi sors. They told a grimstory.

Groups all over the nation were rising up and sei zing control of the
smal | er towns.

"Goddam militia trash!" Caire nmuttered. "Wacko gun kooks."

She read on. The Federal Police were overwhel med, unable to cope with
t he worseni ng situation.

Claire closed the folder. She could not force herself to read any nore.
One thing she knew for certain: It was all Ben Raines's fault.
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"I don't want any innocent people hurt or killed," Ben warned the
freedomfighters. "And | sure as hell don't want any children hurt or
killed. Is that clear?"

"Perfectly," Chuck said. "W're in agreenment with that one hundred percent."

"How in the hell can a grown man or worman who works for and supports
OGsterman's policies be innocent?" a worman from anot her group asked.



"That doesn't make any sense to ne."

"Me neither,” a man agreed. Others sitting around the office nodded in
agreenment. The nman went on. "They're not for us, so they nust be agai nst
us, right?"

"But they're not taking up arnms against us," Lara told him "That's the
difference, Pete."

"Hell, they don't have any weapons to take up against us," Pete
responded with a smile.

That got a laugh fromthe others in the nmeeting room
"But if they did have access to weapons, they'd dam
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sure use them against us," a woman argued. "You can bet your butt on
that. So as far as |'mconcerned they're the eneny."

About hal f of those in the room nodded their heads in agreenent.

"That may well be," Ben said. "I'msure many of them would take up arns
agai nst us, and probably will if given a chance. But for now they're
just unarmed civilians, and | will not tolerate any of themgetting
hurt. That's the way it's going to be, people. Any one of you who takes
their group and goes off on their own against nmy orders will be kicked
out of this organization and receive no help fromthe SUSA and | wll
publicly disavow that group. You will be nothing but terrorists, and
will order you shot on sight. Now, damit, is that clear?"

It was. Perfectly.

"Al'l right," Ben said. "You all know the objective. Let's nove out and
get into place."”

Everyone in the various groups had been pol ygraphed or PSE d. Four
peopl e had broken under the pressure and adnitted they were working for
the Feds. They had been executed. It was harsh punishment, but it was a
harsh tine in the land. Those men and wonmen under Ben's conmand were not
working to turn the USA into a second SUSA. They were sinmply working for
the restoration of a few rights guaranteed them by the Constitution of
the United States.

And, to a person, they were prepared to die fighting for the return of
t hose rights.

"All right," Ben said. "Let's do it."

The brand new, just conpleted and staffed and equi pped federal building
was deserted fromeight o' clock in the evening until six in the norning.
Buddy' s own peopl e had made sure of that.
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Ben checked his watch: seven forty-five. The cleaning crew should be
| eaving any time now. Hi s own people were ready to nove into place.



First the water would be cut off to cripple the sprinkler system Then

his people would nove in, a couple at a tine, on the outside, planting
expl osi ves around the building. Then, at the last nonent, vehicles would

be moved into place, blocking all streets, preventing fire engines from
getting to the building. Just as the expl osives blew, nortar crews would
begi n | obbing in HE rounds. The building mght not be totally destroyed,

but it would suffer extensive damage, and nmillions of records would be |ost.
"There go the first of the cleaning crew, " Jersey whispered to Ben

Ben lifted his night binoculars and watched the men and wonmen exit the
buil ding. "Two nmore crews to go," he said.

"Everyone is sitting on ready," Corrie told him "Mrtar crews waiting
for the word."

"Wn't be | ong now "

The mnutes ticked by until finally all the cleaning crews had left the
buil ding and the doors were | ocked for the night.

"Cet the explosives in place," Ben said. "And set the tiners."

That woul d present no problem for the streets were nearly deserted due
to the rationing of gasoline. "Cut off the water," he ordered.

The sane scene was being played out all over the USA, in a dozen states.
A few minutes later Corrie said, "Water is off, Boss."

"Seal this area."

The vehicl es were noved into place.

"Streets are sealed,” Corrie reported.

"Everybody cl ear?"
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"Clear."

"Mortar crews ready?"

"Ready. "

Ben | ooked at his watch and counted down the seconds. The expl osives
went off with a trenendous crack. 3 ass fromthe buil ding w ndows flew
in all directions. The first six rockets fromthe nortars | anded, and
that only added to the noi se and confusion

"Pour it on!" Ben said.

"Federal Police on the way," Corrie told himafter hearing froma
spotter |ocated bl ocks away.

"I"'msorry to hear that," Ben replied. "It'Il be their last run

Two dozen 81mm and 60mm nortar rounds had smashed into the building, and
nore were on the way when the first Federal Police car came scream ng



into view. The siren stopped abruptly as a rocket from a shoul der-held
| auncher turned the patrol car into so rmuch burning, snmoking junk. There
woul d be no survivors fromthe rocket attack

The Federal Building was now on fire, flanes beginning to dance around
and snmoke pouring out of the shattered w ndows.

Ben took a final |ook and said, "Let's get out of here. That building is
rui ned. "

Corrie gave the orders and Rebel s and freedom fi ghters began backi ng
away. Buddy's spec op people would fight a rear guard action unti
everyone was clear.

"FPPS people coming," Corrie said.

"Bl ack Shirts?" Ben asked.
"Yes. Alot of them"

"We stand and fight," Ben replied without hesitation. "Pass the orders.
Let's give GCsterman and her American gestapo a hard | esson.”

A few seconds later, local freedomfighters stationed on
191
191

rooft ops began droppi ng grenades down onto the cars and trucks carrying
the Black Shirts. O hers opened up with automatic weapons fire. Still
others waited with rocket l[aunchers to finish off any who night break
clear of the gauntlet.

It was the beginning of a very bloody night in the city.

The hammrering of gunfire and the crash of grenades and rockets
reverberated throughout the section of the city, and Rebels and freedom
fighters fought it out with the Federal Police and the Black Shirts.
Until now, Osterman's people had met only slight resistance from small

di sorgani zed groups, which for the nost part were not well-arned and
were sorely lacking in |leadership. But this was very different: this was
hard-core guerrilla warfare in America.

Ben and his teamrounded a corner in an alley and cane face-to-face with
a group of Black Shirts. The Rebels instantly hit the ground and opened
fire. The Black Shirts, not nearly so well-trained or experienced in
conbat, hesitated. That hesitation cost themtheir |ives.

Ben opened up with his CAR and his first burst knocked several of
OGsterman's Bl ack Shirts spinning and down to the concrete of the
littered alley, kicking and groani ng and bl eedi ng.

Cooper | obbed a grenade that took out several nore of the Federal Bl ack
Shirts and Lara, Jersey, Corrie, Anna, and Beth finished the very brief
firefight in the alley.

"CGet their radios," Ben ordered. "Let's listen in."

The Rebels learned very little. There was not much on the Federa



frequency except the excited and frequently frantic yelling of Black
Shirts as they confronted teans of Rebels and freedom fighters.

"Where the hell are the | ocal cops?" a Black Shirt yell ed.

"I think they're staying out of this,"'
themare."

came the reply. "At |east many of

"The yel |l ow sons of bitches!"
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Lara | ooked at Ben in the darkness and smled know ngly.

"The police are wising up,"” Ben said. "I had hoped they would."
"I'f it will just spread nationw de," Beth said.

"Some will stay out of it," Ben replied. "Ohers won't. Tine and bl ood
will tell the story. Let's go. Qur work here is finished for this night."

The night the freedomfighters took the offensive, fifteen new federa
bui | di ngs were destroyed in the USA. Not one civilian was injured or
killed. MIlions of records were destroyed, and the night's activities
dealt a crushing blow to the norale of Osterman's people.

Claire Csterman had felt her socialist/ denocrat party, her FPPS, and
the federalized police had any situation that m ght devel op under
control. She could not have been nmore wong. She had forgotten that many
Ameri cans have a habit of shoving back when pushed. A certain type of
American will take only so nuch pushing before they start talking

vi ol ence and form ng resi stance groups.

MI1lions of those types of Americans had given up on the USA and noved
to the SUSA. There were still hundreds of thousands living in the USA
who felt the Osterman adm nistration had strayed too far away fromthe
Constitution, and they wanted a return of nmany of their lost rights.

About ten percent of those still living in the USA were wlling-or
rather, had the courage-to shed bl ood to see the return of those rights.
Those were the men and wonen who nade up the freedom fighters. The ot her
ni nety percent were good tal kers and conpl ai ners, but short on guts. As
one Cajun had told Ben, "Those fol ks have alligator nouths and

hunmi ngbi rd asses. "

Al ong the thousands of mles of battlefront, the Rebels
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were holding firm The Federals had advanced in a few places, only to be
t hrown back within hours. The Rebels did not want any |and of die USA
They only wanted to be left alone and to live tfteir lives in peace.

"But if this crap continues for any length of time," Ben told Buddy over
coffee, "I will order an offensive |aunched against the USA. | won't put
up with this much | onger."

"President Jefferys feels the same way, Father. He told me so personally."”



"I know that Cec is getting itchy about this matter. But | want to give
t he USA enough rope to hang ui ensel ves."

"That isn't very original, Fadier."
Ben smled at his son. "I'Il try to do better next tinme."
"Thank you. What's next for us?"

"Wait and see what Osterman does. | have a hunch she'll pull sone units
off the line down south and send themup here to try to stop us."

"They're certainly spinning their wheels down there," Buddy said with a
grin. "They gain two nmiles, we throw them back three niles."

Ben nodded his head in agreement. "If she does send troops up here after
us, they'll be nercenaries. The USA's troops are badly split about
fighting us."

"Some units are, yes," the son gently corrected the father. "But many

ot hers have had years of brai nwashing, and are totally opposed to our
way of life."

"And all that was happening right under our noses," Ben mused softly. "
guessed as much all al ong-oh, hell, what am| saying, | knewit for a
fact-but never gave it a whole lot of thought." Ben sighed. "That is,
until it all reared up and smacked ne in the face."

"And here we are."

"Better here than in Africa," Ben said.

"I heartily concur."
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"I ke on the horn, Boss," Corrie said, sticking her head into the room
Ben wal ked into the makeshift comruni cati ons room and sat down behi nd
t he equi pnent, taking die mc. "CGo, lke."

"Ben, congrats on the operation die odier night"

"Thanks, lke. Everydiing went off witiiout a hitch, as planned. Wat's
up where you are?"

' '"Tired and pretty well denoralized Federals in several places, Ben
We've got militia and other resistance groups fighting the Feds in
&l ahorma, M ssouri, Kentucky, and West Virginia, and they're really
giving the Feds fits."

"I heard about that. G oups are rising »p all over die USA |ke. But
diat isn't why you bunped ne. Come on, ole' buddy, what's on your nind?"

"We've just received pretty good intel that Madam President Osterman has
people all over the world busy recruiting nmercenaries, Ben. Thousands of
diem™

"What does M ke say about it?"



"I't was his people who reported it."

"Then it's firm Ilke." Ben paused for a few heartbeats. "Well, die news
doesn't conme as any surprise. She really doesn't have any odi er choice.
Her options are severely Iimted. Qur problenms are going to cone if she
can get sone sort of air force put together.'

"She's not having nmuch luck diere. Eyes in die Sky tells us that China
is involved in dieir owmn civil war, and it's a bad one. There are
mllions dead, and it's just getting started."

"You're building up to sonmediing, |Ike. Come on, what's really on your m nd?"

"I"'mthinking it may be tine for us to go on die offensive."

"I"ve been mulling over diat very diing," Ben said. "It's
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al nrost, but not quite, tinme for that. It all depends on what Osternan
does next."

"And if she does fuck up?"

"Depends on the severity of her action. If she hires these mercenaries
she's after-and I'msure she will if she can find themthen we'll go on
a ranpage. We'll head straight up into the heartland of the country.
Search and destroy, scorch and burn."

| ke whistled softly. "You have been giving it some thought, haven't you,
Ben?"

"If she gets dirty, we'll get dirtier. She just doesn't know how nean
can be."

| ke laughed. "But | do, ole' buddy. Are you thinking hit teans?"
"That is something |'ve been giving a great deal of thought. But it
isn't tine yet for that."

"I agree." |ke paused again.

"I thought as rmuch. Pick at least ten teanms and start training them
though. If it comes to assassination, we'll go after the novers and
shakers in Gsterman's administration.”

"WIl do, Ben."
"Eagl e out."

Ben hooked the mic and stood up. Buddy had been listening, a grim
expression on his face. "You think it will cone to that, Father?"

Ben nodded his head. "Yes, | do. 1'd be willing to sit down with Caire
Osterman and try to hammer out sonme form of conpronise, but it would be
nmeani ngl ess. She woul dn't keep her word, wouldn't be satisfied. The

left-wing |liberals never do, and never are. | know. |'ve been watching



t hem operate ever since | was a young man. Years back, the conservatives
wor ked out a conproni se concerning gun control, but the liberals
wouldn't let it alone. They always wanted nore and nore and nore.
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Everything has to be all their way. They just kept pushing unti
wel I, you know what happened. You're a student of history.'

"Yes, | know what happened. And because of that know edge | woul d be
very dubi ous of any agreement with such a person as Osterman, or wth
anyone who is a supporter of hers. They are sinply not trustworthy."

"The bastards are power hungry, too," Ben added. "Anong ot her things."
"I think "Il |eave before you really get wound up," Buddy told him
"Good. Go away. | have work to do."

Chuckl i ng, Buddy left the room

Ben smiled and sat down behind a desk. He opened a map and began
studying it. He would like to push further south in New York State, but
knew t hat woul d be very risky. The popul ation increased dramatically the
further south one went. However, he also knew he m ght not have any
choice in the matter. He could not keep his people static.

One of the problens Ben faced with the | ocal groups was that they al
had a | ot of axes to grind. Retribution against those people in their
conmuni ti es who openly and solidly supported Gsternman and her
socialistic policies could very easily get out of hand.

Ben couldn't blane the |local resistance groups one bit for feeling
vindictive toward those nen and wonmen who happily and willingly w ped
their asses with the Constitution and then shoved it in the faces of
t hose who dared to disagree with that action

Ben sighed and | eaned back in the chair. He closed his eyes for a nonment.

A monent was all he was allowed. Corrie walked into the room "Boss, the
FPPSj ust arrested half a dozen menbers of a local militia group

Gsterman just made the announcenent the trial was going to be a short one.”
197

197

"And then?"

"The six will be hanged for treason."

"No, they won't," Ben stood up and reached for his CAR "Get Chuck and
Lara. W've got some planning to do."

198
The six freedomfighters were being held in a downtown jail in New

Syracuse, in a very heavily guarded facility. A team from Buddy's spec
op group checked out the prison and reported back



"It can be done, Father," Buddy told his dad, "but not easily.'
"You don't think it's a setup?"
"I don't believe so. The place is literally crawling with Black Shirts."

"We don't have time to try to get a blueprint of the place. It's so new
that if anyone tried that would be a dead gi veaway that something was up."

"It's going to be loud and risky, Father," Buddy warned.

"Can't be hel ped. Gsternman's supporters have to be shown that we will do
exactly what we say we'll do. These people are under the command of the
arnmy of the SUSA. They're Rebels. And we take care of our own." Ben stood
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up and slamred a fist onto the desktop. "So let's do it, Buddy."
"My people are ready to go. Do we take any of the |ocal groups?”

"Only the npbst experienced anong them This is not going to be any pl ace
for amateurs."”

"When do we | eave?"

"As soon as possible. W can be there in a few hours. Pick the fastest
route to the city and send teanms of your people ahead to neutralize any
r oadbl ocks. "

"I have to point out anything like that will tell the Feds we're on the
way. "

"Can't be helped. Let's do it, boy."

St andi ng back a few yards fromthe father and son, Jersey sniled and
said: "Kick ass tine!"

Buddy' s people did not finesse the taking out of the Fed roadbl ocks.
They bl ew them wi de open with rockets and rolled on through w thout
giving the dead and wounded a second gl ance. Ben and his group were
right behind the | ead team of Scouts, pushing the Scouts hard.

The dozens of teans of Rebels and resistance fighters rolled dirough
small towns on their way to New Syracuse. They net no trouble fromthe
| ocal police.

One |l ocal chief radioed to the FPPS HQ in New Syracuse: There is no way
in hell 1'"'mgoing to sacrifice any of my people to the Rebels. These
people are out in force and out for blood, and by God it isn't going to
be nmine or ny nens'.

| amordering you to throw up roadbl ocks and halt this Rebel advance,
was the answer.

| have four words for you, the police chief radi oed back to the Bl ack
Shirt. Fuck you. | quit!
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That sentiment seemed to be shared by all the |local police.

The FPPS pul l ed as many guards as they could fromaround the jail and

t hrew up roadbl ocks on the highways | eading into New Syracuse fromthe
north. They did not have the force or the will to match the fury of the
Rebel s. The Rebels and the freedomfighters tore through the roadbl ocks
and slamred their way toward the jail.

The citizens watched fromtheir honmes as hundreds of Rebels and
resi stance fighters poured into their newly rebuilt city.

The nmen and wonen who nade up the FPPS were bullies, but they were not
fools. Those who were guarding the jail carefully laid their weapons on
the ground and stood quietly with their hands in the air as the jail was
conpl etely surrounded by Rebels and resistance fighters. Many of them
nmuttered somewhat brief but very sincere prayers.

Not a single shot was fired as the Rebels took control of New Syracuse.
Ben wal ked t hrough the crowd of surrendered FPPS people until he was
face-to-face with an ol der man who had been pointed out as the conmander
of the detachnent.

"Your nane?" Ben asked.

"Ji m Bar nes. "

"Well, Jim you and your people got smart this night. W' ll see if the
smarts continue. For now, get those six freedomfighters out here."

"Freedom fighters!" the conmander of the FPPS blurted. "You call these
terrorists freedomfighters? Are you serious, Ceneral Raines?"

"Yes, Commander. | amvery serious. Get those men and women out here.
And they'd better be wal king and wi thout injury."

"If they were hurt, Ceneral," Barnes said, "they were injured while
being arrested, not while in custody."
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"We'll have to see about that, won't we?"

"You don't believe nme?"

"You work for Gsterman, Jim Do | have to say nore?"

"I work for the United States of Anerica. | enforce the laws of this
gover nment . "

"I don't intend to stand in the mddle of the street debating the
dubi ous merits of socialismw th you. Get those prisoners out here-right
now "

Ji mwaved his hand, and four men and two wonen were brought out of the
jail. The crowd of local civilians that had gathered around the jail



began cheering. Conmmander Jim Barnes flushed in anger at the jubilation
"My, my," Ben said. "You're not as well thought of around here as you
m ght have suspected, Jim Doesn't that nake you wonder about your

everl asting allegiance toward Madam Presi dent-For-Life Gsterman?"

The conmmander of the local FPPS glared hate at Ben. He opened his nouth
to speak, then thought better of it and shut his trap

"Destroy all the records,” Ben said, turning to Buddy. "Then collect al
t he weapons, amop, and ot her gear."

"And then?" Buddy questioned with a knowi ng half-smle on his |ips.
"Bl ow t he dam bui | di ng!"
Conmander Barnes paled at that. He nuttered sonething under his breath.

"Somet hi ng on your mind, JinP" Ben asked, once nore turning to Comuander
Bar nes.

"That facility cost several mllion dollars to construct, Cenera
Rai nes. Taxpayer nmoney. Aren't you going a bit far by destroying it?"

"Osterman went a bit far. We're just correcting her actions, you mght say.'

"At the risk of being shot by your terrorists, let me say that | will
enj oy wat chi ng you hang."
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"You're at the end of a long Iist of eager prospective spectators. But
don't worry about being shot. That won't happen unless you try to escape."”

The Rebels and mlitia and ot her resistance nenbers were busy | oadi ng up
guns and ot her equi pnent fromthe jail. Conmander Barnes watched them
work for a nonment, then returned his gaze to Ben. "A lot of blood wll
be spill ed because of this night, CGeneral Raines."

"I hope it will all be the blood of those |oyal to Osternman."

"Sone of it will be, I"'msure."

Boxes cont ai ni ng conputer discs were carried out of the building and
tossed onto a growing pile by the side of the jail. Gasoline was poured
on the pile. Wen the funmes had di ssipated, the nmound of records was set
on fire. Flanes i mediately began | eaping into the night sky.

"Do you have a hobby, Jin®?" Ben asked.

"What ? A hobby? Wiy .. . yes, | do."

"And that is?"

"Conmputers. |I'msonething of a nut about computers.™

"That m ght be a good vocation for you, don't you think?"



"Are you trying to tell ne sonething?"

"As a matter of fact, yes | am It just might be a good tine for you to
retire and start a new career."”

Bar nes shook his head. "I like my present job, General. | enjoy bringing
traitors to justice."

"That's too bad. | really thought | detected a spark of decency in you."

That remark got to Barnes. "I'mas decent as any man! Who in the hel
are you to judge nme?"

"You work for Osterman. You can't be very decent and do that."

The FPPS nman flushed and cl enched his hands into fists. Then he slowy
rel axed, and a very thin smle creased his
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lips. "That's good, Ceneral. Very good. But it won't work. You can't
provoke ne enough into taking a swing at you. As much as | night want

to," he added.

"I wasn't trying to provoke you, Commander. Not into starting a fight,
that is."

"You coul d have fooled ne. Wiat the hell were you trying to do?"

"Make you see that what you're doing is wong. It's wong to oppress
peopl e. "

"I don't believe |I'm oppressing anyone. |'mjust follow ng orders,
that's all."

Ben's snmile was tinged with sadness: "Just follow ng orders," he
repeated softly. "Are you a student of history?"

"I enjoying studying history, yes. Wiy? Wat has that to do wi th now?"

"Everything. But | guess you don't see it. Probably never will. And I'm
sorry about that."

"I don't know what in the hell you're tal king about."

Corrie notioned to Ben, and he wal ked over to her. She whispered to him
then backed off. Ben shook his head and cursed under his breath. "Get
done with it here, people!" he shouted. "Shake it up!"

Lara wal ked up to him "What's happeni ng, Ben?"

"Osterman has hired her mercenary arny. They're on their way. Qur intel
just confirned it."

"And t hat neans?"

"We've got a hell of a fight facing us, Lara. W' ve got a few weeks
before they can all get here and get lined out. Then the shit really



hits the fan."
"How many nen coul d she have hired? And where did she find then"

"Afull division, I was just inforned. And they won't be green troops.
Where did she find then? Al over the world. The USA is pretty closer to
normal as far as government, industry, jobs, so forth. Seventy-five
percent of the world
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is still in a state of chaos. Men and wonen will grab at a chance to
make some noney fighting."

Buddy wal ked up. "I just heard, Father. |ke bunped ne."
"He sound worried?"
"Not in the least."

"He wouldn't be. | don't think that dammed ex-SEAL ever worried very
much about anything in his life. Al right, let's get it wapped up here
and clear out. The building cl eaned out ?"

"Down to the walls and the floor."

"Blowit and let's get the hell out of here. W' ve got a |ot of planning
to do, and not a whole Iot of time in which to get it done."
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After chatting with Ben for a few mnutes, Cecil ordered every citizen
of the SUSA to go on high alert. H gh school classes were cancel ed so
the ol der kids could help on the farns, bringing in the crops. Factories
again were running twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Citizens
drew emergency rations. The SUSA got ready for possible invasion

Ben left a team of Rebels in upstate New York and flew back to Base Canp
One with his team and Buddy. Wthin an hour after |anding, he was in a
nmeeting with President Cecil Jefferys

"The brigade conmanders will be conming in later today," Cecil told him
"We' || schedul e a council of war for tonorrow afternoon. | thought you
and | had best hit the high points today."

"As soon as we know for sure where the staging area is for those
nercenaries, we hit themwith air strikes and mssiles," Ben said. "l've
alerted the mssile crews, and
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they're on high alert. Qur fighter pilots are chafing at the bit to go.
I"'mtired of screwing around with Claire Gsternman. If she wants to get
down and dirty, that's fine with me. 1'll show her dirty like she's
never seen before.”

Cecil looked at his long-time friend. Ben's face was grim and his eyes
hard and nmean. Cecil could renenber only a fewtimes in their [ong



associ ati on when Ben had appeared like this. He nodded in agreenent with
Ben's words. "I knew that someday it might come to this,"” the President
of die SUSA said. "But | kept hoping it wouldn't."

"Osterman and her goddammed socialist/denocrats just won't let us live
in peace," Ben replied. "God knows we have tried to get along."

"I will certainly agree with that," Cecil said. "I don't know what el se
we coul d have done."

"What's die nood of the people, Cec?"

"Ready for a fight. If OGsterman's nercenaries and her Federal Arny

i nvade SUSA territory, they'll meet resistance such as they have never
bef ore known."

"Has Osternman begun evasive novenent s?"

"Ch, yes. W don't know where she is. She has stopped all public
appear ances, and is in hiding sonmewhere. W believe she is
underground-literally."

"She has got to show her ugly face sonetinme. We'll nail her when she does.”

"Then we'll have Harlan MIlard to deal with, and he's just as bad as
Claire Gsterman.”

"Or worse," Ben added. "I knowit. But the people of the USA have to
realize that the SUSA is here to stay. W' re not going anywhere. They
have to elect |eaders who will try to get along with us. If they don't,

we're going to be at each other's throats forever."

Cecil slowy shook his head. "Wn't happen, Ben. Not
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inour lifetine. Maybe never. If we sonmehow manage to get Caire
Osterman out of the picture, Mllard will step in. Shove himout of the
way, some other liberal/denocrat/ socialist will step up, and here we go

again. Up inthe USAit's worse than it was just before the coll apse and
the Great War. Since you' ve been gone |I've been reading the newspapers
and nonitoring the television fromthe USA. It's sickening. |'ve never
read and heard such propaganda in ny life. They' ve changed history to
the point where it's unrecognizable. It bears little resenblance to the
history you and | learned. | received a shipnment of textbooks fromthe
USA | ast week. Tal k about political correctness taken to the nmax ..."
Cecil shook his head. "We're fighting nore than guns and bomnbs, Ben

W' re conbatting an entire generation of people who have been

brai nwashed into believing the governnent can solve all problens. Not
only can, but should solve them W're fighting a philosophy that is
enbedded in the brains of mllions of people.”

Ben listened, letting Cecil vent his spleen. Ben knew all that Cec was
sayi ng, but he al so knew that being president of a |large nation, just
i ke being the commandi ng general of a huge army, is sonmetines a lonely job.

Cecil wound down and | ooked at Ben for a nmoment, then smiled. "I'm
preaching to the choir, Ben. Sorry about that, ole' buddy."



Ben returned the smle and waved off Cecil's apology. "We'll talk nore
when | ke and the others get here. What are you and yours doing for
di nner this evening?"

Cecil grimaced. "Having a formal dinner with a representative from G eat
Britain." His face brightened. "Say ... | didn't know, of course, that
you woul d be here. How would you like to attend?"

Ben quickly rose fromhis chair. He smled and shook
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his head. "Sorry, Cec. I'm ah, neeting with ny brigade people this
evening. But | sure wish | could be there."

"You're a liar, Ben," Cecil said with a |l augh. "And not a very good one,
either. Al right, all right. Get out of here. | have work to do."

Ben |l eft before Cecil could change his mind and insist he attend that
stuffy dammed di nner. Cecil was good at those formal affairs. Ben hated
t hem

Ben's teamwas waiting in the hall, and together they wal ked out of the
unpretentious building that served as the capitol of the Southern United
States of America. Nothing was very ostentati ous about the SUSA. Here,
practicality took the place of pretentiousness. The phil osophy of the
SUSA wor ked for those who chose to live there, and it worked wi thout
fanfare or ponp.

The nood of the nation was nuch |ike the manner of dress-casual for the
nost part. Ben Rai nes was, unargu-ably, the nost powerful man in the
SUSA- Ceci | Jefferys would be the first to agree that Ben's voice was
heard above all others-but Ben sel dom wore anything other than BDUs or
j eans when he was homne, sonetines khakis.

Ben paused in front of the capitol office building and studied the
scenes all around him People were going to and fromwork, to and from
shoppi ng. No weapons were visible, but Ben knew for a fact that plenty
were close by, ready to be grabbed in case the warnings went up
"They're ready, Boss," Jersey said, watching Ben's eyes. "And they'l
fight to the last man or worman for the SUSA. "

"It mght cone to that," Ben told her. "For when we punch a hole up

t hrough the midwest, Osterman's people, some of themat least, will cone
pouring into the SUSA "

"If they do, they' Il damm sure wi sh they had stayed hone," Corrie said.
"And kept their noses out of another country's business,"” Cooper added.
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"Cccasionally, you do make sonme sense, Coop," Jersey said. "Usually when
you agree with one of us."

Ben smiled as they wal ked al ong the wi de sidewal k. That was sonet hi ng



that was required for any new street or devel opnent anywhere in the
SUSA: sidewal ks. (For those not familiar with the term a sidewalk is a
strip of concrete that runs along both sides of a street. It's for
people to wal k on, and kids to ride bikes on, even occasionally knock
adults down-accidentally. During the latter part of the last century,
for whatever reason, many devel opers seened to forget all about

si dewal ks. Ben was determ ned that was not going to happen in the SUSA.)

Ben and team cane to a small park not far fromthe capitol building. Ben
paused and then wal ked into the park and sat down on a bench. A wonman
was sitting on the bench across the rock wal kway between the benches,

wat chi ng her young son at play. She | ooked up at Ben, then quickly took
anot her | onger |ook. She paled as she recogni zed the founder of the SUSA
and the commandi ng general of its arny. She quickly rose as if to | eave,
nmoti oning for her son to cone to her

"l don't bite, ma'am" Ben said with a smle

She cut her eyes at Ben, flushed, then smled. Then she | aughed and sat
back down on the bench. "It's not often we see the father of our country
in the flesh, General Raines."

"Fat her of our country?" Ben said. "Well, that's a very interesting
title to hang on ne." Ben knew that was how nany referred to him He
didn't like it, but there was really nothing he could do about it.

"What happens next with this Osternan woman, General Raines? If you
don't mind me asking."

"I don't mind at all. | said to my commanders that the next nove was up
to her. She's nade it. | haven't made
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up my mind yet howto respond.” Not quite the truth, but Ben wasn't
about to show his hand to anyone just yet.

"Kill her," the young nother said bluntly. "Kill her and all her top
peopl e. "

Ben stared at the young worman for a monent. "Just |ike that, ma'an?" he
asked softly. Qthers in the park, recognizing Ben, began to gather
around, under the cold and very watchful eyes of Ben's team Ben's
ever-present security detail was scattered throughout the small park

"Just like that, General. She and her socialist/denpbcrats started this
crap, not us. W never interfered in the way they ran their governnent.
Nobody in the SUSA gives a damm what the USA does ... as long as they
keep their noses out of our business."

"It isn't tinme for assassinations,” a man spoke up
time for them but that time has not yet arrived."

"There may cone a

"Ch, the hell it isn't!" another man countered. "It's past tinme. Those
are our sons and daughters and brothers and sisters on the |line
fighting. If killing Osterman and her supporters will end this war and
| et us get back to sone sort of a normal life, | say do it."

Ben sat on the park bench and listened. In this small crowd, it was
runni ng about 99%in favor of killing Osternan.



It didn't surprise Ben at all

The crowd began to pick up in nunmber, in opinions, and in volunme. Ben's
security detail got a little nervous, and about half of them noved

cl oser and worked their way into the crowd, surrounding Ben and his

per sonal team

"Ceneral," a man said, "if that Osterman bitch sends troops to cross
over our border in force ... | say you use everything that's in our
arsenal . "

"Wpe "emout!" a worman shouted. "We all know we
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have nucl ear and germ and chem cal weapons. By CGod, use them"
"Not nucl ear weapons, Denise," a man said.

"I agree,” a wonan spoke. "No nukes. Even with our so-called clean
nucl ear weapons the results are just too terrible."

The SUSA had the highly advanced neutron bombs that would kill hunmans
but not destroy buildings. Many of the same scientists who worked on the
project in the USA before the collapse and the Great War were now
wor ki ng for Ben's SUSA

"I"'mnot really sure why the USA hates us so," a young man renarked.

"Because we have a very small but highly efficient formof government,"
an ol der man answered, "while the USA went right back to a huge, conplex
form of governnent W have a few hundred | aws that we enforce to the
letter, while the USA has thousands of |laws that are constantly being
bent and twi sted and reshaped and redefined. In other words, young nan,
the Tri-States phil osophy of government works snoothly while Osterman's
soci al i st/ denocrats have screwed their government up sonething awful ."

"But that isn't all of it, is it?" the young nan questi oned.

"No, you're very correct, that isn't all of it. The Tri-States

phi | osophy of government won't work for everybody. W never nmaintai ned
that it would. But it works for those of us who have at |east a nodi cum
of common sense and respect for the rights of others. It works for those
of us who realize that as individuals we alone nust take responsibility
for our own actions and deeds. W don't blame society for our successes
or failures."

Ben smiled. He recognized the speaker now a professor at a | oca
uni versity. Ben had met himseveral times when forced into attending
sone function. There were
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no liberals in the SUSA's university system. . . dam few anywhere in
t he SUSA.

The professor sumed it up. "Qur systemworks, young man, and those



living outside our borders just can't handle that."

"And we'll fight to keep our way of life," said a nman who | ooked to be
in his seventies, considerable enption in his voice. Then he sniled
proudly. "I was with the first bunch out in the northwest. One of the

last of the original Tri-Staters." He tapped his leg with his cane.

"Lost nmy left leg during the assault by Federals." H's smle faded. "And
lost ny wife during the last fight here, when we were overrun wth
punks. But | damm sure killed my share of those rotten bastards, and
"Il do it again if the Feds get this far in. Bet on it."

The crowd broke up shortly after that until it was just Ben and the
col l ege professor left sitting on benches. Ben sniled at the nan.
"Aft ernoon, professor."

The professor returned the snmle. "CGeneral Raines. Good to see you
agai n. How goes the war?"

"So far, so good. | suppose you' ve heard about Madam Presi dent
Gsterman's hiring of nmercenaries ... it seems to have spread like wildfire.™

"I heard. It sickened nme, but didn't surprise me. And | doubt it
surprised you."

"No. Not at all."

"W will win this conflict, won't we?"

"Ch, yes, we'll win. | don't know how nmuch of the USA will be left
intact, but we'll win. Have no illusions about that."

"Do you think the SUSA will ever be allowed to exist in peace?"

"Sonmeday, yes. But not in our lifetime." Ben rose fromthe bench and
hel d out his hand. The professor took it.

"Good luck to you, General Raines."
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"Same to you."

Ben and his team wal ked on. The professor sat al one on the park bench
and wat ched hi mwal k away. "Sonmeday," he whi spered. "Soneday."
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The final opinion anong the brigade commanders was in, and their answers
cane as no surprise to Ben: Invade the USA. Hit the USA hard and fast,
and take the war to their doorstep. Let them have a taste of it.

M ke Richards had just sent a terse message from Europe: Mercenaries on
their way. ETA, ten days.

"W can't get enough people up north in tinme to prevent their |anding,"
Ben said. "The Feds have begun shifting some troops around in
anticipation of our trying that. So we won't even attenpt it. Besides,
I"'mnot at all certain the neres are coming in by ship, or if they are,



if that's where they're docking. That information was just too easy to

cone by. It's nmy opinion they'll be |landing at various ports on both
coasts, as well as comng in by plane. |I've delayed air strikes until we
learn for sure where the staging area will be."

Ben smled with a savage curving of his lips and took a sip of water.
"When they do land, they're going to find
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their host country cut up into several pieces."” Ben eye-balled each
bri gade commander for a few seconds. "We go on the attack, people. Day
after tomorrow at 0600 hours. Mowve hard and fast. If it's in the way,
knock it down or burn it. 501st, 503rd, 505th, 507nd, and 509th brigades
wi Il advance into USA territory. The others will spread out and hold.
You all know the drill. No point in wasting time going over covered
ground. Get back to your units. Good |uck, people.”

Ben shook hands and chatted briefly with each commander, a few nonents
| onger with his kids-Tina, commander of 509 Brigade, and Buddy,
conmander of 508 Bri gade.

"CGet your bottomlip stuck back in, boy," Ben told his son with a snile.
"Stop pouting about not going in with us. Your people are going to be
busy hol di ng what you've got."

"I am not pouting, Father!"

"Sure looks like it to ne,’
in the ribs.

Tina said, giving her brother a rude el bow

Buddy sighed with great patience.
"I just got this, Boss," Corrie said, walking up holding a nmessage pad.
"Ceneral Walter Berman has just been naned conmandi ng general of al
troops east of the Mssissippi River. No word on who i s commandi ng west
of the river."

"Berman is a nercenary, "
USA forces."

Ben nmused. "That's a slap in the face to the

"They may have all stood down," Buddy suggest ed.

"Maybe," his father agreed, "but as soon as we enter USA space they'l
be right back in it. They'll have no choice in the matter."

"There's nore," Corrie said. "Berman has prom sed Gsterman that he wl|l
personal Iy hunt you down and bring you in, dead or alive."
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"Very anbitious of him" Ben said. "I can't really say I wi sh himluck."

"I thought Osterman wanted you alive so she could publicly hang you,
Fat her," Buddy sai d.

"That order has been rescinded," Corrie told them "And . . . ah, there
is more, too." She | ooked at the other team menbers as they quietly



gat hered around.

"Let's have it, Corrie," Ben pressed. "Conme on, how bad could be it?"

"It isn't good, Boss," Corrie replied.

"Wl | ?" Ben stared at her

"I't happened just about an hour ago. The Feds were tipped off about the
| ocation of some militia menbers in upstate New York. There was a raid
on the edge of the park. Alot of nmilitia nmenbers who are aligned with
us were captured and then lined up and shot."

Ben felt a col dness wash over him "Go on, Corrie."

"None of the Rebels we left up there were taken. They were at another
area of the park."

"Lara?" Ben asked.

"She's dead, Boss. That entire group was captured and shot-Chuck, Belle,
Nora, the kid, Jimmy ... everybody. There were no survivors."

"I see," Ben's words were softly spoken. "Well. .. instant justice, huh?"

"Yes. Osterman style. New orders fromthe Wite House, just issued a few
hours ago. Rebel synpathizers are to be arrested and sent to

rei ndoctrination canps for extensive reeducation. Active Rebe

supporters are to be shot on sight."

"That sure as hell opens up a brand new can of worns," Ben said softly.’
"Doesn't it?" Wthout waiting for any reply, he continued. "Madam
President is pulling out all the stops."

"Sure gettin' down and dirty, Boss," Cooper said.
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The ot her team nmenbers nodded in agreenent, Jersey saying, "Extensive
reeducation? That's just a fancy term for comruni sm"

"Hardline socialism for sure," Beth said. "Not that there is a great
deal of difference between the two."

"I"msorry about Lara Wl den, Father," Buddy said. "I liked that lady."
"Yes. Wll ... sodid I, son. So did I."

Ben | ooked at his kids. "You two have your orders. Let's get cracking.”
Ben wal ked off to stand alone for a few nonments. Things that mi ght have
been, he thought. | have a full nenory trunk of such things. Goes back
nore years than | care to think about. Getting real dusty now

Ben and Lara had made | ove several times in the quiet hours al one and

spent a few hours tal ki ng about personal things: what they would like to
do in the future ... if the future held anything at all for either of them



Ben sighed softly as he stood al one, away fromhis team Tine to close
and | ock another door; another door at the end of a very long and tw sty
hal | way. Been too many of them Ben thought. Too damm many doors that |
have had to close and bar and wal k away fromin ny life.

How many nore'?

O course, he had no idea about that. Despite what many believed, Ben
was as human as anyone el se. He could not foretell the future.

He woul d mi ss Lara. They had tal ked about her com ng back to the SUSA
with him She had decided against it at that time, said her place was
with her people in upstate New York.

"Shit!" Ben nuttered, |ooking off into the distance.

Behind him his team waited.

Ben | ooked back. Buddy and Tina were gone. Time for

218

himto get gone, too. Bury another nenory. Cl ose another door. Throw
away the key.

Ben wondered where Lara was buried. And if the Feds who shot the group
even took the time to bury them

Probably not, he concl uded.

Ben wal ked back to his team "Let's go to work, gang. W've got a war to
wn "
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Ben and his team | anded in Central Tennessee and were on the road north
an hour | ater.

"It's al nost a repeat, Boss,"
radi o transmi ssi on.

Corrie said after listening to a short

"What is?" Ben asked.

"The Feds tried to slamthrough at several places in Texas. The Texas
Home Guard stopped them cold and then proceeded to kick the shit out of
them Ran their asses all the way back where they cane from"

Ben smiled. "There are al nbst two brigades of Texas MIlitia and Home
Guard. Those people are fighting for their homes and fanm lies. And for
God and their country.. . which in this case is the SUSA. | don't worry
about the Texas border."

Corrie held up a hand and Ben wait ed.

"Patrols fromour 501 Brigade have crossed over into the USA at severa
| ocations. Meeting no resistance.”
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"Tell themto halt their advance. Wait until we get to the border and



| ook things over."

"Ten four, Boss."

Several hours later, Ben stood on the Kentucky/ Tennessee border view ng
the scene through binoculars. It all |ooked very tranquil. He |owered
the long | enses and said, "Let's go across, gang, see what we've got.
Order everyone across. Up and down the line."

No resistance. No Federal troops to be found. The first town they cane
to was deserted, utterly devoid of human life. A few cats and dogs were
spotted, but that was it.

"Corrie?" Ben asked, questions in the single word.

"Not hi ng, Boss. Intel thinks the residents were evaced during the night.
But they don't know where they went, or were taken, as the case m ght be."

"How far in does this go?"
"Eyes in the Sky thinks about fifty mles all up and down the border."
"Recon?"

"Pilots reporting nothing, Boss. First concentration of Federals about
sixty mles straight north."

"And there are no civilians?"
"Not a one spotted yet."

"Order all units to halt their advance until we can determ ne what the
hell is going on."

"Ten four, Boss."

"Scouts out."

An hour l|ater, Scouts were reporting back fromall |ocations that very
few civilians were to be found. Those that remained in the contested
sectors were for the nost part very elderly ... and very stubborn

"Let's go talk to sone of these people who remained behind," Ben said.
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" 'l renmenber you fromfive or six years ago,'' one elderly man said to
Ben as he sat on his front porch. "You and your people cane through here
and chased of f a bunch of punks who was tormenting me and ny wife. |

never did get to thank you proper for that. So, thank you, General Raines."

"You're quite welconme, sir," Ben told him "Now will you answer a few
guestions for me?"

"Sure. Al you have to do is ask."

"Are you al one here?"



"My wife's buried in the backyard. She died ... oh, three years back."
"No children to take care of you?"

"We had five kids, General. Three boys and two girls. The ol dest boy

di sappeared during the Great War. Don't know what happened to him Never
saw or heard fromhimagain. The girls married and | eft hone. Moved up
north sonmewhere. Other two boys went bad on us. Stealing and ni ght
ranbling. They're still alive, | think, but I'mnot sure where they are.
Don't much give a damn, neither. Rotten little bastards."

Ben carefully hid a smle. The old nman was not shy about his feelings.
"Way didn't you |l eave with your nei ghbors, sir?"

"Didn't want to go, that's why. I've lived right here all ny life. | was
born not five mles fromthis very spot. | intend to die right here."

"I"msurprised the government didn't force you to | eave with the others.™

' Nobody forces ne to do a goddam thing, sonny boy!'
Anna had to turn her head to hide her snmile at the term'sonny boy.'
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"I figured you Rebels would be along. | been listening to the real radio.’
"The real radio?"

"Yeah. Rebel radio. You folks tell the truth with your newscasts. Used
to be the Denpbcrats told the truth. Republicans was a pack of liars.
Then the Denocrats started lyin', and the danmm Republicans was the ones
told the truth. Then there conme the tinme when neither one would know the
truth if it bit "emon the ass. 'Bout that time the whole world went
belly up and crazy. You folks down in the SUSA is sorta single-m nded
"bout some things, but you damn sure beat the shit out of President
Osterfuck and her commi e governnent."

Ben smled. "That's ... ah, a very interesting way of describing your
president."

"There ain't no way that damm bitch is ny president, sonny boy. Altnman
was all right. | think that was his nane. He tried to do right.
Csterfart and her conm e buddies killed him You can bet on that."

"And repl aced the supreme court."

"Yep. They damm sure did that, too. Fucked everything up royally is what
t hey done."

"M ster, why don't you let us nove you into the SUSA and get you out of
harm s way?"

"You gonna nove ny old woman, too? And ny brother and sister? My parents
is buried on that ridge over yonder. You gonna nove them too? | don't
think so. Hell, CGeneral, |I'mover ninety years old. I've lived through
bad times before. If I don't nake it through this fight ... well, so
what ? | seen the Second Wirld War come and go, then the Korean war, then
Vi etnam then the collapse and the Geat War. |'ve lived through a
shitpot full of bad tines. Tell you the truth, I"'mjust plain tired.



Maybe it's tinme for me to exit this fucked up world. No ... | think I'Ill
just sit right here and watch what happens.”
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"How many fol ks do you think resisted the order to |eave, old friend?"
"Hundreds, CGeneral. Town folks, they all tucked their tails '"tween their
| egs and done what they was told to do. But folks like nme, in the hills
and hollers, we stayed. Can't nothin' run us out, 'ceptin' death."

"Can we | eave you anything? Medicines, food, anything at all?"

"I"d like to have sone tobacco, if you have any to spare."

"Al'l you need," Ben replied, notioning for Cooper to get the old man
some snoki ng tobacco.

"Anyt hi ng el se?"

"Can't think of anything else | need, General. But thanks for offerin.’
"Take care of yourself, friend."
"You do the sanme, GCeneral."

Back on the road, Ben told Corrie, "Tell the Scouts to start prow ing
t he back roads. Let's see how many people ignored the evac order."

Most of the towns were deserted, the people evaced north, but in the
country-the "hills and hollers,' as the old man had put it-many people
had st ayed.

"No resistance anywhere in our sector so far," Corrie said. "Alot of
fighting being reported all along the Texas border, however."

Ben and his people pushed on north for a few nore nmiles that day before
Ben called a halt.

"Do you want to destroy the towns, General ?" Ben was asked by his field
conmmander s.

"No," Ben replied without hesitation. "Not unless the people left in the
towns open fire on us."

Two days | ater, the Rebels had advanced about fifty nmiles north in al
sectors. Wth the exception of Texas border, very few shots had been
fired fromeither side. The Federals
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kept backing up, pulling the Rebels deeper into USA territory.

"That's it," Ben ordered at noon of the third day. "I don't know for
sure what the hell is going on, but whatever it is, it's about to cone
toa halt.”

"There are no Federal troops nmoving in behind us," Ben's intel reported.



"Those citizens who refused to be evaced are just that-citizens."
"Can they tell you anything?" Ben asked.

"Not much. Mdst of them are senior citizens who stayed because they
didn't want to | eave. They are not arned, and many of themare friendly
toward us. At |least they're not hostile toward us," the intelligence

of ficer added, amending that slightly.

"What did they tell you?"

"The residents were evaced out over a period of two days. It was a hurry
up operation. One suitcase per person only."

"Where were they taken?"

"No one we spoke with has any idea. The only thing they know for sure is
that many of the residents weren't very happy about |eaving."

"It's screwy,"” Jersey said, after the intelligence officers had left.
"We've never hurt civilians. Not unless they were shooting at us. It's
as if Osterman wants us to occupy this territory."

Ben | ooked at Jersey for a |ong nonment, |ooked at her so long it was
maki ng her nervous.

"\What, Boss? Have | got a piece of spaghetti hung up in a tooth, or
sormet hi ng?"

Ben | aughed and shook his head. "No! | just had a thought, Little Bit.
may have figured out-at |east in part-what Sugar Babe is up to. Thank you."

"Thank me for what?"

"For giving me the idea."
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"What i dea?"

Ben was heading for the cono truck. He had a lot of talking to do with
Cecil. He wanted to see what Cecil thought about the germ of an idea
that Jersey had just hung in his head. If it survived several nental
washi ngs, diere was a good chance it just might possibly backfire on
Madam President O aire Osterman and make her | ook nore |like the arrogant

fool Ben knew she really was.

Ben was smling as he wal ked toward the comunications truck. "Gotcha,
Sugar Babe!"

The newly el ected Secretary-General of the United Nations, Jean-Francois
Chapelle, did not mnce words with President Osterman. "It won't work,
Madam Presi dent. General Raines saw through your plan.”

"Whatever in the world are you tal king about, M ster Secretary-Ceneral ?

"Your schene to make Raines's Rebels and the SUSA the aggressors in this
civil war. A war which the USA started, | mght add."



Claire elected to remain silent.

"Ceneral Raines in nowin the process of pulling his troops out of USA
territory. He has assured nme that if the USA will refrain fromattacking
the SUSA, all hostilities will cease imediately."

Madam President Claire Gsterman renmi ned silent.

"You are now free to allow those thousands of residents who |live al ong
the border with the SUSA to return to their hones and busi nesses. Your
ruse didn't work."

"I really don't know what you're talking about, Monsieur Chappelle. | do
appreci ate your concern, however m sguided."

"OfF course, Madam President. Good day."
Claire GCsterman | eaned back in her chair and began
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cussing. Softly at first, then |ouder and | ouder, until she was shouting
a stream of obscenities.

All of it directed at Ben Rai nes.
Natural | y.
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"Madam President is livid," Cecil told Ben. "Herplanto have the United
Nati ons condem the SUSA for aggression was a total bust."

"Now what ?"

"W hold where we are and wait for Osternan to make her nove. She wll.
She hates me that nuch.”

"When the nercenary army arrives?"

"Yes. Intel reports they will be |landing on both coasts at various
ports. Also coming in by plane. General Berman will be the overal
commander of all armed forces."

"That man doesn't |ike you very much, Ben."

"1 know. "

"He sure knows you from sonewhere. Perhaps by reputation only?"
"Has to be, Cec."

The two old friends chatted for a few m nutes | onger before Cecil had to
ring off and get ready to attend some fancy function. Once agai n Ben
t hought how fortunate he
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was not to have to put on a tux and stand around nmaking small talk with



a bunch of stuffed shirts. Cecil enjoyed it. Ben hated those functions,
and usually ended up sticking his boot in his nmouth, for he was no
statesman. He was not known for having a lot of tact, and usually told
of a situation or problemexactly as it was. He was not politically
correct. He told the truth, and the truth is often not PC. He was a

sol dier, pure and sinple, and loved the field with all its hardships.

He wal ked outside of the old | ong-deserted honme on the
Tennessee/ Kent ucky border he was using for a CP, and stood for a noment
in the late afternoon sun. H s teamwas | oungi ng nearby in the shade of
a huge old tree. Corrie was taking a break fromher normal duties as
Ben' s personal conmunications officer.

The Federals were fifty mles away to the north, and the residents al ong
the border were slowy returning to their hones, unsure of what they
woul d find. No home or business had been bothered by the Rebels.
Everything was exactly as the people had left it.

A runner fromthe conmo truck approached Ben. "Message from Cenera
McGowan, sir." She handed Ben a piece of paper.

Ben t hanked the young wonman, unfol ded the paper, and read: BORI NG AS
HELL HERE, BEN. | THINK |I'LL TAKE A NAP

Ben chuckl ed and tucked the paper in a pocket. "Tell lke to forget the
nap and go on a diet instead," he told the young wonan.

She | ooked startled. "Sir?"

Ben | aughed and patted the runner on the shoulder. "No reply."

"Yes, sir.

| ke's wei ght had been a standi ng joke between Ben and | ke for years. |ke
was tubby, and that was that. He was
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strong as a full-grown grizzly bear, and when he got angry his tenper
was about the sane. lke liked to eat ... a |ot.

There had not been a shot fired in several days. The Federals were
waiting for the nercenaries to show up. After that, Ben didn't know what
was goi ng to happen. The Secretary-General of the UN had asked Claire
Osterman to cease hostilities. Ben had | earned that Osterman had told
the Secretary-Ceneral-in so nany words-to go to hell.

She had added that she was the President of the USA, and she woul d dea
with the breakaway nation of the SUSA in any damm way she saw fit, so
butt out!

Good ok' Caire Osterman, Ben thought. Diplomat to the core.

Ben went back into the house, poured a mug of coffee, then returned to
the front yard and sat down in a canp chair and rolled a cigarette. As
he si pped and snmoked he noticed a flurry of activity around the cono
truck. Then Corrie got up and jogged over to the truck, fitting her
headset on as she ran



Ben wat ched and waited, thinking, Sonething s up.
Corrie left the cono truck and ran over to Ben
"What ?" Ben asked, snubbing out the cigarette butt under the heel of a boot.

"CQuerrilla raids deep in the SUSA, Boss. Al over the place. Severa
dozen eneny teans involved. At |east that many."

"How much damage?"
"Extensive in some areas. Power plants, water treatment facilities,
of fice buildings. A number of citizens killed, scores wounded. No one

has a firmfigure yet."

Ben | ooked down into his coffee nug. It was enpty. Anna took it fromhis
hand. "I'Il get you a refill, Pops."

Ben nodded his head in thanks. He was so angry he was afraid to try
speaking for fear his voice would betray his
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very dark inner feelings-revengeful, killing enotions. Osterman had sent
spec op teans in to kill civilians deep in SUSA territory. Madam

Socialist President didn't realize it yet, but she had just cracked open
the lid of Pandora's Box.

Corrie held up a hand as her headset crackled. After a noment, she said,
"Danj ou, Rebet, and Pat O Shea have been wounded. All the other brigade
conmanders escaped injury. There was a series of hit and run attacks on
bri gade HQ s. Mercenary special forces came up fromthe rear."

"How hard hit are the three?"

"Serious, but not life-threatening. All three have been flown back to
Base Canp One for treatnent.”

"Tell the XOs to take over inmmediately, and to await orders."
"Ri ght."

"How many troops did we |ose during the attacks?"

"M nimal, Boss. Getting nunbers now. "

"CGet those orders out, Corrie. Then get me a link with Cecil. I'Il be in
t he house."

"WII do, Boss."

Five mnutes later, Ben was talking with the President of the SUSA
"We've got about a thousand civilians killed, Ben, and the nunber is
expected to go a lot higher. Hundreds and hundreds injured, many of them

not expected to live."

"Wnen and kids, Cec?"



"Mbst of themwere civilian workers. Wnen with kids in the various
conpany's day care centers.”

"Goddam C aire Gsternman!™
"My sentinments exactly. Plans?"

"I"ve been so angry | haven't taken the tine to formulate any pl ans. But
you can bet | will."

"l have no doubts of that."
“I'I'l be in touch."
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"Ben? Don't do anything stupid. G ve any action sone thought. WIIl you
do that for me?"

"Yes."
"I"'mgoing to try to talk with President Osterman.”
"G ve her a nessage fromme, Cec-Tell her to kiss ny ass!"

"Ben-"
"Talk to you later." Ben signed off. He sat at the field desk for a few
nmonents, his thoughts dark and bl oody.

Corrie wal ked into the room "Boss, nost of the federal spec op teans
are still at large. Security thinks we've got sone Federal synpathizers
back home hel ping them™

"Probably."

"They're reviewi ng records now, but that's going to take some tinme. They
sai d a nunber of suspected Federal sym padiizers seened to have
di sappeared. "

"Il just bet they have. If they find them try themand then shoot them"

Corrie | ooked at Ben. He was dead serious. "I inmagine they will do just
that, Boss."

"I certainly hope so," he said, tight-Iipped.
Corrie left the room Wen Ben got like this, anything was likely to
happen .. . and probably woul d. Ben Rai nes was pissed to the max.

Ben poured anodi er nug of coffee and picked up a field tel ephone. Then

he paused, shook his head, and slowy replaced the receiver. He didn't

know where Claire Gsterman was. Besides, she wouldn't speak to him even
if he could nake connection with her |ocation

He | eaned back in his chair, thinking: 7 really don't have a great dea
to say to her. It's all profane, and what the hell good would that do,
other than to make nme feel better tenporarily ? It wouldn't do a thing



to alleviate the suffering of those civilians down in the SUSA
But then, what woul d?
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"Not hing," he nmuttered, answering his own question

The field phone jangled, and Ben picked it up. "CGeneral WAlter Berman on
the line, Boss,"” Corrie said. "You want to talk to hin®"

"Sure. Wy not? | inmagine the son of a bitch wants to gl oat about
killing civilians. Put himon. | have a fewthings | want to say to him"

"Ceneral Raines." Berman's voice booned in Ben's head. "Has sonme of that
cockiness left you now that you realize your precious SUSA is very, very
vul ner abl e?"

"Go on, Berman," Ben said evenly. Ben was determined to keep a firmlid
on his anger . . . for a while, at |east.

"I hear your traitorous civilian population really took sone hard hits."
"So | understand."

"Too bad I can't work up any synpathy for the kids who got killed. But
nits growinto lice, you know "

"You should be an expert on lice."

CGeneral Berman | aughed. "You can't make me angry. Not today. I'min too
good a nood to |let that happen.”

"Too bad. | was rather hoping you' d choke on all the hate that's in you."

"I do hate you, Raines. That is a fact. And | certainly despise any
person who is stupid enough to follow your dubi ous phil osophy.™"

"It isn't ny philosophy, it's the will of the people. | just happened to
be there in time to see a dream becone reality, that's all."

Ber man cussed Ben, but the profanity was w thout rancor. "And I'lIl be
there to see it fall apart down around your ankles, you fascist bastard."

"Fasci st?" Ben | aughed. "What have you been doi ng, hangi ng around Sugar
Babe Osterman? Probably. You're both cut fromthe same cloth."
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"She's a fine person, Raines. She really has the good of the USA in her
heart."

Ben | eaned back and | aughed at that. Wen he coul d speak, he said, "God,
you are a fool. Expound some nore for ne, | need a good | augh.”

"You cocky asshol e!"

Ben agai n | aughed, sensing he was getting to die nan and wanting to keep



it up. The general had a short fuse. Ben would keep that in mind
"You're a nothing soldier, Berman. You nake war on civilians-wonen and
hel pl ess chil dren, babies-"

"You son of a bitch!"

"You don't know what it takes to be soldier. You don't have what it
takes to be a soldier-"

"Goddam you, Raines! By God, |I'll show you, you sorry son of a bitch!"
"No, you won't. You're a coward."

"Coward! Me?"

"Yeah, you. \Who else am | talking to?"

"Il kill you!" Berman shouted. He was on die very edge of losing it.

"Baby killer, diat's you. Hell, you're not a nman. You don't have the
courage to fight men."

"Il fight you any dam time, any damm pl ace. Just say the word!"
"Naw, Berman. Hell, you wouldn't show up."

"Try me, you asshole!"

"I"d be wasting my tinme on a yellow prick Iike you. Wy bot her?"
Ber man began cussing, and Ben snil ed.

"I'f you did show up, you'd bring an arny with you. You're that afraid of
ne."

"Afraid of you?"

"That's right. Hell, when you do have nme prisoner, you can't hold ne.
You' re not hing but an inconpetent fool
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Just like the people you have followi ng you, you arrogant, pompous prick."

Berman's reply was nonstop cussing.

"Ch, shut up!" Ben shouted. "It's always been ny theory that people who
have to constantly punctuate their conversation with vulgarities are
very lowin intelligence. You just proved it beyond any reasonabl e
doubt, you hal fwit."

"You sorry bastard!"

"There you go again."

Mor e cussi ng.

' "Where in the hell did Sugar Babe Osterman find a fool |ike you?"

"Il kill you, Raines! Goddamm you, I'll skin you alive, you piece of



shit!’
"She must have | ooked in every nuthouse worldwi de to find you-"
"It"ll take you days to die, you bastard! | prom se you that, you-"

"Ch, be quiet, Berman. Your ranting and raving is giving me a headache.
Can't you say anything that makes any sense, you Grl Scout."

"Grl Scout!"™ The words cane through the receiver in a roar.

"Well. . . perhaps not. That would be a terrible insult to a fine
organi zation. Not yours, dickhead, the Grl Scouts."

"I know who you're referring to, Raines.”

" '"To whom | amreferring,' you ignorant asshole. My God, did you even
get out of grade school, you hal fwt?"

Berman | aunched into a new round of wild cussing and dire threats.

Ben smled. Maybe he could get Berman so worked up he'd have a heart
attack. He shook his head. No, he thought, he wouldn't want that. He
wanted to kill the nercenary hinmself, personally, up close. Ben wanted
to look into the nman's eyes and snmle at himseconds before

235

235

the bastard expired and went tumbling straight into the fires of hell

"I"'mgoing to enjoy killing you, Berman. |I'mgoing to | ove every nonent
of it."

"You've got that all wong, Raines. You' re the dead man. You're wal ki ng
around dead and don't even realize it, you stupid, mddle-aged,
over-the-hill fool."

"I'"'m m ddl e-aged, for sure, but |1've got a few good years left before
I"mover the hill."

"You m ght have a few weeks |eft you, at nost. But don't count on that."

"I"mgetting very weary of this conversation. Do you have anything el se
on your mnd? No, let me rephrase that-you have nothing on your nind

you' re incapable of thinking. So with that, | shall say good-bye."
Berman was still screaning obscenities when Ben, smling, hung up.
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The security forces of the SUSA stayed busy for the next week, rounding
up known Federal synpathizers for questioning. It didn't take long for
one to break and start telling all. After that, things got nasty in the
SUSA . .. real quick

Unlike in the USA, trials didn't last long in the SUSA, and puni shrment
cane hard and fast. Confessions were read and sentences were passed and
carried out within thirty days. Treason carried the harshest penalty:



death by hanging or firing squad. Very few of the Federal Spec Op teans
were taken alive.

Al ong the border with the USA, die Rebels watched and waited for the
action to start. On both coasts the ships carrying the nercenaries
docked, and the mercenaries were transported to a staging area.

Ben Rai nes and his Rebels waited.

Those brigade commanders who were wounded in the
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sneak attacks were still in the hospital, but nending well and rapidly.
They woul d be back to duty in a few weeks.

"Internal Security sure wapped up the situation down home in a hurry,”
Anna told her father one warm afternoon

"They aren't people you want on your butt, Kiddo," Ben replied.

"I"mglad we have them though. | guess all nations have to have
something like our |I.S. people.”

"Unfortunately, yes they do. Especially now, in the SUSA. But you never
hear about our Internal Security until sonmething like the sneak attacks
occurs. "

"Pop? What happens next? | mean, with us and the Federal s?"

Cooper and Beth had wandered over and sat on the ground. Jersey and
Corrie spotted them and they cane over and sat down, too.

"There's going to be a hell of a fight, Anna. According to Intel, about
fifty percent of the USA's regular mlitary is going to stay out of it.
Those taking an active part will be young nmen and wonen, for the nost
part, young enough to have been brai nwashed by parents and teachers from
grade school through college, who have adopted Gsterman's weird

phi | osophy of government.'

"I still haven't figured out just what Gsterman's form of government
is," Beth said. "lI've studied it closely. And | just don't know "
"It doesn't have a nanme," Ben said. "But it's very close to socialism
with a dash of communi sm and sonet hing el se that doesn't have a nane
tossed in for good neasure."

Bef ore anyone el se could ask anot her question, a runner fromthe cono
truck approached Ben and handed hima slip of paper, then stepped back
waiting for a reply.

Ben read the brief nessage and nodded his head. "Tel
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| ke message received," he said. "And to take appropriate action." "Yes,
sir." After the runner left, Ben said, "Intel just reported that the
nmercenaries are advancing toward our lines. W'IlI|l be shooting at each



other in a couple of days."

"Well, it had to happen,"” Cooper said. Then he sighed. "Peace was kinda
nice while it lasted."

"Agreeing with you is getting to be a habit, Cooper," Jersey groused
with a fake frowm. "This has to stop.”

Ben smiled and stood up. "You said yesterday you were getting bored,
Cooper. "

"I changed my mnd, Boss."

"That's a wonan's prerogative, Cooper," Jersey told him

"Do we cross the line over into Federal territory, Boss?" Corrie asked.

Ben shook his head. "Not yet. The civilians have noved back hone and are
just getting settled back in."

"Somet hi ng President Osternman sure as hell took into consideration,"
Jersey said.

"I"'msure of that," Ben replied. "Her raid on the SUSA brought it al
hone very clear to nme-the elderly, the sick, civilian wonen and kids ..
they're off limts."

"No matter what, Boss?" Jersey asked.
"I hope so, Little Bit. | sure hope so."

Ben stood on the Rebel side of the border and waited for the artillery
battle to begin. He watched through binoculars for the first physica
sign of eneny troops, but so far he had seen not hing.

"Going to be a long war, isn't it?" Beth asked softly, standing by his side.

"Fromall indications, yes it is. Intel reports that GCster-
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man has factories producing war materials operating around the clock
seven days a week."

Anna unw apped anot her piece of gumand stuck it into her nmouth. "I
t hought Osterman and her foll owers were opposed to war."

"Ch, they are," Ben said with a grin, lowering his binoculars. "As |ong
as everyone does everything-w thout question-GOsternman and her wacky form
of governnment dictates, Osterman and MIlard will preach peace unti

they fall over."

"Spotter planes report they're taking the waps off artillery,” Corrie said.

"Let's get to the bunker," Ben suggested. "It's going to get hot and
heavy here in a few m nutes."

"Ah ... Boss?" Jersey said.



n \Mat ?u

"President JefFerys has ordered your security people to nmove you back
several mles fromthe front."

Ben stared at her for a long nonment. "He did what?"

"Ordered you nmoved back several mles," a security officer said, walking
up. "Are you ready, sir?"

"I sure as hell amnot." Ben glared at the officer. "Wo the hell are you?"

"Captain Fordham sir. You pronoted nme in Africa."

"Ch. Yeah. | renenmber now. Well, let ne tell you something, Captain,
am not noving back fromthe front. So go guard ne froma hundred yards
off." He turned to Jersey. "How | ong have you-all of you-known of this
or der ?"

"Since this norning," Corrie spoke up. "The security council of the SUSA
voted on it, and the vote was unani nous, Boss. Sorry. But that's the way
it is."”

Capt ai n Fordham had not noved. He stood a couple of feet from Ben, one
very | arge young man. Several nore very |arge young men wal ked up to
join him
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"This is mutiny!" Ben said.

"No, sir," Captain Fordhamsaid. "It's orders to us fromthe President
of the Southern United States of America. |'mjust carrying them out,

that's all. And your teamwas ordered not to say anything to you about
it, CGeneral.’'

"I see. Well, here's what you do-tell Cec you carried themout, and |et
it go at that."

"Cec, sir?"

"Cecil Jefferys, son. The President of the SUSA. My old friend."

"Are you ready to nove back several mles, sir?"

Ben sighed. He knew if the captain insisted, he would go. He certainly

was not going to be carried away kicking and screamng |ike sone sort of
lunatic. That thought amused him and he hid a snmile. "If | said no?"

"I suppose we would have to radio the president for further orders, sir."
"And that woul dn't | ook good on your record, would it, Captain?"
"No, sir. Not at all."

"You have a place all picked out, |I suppose?"

"Yes, sir. W do."



"For how | ong?"
"Beg pardon, sir?"
"How | ong have you had the place picked out?"

"Ah ... about a week, sir.
"l see. Cec screwed ne."

Captain Fordhamdidn't look at all confortable with that statenent. He
of fered no reply, but his expression was that of a man who needed to
fart but couldn't.

"Al'l right, Captain. | certainly believe in obeying orders. W'll head
for the new location. Gve me a few ninutes to get ny gear together."

"The wagon is packed, Boss," Cooper said, |ooking rather
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sheepish. "We were ordered to get your gear together about an hour ago."

"Who ordered that?"

"Captain Fordham Pops," Anna told her father. "He has witten orders
from President Jefferys.”

Ben nodded his head. "OK That settles that. Let's do it, then."
Bef ore anyone could say anything el se, a Rebel yelled, "lInconing!"

Ben and team and the security people hit the ground just as the first
several rounds inpacted with earth and expl oded. Hot steel began
whistling all around them as shrapnel filled the air. They al

i medi ately began crawling toward the bunkers.

"I suppose we'll have to delay ny noving to a different |ocation," Ben
yelled to Captain Fordham

The captain nmade no reply. He did have a very disgusted | ook on his face.

Ben fell down the incline into the covered bunker, his teamright behind
hi m

Wien the teamwas all inside Ben lit a lantern and said, "Were's
Capt ai n For dhan®?"

"He went to die bunker just east of us," Cooper told him "He nmade it."

Rebel artillery began answering the Federal s onsl aught, giving back two
rounds for every one received.

Cooper | ooked around hi m
"What are you | ooking for?" Jersey asked, noticing his w de-eyed gaze.

"Bats and other creepy stuff," Cooper replied. "I don't like these



pl aces. They rem nd me of caves, and | never have |iked caves."

"There are no bats in here, Cooper," Jersey told himduring a lull in
artillery fire. "And the only thing that comes close to being creepy is
you. "
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"You really know how to hurt a guy, don't you, Jersey?" Cooper asked,
putting on his best 'I'mso offended’ face. He couldn't quite pull it off.

The ground trenbled with inpacting artillery rounds, and conversation
was i npossible for a nonment. \When a few seconds of relative silence
clung over the countryside, Ben said, "I'mnot angry at any of you
people for not telling me about Cecil's orders to nmove nme back. He's
been threatening to do it for months, and you people were under orders
to keep your lip buttoned about it."

"We thought you'd be furious," Anna said.

"Not at you people," Ben replied.

"At President Jefferys?" Corrie asked.

"Not really. Cec is doing what he thinks is best for me and the SUSA,
that's all."

The incoming artillery rounds had | essened, nostly due to the Rebe
artillery crews deadly on-target accuracy in returning fire. The Rebels
had the Federals out-gunned in all departments, and the Rebels were, at
| east up until the arrival of the nercenaries, much nore experienced in
conbat .

Ben had some thoughts on that, too. He had said, "W'IlIl just have to
wait and see how experienced the nercenaries are. |'ve got a hunch the
majority of themare not that experienced in conmbat. They've probably
all tasted war to sone degree, the world being in the shape it's in, but
nost signed on for the noney, I'll bet."

The incoming artillery picked up again, and once nore any conversation
in or out of the bunker was inpossible. Corrie was struggling to hear

what was being sent. She had renoved one small earplug and had slipped
on headphones. She had both hands covering the phones for extra noise

protection, and was still having a tough tine hearing.

"Hell, yes, we're receiving incomng!" Corrie shouted. "By the fucking
ton! Can't you hear it?"
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Ben smled at her in the dimlight of the sputtering |lantern, and she
shook her head in disgust and lip formed the words, Base Canp One.

Ben nodded his head i n understandi ng and nout hed the word, Cecil?
Corrie nodded, too, and waggl ed one hand fromleft to right.

Ben held up the mddle finger of his right hand and pointed to it with



the index finger of his left hand. He forned the words, Gve this to himn
She | aughed and shook her head.

"Not hi ng's funny!" Ben heard her shout.

Ben wal ked over to the three steps |eading up and out of the bunker and
stood for a nonent. They were really getting creaned this early norning.
Had to be a softening up for a troop advancenent across what was |eft of
the old no-man' s-zone. The wide strip was still there, but nost of the

m nes had been expl oded by nmortar and heavy artillery fire over the past
weeks. The Federals had cut a wide path through the zone, and probably
just as soon as the barrage lifted, they would be com ng across in droves.

There was anot her unexpected lull in the barrage and Ben asked, "Is this
crap happening all al ong our border?"

Corrie shook her head as she worked on the table in the dimlight. "In
only half a dozen spots, Boss. |'m mapping them out now. "

Just as Corrie reached over to turn up the lantern, a round | anded

al nrost directly on top of the heavily fortified bunker. The roof caved
in, burying Ben and his team under a nass of dirt and tinbers.

244

Ben coughed and spat out a nout hful of dust and heaved a sack of dirt
off of him He kicked at a broken tinber with his left boot until he

could free his right boot. He could clearly hear Jersey cussing.

Then Cooper lent his voice, alternately cussing and coughing in the
dust-filled air.

"Are you all right, Pops?" Anna asked.
"I'"'mfine, Baby. You hurt?"
"No. How about the others?"

"OK, here," Beth said, standing up and giving Corrie a hand up. Al of
them were covered with dust and dirt.

"Shit!" Corrie said. "That round nmust have | anded damm near right on us."
"Ceneral!" a Rebel shouted. "Are you hurt?"
"No. I'mall right. The teamis fine."

"Federal s are pouring onto the strip, sir. In spots all up and down our
sector."

The artillery barrage had stopped.
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Ben clinbed out of the bunker. His CAR was buried under a ton or nore of

debris. "Get me a weapon,” he told a group of Rebels who had cone
runni ng over. "Get weapons for all of us."



"Yes, sir.
"Where i s Captain Fordhan?"

"His leg is broken, Ceneral. Several of his people are hurt. They're
being transported to a MASH unit as we speak.''

Weapons and amo belts and grenade pouches and rucksacks were brought to
Ben and his team Cooper was handed a SAW Squad Aut omati c Weapon-and he
busi ed hinsel f checking it out. Ben and his teamtook a noment to brush
as much of the dirt and dust fromthem as possible.

Ben did not have to issue any orders concerning the steadily advanci ng
Federals. Al his people, fromplatoon | eaders to battalion commanders,
knew exactly what to do, and they were busy doing it.

"Check on our transportation, Cooper," Ben told him "See if it survived
the barrage." Ben | ooked around him The innmedi ate area was pockmar ked
wi th snoking holes in the ground. "They gave us a good dose of

artillery, and they were right on target. The meres nmay be better than
t hought . "

"The fire was coming froma mxture of troops, sir," said a Rebe
sergeant standi ng nearby. "A conbination of nercenary and regul ar USA
Arnmy. They are about a thousand neters away at this nmonent, advancing
steadily toward this position."

Ben | ooked at the man and smiled. "Thank you, Sergeant."

"You're quite wel conme, sir. Now you had better nove back a fewniles."
246

Ben sighed. "You're part of Captain Fordham s bird dog group, right?"
"Yes, sir. That is one way of putting it."

"Just my luck."

"Shall we nmove out now, sir?"

"Al'l right, Sergeant. Al right. Come on, gang. Let's find Coop and get
the hell out of here.”

The big wagon had survived the artillery barrage intact, and a few
m nutes later Ben and his team were headi ng south, escorted by his
security detail.

Ben was thoroughly disgusted.

"You knew it was coming, Pops," Anna told him "Cecil's been threatening
to do it for nonths."

"That doesn't nmean | have to like it."
The t eam exchanged knowi ng gl ances. They all strongly suspected that Ben

was al ready meking plans to shake his security detail. He did not |ike
people telling himwhere he could and could not go.



"How far south are we goi ng, Coop?" Ben asked after a few mles and
nmonent s had passed by in silence.

"Ten or so nmiles, Boss." Cooper was sonmewhat evasive with his reply.

"Ten mles or so!" Ben exploded. "Goddamm, we'll be so far back we'll
have to use carrier pigeons."

"Ten or so miles," Coop repeated. "Those are ny orders, Boss. Straight
fromPresident Jefferys. Beth has the witten directive in her rucksack."

Ben twisted in the seat and glared at Beth.

She net his gaze without flinching. "Yes, sir, | do have the orders. You
are to direct the war operation froma safe and secured | ocation. Those
are President Jefferys' orders."

"Shit!" Ben said.

Anna put a hand over her mouth to hide her smile, but not before Ben
caught it.
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"You find this amusing, girl?" he demanded. "I'm supposed to run a war
from Mars or sone goddamm pl ace?"

She coul d no | onger hide her hunor at the situation. She burst out |aughing.
"Wonderful ," Ben nuttered, as his entire team including Cooper, began
gi ggling and | aughi ng. Then the hunor struck hone and Ben sniled and

slowy shook his head. "You guys had better understand |I'm not going to
put up with being nuzzled for very long," Ben advised them

"Where you go, we go," Jersey told him
"Keep that in mind," Ben replied.

"I mght as well tell you before we get to your new CP, Boss," Corrie
said. "So it won't come as a shock to you."

"You mean there are nore surprises in store for nme?"
"I'mafraid so," Beth said

"I"'ve got a feeling I"'mnot going to Iike what you're about to tell ne.
Am | ?"

"l doubt it, Boss," Corrie said.

"You see," Beth said, "I mean, what it is ... well, President Jefferys
and the security-council feel that you're carrying too nuch
responsibility, that's what it is."

"Uh huh," Ben said. "Go on."

"And they-the security-council, that is-all agreed that you needed sone
hel p."



"Did they now?"

Jersey picked it up. "That's right. They didn't ask us how we felt about
it, by the way."

"They didn't?"
"No, sir," Cooper said quickly. "They sure didn't."

"That's the truth, Pops," Anna said. "No one asked us. Not a thing."

"I believe you. Wll. .. Ch, now wait a dammed mnute. | think I'm
begi nning to see where all this is leading. And 1'd better be wong in
nmy thinking, or all hell is going to bust |oose around here."
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The t eam exchanged nervous gl ances.

"Maybe," Corrie said, "we'd better pull over, Coop. I'Il radio the
security detail."

"Good idea," Cooper said. "I want some running room"
Ben glared at him "That bad, huh?"

"I ... ah ... don't nuch think you're going to like the rest of the
news, Boss. As a matter of fact, 1'd bet on that."

"We'll pull over just up ahead, Coop," Corrie told him "Security has
pi cked out a spot."

"R ght. "

"It's up to ny security detail where and when | stop from now on?" Ben
guest i oned.

"That's ... ah ... just part of it, Boss," Jersey said.

"I can hardly wait to hear the rest," Ben said.

"l wouldn't bet on that," Anna nuttered, too | ow for her father to hear

The short colum pulled over a few mnutes later, and Ben and his team
unassed the wagon

Under the shade of a grove of trees, Beth said, "You' ve been assigned a
staff, Boss."

Ben stared at her in silence.

"Fourteen people, |I think," Corrie said.

Ben cut his eyes to her and remained silent.

"They're going to take some of the workload off you," Anna told him

"I have been assigned a staff," Ben said softly.



"That's right, Boss," Cooper said.
"Fourteen people."

"That's right," Jersey said. "At least that many."

"Interesting."” Ben's word was cal my spoken

The team | ooked at one another. Ben sure was taking the news well.

"But | have a staff. . . sort of,"
job."

Ben said. "They' ve been doing a good
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"They're spread out all over the country, and they don't travel wth

us," Corrie pointed out.

"And this bunch will travel with us?" Ben asked.

"Ah .. . yes, Pops," Anna hesitantly replied. "That's the word | get. W
get."

"And every time | turn around |'mgoing to be running into one of them?"
"Well," Cooper said. "Ah ... it probably won't be that bad, Boss."
Ben withered himinto silence with a hard | ook.

"A fucking staff!" Ben said, getting up fromhis squatting position
"Fourteen goddamm people getting in nmy way-"

"Maybe it was sixteen," Anna said. "I forget exactly."

"Wonderful ," her father said. "It just keeps getting better and better."
"They'll be here in a couple of days," Beth told him

"I'sn't that nice?" Ben replied.

None of his team chose to respond.

"We'd better be moving, sir,"” a lieutenant fromthe security detai
said, walking up. "W just received word that a | ot of Federals have
infiltrated this area.”

"When the hell did they cone in, and where?" Ben asked, standing up

"Intel thinks they've been here for several nmonths, at |east. Maybe
| onger. Where did they come in, sir? That's anybody's guess."

"Al'l right," Ben said. "Let's haul ass."

Ben turned, and a snmall round appeared in the |lieutenant's forehead. He
was dead before he hit the ground. Had Ben not turned when he did the
bul | et woul d have taken himin the head, and he woul d have been cooling
on the ground.



Ben and the team dropped to the ground, and the security detail fanned out.
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"Sound suppressor on that sniper rifle,"’
sound. "

Jersey said. "I never heard a

"He m ght be two thousand yards away," Ben replied. He | ooked around
him carefully studying the terrain. "But | don't think so. | think he's
on that high ground to the northeast. That's the only place where he
could get a clear shot to here."

Corrie was on the horn imredi ately, passing that information al ong.
"Qunships will be here in a few mnutes," she told Ben

"Everybody stay down," Ben ordered. "No heroics. Corrie, tell security
to do the sanme. Let the birds handle this."

In only a very few m nutes, a dozen gunships came roaring in and
proceeded to tear up the | andscape with rockets and 30mm amo fromits
chain guns. Each gunship was arned with up to seventy-six 2.75 inch
rockets, armed for this mssion with high explosives.

Most of the infiltrators never had a chance, for just behind the highly
advanced Apache battle helicopters canme half a dozen ultra nmodern Hueys,
each arned with three 7.62 M50 nachi ne guns-one on each side and one
mount ed under, the belly nmount operated fromthe cockpit-25mm cannon
and 40mm grenade | aunchers. The heavily arned Hueys were flying
hunter/killers, and on this day they perforned magnificenuy.

"We've got prisoners," security radioed back to Corrie, and she i nforned
Ben.

"Bring themin," Ben told her. "I want some information fromthese
people, and | want to | ook at them eyeball to eyeball. And get somebody
to make some coffee. We're going to be here for a while."

There were eight survivors of the sky attack, one of them so badly
injured the medi cs took one | ook at himand shook their heads. They gave
hima shot to ease his pain
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and let himdie in peace ... if dying can ever be described as peaceful

"Thank you for that, at |east, General Raines," said one of the prisoners.

"W treat our prisoners as humanely as field conditions pernmt," Ben

said, turning to |l ook at the man.

"That's not what we were told."

"Then you got some bad information. What is your nane?"
"Di ck."

"Last nane?"



"That is nmy last nane. Dick
"And your rank is major?"
"Yes."

"First nane?"

"Maj or."

"No," Ben said, shaking his head. "I know your rank. Wat is your first
name?"

"Mj or."

"Your rank is major, and your first name is Mjor?"
"Yes."

"Maj or Maj or Di ck?"

"That is correct."”

"This is ridiculous! I amin no mood for ganmes, Dick. Don't start with ne."

"I am not playing any ganmes, General. "My nane is Major Dick. My first
nane is Major, ny rank is major."

"Incredible."

The prisoner opened his mouth to speak, and Ben waved him silent.

"No .. . forget it. I'lIl just call you Major. That should cover it all."
Ben talked to the major for a few mnutes. Mijor Mjor D ck gave Ben his
serial nunber, and that was it. That was about all Ben expected to get
out of the man. The nan
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m ght have an unusual nane, but to outward appearances, at |east, he was
t ough and capabl e.

Maj or Dick and his nen were taken back to the front Iines for transport
to a PONfacility. The enenmy dead were buried where they fell. The young
i eutenant was body-bagged. He would be buried in a cemetery the Rebels
had started weeks back, just after the first offensive by the Federa
troops.

Ben drank his coffee, and then the short colum started out again. They
rode in silence for a fewmles, Ben finally saying, "Cooper, | thought
you said my new CP was only ten or so niles south of the |ines?"

"Well," Cooper replied. "It's really not far, Boss. But it is nore than
afewmles."

"How far ?"

"Ch, maybe thirty or forty miles, Boss," Beth said.



Ben twisted in the seat. Stared at her. "Thirty or forty nmiles?"

"Right, Pops," Anna said. "Just a fewmiles north of die center of the
state."”

"Wonderful ," Ben muttered. "I certainly should be safe there."

Ben's mind was al ready working on how best to ignore this order from
Cecil and the SUSA's security council wi thout making it seem he was

t hunbi ng his nose at President Jefferys. That was sonething he wanted to
avoi d.

There was no way anybody was going to keep Ben Rai nes out of action ..
at least not for very |ong.

He' d thi nk of somet hing.
Soon.
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Ben began settling into his new CP, waiting for his staff to arrive. As
soon as they did, he would start naking plans on howto get rid of them
and get hinself back to the front lines.

The offense by the Federals had fizzled out and turned into a near
slaughter for the nmeres and Federal troops who were chosen to spearhead
the attack. Most of themdid not nake it across the wi de no-man's-strip
before they were cut down. After the offensive failed, die Federals

wi t hdrew and were, according to the best guesses of intel, planning
their next offensive.

Ben's new CP was |ocated in what used to be a mininmall on the outskirts
of a town that was abandoned just after the coll apse of governnent and
the Geat War. H's CP was in the |argest space in the minimll, and
partitioned off by office dividers. Ben had the entire rear of what used
to be a huge retail store.

A nunber of reporters fromthe USA had abruptly
254

requested pernmission to report on the war, and rmuch to everyone's
surprise Ben had no objections to that. He granted them perm ssion
i medi at el y.

"I think he's sick," Cooper had said. "Everybody knows he hates |ibera
reporters.”

"I think he's got sonething up his sleeve," Beth said. "This isn't |ike
himat all."

"I think he just wants some comic relief," Jersey countered. "W al
know how the Boss likes to put the needle to liberal reporters.”

"I think Jersey's got it," Corrie said.
"You're all correct to some degree. Especially Beth. Pop is planning

some, but he's bored, too," Anna told the group. "He's been here a day
and a half, and already he's edgy and restless."” She glanced at her



wat ch and sighed. "I'mnot |ooking forward to any of this. The new staff
will be here in about an hour. And the reporters will be here later on
this afternoon.”

Cooper nodded his head in agreenent. "Should be a real interesting day."

"That's damm sure one way of putting it," Jersey said.

A Rebel fromthe security detail had walked up in time to hear the | ast
few comrents. "The arrival of the staff has been del ayed a coupl e of

hours,"” he infornmed the group. "Bad weat her down south."
"Ch, goody," Beth said. "W get to nmeet the reporters first. | can
hardly wait."

"I"'mjust all aquiver with anticipation,"” Anna said.
"I'mthrilled," Corrie said.
Jersey bel ched. "A bunch of candy-assed, whiny, crybabies. Shit!"

"Isn't she quite the | ady?" Cooper said to the Rebel from security. "You
shoul d see what she does for an encore.”

"Spare ne that," the Rebel replied, and wal ked away.

"Here cones the Boss," Beth said.
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Ben wal ked up and stood with his teamfor a nonent. "l just got word the
reporters will be here in a few m nutes. One of the menbers of the

security-council asked if | was going to greet them wearing ny dress
uni form"

H s team | aughed at that. Anna said, "And you told the security-counci
nmenber ?"

"I didn't have a dress uniform She said they would have to see about
getting me one. | told her not to bother, | wouldn't wear the damm thing
if they got it."

"How cone the security-council is suddenly sticking its nose into our
busi ness?" Jersey asked.

"Ch, they're not trying to run the war,"” Ben told his team "They know
better than to even attenpt that. But their concern for ne is genuine.
I"mgrateful, but | really wish they would just butt the hell out."

"Choppers coming in," Anna observed.

"That'l|l be the reporters,” Ben said.

"How cone you gave this Osterman-1oving bunch the OK to cone in and
snoop around, Pop?" Anna asked.

"I needed a good |augh, Kid. And | inmagine this group will provide ne
wi di plenty of laughs. Especially Ms. Cynthia Ross-Harris."



"One of those," Jersey nuttered. She | ooked at Ben. "You've nentioned
her a tinme or two."

"I knew her back before the Geat War. | didn't know her well, but
knew her. She was a raging |iberal back then, thought the governnent had
t he answer for everything. She still does," Ben concl uded.

"Choppers are on the pads," Beth said. "Are we supposed to go over and
greet these asshol es? You know they're going to do a nunber on us."

Ben | aughed. "Beth, your |anguage has taken a turn for the worse of
late. You used to be such a quiet and denure young | ady. Wat happened?"
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"She's been hangi ng around Jersey too long,'
Apache gutternouth."

Cooper said. "The origina

Jersey reached down and picked up a wist-sized stick fromthe ground,
about two and a half feet |ong. Cooper got ready to run. Jersey gravely
handed her CAR to Beth. "Hold this, please. | have to swat a bug."

Cooper took off.

Jersey was right behind him about three steps to the rear, cussing and
swi nging the stick, but Cooper's |legs were |onger and he was a better
runner. He raced ahead of Jersey, all the time slinging verbal taunts
over one shoul der.

"Il break your goddammed head!" Jersey yelled. "You halfwit!"

Cooper | aughed and flipped her the bird as they headed for the center of
the parking lot of the old mnimall.

Ms. Cynthia Ross-Harris and a group of reporters were just exiting the
choppers and were preparing to wal k across the parking lot toward Ben's
CP when Cooper and Jersey cane running and cussing past. The Rebels were
used to the antics of the pair, and paid themlittle attention. M.
Ross-Harris and the others were sonewhat taken aback

"You sorry turd!" Jersey hollered, waving the club. "Call ne a
gutternouth, you prick!"

"My word!" a reporter froman eastern newspaper blurted as the two ran
past him "Are we under attack?"

"That son of a bitch is!" Jersey yelled, pointing toward Cooper. "I'm
gonna put some knots on his head."

"No discipline whatsoever in this arny," said Ms. Ross-Harris. "I don't
under st and why so manypeople hold themin such high esteem”

"Di sgraceful behavior," another reporter said. "You certainly would
never see anything like that in our arny."

"Absolutely not!" said another reporter. "W have professionals in our
armed forces."

Jersey and Cooper had circled the growi ng knot of
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reporters a couple of tines, and now both were taking a short rest in
the parking | ot before the chase resuned.

"I wonder which one is Ms. Prissy-Ass?" Jersey panted.

"Probably the one who | ooks |ike an advertisenent for one of those old
adventure mail -order catal ogs we used to see all the tine when we were
prow i ng around deserted buildings," Cooper replied, w ping the sweat

fromhis face.

"Yeah. She nust have twenty pockets in that jacket. Wnder what she
carries in them"

" Not hi ng. "
"Well, why the hell does she wear the jacket, then?"

"It's fashionable, you hick redskin. Don't you know anythi ng about being
in style?"

"Hi ck redskin?" Jersey yelled. "Wy, you white trash, possumeating,
swanp-crawl er-" She picked up her club

Cooper stuck his tongue out at her and took off, Jersey right behind him

"At least | didn't grow up eating Gla nonsters and rattl esnakes!" Coop
yel | ed over his shoul der

"I"mgoing to make you look like a Gla nmonster, you goober mouth!"
" Goober mout h?" Coop yell ed.

"Ceneral Raines," Ms. Cynthia Ross-Harris said, walking up to Ben as he
stood at the edge of the awning covered wal kway of the minimall. The
others in her group were still watching Cooper and Jersey race around
the parking lot. "Your troops putting on that little show for us?"

"Nope. Those two have been at each other for years. | suspect they'l
get married one day. Did you ever find a man, Cynthia?"

"I haven't been | ooking, Ceneral Raines."

"Too bad. A stiff dick would work wonders for your disposition.”
Cynthia | eaned cl ose to Ben and whi spered, "Fuck you, Raines. You pig!"
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Ben | aughed, and that got the attention of the other reporters. They al
wal ked up to where Ben and his team m nus Cooper and Jersey-were standing.

"Quite a group," Ben observed, |ooking over the twenty or so reporters.
"It's a good thing the entire bunch didn't conme down in one plane. Al
of you leaning left would have caused the plane to fall out of the sky."



"Very anusing, General," said a mddl e-aged man. "Ha Ha."

"Well, well,"” Bensaid. "Mster Harry Bell. The socialist's best friend.
What rag are you working for these days ... since New York City no
| onger exists?"

"The city will rise again, CGeneral. A massive rebuilding is taking
place. As if you didn't know. "

"Li ke the Phoenix fromthe ashes, eh, Harry?"

"Something like that, CGeneral," the New York journalist replied coolly.

"That's good. | always did like to visit New York City." Ben sniled at

the man.
Harry's returning smle was very thin.

Ben spoke to each of the reporters, and they were led off to their
quarters. He would nmeet with them | ater

Jersey had stopped chasi ng Cooper around the parking | ot and they were

resting, sitting on the sidewal k curb, talking. Both received sone
strange | ooks fromthe reporters ... which they ignored.

Security is getting edgy, Boss, "Beth said to Ben.' 'They've received
reports that a large nunber of infiltrators are in this area.”

"Their objective?"

"You. "

Ben paused in his rolling a cigarette. "They never give up, do they?"
"Doesn't seemlike it."

"\What does security have in mnd?"
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"They m ght want to nove you again."

"Wher e?"

She shrugged her reply, then said, "They don't know. They're talking
about it now. "

"I'"ve been expecting sone attenpt at an end-around by the Feds." Ben
smi | ed-very knowi ngly, Beth thought. "Qur lines are so |long, and there
are so many gaps a division could wal k through."

"I saw you studying the maps, pinpointing the areas where the Feds
concentrated on blowing the mines in the strip."

Among ot her things, Ben thought. "They did a good job of it, too. One
area is just west of here, the other is just east."

"This bunch of reporters wanted to see sonme action. Looks |ike they



m ght get nore than they bargained for."

"I really need to get themout of here for their own safety, but if I
tried that they'd think ..." Ben paused and shrugged. "Hell, who cares
what they think? They're going to blast nme with words no matter what
happens. They knew t he danger coming in, or should have. If they get
their asses shot, it's their fault."

Anna wal ked up. "Way is security so uptight?" she questioned. "Wat's
goi ng on?"

"Infiltrators, Kiddo."

Corrie wal ked up and said, "Infiltrators have been spotted, Boss. East,
west, and south of us. A major offensive by the Feds is just getting
underway north of us."

Ben was silent for a monment. The security detail at his CP was not
nearly | arge enough to beat back any nmjor attack | aunched agai nst them
They were, as the old saying goes, between a rock and a hard pl ace.
"You can bet sone Federals will be under orders, if they break through
our lines-and they will in some places- to drive south as hard as they
can and box us in here,"”
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Ben said. "It's what | would do if | knew the comrander of all Feds was
stationary in one spot, with only a conpany or so of troops. Son of a
bitch!"

"This was not a good idea," Cooper renarked.

"Cooper," Jersey said. "You are bel aboring the obvious. Shut up."

"Be quiet!" Corrie snapped. "Both of you. Squabble sone other tinme." She
held up a hand. "I'mgetting a lot of transm ssions."

Corrie was the unofficial |eader of the team and Jersey and Cooper shut
up i mMmediately. Beth and Anna exchanged gl ances and smil es.

"Fed troops advancing toward this area as we speak,"” Corrie said. "From
all directions.”

"Cet those reporters back on the choppers and get them out of here," Ben
ordered. "Do it, Anna. Move!" He turned to Cooper. "CGet the wagon ready
to roll, Coop. Move!'' He | ooked at Jersey and Beth.' 'Draw supplies.
You know what we need. Take off. How close are they, Corrie?"

"I'n another fifteen mnutes you can ask them personally, Boss."

Ben smled at her. "That close, huh?"

"You bet."

The sudden whi ne of the choppers' engines filled the afternoon air.

"Corrie, bunp Base Canp and tell themto do sonething about those new
staff nenbers coming in. Divert them sonewhere.”



"Done, Boss. First thing."

"I should have guessed that. OK What are we forgetting before we bug out
of here?"

The reporters ran to the choppers and scranbl ed aboard.

"Short visit," Corrie shouted over the roar of the choppers, gesturing
toward the reporters.
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"Long enough for me," Ben replied.

A coupl e of mnutes passed. The choppers lifted off and the reporters
were out of harms way. Rebels were hurriedly | oading gear into the
backs of trucks in preparation for bugging out.

"There's Coop," Corrie said.

"The teamis with him" Ben said. "OK Everyone is accounted for. Let's
get the hell out of here.™

A nmortar round landed just in front of the big nine passenger wagon and
bl ew out the front wi ndow. Water started pouring froma busted radi ator
The team appeared to be unhurt.

"Cet out of there!" Ben yelled. "Grab what you can and get clear."

The team scranbl ed out of the wagon, grabbi ng backpacks, rucksacks, and
weapons, and ran over to Ben and Corrie.

Ben took a pack and rucksack. "Get in that deuce and a half over there,"
Ben told his team "I'mright behind you in the next truck. |1've got to
get sonmething fromthe office."

"Il stay with you," Jersey said.

"You'll get your ass in that truck like | told you," Ben said. "Move,

all of you!"

The team obeyed orders. None of themliked it, but they did what they
were told.

Ben had parked a HunVee behind his office. He had plans for that
vehicle. He waved at his teamas the truck pulled away. "I1'll catch up
with you!" Ben yell ed.

The team waved at him

"The hell | will," he nuttered. Ben had known about the infiltrators
bef ore anyone el se connected with his CP. He had intercepted a nmessage
from communi cations ... before Corrie had a chance to see it. |t seens
that General WAlt Berman was feeling his oats, and had insisted upon
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| eading the teamof infiltrators now converging on Ben's CP. Ben had



radi oed intel about the nmessage.

"Has this runor been confirmed as fact?" Ben had asked. "Berman is
really | eading this group?"

"It's a fact, Ceneral. He is definitely | eading one of the teans."
"The man is a fool !'"
"Yes, sir. But he has sworn to kill you personally."

The infiltration teans had not materialized when intel had said they
woul d, and Ben di smi ssed the report as pure runor. Hours later, runor
became fact, and Ben had put on a good show of not know ng anyt hi ng
about it. It had been difficult to keep a straight face while doing it.
He was pretty sure that Anna had picked up on the ruse but had not been
able to really figure out what he was up to. By the time they did figure
it out, it would be too late for any of themto do anything about it.

"I guess I"'ma pretty good actor,” he muttered, ducking behind the
mnimall, tossing his gear into the Hummer, and cranking it up. "I

shoul d be noni nated for an Acadeny Award for mny performance this afternoon.”

He checked the vehicle for gas. Full tank and several full gas cans in
reserve. There were cans of water and food and amo.

He was set.

The area around the minimall becane quiet as the | ast of Ben's security
detail pulled out. He had aced his security, and his own team

Ben smled. "Wrking so far," he said. "The Raines luck is still working."
Ben checked a map. He knew that Bernman was |leading 'A Teamin fromthe
north. B Teamwas conming in fromthe south. C Teamfromthe west. D Team
fromthe east.

"OK, General Berman," Ben nuttered, slipping the HumvVee into gear. "You
wanted to nmeet nme eyeball-to-
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eyebal |, you son of a bitch. You' re going to get your chance."

He turned on the radio and set it to scan the Federal frequencies. The
Rebel s had all of them It wouldn't take Ben long to get a fix on Berman.

Then the two commandi ng generals would settle this thing. One way or the
ot her.
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Ben slowy drove the back roads, listening to the chatter as the scanner
| ocked onto Federal frequencies. He listened for talk of |andmarks that
woul d help himfind Ber-man's team Finally, just as the sun was goi ng
down, Ben pulled in behind a falling down piece of a barn, tucked the
Hurmmer under what remmi ned of the roof of a | ean-to, and had sonet hi ng
to eat.



Nobody had to tell himthat what he was doing was totally stupid. He
knew that. He and Walt Bernman had been tal king back and forth for days,
die insults getting nore and nore personal, until Ben finally remenbered
where he had nmet Berman . .. long before he'd been his prisoner at the
nudi ouse.

Berman had not been his name then. It had been years back, |ong before
die coll apse and the G eat War. Ben had been doing contract work for die
Conpany, and Berman's talents as a hired gun were for sale to any
country, any cause, diat had the noney to hire him
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Ber man had been an international terrorist.

Ben renenbered that just before the collapse, he had | earned that the
Agency had put a contract out on die man who now cal |l ed hinmsel f Berman.

Qovi ously Berman had survived, and made quite a nane for hinmself as a
sol di er.

The man call ed Berman al so hated Ben Rai nes, although Ben had no idea
why. Ben finally gave up trying to figure it out. The why wasn't al

that inportant, anyway. Ben intended to kill the bastard . .. one way or
t he ot her.
Call it male pride or whatever anyone wanted to call it-perhaps a sudden

surge of testosterone. \Watever

Ben ate his meager-but filling, if not a bit tasty-supper of cold

rati ons, then made hinself a cup of coffee using a tiny field stove and
a heat tab. He rolled a cigarette and snoked and drank his coffee
slowy, enjoying each sip. He listened for die sounds of conbat, but
could hear no shots or expl osions.

He knew that the Rebels had shifted troops around and had thrown up a
circle around this part of Tennessee ... those had been the |ast orders
Ben had gi ven before bugging out. Berman and his infiltrators were
trapped- he had outfoxed hinmself. Al Ben had to do, really, was just
stay hidden and let his troops finish off Berman and his nen.

But Ben had no intention of doing that.

That woul d be too easy.

Ben had vivid nenories of the aftermath of the terrorist attack deep in
SUSA territory: dead and mai ned civilians, nosdy wormen and children and

el derly.

And Ben had | earned that Berman planned the entire operation

"I"'mgoing to kill you, Berman," Ben whispered. "Believe it, you bastard."

Fromlistening to radio transm ssions Ben learned that all the reporters
had made it out safely, not that he really
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gave a dam whet her any of the |eft-|eaning bastards and bitches had or
not. He was quite certain that if any of themhad gotten hurt or killed
he woul d have been blamed for it. He'd been doing battle with
liberals-verbally at first, before the collapse and the G eat Wr-for
years . . . usually to no avail. There was no conpronmise in |liberals.
For socialist/denocrat it was either all their way, or no deal

Ben's team had all nade it out safely. He had tal ked very briefly with
Corrie just before pulling behind the old ranshackl e barn, and assured
her he was all right. He made it plain that he wanted to be left al one
to tend to some personal business. He nade it a direct order that there
woul d be no rescue teans sent in after himunless he requested them He
had Corrie tape the order and play it back to him

"Strange order, Boss," Corrie had told him "Lots of people are not
going to like this."

"I can't help that. This is something | have to do, and that's that."
"What is it you're going to do, Boss?"

"Personal, and for the time being, Corrie, private."

"OK, Boss. | have no problemw th that. You take care.™

"I will. I"Il contact you when the job is over."

"I sure hope so, Boss."

"Eagl e out."

Ben fixed hinmself another cup of coffee, and when it was brewed he
roll ed another cigarette and sat and readied hinmself to watch a very
| ovel y sunset.

"Very peaceful place,"” he whispered. "Nice way to finish a day." He
si pped his coffee and rel axed and enjoyed the view.

A few seconds later he heard the sounds of a vehicle on the old bl acktop
hi ghway in front of the deserted farm He couldn't tell, as yet, which
direction the slow nmoving vehicle was com ng from
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Ben took his CAR and rucksack fromthe seat of the Hummer and sli pped
i nside the old barn, working his way carefully toward the front of the
bui I di ng.
"Federal s," Ben nmuttered, catching sight of the mlitary painted truck.
"This will be a better way to finish a day, | believe."

Thor oughly trained professional soldiers do not think of eneny soldiers
as male or female, or even as human beings. They are the eneny, and it
is tine to kill or be killed. Survival instinct takes precedence over
all. Training and experience push everything el se out of a professional
warrior's mnd. That same warrior mght risk his or her life to save the
life of a child or an elderly person caught up in a dangerous conbat



situation, or even a horse or dog, but he or she doesn't give a good
goddamn about someone wearing the uniformof the eneny . .. not if that
warrior in question wants to live.

The bed of the truck was covered with a tarp over a frame of sonme sort,
so Ben had no idea how many nen mght be in the bed: One, or half a
dozen or nore, it really didn't make any difference. If they stopped to
do a search of the old farm he was going to kill themall. That was the
way it was. That was the way it had to be. A soldier has no choice in
the matter, no other option

The truck drove slowy past the old, rundown house and barn. The driver
gave the place only a cursory glance- too dam rel axed a | ook from hi m
to suit Ben-and the other two soldiers in the cab didn't turn their
heads. That was, to Ben's mnd, a dead giveaway that they felt something
was am ss and woul d be back to check it out.

He had not seen any one of the three in the cab use a radio. O course,
they mght very well be radioing in their | ocation now that the farm was
behi nd t hem

Ben waited. The minutes ticked past in silence. Then
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he heard the sounds of the truck returning, comng up the road very slowy.

"Stupid," he muttered. "They should have returned on foot through the
woods to the south.”

The truck stopped and the driver cut the engine. Half a dozen uniforned
and wel | -armed nen got out of the tarp-covered bed, and three nore
unassed the cab of the truck

"Nine to one," Ben whispered. "And |'ve got about forty-five ninutes of
good daylight left. Going to be interesting."

The nine nen stood and tal ked for a few mnutes, then began to fan out:
three on each side, three facing the front of the decrepit old house.

Ben didn't see any need to wait for an invitation. "M ght as well open
t he dance right now, " he muttered.

He lifted his CAR and took out the three nmen wal king up the ragged and
overgrown front yard. He burned a full nag into the trio and then

qui ckly ejected and stuck hone a full thirty round magazi ne, shifting
locations in the litter of what remained of the front roomas he

rel oaded. There was some returning fire, but Ben was not hit.

"Lonni e?" one of the three men on the south side of the house call ed.

Lonni e, Ben guessed, was one of the trio who now lay dead or dying in
the front yard. He did not reply.

"Eddi e?" the same nman call ed.
Not hi ng from Eddi e.

"Vance?"



A moan fromthe front yard

"How hard are you hit, Vance?" The voice canme fromthe north side of the
house.

"Belly," Vance called. "My guts are on fire, Peter. Help ne."
"Can you see him Carl?" Peter called.

269

269

"No. All I knowis he's in the house."

"There's a HunVee parked in the back," another voice added.

"I need sonething for the pain!" Vance yelled. "God-damit, somebody
help nme."

"Shut up, Vance," Carl shouted. "W'|l get to you. Just hang on."

"Hang onto what?" Vance groaned. "I got Lonnie's brains all over ne.
When he was hit he pulled the trigger and shot hinself in the head. Blew
his fuckin' head all to pieces and his brains all over ne."

The gunfire Ben had heard.

"|s Eddi e dead?" another voice on the north side called.

"Deader than hell," Vance npaned. "He took half a dozen rounds in the
chest."

"Let's blow himout of there." Another voice called the suggestion
"I want that Hunmer," Carl yelled. "Hold up with the grenades for a while."

"Yeah," this voice came fromthe other side of the ramshackle house. "M
ass is sore fromridin' in the back of that goddamed truck."

"Vance?" Carl call ed.

Vance did not respond.

"Vance?" Peter yelled.

No response.

"He's either passed out or dead," yet another man called. "Probably dead."

"How do you figure that, Mles?" Carl yelled. "You close to hin Can you
see hin?"

"I seen himget hit," Mles called. "He took half a dozen rounds in the
belly. He got tore up pretty bad. Themrounds lifted hi mdamm near off
his feet and then doubl ed himover. He's dead."

Ben popped the pin on a Fire-Frag and chunked it out
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a caved-in part of the north side of what remained of the house.

"Ch, shit!" he heard one of the meres yell just a couple of seconds
bef ore the deadly grenade bl ew.

Ben bellied down on die rotted floor a second before the Fire-Frag bl ew
and sent shrapnel all over the place.

Bef ore the echo of the explosion had died away, Ben scranbl ed across the
rotted floor to the other side of the house and chunked anot her grenade.
Before it blew, he was running hard as the old floor would all ow out of
the rear of the house and diving behind a pile of rotting firewood.

The Fire-Frag bl ew, and Ben heard soneone screaning in great pain.
Serves you right for picking the wong side in this fracas, he thought.

Ben lay behind the pile of old firewod catching his breath and acutely
aware that he was not as young as he was behaving. The | anding on his
belly hurt, and Ben woul d not be ashaned to adnit that to anybody.

"Carl!" sonmeone screanmed. "OCh, Jesus, his guts and balls and | egs and
other shit are all over the damn pl ace."

"Whose guts?" Carl yelled

"Davy. He's dead."

"I got one dead over here, too," Carl yelled. "Woever that son of a

bitch in the house is, he's taking us out and taking his own sweet tine
doing it."

"That fuckin' grenade landed right in front of Davy. He froze at the sight."
"Davy knew better than that."

"What the hell difference does that nake now?"

There was no response from Carl.

Ben wait ed.

"Allright!" Ben now could recognize Carl's voice. "Blow that goddam
house apart! Do it right now"

Ben waited, peering out one side of the rotting pile of
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firewood until the pins of the grenades were pulled and the grenades
were tossed and in the air. Then he noved while the nmeres were bellied
down on the ground, out of the path of the shrapnel that was sure to
fill the air.

Ben scanpered as fast as he could, staying as |ow as possible, over to
the south side of the house, about twenty-five neters away fromthe
neres, and bellied down just as the grenades blew. The rotting remains
of the old farmhouse bl ew apart. The walls puffed out and then



di sintegrated, and the roof collapsed with al nbst a contented sigh. Dust
filled the air for seconds. That was all the tine Ben needed.

Ben raised hinmself to his knees and burned a magazi ne of 5.56 rounds
into the meres on the south side of the house. The Federal nercenaries
were just getting up to their knees to take a | ook at the damage done to
t he house.

Ben knew they were nercenaries because of their shoul der patches. H's

i ntel people had advised himof those patches. Ben had smled then. They
were mniatures of the skull and crossbones of the old pirate flag, the
Jol Iy Roger.

The mag of 5.56 rounds tore up flesh, cracked and splintered bone, and
sent the neres to whatever place their Maker had picked out for them

"Good riddance," Ben muttered as he crawl ed over to the three shot up meres.

One was dead, one was unconscious, and the third was not long for this
wor | d.

The conscious nere took one | ook at Ben and gave a bl oody curving of the
lips, more of a pain-filled grimace than a snmile. "W sure picked a nmean
son of a bitch to try to kill on this beautiful day, didn't we,

CGeneral ?" the mercenary gasped. Both his hands were hol ding his
perforated belly.
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"You sure did," Ben whispered. "You know ny name, boy. How is that?"

"Hell, General. Damm near everybody in the world knows who you are." He
cl osed his eyes and groaned as waves of pain ripped through him

"Mles!" Carl yelled fromthe north side of the house. "Wat the hel
was that shooting?"

"Your nane M| es?" Ben asked.

"No. That's himwith half his head gone. I'mPeter. That's Wlhelmto
your left."

"Answer him Peter."”

"Why?" the mere chall enged. "You want to answer him be ny guest.”
"Tough to the end, hey, Peter?"

"You' d better believe it, General."

Peter then smiled faintly, closed his eyes, and died wi di-out naking
anot her sound.

Ben took a quick | ook past the ruins of the old house. He didn't think
he could toss a grenade that far with any accuracy, and he wasn't going
to try. He cut his eyes for a couple of seconds. The old | ean-to where
he had parked the Hummer had survived the concussion fromthe expl osion
and was still intact.

Ben mentally counted the dead or badly wounded. Seven, he thought. Nine



nmeres to begin with. That left two, both of themon the other side of
the junble of wood that remmi ned of the old house. One of them was Carl
Ben didn't think he had heard the other's name nentioned. Not that it
made any difference-neither one of themwere going to wal k away from
this fight. . . not if Ben had his way.

"Where is that son of a bitch?' he heard the voice ask

"Hell, | don't know," Carl replied. "He damm sure wasn't in the house,
was he? But | think MIles and Peter and WI hel m have had it."
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"He's out-guessing us at every step."

"So far," Carl replied. "This isn't over yet."

"He killed Mles and Peter and Wlhelm It's damm near over. Just the
two of us left."

"l can count, Frank."

"So canl. And | don't like the odds, Carl. Let's get the hell out of here."
"No way, Frank. We finish this right here and now "
"You finish it, Carl. |I'mgone."

"Steady down, Frank. Get a grip on yourself."

"Fuck you, Carl!"

"Don't nake ne shoot you, Frank. | will, dam you."
"Then do it, Carl. 1'mgone."
"Dam you, Frank. | wll."

Ben couldn't hear all of die conversation, but he certainly got the gist
of it. He heard another exchange of angry voices. Then he heard the
singl e gunshot .

"Dam, " he muttered. "I think Carl really shot him So rmuch for
camar aderie.”

"Al'l right, you son of a bitch!" Carl yelled. "I guess it's just you and
me now. "

Ben said nothing. He | ooked up at the sky. Al nost dark. The Iight was
tricky now.

"You hear ne, you bastard?"
Ben remained silent.
"You got a nanme?"

Ben pulled a grenade fromhis battle harness and slowy renmoved the pin,



hol di ng t he spoon down.
"Answer ne, damm you!"

Ben waited. "Your nove, you di ckhead," he whispered to the gathering
dar kness.

Carl burned half a mag in Ben's direction while he was shifting
positions. Ben kept his head down, but heard it when Carl stunbled on
some shattered boards as he nade his run to the north side of the ruins
of the ol d house.
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"Good nmove, Carl," Ben nuttered. "For me, that is. Gets you closer to
me. Maybe cl ose enough. We'll see."

Ben popped the spoon and tossed the grenade. It was an awkward throw,

and | anded a few yards short of the far edge of what was left of the
house, but it served its purpose. The blast filled the dusky air with

dust and splinters and rusty nails. The dust covered Carl's eyes with a
grainy film and the splinters and nails peppered his upper body and face.

Carl started screanming in pain and shouting, "lI'mblind, you rotten
bastard. You' ve blinded ne, goddamm you to hell. You've blinded ne!"

Ben charged out from behind cover and stopped and | evel ed his CAR when
he saw Carl stunbling and staggering around by the side of the house.

Ben shot him

The rounds fromthe CAR knocked the nercenary backward and set hi m down
on his butt. Wth one hand on the ground, bracing hinself, the nere used
his other hand to wi pe the sweat and dust fromhis face until he could
see Ben.

"Goddam you, now you've killed ne!" Carl said.

"Seens that way, doesn't it, Carl?"

"You're no young kid, that's for sure. You' ve got some mles on you.

That makes it better." Carl blinked several tinmes. Then he tried a
smle. "CGeneral Ben Raines. Well, I'lIl just be goddammed. That makes it
even better. 1'll die easier know ng one of the best took ne out." The
nmercenary noaned and fell over on the ground. He gasped for breath for a
few seconds, then seened to settle down.

"I"1l make no promises, but I'lIl try to bury you all in sone fashion."

"Don't bother, General. |'ve |left a thousand nen |'ve killed on the
ground to rot."

"As you wi sh."
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"Al'l ny men dead?"



"Dead or dying."

"You' re damm good, you are. You better be good, Ben Raines. You better
be damm good. | heard about that deal you and Bermman worked out."

"Did you now? What did you hear?"

"That you and hi mwas gonna settle an old score menp a nmano. Any truth
to that?"

"Yes. But | don't know what the old score is.
"He does. But he never said."

"Makes no difference. 1'mgoing to kill him"
"You mght just do that. You're damm sure tricky enough.™

Ben wal ked around the battle area. All the nercenaries were dead, and
when he returned to stand over Carl, Carl had slipped into eternity.

Ben | ooked around, trying to spot a suitable place to put the bodies.
Then he thought about burying them There was a shovel in the Hummrer.

Ben finally decided to | eave the bodi es where they had fallen.
"Hell with it," he said.

He wasn't in any nood to dig a big hole, anyway.
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Ben pulled the nmercenary's vehicle behind the | ean-to and renoved sone
rati ons and anmo fromthe truck, stowng themin his Humrmer. The neres
had all been carrying regulation M16's with bl oop tubes, and Ben took
two of themand all their 40nm grenades, filling two rucksacks. Wy they
hadn't used the rifle grenades was sonething that Ben didn't understand.

Ben | oaded up and pulled out, driving about five mles up the old

bl ackt op before cutting down a gravel/dirt road. The road was nearly
overgrown with weeds, and to Ben's eye did not |ook as though it had
been used much in a long tine.

He cut off into what had once been a pasture, and topped a low hill. His
headl i ghts picked up an ol d shotgun house butted up against a thick
stand of tinber.

"Home for the night,"” Ben said, and he pulled on down the hill and
around to the rear of the old tenant house. "And none too soon, either,"
he added.
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As soon as he unassed fromthe Hunmer, the weariness hit Ben hard. He'd
been running on pure adrenaline for several hours, and fatigue had

finally caught up with him He sat down on die ground and put his back
to die side of the Hurmer, resting diere for a few mnutes.



He caught a few nonments rest and then got out his portable stove and
made a small pot of coffee. He ate sone crackers and peanut butter from
one of his accessory packs and then had a cup of coffee and a snoke. He
slowy began to feel better, in spite of die nunmerous bruises on his
body from dirowi ng hinself and | anding on die hard ground several tines.
The gear on his battle harness was not nmeant for a human body to | and on

"You are no kid, Raines," he whispered to die night. Then he snil ed.
"But then, you're not over the hill yet."

Just don't put a hill in front of me and tell me | have to clinmb it
right now, he diought widi a grin. He chuckled at his own joke.

H s grin faded as his dioughts shifted to Berman. He wondered if he
woul d ever know why die man hated him so. Probably not. Not tfiat it
really made a serious difference one way or die odier, but it did
troubl e Ben sonmewhat.

Ben pl aced his coffee nug on the ground and stretched | ong and hard. It
hurt a bit, but he felt better afterward. Then he took off his boots and
rubbed his feet, and that really felt good.

Ben wrapped a bl anket around him against die slight chill of die
Tennessee night, and dien he finished the Iast of his freshly brewed
coffee. He set the nug aside and decided he'd close his eyes for a nonent.

He awakened hours | ater. He checked the | um nous hands of his watch
Three-diirty in die norning. Before he noved around nuch, Ben remmined
where he was for several nonents and |listened. He coul d detect no sounds
that weren't natural to the area and di e night.
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Then Ben crawled to his feet and stretched several times, working the
stiffness out of his nmuscles and joints. Picking up his CAR he slowy
and silently prow ed the area for several nonents. Nothing set off his
mental al ar ns.

Ben returned to his vehicle and brewed his first cup of coffee of the
day. Wiile his coffee was brewing he ate a packet of dried fruit and
grimaced at the sour taste-not tart, just plain sour. He forced hinself
to finish the packet, then made a mental note to have his peopl e back
hone do sonething about the fruit. To Ben's taste buds, the fruit was
not hi ng short of awful.

He rolled a snoke and fixed his coffee and sat down on the ground sheet
to enjoy his first waking monents of the day. He was still a bit sore,
but knew the soreness was tenporary and would vani sh with the day's
passing and a little physical activity.

He turned on one of the radios he'd taken fromthe nercenary's vehicle
and let it scan, the volume set | ow Nothing was happening that he could
pi ck up. Then he switched radios and found a station broadcasting from
deep in SUSA territory. The news was not good.

Federal agents were cracki ng down hard on anyone who bel onged to or
vocal ly supported militia or survivalist groups. Menbers of nilitias or
survivalist groups were now officially classified as traitors to the USA
and shot if they resisted capture, hanged when they were taken
alive-after a trial, of course. Anyone who vocally supported nmilitia or



survivalist groups was pronmptly arrested and i medi ately sent off to
rei ndoctrination canps. Those canps were springing up all over the
United States.

"Nazi CGermany all over again,"
tothis."

Ben muttered. "I predicted it would cone

Ben listened to the other news fromthe SUSA radi o station: there was
wor | dwi de condemation of the USA's war agai nst the SUSA. And those in
the free worl d-such
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as it was-had told Madam Presi dent Osterman they woul d not assist her in
any way in this fight.

"What a sorry state of affairs this is,” the prine mnister of a
friendly country was quoted as saying. "After all the Rebels have done
for this world, to now have to fight a civil war. It's disgusting."

Madam Presi dent Osterman had no response to those remarks, but Ben had
to smle, thinking that she privately probably bl ew several gaskets over
what the prime mnister had to say.

"Serves the socialistic bitch right," Ben nuttered.

Ben brewed and drank another snmall pot of coffee and waited for the sun
to start poking its beanms over the eastern horizon. He stowed all his
equi prent and topped off the gas tank. He checked his CAR and one of the
Federal's regulation M16's taken fromthe batde site, |aying a rucksack
of 40mm grenades on the seat next to his.

"Time to go," Ben said, just as the first touches of silver began to
lighten the eastern sky.

He cranked up, dropped die HumVee into gear, and pulled out. He reached
for die light switch and di en paused and drew back his hand. Sonedii ng,
some i nner warning, went off, urging himto cool it with die |lights.

Ben stopped just before he reached the crest of the small hill and got
out, carefully making his way to die top of the hill. In the distance,
off to his left, he could just nake out the |lights of several vehicles
as they cane down fromdie north. He watched as die | ead vehicle slowed,
then he lost sight of it.

"Bet diey cut off on this old dirt road," he nuttered, then watched as
headl i ght s suddenly appeared, driving slowy down the dirt road.

Ben went back to die Hummer and got the regulation M 16 and a rucksack
of grenades.

"I"'min a good spot for a batde," he nuttered. "If
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it cones to that, and it probably will. I've got the high ground."

Ben | aid out his weapons and rucksack and bellied down on the crest. He



wai ted and wat ched.

Ben smiled knowi ngly as he watched the | ead vehicle sl ow down and then
turn into the old pasture. The vehicles, a HunVee and two pickup trucks,
st opped about hal fway between the old dirt road and the hill where Ben
lay waiting. "Here we go," Ben whispered, pulling his M16 to himand
slipping a 40mm grenade into the bl oop tube.

Using his binoculars, Ben carefully inspected the scene before himwhile
he got the range. Ei ght nen were standing around tal king, making no
attenpts at conceal nent or cover agai nst possible eneny fire. Ben began
to have some serious doubts again about the caliber of nen chosen for
this mercenary arny. So far, Berman's troops hadn't shown himvery much
in the way of professionalism

The distance was well within the range of the grenade | auncher-about
three hundred and fifty yards. The nen bel ow hi m were paid nmercenaries,
weari ng the shoul der patch which silently spoke of that designation

As the news reports had stated, fifty percent or nore of the forner
regular U S. nmilitary was staying out of this war. But Ben knew that
could change in a heartbeat. He hoped it wouldn't. However, he knew t hat
m ght well be just wi shful thinking.

Ben again lifted his binoculars and studied the nen bel ow him They
seened to be in some sort of argunent which appeared to be getting

rat her heated, and Ben couldn't determ ne just who was in charge. Surely
somebody was.

Then one of the men stepped away fromthe group and pointed up the hill
"That's the man in charge,” Ben muttered. Ben w shed he had his old
Thunder Lizard, his M14. |If he had that weapon the group bel ow hi m woul d
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very quickly be | eaderless, for Ben was a very good shot, but three
hundred yards was stretching it for the M16 . . . at least, for Ben it
was. Shooting downhill was tricky under the best of conditions.

"Come on, boys," Ben quietly urged the nercenaries below him "Let's get
this show started. |'ve got things to do and a nan to see today. If |

can find the son of a bitch, that is."

One of the nmeres knelt down and inspected the ground. Ben watched him
t hrough the Iong | enses. The man stood up and pointed up the hill

"Found ny tire tracks, did you?" Ben whispered. "Well, congratul ations,
and good for you. Now let's get going and do sonething, you assholes."

The group of eight mercenary soldiers turned as one and | ooked up the

hill. They could not see Ben, hidden in the tall grass and scrub brush.
But fromthe way they suddenly started behaving, Ben figured they knew
somebody was on the hill, or strongly suspected.

"No point in waiting for themto get cranked up and going," Ben said.

He gave thema rifle grenade. It fell short, but the expl osion sure got
the neres nmoving. Two of them got turned around and started up the hill



runni ng about seventy-five yards toward Ben. Ben burned a mag downhil
and knocked both of them spinning.

"Two down, six to go," he said to the early norning breeze that fanned him
Ben tried anot her 40mm grenade, and this one | anded behind the Iine of
vehicles. The third one was right on target, |anding between the Humrer
and a pickup truck, doing extensive damage to both vehicles.

Ben could not hear any cussing conming fromthe mercenari es-he was too
far away-but he figured they were turning the air very profane. The two
neres he'd cut down
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were not moving. They were out of the ganme pernmanently. "You picked the
wrong side, boys," Ben said.

Ben tried anot her 40mm grenade, and this one was all the way off the
mark, off to one side. The fifth one | anded just where he wanted it:
right on the hood of the lone vehicle left. The hood went flying off,
along with various pieces of the engine. The truck did not catch on
fire, which suited Ben just fine. He didn't want someone from Bernan's
command conming to investigate a colum of thick snmoke spiraling into the
air.

"Al'l right, boys," Ben said. "Cone and try to take ne."

Ben could afford to say that, for he was sitting in the catbird seat: he
had the hi gh ground, good cover, and open neadow on both sides that ran
for several hundred yards left and right in case the neres attenpted an
end- ar ound.

Ben's only drawback on the crest of the hill was the range. It was
really stretching it for his M16. Ben suddenly renmenbered that when he
was a kid, an older friend of his had an old Wrld War Two M| Garand.
Ben got to fire it several times, and loved the old MI. That round
could reach out and touch soneone hundreds of yards away.

"Progress," Ben nmuttered. "Sonetimes it ain't all it's cracked up to be."

Ben really didn't have a thing against the M16. It was a fine weapon
99% of the time. This was just one of those tinmes when that one percent
seemed huge.

The minutes ticked past. Now it had turned into a waiting gane. The
neres were behind the ruined vehicles, and Ben had not seen a radio
anong the group. That nmeant the radios were in the vehicles.

"Well, the snoke be damed,"” Ben muttered. "I can't |let those guys get
to a radio and call for help."

Ben started | obbi ng 40nm grenades down the hill. On
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the third try the gas tank on one of the trucks blew, the explosion
tossi ng one nere about twenty feet off to one side, nangled and dead,



and set two nore abl aze |i ke human torches.

Ben lay on the hill and watched the two neres burn until they coll apsed
and were still. ' "And then there were three," he said. "Now what, boys?"

A few nonents passed with no nmovenent from either side. The vehicle fire
di ed out and the snoke dissipated. Ben | ooked up at the sky. Cl ouds were
begi nning to nove in, and Ben guessed rain was not far behind.

"Come on, boys," Ben muttered. "Let's get sonething going here."

The three remaining neres had no fight left in them Ben watched in
amazement as the three nen took off running as hard as they could, back
toward the old dirt road. He did not fire at them at that range it
woul d have been not hing nore than wasting | ead.

Usi ng his binoculars, Ben watched the three as they nmade the dirt road
and turned toward the bl acktop road. They were wal ki ng now, probably
feeling secure. They occasionally turned and | ooked back toward the
battle site, but they made no attenpt to return.

He watched themuntil they were out of sight, then quickly |oaded up the
Humer and headed out. Wien he reached the dirt road, Ben cut away from
t he bl acktop, heading in the opposite direction, continuing dow the old
dirt/gravel road . .. nore dirt than gravel

Ben had no idea where the old road would take him He just wanted to put
as much di stance as possible between hinself and the battle site as
qui ckly as he coul d.

The road took hi mpast several old and | ong-deserted farmhouses; no
signs of life. Ben drove for several mnmiles before he cane to an
intersection, a crossroad that gave himthree choices: left, right, or
strai ght ahead.
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Ben cut to his left, wondering where in the hell the road woul d take
him He checked the nil eage on his odoneter and then drove for five
mles, the road taking nmore twi sts and turns than a hole full of snakes.
He canme to several crossroads and changed directions each tine.

"Cood Cod!" he blurted. "Were in the hell am1?" He had his radios on,
but so far had been unable to pick up anything. He had no i dea what was
going on. He did know one thing for certain: he was |ost.
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Ben finally cane to another crossroad-one of the roads was bl acktop,

al though in pretty sad shape-and to what remrai ned of an ol d conbi nation
general store and gas station. Ben turned onto the gravel

driveway/ parking lot- much of it now weed-grown-pulled in behind the old
store, and tucked the Humer in close to the rear of the buil ding.

He gl anced at his watch and was surprised to learn he'd only been
wanderi ng about for just slightly over an hour, though it felt to Ben
he'd been driving all norning.

Ben got out of the Hummer, taking his CAR He stood for a nonment and
just listened. He could hear nothing that did not fit in with nature.



Birds were singing and squirrels had begun junping about in the trees
behind the store, chattering irritably at Ben's presence.

He stepped into the rear of the store-easily done because the back door
was m ssing-and | ooked around. He was in
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what had once probably been a storeroom barren now except for about a
foot of litter that covered the floor

Ben made his way into what was the nmain part of the store. He didn't
expect to find anything, and he sure as hell wasn't disappointed. \Wat
the Rebel s hadn't taken years back-if indeed the Rebels had passed

t hrough here and taken anything-others had taken in the years since then

A lingering odor winkled Ben's nose. It was very unpl easant.

Ben | ooked around for a nonent and then went back outside into the fresh
air. Because the old store didn't snell too good, Ben suspected there
was or had recently been sonething dead in there ... like a human body.
Ben wal ked over to the bl acktop and | ooked up and down, hoping to see a
road sign. No such luck. He really hadn't expected to find a road

mar ker. Then he got that famliar edgy feeling that many experienced
conbat veterans devel op: sonmeone, or sone thing was watching him

Ben cut his eyes and caught a glinpse of novenent in the brush al ongside
the road. Black and white nmovenent. He smiled as a furry face poked out
of the brush. A dog. A rather |arge dog.

Ben knelt down and held out a hand. "Cone here, fellow Cone on. You
hungry?"

The ani mal came charging out of the brush with such speed it startled Ben
"Dam!" he said, putting out one hand to steady hinself.

Then the animal was all over him rubbing up against himand licking his
face.

Ben first thought it was a Husky, but he was wong. He took a closer
look. It was a Malanmute, and a big one. Ben guessed the Mai to be about
a hundred or so pounds. He checked the sex. Femal e-a damm big femal e.
From t he
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way she noved, Ben guessed her age at about four years, maybe three.
Wearing a very ragged collar that was too tight, she was very friendly

and had at one tine, probably recently, been in the conpany of humans.

Ben | oosened the collar, and the Mai licked his hand. Ben | aughed and
said, "Well, now what, girl?"

She |icked his face.

"Al'l right. Let's go find you something to eat. Not that you | ook



under nouri shed. But you sure could use a bath. You snell sort of doggy."

Ben got to his boots and started wal king toward the old store. The Mai
followed right along. "Sonebody has trained you pretty well, girl.
Wthout a |l eash, nbost Mala-mutes |'ve been around woul d have been five
nmles down the road."

The dog just | ooked at him
"Beautiful eyes," Ben said, smling at her, and they were-a bright brown
that seemed to shine with health.

Behind the ol d store, Ben opened several packs of MREs-stew and chi cken
and rice-dunped the ness onto a wapper, and placed the food on the ground.

The Mai ate quickly, all of it, and then tried to eat the wapper. Ben
grabbed one end of the tough paper and he and Mai had a very short tug
of war, which she won hands down.

"Incredibly strong animals,"” Bensaid. "And very strong-willed, too." He
wat ched as the Mai trotted off with the wapper. She stopped a few yards
away and |icked the wapper clean. Wile she was busying herself with
that, Ben fixed a canteen cup of water and wal ked over to the dog.

She | ooked at Ben, then at the water, then she lapped it up. Ben fixed
anot her cup and she drank that, then lay down by the Humrer. She didn't
go to sleep. She never took her eyes off Ben
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Ben fixed hinmself some crackers with some sort of mystery nmeat and had
diat... he tried to get the dog to eat sone of it, and even she turned
up her nose at the crap. It sure as hell wasn't very tasty-and as a
matter of fact it smelled like glue-but it filled himup while his
cof f ee was brew ng.

"I know you have a name,"” Ben said to the Mai. "But | don't have a clue
what it is and you're not able to tell me. So if you stay with nme, and
hope you do, |'ve got to name you sonmediing. | can't keep calling you Dog."

The Mai came over and | ay down beside Ben. Ben put a hand on the dog's
head and petted her. In a very few nonents, they went to sl eep together
He had found a friend.

"The problemis, Mi," Ben said to the dog as they rode down the old
bl acktop, "1'm 1l ooking to hunt someone to kill him Wat am| going to
do with you when Berman and | nmeet? | don't want you to get hurt."

The dog deep-voiced back at himin the odd way that Ml amutes have of
"tal king.'

"Right," Ben said. "Absolutely. That was going to be nmy next question."

The clouds and the stormthat had been threatening had noved on east,
and the day had turned out bright and warm Suddenly, far up the road,
on a strai ghtaway stretch, Ben caught a glinpse of sunlight off a

wi ndshi el d or chrome. He quickly cut off the highway and into a pasture,
then into a small stand of trees. He cut the engine and got out, taking
the regul ation M 16 and a rucksack of 40mm grenades.



He | ooked at the Mai. "You stay," he told her. "Stay right here!"
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Surprisingly, the Mai junped into the rear of the Humrer and | ay down.
"Good girl. Good girl!™

Bef ore Ben cl osed the door he | owered one side flap, so if the worst
happened and he did not return the Mai could get out.

Ben wal ked to die edge of die tinber and waited, binoculars in hand.
Four vehicles cane into sight, driving slowy. Al the vehicles had a
white star on the doors. Regul ar Federal troops. Ben hated to see that,
and would not fire on regular Anerican troops unless diey fired on him

The four vehicles, two Hunmers and two pickup trucks, drove slowy past.
Using his long | enses, Ben watched as the men | ooked all around di em

m ssing nothing diat was visible to them They drove on past and Ben
relaxed a bit.

Ben waited for several mnutes before returning to his Hunmer. The Mai
was right where he'd left her. "Good girl," Ben told die her, petting
her. "You' ve had sone good training, and it stayed with you."

Ben cranked up and pulled out, heading in the opposite direction from
di e Federal troops. He turned on his radios and | et diem scan, hoping to
pick up sonetiiing diat would lead himto Walt Berman. For di e nost

part, bodi Federal and Rebel frequencies were silent.

Ben followed die blacktop to die top of a hill and pulled off, driving
over a neadow and into a stand of brush and tinber. He took a Federa
wal ki e-tal kie and keyed die nic.

"Hey, Berman," Ben said. "You washed up son of a bitch! Are you
i stening, you bastard?"

Nodi i ng came back at him

Ben tried again. "Anybody out there seen die self-appointed general
asshol e nanmed Ber nan?"

Nodi i ng
"This Ben Raines, you traitorous nmercenary pricks. Sonebody talk to ne."
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Not hi ng
"I know sonebody is nonitoring this," Ben said, after releasing the mc
key. "Probably both Berman's people and ny Rebels."

Ben waited for a nmonent and then tried again. "Anybody out there seen
that yellowbellied, two-bit tin soldier who calls hinmself Walt Berman?
If you have, give hima nessage fromnme. Tell that piece of shit that
Ben Raines is going to first whip his stupid ass, then I'mgoing to kil
him"



"What are you trying to do, Ben?" lke's voice popped out of the radio
set on Rebel frequencies.

Ben ignored the question fromhis old friend and second in command of
all Rebels.

"Talk to me, Ben," lke persisted. "I know you can hear ne. Wat the hel
are you trying to prove?"

Ben smiled at the voice, but did not respond to the question. Mi stood
up in the back and gave Ben a lick on the side of his face.

"Come on, Ben," lke urged. "Talk to ne."
Ben picked up the mc to the radio linked to Rebel frequencies. "It's
personal , Ike. Now shut up and | eave ne alone, wll you?"

"No way. Ben, you're the commandi ng general of the finest nmilitary force
in the world. You can't-"

Ben reached over and turned the radio off. "Sorry, lke. But this is
something | have to do, ole' buddy." He didn't think he had stayed on
| ong enough for lke to have his location pinpointed. Ben picked up the
smal | handhel d unit and punched the TALK button

"Well, have you asshol es managed to | ocate that banana republic genera
of yours?"
"He'll be here in a few m nutes, Ceneral Raines," the voice popped out

of the tiny speaker.

"Good. I'lIl bunmp you in a few m nutes. \Wen Bernman
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gets there, tell the two-bit prick to stand by for my transm ssion."
"That's affirmative, GCeneral."

Ben waited for a few minutes, then tried again. This time Berman canme on
the horn.

"Rai nes, you bastard!"
"Hello to you, too, you pea-bfained piece of crap.”

Ber man spent the next couple of mnutes cussing Ben, and the mercenary
conmander was pretty good at it.

When he paused for breath Ben radioed, "If you could fight half as good
as you cuss, you mght soneday be qualified to | ead a pl at oon, Bernan.

O maybe even a conpany. But that mght be stretching credibility just a
bit."

That set Berman off again. Ben waited until the man paused for breath.
"I know that even a dimmit such as you will have equi pment to pretty
wel | pinpoint ny location, Bernan, so let's cut the crap and get down to



it."

"What do you want, Raines?"

"To kill you, shithead."

"I'n your dreans."

"You man enough to nmeet ne al one, Bernman?"

"You goddamm right, | am Just nane the date and pl ace."

"What's wong with right now, dickhead? O do you need nore tinme to set
up troops to hel p you? You damm sure aren't man enough to do the job
yoursel f."

Ber man started cussi ng again.

Ben calmy rolled hinmself a snoke, smiling at the angry profanity
pouring out of the radio. He lit up just as Berman was runni ng out of
steam Ben punched the TALK button.

"You're beginning to repeat yourself, Berman. And you're really starting
to bore me. You have to be one of the nost vain and certainly one of the
dunbest sons of bitches | have ever had the misfortune to encounter.”
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"You son of a bitch!" Berman screaned the words so |oudly they were
di storted com ng out of the speaker.

"Now, now, watch your blood pressure, old fellow"
"ad fell ow?"

"That's what | said, Berman."

"W're the sane goddanm age, you prick!"
"Now how woul d you know t hat, Berman?"

That question was followed by about thirty seconds of silence. Finally
Berman said, "Figured it out, did you, Raines?"

"Some of it, yes."

"You were a contract operative for the Conpany, just |ike ne, Raines.
Well, alnost like nme. You always got the better assignments.”

"They didn't fully trust you, Bateman. That's it. | knew it would cone
to me. Al Bateman."

"How about the rest of it?"
"You'll have to fill nme in."
"Renenber Joan, Rai nes?"

"Who?"



"Joan. Joan Tillson."

"You have ne there, Bernman-Batenman. | don't recall any Joan Tillson."

"You sorry son of a bitch!"

"Who the hell is Joan Tillson?"

"Dam you to hell, Raines! You're a liar. How about operation Lion's Den?"
"I wasn't on that op."

"You're a liar. You were in Capetown just before | got there. Dawson
told me you were."

"Lars Dawson?"
"Yes."

"Lars Dawson is a liar. The man hated nme. | sent in the report that kept
hi m from bei ng named Chief of Station.”

"You're the liar, Raines. You |let Joan down. Failed to
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back her up. Got her killed. |I loved that woman, and | hate you for that."
"You're wong, Bateman. | never heard ofjoan Tillson."

"Liar. Liar!"
"This is getting ridiculous. Your people have nmy |ocation | ocked in?"
"Yes, they do."

"And you're going to tell ne you're conming to neet me man to nan, |
suppose. "

"You know |l am I'mgoing to kill you."
"You're a coward. You'll probably bring a conpany of troops to help you
out. You're so damed afraid of me you're probably pissing on yourself

as we speak."

The nercenary commander | aunched into another round of alnost wild
cursing. Ben smiled and waited until the man paused for breath.

"Come on, Berman-Bateman. Or are you going to continue stalling and
showi ng how damm cowardly you really are by doi ng nothing but cursing?"

"I'"'mon nmy way, Raines."
"Al one, General Bullshit?"
“I'"1l be alone, you prick!"

"I"ll believe that when | see it."



"One hour. You've got one hour to live!"

"Come on, dickhead. I"'mso worried about it | think I'Il take a nap."
Ben silenced Bateman's cussing by turning off the radio.
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Ben shifted | ocations about half a mle, to a | arge wooded area that
seened to run for a long ways, perhaps as many as four or five niles,
taking in nunerous hills and brushy country. Ben had no i dea what el se
m ght be in that heavily forested area, but he had himan idea he was
damm sure going to find out.

He had no idea what direction Berman would be coming in, but he
suspected it would be fromthe rear, if there was a road behi nd that
wooded area. Or he might be coming in by chopper. Ben would just have to
wait and see.

He fixed Mai a large container of water and opened several packets of
food for her, placing it all in the rear conpartment of the Humrer. Then
Ben geared up.

He put on his body arnmor and then slung a rucksack of Fire-Frag grenades
and full mags for his CAR over one shoul der. He checked his sidearm and
clip pouch on his web belt.
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Mai sat in the back of the Hummer and watched it all with interest. She
made no attenpt to | eave the rear conpartnment. Someone, Ben concl uded,
had spent a lot of tine and patience training this big dog. They had
done a wonderful job, plus the dog certainly had a lot of intelligence
for it to stick. Malanutes were not, Ben knew, the easiest animals to
train. They were strong-wlled and very independent.

Ben ate some crackers and cheese and made a pot of coffee. Wile the
coffee was brewing he filled his canteen with water, then sat down and
rolled a snoke and drank his coffee and relaxed for a tine.

He waited fifteen mnutes then stood up and slipped the Federa

wal ki e-tal kie into a pocket. He petted Mai and said, "You stay, girl.
"Il be back, and that's a prom se. You stay here! Stay!"

Mai | ay down and | ooked at him

"Good girl. Good girl. Stay."

She |icked his hand and Ben turned and wal ked of f wi thout | ooking back
The Humrer was well conceal ed, and Ben didn't think any troops Bernan
brought with hi mand he was sure Berman would do just that-would find

t he vehicle. Besides, Ben was going to be standing out in the open about

a thousand or so yards fromthe Hunmer, waiting for Berman to arrive

He tinmed it just about right, and had Bernan pegged as to how the
nmercenary comuander would arrive. A few minutes after Ben got into



pl ace, he heard t he heavy whacki ng of helicopter blades. He stepped
further out into the clearing just as the chopper began a slow circling.

Ben pressed the talk button on the wal kie-talkie. "Berman, is that you,
asshol e?"

"Coming in to kick your ass, Raines. Got your will all nade out?"
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Ben smled and said, "How far does this stand of tinber run?"

"Couple or three mles, and it's about a mle deep to the south. That
t he proving ground?"

"That's it."
"Suits ne."

"Berman, |'mgoing to step back into the tinmber until you get your ass
out of that chopper and the chopper is airborne and out of sight."

"Don't you trust me, Raines?"
"Hell, no!"

"l do have honor."

"l doubt it."
"You son of a bitch! | gave ny word I would cone alone, and by God, I'm
al one. "

"You' ve probably got two or three conpanies of your nen coming in from
all directions,” Ben told him That was not said solely to needle him
Ben firmy believed Berman was setting himup for the kill should he
fail. Ben knew the mercenary had no intention of losing this fight.

"I do not!" Berman insisted just as the chopper was nmaking its fina
approach before setting down in the clearing.

"We' |l see. I'lIl be waiting just inside the tinmber. I'lIl step out when
t he chopper is clear.”

"Al'l right."

Ben stepped back into the tinmber and pulled on a pair of tight-fitting
| eat her gl oves. There was something he wanted to do before he and Bernman
started hunting each other with killing on their m nds.

Morments |later, the two m ddl e-aged nen nmet face-to-face for the first
time in years. They stood staring at one another. Neither man offered to
shake hands.

"You haven't changed that nuch,"” Berman said.' 'Afewnore lines in
your face, nore gray in your hair."
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"Same with you-Berman. I'll stay with that nane. |'ve gotten used to it."
"Suits nme."

"That the nane you want on your tonbstone?"

"Fuck you, Raines. |I'Il be the one burying you, you conceited asshole!"

Ben popped himon the side of the jawwith a hard right fist that
flattened the mercenary.

Ben waited, his CAR ready to bang. Bernan shook his head to clear out
t he cobwebs and lay on the cool ground, staring hate at Ben

"You got the balls to stand up and go a few rounds with nme, Berman?"

"You goddamm right | do, you | ousy bastard!" Berman pushed his weapon,
an AK-47, away from him

Ben propped his CAR against a tree and stepped back, shedding his battle
harness, his rucksack, and web belt.

Berman stood up and took off his Iight backpack and batde harness. The
two nmen faced each other.

"I should have killed you years back, Raines. After you left the Company
and were witing your shitty articles and cowboy books."

"Way didn't you nake a try?"
"I was out of the country." Bernman took a swing at Ben and Ben noved his
head to one side a few inches, the punch just mnissing him

"That the best you've got, you di ckhead?" Ben sniled as he taunted the man.

Ber man answered that by shooting a jab at Ben that connected. Ben backed
up and shook his head. The jab hurt; Berman had power. Ben fired back
with a left that Berman wasn't expecting, and the punch caught tihe nman
on the side of the jaw that rocked his head. Ben followed that with a
right that Berman succeeded in only partly
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bl ocki ng. The defl ected bl ow caught himin the upper face, on the
cheekbone. Berman grunted at that and backed up

Ben pressed the man, and Berman caught Ben in the belly with a hard
right that hurt. Ben countered with a hard straight right to Berman's
chest, right over the heart. Berman gasped and backed up, his fists over
his face, trying to catch his breath fromthe heart-hurting bl ow.

Ben hammered the man in the belly widi lefts and rights, backing himup
until he kicked out with a boot that caught Ben on the knee. Now it was
Ben's turn to back up, favoring his painful knee.

Berman grinned. "That hurt, didn't it, you asshol e?" He pressed in. Bad
m st ake.

Ben anticipated that, and put a little applied judo on the nercenary.



Berman hit the ground on his back with such force it knocked the breath
fromhim Ben thought about kicking the man to death right then and
there, then rejected the idea... for the tinme being, at |east. He wanted
to hammer on the nercenary commander for a few nobre minutes. The idea
that he mght get his own ass whi pped did not enter Ben's nind.

Berman sl ow y got about hal fway up and Ben uncorked an uppercut that
caught the man smack on his snout. Blood and snot went flying and Bernan
hit the ground again, on his back.

Berman gl ared up at Ben and cussed as Ben backed up. "Wy don't you
finish it while you ve got the chance?" he gasped, blood |eaking from
his busted beak. "I damn sure woul dn't give you any breaks."

"I know you wouldn't. And | should. But | want to hamrer on you awhile
| onger. "

Berman made a wild dive for Ben's |egs and caught one, bringing Ben down
to the ground. Ben kicked out, and his boot caught the mercenary on the

shoul der and knocked hi m back
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Both nmen scranbled to their boots and stood facing each other for a few
seconds. Bl ood was | eaking fromBerman's nouth and nose. Ben lifted his

fists and Berman did the same. Then diey went at each ot her again.

"This is for Joan!" Bernman shouted, taking a wild swing at Ben

Ben ducked the swing and smashed a fist into Berman's belly. "I keep
telling you, you prick, | don't know any Joan." Ben shook his head in
di sgust. "You took this job just so you could kill me over a person |

never met and never heard of ? That nakes you a fool."

Berman charged at Ben, both fists flailing the air. Ben sidestepped and
hit himin the face with a right and then cl ubbed himon the back of the
neck with a left.

Ber man staggered and tw sted around. Ben hit himagain, with a left and
aright to the face. Berman got wobbly in his knees and Ben pressed in,
punching hard. He hit himhalf a dozen tinmes before the nan went down,

his face bloody and swelling. This tine, he did not even try to get up

Ben backed up, studied the nercenary for a nonent, and deci ded he was
through for the time being. Ben peeled off his gloves. He slipped into
his gear and picked up his CAR Berman was still on his knees.

"I'"ll be waiting for you in the mddle of diis tinber," Ben told him
"Then we'll see just how good a soldier you really are."

"Gonna kill you," Bernman gasped

"Wshful thinking, that's all. Just wi shful thinking on your part."
Ber man cussed himfor a nonment. Then he spat out bl ood and got to his

boots. He swayed for a nmonment as he faced Ben. "I1'll be al ong, Raines.
And 1'I1 kill you."



Ben shook his head and turned away. Then he heard a
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metallic click and spun around. Berman had drawn his pistol and had
jacked a round into the chanber.

"Don't do it, Berman!" Ben told him lifting the nmuzzle of his CAR

"Nobody whips me this way, Raines. Not and get away with it." He lifted
the 9mm

Ben shot him

Berman jerked as the rounds tore into his chest. For a few seconds, he
stayed upright, on his knees, a very puzzled | ook on his face.

"Maybe you didn't know Joan," Berman whi spered as the pistol slipped
from suddenly weak fingers.

"I didn't," Ben said. "I told you that."

"Raines? | got one nore thing to tell you."

"What is it?"

"Fuck you!" Bernman said, and then he fell over dead.
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"This way!" Ben heard the faint shout coming fromthe clearing. "That
wasn't an AK "

Ben | ooked down at Bernman's body. "I knew you'd bring troops with you,
you lying bastard." Ben knelt down and picked up the dead nmercenary's
smal | backpack. He knew instantly and wi thout |ooking what was in it:
grenades and extra mags for Bernman's AK-47. Ben took it and the
Russi an- made AK

Ben qui ckly headed deeper into the woods until coming to a rise of
ground. Too small to be called a hill, it was still the high ground. Ben
qui ckly clinmbed up to the crest of the rise and was delighted to see a
natural trench running across the top of the rise. On the back side was
the remains of a fallen tree. Ben began putting together a sort of

barri cade, using broken |inbs and stones placed in front of the natura
trench, which was about two and a half feet deep

On his left side, there was a sheer drop off of about thirty feet;
Berman's neres woul dn't be com ng up that
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way. To his right, hal fway down the small hill, was a partial clearing
whi ch offered scant cover, at best.

Ben got into place in the trench and behind his makeshift barricade and
wai t ed.

It wasn't long before he spotted the first of Berman's meres maki ng
their way cautiously through the thick brush and tinmber. He had Berman's



AK ready to bang. The round for the AK was a little less likely to be
defl ected by heavy brush

"He's on that hill just up ahead," Ben heard a nman call.

"What hill?" soneone chal |l enged. "Whol e goddanm country is one hil
after another."

"When he starts shootin' you'll know " another called. "You can bet on
that."

"I need to call for sonmeone to send a chopper for the general's body," a
fourth man said. "They're not gonna believe he's really dead."

"Well, he's dead, all right. It was a damm fool thing for both of them
to do."

' "Not really. | understand it. General Berman hated General Raines. It
was just sonething that had to be settled, that's all it was."
"Well, it's dam sure settled. Berman's dead. | guess you' d have to cal

that settled."

"Enough chatter,"” the first man said. "MVey, you and Chucki e and
Mal lory start up that hill."

"That's your ass, Barton," one of the three called. "Berman's dead."
" gP"

"Who' s payin' us our nmoney now? Sonebody answer that one for ne."
"I'"d say he's damm sure got a point there, Barton. Wo is paying us?"
"I don't know," Barton called. "But this is persona
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now. Money or no noney, | been with Berman a long tinme. W owe himthis,
way | see it."”

"Fuck that. |I don't owe himnothin." | fight for nmoney, not friendship."

Yet anot her voice was added. "Damm right, | ain't fightin for the
pl easure of it."

"You got that right," another mere said.
"CGet up that goddamm hill like I told you," Barton snapped. "I stil
give the orders here. Now, do it!"

Ben watched and waited for soneone to nake a nove. Then one nman
attenpted a run across a small clearing. Ben gave hima burst fromthe
AK and the nercenary went down in a tunble, his |legs mangled fromthe
short burst of lead. He lay on the ground and screaned in pain.

Ben wondered how many nen Berman had trucked in just behind his arrival.
So far he had heard enough voices for maybe a squad, but Ben didn't



thi nk he woul d be that l|ucky. Surely as nmuch as Berman had hated Ben and
wanted to see himdead, he had brought nore than that.

The neres bel ow himopened fire on his position and Ben was forced to
hunker low in the trench, knowi ng that at |east a couple of the neres
were on the nmove during the cover fire.

Ben smiled and took a couple of grenades fromthe rucksack and popped
the pins, then tossed them down the hill, throwing the nini-bonbs in a
hi gh arc.

"Grenades!" someone yelled

Bot h grenades expl oded about ten feet off the ground and several of the
nmeres began yel i ng.

"I"'mhit, I"'mhit!" one yelled.
"Shut up, damit!" the nman that Ben coul d now recogni ze as Barton shout ed.

"Ch, Jesus!" another nere called, his voice slurry. "My neck . .. ny
face is ..."

Hs words trailed off into a painful bubble.
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"Where the hell are the others?" a nere called.
"Berman said they'd be here if he needed them™
"Well, we goddamm sure need them now "

"Was he gonna call in?"

"l don't know "

"Who's got the radi o?"

"Barton does."

"No, Barton doesn't," Barton called. "Franklin does.
"That was Franklin yellin' about his face and neck," Chuckie call ed.
"Can you get to hinP"

"I can try."

Ben waited a few seconds and pulled the pins on two nore grenades and
chunked t hem over the side.

"Cet down!" a mere yelled
The warni ng cane about two seconds too |ate. The grenades blew, and that
was followed by several nore expl osions. Wen the debris stopped falling

there was al nost dead silence for half a m nute.

"What the hell was that?" Barton call ed.



"One of the grenades | anded right on Chuckie," someone called. "It set
of f the grenades he was carrying. Chuckie is all over the place in bits
and pieces, and Wesley don't have a head. |I'"'moutta here, Barton."

"CGet your ass back here!"

"Fuck you. 1'm gone."

"I"'mwith you, Dick," Mallory said. "I'm gone."

"You yel | ow bastards!" Barton yell ed.

There was no reply. Mallory and Dick had cut out for safer grounds.

"Shit!" Ben heard Barton say. That was foll owed by soneone beating a
path through the brush

Barton had foll owed Mallory and Di ck
Was t here anyone left?

Ben didn't know.
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What about the wounded neres? Did those who had just pulled out |eave
themto die?

He didn't know about that, either. Wat Ben did know was that he
couldn't spend a lot of tine waiting around there. Sonme of Berman's
nmercenaries would certainly show up with blood in their eyes ..
probably |l ed by Barton when the nman got his nerve back

Ben crawm ed to the end of the shallow trench and chanced a | ook bel ow
him He could see huge splashes of crinson splattered about in one spot
and chunks of various body parts-remains of the nere after die grenades
on his batde harness expl oded. Ben shook his head at die sight; what a
mess. The first nmere he'd downed was lying in the clearing and not

nmovi ng. He coul d see nothing of die other dead or wounded.

Ben cautiously nmade his way down the rear of the small hill and into the
brush, circling wi de and headi ng back to where he'd left Mai in the
Hummer. He really had serious doubts about her still being there. He'd

been gone a long tine: a couple of hours.

When he reached the Humer, she was gone.

"Well," Ben said. "I was asking a |ot of her."

A bit sad at losing die dog, Ben put his gear in die vehicle and turned
around as he was renoving his battle harness. Mai was sitting a few
yards away, |ooking at him as if to say Wiere the hell have you been ?
Ben smiled and knelt down, holding out his hands. The dog came to him
and Ben petted her for a nmonent.

"You ready to take a ride, girl?"

She gave hima lick on die side of die face.



A few mnutes later, Ben was on die road, Mai sitting on the front seat,
wat chi ng di e passing scenery wi di doggy interest.

Ben turned on the radios and the talk was all over the frequencies. The
Rebel s had attacked the Federals from
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all sides and put themin a full rout, forcing them back across the
border as fast as they could go. The Rebels had taken several hundred
pri soners.

The Federal assault on Rebel territory was over, and Raines's Rebels
were clearly the victors ... again

Ben drove for several niles, not sure where he was. Finally he pulled
over to roll a cigarette and try to get his bearings. He had just it up
when suddenly the sky was filled with Rebel helicopters. Several of them
landed in a clearing off to Ben's right. Ben put a hand on Mai to calm
her down; she was getting very nervous about the hammering of the huge

bl ades.

Hs teampiled out of one chopper and ran toward him M bared her
teedi as they approached.

"It's all right, girl," Ben told her, petting her. "They're friends."
Jersey was the first one to reach the Humrmer. "You all right, Boss?"
"I'mfine, Little Bit."

Mai | ooked at the young wonman.

"Holy shit!" Jersey said. "W is that?"

"I found a friend."

"You sure did," Anna said fromthe passenger side of the Humrer. "Is it
all right to pet hin?"

"Her," Ben corrected. "Ml anmutes are usually very people-oriented. But
this one is very different fromothers |I've been around. I'd let her
approach you before doing anything."

An officer Ben did not know by nane but had seen a few tines wal ked up.
Ben thought he was a major, but since many Rebel officers did not wear
rank insignia, he wasn't sure about that "CGeneral," he greeted Ben
"President Jeff-erys said that when we found you we were not to let you
out of our sight again, and we were to escort you back to Base Camp One
i medi ately."

"Did he now?"
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"Yes, sir. He sure did, sir. Ah... is that your dog, General ?"



"I think I belong to her," Ben replied. "But maybe it's a nutual thing."
"\What ever you say, sir. That is a very large animl, General."

Ben noticed the officer was eyeballing the Malamute warily. "She's no
[ightweight, for sure.”

Mai was busy licking Anna's face while she petted her. Anna had no fear
of dogs, and the Mai had sensed it.

"Shall we go, sir?" the officer asked.
"Inalittle while," Ben told him

"Ah ... sir," the major persisted. "President Jefferys said i nmediately,
General . "

Ben cut his eyes to the major, then slowy got out of the Humrer. He
| ooked directly at the officer. "In alittle while, Major."

The maj or knew better than to push it any further. One sinply did not
push a commandi ng general, and one sure as hell didn't push Ben Rai nes.
"Yes, sir. Watever you say, sir."

"Thankyou." Ben turned to his team all gathered around the Hummer.
"Somebody get mnmy gear out of this vehicle, please. Then we'll have a cup
of coffee and I'll relax a bit."

"Ri ght, Boss," Cooper said, noving around to the rear of the Humer.
"Sounds like a good idea to ne, for sure.”

"Who cares what you think, Coop?" Jersey told him a tw nkle in her
eyes. "Get the gear. Wiy not make yourself useful for a change?”

Cooper | ooked up and silently nouthed the words, Screw youl
Jersey gave himthe m ddl e finger
The maj or | ooked pai ned at the exchange.

A very senior sergeant that Ben had known for years wal ked up. "Howdy,
General . "

"Sergeant Major Jensen," Ben greeted the CSM
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"There are die-hard neres and young hotdog Federals all around this

area, Ceneral," the CSM advised Ben. "It isn't wise to stick around here."

"You are suggesting that we depart as soon as possible, Top?"
"Yes, sir. | would say quickly, General."
"Very well, Top. Let's do that."

There are ways to smooth troubl ed waters-especially when dealing with
general s-and the CSM knew t hem al |

The maj or | ooked very pained at how easily the Command Sergeant Maj or



wor ked Ben.
That was why sergeants ran the arny.
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Cecil was furious, and naking no attenpt to hide his anger. "OF all the
stupi d, arrogant, unthinking, goddamed, stupid-assed stunts you have
pulled in the past, this one dam sure takes the prize. Good God, Ben
you' re the commandi ng general of our armed forces. You' re a nationa
treasure, a legend. Wat the hell were you thinking?"

"You're upset with nme, aren't you, Cec?" Ben asked with a snile

"Upset!" Cecil shouted. "Jesus Fucking Christ! You' re goddamed ri ght
' mupset."

"Don't hold back, Cec. Let your feelings out. Tell me how you really
feel ." Ben sipped his coffee and grinned at his longtine friend.

The President of the SUSA sat down behind his desk and put his face in
his hands. "I give up," he muttered. "I just by God give up. You'l
never change."

"Look on the bright side, Cec," Ben said cheerfully.

"What bright side?"
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"Berman is dead. His nmercenaries are, at least for the nonent,

| eaderl ess. The civil war is at a standstill, giving us time to shift
troops around and resupply all units-or a standoff, m ght be a better
way of putting it. Rebel |osses have been very light. Sure, there is a
bright side."

Cecil grunted noncommittally.

The big Mal amute was getting bathed and di pped and grooned at a | oca
vet's office.

Madam President Caire Osterman had gone on the air in the USA to
announce and condemn the brutal mnmurder of General Walter Bernmn at the
hands of Ben Rai nes.

And Ben was in the process of getting his ass chewed in the office of
President Cecil Jefferys.

Cecil pointed a finger at Ben. "I'mgoing to surround you with security
peopl e, Ben. |I'mgoing to nake sure you never, ever get another chance
to pull this type of stunt again. You understand ne, ole' buddy?"

Ben smiled. He | oved a chall enge.

"I don't like that smle. Damit, Ben! You' ve got to start accepting
your part in the running of this nation. You' ve got to stop taking these

w | d chances. "

"I"'ma soldier, Cec. Not a statesnan."



"So were a |l ot of other conmandi ng general s throughout history, Ben, but
they didn't behave as though they were twenty year olds trying to prove
somet hi ng. "
Ben grunt ed.

"Let's don't butt heads on this issue, Ben. Let's don't have a showdown.
That woul dn't be good for us or the nation. You agree with that?"

"OfF course, | do. No showdowns, Cec."
"Good. That's settled, then."
"So have you been in contact with Sugar Babe?"

"I have spoken with some people in her inner circle several times over
t he past three days."

" And?"
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"We all agree the fighting must stop.”

"That's entirely up to them Cec. |I'mready to end the fighting anytine
a reasonabl e conprom se can be worked out."

"We're trying to work sonething out."
' "Wth a liberal socialist denocrat? Good |uck, Cec. Just keep one hand
on your wallet if you meet with them and for sure don't believe

anything they agree to do."

Cecil stared at his friend for a long silent nonent.' 'Wat is the
al ternative, Ben?"

"War, Cec. A war that eventually the SUSA will win."

"Yes, we'll winit, in time. But you said yourself it would create a
wound that would never heal ."

Ben smled. "Or words to that effect."”

Cec | ooked at Ben, a very serious expression on his face. He held up a
hand. "No jokes, Ben. Not now. My people are working very hard with
Osterman's office to bring this war to a close.”

"Don't trust them Cec. You can't trust socialist denocrats to keep
their word." Ben | eaned forward and put his hands on the desk.
"Sonmebody' s been hoodooi ng you, Cec. Socialist denocrats don't

conprom se. They'll tell you they will, and then turn right around and
stick a knife, so to speak, in your back." Ben grinmaced. "Sonetines
stick a knife in your back literally. I wouldn't trust one of the sons

of bitches out of ny sight.”

"Ben, don't you think I know all that? Hell, | don't trust them But
these tal ks are being closely nonitored by the United Nations. And you
know how t hey feel about us. There isn't a country on that nonitoring



conmittee that doesn't owe their very existence to us."

Ben shook his head. "You think a socialist denocrat wouldn't tell alie
to the UN? Horseshit, Cec! They've got one thing on their ninds, and
that one thing is their own agenda. You watch those neal ynouthed |ying
asshol es,
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Cec. They'd tell a lie to God because they wouldn't believe it was
actually God confronting them You be careful, Cec. Be very careful, and
don't prom se those bastards anything. They don't believe in God, Cec.
They're far too intelligent to believe in God."

Again, Cecil stared at Ben for a long nonent. "You really hate liberals,
don't you, Ben. Not dislike-hate."

"I didn't used to, Cec. | used to think they were amusing. Then that
feeling of amusenment vani shed when they becane dangerous, a real threat
to law and order and norals and values. | don't hate the average

liberal, Cec. I'mjust filled with indifference toward them | don't

care what happens to them The coll eges and universities- sone
depart ment s- began preaching liberalism socialism Big

Br ot her-i s-wonderfulism whatever you want to call it, years before the
collapse and the Great War fell on us all. And some were not subtle

about it. Thousands of young minds were corrupted by that crap. Sone
studios in Hollywod got into the act and so did the TV networks. If it
feels good, doit. No limts." Ben paused, a frown on his face. He waved
a hand. "I'mpreaching to the choir, Cec. You know all this. Forgive ne."
Cec smled at his friend. "You' re forgiven, Ben. Sometines | need

rem ndi ng about things. And you al ways manage to do just that. Ben, |
don't trust Osterman or nost of the people around her. You don't have to
worry about that. However, there are a fewin her inner circle who want
peace, and if they have to depose her in order to achieve it, they will.'

"They'll try, Cec. And they'll fail. She'll have themkilled, bet on it."
"Or they'Il kill her."

Ben shook his head. "Don't count on that, ole' buddy. Claire Gsterman is
a survivor. | hate the woman, but 1'll give credit where it's due." Ben
stood up and started toward the
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door. He paused and turned back to Cecil. "Don't |eave the SUSA for any
meetings with Gsterman's people. That would be very unw se on your part.'

"I"ll keep that in nmnd."

"You do that, Cec."

Ben sat in his Hummer in the parking lot for several noments, deep in
thought. He did his best to ignore the security people who were assigned
to protect him. . . and, he thought with a smle, to keep a eye on him

He knew that Cecil wasn't buying the garbage Osterman's people were



handi ng out. However, Cecil wanted peace between the USA and the SUSA.
Because of that, Ben's old friend mght get lulled into a fal se sense of
security, get careless and let his guard down. If he did that,
OGsterman's people would kill him

Ben knew from years of dealing with Osterman types they would stop at
nothing in order to get their way. Al for the good of the people, of
cour se.

Ben wondered just what the hell Osterman was up to. All fighting between
the Federals and the Rebels had abruptly ceased. In the thirty-six hours
si nce Ben had been ordered back to the SUSA, not one shot had been fired
al ong the several thousand mile long front. Something was up, and Ben
didn't think it was the Federals' overwhel ning desire for peace.

To say that Ben didn't trust the USA's federal government was a gross
under st at enent .

Ben cranked the engine and dropped the HunVee into gear. As he did so he
was thinking: Cecil had better be dammed caref ul

Ben was awakened by the ringing of the tel ephone. He funmbled for the
recei ver and swung his | egs out of bed,
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al nost stepping on Mai, who had been sl eeping on the rug beside his bed.
"Yeah?" Ben said, glancing at the clock on the nightstand. 0200 hours.

"Ben?" Cecil said in a tired voice. "Get down to the conmmand center's
war room W' ve got a building situation.”

"On ny way." Ben didn't waste time asking what the situation was. That
woul d be expl ai ned when he got to the war room

Ben took a quick shower and dressed in BDUs. Fifteen minutes after
Cecil's call, Ben was pulling out of his driveway. Mai sat in the front
seat of the Hummer beside him |ooking out at the night.

"Something big is brewing, Mai," Ben said. "Osterman has pulled
somet hi ng. You can bet on that."

The dog gave her deep, Malamute reply.

"I"'mstill working on a nane for you, girl," Ben told the dog. "Don't
worry. |I'Il conme up with something."

"Wowoowoowoo! "

"Right. I know we're being followed. Better get used to it." There were

several Rebel security vehicles trailing Ben though the quiet early
nor ni ng hours.

Ben's teamnet himin the parking lot of the command center. Ben handed
Mai's | eash to Anna. "Take care of her, Kiddo."

"WIl do, Pops. Cone on, Jodie."

Ben stopped and turned around.' 'Wat 'd you call her?"



"Jodie. You like it?"

"Yeah. Yeah, | do. OK Jodie it is."

Ben passed through several checkpoints, then was admitted to the

el evator that woul d take himdown to the presidential comrand center
There, he passed through anot her checkpoint and was admitted to the war
room

A very tired-l1ooking Cecil smled at him "I just hung up
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t he phone after speaking wi th Madam President Osterman, Ben. She has
given us an ultimtum™"

Ben poured a nmug of coffee. He glanced up at the Defense Posture Board.
The top light was slowy blinking a dull red-the next to highest defense
alert. Wen it changed to a constant bright red, the SUSA was on a ful
alert and on a war status for possible missiles comng at them

"What is the ultimtum Cec?"

"l medi at e surrender.”

"And if we don't conply, which of course we won't?"

"She will order the |launch of m ssiles against us."

"Ch? Nucl ear ?"

"She didn't say."

"I rather doubt diey'll be nucs. Probably germ warheads. Kill all us
nasty ol e' conservatives and keep the buildings for use by the occupying
troops." Ben laughed. "Socialist carpetbaggers. Now that's funny, Cec."
"I truly wish | could find sonething anusi ng about this situation, Ben."
"What's her deadline for |aunch?"

"0600. | have our air defenses on alert."

Ben wal ked over to a red tel ephone and picked it up. He was answered

i Mmediately. "This is General Raines. Al air defenses are to go on ful
alert nationwide . . . imediately. W' re going to have nmissiles to

i ntercept, and we don't want any to strike SUSA soil. OK Good shooting."

Ben slow y hung up the phone just as Cec was opening his nouth to
obj ect. He managed a "Ben-"

Ben shook his head. "My show now, Cec. You know our constitution better
than |."

"You're right, of course. Do we warn our citizens about the possibility
of a strike?"



"Not just yet. An hour's tinme is all many will need. A few mnutes is
all nost will need.”
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"I"ve told Osterman that her demands are ridicul ous."”

"I would have told her a lot nore than that," Ben replied.

The nmen drank coffee and chatted for a half hour until Ben told Cecil to
go take a nap, get some rest. He would nman the command center until Cec
woke up.

Ben told the security people to get his teaminto the war room While
t hat was goi ng on, he got lke on the horn

"I think you should be here, lke."

"Il stay with my troops," the ex-Navy SEAL said.

"I thought you'd say that, lke, but | wanted to try. Intel says they're
ni nety-ni ne percent certain the warheads are germ But they aren't sure

what type of bugs they contain.”

"W have the vaccines for every type of bug we know Osterman has," |ke
replied. "The troops are ready."

"You know that some of the missiles are going to get through.”
"I know. "

"We're probably going to | ose several hundred thousand people.™

"If that rotten bitch uncorks those mssiles, Ben ..." |lke |let that
trail off.
"There will be precious little left of the USA. That is a pronise."

"WIl you use our mssiles?"

"WIl | have a choice?"

Anot her | ong nonment of silence. "No, | reckon not. God help us all."
"Osterman and her followers don't believe in God."

"Ch, yeah, | forgot. They're too intelligent to believe in God. Then God
hel p the SUSA. "

"That's nore like it."

"Keep your head down and your ass covered, Ben."
"I will, lke. Luck to you, ole'" buddy."
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"OK, partner."

Ben spent the next few minutes in a conference hookup, talking with al



his bri gade commanders. They were as ready as they coul d possibly be.
Cecil had ordered additional vaccines flown in to all Rebel |ocations as
soon as Osterman had issued her threat. But, as CGeneral CGeorgi Striganov
pointed out, if the missiles carried nuclear warheads there was very
little the Rebels could do except ask for heavenly intervention

Ben sat at a desk in the war room talking with his team and petting Jodie.
And wai ti ng.

Corrie was handling the conmuni cati ons now. Every so often Ben | ooked
over at her and shook her head.

Not hi ng

At 0500 hours Corrie stiffened in her chair. Ben heard her say "Are you
sure?"

Ben smled know ngly. "Goddamm socialist denbcrats. | knewit. You can't
trust those two-faced bastards.”

"Birds are in the air!" Corrie said. "Just |aunched."
"Cooper, get President Jefferys, please.”

Cec had awakened a few minutes earlier and had been washing his face in
cold water. He wal ked in the door just as Ben was speaking to Coop

"I't's only 0500, Ben," Cecil said, glancing at the clock on the wall.
"President Osterman gave us until 0600. What the hell happened?”

"I warned you about trusting that bitch. She junped the gun on us."

"Qur mssiles have intercepted nost of the first wave," Corrie said.
"Two got through. First one carried a germwarhead and struck in North
Texas. "

"Coddami t!" Cecil flared.

"Right on the border with New Mexico, just north of Interstate Twenty."
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"Very lightly popul ated,” Cecil said. "Thank God."

"Second bird struck in Eastern Tennessee. In the nountains."”

"Ready all silos and surface based facilities," Ben said quietly.
"Prepare to |l aunch on ny orders. Repeat. On ny orders!™

"Ri ght, Boss."
"M serabl e no-good |ying bunch of asshol es!" Ben said.

"I will certainly agree with that," Cecil said, pouring hinself a nug of
cof f ee.

"Second wave of Federal missiles |launched and on the way," Corrie said.

"Any ground troops taking part in this so far?" Ben asked.



"Negative, Boss."

Anna had filled a container with water and was sitting on the fl oor
besi de Jodie while the dog drank. Ml amutes are not the nost delicate
ani mal s when they drink, and Anna got water all over her.

"I should have warned you," Ben said with a snile

"Shit!" Ben's daughter nuttered, w ping her pants legs with a handkerchief.

"One got through, Boss," Corrie called. "It struck in Central Arkansas.”
"Dam! WWich way are the wi nds bl owi ng?" Cecil asked.

"West to east," Beth told him She was handling secondary comuni cati ons.
Ben wal ked over to Corrie and notioned for her to give himthe mc.

"This is CGeneral Raines speaking fromthe war room of Base Canp One.
Launch the first wave of our missiles. Wait ten minutes and | aunch the

second wave. Ten minutes later, launch the third wave." He paused for a
few seconds. "And may God | ook with nercy on our souls.”



