FLAM NG DEATH

A dozen main battle tanks runbl ed up,

hat ches cl osed. Ben Rai nes used the outside

phone on the | ead tank. "You flane-equi pped?"
"That's a ten-four, sir."

" Spear head us." He hung up and turned

to Cooper. "Let's go!"

H s team spread out behind the tanks and foll owed them
i n. The bodyguards assigned to protect Ben could

do nothing to stop him How do you tell the comrandi ng
general he can't do something? They fell in with himand
surged forward

The rattle of machine gun fire came froma

building with a faded sign, SPORTING GOCDS

painted on the front of the bricks. The slugs

how ed of f the arnor of the MBT as the tank

cl anked around, lowering its canon. The nuzzle
spewed liquid fire, engulfing those inside in
flames. The screami ng of the torched lasted only a
nonent .

"Mop up!" Ben shouted, and a team | anced the snoking
interior of the old building with automatic-weapons
fire.
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Chapter One

Ben was | eaning slightly out of the Jeep, adnmiring the
deni mcovered derriere of a very attractive | ady.

A lady that he had not seen before.

"You're going to fall out of that damm Jeep if

you're not careful." The voice cane from behind him
Smiling, Ben straightened up and turned his

head, | ooking at his longtine friend. The previous
view was not easy to turn away from and Ben vowed he
woul d check it out. "CGood to see you, |ke. Any
trouble in your sector com ng down here?"

"Not hi ng we couldn't handle. In case you're
interested, and it's obvious that you are, her nanme is
Li nda Parsons. She's a survivor from over

Nevada way. She's thirty-five years old.

Lost her husband and kids a few years back

during an outlaw raid."

Ben got out of the Jeep and stretched his
six-feet-plus frane. "How in the hell do you

know so nuch about her, old married man?"

was "Cause | got here yesterday and inquiring

m nds want to know "

Both men | aughed at the references to the old TV
commercial that many in the Rebel ranks would be too
young to have anything but a vague nenory of.

Li nda turned her head at the laughter and | ooked

at the nen. She had been introduced to Cenera

I ke, and the tall man with himhad to be General Ben
Rai nes. He was handsome, not in a pretty-boy

way, but in a rugged, interesting way. Looked to be
about fifty, she guessed.

Ben lifted his eyes to hers and for an instant,

they stared at each other. Someone called to her and she
wal ked away.

I ke cleared his throat and said, "Big job ahead

of us, Ben."



"Yeah. Let's get to it."

Ben Rai nes and his Rebel Arny, including the

forces of the Russian, Georgi Striganov, had

started this canpai gn on the banks of the

M ssissippi, at St. Louis. Now they were all

but finished in the |lower forty-eight, the canpaign
taki ng them cross-country to the Northwest. They were
now preparing for the final leg, the assault on Los

Angel es, with its thousands of street punks arid

N ght P.

Once on the West Coast, the Rebels had

di scovered that all the talk of nuclear destruction-which
they had all believed for years-had been a

gi gantic hoax. The West Coast was cl ean al

the way down into Mexico and beyond. Ben had been

hearing radi o chatter for nonths about the Mexican people
reform ng their arny and cl eaning out the nest of creepies
and outlaws. So far as he could tell, the Mexican

peopl e were slow y gaining the upper hand.

In the United States, so far as the Rebels now

knew, only the Washi ngton

D.c./baltinore area and Kansas City had

actual ly taken nuclear strikes during the G eat

War. Most of the other cities had taken chenica

strikes.

What Ben did not know was that Lan Villar

Khansi n, Ashl ey, Kenny Parr, and the outlaw

bi kers had pull ed together what remained of their
shattered forces after butting head-to-head with the
Rebel s in the Northwest, and were headi ng for

Al aska, a spot that Ben had deci ded

to investigate after cleaning out southern California.

Al aska had been code-nanmed Nort hstar

Ben's Husky pup, Smoot, rolled over on

her back in the back seat of the Jeep and started
snoring, deep in contented sl eep

"What's the word on the flyovers?" |ke asked.

"Not good. From what our pilots have been able

to observe, Los Angeles is pretty wel

carved up by various gangs, but the Scouts have taken

a few prisoners, and under interrogation, they admt

that all the gangs will pull together and work as one if
attacked by a | arge enough force."

"What are we facing?"

"Just about anything you'd care to nane," Ben said, disgust
in his voice. "Ofshoots of those punk

gangs of the eighties make up a I ot of the eneny.

D ckheads with gang nanes |ike the Boogi es nmake

up a lot of the eneny. The Boogies and the Skulls

and assorted punk crap like that. The N ght Peopl e have
their own section of L.a., and the gangs respect

it. At |least the Believers haven't renanmed thensel ves

the Purple Twats or sonething equally stupid.”

| ke | aughed at Ben. "Oregon is clean

Ben. The rest of the teams will be pulling in here over the
next coupl e of days."

"W won't have nuch time to rest and reorganize.

won't kid you, lke. Taking California is not

going to be easy. The gangs here have had years to arm
and train; they've known for a long tinme that soneday they'd



have to face us. And they'll probably be
ready, at least nentally geared up for it. If any
of our people are thinking easy, tell themto hang it

up. "

"Still no word from Khansin, Kenny Parr, Lan
Villar, or any of the rest?"

"Not a peep. | know we knocked the props out from

under them but | don't believe we killed them

all. They're in deep hiding somewhere. They'll show

up. Bet on that."

The Rebels were now al nost certain that there had

been a massive cover-up on the part of

America's politicians after the Great War. From

what they had been able to piece together, nmany nenbers of
Congress had been secretly supporting the

nmoverent of the Believers, the N ght People --

creepies to the Rebels coma bizarre religion that
enbraced canni balism Wy they'd supported a

nmoverrent that horrible was sonething that Ben realized he
woul d probably never know.

| ke wandered off to rejoin his command and Ben wal ked through
the mlling crowmds of the Rebel arny, or at |least a

part of it.

The Rebel s had concl uded their sweep of the

Nort hwest, and Washi ngton and Oregon had been

decl ared ninety-five-percent clean. The Rebe

out posts they had established would settle up with that
remai ning five percent of creepies, warlords,

t hugs, punks, and ot her mal contents. And they would

do it the Rebel way: with a bullet or a rope.

The Rebels did not believe in lengthy trials.

Pl ea- bargai ning was a termthat had been stricken fromthe
Engli sh | anguage. Fuck up bad and the penalty

was deat h.

Cecil Jefferys and his command were naking ready to push
south out of Medford, Oregon. They had

taken the town w thout having to destroy it-as was usually
the Rebel way with larger cities comand

were using the airport to resupply. The Russian
Striganov, and the mercenary, West, had pushed down

to the small town of Lakeview and supplies were being
trucked to them Five and Six Battalions of the

Rebel arny had been shifted over to the east side

of the state and they were in position to start the push south.
For the time being, they were under the command of Ceorg
Stri ganov.

Ben was | eani ng up against a fender, studying a map.

He waved for a runner to join him and also for his

radi o operator. "You find I ke and tell him

to pull out as soon as possible. Corrie, bunp

Cecil and tell himto link up with Ike; they'l

take the coastline highway all the way down

to San Francisco. There is no point in putting

this off. W'll take Interstate 5 south.

Ceorgi and West will push south on 395. Al

units will be rolling in two days."

"Right, sir." She waited, knowing that nore was com ng
"Tina and her Scouts will join Georgi and West,

for the time being. Buddy will join I ke and Cec.

Everyone else will remain with us."



"Yes, sir."

"Tell Leadfoot and the Wl fpack to get ready

to nove out. | want themto penetrate as far south as
Youreka and halt there. They are to radio back with
their assessnent.”

"Right, sir."

Leadf oot and his Wl f pack had, at one tinme, been
out | aw bi kers. Ben, seeing nore than a spark of
decency in the bikers, had given thema choi ce of
lifestyles. They had accepted it. Leadfoot,
Beerbel Iy, Hoss, and Wanda and her bunch had

joined the Rebels. They had proved to be fierce
fighters and totally loyal to Ben and the Rebe
novenent .

"Ceneral, what about the new bunch?" Corrie

asked i nnocently.

"What new bunch?"

"The group that cane in from Nevada. The one Linda
Parsons was with."

"Incorporate theminto our units. Spread them out.
Send t he nonconbatants to Base Canp One.

You know all that, Corrie. What's going on here?"
"Yes, sir. Right, sir. Linda was trained as an

RN. "

"Wonderful. So what ?"

"Ah ... | gather that Doctor Chase

has not yet informed you of his decision."

"I haven't seen the old goat in several days.

Wiere is he? Wiat deci sion?"

"He's assigned Linda to our team™

Ben | ooked at her. "I |ove the way peopl e nmake

deci sions wi thout consulting ne."

"Yes, sir. Doctor Chase said it was for your own
good. "

"That's very interesting. Get her over here, will you?"
Bet h, anot her nenber of Ben's personal team

had wal ked up, listening to the exchange. "Doctor
Chase said that since you refuse to behave |ike a comander
i s supposed to behave, that is, directing operations
frombehind the lines, he felt it best to assign a
nmedi cal person to the team"”

"Do remind me to thank himfromthe bottom of ny

heart,"” Ben said dryly.
"Yes, sir. | will certainly make a note of
that."

"Have the mechanics finished with our vehicle?"

"Be ready in the norning," Beth told him

Ben's vehicle was a big, nine-passenger Chevy

wagon, with arnor plate and bullet-proof glass.

Ben's driver was Cooper. Hi s sel f-appointed

bodyguard was

the cute and di m nutive Jersey.

"Where is Jersey?" Ben asked.

"Probably harassi ng Cooper," Beth said.

"Thernmopolis and Em | ?"

"I'n a deep phil osophi cal discussion over by the

river."

"That should be a conversation to be recorded for the ages."
Ther nopol i s and his band of 21/-century hippies

had thrown their lot in with Ben, considering himto be the



| esser of the evils that faced their way of life.

Emi!| Hte was a little con artist who usually had

some religious scam goi ng-the | ast one had been the

G eat CGod Blomm But both Thermand Enmi| and

their followers had proven thenselves in battle many tines
and Ben was glad to have them on the Rebel side.

Corrie brought Linda Parsons over to neet the

gener al
The wonman had a very pretty, heart-shaped face that
rem nded Ben of a novie actress ... he couldn't

t hi nk of her name. Linda, Ben guessed, woul d stand about
five-five and was very nicely proportioned. Light

brown hair, worn short. Geen eyes that were

studying himas closely as he was studying her.

"You understand the Rebel philosophy, Ms.

Par sons?" Ben asked her.

"l understand it."

"Do you agree with it?"

She nodded her head. "I agree with enough of it to live
withit."

Ben could accept that. A lot of Rebels felt the

same way. The Rebel way was harsh and usually
unconproni sing. There were no niceties of |aw

If you fought the Rebels, you died. If you chose not

to accept

the Rebel doctrine but remained non-hostile, the

Rebel s woul d not harm you. But in npost cases neither
woul d they hel p you. Ike had once said that a nman
couldn't get much plow n" done with both mul es

wanting to pull in opposite directions. The

Rebel s knew it was a hard and terrible tine,

wor | dwi de, and they understood that there was no room for
fence-straddlers. Let's get the nation back together

again, and then we'll debate the fine points of |aw
"The bunch you came in with," Ben said, "how nany of
you?"

"About fifty adults. There are eighteen children. |
understand that you are sending the children down to your base canp
in Louisiana."

"That's correct. And any of the adults who w sh a
nonconbat ant role."

"Then that will knock it down to about forty who will remain
here.”

"What ever, Ms. Parsons.”

"Pl ease, just Linda."

"Fine. Beth, go with her and get her into uniform
Draw supplies and equi pment and then both of you
rejoin me at ny CP." Ben | ooked around him

"\Wherever the damm thing is."

"I get the inpression that the general doesn't |ike
me," Linda said, as she and Beth wal ked toward the
supply area

"Don't nmke any snap conclusions,"” Beth

war ned her. "The general is sonetinmes hard to read."
She grinned. "Besides, | think you' re wong. He

was sizing you up a few m nutes before you joined us.
was wat ching him"

"I heard he was a wonani zer."

"He likes the ladies, for sure.”

"How ol d is he?"



was "Bout fifty."
"That's what | guessed. You been with himlong?"
"Pretty good while. W've been in sone

scraps, |I'Il tell you that for sure."
"He married?"
"No. | think he was, a long time ago;

or else they were just living together. She was killed
during the battle for the Tri-States. Tina is his
adopt ed daughter. Buddy is his blood son. By a

worman t hat now hates both Ben and Buddy."

"Sister Voleta?"

"That's right. News gets around.”

"Ceneral Raines is an ... interesting-I|ooking

man," Linda said. "He can be very ... well,

i ntense when he | ooks at you."

"He is also one of the npbst dangerous people you'll ever
meet. And he likes to take chances. It can get

i nteresting staying around himtoo. He'll usually find

some way to get right in the mddle of a fight."

"I thought generals were supposed to direct operations
fromfar behind the lines, in sone safe bunker?"
Bet h | aughed. "Not in the Rebel army, honey.

And for sure, not Ben Raines. You'll see.”

Li nda | ooked around her at the crush of Rebels,

draw ng supplies, checking in malfunctioning

equi prent, and receiving other equipnent. Many were |ined
up at MASH tents for nedical or dental work.

She did not see a single person just |oafing.

Beth seened to read her thoughts as she followed the
worman' s eyes. "There's a war on in the | ower
forty-eight. And the sooner we win it down

here, the sooner we'll head for Al aska and kick

butt up there."

"And t hen?"

" Eur ope. "

" Eur ope!

Isn't that a rather anbitious undertaki ng?"

Bet h shrugged. "Not really. W' ve kicked ass

all over the United States, haven't we?"

"Maybe they don't want the Rebel way over

there.” It was not put as a question

"And maybe they do. W won't know until we

get there, will we? Here we are. Louise?" She
grinned at the worman behind a long table filled with
clothing. "This is Linda. Load her up with gear.
She's been assigned to the general's team"”

Li nda | ooked at her. "Does that make mne

somebody speci al ?"

"Some mght say so. It's good duty. You'll get

to see lots of action up close.”

"Yeah," Louise said, smling. "And you get the

absol utely m nd-boggling conversation of Cooper
throwmn in for free."

"And all about what happened in the ol den days fromthe
general ," Beth added.

Li nda | aughed. "Careful now. |'m

closer to the general's age than to yours."

"That's right," Beth said, a twinkle in her eyes.
"And don't think the general hasn't noticed

too."



Li nda noticed that Ben Raines seened to be

constantly on the prow, popping up at the npst
unexpected tines and places. And always with Jersey
and her M 16 right beside or behind him Usually, the
entire teamwas with him And he seened to know
everybody. There was a free-spirited stream of
chatter-often laced with vul gar jokes and profanity
-- going on between the general and the Rebels.
Ceneral ke McGowan had pull ed out the

pr evi ous

aft ernoon, heading for the west side of the state to link up with the
bl ack general, Cecil Jefferys. The entire

Rebel force was to begin their junp-off at dawn the
next day.

"Nervous?" The voice came fromher right.

Li nda | ooked up into the face of Ben Raines.

She had not heard hi m approach her. And how did

he know what she had been thinki ng? Maybe the

runors about himwere true. A lot of people believed that
Ben Rai nes was sone sort of god; or if not that,

at | east possessed with sone sort of

supernatural ability. Linda didn't believe

i n ghosts and hobgoblins and psychic powers and al
that. But she didn't know how she felt about Ben

Rai nes. Except that he was very inpressive.

Tall, with brown hair peppered with gray. A

rangy sort of man, but possessed of sone strength,
she felt. Unreadabl e eyes.

"Alittle, I"Il adnmit it," she answered.

He sat down beside her on the ground. "I read your
dossi er. You haven't seen nuch conmbat, have you?"
"Not much. After the Great War, even during the few
years of so-called peace under President Logan

we stayed in our little valley there in Nevada and no

one ever bothered us. | worked as an RN in our
clinic. Then everything fell apart a couple of years
ago. |'ve been on the run since then."

"I't nust have been a very isolated little valley."
"Ch, yes. It was. But the outlaws found us."

"Were there so nany coming at you that you couldn't fight
t hen®?"

She snmiled at him "W weren't warriors,

General . W were teachers and technicians and

nurses and nedi cal doctors and scientists. And

| suppose, |ooking back, very naive in our

t hi nki ng that we woul d

be left alone in our little paradise."

"Even paradi se nust be defended, Linda. 1've

been told that even the gates of Heaven are guarded.
The Rebel arny has not cleared the United

States of punks and thugs and crud by extending the
olive branch of peace to them They'd have snatched it
out of our hands and stuck it up our ass."

She shook her head and tried to hide a snile

"I's it true that you shoot crimnals, General?"
"That depends on the crime, Linda. Understand this
now. W take very few prisoners. Anyone who

fights us is our nortal eneny and we will destroy
them It's a brutal tine we live in, Linda.

Al ways has been, for that matter. It's just alittle



worse now. O better, depending on your point of

view "

"Better?"

"We've got a chance to start over. And we're doing

it. Every sweep the Rebel s nake neans we cl ear

the crud and | eave the good. There are people not fifty
yards fromus who were once crimnals. They were the
smart ones. They saw the witing on the wall and
realized that the only thing that faced themwas a bull et
or a noose. W gave them a chance to redeem

t hensel ves, and they took it. But those days are

over, Linda. There are too many out posts where people could
surrender. Few do. What we are now facing is the
hard-core crimnal element. Those punks south of

us know we're conming. They could surrender, and we'd
accept it. But only for the next few days. After that,
no. "

"It seens so brutal."

"It's practical." He glanced at her. "I'm

curious about sonething."

"Ask. "

"Wth your alnpost total |ack of conbat experience,

why did you choose to be a part of a conmbat tean®?"
"Honest | y?"

"That's the only way around here. You'll learn that."
"To try to understand you people. See what npotivates you.
Ever since the Geat War, |'ve heard about the

Rebel s and Ben Rai nes. How you defied the

government and carved out the Tri-States."

"W were | ooking for peace, Linda. For a place where
we didn't have to lock our doors and |ive behind bars
and chain | ocks and el aborate security systens.

The United States woul dn't offer us a pl ace-and

they could have-so we built one of our own. It worked,
and the governnment couldn't stand it. No one went
hungry, no one was honel ess, everybody had

a job, no one was denied nmedical care, every child got
a good education, and the |life expectancy of thieves
and punks and thugs and rapists and nurderers was about
fifteen mnutes. The United States government

couldn't stand our success. They destroyed the
Tri-States, but they couldn't kill the dream W

just fought on."

"And you' ve been fighting ever since."

"That is correct. And we won't quit unti

we've won." He smiled at her. But his eyes were

still unreadabl e.

Li nda knew, sonehow, at that nonent that what Beth
had told her was true. This was a very dangerous nan.
Danger ous not only because of his skill with weapons, but
because thousands of nen and wonmen woul d fol |l ow him
unhesitatingly through the gates of Hell in

pursuit of their dream

Was she one of thenf She wasn't sure.

"Lamar Chase gives you high marks," said Ben
"He says you're a fine nurse."

"That's a crusty old man. But | like him

Isn't he alittle old to be out in the field?"
"Lamar will die out in the field, Linda. | long

ago ceased attenpting to put himback in research



at our base canp. Just as he has given

up trying to tie me down to a desk or to make ne

stay behind the lines."

"You enjoy it, don't you, General ?" she asked

softly. "The fighting, the violence?"

Ben did not have to give that nuch thought. "I let nyself
get out of shape for a time, Linda. | was maki ng

| ots of nobney and drinking too much. That was years

back, when the world was nore or less functioning; that is
to say, when governments were still able to produce
results, however small. | would sit and read the
newspaper and watch the TV eveni ng news and hear

how grown nen were able to kidnap small children, keep
them pri soner for years, rape and sodom ze them and
when caught, receive a five-year prison sentence.

That's true, Linda. It happened nore than once.

How gangs of teenage punks coul d beat and rape and

| eave for dead in a ditch sonme unlucky person, and

in many cases draw no prison time at all because

some group of judges who sat on high had decreed

t hat anyone under the age of seventeen was not responsible

for his actions. But still he could get a driver's
license. W had sonme strange | aws, Linda. And

| stress

had.

I would read or see how a fanmly would cone

hone fromwork and find their hone vandalized, every

preci ous nmenento they had gathered over the years
destroyed, and when caught, the guilty parties would

get a slap on the wist and be turned | oose.

How perverted asshol es could torture hel pl ess

animal s and be guilty of no nore than a

nm sdeneanor. How peopl e who dared stand up for their rights
and use a gun to defend self, hone, or

| oved ones, would sonetines go to prison and the crud who
broke into their honmes or cars or attacked them on

the streets could sue for danages. Did you ever stop

and ponder that, Linda? That a crimnal was allowed

to sue his

victim

for damages? And in many cases

col | ect!

"There were those of us who wote letters to newspapers and
nati onal TV networks and news nmagazi nes. W

said that in our opinion something was terribly wong with
our systemof justice; it was warped, bent in favor

of the crimnal. Many of the nmedia people would i mediately brand us
as bigots, or gun-nuts, or crazies. Therefore

fewer and fewer of us chose to voice our opinions.

Those who persisted were sonetines harassed by federa
agents. | know that to be true, because |I was

one of those who were harassed.

"But because | had achi eved sone degree of fane as a
witer, with a respectable, if not a massive

following, | was not harassed nearly so relentlessly

as others with no clout."

She noticed Ben's snile and wondered about that.

He cleared it up

"Of course, | had some years in the intelligence

conmunity too. That probably hel ped with the



government, if not with the liberal nmedia. An
exanpl e, Linda. At one point in time, the

federal governnent was turning | oose nurderers,

rapi sts, and armed robbers, and sendi ng agents out

to arrest people who owned home-satellite systens
capabl e of picking up signals fromthe

public

ai rways.

"Stupid? Sure, it was. But that didn't stop the
government fromdoing it. Qur government was spendi ng

mllions of dollars enforcing the dunbest of |aws
whil e children were being beaten to death by abusive
parents. State governnents were spending nillions of

dol lars nati onwi de to subsidize high schoo

sports, and our elderly were freezing to death in the

wi nter, dying of the heat in the sumer, or

starving to death.

"Qur wel fare systemwas a di sgrace, public

housi ng was a profane joke, our highways and

bridges were falling apart, the hands of the police were
tied, the cops and school teachers were underpd-the cops
couldn't enforce the | aw because of judges, and teachers
couldn't teach or maintain discipline for fear of

| awsui t s-drug deal ers were peddling death on the

street corners and killing innocent people who got in
their way, and the governnent was sendi ng out agents to
di sarm

| aw- abi ding citizens.

"Qur wildlife was being killed off, entire

speci es gone forever, because our forests were being raped
by money-hungry devel opers and | oggers and big

farmers, our water supply threatened by the runoff of

poi sonous chemicals, and our elected officials

were winging their hands and stonping on their hankies saying
that they couldn't do anything drastic to conbat worl dwi de
terrorismor international drug-trafficking because that
m ght violate the crimnals" constitutional rights.

"The whol e damm worl d was going to hell in a

hand- basket. The Amazon rain forest, which at that tinme
was produci ng about one third of the world' s oxygen, was being
destroyed by hunmanki nd, and very few of us even

gave a dam. And those of us that did were told to shut
up.

"Wien the Great War cane, Linda, some of us

sei zed the nmonment to break away, form our own

society, and rebuild. And we did. | got

back in shape and vowed | was going to put together an
arny and

ki ck the ass of every punk and thug and crud we found.
So that's why we keep fighting, Linda. That's why

we' |l always keep fighting until we win. That's

why the Rebels have got to win. W have to. W

can't even think about defeat. W're the | ast known
barrier against total, worldw de anarchy. If we

fall, the whole damm world falls with us."

Chapter Two

Li nda was rolled out of her sleeping bag in the

m ddl e of the night by Jersey. "Up and at "em

Medic. Coffee's ready in the general's

quarters.”



"What

tinme

isit?"

"Three o' clock. Tine's a-wastin", so let's go."

She grinned down at the woman in the dimlight
provided by starlight. "You'll get used

to it-believe nme."

Li nda sat up and groaned, funbling for her

boots. She was accustomed to wearing sandal s nost of the
time, not heavy conmbat boots. "Wat's the rush?

Is it breakfast yet?"

Jersey | aughed softly. "Cold rations and hot

coffee when we're pulling out, Linda. Don't

worry, you won't be able to see what you're eating,
soit'll taste all right. It's when you

can

see it that it gets rough.”

After washing her face and brushing her teeth, Linda
felt like she mght nake it, and the walk to Ben's
quarters conpl eted the wake-up process.

The entire team was assenbl ed there, standing around the
cof feepot. Beth grinned at her. "I risked

life and linb saving you a cup, Linda. You'd

better grab it before we're both attacked."

She gripped the canp nug and sipped at the

strong brew, lifting her eyes to Ben. Since she

had first laid eyes on him several days back

he'd never seenmed to change, always | ooking cal m and
collected and ready to tackle any situation.

"Wl come aboard, Linda," Ben said.

"Thank you."
"Jersey, did you check her out with the M 16?"
"She ... ah, did her best" Linda interjected,

savi ng Jersey the explanation. "But |I'mafraid

" mnot very good."

"I't'"ll come to you. Don't try to push it. \Wen we

bi vouac this afternoon, 1'll take you out and go through the
steps with the weapon."

Jersey rolled her eyes and said a silent prayer

for the general's safety.

"Uh ... thank you," Linda said. "lI'd like that."
"Now t hen," Ben said. "Leadfoot and the Wl f pack

have found survivors in Youreka. Several hundred

of them W're going to stop there for a tinme today and set
up anot her outpost. Then we'll nove on. For you

peopl e who weren't with us sone years back, this is the
second tinme the Rebels have been in this area. W

went down the state to just north of San

Franci sco. W did not enter the city at that

time." He paused and si ghed.

"I want to warn you all of a few things. There are
mutants in the area just south of us. There are al so
tribes of people who call themnmselves the Waods Children
headed by two young nmen naned Ro and Wade conmi f

they're still alive. And a tribe called the Underground
P. Both of those are to the east of Interstate
5. They will see us. It's doubtful that we will see

t hem unl ess they want us to. Leave them al one. They
are for the nost part peaceful people.
They have fought al ongside us and they believe in our



ways. They live in the forests and are caretakers of

it. Personally I wish we had nore like them They are

not meat-eaters. They educate their young properly, and
when they need nedical treatnment or advice, they

seek out some Rebel patrol or outpost.

"The nutants? Well ... |eave them al one and

they' Il usually | eave you al one. No one knows what

caused themto be as they are. Perhaps they've al ways been
here and they just avoi ded us. Perhaps the chenicals that
poi soned the people had sonething to do with their growth.
don't know and neither does anyone else |'ve ever

tal ked with."

He paused as Corrie announced a fresh pot of

coffee was ready and they all poured and sugared and
creaned. Ben said, "A question |I've been asked is

why didn't we encounter the warlords and creepies and
street punks back then. For one thing, we didn't

enter the cities and that's where they concentrate. And
too, nost of us were in mild shock because we'd been

led to believe San Franci sco and Los

Angel es had taken nuclear hits and were

gone. W just didn't have the time or the forces to nove
sout h. "

Li nda | ooked away. The others were |istening, but she

got the inpression that this update was for her ears nore
than for anyone el se.

"We're going to take our time on this sweep, people, and
do it right. We're going to clear this state of crud and
crap, establish as many outposts as possible, and then
stand down for the winter in preparation for the exploration of
Al aska. lke says there is a good possibility

that there are adequate ships still anchored in ports in
Al aska that are suitable for our use. If we find
that is the case, we'll |oad up and

head for Europe from Northstar. If not, it's back

to the East Coast for us.

"Al'l right, Coop, check out the wagon.

Corrie, advise all comranders we shove of f at

0500. Linda, get your gear together and Beth will show
you how we pack the wagon. Let's go, people, we've
got a war to fight."

Fromthe blue waters of the Pacific east to the
Nevada line, main battle tanks began roaring

into life; M42 Dusters as well, al nost

petite next to the big MBT'S cranked up

Dozens of tanker trucks, carrying

preci ous fuel, made ready to pull out. Rebels

br oke canp, packed up, and tossed their gear into the
backs of deuce-and-a-halfs and clinbed in.

155mm sel f - propel | ed howi t zers coughed

into life and lunbered into their positions in the |ines.
The RDF light tanks noved forward, nost

equi pped with 75mm cannon, a few with 76nm

cannon, which operate with about the sane pressure as
a 105mm

"Scouts out?" Ben asked Corrie.

"Yes, sir. Colonel Gay sent his people out an

hour ago. They're in position ranging three

to five mles in front of the main colums."

"Load up and nove to the front of the colum,"”



Ben told his team "I'll neet you up the line."

Ben wal ked fromhis quarters to the front of the Iong
colum, chatting with Rebels along the way, his

M 14, affectionately referred to as a Thunder

Li zard, slung on one shoul der

"Conme on, boys and girls!" Ben heard Sergeant

Maj or Adanmson roar. "G andma noved faster

than this."

"Here we go again, Ceneral!" a woman called fromthe
cab of a truck.

"You bet, Jenny," Ben shouted back

"Time to kick ass and take nanes."

"What'd you do with the old sergeant nmjor?" another
Rebel shout ed.

"I retired himto a desk back at Base

Canp One. You all know and | ove Adanson."

Friendly boos and jeers greeted that, but Ben knew it
meant not hi ng. Adanson was a forner French Foreign
Legi onnaire who was all soldier and al

Rebel . The nen and woren of the Rebel arny |iked

and respected him

Ben stopped by a light tank and | ooked up at the
worman conmmander, her head sticking out of the open hatch
"You sure you know how to drive this thing, Susie?"
He smiled with the verbal jab.

"Hell, no!" she fired back. "l just give the

orders.”

Ben | aughed and patted the arnmor plate of the tank in
reply and wal ked on.

The Rebels were made up of all races, al
nationalities, all religions. The Rebel arny

knew no di scrimnation along racial, religious,

or country-of-origin lines. It was not tolerated.

Ben Rai nes had al so taken the theory that wonen had
no place in conbat and tossed it on the junk

pile.

The Rebels did discrimnate agai nst human trash

of any color, usually just as long as it took to put
a bullet in them But there were no haters of people of
another race in the Rebel ranks. O any

color. No pre-judging of a person based

solely on race or religion. The Rebels

t ook each person as an individual and reserved

judgrment com f any-until later. Among the
Rebel s, there were chapl ains representing al
religions,

fromH ndu to Sevent h-Day Adventists. \Whenever there

was a break in the action, nost Rebels went to some

sort of worship service. It was not required that

they do so. Religion and the worshiping of one's God

was a personal matter and nobody el se's

busi ness.

Not everyone could or would conz was usually the case
comadapt to the Rebel way. The old Tri-States

had been harshly criticized because Ben had adnitted

t hat perhaps no nore than one person out of five-if that
many-coul d or would live under and by the sinple rules that
the Rebels adopted. It was true that the Rebels

took the best of people and culled the rest. The rules were
sinmple. One did not steal anything, ever. One did



not lie or cheat. You treated others fairly

and with respect. You respected the land and the wild
creatures that lived there. You respected the

property of others. Loudnouths did not last long in
the Rebel arny. Bullies seldomnade it through

the first day. Those who were cruel to animals were not even
consi dered. The Rebel s were not perfect confar fromit conb
they tried. That was what Ben demanded of hinself, and he
could ask no nore fromthose who followed him

"Move, Snpot," Ben said, getting into the big
arnor - pl at ed wagon. The Husky pup j unped

into the back and | anded in Beth's |ap.

"You ready to go to war, Coop?" Ben asked the

driver.

"Beats the hell out of a poke in the eye with a sharp
stick, Ceneral."

"G ve the orders, Corrie."

Hundreds of Rebels in tanks and trucks and

Jeeps and Hunmers and self-propelled artillery

surged forward

novi ng across the Oregon line into Northern

Cal i forni a.

In Crescent City, a warlord listened to radio

transm ssions fromhis forward observers. He pal ed.
"Holy shit!" he said, |ooking around himat those

who had chosen to follow the outlaw way.

"Ben Raines is on the nove. The first bunch is

about ten niles away and pushin' hard towards us.
Let's get the hell out of here.”

They grabbed whatever they could find that was readily at
hand and got into their cars and trucks and roared south.
"This ain't legal!" one of the warlord's lieutenants
said. "There ain't no justice in this. Ben Raines
ain't got noright comin' in here and tellin' us what
to do."

The warl ord, who had called hinself Larado for so nmany
years he had difficulty remenbering his Christian
nane, | ooked at the man, disgust in his eyes. "The
Rebel s don't pay no attention to that happy

crap, man. All that legal jive is out the

wi ndow. Ben Raines is gonna bring back | aw and

order and he's gonna do it at the point of a gun

He'l'l roll right over anybody or anything that

stands in his way."

"Where the hell we gonna go?" The question was
frantically tossed out.

"W got no choice. We got to head south

to L.a. and link up with them gangs down there."

"Why not Frisco?"

Frisco is gonna do is delay but Frisco is

"All themcats in Raines. They'll buy

us sone tine, gonna fall. Bet on it, man."

"There is another choice" another outlaw said.

"Ch, yeah? Wat ?"

"Stop the car."

The rusty and battered old car slid to a halt.

Laredo twisted in the seat. "Wat are you gonna do,
man?"

"Find me a house, raise nme a garden. Hunt

some. And obey the | aws that Ben Rai nes says



to obey."

"You chicken-shit!" the driver sneered.

"Maybe," the man said, getting out and pulling his
duffel out with him "But I'll be alive and sittin’

on the front porch with a woman and sone ki ds | ong
after your bones have been picked clean by the rats.
See you boys." He wal ked into the tinber by the

side of the road.

"He's yeller!" a man sneered.

"Maybe, " Laredo said. "And maybe he's smarter

than all of us."

" Huh?"

"W gonna die, Slick. The days of the outl aw

inthe lower forty-eight is over. You all heard them
radi o transmni ssions fromthe Rebels the other day.
They told us we either |ay down our guns

now and surrender, or we die. They wasn't

ki.in," boys. Make your m nds up now. "

"It's a big country, Laredo," he was rem nded.

"It ain't big enough for us and Ben Raines. Let's

go if we're goin". We got to find us a spot

and dig in."

I ke and Cecil's troops pushed down

to Crescent City and found it deserted. The troops
under the command of Striganov and West pushed down

to Alturas and found the town in ruins; no signs of
life. Ben and his contingent rolled into Youreka and
st ood

down while Ben net with the |eader of the survivors in
that area

The town, once hol ding a popul ati on of six thousand,
showed signs of many fierce battles, sone of themquite
recent. But it also had clean streets, neat

hones, and many | arge, well-tended gardens.

Neat ness and cl eanliness were al nost always a sign of people
who refused to knuckl e under to any kind of disaster and
who were not content to sit around and bitch and noan while
waiting for sonebody else to help pull them up

The | eader of the group, a middl e-aged nan naned
Chuck, showed Ben the small but well-furnished

clinic, the school, and all the other

i nprovenents, including electricity, sewage

treatment, and water.

"There were other survivors in this area, Chuck,"

Ben said, consulting a clipboard. "GCeorge

Wllians from Chico. Another George from Red

Bluff. Harris from Redding. Pete Ho from

Uki ah. John Dunning from Santa Rosa."

Chuck shook his head. "Mst of them are dead,

Ceneral. At least as far as | know, they are.

Only Pete Ho and his bunch and me and mne held

out, and Pete had to nove his people over to near the state
[ine. Near the Plumas National Forest. W

talk to each other every week on the radio."

"That expl ains why we haven't been able to nake
contact with anybody." Ben lined out the names on the
clipboard. "What happened to the novenent out here?"
"It just fell apart, General. | believe it was

Harris who was the first to refuse to use the death
penalty. The outlaws took himout first. Then one



by one, the

ot her groups were either destroyed or ran away. All
except Pete's and this one."

It didn't surprise Ben. Only about half of the

earlier outposts the Rebels had set up had

survived. Their failure was due nostly

to the breaking of the rules the Rebels had tried and
tested over the years and found to work. Laws were not
made to be broken. And peopl e who broke them had to be
puni shed. If not, the systemany system --

simply woul d not work.

They were hard rules, and only the strongest-wlled
could follow them But weak people do not rebuild a nation
after that nation's coll apse. Doers rebuild nations,
and then they hel p the weak.

"You have a fine town here, Chuck. | congratul ate

you. Gve the list of any supplies you need

to Beth here, and she'll get themfor you."

"Ri ght now, Ceneral, we're desperately short of

amo and rel oadi ng equi pnent . "

Ben nodded at Chuck and waved at a Rebel

telling the man to supply Chuck w th whatever he
needed. Amo was sonet hing the Rebels were never short
of . Back at Base Canmp One, factories

ran around the clock, seven days a week, to keep

the field troops supplied.

"Corrie, bunmp CGeorgi and advi se himthat

Pete Ho is alive and will probably need

supplies. There is an airstrip at

Susanville. W'll nake that a drop-off

point for that sector.”

"Yes, sir."

"Chuck, what can you tell ne about Reddi ng?"

"A lot of gangs working out of there. It's outlaw
headquarters for this part of the state."

"What' s between here and there?”

"Not hi ng, General. And | nean

not hi ng. "

"Do you have any idea what kind of shape the

airport is in?"

"No, General, |I'msorry, but |I don't.

We're so snall it takes all of us to defend this

pl ace. W used to send out patrols. They never

cane back."

"I get the inpression that not nuch is working north of
Sacranento. "

"You mean |ike big gangs of outlaws?"

"Yes."

"You're right. But oh, boy, south of there is another
story. You're going to hit a solid wall of

resi stance fromthere on down. Redding is about the only
real bastion of crud working north of the old

capital. But | have to warn you that there are dozens of

smal | er gangs working all over the place, |ike
lice."

"The Interstate is clear fromhere on down?"
"It's still fairly clear of obstacles, but it is
deteriorating badly."

"Bridges?"

"As far as we know, they're all right."



Ben shook hands with the nan. "Stay healthy,

Chuck. "

"I intend to, Ceneral. W've got a nation

to rebuild, right?"

"You damm right, Chuck!"

Al Rebel contingents called it a day at 1600

that afternoon. When they were advanci ng i n unknown or eneny
territory, they broke off early in order to set

up defensive perinmeters. Few shots had been

fired at themon their trek southward out of O egon
into California. But all had seen where a | ot of people,
outlaws to judge by the trash they left behind them had
pull ed out in one hell of a hurry, getting out of the
path of the oncom ng Rebels.

I ke and Cecil pulled over just north of

Eureka, Ben and his people made canp at the deserted
town of Lakehead, and Georgi and West

bi vouacked just west of Mwon Lake on Hi ghway

395.

Ben took Linda out to practice with the M 16.

"Il pray for you," Jersey said.

She just couldn't hit anything with a rifle. Ben found
her a shotgun to use and she seened much happier wth
that. He warned the others that in the event of a conbat
situation they should make sure Linda had the barre
pointed in the right direction.

Over the first hot meal of that day, Ben said, "The
crud and crap aren't going to stand and defend their
turf, as | hoped they would. They seemto be

pul l'ing out, en nasse, and headi ng sout h. Whet her or

not they're beefing up the gangs in San

Franci sco is somet hing we have yet to learn. But if

| had to take a guess, |1'd say they're not.

I'd bet they're heading for the L.a. area. San
Francisco is a box that we're going to nail a

lid on."

Leadf oot of the bikers said, "You want sone of mny people
to roll south, General? W could get you sone
intelligence on where they're heading."

"I't would be risky, Leadfoot. Maybe too

ri sky. You' d be out of communication range in a few
mles. If you carried anything that would reach us, that
woul d i medi ately be a tip-off to any gang menber with the
sense of a warthog. W don't have repeater

systens in this part of the country, yet."

"I'f we don't try, General," Wanda

said, "we'll be going in blind."

"That's true. | won't nmake a decision unti

after Redding is taken tonmorrow. W may get |ucky and
get our hands on prisoners who want to talKk.

Get a good night's sleep. Tonmorrow i s going to be a
very busy day."

Ben wal ked back to his quarters and took down his

M 14, cleaning it carefully. Snoot lay on

her bed and watched him waiting for a chance

to sneak-attack himand give Ben a wet lick in

his ear.

The ol d Thunder Lizard had taken a | ot of
criticismsince its inception back in 1957 when

it was introduced as the T44 and adopted by the



mlitary as the M14. Critics decried the

weapon as being too heavy (8.7 pounds, enpty),

and the sighting systemas too conplicated. The bipod
was too heavy, they said. Ben had put his people to work on
t he weapon and they'd nodified the rifle, comng up with a
thirty-round staggered box magazi ne that worked and a
bi pod made of much lighter material. The
7.62x5l nm bul l et (.308) packed a much

heavi er wallop than the .223, and besi des, Ben

i ked the weapon. He had carried a Thonpson

SMG for years, but finally had had to retire

t he weapon when he discovered the Rebels were holding it
in as much awe as they did the general. The M 14

was a man's rifle, for on full auto the weapon

could punish the shoul der of an inexperienced shooter
Ben did not fall into that category.

Ben turned his head and Snmoot nailed him

Ben was up | ong before dawn the next norning. He
shaved and dressed while the coffee was boiling on his
little canp stove. He heard a slight noise

out si de,

and he dropped one hand to the butt of his .45

aut ol oader, which was carried cocked and | ocked.

"Perm ssion to enter?" Dan Gray's question was softly
of f er ed.

"Cone on in, Dan."

Col onel Dan Gray, a forner British SAS

of ficer and now in charge of Gray's Scouts, opened

t he door and stepped inside. He carried his own
nmor ni ng wake-up, a cup of tea. "My people are in

pl ace, Ceneral," he said, sitting down. "Early
estimates are

t hat

about seven hundred outlaws inhabit the city. This
shoul d be no nore than a wal k-t hrough."

"L.a. won't be," Ben said, pouring a

mug of coffee and sitting down across from Dan at the
battered ol d kitchen table.

"I"'mafraid you're right. L.a. is going to be

sl ow goi ng, bl ock by burning bl ock. Even though it

is a spraming place, | think we can still use
artillery to | essen our casualties.”

Ben opened a worn map of California. Maps were

getting harder and harder to find, and each one was used

until it was falling apart. And due to the ever-changi ng
conditions of highways -- bridges out, overpasses
col I apsi ng, sinkholes in the roadbeds -- maps were

constantly having to be updated.

Ben studied the map, then opened a booklet, read

for a noment, and tossed the bookl et aside. "That thing
says that Reddi ng has numerous notels, fine
restaurants, friendly people, and is a pl easant
stopover. Shit! Wat about county roads that would
enable us to block off escape to the south, east, and
west ?"

Dan | aughed at Ben's expression in the light from
the portable lantern. "My peopl e have found a way to
link up with H ghway 273; that will block west and
south escape routes. East is up for grabs.

There are all sorts of little roads |eading in that



direction.”

"Al'l right, Dan. Move the rest of your people out as
soon as they've eaten. There is no way we can cone

up quietly. They'll be waiting for us. And we

don't have the foggi est notion of how heavily they're
armed. "

"Or the nunber of children that nmight be in there," Dan
added.

"Yes. |'ve been doing a | ot of thinking about that.
According to what |'ve | earned, the Reddi ng outl aws have
been there for some time, so there probably will be

fam lies. That lets out standing back and bl owi ng t hem
to hell. Let's take the town, Dan."

Chapter Three

"Everyone in body arnmor" Ben ordered. "Berets

stowed and into helnets.”

They were a half mle fromthe Redding city limts

The [ ong colum of Rebel vehicles stretched out

seem ngly endlessly to the north on Interstate 5.

"Main battle tanks button up, first section

group behind the tanks," Ben ordered.

Hat ches were cl anked shut and Rebel s noved

into position behind the steel and arnor-pl ated nonsters.
"I's Dan in position, Corrie?"

"Yes, sir. He reports sitting on go."

"Are you in comunication with those in the city?"

"No, sir. They will not respond on any

frequency. "

"Order a main battle tank with | oudspeaker

capability up to tell the outlaws to surrender

Advi se themthat they are conpletely surrounded and they
have no chance of survival if they choose to fight

us."

The tank clanked into position and advised those in the
small city to give it up

The reply was small-arnms fire and a rifle-fired

grenade that nissed the tank and expl oded on the

ground.

"The rocket was fired fromthat white house just

behind that old service station," the forward observer told
Corrie, and she relayed that to Ben.

"Destroy it," Ben ordered.

The cannon on the tank | owered, the turret noved,

and the cannon roared twi ce, fire and snoke | eaping
fromthe nuzzle. The small house on the edge of town
expl oded as the first shell inpacted. The second

round was napal mand a burning body was hurled out of the
house. The body bounced once off the ground and | ay
still, the odor of charred flesh drifting on the norning
air.

"Tell the tank commander to repeat the

surrender message once nore," Ben ordered.

The nessage was repeated and once nore the reply was
unfriendly fire.

"Take the town" Ben said.

Four main battle tanks, turrets reversed,

ramred t hrough the barricades and drove straight

into frame houses, totally denvolishing them and crushing
anyone inside. The tanks swiveled their turrets

and cut |oose with cannon, 7.62, and



. 50-cal i ber machi ne-gunfire.

Rebel s quickly followed the tanks in, and one

bl ock of the town was taken.

The Rebels did not take any prisoners.

"Tell Dan to nove in," Ben ordered. "Plug

up all the escape holes he can."

If those in the town thought Ben Raines's initial
attack was brutal, they quickly found that running up
against Gray's Scouts was like swinming in a small
pond filled with alligators. No natter where one
turned, all they saw was hungry jaws filled with
deadl y teeth.

The | eader of the thugs who occupi ed Reddi ng got on the
radio and called his counterpart thirty

mles south in Red Bluff. "Get gone!" he

shouted into the mke. "W've had it up here.

Raines is not takin' no prisoners. Head for

L.a. and link up with them down there. It's worser
than we was told. Ben Raines and the Rebs don't

got no nercy in them They's out for blood and they
don't give a damm for laws or courts or

| awyers or nothin' |ike that. "He-was

The transm ssi on ended abruptly as a

Rebel - hel d rocket |auncher burped and the house

expl oded in flames.

A squad of Rebels found what was once a

| ovel y home that now contai ned about a dozen wonen and
twi ce that many children, ranging in age from runny-nosed
infants in filth-encrusted di apers to boys and

girls nine or ten years ol d.

A Rebel |ooked at a wonan, scarcely able

to contain his anger and his contenpt for her. "Get up,"
he said through cl enched teeth.

"Don't take the babies fromus!" one woman

yel l ed. "They's good for trade."

"What ?" a Rebel woman snapped at her

"Trade? Don't be stupid, you bitch

Trade?" Then it cane to her who the wonen traded

t he babies to. "You goddam sline!"

"You ain't got no rat to talk to me like "at," the
woman said. "Times has been hard."

"I wonder if these people have ever heard of soap was
anot her Rebel said. "Jesus, it's rank in

here.”

The wonen and kids were escorted to the edge of town,
where Ben's CP had been established. The children were
taken fromthe wonen and turned over to Doctor
Chase' s medi cal people for exanms and bl ood work

"You cain't take nmy kid!" a woman screaned

"I done got nme a trade set up."

She stopped wailing when she | ooked up into the very
cold and unfriendly eyes of Ben Raines. She

sensed instantly who he was, although she had never
seen himbefore in her life. No Rebel wore

insignia, and this one didn't have to.

"Shut up," Ben told her. "Did anyone hold

a gun to your head and nake you join outlaw gangs?"
The woman cringed and refused to answer.

"Answer me, goddamm you!"

"No. They didn't."



"Then why did you?"

"I got to eat!"

"Plant a garden. Join a group of survivors
and |live decently."

"Under rules? No way."

"You were going to trade your baby?"

"He's sickly."
"How many have you whel ped?"
"One a year. | got a right to have fun!"

"I heard that on a newscast one evening, years
ago, when a reporter interviewed a wonan who had
never been married and had five or six kids

runni ng around-kids that the working taxpayers paid for

was bullshit then and it's still bullshit. Ht the
road, lady. Hit it running and don't | ook

back. Myve, you goddamm wort hl ess pi ece of

gar bage. "

The woman junped to her feet and took off running.
She did not | ook back nor did she inquire about
her "fun" baby.

Li nda said, "Ceneral, this baby has fleas, head
lice, and her diapers haven't been changed in so

| ong she has urine burns from her navel halfway
down to her knees."

Ben nodded. "I have despi sed trashy people of any
color all ny life. Corrie, have Doctor

Chase set up a

MASH station near the airport as soon as it is
secured. W'll airlift the kids out as soon as
possi ble."

As soon as all the kids were gone, Ben

reached down and jerked one woman to her feet. She
gl ared hate and defiance at him He pulled his

.45 from |l eather, placed the nuzzl e against the
worman' s forehead, and slipped the autol oader off the
| ock position. She junped at the slight sound.

"How many children have you hel ped supply to the creepies

inL.a?"

"The who?"

"The Night P. The Believers."

"How ... did you know we done that ?"

"How i sn't inportant. How many?"

"Don't know. Cain't renmenber. Been doin" it

for years."

"Don't you have one shred of decency in you, wonman?"
"Fuck you, you son of a bitch!"

Li nda | ooked on in shock as Ben pulled the

trigger. The woman's feet flew out from under her and
she fell to the cracked pavenent, a large hole in
the center of her forehead.

Ben stood over another wonan. "Get up!"

"Il tell you!" she screaned, sprays of spit

flying fromher nmouth. "Jesus God Al mghty,

"Il tell you. We nmade a deal with them

Bel i ever Judges down in Sacramento. W

supply them w t h-was she swal | owed hard --

"prisoners we tooken and they | eave us al one.

It's that way all over the state. W live in

peace with them and you-all better learn howto do it
too. Not just the Believers, but the gangs in L.a.

It



too. You'll never whup them They's too many of

"em "

"And how many of your babies have you handed over to then®"
Ben asked softly.

Li nda gasped at the question

The woman sneered at Ben. She knew she was

only mnutes fromdeath. "The ones that's sickly.

The Bel i evers have fine hospitals and such. They

raise themup fat."

"Good God, woman!" Cooper blurted out. "The

goddammed cr eepi es

eat

them "

"So?" she said. "What business is that of yours?"

Several Rebels crossed thensel ves. Jersey

muttered, "Suffer the little children unto nme, Jesus

said."

Ben spat in the woman's face. "Beth,

Jersey. Take these ... ladies out of town and

deal with them please."

"Qur pleasure," Beth said, prodding them

up with the nmuzzle of her rifle.

A Rebel wal ked out of the newy clai ned

territory and whi spered to Ben. Ben nodded his head in
under standi ng. "A few who have surrendered verify that we
now have all the children that were in the town," he said to no one
in particular. He was thoughtful for a nmonent.

"Corrie, give the orders for all Rebels

to evacuate the town. Then order artillery

to destroy it and everyone in it."

Snoke spiraled into the sky fromthe west coast of the
state, the interior, and fromthe east side as

Eur eka, Reddi ng, and Susanville were brought down

by Rebel gunners.

Rebel planes woul d begin | anding as soon as the

ai rport runways were cleared. The children conmany of the
ol der ones just taken prisoner confirmng the horror

story the wonman had told Ben commd be fl own back

to Base Canmp One for further medical treatnent,

and woul d eventual |y be placed in foster hones.

"Hi deous!" Linda said. "W were so secluded in

our little valley we knew very little of what was actually
taki ng place outside of it. This is just

m nd- boggl i ng. "

The bodi es of the dead outlaws and their wonmen had been
dragged into piles and scooped up

by front-1loaders, then transported to a mass

grave site. Al weapons had been gathered up

and stacked according to caliber. They woul d be transported
to supply depots and carefully gone over by Rebe

ar norers.

"Hi ding one's head in the sand never really

acconpl i shes anything," Ben said. "Rem nds ne

of the story about the famly who had but one child and want ed
to protect that child fromall the evils of the world. The child was
educated at hone, all activities nonitored

and restricted, and never allowed to | eave the hone
conpound. On the child' s eighteenth birthday, his parents

| et himgo outside the conpound for the first tine and he died
of shock."



"If there is criticismin there, General," she

replied, "I accept it for all of us."
Ben shook his head. "No criticism Linda.
Just amazenent at your naivet e. | guess you people

did what you thought was best. But now you have to face the
real world. You witnessed a very small part of it today."
"You nmean there is nore?" She tried a smile with the
i ght sarcasm

Corrie wal ked up. "General, Leadfoot's

bunch report that Red Bluff is deserted. A

| ot of people left there in one hell of a

hurry. Ceneral |lke reports the sane thing al

the way down to Uki ah, and General Striganov

has scouts out as far south as Interstate 80, just
north of Lake Tahoe. Deserted all the way

down.

But the signs show a | ot of people were in that area a short
time ago."

Ben opened a map case and carefully studied a

map of California. "Al right, Corrie. Have

Ceorgi investigate all the towns east of

H ghway 99. Tell Leadfoot and his people to check
out Chico, Yuba Cty, and Marysville. |

think he's going to find them deserted. Abandoned is
a better word. Sacranento is going to be our next
big one. Tell Leadfoot to stay the hell out of
Sacranento. "

"Right, sir."

Thernopolis, the | eader of the 21/-century century
hi ppi es who had joined in the Rebels" fight sone
nmont hs back, wal ked up. Ben | ooked around to see

if the little con artist, Enm| Hte, mght be
nearby. He wasn't. Ben liked Em |, and the little
man was a scrapper, but Eml could be a tad
nerve-jangling at tines.

"Therm" Ben said, greeting the man with the

grayi ng shoul der-length hair. "What's up?"

"Ben, |'ve got an old friend who had a comune

not too far outside of Ooville. He was a

fairly resourceful fellow. 1'd |ike to take sone

of my people down there and see if he's still alive."

"I can't stop you, Therm™

"I know that. But if |I'mplaying the soldier

gane, |'d like to have the conmmandi ng general's perm ssion."
"It's fine with ne, Therm You want some Rebels

to go with you?"

Ther m t hought about that for a nmonent. He shook his head.
"No, | don't think that would be wi se. Pasco

m ght misinterpret that as aggression and open fire."
"Way do | get this feeling that your friend will

want no part of us?"

Ther m shrugged his shoul ders. "You're probably right,

Ben. But he runs, or ran, a tight ship. No

| awl essness, no drugs, everybody works and pulls

their own weight if they're physically able. You

probably won't like him but I think you'd

respect what he is."

"Ckay, Therm But |eave your VW Bugs and

wagons here. Take a couple of Humers with

radi o equi prent so you'll be able to stay in contact with



us." Ben sniled and Therm braced, know ng

Ben was about to stick the needle to him "Tie a flower
or a guitar or something to the antenna, so this Pasco
wi Il know you're only hal f-converted to reality."

Ther nopol i s gave Ben a dirty | ook, nodded his

head, and wal ked of f, muttering under his breath about
fascists and dictators and the |ike.

"Better yet," Ben called, "take Em| with

you. That would really set you apart."

Thernopolis turned and gave Ben the finger.

Li nda had stood quietly, watching and |istening to the
exchange. "You really like him don't you?"

"Ch, sure. What's not to like? He thinks I'm

full of bullshit and I know he is, so we get

al ong. W've had some spirited debates over the

nmonths. He certainly doesn't agree with everything

| do, but he's realist enough to know that the Rebe
nmoverent is the only thing standi ng between order and
anar chy. "

Li nda said, "But the East, for the nobst part, is safe
now. He could take his followers and | eave, go back

to the conmune ways and live in peace."

Ben smled. "Yes, he could. But he won't.

That's why | know he's spouting bullshit. Don't

kid yourself, he's in this fight to stay. He'll tel

you he's with us to see the country in the only
reasonably safe way. Safety in nunbers, and

all that. But he'll be with us

when we hit Northstar, and he'll be with us when we
sail for Europe. Part of his motive will be his

i nsatiable curiosity, and another part will be that in his
brain, if not in his heart, he knows that what we're
doing is right. Brutal and savage, but right." Ben
chuckl ed. "Although he'll never admt it and will argue
to his dying day that I'm wong."

"Just like you would never adnmit it if you are wong about
hi nP"

"OfF course, | wouldn't. That's why we're friends."
"Prai se be to Ben Rai nes, the Suprenme Conmander

of all forces that are right and just and good on this granite
planet!" Em| Hte shouted, bouncing into the

peri meter.

"Ch, God!" Ben nuttered.

"Once nore, justice and goodness has prevailed,"

Em| said, wal king up to Ben.

"Right, Eml," Ben said.

"But we shall be benevol ent conquerors. W shall heal the
sick and offer solace to the bruised mnds of those who
have been ensl aved. "

"Right, Eml."

"The mghty army of Ben Raines rolls

on, bringing liberty and justice to all." Enil

began to sing the "Star-Spangl ed Banner." Snpot

began to howl in protest. Enil |ooked at her

| ooking at him "Tin ear!"

"That's very good, Emil. But you're going to herniate

yourself if you keep trying to hit the high notes.™
"I"ve been practicing."

Ben eyeballed Em|'s |latest getup. Enil

had | ong ago abandoned his flowing robes for mlitary



battl e dress, but whenever he was outside of a conbat
area, he also wore a turban and cowboy boots.

He had recently begun carrying two pearl -handl ed,

ni ckel - pl ated si x-shooters, tied down |ike an

ad \West

gunfighter. But for all his eccentricities, Enil

had proven hinself in battle, tine after tinme, and Ben
respected the little man for that. But he still considered
Emil to be a tad off the wall.

"\Where's Therm goi ng, General ?"

"To visit sone hippie friends of his in a commune south
of here.”

"Ch, neat-o! You think he'd mind if | went

al ong?"

"You can go if he asks you, Em|. But don't
bug himabout it. On second thought, you'd
better stay here. |, uh, need you."

"You

need

ne?"

Emi| rose to his full height of about
five-five. "l amat your service

non gener al

Your wish is ny conmand. Ask, and | will obey w thout

hesitation."

Ben was thinking hard, aware of Linda's anused

look. "Uh, right, Eml. Listen, | want you

to, ah ... | want you to nmake certain that Therm

and his bunch check out Humrers fromthe notor pool and

that they have a good radio with them Also nmake certain

t hey have enough rations for several days. WIIl you do that for ne,
Em | ?"

Emi| sprang to attention. "Yes,

sir!
| shall see to that at once."
"Thanks, Em | ."

Emi| whirled around, alnost tripping over his

hi gh- heel ed cowboy boots, and went running off

to find Thernopolis.

"Your friend Thermopolis is not going to like this," Linda
sai d.

"He'll get over it." Ben grinned, softening the

hard pl anes of his face and taking years fromhim
"Besides, he's used to ne shoving Em| at him"

Ben | ooked toward the town of Redding fromhis position

at the airport. The small city was no

nore. The Rebels had set firebreaks to keep the

flames from spreadi ng, then noved back and let it

bur n.

"It seens |like such a waste,” Linda remarked.

"There are only so many conmodes, so nany brass

fittings, and so nany bat htubs and kitchen sinks we can
use, Linda. And we have enough stockpiled around the nation
to outfit several mllion nmore people, and there are stil
mllions nore in enpty homes and buil di ngs. And

we're also elininating another place for outl aws

to stay. Linda, we have warehouses filled to the
overflowing with every part and gadget you could name, and sone that
you couldn't. W probably have half a million

or nore car and truck engi nes. W have enough spark



plugs to stretch fromhere to the moon and back, and enough
panty hose to conpletely wap the earth.”

She | aughed out |oud at that.

"You see, after the Geat War, we started what was

probably the greatest scrounging effort ever undertaken

by humanki nd. Since so many of us were

ex-G's and ex-intelligence officers, we knew

where the underground storage facilities were all over

the nation. We filled themup. The Rebels have al

the gold, all the silver, all the precious gens,

all the great paintings ... you nane it, and we have it."
"And it was your idea?"

He shrugged. "Part of it, | guess. Excuse

nme." He waved for Corrie to cone over

"Corrie, have Lead-foot establish a CP at
Beal e AFB outside of Marysville and wait for

us there. I know where there are sone goodies to be had there.
Provi di ng sonebody el se hasn't got them"
Li nda glanced at him "I thought you said your

storage facilities were all filled up."

Ben smled. "These are seal ed chanbers, concrete and
steel bunkers, set deep in the earth, that contain
weapons, equi pnent, and MRE S."

MR ... what?"

"Meal s, Ready-to-Eat. Wuldn't you |like a break
from Doctor Chase's highly nutritious and

nearly totally unpal atabl e honemade goop?"

"Not to take anything away fromthe doctor, but yes,
| woul d. What does he put in that stuff?"

"It's his secret. His |lab people won't even tel

me. Wiaich is fine. I'mnot sure | want

to know. "

"Ceneral, you want to know a truth about Doct or
Chase's field rations?"

"Sure?"

"They taste like shit!"

Ben threw back his head and | aughed. "Wl cone

to the Rebels, Linda."

Chapt er Four

The Rebel s pulled out the next norning.

Vultures were circling high in the sky, sensing there
was food far bel ow them but unable to spot the buried
bodies with their sharp eyes.

The convoy traveled as far as Red Bluff, and Ben
ordered the Rebels to stand down and start cleaning up the
town. "Nice-sized little place," he remarked,

after inspecting the town. "And the airfield is in
pretty good shape. This would nmake a dandy out post.
Corrie, see if you can raise Thernopolis on

the radio."

After a nmonment, she handed himthe mke. "This is
Eagle, Therm D d you find your | ost

peace-and-| ove generation?" He w nked at Linda as

he said it, envisioning the frowmm on Therm s face.
"Yes, | did, Eagle."

"Thank you for reporting in, Therm"

"Sorry about that. | truly am | just forgot."
"Therm | won't bel abor the point. But | was

about to send troops in after you. Sone of Pasqual's
bunch m ght have gotten hurt."



"Pasco! "

"What ever. Therm ask your friends if they know where

any survivors mght be who would like to help us set

up an outpost here in Red Bluff. The town is the

right size and everything else about it checks out."

"As a matter of fact, they do. Ben, they know where

there are about three hundred people living. They're al
in small groups and | ooking to reestablish what they
consider to be nornmal living."

Ben | aughed at that. Linda had been |listening over the
speaker and had a confused | ook on her face. Ben

said, "What Thermneans is that these are the types of
peopl e who get regular haircuts, in addition to |iking
life under rules and regulations and saluting the flag
and things of that nature."

"He doesn't like an orderly life?"

"OfF course, he does. For a conmune to work, they have

to have rules and regul ations too. He's just needling
ne." Ben lifted the mke. "Send themon their

way, Therm We'll be waiting for them"

"That's ten-four, Ben. Pasco says they

are basically good people for straights.”

Ben | aughed. "I'd like to nmeet Pasco."

"He says thanks, but sone other tine."

"Ckay, Therm You can all go on back to listening

to that horrible nusic."

"How in the hell did you know? ... Oh, never

mnd. Ad Hippie out."

Li nda | ooked at him "How

did

you know what they were doi ng?"

"I guessed. But don't ever tell Thernopolis

that."

The first of the survivors in that area of northern
California began arriving late that afternoon. They by no
nmeans appeared to be a beaten-down bunch, for they were
wel | -armed and carried their weapons |ike conbat-ready
troops. They were just tired and very wary. Chase had

set up his MASH and was ready to receive them taking the
children first, then the wonen, then the nen.

Whil e the kids were being exam ned and receiving the first of
many inocul ations for chil dhood di seases, Ben net with the
| eaders of a few of the small groups.

"Pasco radioed us and told us you were in the area,"

a man said. "We just couldn't believe it. It's

been tough, CGeneral. Myving every three or

four weeks, always trying to stay one junmp ahead of the
outl aws. "

"They are that strong?"

"Sir," another man said, "I'mnot being

critical, so please don't take it that way. You

had to nove in some direction; it's only logica

that the outlaws would nove in the other, getting away from
you. They had us out-manned and out-gunned. In this area
al one there were once comn that many nonths ago cona dozen

settlenents, all doing well. Then the outlaws from
the east joined up with those in L.a. and San
Franci sco. |'d say a conservative figure

woul d be between five thousand and ei ght thousand nmen, wonen,
and ki ds have either been killed or captured over the



past year."

"You are aware of what the outlaws are, or were,

doing with the prisoners they took?"

The man spat on the ground. "GCh, hell, yes!

Now |l et ne tell you sonething that you probably

don't know. The | argest concentration of Believers

in the lower forty-eight is in-was

"The Los Angeles area," Ben said, interrupting

with a smle.

The nen shared a | augh. "Well, you did know "

"W guessed. The few prisoners we

took up in Redding confirned that. Right before we shot
them™

The man studied Ben for a nmonent. "That's why

Pasco will never be a part of your group, General

He thi nks you and your people go too far."

"That's his right. There are others who agree with him
And they do not and never will receive any help from us,
any way, shape, or form?"

"Pasco knows that. Thernopolis is trying to change

his mind."

"What do you think his odds are of doing that?"

The man nmoved his right hand in a waggling notion. "Not
too good, GCeneral."

"What's Pasco's probl enf”

The man stared and studied Ben for a nmonment, then stuck
out his hand. "I'mLes Wrd."

Ben shook the hand. Hard and cal | used.

"Why does Pasco have to have a problem General ?"

"I sol ating oneself away from any type of open

society tells ne a lot. And the Rebels do have

an open society. A dozen things cone to nind

Les: dropout drug users wanted by the | aw, when

there was a |l aw;, malcontents; a |and-baron

mentality; benevolent king ... which one fits

Pasco?"

"Which one fits you, General ?" Les asked with a

sm |l e, no back-down in the nan.

"Ch, even though | didn't ask for this job -1

actual ly

ran away fromit for six months -1 don't know that

any of those descriptions fit me. You see,

Les, Rebels know the rules comand in our society

there are very few gray areas between right and w ong-and

we come

conpbey the rules. Very rarely does anyone cone

to me with a | egal problem™

"Neat job of sidestepping, General," Les said.
"Actual ly, none of those things you nmentioned fits
Pasco either. He's really a lot like you. He just
pl aces a |l ot nore value on human |ife coneven

t he degenerate type conthan you do."

"And how many tinmes has Pasco been burned

in

beli eving that? How many of his followers have been killed

or wounded or assaul ted because of that belief?"

Les smiled faintly. "Mre than one."

"I don't intend to subject nmy people to that danger

Les. Let's run it down. Pasco sets up a

little enpire and isolates his commune fromthe outside
worl d. The only type of nusic they will listen to is



so-called protest nmusic fromthirty or nore

years ago comn that there is anything wong with that, | just
find it a bit restrictive-their debates are so

old and out of step with reality they creak with age. Their
generation began and glorified the drug plague that

nearly overwhel med the nation a decade back, and

none of themw |l admit they had anything to do with it.

No, Les, Pasco and | have nothing in conmon."

Les shrugged his shoulders. "He's also afraid that

you'll find out where he and his people live and cone in after
them™

"He's paranoid too. Do you think I would do

something |ike that, Les?"

"No. And | told himso. You ve let the

Under ground Peopl e and the Wods Children alone. | pointed
that out to Pasco. He wasn't convinced."

"Then to hell with him" Ben said flatly. "I'm not

goi ng to bother Pasco and his followers as |ong as they

| eave me al one. There are probably severa

hundred conor nore -- conmunes scattered around the
nati on, people who just want to be left alone. And
intend to do just that. | nost definitely will |eave them

al one. One hundred percent totally al one and on

their own in all respects.”

"You won't help themat all?"

"That is correct, Les. Back when the

worl d was functioning, nmore or less, | had nothing but
contenmpt for dropouts who, for exanple, when they

needed nedi cal attention suddenly deci ded that maybe

they could conformjust a little and oh, so nagnani nously on
their part allowed the conform ng taxpayers to pick up the
tab. And then they went back to their communes, or

[iving under bridges, or wherever, and | aughed and poked

fun at the very people and the systemthat had just hel ped them
by paying their bills. Sorry, Les. People like

Pasco and his followers aren't contributing a damed

thing to the rebuilding of this nation. They want to step out
every now and then and eat the fruit, but they don't want

to help in the hard work of cultivating it. To hell with
them™

Ben wal ked away, and Les and the other men | ooked

at Beth and Cooper, standing nearby. "I guess

if | say that Ben Raines is a hard man,

you're going to tell me that hard nmen are needed in hard
tinmes."

Beth wi nked at him "And hard wonen too,

Les."

Ther nopol i s and those who had gone with himto visit

Pasco returned the next day. Ben noticed the

| ong-haired and col orfully dressed Therm seened

wi t hdrawn and sil ent.

Ben wal ked over and sat down beside himon the

tailgate of a truck. "What's wong, Thern®"

Thernopolis cut his eyes. "You' ve been a bad

i nfl uence on ne, Ben. Wth Pasco and his peopl e,

found nyself in the unenviable position of defending you and the
Rebel novenent."

"You didn't have to do that."

"Ch, | know that. But the thing that bothers ne is, in

many cases com all, but many-|



want ed

to."

"I"ve told you before, Therm there is not fifteen

cents worth of difference between us. W both want

peace and a chance to live out the remai nder of our |ives
i n sone degree of happi ness and security. The

di fference between us and people like Pasco is that we're
willing to fight and sacrifice for it."

"Maybe you're right,” Thermsaid with a sigh. "But

"1l always maintain that Pasco is a good

person. "

"I won't argue that. |I'msure he has nany good

qualities just like |I have many bad ones. But Therm
nice guys don't win wars. SOB'S like me win

wars. Real nice gentle sweet people don't make

good cops or good CEO S or Chairnen

of the Board. Real nice idealistic folks can't

run the governments of nations. It takes a person

with a certain

amount of hard-ass in themto do that. And | knew you
had it in you after 1'd talked with you for five

m nutes. "

Therm stared glumy at the ground for a monent. " That
doesn't say much for ne, then."

"That depends on who is doing the view ng, buddy."

Ben gave the orders for lke to continue down the
coastline highway and for Cecil to split off and

take 101 down to Wkiah. He told Col onel

Gray to take his people down the Interstate, while Ben
and his contingent split off and headed down H ghway

99, through Chico, Ooville, Yuba Gty, and

Marysville, then finally over to the old AFB

Five and Six Battalions, under the conmmand of

Striganov and West, would continue their sweep for
survivors and link up with Ben on Interstate

80, northeast of Sacramnento.

"There were alnost a million people in Sacramento when the
Great War hit us,"” Ben told his i mediate team as they
rode slowy southward toward Chico. Every little town

t hey passed t hrough showed signs of having been abandoned
recently, and in one hell of a hurry.

"Fl yovers using heat-seekers have shown a very | arge
concentration of people in the city. Leaflets we dropped
telling themto identify thensel ves have been ignored.
Prisoners have told us the city is filled with

creepies. So far this push into California has

been a cakewal k. But all that is about to change,
peopl e. "

"How bi g was Chi co?" Cooper asked.

"Alittle over twenty-five thousand," Beth said

fromthe center seat of the big wagon. She sat with
Jersey. Corrie and Linda were in the third seat

of the wagon, Corrie with her radio jacked into the
antenna on top of the wagon. "But Leadf oot

radi oed that the town is deserted.”

"How about San Francisco?" Linda asked.

"We'll take it," Ben said. "But we're going

to have to get close to do it. W won't be able to stand
on the east side of the Bay and shell it conthe Bay

is too wide. Qur 155 SP'S have a range of



about twelve nmiles. W'll be able to shell in fromthe
north and south ends, that's all. Once we soften

up those areas, the rest will be block by block and, in
many cases, hand to hand."

" Sacr ament o?"

"We'll be able to surround it and shell it,

for the nost part. L.a. is going to be a rea
bastard, though."

"Huge, sprawling place," Beth said. "About

sixty mles wide and forty mles deep."

Cooper whistled softly. "No way in hell we can
surround that place."

"Not conpletely,"” Ben said. "But we can split our
forces and attack fromthree sides. But it's going
to be a very long, bloody, and drawn-out process."
"Is it going to be like the taking of New York
City?" Linda asked. "I've heard so nmany

Rebel s say that was a real tough one.™

"L.a. is going to be worse," Ben said

The advance teans of Rebels waved t hem through the
deserted and eerily silenced Chico, then pulled in
behi nd the convoy as a new advance teamtook their
place; it was on to Yuba Cty. Like Chico, the
once-thriving town of nearly twenty

t housand was a ghost town. |In nore ways than one. Just
before the outlaws and thugs had pulled out, they'd
killed all their prisoners rather than have to drag them
al ong. The bodi es of dead nen, wonen, and kids were
piled in heaps on the sidewal k in the main drag.
"You' re seeing another reason why we don't take

many prisoners,” Ben said to Linda, as he

hel ped her out of the wagon to stand in the deserted
street.

A few nmoans cane from the bl ood-soaked

bodi es. She jerked away from his grasp and ran

to get her nmedical kit.

"She's got a lot to | earn about punks," Jersey

sai d, |eaning up against the wagon. "But | imagine
she will. If she lives | ong enough.™

The Rebel s buried the dead, and chaplain read a
short non-denoni national service. The wounded were

| oaded onto trucks for transport on down the

road, where Chase would set up a MASH unit for the
eveni ng.

Li nda was silent as the |ong convoy of trucks and
tanks and self-propelled artillery and Jeeps and
Hummers and APC S and Li ght Arnored

Vehi cl es (Lav) naned Piranhas rumbl ed on

t hr ough the town.

Had any outl aw been so foolish as to remain behind,
at the sight of all the Rebel m ght he

probably woul d have curled up in a nice tight

ball and wi shed for the safety of his nother's wonb.
But the Rebels nmet with no resistance as they rolled
t hrough the town and out onto Hi ghway 99.

"Horrible," Linda finally said, gazing out the

wi ndow at the silent |andscape that seenmed utterly
void of life. "Wiat kind of degenerates are we
dealing with?"

"The kind that won't be around much | onger,"

Ben



assured her.

Si nce Thernopolis had al ready checked out

Ooville and found it to be deserted, Ben pressed
on toward Marysville and Beal e AFB

Leadf oot had established a CP for Ben on the

ol d base, and he met the convoy bitching. "If
there's anything worth takin' on this base, General
I wish you'd show nme where it is. This place has
been pi cked over a thousand tines."

Ben | aughed and patted the bi ker on the shoul der.
"Come on." He wal ked over to a concrete building
about fifty feet long and thirty feet w de.

"There ain't nothin' in that place, Ceneral,"

Leadf oot said. "Me and the boys done checked it
out."

"And the girls,"” Wanda rem nded hi m

"Right."

"Follow me," Ben said, and the others trooped after
him At the snmashed door, he said, "See anything
unusual about what is left of this door?"

"I't's a sure enough big-ass door," Wanda

said. "Big enough for a truck."

"That's right, Wanda. Exactly."

I nside the building, Ben pointed to the roof. "See
anyt hi ng unusual about that roof?"

H s personal team with the exception of Linda, had
seen it all before. They knew what he was pointing out
and remained silent.

Li nda | ooked up. "Wy woul d anybody build a

roof like that? Look at those heavy steel beans."
"See those huge eyebolts?" Ben asked,

poi nti ng.

"Cooper, bring a deuce-and-a-half up here and

run me some chains, please.”

The others stood in silence and watched as Ben, on a
| adder, threaded the ends of the heavy chain through the
eyebolts, then hooked the chains into two holes in
the floor.

Leadf oot got down on his hands and knees and

| ooked. "Well, hell! There's heavy stee

rods enbedded in the concrete. |I'll be damed."
"Everybody outside!" Ben yelled. "As soon as

that slab is lifted, since we're going to violate
SOP in opening it, knockout gas will be rel eased.

It won't kill you, but it will drop you to the ground for
about an hour. W have to use generators

to punp out the tunnels before we enter. Back the
truck up, Coop. Let's open it up."

Everyone backed outside and, at Ben's orders,
slipped into gas masks. Cooper put the big
deuce-and-a-half in grandma and backed up, the
chains tightening, and the concrete slab how ed in
protest at being opened after all these years.
Cenerators were brought up and the tunnel was punped out.
Ben, flashlight in hand, | ed the way down the steps
into a cornucopi a of supplies. Hundreds of

crates, sealed tightly and dated, |ined both

sides of the wi de corridor, floor to ceiling,
further than Ben's flashlight beam could reach
"Take what we need for this run,"” Ben ordered.



"Then we'll reseal the opening and cover it, and pick
up the rest on our way back."

"How many nore of these caches are there?" Linda asked,
after having found a long floor-to-ceiling row of
medi cal supplies.

"Several hundred that | know of,
"I've

only found the need to open a few of them"

"How many rounds of anmo you reckon is in here,

Gener al ?" Wanda asked.

"Several mllion, I would inmagine."

"Jesus!" Beerbelly, one of Leadfoot's nen

yelled, froma dark end of the corridor. "W got

Jeeps and trucks and all sorts of vehicles

down here." He wal ked back to the group. "The big

door you pointed out."

"Right. O course, there are fifty buildings just like
this one on the base. Deliberately so."

"How di d you know whi ch building to come to?" Wanda
asked.

Ben grinned. "I didn't. | guessed!"

Up | ong before dawn the next norning, Ben, coffee

mug in hand and Jersey with him as usual, went down
to the highway to | ook over the newest addition to the
Rebel arny. The Piranha LAV, one nasty

fighting nmachine. The Marines had had themin use for a
few years prior to the Geat War, and scroungi ng

Rebel patrols had found where they had been

war ehoused. Hundreds of them

Thi s campai gn woul d be the first Rebel conmbat test of the
LAV S.

The main reason the Rebels had not fielded the
Piranhas prior to this was that the crews had to be
trained fromscratch on the nachine. Not only were the
Pi ranhas deadly instrunents of war, they were al so
sophi sti cated machi nes, and could carry six

infantry personnel into battle in addition to their
crew of three.

Sonme Piranha nmounted a 25nm aut onati c

cannon, others were equi pped with a 90mm cannon

and still others were refitted with 30mm Gatling guns,
The Piranha had ei ght wheels and four axles, and

that made it an 8x8. It could travel on hard

surfaces at speeds up to sixty-five mles

an hour, hit rivers at speeds up to thirty

mles an hour, and swi mal ong at nearly seven

mles an hour.

Ben grinned in the predawn darkness. He patted the
arnor-pl ated side of the Piranha. "Slick

huh, Jersey?"

Jersey reserved comrent; she had somnething el se on her
mnd. "Since | know damm well you're going to

get

right in the thick of any battle, General, how many

of these things are you assignhing to us?"

Ben | aughed softly. "Three of them Jersey. So

rest your mnd. 25mm 90mm and one with

30mm Gatling gun."

Jersey, using a penlight, jotted that down.

“I'"ll hold you to that, General."

Ben sai d.



Ben chuckl ed at her antics. She was

| ooking after his safety and he knew it and
appreciated it.

"Let me get this straight,"” Jersey said,

flipping a page in her notepad. "This thing we're
standi ng next to has the 25mm Bushmaster cannon

ri ght?"

"That's right."

"It can be fired single shot, or full auto, up

to two hundred rounds per mnute."

"That's it. Inpressive, huh, Jersey."

"W'll see. And | imagine we'll see up

close. In addition it has one 7.62 nmachine

gun, one .50-caliber machi ne gun, and two

M257 snoke grenade | aunchers.™

"You got it."

"That's a lot of firepower, Ceneral."

"I had the personal safety of my teamin mnd

when | ordered them up, Jersey."

Jersey cl osed her notepad, |ooked at Ben, and

burst out |aughi ng. She wal ked away, still | aughing.
Smiling, Ben called, "See, this is what |

get for being such a nice guy!"

That brought on anot her round of |aughter from Jersey.
She waved a hand and kept on wal ki ng, heading for the
cof feepot in Ben's CP

The conmmander of the LAV wal ked up, a cup of coffee
in his hand.

"How do you like the Piranha?" Ben asked him

"Love it. W& put themthrough their paces on the
way out here, General. It's a fine nmachine and
they' Il do everything they're built to do."

"Did you have a firefight?"

"Several of them Bunch of punks hit us in

Kansas. W bl ew them cl ean of f the highway.

That 30mm Gatling gun is one mean son of a

bitch."

"What was your best fuel-conserving hard-surface
speed?"

"About forty five mles an hour. At that speed,

we can range about four hundred mles a tank

But we're limited in their use because of the |ack of
crews for them"

"I understand. We're training as fast as we can."
Ben thunped the side of the LAV. "Did our

engi neers beef up this arnor?"

"They sure did. W caught a 14.5 rocket

and it didn't even |eave a dent. Just rocked us sone
i nsi de. "

Ben nodded his approval. "Get the others ready

to go. We're pulling out at 0500."

The LAV conmander was anxi ous to show his stuff. "Are
we spear headi ng, General ?"

"Some Piranhas are. But don't worry, you'l

get to see plenty of action.”

"How s that, sir?"

"You're with ne."

"All right!" the LAV crew chief said. "Al

right!"

Chapter Five



"Where are the eastern units?" Ben asked

Corrie.

"Set to go. Colonel West has swung around and

is in place just south of the city. General
Striganov is holding at Placerville, waiting

for orders.”

"l ke and Cecil ?"

"Ceneral lke is just north of Santa Rosa and
Ceneral Jefferys is waiting just north of Napa.

Al units are ready."

"Cet everyone in the wagon."

"They're ready, sir."

"Al'l right, let's do it."

The [ ong col um was stretched out on H ghway 70
Scouts and other forward recon units were already in
pl ace just north of the city, with West's people in
pl ace just south of Sacranento.

Ben got in the wagon and shut the door. He

| ooked behind him Snoot was curled up on the center
seat, between Beth and Jersey.

"G ve the orders to nove out, Corrie. Let's

go, Coop."

"What's our position this time, General?"

"Ri ght behind the spearheaders. Get around all these
others."

"And here we go," Beth muttered.

Breaki ng dawn found all Rebel units outside

their objectives and ready for the attack. Ben got
out of the wagon to stand for a nmonent in the cool
nmorning air. The start of the nobst anbitious
canpai gn ever undertaken by the Rebels was only
seconds away from ki cking off.

"Corrie, what does Leadfoot and his bunch

report about the airport?"

"Filled with stinking creepies."

"Tell himto take the field." That transm ssion
sent and received, Ben said, "Tell all units

to launch attack."

Rol i ng thunder split the norning as artillery
batteri es opened up north, south, and east of the
city. To the west of Sacranento, |ke and

Cecil began their attacks, softening up their
objectives with waves of artillery. The ground
trenbl ed under the boots of the Rebels as the artil
pounded the city with HE, WP, and napalm the
shel I s whistling and hunmi ng over head.

Ben waved to his XO "Take over here. |I'm

novi ng nmy section and securing McCellan

AFB." To Corrie: "Tell Dan to get his people
moving. We'll link up at McCdellan

Dusters and LAV' S out. Let's go."

Cooper cut east, with Interstate 80 to the south of
them and headed for the old Air Force base. They
crossed Marysville Boulevard and ran into a

roadbl ock they could not breech

"Cet a Duster up here, Corrie," Ben said.

A Duster pulled up and began hanmering at the
roadbl ock wi th 40nm cannon fire.

Qut gunned, those left alive at the barricade
abandoned t heir dead and wounded and pul | ed back, cu

early

ery

tting



sout h

toward the Interstate.

"Let themgo," Ben said. "Coop, get us to the

base. "

Cooper rolled through the east gate of the base, right
behind a main battle tank that had pul |l ed

ahead of them The tank busted through a wooden
barri cade, crushing several creepies who thought they
m ght be able to stop the tank with small-arnms fire.
They were wong. The treads |left several bloody
snears on the concrete and rumnbl ed on

The tank | ed the way across what Ben guessed m ght
once have been a parade field, and then brought them
into a complex of old buildings.

"Qut!" Ben yelled. He bailed out of his side of the
wagon, M 14 in hand. "Tuck the wagon behind a

buil ding and join us, Coop," Ben said, then grinned
and added, "And | eave sone water for Snoot."

The Husky pup, although battl e-hardened and
accustoned to | oud boom ng noi ses, had been trained
to get down on the arnor-plated fl oorboards and

stay put.

Shots kicked up dirt at Ben's boots and he

made it to the door of an old building, Jersey

right behind him He kicked in the door and went in, the
Thunder Lizard set on full rock and roll

Jersey's M16 clattering along with it.

A snelly creepie reared up in front of Ben,

hi s unshaven face a mask of hate and perversion

Ben lifted the nmuzzle and bl ew the man's face

into several corners of the room He stepped

over the cooling, twtching body and pointed to a

cl osed door.

Jersey nodded and nmoved to one side of the door, a
grenade in her hand. She pulled the pin and held the
spoon down.

Ben bl ew t he doorknob off with .308 slugs. The

door yawned open and Jersey rel eased the spoon
tossing the Fire-Frag grenade into the stinking
room A few screamnms gradual ly faded

into silence.

Ben and Jersey hit the floor as the grenade

boomed, sendi ng shock waves through the first floor of the
bui | di ng and sendi ng bl oody hunks of creepies in

all directions.

Ben both heard and felt footsteps above them on

the second floor. He rolled over on his back

and pulled the trigger of his M14, enptying a

full clip of lead into the overhead. He slapped in

a fresh clip and got to his boots just as

Corrie, Beth, Linda, and Coop ran into the

room

"You're late," Jersey told the group. "You

m ssed all the fun."

Li nda's face was pale, but she was hanging in, her
Rem ngton 870 sawed-off at the ready, a

bandol i er of shells |ooped around her waist.

"Next building," Ben said, stepping into the

bl ood- and-gore splattered room and over the

mangl ed body of a creepie.



"This one is still alive,’
"Shoot him' Ben told Coop
Coop's M 16 barked once and the creepie had

no nore worries on this earth.

Before Linda could recover from her shock at the
execution, the teamwas out the back door and runni ng
hard. Beth jerked her along.

Aut omat i c-weapons fire fromthe second fl oor

of a barracks building kicked up dirt and rocks

at their feet as they ducked behind the foundation of a
bur ned- out bui | di ng.

"Duster up," Ben ordered.

Wthin seconds, a Duster spun around the side of

t he buil ding and opened fire with its 40mm cannon

The ol d frame barracks began to splinter and

snoke under the inpacting shells, and the screans of the
canni bal s inside reached Ben's group. One

creep tried to run for safety. Gound fire

tore himapart. Another junped fromthe second

floor. He was riddled with bullet holes before he

hit the ground. The buil di ng burst

into flanes.

"Corrie, order all buildings denolished

by cannon fire. Al capable use Wllie

Peter."

Mai n battl e tanks began hamering white

phosphorus at the old buildings. Creepies with

their clothing on fire began running in al

directions, screaming as the WP ate holes into their
flesh. Gound fire ended their search for safety.

The Rebels took their time, taking it building

by building, following the MBT'S, the Dusters, and the
Pi ranhas. Behind them and to the south, Sacranento
began to burn fromthe rel entl ess bonmbardment of
artillery.

I nside the besieged city, creepies were

frantically radioing to San Franci sco and

L.a. California was the | ast great bastion of the
Believers, and if they could not stop Ben Raines and
his Rebels here, their cause would be |ost nationw de.
South of the border, in Mexico, the people had banded
together, re-formed their arny, and were putting Believers
up against walls, in front of firing squads.

Sout h of San Franci sco, creepies began

bl owi ng bridges up and down the Interstate. They

did not care that they were cutting najor

arteries; they did not care that the structures m ght
never again be rebuilt. Their only thought was to sl ow
Ben Raines's march toward them They did not care

that they were cutting off their conrades north of San
Jose, doom ng

them Ben Raines had to be stopped.

The Believers threw up skirm sh |ines across the
state, stretching fromthe Pacific to the Nevada

line. Suicide teans were sent out, their mssion

to kill Ben Raines at any cost.

One of General Striganov's radi o operators,

scanni ng the frequenci es, caught something, backed

up, and listened, recording the conversation on tape.
Her face paled as she realized the content of the

Li nda said, | ooking down.



transm ssion. She sent a runner for Cenera

Stri ganov.

He cane at once and listened to the tape, his fists
cl enched and his face hard. "The bastards! Al right.
Go to scranble and advise all commanders. | want a
screen around Ben at all tines. Hell curse and

fume and object, but it's the only way. The others
will agree with nme, Fmsure of that. Co,

Net a- hurry! "

The ol d AFB was decl ared secure by 1200. The

creepi e dead were pushed into piles

by bl ade-equi pped trucks and set on fire. The

stench of burning flesh mingled with the snoke from the burning
bui I di ngs on the base.

The Rebel s had taken yet another step toward

cl earing southern California.

Ben | ooked up froma map to see an entire section

of Gray's Scouts nmoving into position all around

him "Wat the hell is going on here?"

"Col onel Gray's orders, sir," a young

Scout said. "He said under no circunmstances were we
to let you out of our sight."

Ben waved to Corrie. "Get Dan on the horn.

| ..." He turned as Dan's Jeep pulled

up in front

of the CP and the Englishman stepped out, wal king toward
hi m

Dan neither backed up nor apol ogi zed for his

actions. He expl ained his reasons quickly and
succinctly. "And there is nmore, Ceneral. My forward
recon people are reporting the creepies and outl aws
are bl owi ng maj or bridges on the Interstates al

the way across the state, west to east. W' re going
to be forced to take secondary roads down to Los
Angel es. "

Ben slamed a fist on the hood of the

vehicle. "Dam!" He knew t hose bridges woul d

never be rebuilt in his lifetime, and possibly never
rebuilt at all. Take two steps forward and one

step back toward progress and the unrestricted
nmoverrent of future generations. "They're desperate
people trying to buy a little tine." He nodded his head.
"Al'l right, Dan. | understand the need for all the
extra security. | don't |like ny novenents

[imted, but |I understand the reasoning. Let's get
reports fromall fronts and then call for a face

to face with all commanders. W' ve got to rework our
travel plans, so to speak.”

Santa Rosa and Napa were burning as | ke and

Cecil wal ked into Ben's CP at the old

AFB. Striganov and West had arrived a few

m nut es before. Ben's kids, Buddy and Tina, were

al so in attendance. Gunners were still |obbing shells
into Sacranento and the city was burning out of control
Rebel s had surrounded the city and were picking off
any creepie who tried to escape the inferno.

For once, Ben had to sit and listen as others told

hi m what to do.

Cecil Jefferys, second in command of al

Rebel forces, laid the [ aw down to Ben



"I"mshifting Buddy and Tina and their
teans to your command, Ben," the black nan said. "The

section of Gray's Scouts will remain as your
security. | won't even suggest that you stay out of
heavy conbat situations, Ben. However, | can see

that you are bl anketed with security."”

Ben sat, his face inpassive.

"I know you don't like it, Ben. But that's the way
it's going to be -- understood?"

Ben nodded hi s head.

Al'l present knew that only two people could get
away with speaking to Ben in such a manner: the
ex-Arnmy Green Beret and the ex-Navy SEAL,

Cecil Jefferys and | ke MCGowan, nmen who had

been with Ben since the inception of the Rebels.

Cecil turned to Colonel Gay. "I want
heavy security around Ben twenty-four hours a
day, Dan."

Dan nodded hi s under st andi ng.
Cecil turned to Buddy. "Buddy, you are to be your
fat her's shadow, understood?"

"Yes, sir," the heavily muscled and handsone young
man said. He smiled. "I suppose | can put

up with his grouchiness for the duration."

Ben glared at him "I thought I told you to take

t hat dammed bandana off your head and put on

a hel met, boy. \What are you trying to be, the
twenty-first-century Ranbo?"

"I have very vague recollections of a novie character by that
nane, " Buddy replied, undaunted by his father's
glaring | ook. "Be that as it may, | am

attenpting to be no one but nyself."

"Har dhead! " Ben grunbl ed.

"I would say that he cones by it quite naturally,"”
CGeneral Georgi Striganov said with a smile.

Ben grunted and glared at the Russian. The

Russi an gl ared right back.

"Al'l right, all right!" lke said, standing up, a
mug of coffee in his hand. "Let's everybody

settle down and work out a battle plan. The bl ow ng
of bridges can be discussed after we've taken San
Franci sco. And we're not going to be able to just
wal k in there and have the creeps roll over dead. You
want to take it, Ben?"

Ben's irritation at his nmovenents being limted had
| ong passed. He saw the need for it and accepted it
with a soldier's stoicism Thernopolis wal ked in
and stood beside Buddy. "You're late," Ben told
hi m

"I was busy with nmy afternoon's ablutions,” Therm
replied. "Hanging one's bare buttocks

over a log is unconfortable. W need nore
Porta-Potties."

"Fine," Ben said. "Wuld you like to be in charge of
procuring nmore portable shitters?"

Ther m si ghed and | ooked toward t he heavens. "Has
anyt hing el se of great inportance been di scussed?"
"Fat her doesn't |ike ny bandana," Buddy said.

"He wouldn't," Thermreplied

"Thank you," Buddy told him "Perhaps if | had



one nmade of bullet-proof material it would be nore
accept abl e?"

"I doubt it. You'd |look too much like a hippie

to suit him"

"Goddami t!" lke roared. "WII| everybody

knock it off and let's get down to business?"

"Thank you, Ike" Ben said. He noved to a map

thunmb tacked to a wall. He pointed a finger at

San Francisco and the Bay area. "There is no

way we're

going to be able to keep the creepies from buggi ng out south
when they figure out what we're doing- or at |east
alot of them W just don't have the forces to do it;
we're going to be committed on a ot of fronts.

What we can do is prevent themfrompulling either north
or east. lke, the bridges at San

Raf ael and the CGolden Gate are yours. It's not

going to take rmuch of a force to hold them but don't
spread yourself too thin. | don't want to bl ow the
bridges, but it nmight cone to that. The creepi es have
probably wired themall to go anyway. W're

going to have BART to deal with, the Bay Area Rapid
Transit. And we all renenber the problens we

had with the subways in New York City. | think

we'll just use chemicals and to hell with it. Then

we'll use explosives to finish the job. Any

objections to that?"

Ther nopolis summed up the feelings of all. "If

it will save Rebel lives, | say go for it."

Al t hough he did not mention the possibility of

prisoners being held within the city, Therm 1|ike everyone

el se, knewthat in a city, there was no feasibl e way

to get themout without too great a cost in Rebe

life. He, like the others, felt that those being held
woul d prefer a quick death to being eaten alive, as nany
creepies liked their human flesh

The ot hers nodded their heads in agreenent.

Ben made eye contact with everyone in the room know ng
they were thinking, as he was, about any prisoners wthin
the city.

"Ckay," he said softly. "I understand.

Now t hen, Cec, you take the Gakland bri dges.

Ceorgi, you and Col onel West swi ng on down here

and take the San Mateo and Dunbarton

bridges. I'mgoing to pull ny people down and cone up

t hr ough Pal o

Alto. That's it, people. W start butting heads in the
nor ni ng. "

Ben knew that if the Believers, the N ght People conthe
creepies, as the Rebels had dubbed them had any

sense at all, they would be bugging out of the city right
now, regardless of the blown bridges to the south of them
But there was one exit the creepies mght think to use
that Ben was going to plug. Or try to. He sent for

Dan G ay.

"Dan, | want and your people to start working your way
over to Half Mon Bay. Blow all these

bridges. That will effectively block at |east one

exit south for the creepies. |I'm nmoving tanks

into position now. You can follow themin as far as they



go."

"Right, sir."

"Cood luck, Dan."

"Same to you, sir."

Dan knew as well as Ben that he could easily

get hinmself trapped in there and be in one hel

of a bind.

Ben was staring at the large wall map when Doct or

Chase wal ked in, acconpani ed by Linda

Parsons. Ben turned and smiled at them both.

Chase | ooked unconfortable for a few seconds, then
asked, "Were do you want ny MASH peopl e, Ben?"

"Just behind all forward units, Lamar. Hell, you

know that! Wat's your real reason for comng in here and
buggi ng ne?" He softened that with a grin at the crusty
doctor.

Chase sighed and rubbed his tenples with his fingertips.
"Headache, Lamar?" Ben asked.

"Yeah. Ben, is the city going to be put to the

torch?"

"Yes. Unfortunately. | wish it could be saved,

but that's inpossible."

"And the same with Los Angel es?"

"Yes. |Is that what's bothering you?"

"No. It's the highly infectious diseases our people will
probably encounter once in the city contities --
proper."

Ben sat on a corner of an old desk. "You have

some intelligence you'd like to share with nme?"

"Recon brought back some prisoners this norning;

t hey grabbed them | ast night cony know that.

I've had | ab peopl e doing bl ood work. It

worries nme, Ben."

" Al DS?"

"Well ... closely related. But resistant

to anything we've got. And anything we're likely
to have for years. Ben, |I'mafraid Los

Angel es is going to be the sane."

"It's hell fighting in gas masks, Lamar. They
restrict vision."

The doctor shook his head. "I don't think it wll
cone to that. But | would advise surgical nasks and
gl oves taped tight on the wists. As little

exposed flesh as possible."

"Al'l right. That will present only a small

probl em What el se?"

"Anyone with an open wound-however minor- to be used
as rear-echel on personnel ."

"Done. "

"When we establish a toehold, Ben, | would

suggest that we use artillery to bring down the city.
Try to avoid as much physical contact with the
creeps as we can."

"I'"ll go for that. Fine. I'Il have Beth and

Corrie send out directives right now "

" Ben?"

Ben met the doctor's eyes.

"I don't want any prisoners taken. No

creepies or anyone in the city with them™

Ben arched an eyebrow. For Doctor Chase



to suggest sonething that drastic nmeant that he was really
worried about disease. "lIs it that bad, Lamar?"

"Yes. It's that bad, Ben. | want this city

destroyed by fire. | don't want anything left,

Ben. Not hi ng. "

Ben studied the toe of his junp boot for a nmoment.

He | ooked up. "Lamar, if you're telling nme that

the creeps and their associates are infected with sone
di sease that we are powerless to conbat, medically speaking,
that means that nore than likely every creep and
associate in this state has the same di sease.”

"Yes. That is a very good possibility. Carriers,

at least."

"Damm!" He turned to Corrie. "You heard it

all, Corrie. Get on the horn and advise

all unit commanders. They nake no noves unti

we get surgical masks and gl oves on every

person. Anyone with a wound commo matter how

mnor-is to pull back to the rear. Get on it,

pl ease. "

"Do you want Dan to pull out, sir?" she

asked.

"No. Tell himto hold up until he and his people

are masked and gl oved. Tell himto stand down and

wait for ny orders."

He waited until Corrie had sent the orders

out, then said, "I want all our planes,

t wo- engi ne and above, to start coming in here. Travis
AFB is clear. Tell themto land there and cone

bonb- equi pped. Napal monly."

"Yes, sir."

To Lamar: "We don't have that many pilots and we

don't have that many pl anes that are equi pped for bombing
raids. This is going to be quite a jury-rig

operation.”

"Anything will help, Ben. Los Angeles is

what's got ne worried. It's such a sprawing

pl ace."

"We'|| deal with L.a. when we get there,

Lamar. Now |I'm going to ask a | aynman's question

How far are we froma vaccine for this di sease?"

"Ben, we weren't even close when the Geat War

hit us. There were so many variants in the AlIDS thing,
we' d get one whi pped and three nore resistant

strains would pop up. The powers that be back then just
woul d not put the needed noney into research;

don't think they realized what a dreadful plague

upon the land it really was."

"Or they didn't care. Renmenber that many of our
so-cal |l ed | eaders knew that the power play that led to the
war was on the way."

"I't's moot now, though, isn't it?"

"Unfortunately. Well ... this new devel opnent

is going to delay the attack for a day, maybe

two. "

"This is also going to let the creepies and the outl aws
grow stronger," Buddy pointed out, speaking for the first
ti me since Chase entered the room

"I know," his father said. "But with this new tw st, it
can't be hel ped. Corrie, have our scanners picked



up any word on the whereabouts of Khansin, Villar

and that bunch?"

"Not a peep, sir. \Werever they are, they're

mai ntai ning strict radio silence.”

"That tells ne they're so weak in nunber they

don't want us to find them W'd w pe them out.

W really creaned themin the nmountains. W had

to have cut their nunbers by a good sixty, seventy
percent. Maybe nmore than that. W certainly buried

and burned a | ot of bodies."

"And then the remainder just drop off the face

of the earth?" Chase said. "That doesn't make any
sense. Unless they all decided to go straight for a
change, and that doesn't seema very likely
probability to me."

"Ch, no, Lamar. They're hol ed up somewhere,

keepi ng their heads down. You can bet on that. And what
is wrse is that they'll rebuild quickly. You know

as well as | that there are thousands of thugs and punks
just waiting for an opportunity to link up with a gang.
Sonetinmes | honest to God think there are nore crud
than decent people left. Sure appears that way at

times. No, we'll just deal with one problemat a
tine. That's all we can do."
"Li ke about a million creepies in the Los

Angel es area?" Buddy said.

Ben smiled. "Not that nany, son. But for sure,
we're going to be outnunbered-again.”

Chapter Six

Ben stood on the edge of the tarmac at Travis

AFB with his nouth hangi ng open and wat chi ng his own
newor old comair force come w nging in.

He shook his head, closed his nouth, and turned

to Ike. "lke, where in the hell did the pilots

conme up with those planes, for Christ's sake?"

| ke | aughed and sl apped Ben on the

shoul der. "They found some of themin rmuseuns over in
Nevada. The rest came fromthe old Confederate

Air Force in Texas."

"Good CGod, lke!" Ben said, |aughing as he

wat ched anot her plane nake its approach and cone
gracefully in for a landing. "That's a B-17!"

"Yep, it sureis. Only two of themin

exi stence -- that | know of -and we've got them both.
They're both well over fifty years old."

"Ch, yeah," Ben said. his

Vel

over fifty years old." He chuckled as he

wat ched two B-25's touch down on the runway.

"l ke, what a hell of a way to run a war."

"Yeah, but you know, Ben, that half of our pilots
used to be jet-jockeys, but they say they'd

rather fight with these old jobs. Look yonder," the
M ssi ssi ppi - born-and-reared | ke said, pointing.
"P-51's conmin' in."

"And those?" Ben asked, his eyes to the sky.

"Beats the hell outta nme, Ben."

"P-40's," Doctor Chase said. "The old

Flying Tigers. Hot damm, boys! That is a

beautiful sight for these old eyes, I'Il tell you



that."

"Those pl anes are over sixty years old!" Ben

yel | ed.

"That's our air force, Ben" |ke said, grinning.

"They should certainly strike fear in the hearts of the

creepies,”" Ben said drily. "If for no other

reason than fear of themfalling out of the sky and
I andi ng

on them"

| ke got a laugh out of that, then said, "Oh,
they've all been reworked, Ben. Hell, there

isn'"t an original part on any of them"

"How about bonbs that will fit the racks?"

"Well now," General GCeorgi Striganov said,

wal ki ng up and hearing the question. "I rmust admt, that
a, well, slight problem"™

"I"'mnot sure | want to hear this," Ben said.

"W sort of had to do some hone boy engi neerin' when

it cane to that," lke said, smling. "But we

believe it will work. We'll see in a couple of

days, won't we?"

Ben shook his head. "This is going to be good. | can
just feel it."

"I't will probably revolutionize nodern warfare,"

I ke said, trying to keep a straight face.

"I"'msure. Let's have a practice

run." Ben pointed across the tarnac to a field.

"Ri ght over there. Now. "

Ben wat ched the bonbs | eave the bonb bay and hit

t he ground, reasonably close to the target. The
bonbs bounced but did not expl ode.

He | ooked at |ke. The ex-Seal grinned.

"I think we may have screwed up just a tad. But
nothin' that we can't correct."

Ben nodded his head and sat down in a canp chair,
thinking that this was a hell of a way to run a war.
The second practice bormbing run went off w thout

a hitch conexcept the bombs mi ssed the target- and
Ben smiled as the old Wrld War Two pl anes

cane roaring in, dropped their payloads -- this tine
t he bonbs expl oded comand soared gracefully back
into the skies.

Many of the Rebels in Ben's conmand had gat hered around,
seeing for the first tine in their lives the planes that
hel ped to win a war that was over, for many of them
decades before they were even born

"They're prettier than jets," one remarked.

"It just seens like that's really flying!"

"Do you renenber World War Two, General ?" a

Rebel asked Ben

Ben | aughed and shook his head. "I'm

afraid not. I wasn't born when that war was going
on. My war was Vietnam Hueys and Dust-offs

and B-52's. Hell, Doctor Chase just

barely remenbers Wrld War Two, and he's as

old as dirt."

Lamar gl owered at himwhile the young Rebel s

| aughed. When the | aughter subsided, Chase asked,
"Ben, how about the guns on those old Flying

Ti gers?

had



hi s

"They had to be reworked or replaced. We couldn't
find ammo for the originals. The .303's were pulled
off and 7.62's were put in their place. W can't

use the synchronized propeller gun at all. The
P-51's have six machine guns. Al in all

it's going to be a very interesting canpaign, 1'd
say."

Chase said, "All the troops have been assigned

gl oves and masks."

"Then we junmp off in the norning."

Early norning fog still hung | ow over the coastline
when Ben gave the orders to nove out. The mighty
machi ne of war called the Rebels surged forward as

the Rebels' air force took off from Travis

AFB. B-17's, B-25's,

F51's, and F40's. The ol d pl anes that had

hel ped to win the war to end all wars were back in
action. And the pilots were not above hamming it up. They
wore | eather jackets, white scarfs, and

basebal | caps. Ben had wanted themin nore

protecti ve headgear, but they were in such high spirits,
he deci ded agai nst naki ng them wear anythi ng except
what they wanted to wear.

The bonbers roared over the city, dropped their

payl oads, and returned to base to | oad up again

while the fighters staffed the city streets with

machi ne-gun fire. Since many of the pilots had

been crop-dusters before the G eat War, they took
chances that few Wrld War Two pilots woul d had ever

t hought of taking. They tilted their fighters on the
Wi ngti ps and roared between the tall buildings, machine
guns spitting and hamering out |ead. They didn't
inflict many causalities flying that way,

but they sure scared the hell out of a lot of

creepi es.

| ke, Cecil, Georgi, and Wst got

into position around the city while Ben and his people were
stall ed between San Jose and Palo Alto and

Dan's bunch pushed on toward Hal f Mon

Bay.

It was hard going for those south of the city, for the
creepi es were grouped en masse agai nst such a nove.
Dan and his bunch nade it across the nmaze of
Interstate interchanges and headed for the Pacific,
whil e Ben and his contingent had to slug it out for every yard
gai ned.

Ben called for Tina. "Kid, take your people and sone
Dusters. Cut west through what's left of the Stanford
Uni versity conpl ex. Take Sand Hill road and

try for the Interstate. Plug it up."

"Right, Pop. |I'mgone." She kissed himon the

cheek and ran yelling for her teanms to link up

Ben turned to Corrie. "We've got to punch through

and establish a toehold, Corrie. Oder nmain

battl e tanks in and have them buttoned up tight.

['lIl use the outside phone."

When the tanks lunbered into position, Ben ran to the
si de of one and opened the phone box. "Lower your
muzzl es and blow me a hole through this crap,” he



ordered. "Then forma protective line for us

to follow Use HE. "

Hal f a dozen of the steel nonsters lined up, |owered
the nuzzles of their main cannon, and blew a hol e

| arge enough for an aircraft carrier to nove through
The tanks noved forward, the Rebels

fol | ow ng.

The creepies, hoping to swing around and trap Ben
did exactly what Ben wanted themto do.

They swung around and cl osed off the rear conor thought
t hey did.

"Order the LAV' S and Dusters up," Ben said

to Corrie. "A and C Conpani es face the rear,

B and Dto the front."

The Rebel conpani es swung around and caught the
creepies in a box. The LAV Piranhas and

Dusters pulled out from hiding and went to work. Heavy
cannon fire caught the creepies by surprise as
Rebel s poured out of the LAV'S and added

aut omati c-weapons fire to the carnage. \Wen the
creepies tried to retreat to the north, they ran
into Ben and his rear-facing Rebels.

The Rebels then turned the littered streets into a
sl aught er house.

Over the rattle and boom of battle, Corrie

said, "Tina net heavy resistance in the college
conpl ex. She punched through and is alnost to the
Interstate.”

"Ckay. W've got a toehold. Dan?"

"Colonel Gray is on Highway 92 and is

driving hard toward the Pacific."

"Tell himonce there to push on up to Moss

Poi nt and secure Hal f Mbon Bay airport

SO we can resupply himat that |ocation. W' ve

got to secure the San Carlos airport, and

we've got to do it by tonight. Tell all units to start
| ayi ng incendi ary charges in the buil dings behind us.
Torch it all down but |eave us a rathole in and

out. Then get nme lke."

Corrie gave the orders, then handed the nike

to Ben.

"l ke here."

"What's your twenty, |ke?"

"Sittin' on the north side of the Gol den

Gate. "

"Can you cross it?"

"That's ten-fifty, Eagle. The creeps have it

all wired to blow "

"Just as we thought. They're so single-mnded they
don't realize that by doing that, they're trapping

t hensel ves. Stand by, lke. Corrie, get ne

Cecil."

"On the horn, General."

"How s your bridge | ooking, Cec?"

"Heavily m ned."

Ceneral Striganov reported. "No

way across, Ben. It doesn't |eave us many

options, does it?"

"No. I'mafraid it doesn't, Ceorgi

Stand by."



Wth the rattle of gunfire, the crackle of

flames, and the thunder of artillery in the background,
Ben muttered, "One of the greatest tributes

to engi neering ever built."

"Sir?" Corrie asked.

"The CGol den Gate Bridge, Corrie.

W'll not see the likes of it again in our lifetine.

Get ne lke, please.”

"You don't want to do this, do you, Ceneral ?"

Corrie asked.

"No, | don't, Corrie."

"Ceneral lke on the horn, sir."

"Il ke, blow the bridge. Cecil, Georgi

bl ow them Cut the bastards off, then swi ng around and
link up with nme."

"That's ten-four, General," the conmanders reported

in, none of themliking the decision anynore than the
man who gave the orders.

The shelling began al nost i medi ately. The expl odi ng rounds
activated the charges placed by

the Believers. The charges bl ew, rocking

the norning with destructive thunder. Huge spans of the
bri dges shattered, breaking off, then slowy

dropping into the Bay, sending wild geysers of water
high into the air.

"Cet me a report fromTina, Corrie."

"She's in position, sir. Blocking the Interstate

at Wodsi de Road."

"Did she report finding anything of value |eft

at Stanford University?"

"Negative, sir. The place had been virtually

destroyed. Indications are that all the books were

bur ned. "

Ben shook his head in disgust. "Naturally. The first

to go are the intellectuals, then the books. Contro

the minds, and you control the nasses. Corrie,

tell Georgi and his people to pour on the coals and get
in behind us here. When he gets into position, have him
spread his people out from101 to 280, and then give the
orders for this conmand to nmove out. W've got to take
the airport at San Carlos."

I ke intercepted the orders and was on the horn

i medi ately. "Goddammit, Ben!" he yelled. "If

Ceorgi and West get in a bind, you and your people could
be trapped over there."

"Possibly. But not for long," Ben

radi oed back. "You and Cec burn it all

I ke. Start your push south and search and destroy.
Anything left, the ... bonbers,"” he said with a

smle, "can napalmit."

"That's ten-four, Ben," |ke radioed. He

didn't like it, and Ben knew it, but Ike would do it.
"We've hit heavy resistance, Ben!" the

Russi an

called in. "For your safety, you nmust hold what you
have until we can punch through and get in behind you."
"That's ten-fifty, Georgi. W' ve got to have the

ai rport under our control and the runways cl eared

by late this afternoon. 1'll see you when you get here."
Ginning, Ben tossed the mike back to Corrie



before Georgi could start roaring like a bear with a thorn in
its paw. He turned to Cooper. "CGet the wagon

up here, Coop. Fall in behind the tanks. G ab

your equi prent, Corrie. Let's go."

The Rebel s stayed between Bayshore Freeway and the

Juni pero Sierra Freeway and slugged it out with the
creepi es. The creeps had them heavily

out nunmber ed, but the Rebels had far superior

firepower. Ben's people advanced, very slowy, fighting
for every foot of ground gai ned.

Across the Bay, huge columms of snoke

began pouring into the air as Ike and Cecil pushed
south, burning everything in their path. The Rebel s had
t he search-and-destroy tactics down to perfection

using i ncendi ary charges their |ab people had devised that
t hrew whi t e phosphorus and napal m upon

expl odi ng. Four charges, separated and placed two

i nside and two outside, would effectively burn a

city block. For added insurance, the prop-driven
bonbers and fighters came in right on the Rebels’

heel s, dropping their payl oads of napal m adding

nore smoke and fire to the inferno that sent plunes of
snoke reaching toward the skies.

Ceneral Georgi Striganov split his command

taking his personal battalion first west, then

turning north and cutting up under Ben, |eaving the
troops of the Russian Rebet and the

French- Canadi an Danj ou spread out west to east,

to bl ock any escape fromthe creepies trying

to flee the flanes. As the first of Cecil's

troops reached Rebet and Danjou's position, they

swung west and once nore joined Striganov, beefing

up the general's forces.

Dan and his peopl e had reached the Half Mbon Bay
airport and were hanging on while Tina sent two

squads over to Hi ghway 35, bl ocking that

final southern escape route for the creeps.

Ben radi oed his daughter. "How s it going, kid?"

"We're hanging on by our fingernails, Pop," she

told him "But for a while it was touch and go. The
creeps have been coming at us in human waves. O
subhuman waves," she anmended. "I think we're

firmnow "

"Hang tough, kid," Ben told her. "I've

ordered West and his people to push to your location with battle
t anks spearheading. He'll split his people and send
hal f over to beef up Dan. Can you hold for an

hour tops?"

"That's ten-four, Dad. Can do."

Ben knew the mercenary, West, was in love with

Tina, and she with him Col onel West would be

brutal in his advance to get to Tina. The westernnpst
positions of the Rebels would be secure in an hour

Ben radi oed I ke and Cecil. "We're in

pretty good shape here, boys, and getting better

So sl ow your advance and do the job right the first time. |
want everything from Cakland to San Jose put to the
torch.” He paused for a few seconds, then

lifted the mke, sealing the fate of the creepies and
anyone closely aligned with them "No



prisoners."

Cecil halted his forces, stretching themout west

to east from Al aneda to the Warren Freeway, and

waited for ke to join him He radioed the

pilots and told themto take a break until Ike

linked up with himand the drive south could be resuned.
Ben halted his drive north and told his tired

Rebels to grab a few minutes rest unti

everyone could get in place. He knew that would give
the creeps a chance to regroup also, but his people were weary
and needed a break.

Li nda cane to himcarrying two mugs of coffee.

Ben accepted one with thanks and took a sip of the

hot brew He |ooked at the wonman. Her face

was grinmy fromthe snmoke and sweat of battle, but she
was hanging in. That was all Ben could ask and expect

of anyone.

She | ooked across the strip of street that had, for the
nonent, becone the unofficial no-man's-land, and was
surprised when Ben said, "It won't take |ong

for the wildlife to return to this area.”

She cut her eyes to him

"Wldlife?"

"Ch, yes, Linda. This entire region is a very

i mportant feeding and nesting area for mgratory

birds on the Pacific fly way.

Once we're out of here, their nunbers will increase

-1 hope."

She shook her head and smiled. "Ben." She used

his first name for the first time comand that did not escape Ben
conz she pointed across the wide area littered with the
br oken and bl oody bodi es of stinking creepies.

"There are only God knows how many Believers

north of us in that city. And you're thinking about
wildlife?"

Ben sipped his coffee and smled, anusement in his

eyes. "Ch, you'll get used to me, Linda. In

each state we reclaim | set aside severa

areas for the wildlife to run free conz Cod intended
themto do. A place for wolves and panthers and
mountain |lions and bears and ot her predators to once
nore take their place in God' s way of bal ancing

herd popul ations -- his

A burst of gunfire fromthe creepie side of the

street broke into their conversation. A Rebel tank

cl anked around, |owered its cannon, and put an end

to the gunfire. A creepie staggered out of the rubble
and a Rebel cut himdown with one shot.

"Then you're opposed to hunting?" Linda asked, after

a sip of coffee.

"Ch, no. Not at all. Never have been

Back before the war, in many instances, it was necessary to keep
the animals fromstarving to death. But now, with the human
popul ation cut by probably sixty percent, sport

hunting is no | onger necessary. Hunting for food is
another matter entirely." He | ooked up and

lifted a wal kie-talkie. "Creeps setting up

on the roof of that building ten o' clock fromm position in
front of the bank building. Blow the top off that
bui I di ng, pl ease.”



Li nda could not help but notice that he gave the

orders with about as much enotion as she'd once used in
ordering a hanburger at a fast food

restaurant.

Four main battle tanks lifted the nuzzl es of

their cannon and the entire top of the building was bl own
away. Mangl ed bodi es of creepies were tossed

into the air and fell spinning to the street bel ow
"Ceneral ?" Corrie said, nmoving to his side.

"Col onel West has reached Tina's position.”

Ben checked his watch and sniled. "Dam! He nust

have grown wi ngs and fl own over there. Ain't |ove
grand? Al right, Corrie, tell the troops ten

nmore mnutes and then we butt heads again."

Ther nopol i s wal ked up, after darting and dodgi ng his
way through the unprotected areas of the street.

The aging hippie did not like all the killing, but
despite his bandana, now covered by a helnmet, and his
colorful clothing, now replaced by battle dress,

and his penchant for arguing with a stunp, he knew that if
peace were ever to once nore reign over this land, thus
enabling himto take his followers back to the commune,
t he conmmon eneny nust be destroyed. Therm and his group
now battle-tested, had proven to be fine

sol di ers.

"Rosebud is taking care of Smoot and Chester,"

Therm said, referring to his wife and to Ben's husky
and Dan's nutt. "I pulled ny bunch up

cl ose. They're grouped on both sides of the

street directly behind this position."

"Cood," Ben said. "As soon as the tanks have

| oaded up full we'll take another bl ock

You' ve | earned tactics quickly, Therm You'l

make a fine conmander."

"That'l|l be the damm day," the hippie said

pronptly.

Ben smil ed.

"Everyone reporting in position, sir," Corrie

said, after acknow edging the radio calls.

Ben | ooked at his watch. "Five nore ninutes.

Corrie, check on Dan, please."

"More tanks just busted through to his position, sir. The
airport is secure."

"Good. Tell the transport pilots to warmtheir

engi nes and get ready to resupply him Advise

Dan they are now under his orders and to take it fromthis
poi nt."

"Yes, sir."

The transport planes would fly first south, then

cut west around the fighting, and once over the
Pacific, would turn northeast before making their

final approach to the snall airport.

Al major arteries out of the city of San

Franci sco were now bl ocked by the Rebels. The

creepies could use the sea to escape, but Ben

knowi ng how shortsighted they were, doubted if the

| eaders of the Night People had worked up any plans for
that eventuality.

There were no bridges |left connecting San

Francisco to the nmainland. To the north and east of the



city, flames and snoke faced the creepies. To the

sout h, Ben Rai nes and his Rebel s were massing.

Inside the city, the Believers were frantically
radi oi ng for assistance, all the while knowi ng there was no
escape for them and no hel p com ng. Their pleas were net
with a cold and uncaring silence fromtheir conrades

to the south. Every group living outside the city that had
been aligned with themhad fled south, setting up
skirm sh lines to slow the Rebel advance once the

city by the Bay was finished and that dammabl e Ben

Rai nes turned his arny southward.

"Al'l right," Ben said. "Let's do it." And the

Rebel s opened fire with snall arnms, nortars,

cannon, and rockets.

Fromthe Pacific eastward to the San Franci sco

Bay the | and expl oded in flames and snmoke and death

as the Rebel gunners laid down a field of

rolling artillery fire. Ben and his forward conti ngent
nmoved north anot her burning bl ock. They ignored

the cries fromwounded creeps. It was not difficult for
themto do. Al had seen firsthand the savagery and
brutality of the cannibalistic tribes called

Bel i evers. The wounded creeps had very quickly | earned

to still their cries for help. Their pleas for nercy got
t hem qui ck and col d conpassion fromthe nmuzzle of a Rebe
weapon.

Everything in the Rebels' path was put to the torch as
soon as it was cleared of enemy troops. Only the

roads were left intact. The snoking rubble |eft

no place for the creeps to hide. Wen they tried

to run, they were cut down; if they remained

where they were, hoping to avoid Rebel detection

they were either crushed to death under the treads of tanks or
burned alive.

The Believers practiced a barbaric and savage

way of life, and the Rebels gave them exactly that

on their way to death. Many of the creeps had heard how
ruthl ess Ben Raines was. Mst did not believe

it. Most expected to be taken prisoner and housed

and fed and their wounds attended to. Then, when the
Rebel s had |l eft, the creeps could resunme their

hi deous way of life.

The creeps soon | earned, very quickly and quite

pai nful ly, that Ben Rai nes had absolutely no

intention of allowing their way of life to continue. Mny
of the creeps began to curse their |eaders for getting
theminto this predicanent. But their |eaders did not do it.
Just as with the crinmnal who tries to blame society
for his misfortune, that worn-out excuse was not
acceptabl e. They were forced to face the fact that as

i ndi vidual s they were solely to bl ane.

Two nore bl ocks were taken, and Ben and his

battalion linked up with Tina and West at

Wod- si de. Behind them what was |eft of Menlo

Park was obscured fromview by the flanes and the snoke
that soared into the skies.

"Al'l artillery up to this position,"” Ben told

Corrie. "Al'l planes capable of carrying

payl oads resune dropping napal mon the city.

Goup all ny people on 101. W're noving toward



the airport right now "

Corrie relayed the orders and | ke canme on the

horn. "Lots of creepies over that way, Ben."

"There won't be in about two hours,"” Ben told

him "Let's go, people. My next CP will be on the
tarmac of the San Carlos airport."

Chapt er Seven

Heavy machi ne-gun fire stopped the advance of

Ben's teamin Redwood City.

"Forward observers out," Ben ordered. "And tel

themto get it right the first tine. We're too cl ose for
m st akes. "

They were so close that the ground beneath their feet began
to trenble as the 105 s and 155's pounded the target
area just ahead of them Wth a range of twelve

m | es, the huge 155nm sel f - propel | ed

howi t zers dropped in high expl osives with deadly
accuracy. The 90mm cannon that some Piranhas

wer e equi pped with began barking and biting as the 81lmm
nortars rained in death. The air over the heads of the
Rebel s began how ing and fluttering and

screamng as the deadly mail started arriving in the
city.

Wth one |long block turned to bl oody rubble, the

FO S called in corrections and the Rebels noved

forward as the gunners corrected el evati on and began a
new onsl aught. The creeps were shoved back

back toward the burning city north of them

"We're going to shove themall the way back into the
city proper,"” Ben told those around him "Then

we're going to seal it off, west to east, and start
tossing incendiaries in on them But we've got about
twenty mles of hard slogging to go before we can do that."
Bet h was doing sone fast figuring with a hand
calculator. "The city is about eight mles

wi de and about that deep, if we plan to push all the
way up to Daly City. Qur artillery will handl e that
easily."”

Ben studied an old map of the region. "Let's

t ake anot her bl ock, gang."

The Rebels clawed their way through the rubble that
littered the streets. Ben and his contingent stayed al ong
101 while General Striganov and his people crossed

over and started up 280. Rebet and Danjou and their
battal i ons began punching up the area between the two
mai n hi ghways.

It was grim slow work. Artillery would soften up a

bl ock, then the Rebels woul d nove forward, working

buil ding to building, house to house, oftentines engagi ng
in very close conbat. Since the creepies were so

highly infectious, and Ben did not want his people

needl essly exposed to sone dreadful, incurable disease,
he soon called a halt to the advance, along al

fronts.

| ke and Cecil were across the Bay, slowy burning

their way south, destroying everything in their path.
"CGet Georgi on the horn for me, Corrie,"

Ben said. "Sonmething's got to give here and it isn't
going to be us."

The Russian who had once been a nortal eneny



of the Rebels cane on the radio. Years back

Ben and Georgi had fought each other fromthe

M ssissippi River to the northern California

coast .

"W're going to have to hold up, CGeorgi. W just

can't risk infection. Some of our people are getting
bl ood-splattered fromclose-in fighting. Hold

what

you've got until we can get flame-tossers up

here for the troops and give those tanks with the
capability tine to fuel up."

"I amin conplete agreenent, Ben. I'll stand

ny people down inmediately."

The Rebels broke for a well-deserved rest while

trucks ran the burning and rubbled streets bringing in
backpack fl amethrowers for the troops and mix for the
t anks.

"Still plan on naking the San Carl os airport

by this afternoon, General ?" Cooper asked.

"You bet, Coop." A dozen main battle

tanks runbl ed up, hatches cl osed. Ben used the

out si de phone on the lead tank. "You

f | ame- equi pped?”

"That's ten-four, sir."

"Spear head us." He hung up and turned

to Cooper. "You bring the wagon up, Coop. I'm

goi ng ahead on foot. Let's go!"

H s team spread out behind the tanks and foll owed them
i n. The bodyguards assigned to protect Ben could

do nothing to stop him How do you tell the comrandi ng
general he can't do something? They fell in with himand
surged forward

The rattle of machine-gun fire came froma

building with a faded sign, SPORTI NG GOCDS

painted on the front of the bricks. The slugs

how ed of f the arnor of the MBT and the tank

cl anked around, lowering its cannon. The mnuzzle

spewed liquid fire, engulfing those inside in

flames. The screami ng of the torched lasted only a
nmonent as their brains cooked and their heads expl oded
fromthe buildup of steaminside the skulls.

"Mop up!" Ben shouted, and a team | anced the snoking
interior of the old building with automatic-weapons
fire.

"Ben!" Linda yelled. "Up the street. North.

They' re charging us."

Several hundred yards away, the street was cl ogged

wi th running, scream ng creepies, howing their fury as
they canme in a suicide charge

A dozen .50-cal i ber machi ne guns, a dozen

7.62 machi ne guns, a hundred M 16's, one

shot gun, and one ol d Thunder Lizard-cali ber

. 308, in the hands of Ben Rai nes combbgan

yamering. The Believers cane in waves of rage

and perversion and died in bloody piles of stinking
filth.

"Up on the tanks," Ben shouted, junping up and
crouchi ng behind the commander's cupola. "Let's go!"
The tanks all had bags of sand and dirt piled and
secured around the turrets, the Rebels junped on



and crouched down as the tanks | unbered

forward. They all tried not to listen as the steel
treads of the fifty-plus-ton tanks crushed any

life left out of the piles of creeps in the street.

They crossed another street and cane to a halt.

Steel railroad tracks had been wel ded in

sections, conpletely blocking the street.

The tank commander opened the hatch and poked his head out.
"Co around it, Ceneral ?"

"Negative. It appears that's what they want us

to do. The other streets seemclear, so they've
probably got them m ned. Use HE and punch

t hr ough. "

The conmander cl anked his hatch shut and Ben hol | ered,
"CGet down, people-down!"

From a half a dozen tanks 90mm and 105mm

cannon roared and the barricade was ripped apart. Ben
cut his eyes upward and then slid off the tank and
grabbed up the phone. "El evate your cannon. The

creeps are waiting for us on the rooftops with

sat chel charges."

Ben stepped out of the way, his teamw th him and ducked
into the storefront of an old building. The tanks
swiveled into position and the street was filled with a
deaf eni ng roar as the cannons how ed. Several Big
Thunpers were brought up. The 40nmm

fully automati c Thunpers began spitting out

ant i personnel hi gh-expl osive rounds at an

astoni shing rate of fire. Bodies of creepies

began falling off the rooftops and crashi ng screaning
down to the rubbled streets.

"Every other tank use fire," Ben ordered. Torch

the buildings fromthe ground up and give the bastards a
hotfoot. Troops stay behind the tanks. G ve

me a report, Corrie."

The wonman spoke calmy into her headset as the

Rebel s remai ned behind the protective bulk of the

huge tanks. One creepie charged and Li nda

gave hi m sonme doubl e- ought buckshot in the guts. The
creepie folded up and hit the street, howing his

life away.

Ben wat ched her. Linda's face was pal e beneath the
grime of battle, but she was hanging in as she

punped anot her round into the sawed-off shotgun

Ben shouted over the din of battle. "Corrie,

tell the troops to seek cover and have the TC S

back up their tanks. Let's let artillery bring

it down."

Once Ben and his contingent were secure, or at |east
behi nd cover, the tanks backed up and added their
cannon to the incomng shells. Row after row

of buil di ngs began coning apart in explosive

flames. Teams working Big Thunpers noved

into position and began | obbing rounds into the area that Ben
suspected was m ned. The 40mm rounds proved him

correct as the concussion of the exploding

grenades touched off the mines that were to have killed the
Rebel s.

Ben wal ked fromthe storefront into the building itself.
Long ago it had been a drugstore. The



pharmaceuti cal section of the store had, of course,

| ong since been | ooted. Poking around in the

rat - and- nouse-chewed remants of the vials and

bottles, Ben found hundreds of pills,

precious antibiotics, years out of date. The

stupid and greedy people who had | ooted the store had
taken only that which would nake them high, or |ow,
dependi ng upon what perverted kick they had been

seeki ng. Uppers and downers -Ben recalled the old

slang terns for them The | ooters had taken nothing

t hat woul d have fought infection. So much for the nentality of
| ooters. Ben had al ways held the belief that once a
curfew had been established in an area, |ooters

shoul d be shot on sight. This just reinforced his opinion
Ben squatted down in the rubble as Linda and

Thernopolis and Corrie joined him

"They took everything to get thenselves high," Therm said,
poki ng around the ness with the toe of his boot. "But
nothing to help maintain their health. Not even

vitam ns."

"They weren't concerned about their health when we had a nore
or less civilized and productive society,"

Ben said, standing up. "I never understood why

| aw abi ding citizens ever put up with them"

An amused | ook passed over Thernopolis'

face. "Wuld you have put them up against a wall and

shot them Ben?"

"The pushers, yes," Ben responded quickly. "But

not the addicts. Not unless they conmitted a serious enough
crinme to feed their habit." He stared at

Thernopol i s. "The Rebel philosophy is stil

to shoot those engaged in illicit drug
manuf act uring. "

"Yes, | know. Ben, did you ever stop to consider
why

peopl e take drugs?"

"Ch, yes," Ben said, as the battle raged

outside the trashed store. He smiled. "Like you
Therm | have an opi nion on nearly everything.

Whether it is correct or incorrect is yet

anot her story." Ben | ooked away as a very

slight sound canme from behind a cl osed door to his
right. The others seened not to notice it. He shifted
his M14. "Escapism Unable to face

reality. Wanting everything their nei ghbors had but know ng
they woul d never have it for one reason or another
Lazi ness. Greed. In many cases the sane

applied for those who drank to excess. The only

di fference was, al cohol was legal. For a brief

period in ny life, | drank to excess. That was

just before the Great Wr. But | didn't do it because
was afraid of reality. | did it because | liked the
taste -1 still do. It helped nme sleep conk stil

does. And it was legal. It still is. Wen | can
afford the luxury, | still enjoy a drink or two

bef ore di nner. Dinner being what it is in the field,"
he added with a smile, "it helps to hide the taste."
The cl osed door suddenly burst open and a creepie
with a pistol in each hand screaned out. Ben gave the
Bel i ever a burst of .308 slugs. The |ead



knocked t he stinking canni bal backward and dunped
himin a bloody, torn pile on the floor. He

| ooked up at Ben and with his | ast breaths, cursed
hi m

Ben ki cked the pistols away fromthe man's reach.

"But after | grew out of ny adol escence,”

Ben said, resunming the conversation as if nothing of any
i mportance had happened, "I never got behind the
wheel of a car after |1'd been drinking

excessively, or in any way endangered the

lives of others." The creepie died. "As you have

no doubt observed, Therm during your nonths with us,
any Rebel who drinks to excess and then

attenpts to drive is punished. The first offense

is a mandatory six nmonths in the stockade. It

gets progressively harsher. Killing someone

whil e driving drunk is nurder, not

mans| aughter. "

"Peopl e should be all owed one m stake, Ben."

"Not when they take the life of an innocent person
Therm "

Ther nopol i s grunted and shook his head. "I would

say that you are a hard man, Ben. But you'd just
reply that it's a hard tine."

"And you'd be right, Therm"

The Rebels hammered and cl awed and scratched their
way bl ock after block through the small city. Dan,
now rei nforced, had bulled his way up H ghway 1

to just outside of Pacifica. Georgi had sl amed

his way to just north of Pal omar Park on |-280.

Tina and her Scouts and West and his

nmer cenari es had advanced up to the junction of

H ghways 35 and 92.

"Dan is up there all by his |onesone," Ben

radi oed. "Tina, you and West beef him up

Rebet, pull your people up and reoccupy the area

Tina and West are | eaving. Danjou, hold what

you' ve got and advance as we do."

As the Rebel troops were shuffled around, plugging up
hol es and advancing as they did, Ben's people stood
down for a well-deserved rest. Beth guessti mated

they were about five mles from

t he

San Carl os airport.

Ben gave his people fifteen mnutes to resupply, go
to the bat hroom wherever they could find a private

pl ace, grab a snmoke, catch their breath, and then

he ordered his people back up and pushing north toward their
obj ecti ve.

Tina and West got to Dan's position just in tine.

A human wave of creepies tried a bust-out

down Cabrillo H ghway and the Rebel s proceeded

to stack themup |ike broken, bloody sticks of
firewood on the Interstate spur.

Cursing and screamng and how ing their hatred for Ben
Rai nes and anyone associated with him a

nmob of Believers charged Georgi's position on

the Juni pero Serra Freeway. The Russi an

asked for no quarter and he and his people sure as hel
weren't going to give any. The charge was thrown back



and broken, leaving the Interstate and the streets around it
littered with bodies and slick w th bl ood.

Wor ki ng with backpack flanethrowers, his people torched the
i nfecti ous bodi es and burned them crisp, renoving

al | danger of airborne infections. The odor of

charred human death clung cl ose to the ground.

O her creepies left the freeway and tried a

bust - out through Rebet's position. They didn't

make it.

Those Believers on the east side of the enbattled

area had given up any thoughts of attenpting to bust
through Ben's territory.

Across the ever-narrow ng Bay, Newark and Frenont

were now snoking, with huge fireballs |eaping into the
ski es, darkening themwi th thick snoke, as |ke and
Cecil continued to put the area to the torch, working
sout h.

Ben called his son, Buddy, to his position.

"Take

your Rat Team and the bi kers, son. Take four

Dusters and spearhead us to the airport."

Wth a grin and a nod of his handsonme head, the young man
ran shouting for his people to mount up. Wth the quick little Dusters
| eadi ng the way, driving four abreast up the
Interstate, tw n-nounted 40nm cannon capabl e of

spewi ng out 240 rounds per minute yowing at ful

auto and .50-cal i ber nmachi ne guns yammering, the
Dusters cleared the way, |eaving behind themtorn and
crushed bodi es.

A mle fromthe airport exit, the speadheaders

hit a tangle of trucks and cars that bl ocked the
Interstate. Buddy radi oed back to his father.

"Exit the highway and get a toehold on the

airport, son. I'mright behind you. MBT'S will

crash the bl ockade after seeing whether or not it's
wired to blow " Ben waved down a Piranha,

junped in, and told the startled driver to get the

hel | noving toward the airport. Cooper and the others
of Ben's personal teampiled into vehicles and

fell in behind the Piranha.

Several nore Piranhas joined Ben's little convoy.

Sone of these were equi pped with 90mm Mecar

cannon, while others were equi pped with tw n-nounted
30mm Gatling guns. The Piranhas pulled in

front of the one carrying Ben and began spearheadi ng the
drive. The creepies had nothing that would

conpare with the twi n-nmounted Gatling guns. They had
light nmortars, but the convoy was traveling so fast the
nortar crews could not rmake adjustments fast enough

to fire with any accuracy. They tried |eading the
convoy, but the drivers would just exit the roadway,
dodgi ng the rounds, then swi ng back on at the next

ranp.

Buddy had call ed back the | ocations of the hidden
pockets of creepies behind nachi ne guns. The

90mm cannon of the Piranhas and the 105 s of the

MBT' S | eft the machi ne-gun nests tangl es of

snoking nmetal and bits of torn flesh.

"Ceneral!" the driver of the Piranha yelled over

his shoul der. "Your radi o operator says that Buddy



is on the tarnmac and neeting heavy resistance.”
"Pour on the juice" Ben yelled. "Get us

there."”

The spearheaders reached the airport and Ben bail ed
out, M 14 in hand, waving for Cooper to follow him
as he ran on the edge of the tarmac, heading for the
protection of a group of buildings. Unfriendly fire
began kicking up dirt at his heels as he ran

A 90mm gunner got the range of the nmachi ne gun
tracking the general at the sanme time another

Pi ranha, equi pped with a Bushmaster

25mm cannon, did. Between the two of them not

only was the machi ne gun silenced, but the whole
front of the building was torn with cannon fire.

Ben ran in through the back entrance of an old

buil ding, the M 14 set on full auto.

Creeps spun around, firing automatic weapons,

and Ben hit the deck as the | ead how ed over his head
and punctured the wall behind him

He roll ed quickly and grabbed a grenade fromhis
battl e harness, pulling the pin with his fingers -- he'd
seen men | ose teeth attenpting

to Hol |l ywood-it-up by jerking the pin out with their
teet h-and chunked the Fire-Frag in the direction

of the Believers

The mini-C aynore blew, and seconds after the

expl osi on sent shrapnel flying, Ben was on his
knees, the old Thunder Lizard bucking in his hands.
Creepi es were knocked back, bl oody,

snoki ng holes in their chests, the dust popping fromtheir
garnments as the slugs inmpacted.

"Comin' in, Ceneral!" Jersey called. "Fromthe
rear!"

"Come on in!" Ben called, ejecting the enpty

clip and filling the belly of the M14 with a ful
one.

H s team set up positions near the center of the
bui | di ng and began cl earing the place of creeps.
"Corrie," Ben called. "Tell the tank and

APC conmanders to set up left and right of this

buil ding. There is a heavy concentration of fire coning
fromdirectly across the tarnmac."

The front of the building cleared of all living
creepies, Ben ran forward, Linda by his side.

They pl opped to the fl oor and Ben bi-podded the

M 14 and | ooked at the woman. "Do you wi sh for the
tranquility of your little valley, Linda?" He
grinned at her.

"I"'d be lying if | said | didn't."

"Someday, Linda. Someday future generations will be

able to live without wars, wthout fear of thugs and

punks. But it won't be in our generation, |'m

afraid.’

There was that sudden, silent, and usually nerve-tightening
lull in the battle that al nost always neant a

counterattack was in the works.

"But it will be because of what you and the Rebels have done,

won't it, Ben?"
"I pray so, Linda. Wien | pray, and | do
pray, | pray for guidance and -- his



Long bursts of automatic weapons

fire cut Ben's statement short and sent them both
hugging the dirty floor, belly and face down. The

slugs kicked up bits of splintered wood and

punched holes in the walls.

Ben raised his head and spat out dust fromthe dirty
floor. "CGoddamit! | guess | haven't

prayed enough lately."

That statement and the expression on Ben's face

caught Linda just right and she burst out |aughing. It was
i nfectious, and Ben started |aughing as what he had j ust
said came home to him

Jersey, crouched behind an overturned and battered

ol d desk, | ooked over at where the pair |ay.

She sniled and shook her head in amazenent.

Corrie and Beth and Cooper |aughed and grinned at

each other and w nked.

It had been a long, long tine since Ben Rai nes

had really | aughed.

Ben had finally buried Jerre in his nind

Ben | ooked at Linda and said, "That remark was rather
stupid, wasn't it?"

"Let's just say | needed a good | augh.™

"Me too, Linda. Me too."

Tanks on either side of the building opened up with
cannon and machi ne-gun fire, and that nade

conversation inmpossible as the rounds began cream ng the
bui | di ng across the expanse of the body-littered

t ar mac.

O her Rebels began arriving at the airport and

setting up, filling the air with | ead.

Corrie was studying the other side through binoculars.
"The creepies are bugging out, Ceneral!" she

cal | ed.

Nei t her Ben nor Linda heard her. They were too

busy ki ssing each other while the battle raged

all around them

Chapt er Ei ght

The San Carlos airport was secure and Ben had

set up a CP in another building, after Rebels

had scooped out the debris and fum gated the pl ace.

The Believers did not take the practice of

personal hygi ene very seriously. If they bathed at

all, it was no nore than once a year. Any

bui | di ng previously occupi ed by the creeps snelled

i ke an overfl owi ng cesspool

Because of the know edge that attenpts on Ben's life would
certainly be nmade, security around hi m had

ti ghtened. The area around the airport had been

cleared for two thousand yards in all directions,

all buildings burned to the ground and

bul | dozed I evel .

Ben halted the ground advance for that day, but the old
prop-job planes continued their relentless drops

on the city throughout the night. The thunder of bonbs
i mpacting runbl ed al nost constantly. The city was
burni ng out of control and the Believers trapped inside
could do little except die.

The creepies cursed God, cursed the fates,

cursed each other, and nost of all, cursed Ben



Raines ... then died. But they weren't dying in

| arge enough nunmbers to suit Doctor Chase and his

medi cal peopl e.

Tanker trucks carrying water rolled in and the

troops took a bath comal beit a cold one conforthe

first time in several days. It had reached that point --
wel | known to any conbat veteran -- where the

Rebel s could snell thenselves. It was past being nerely
odi ous conx was downright rank

Hot food was brought in (heated MRE'S, but that was
better than nothing), and the Rebels relaxed for a
tine.

Cecil and Il ke were mopping up in San Jose and

putting the city to the torch. The wi nds had shifted,
now bl owi ng fromwest to east, and that gave the Rebels
on the ocean side of the battle sone

relief fromthe snoke.

Lamar Chase had joined Ben in a drive-through of the
secured

ar ea,

and | ater over dinner, he voiced his approval of the
Rebel s' nethod of disposing of the bodies by fire.
Chase took a bite of his own I ab people's concoction
gri maced, and grabbed for the hot-sauce bottle.

"What's the matter, Lamar?" Ben asked. "I

t hought you told ne this slop was good."

"I never said it was good. | said it was nutritious.
You want a shot of hot sauce?"
"Pl ease. "

The hot sauce was used by nearly everyone to mask the
sometinmes awful taste of the pre-packaged neals.

"Any qual ms about destroying the city, Ben?"

Lamar asked.

"No," Ben was quick to reply. "No nore than any

other city we've put to the torch."

Ben had read the casualty reports: seventeen

Rebel s dead, nmore than a hundred wounded; many of

t hose wounded had m nor wounds and woul d not require
evacuation back to Base Canp One. But with the

danger of infection fromthe creepies running so high
anyone wi th wounds, no matter how m nor,

woul d be placed on rear-echelon duty and kept off

the line.

"lIt's firm Ben? You have decided not to enter the
city?"

Ben nodded his head. "Los Angel es is going

to be a bad one, Lamar. There is a chance, a

slimone, that we can gain a hold fast enough that will enable
us to use artillery to bring it down. But even with that,
we're going to have to enter that city and take it block
by bl ock, street by street. Those gangs down there

are nmuch better arned than anything we've faced in a
long time com counting Villar and his bunch. 1've

got a hunch those punks down there have shoul der-fired
rockets capabl e of bringi ng down planes, so our

air force just m ght be grounded. That's after we get
there. Scouts report a lot of barricades in our

way, all the major bridges are blown, so it's

going to be a problemjust getting down to Los

Angel es. "



There was sonething el se on the doctor's mnd, and Ben
knew it. But Chase would get to it in time. The

doct or asked, "What is your estimate of tinme for

wr appi ng up here?"

"Four to five nore days. W're going to push as far

as Daly City and stop there. Let the big

guns take it fromthat point. Wien we feel the city

is

gone, as we backtrack, we'll bl ow bridges and

over passes and exchanges. W won't be able

to kill all the creeps, but those left will be dam
few "

The doctor shook his head. "No, Ben. No.

You' ve got to kill themall. You ve got

to eradicate this scourge right down to the | ast person
They' re wal king time bonbs, disease factories.

You shoul d see bl ood sanpl es under a m croscope.

It's the scariest thing | have ever w tnessed."
"I"'mgoing to ask a |layman's question," Ben said.

"Why then don't they all just drop dead?"

Linda took it. "Because for whatever reason, and we
don't know the answer to it, they seemto have built up
an immunity. It may, probably does, work on

the sane principle as a person who has been

stung by bees so nmany tinmes or bitten repeatedly

by poi sonous snakes. They either get so nmuch venomin
their systemthey die, or they growinmne to it."

"I suppose we could grab enough of themto take their

bl ood and reduce the levels of whatever it is in

there and then start experinmenting and ..."

Li nda sighed and Lamar waved a hand,

silencing Ben. "Leave the nedical side of this

canpaign to us, Ben. You stick with sol diering.

t hank you for the suggestion, but it doesn't work ... quite
that way."

Ben shifted his gaze fromLinda to the doctor.

"Ckay. Then drop the other boot, Lamar."

"Chem cal s, Ben. You know how | hate it, but in

a case like this, it's the only way to be sure."

"I said after the last time |'d never use them again,"”
Ben rem nded him

"I know. | know. It's not an easy thing to live

with. But we didn't know then what we know now. "

"They woul d work here, Lamar. But the Los Angel es

area is just too big. It would take nonths --

wor ki ng around the cl ock conto produce enough gas

to neutralize that entire area. W' re tal king about
hundreds of square niles down there."

"Then we're going to have to be damm careful when we
assault that city, Ben. There is no vaccine for

what the Believers carry in their bl oodstreans. Qur
researchers and technicians down at Base have

thrown up their hands in frustration. And we have the best
people in the known world. It's worse than trying to conme up
with a cure-all for cancer. There are hundreds of

types. Sane with this"-Lamar lost his

temper and his professionalismconBgoddamm shit!"

Ben had | ost his appetite. He pushed the plate
fromhimand rolled a cigarette, very much aware of
Doct or Chase's | ook of disapproval at his



snoki ng. Ben secretly thought that Chase's idol of
years back nust have been the Surgeon General C.
Everett Koop. Ben snoked about five

cigarettes a day: one after a neal, and usually one
after some very tense situation. He sighed as he lit
up, hating even the thought of chem cal warfare.

But he knew Lamar was right. Any person with an

ounce of conpassion would certainly feel sorry for a
rabid dog. But no one in their right mnd would try
to confort the animal by petting it. One put it out of its
m sery by destroying it.

"Al'l right, Lamar," Ben said. "I'Il give the

orders. But damed if | have to like doing it."

So those in the city woul d not be tipped off that anything
ot her than conventional warfare was in store for them Ben
continued his push at 0600 the next norning.

He ordered Dan Gray to hold what he had in

Pacifica, then sent part of lke's troops up

to seal off the road linking Interstate 280 with the
spur that fed south of the city. He left Cecil the
unenvi abl e job of torching and moppi ng up

south, and pulled lke up to his location for a powwow.
"Dependi ng on the wi nds, we're going to slow push

up until we're even with Dan's position," he

told lke. "That will put us just south of San

Franci sco. We'll take our time doing this so the
transport planes can get the chem cals and our
vaccine for themto us from Base Canp One. On the
nmorni ng of the drop, providing the winds are right,
we'll begin a pullout just at dawn. | want

easterly winds to blowthis out to sea. I will not okay a
drop until that happens. And | don't give a

good goddamm if that takes a nonth."

I ke didn't argue that point. He shared Ben's

concern with wildlife and the environnent. The snpoke was
a nuisance, but it did very little, if any, lasting
danage.

Ben said, "Qur next staging area will be at

Hollister. Al mmjor bridges are bl own on

t he coastline highway, 101, and all Interstates

east of us. So we'll have to take secondary roads
down to the Los Angeles area. It'll be slow

goi ng. Cecil has already sent troops down

to Hollister to secure it and clear us a bivouac
area."

| ke studied a map and shook his head.

" Man,

it's gonna be a bitch getting down to L. a.

W' re gonna have to take nore twists and turns than

a nest of snakes."

"Yes. |'ve already begun orderi ng non-conbat

personnel and non-essential vehicles out of this

area, heading themsouth toward the staging area.

Pl anes carrying chemcals | eft Base Canp

One this norning."

| ke nodded his head. "Lamar is pretty shook

up about this plague, as he calls it."

"More so than |I've ever seen him" Ben agreed

"But sonething else, lke. If it's this bad here,

what in the hell are we going to be facing in



Eur ope?"
"Whatever it is, we've got to beat it," the
ex- Navy SEAL said. "W've got to stop it before

it spreads. And that neans the cities will probably
have to conme down; and what a blow to future historians
that will mean. Maybe we can avoid it. | don't

know. But | inmagine it's the sanme over there as it

is here. The rural areas are clean while the

cities are cesspools. W'Ill know next year,

won't we?"

"Yes. Hopefully." Ben wal ked to a

wal | map of the world thunb-tacked to a wall. "If

there are ships seaworthy after we finish the Northstar
canpaign, we'll sail fromthere and go through the
Panama Canal comf it's still open. If not,

we'll have to go cross-country and sail out of the East

Coast." Ben waved those thoughts away. "Use this

down tine to go over all vehicles, lke. Scouts

report these secondary roads we'll be using are

real axl e-breakers in spots.™

"What's the ETA on the chem cal s?"

"They'll start getting here this evening. They'l

| and and nmeke their drop fromthe Mdss Point

airport.”

| ke nodded his approval. He knew Ben had

chosen that airport in case of an accident. It was

the airport furthest away fromthe majority of

troops. He studied the map and nentally noted that the
Rebel s were nmeeting |l ess and |l ess resistance in their
drive north. Thus far, they had bulled their way

up to San Mateo on 101, and just past that point

on Interstate 280.

Corrie spoke up. "Meteorol ogy on the

horn, General. They say we will have a brisk w nd

out of the northeast commenci ng approximately 0700
hours day after tomorrow. The winds will remain
reasonably stiff for nost of the morning. They say

if you're going to make the drop, that is the tine. For
in this section of the country, at this tine, the wi nds can be
very erratic."”

"Thank you, Corrie, and thank them for that report.

| ke, get your people nmoving south. Quietly. But

get themout. This stuff has a life of only a
few m nutes, but if the wi nds pick up, no

telling where it'll drift in those minutes. Have every
person in your battalion draw the injectable

vacci ne and make sure they know how to properly use
it."

"Right, Ben. See you, partner."

Ben stared out the wi ndow for a nmonent. "Corrie,

advi se those pilots who will nake the drop to stay in
touch with weather. | want them flying by 0645 on

drop day. If the wi nds change as predicted, they

will make their drop inmmediately and then get the hell out."
"Yes, sir."

"Bunmp Cecil and tell himl want himout of his

sector and nmoving south by no later than 1800

hours tonorrow. Mike damm sure that Dan, West, and
Tina are the

first



to receive the vaccine kits. As soon as the

| ast pl ane takes off carrying the chemcals, |

want theminjected i mediately and out of that area. By early
that norning, the creeps will know sonmething is up when the
bonbs stop falling. And you can bet your boots

t hey' ve got people close enough in to see Dan's
bug-out . "

"Right, sir."

"Have West's nen start |aying expl osives on the

bri dges and overpasses headi ng south out of

Paci fica. Blow them behind themas they pull out."

Ben wal ked to a wi ndow and stared out. "Now all we can
do is wait for the winds to change."

Twel ve hours before the chemical drop was to conmence,
the area just south of the city began to resenble a snoking
ghost town. Only those personnel who were

absol utely essential renmained behind. And that did

not include Doctor Chase.

"Rai nes!" the doctor bellowed. "Wo in the

goddamm hell do you think you are, telling

nme

to clear out?"

"The commander of Rebel forces, that's who. Wile you
were up poking your nose close to the front, |

ordered all your people to pack up and clear out. They
got. Now you're next. So pack up and

git!”

"Cet me my XO" Chase hollered at

Corrie.

"I just spoke with him" Ben inforned him "He and the
MASH units are halfway to Hollister

Doctor."

Chase glared at him "Raines, you're an

asshol e-you know t hat ?"

"lI've been called worse. Now clear out of here,

Lamar. You're needed down south and you damm wel |

know it. Stop being so bull-headed."

"What if there is a counterattack and you suffer
casual ti es, hardhead?"

"W have conbat mnedi cs here and evac pl anes to get
themto surgery-

down sout h.

That's why you're needed down there, you old goat."
"Ha! For your information, | quit doing surgery

except for energencies a year ago, Raines. So

you don't know as rmuch as you think you do."

"Well, then," Ben said with a smle. "If that's the
case, perhaps | should send your butt back to Base
Canp One and get you out of ny hair here.""

"Try it, Raines," the doctor said. "You just try
pulling rank on ne. |'Il quarantine

your ass!"

Li nda stood with her mouth open, watching and |i stening
to the men have at it. Jersey wal ked over to her
"Don't pay any attention to them They've been

doing this for years."

"Who usual ly wi ns?"

"The one who hollers the nost."

"I ... see, | think." She cleared her

throat. "I have a suggestion, gentlenen."



Ben and Lamar shut up and | ooked at her.

"Why don't you

bot h

go sout h?" she suggested sweetly. "That way, the

Chi ef of Medicine and the Commandi ng General would both be
safe if something were to go wrong."

"Now there," Lamar said with a snile, "is a very
sensi bl e young | ady. How about it,

Gener al

Rai nes?"

"I"'mneeded here," Ben said stiffly.

"To do what?" Lamar chal |l enged him grinning.
"Crank the planes" engines? Tell the pilots

what time it is? You going to show them how to operate the
bonb- bay doors, nmaybe? If you just have to give
orders, you can radio themfromHollister."

Lamar chuckl ed and added, "Got you, Raines!"

Ben gl ared at Linda. "Thank you very much for that
mar vel ous suggestion.”

"You're certainly welcone," she said with a snile
"Shall | have Cooper bring the wagon up?"

"Ch, by all neans, please do."

"Hee- hee- hee- hee!" Lanar giggl ed.

"Ch, shut up!" Ben said.

"Sore |loser!"

The little con artist, Eml| Hite, stuck his head
into Ben's CP. He took one quick | ook at the
expression on Ben's face and beat it back

out side. He | ooked around for Thernopolis and

wal ked over to him

"The general doesn't | ook too happy, Therm
Wiat's the matter?”

"He | ost an argunment with Doctor Chase.

think we're getting ready to bug out south."”
"Suits the hell out of me. Al this snoke is
really aggravating ny sinuses."

Therm coul d not hide his snile. "Wy don't you ask
the Great God Blommto heal thenP"

Emi| grinned. "Sure. And at the same tine,

"Il expect to see a herd of el ephants flying
by."

"It was a good scam Emi|. Even though the
majority of your followers knew all along that you were
full of shit."”

Em | shrugged. "Sure they did. | knew that.

Oh, well, 1'lIl think of sonething else. | always
have."

"Way not play it straight?" Therm suggested. "Wo
knows, you might like it."

"Why don't you cut your hair?" Enm| countered.
"Who knows, you might like it."

Ther nopol i s chuckl ed. "Touch' e, little friend."
“Am | ?"

Thernopolis frowned and | ooked at the man. "Are
you what ?"

"Your friend?"

"OfF course, you're nmy friend. There really isn't a
mean bone in your body, Eml. You're kind

to animals, don't harmthe environnent, you're
nice to anybody who treats you the sane, and while



you might argue it, the truth is you work harder at
getting out of work than you would if you held a regul ar
nine-to-five job. If such a thing even exists

anywhere in the world anynore.™

"I like to con people,” the little man admtted, as he

adjusted his turban. "I've been doing it
all ny life and I'"'mpretty good at it. But
["I'l tell you sonething, Therm | like what |I'm

doi ng now even better."

"The fighting?"

"Well, to be honest, yes, that's part of it. I'lI

admt that there is a certain type of high to be had

in conmbat. But no, it's the fact that for the first tine in a
long, long tine I"mreally contributing something toward
the good of all. Ben Raines is human; he has

faults just like all the rest of us. But he's trying

to do what he believes is right for all the good people of the
United States ... hell, the

wor | d!

| don't agree with everything he does; no

Rebel does, is my belief. But he's on the

right track, and they knowit, | know it and you know it
too, Therm There have been too many excuses nade

for crimnals for too many years. Look around you

pal . There is every race and every religion

represented in the Rebels. And yet, | haven't

heard the terns nigger, spic, wop, greaser

ki ke, or slope spoken since |'ve been a part

of this nmovenment. And that's what it is, Therm a
nmoverent. It's a great gathering of |ike-m nded people al

willing to put their lives on the line
to make this world a better place for those who are
willing to follow just a few sinple rules.™

Therm | ooked at the nan as Emi| w ped a tear from
the corner of his eye.

"I get empotional just thinking about it." Enil

wal ked away, humm ng "God Bl ess Anerica."

Ben Rai nes has anot her convert, Therm thought.

Anot her basically good soul willing to |lay down his
life for the cause. Ben Raines is the damedest

man | have ever encountered in ny life. He al ways
has to be in charge, whether or not he really wants
the job. He is cruel and conpassi onate,

benevol ent and ruthl ess, farsighted and short si ghted,
opi nionated, yet with the intelligence to admt when
he's wong ... although not often, Therm noted.

Sort of |ike soneone el se Therm knew.

It startled hi mwhen he realized he was thinking about
hi nmsel f.

Chapter N ne

"Everyt hing on del ayed scranmble." Ben gave the

order fromHollister. He rolled another

cigarette.

"You' re snoking too nuch," Lamar chi ded him

"Shut up," Ben said.

Lamar wal ked away. He knew when

to push Ben and when to | eave him al one. He joined

| ke, | ounging against the fender of a Hummer, drinking
a cup of coffee

Lamar pointed at Ben. "That man can be as surly



as a wol verine."

| ke grinned. "Wy do you think |I'm over here?"

0600. The norning of the chemical drop on the city

of San Franci sco.

"The wind is beginning to shift," Corrie told

Ben, lifting one earphone to hear his response.

"Weat her people say it will continue in that direction at
| east until mid-norning. Conditions will be nopst
favorable for a drop in fifteen mnutes."

"All right," Ben said. He was reflective for a
nmonent. Then he sighed and said, "Tell Dan and his
peopl e to bug out. Advise the pilots there has been a
change in scheduling and to get the birds up right now
Tell Dan to nonitor the pilots.”

Ben began pacing the area around t he commruni cati ons van.
Nobody sai d anything to himexcept Corrie.

"Buggi ng out, Ceneral," she advised. "The w nds have
settled and are now blowing directly toward the west
at ten to twelve knots."

Ben stopped his pacing. "Have Dan and his people used the
vacci ne?"

"That's ten-four, sir. They have injected and are al
safe. ™

"What's Dan's twenty?"

"Colonel Gray is just south of the town of

Montara. He ordered West and Tina out an hour

ago. They are both well south of the drop area and
are noving toward this staging area."

"Buddy, the bikers, the Scouts?"

"Al'l standing clear and injected, sir."

Striganov, Rebet, and Danjou were at the staging

ar ea.

"Order all personnel to inject, Corrie."

She clicked on a | oudspeaker and gave the order

Ben broke the seal on a syringe and popped hinself in
the I eg. He | ooked around him All Rebels in

sight were injecting themnsel ves.

"Tell the pilots to drop their payl oads as soon

as they are over the target," Ben said quietly.
"That's ten-four, sir. Squadron | eader has

acknow edged the drop order."

"God have nercy on any prisoners left alive

inthat city," Ben nmuttered. He shook his head.

"And God have nmercy on ne," he said under his breath.
In the burning and snoking city, creepies had |eft
their cover and craw ed out of basenents and
bui | di ngs as soon as the bonbs had stopped falling

on them sonme hours before. They stood in the ruined
streets and wondered what was goi ng on

Over the crackle of burning wood, they heard the
droni ng of approaching aircraft and ran for shelter
But no bonmbs fell, only canisters that did not

expl ode as they inmpacted with ground. The canisters
hi ssed out an invisible and slightly sweet odor.
Wthin seconds, the throats of the Believers began
closing and their nervous systens began shutting down as
paral ysis seized their bodies. They lay on the
rubbled streets and in their filth-covered lairs and
huddl ed i n basenments and died as the gas silently

t ouched t hem



In the conmunications center of the cannibalistic sect
called the Believers, a dying radi o operator

got off one | ast message that chilled those

nmoni toring south of the city, and especially those in the
Los Angel es area.

"Gas!" The creep gasped his |ast message.

"He's killed us all. Ben Raines is using

poi sonous gas. There is no one left. The gas

The speaker went silent. As silent as the

once-great city by the Bay.

The Judges, the rulers of the cannibalistic order
called the Believers, were advised of Ben

Rai nes's | atest nmove. They cursed himwhile

they dined on strips of fresh human flesh just cut

from scream ng

prisoners. Wen they had vented their spleens and
filled their bellies, they called for a neeting of

all gang | eaders who operated in the sprawing area

of southern California. There were sone seventy gangs
in the area, ranging in size fromfifty to a thousand or
nore. They were different only in dress, the headbands
or the clothing denoting each gang.

This was the | ast bastion of creepies and their followers
or sympathizers in the |lower forty-eight. Thousands of
perverted degenerates whose territory ranged fromthe
Pacific east to the state lines of Nevada and

Arizona and south to the border of Mexico. They were
wel | -armed, with heavy machi ne guns, nortars,

rockets, flanmethrowers, artillery, and just about

anyt hing the Rebels had with the exception of tanks and
extremely long-range artillery.

This was their territory, fromLos Angel es down

to Tijuana and east to what was known as the zone, a
regi on where force was the ruler and brutality the order
of the day. The punks were going to defend it.

They had nowhere el se to run. Ben Raines and his

Rebel arny had managed to bring some degree of

| aw and order and stability to all the other states.
Ben's intelligence on the population in this area was
sketchy at best, for no outsider had ever nanaged

to penetrate the area and live for very long. There were
gang-run and Believer-run sl ave and breedi ng

farms all over. There were drug manufacturers,

drug deal ers, and drug users. There were slavers and
slaves. Pinps and prostitutes. The entire

area, from Los Angel es south and east,

was one huge crimnal operation. Fromthe Pacific

Ocean to Nevada and Arizona and south to Mexico

was a gigantic outlaw | and, where viol ent death,

rape and perversion, slavery, and cannibalism

cane as easily as breathing.

And those who called it home were preparing for war.

At the staging area in Hollister, Ben ordered

flyovers of what remained of the city by the Bay, using
heat - seekers. The word came back: There was not hi ng
left alive in the city.

"Napalmit," Ben ordered. "For however long it

takes to burn the bodies. Blanket the city with

fire. Destroy it. Bring what renmains down."



This time, every plane that could be

bonb- equi pped was put to use. The pilots spent

all that day and the foll ow ng night dropping napal mon
the already burning city until they were certain the
flames woul d spread and eventual ly destroy anything
left. From China Basin to Great H ghway, from

San Jose Avenue to Jefferson Street, there was

not hi ng but fire and smoke and death. After twenty-four
hours of relentless bombing, the pilots flew down

to the old Lenpore Naval Air Station, sone one

hundred and seventy-five miles to the southeast.

There, they would carefully go over their planes,
refuel, and wait for the next call from Ben

Rai nes. A platoon of Rebels had secured the

old station and cl eared the runways. They reported
back that the air station had been deserted upon
arrival

The next norning, the |long Rebel colums began

wi ndi ng their way south toward Los Angel es. Ben

took Hi ghway 25 out of Hollister, a route that

woul d abruptly end some sixty miles to the south. From
there, it would be a state road down to the Sierra
Madre Mountains. One long, slow pull from

Hol Ii ster.

I ke took a route that put himcomopst of the time --
bet ween the coast and 101. That route would end

at San Luis Obispo. Fromthere, he would work his

way down through Santa Barbara, Ventura,

Beverly Hills, and into Los Angel es.

Ceorgi and West would travel east to the middle of the
state before cutting south. They would split up just south
of the China Lake Naval Wapons Center, with the
Russi an taking 14 down to the city, and the nercenary
taking route 395 into, eventually, San

Ber nar di no.

Al of the Rebels expected many, nmany del ays and
detours before they reached the City of the Angels.

ke hit his first obstacle just west of the Sierra de
Sal i nas Mountains. Hi s colum had to backtrack

and then take an unpaved road through the Los

Padres National Forest.

Ben hit his first detour about twenty-five miles

south of Hollister. The creeps had bl own a

bridge, forcing Ben to get off the secondary

hi ghway and traverse a dry riverbed. That little

nmove cost himnost of a day.

Cussing in half a dozen | anguages, Georg

Striganov and his forces hit a pocket of

resi stance between Hi ghways 5 and 99 and were held up
nost of the day while dealing with them The Russian and the
nmercenary dealt with themvery harshly,

and before |l ate afternoon began to cast | ong shadows, they
left the dead Believers and their outlaw cohorts

behi nd them their bodies still smoking after being torched.
Cecil was attenpting to parallel conz nmuch as
possible -- Interstate 5. He and his troops could

exit just north of the city in the Angel es Nationa
For est.

To keep love interest as widely separated as
possi bl e, Ben had assigned Tina to lke's



group, doing so after discussing it at length with Wst.
The nercenary had thought it to be a w se nove.

Buddy and his Rat Team were Ben's constant shadows,

and Dan and his Scouts were also attached to Ben's

di rect conmmand.

The bi kers, naned the Wl fpack, and severa

pl at oons of forward recon people ranged out in front,
spread over half the state, slowy working their way
south, the long-range eyes and ears of the Rebels.

| ke found several pleasure craft, wth

fiberglass hulls, that had been hoisted up out of the
water for repairs at a marina. He had them | owered

into the water, checked them out, and crewed themwth
ex-Navy men, with the orders to get down to Santa
Catalina Island, take it comguietly, if

possi bl e-and set up a listening post there.

The island lay sone twenty nmiles out fromthe L.a.
nmetropol itan conpl ex and coul d possibly be a great
asset in the taking of what was soon to be a

spraw i ng battl eground.

"Wuul dn't those islands be used by the thugs and creeps
in the city?" Linda asked

"I doubt it," Ben told her. "Those types of

people aren't inclined towards work of any kind and they
don't have much imagi nati on. Keeping a | arge-sized

pl easure craft up, so l'mtold, is a

ti me-consum ng operation. Onh, after the Great War, some of
t hem probably used boats as pl easure toys.

Then when the boats started sinking, or the engines
quit, they lost interest. It would surprise nme if
anyone is living on those outer islands.”

Bet h wal ked up, a notepad in her hand. "W

made forty niles today, General. General I|ke

i s bivouacked in the Los Padres Nationa

Forest. General Cecil nade about forty mles, and
Ceneral Striganov is bivouacked near the

Sequoi a National Forest."

"Thank you, Beth. Have you any word fromthe forward
recon teans?"

"I ke can expect trouble at the south end of the old
Hunter Ligget Mlitary Reservation

CGeneral Cecil will have a fight in Coalinga, and

we'll have a pretty good scrap when we hit

H ghway 46. All units have been advised."

"Thank you. Get sone chow and relax."

Li nda studied Ben in the fading light of late
afternoon. So far he had kissed her, and that was that. She
didn't know what her reaction would be when, or if,

Ben tried to take matters further-although she had a
pretty good idea howit mght turn out.

She had heard runors about Jerre, and about their
storny rel ationship, and how she had di ed. She knew
Jerre had borne Ben's children, and that they were back
at Base Canp One. She had al so heard about the

many ot her wonen in Ben's

life, and that he had really |loved only one of them
Jerre.

Ben was snoking his pipe, sitting in a canp chair.

Li nda got the inpression that his mnd was a thousand
mles anay. O nore specifically, about four



hundred niles away, in the general area of Los

Angel es.

She wal ked away quietly, thinking that Ben

probably woul d not notice her departing. It would not
take her long to learn that Ben missed very little that went
on around him

Buddy cane to his father, opened a canp chair, and
sat down.

"\Where have you been, boy?"

"Tal king with some Wods Children who cane out of the
deep forests across the state.™

"How d you find then?"

"I didn't. They found ne."

Ben t hought about that, sensing sonething was up. "It nust have
been very inportant news for themto | eave the
woods. "

"They thought it was. Father, Sister Voleta is stil
alive."

The young man al nost never spoke of the woman as his nother.
Buddy had | ong ago realized that she was the epitone
of evil and would have to be destroyed. But destroying
Vol eta, founder and rul er of the savage and vi ci ous
cult known as the Ninth Oder, was proving to be very
difficult.

Ben fought back a quick surge of rage. He

cal ned hinself and sai d,

" Goddamm

t hat wonan!

The Wods Children are certain of this?"

"Yes. Absolutely. Their network reported that

she had both | egs anputated and was

horribly burned and di sfigured, but that she is

alive, gaining strength, and filled with nore hate than
ever before.”

"Damm! Where is she, son?"

"M chi gan, unless she has shifted her

headquarters recently. And her followers are grow ng

i n nunber."

"Well, we have an outpost in M chigan. What do

t hey report?"

"They report nothing and they never will. They have been
destroyed. "

"By Vol et a?"

"Yes."

Ben si ghed heavily and knocked the dead ashes out of
his pipe. "Son, | am beconm ng awfully weary of

that woman. She is |like an al batross hangi ng around
nmy neck."

"The Ancient Mariner.

Yes. | read it. | understand what you nean. But

getting to her is not going to be easy. According to the
report | received, she is in the process of

rebuil di ng her enpire and is constructing nunerous

hi di ng places, all of them underground in deep

woods. M chi gan, Kentucky, M ssouri

Mai ne. Probably nore than that, but those were

the ones told to me."

"Estimated strength?"

"Several thousand, and grow ng."

"So are we."



"Yes, fortunately. | amtold that Seven and

Ei ght Battalions will be ready for the field in

approxi mately six nonths."

"That's correct. When we sail fromthis country,

we' ||l | eave behind four battalions of field

troops, plus the battalion in place at

Base Canp One. How are things over in the

Wods Children sector?"

"Stable." He smiled. "lIt's difficult for ne

to keep referring to themas "children" since many of them are
now young nen and wonen. They have school s and nedi ca
facilities and are doing quite well. They asked ne

if you wanted themin this fight for southern

Cal i f orni a?"

Ben shook his head. "No. They'd be totally out of

their elenent in this fight. In the woods they're

awesone fighters. But this is going to be urban

warfare. Have their dreans to becone as one with the
animals materialized?"

"To a |l arge degree. They are not flesh-eaters and the
animal s seemto sense that. They are al so

united with the Underground P. Together, they nmake up quite
a force. Thugs and outlaws have tried to overwhel mthem
several times. | don't think that any of those who
entered the woods with hostile intentions ever cane out.
Nei t her have trappers," he added dryly.

Ben grunted. He had always felt comeven as a boy

cont mnost trapping was unnecessary and very cruel. He had
never particularly given a dam what happened

to trappers. "Are you going to have a second neeting

with the Wods Chil dren?"

"Yes."

"Tell them| w sh themwell and thank themfor this

i nformation."

Buddy rose fromthe chair.

" Son?"

Buddy turned to his father.

"\Who, or what, do they worship?"

Buddy smiled, knowi ng what his father had on his nind.
"The Alm ghty. A great spirit in the heavens."

"That's a relief. Thank the Lord they' ve stopped

building altars to

ne."

Buddy slipped away into the darkness. He did not

tell his father that those who lived in the tinber and under the
ground still held Ben Raines in the sane

awe and adoration as they did the invisible A mghty.

H s father just could not understand that all over the nation comand accordi ng
to what Buddy had | earned, and had not shared with his father
in pockets all over the world conp felt that Ben

Rai nes was slightly nore than a norta

fl esh-and-bl ood man, very close to being a god --

or at least a man who had caught the attention of the
gods above and had a pipeline to them

Ben Raines just could not understand that it had becone
hi s

dreamto take a shattered nation and rebuild it. The
young man knew that his father considered hinself to be a
sol di er st phi | osopher and not hi ng nore than that. Mny

ot hers had had the same dream but it was Ben Rai nes



who' d actually formed the army of Rebels and put them

on the march. It was Ben Raines who'd taken the

nation, state by state, and reclaimed it fromthe outl aws
and thugs and punks and warl ords. Ben Rai nes who was

the driving force behind the rebuil ding. Ben Raines who
had physically jerked up the nation fromthe ashes and
held it there until he could get the props under it.

And it was Ben Rai nes who would not be satisfied

until the

entire world was free and safe and once nore a

productive pl ace.

Ben Raines just did not understand that he had dreanmed an
i mpossi bl e dream and brought it to light and nade it
reality.

Buddy shuddered at the thought of anything happening to his
father. For if the unthinkabl e happened, the entire | oad
woul d quite possibly be placed on his shoul ders, and the young
man knew he was not ready for that. Not for a long, |ong
tine.

If ever.

Chapter Ten

I ke reported that he had hit his first skirmsh

since leaving the city, and would be tied up for severa
hours at the south end of the old Hunter Ligget

Mlitary Reservation. Cecil was hangi ng back

about a thousand meters north of the town of Coalinga,
using artillery to bring the defenders to bay.

"We' || push on down to the crossroads and see

what's in store for us there," Ben said. "From here on
in, main battle tanks take the point.

Corrie, what do the Scouts report about this

unpaved road strai ght through to Parkfiel d?"

"As far as they went, they reported it bunpy but
passabl e. "

Ben studied the map for a nonent. The short cut

| ooked inviting. Maybe just a tad too

inviting. The uglies would know that forward recon people would
check out the road for at |east sonme distance. So if there
was an anbush planned comand Ben felt sure that was

what lay in wait for them-- it would come at the very end
of the shortcut.

"Too good to be true, gang," Ben finally said,

thunping the map. "Ten-fifty those orders. W'l

take the | ong way around and conpl etely bypass

Parkfield. W'll take this little spur down here

at Paso Robles and pick up 58 at Creston

Tell Lead-foot and his Wl fpack to spearhead the

tanks. They'll |eave the main columm and cut

back east here at San M guel, cone up behind our
anbushers, and give them some grief."

"Yes, sir."

"Tell themno heroics, Corrie. Tell them

to go in fast and get out fast."

"Right, sir."

Morrents | ater, the sounds of notorcycles cranking

up drifted to Ben. The bikers now all rode the

bi g Harl ey- Davi dson notorcycl es. They

carried submachi ne guns, grenades, and

side-arnms. They were a wild bunch, but totally

dedi cated to Ben Raines and |loyal to the Rebels.



They had needed a second chance at life,

and Ben had given it to them They all to a person would
die for Ben. The bikers dressed as they pleased, and

Ben let them for nore than one reason. The bikers

could go into eneny territory and | ook and behave

exactly like the eneny comat |east for a while. They had
done so several tines, returning with val uable information
The bikers roared out, anxious to get into a good

fight.

"Mount up, people,’

Ben ordered. "Let's go see

some new country. We'll take it slow W
don't want to get too far ahead of |ke and
Cecil."

The [ ong colum stretched out, cutting sout hwest and
headi ng for San M guel, some twenty mles

away. The road was in bad shape, but not as bad as
Ben had feared. This road had obvi ously not been
used very much since the Great War

with nost traffic staying with the Interstates and
bett er - known roads.

At San M guel, the bikers had tied one of the

yel | ow bandanas that all Rebels carried onto the
city limts sign, a signal that the town was

clear.

The beautiful old historic mission, the Mssion

San M guel Archangel, had been

destroyed. Ben had been expecting it. The

Rebel s had seen a | ot of churches and mi ssions
destroyed over the years. The people, survivors of the
bonbs and the deadly gas of the G eat War, had |ived
through that only to see a deadly rat-borne plague
strike that further cut the popul ati on. Many had

bl amed God, and had taken their m sery out on the
clergy and the churches.

"Stupi d danmm people!” Ben nuttered, standing in front
of what was left of the old m ssion. He shook his
head and wal ked back to the wagon. "Let's go,

Coop. Corrie, tell the forward people we'll

bi vouac just as soon as we cross this spur. Tel
themto find us a place on 46. W'll wait for
Lead-foot and Beerbelly there, and see what |ke

and Cecil are doing."

The main colum did not swing over to the Interstate
to check out Paso Robles. Ben sent the Scouts in
with some Dusters to give the town a once-over while
the I ong colum turned west and pulled over at the

bi vouac site.

| ke had smashed the resistance at the old mlitary
reservation and was personally escorting a few
prisoners over for Ben to interrogate. Cecil had
punched t hrough at Coal i nga and was bi vouacked

a few mles south of the town. Georgi and West

had just begun their turn south and had pull ed over for the
night in the Onens Valley.

Ben decided that the battalions west of the

Russi an and the nercenary woul d stay put the next day,
all owi ng those troops to their east to pull even with them
Ben's CP for the next few days would be an old

ranch house just outside of a small town that had
once been called Witley Gardens. The



cof feepot was on when lke pulled in with the
prisoners and shoved the first one into the den

"Stand there," Ike told the sullen-faced young man.
"And keep your nouth shut until you're told
to speak."

"Fuck you, fatso!" the punk told the stocky

I ke. He closed his nouth and his eyes wi dened in

fear as Ben picked up a .45 autol oader froma

desk and clicked it off safety. "Hey, man!"

the punk hollered. "I got rights, you know?" He
coughed, a deep, racking cough

"You have only what | decide to give you," Ben

told him his voice |ow and very cold. "Wether you
live or die is solely up to nme. Whether

hang you, shoot you, stonp you to death, or let you
live is ny decision, and m ne al one. Do

you understand all that, you worthless piece of shit?"
"You Ben Raines, ain't you?"

"Yes."

A dark stain appeared on the young man's crotch,
danpening his very dirty jeans. He bobbed his head up

and down. "Yes, sir. | sure do understand where you
comn' from" He coughed again, and Lamar studied him
intently.

"Good," Ben told him laying the .45 back on

t he desk, cocked but not |ocked. He waved a

Rebel forward

The young man wat ched as a briefcase was

opened; it contained a strange-| ooking object.

M crophones were set up and the volune tested and
adj usted. The operator of the equi pment | ooked at
Ben and nodded hi s head.

"This is a voice//ress analyzer," Ben told

the punk. "Qur scientists have vastly inproved upon
the ol d nodels, which used to be called
psychol ogi cal stress evaluators. Qur people

tell me that this machine is eighty-five percent
accurate in showi ng the operator whether or not a
subject is lying. Nowlet's get all the

bul I shit out of the way. 1'mgoing to ask you a
nunber of questions. Everything you say is being
recorded. On that machi ne, and on tape. Now, you
know ny nane; you know a | ot about ne. Believe every
bad thing you ever heard about ne."

"I heard a bunch of bad things about you, General
How you -- his

"Shut up! If youlie to me, I'mgoing to kil

you. Right here, in this room wthout hesitation. Do you
understand that, punk?"

"Yes, sir!" he alnost screaned the words. "AXx

me anything you like. 1'll tell you anything you want
to know. "

In anot her building, Dan Gray was interrogating

anot her prisoner, using the same methods.

Ben stared at the young man. "\WWat is your nanme?"
"Henry Gavin." Cough.

"Fine. Henry, how nmany people live in or around the
Los Angel es area?"

"Thousands and thousands, sir. | don't rightly know the
exact nunber." Cough



"You have lived in that area?"

"Yes, sir. | live there. | was borned there.
Twenty-five year ago."

" Bor ned

there," Ben said softly. "Were are your parents?"’

"l don't know. Dead, | reckon."

"Don't you care where they are?"

"No." Cough. "Wy should I? Al they ever done

was make me go to school and beat nme when | hung out
with the Dukes."

"Who are the Dukes?"

"My gang," he answered proudly. "See this red
headband | got? All Dukes wear red headbands.

W're one of the toughest gangs in the city."

"And t hat nakes you proud?"

"Damm right." Cough

"I suppose you and the Dukes and the rest of the gangs
have been active in cleaning up the city, caring for the
sick and the old and very young, and setting up schools and
hospitals and so forth?"

"Huh?" Henry blinked. "Hell, no! Wo

wants a bunch of dunmb shit |ike that?"

"Who i ndeed?" Ben nuttered. "Wo is the | eader

of the Dukes?"

"Rich." Cough

"Rich. . . what?"

"I don't know. Just Rich."

"How many peopl e belong to your gang, male and femnal e?"
"About five hundred or so. About three hundred

men and the rest is chicks. That don't count the

sl aves, of course.”

"The slaves? Explain that."

Henry coughed and shrugged his shoul ders. "Slaves is
slaves. W use themfor entertainment. W fight
them li ke chickens or dogs. To the death. W bet on
them Every gang has their favorite

slave-fighter. We buy themthrough barter, steal them
from ot her gangs, snatch themfromout in the zone."

| ke shook his head in disgust. Doctor Chase had

a savage look in his eyes. Ben cleared his

throat and took a sip of water. He had a very

bad taste in his mouth. For years an animal-rights
activist, Ben had always felt that people who nmade
animal s fight for sport commuch | ess humans

comvere mean-spirited, | ow noral ed assholes. "The
zone, Henry. \Wat is that?"

"It's a no-man' s-land. "

"Go into nore detail, Henry."

"The gangs control everything from Ventura down

to Tijuana, then east along the border over

to Mexicali, then north up to Interstate 10;
everyt hing back west to the ocean. The zone is anything
that ain't under our control." Cough.

The Rebel conmanders exchanged gl ances. "Tell ne

how you get along with the Believers."

"They | eave us al one, we | eave them

al one. W swap them sl aves for stuff. Dope and

things like that. In case of trouble, we all band together
to protect each other's turf."

"How do you peopl e survive? How do you eat? What do



you eat ?"

"Slaves grow gardens for us. W have cattle and
hogs and chi ckens and shit like that. Wen a slave
gets too old or wore out to work or fuck or

suck, we give himor her to the Believers."
Cough.

Lamar Chase gl anced at Ben. The men shook their
heads in disgust. Ben said, "Henry, you're a rea
prince of a fellow "

"Ch, well, thanks. Sure." Cough. "I'm

known as bein' pretty cool."

Ben sighed and said, "Do you know all the gangs in the
territory?"

"No way, man. They's too many of them But |
know all the main gangs."

"Run them down for ne."

"Well, okay. Let me think." Cough. "Chico

runs the Swords. They wear black and red.

Manuel is boss of the Mayas. They wear bl ue
shirts. Bull bosses the Busters. They wear

green. The Fifth Street Lords is run

by a dude nane of Hal. They dress all in

bl ack. Dicky is the main man of the ..." Cough

" Bl ades. They wear silver. Sally runs the

M xers. Purple is their color. The Angels

i s headed by Josh. They dress all in white. They
| ook kinda stupid. Ruth fronts the Macys.

Tan is their color. Chang is the boss of the
Tokyos -- bl ack headbands. Fang is boss

of a real big gang called the H Il Street
Avengers. Brown headbands. CGuy nane of Brute

is head of the White Men. They dress in hot

pi nk."

I ke alnost spilled his fresh mug of coffee.

" Hot

pi nk!"

"Yeah. They're a bunch of fags, but they're
all-right guys. Mean as hell if you crowmd them"
Cough. "You want me to go on, General ?"

"Pl ease do," Ben said. "It's fascinating."
"Thanks. Leroy is the head knocker of one of the
bi ggest gangs. They're called the New

Africans. Black and green is their color

Carmi ne bosses the gang called the Wnen.

Bunch of dykes. They wear yellow Cash runs

the Surfers. Wiite and bl ue. Jimy

fronts the Indios. Wiite and red. Stan's bunch
is called the Flat Rocks. Yell ow headbands.

The Boogies is bossed by Ishmal. They wear
turbans. The Skulls is run by Junkyard.

They all wear black |eather gloves. They's a
whol e bunch of little-bitty gangs scattered al
around the fringes of the territory and the zone. Can | have
a drink of water?" Cough.

Ben nodded and one of Henry's hands was unchai ned.
He drank two gl asses of water, went into a

fit of coughing, and the hand was once nore chai ned.
"Al'l right, Henry. Tell ne what kind of

weapons you peopl e have."

"Al'l kinds, General. Machine guns, rocket



| aunchers, grenades, nortars -- anything we could
grab fromthe mlitary bases all around the area."
Cough.

Ben drummed his fingertips on the desk. "Has

any large force ever tried to overrun you peopl e?"
"Hell, no!" Henry said with a | augh. "No,

CGeneral . And you people ain't gonna make it neither. You
and your arny is gonna get chewed up." Cough

"Al'l these good-Ilookin' cunts around here is gonna
make for fine barter."

Jersey laughed at him

Ben stared at the punk for a nmoment. "Get him out of
here and chain hi m sonepl ace. Keep hi m away from peopl e.
The bastard has fleas junmping all over him™

"And that's not all he has," Lamar added.

"The one | interrogated was slightly nore erudite,”
Dan Gray said. He and Ben were conparing notes on

the prisoners' renmarks. "They have been studyi ng our
tactics for years, so it seens. And those in the city
are highly organized. It's going to be a tough
canpai gn. They've practiced

their plans many times and each gang knows what to do.
They al so know that we don't have the chemicals

to neutralize such a large area. A conservative
guesstimate would be thirty-five thousand of the
eneny. "

"I was going to say fifty thousand," |ke said.
"Trained, well-armed, and ready for a fight."

"Yeah," Ben said, |eaning back in his chair.

"Well, we've got to reclaimthe old mlitary

bases first thing, once we're in the area. The

caches of weapons and supplies have probably not

been found. CGeorgi and his people will take China Lake
and Fort lrwin while West noves down to reclaim
Twenty-nine Palns. Cecil will occupy

Edwar ds. 1ke, you and yours take

Vandenber g. "

Corrie stuck her head into the room "Leadfoot

and the Wl fpack have reported in, sir. They

creanmed the anbushers. The Pack suffered two m nor
wounds. They took no prisoners.”

"Tell themto cone on back, Corrie."

"Yes, sir."

Lamar entered the room and poured a cup of coffee.

He had a very grimlook on his face. "Al

right, |ladies and gentlenen, here it is. Qur

prisoners, all of them have advanced syphilis and
tubercul osis. You have all been inocul ated, so there
is little danger for any of you. However, | have ordered
booster shots for all Rebels. It's going to take

a day to get the vaccine in here, and a couple of days
to get everyone popped. So stand your people down, Ben
And roll up your sleeve. And that is a direct

order fromthe Chief of Medicine."

Ben did not question the order. He and Lanmar |oved

to argue and yell at one another, but when it cane

to health matters, Ben was no different from

any other Rebel. He did what the Chief of

Medi cine told himto do.

The nedi cal research people down at Base Canp



One had taken the vaccine BCG widely

used in halting the spread of TB, and inproved on

it. The vacci ne was basically weakened tubercle
bacilli which were injected into the skin, then foll owed
by injections of various drugs such as ethanbut ol
rifanpicin, thiacetazone, and poyrazi nam de, and
someti nmes streptonycin, isioniazid, and

par a- am nosalicylic acid. The reasons for the

vari ed combi nati ons was because the di sease could grow resistant
to repeated doses of the same drug.

"How do you suppose Leadfoot and that bunch roaned
around like the wind for all these years wi thout contracting sone
dreadful disease?" Linda asked, hel ping Lanmar

i nocul at e.

Dan smled at her. "Leadfoot and his bunch are

far frombeing stupid, Linda. Believe it or not, there
are a couple of Ph.d. types anpbng them And

several holders of master's degrees. | believe

the one called Frank actually taught at one of
America's nore prestigious universities."

"Stanford, | think it was," Ben said. "He was

an associ ate professor, | believe.

Frank is a good man. He just took a wrong

road for a brief tinme. What Dan was going to say,
Linda, is that nost of those people are pretty good
medics in their own right. They've all read

up on what nedicines to take and so forth. And they
all knew a great deal about herbal and folk

nmedi cines. | had a bad case of diarrhea one

day, and didn't have anything at hand to help ne.
Axehandl e went out into the woods, canme back with sone
bl ackberry roots. He boil ed them and made ne

a glass of hot tea. |'ve

had better-tasting liquids, but it stopped ny

di arrhea."

Ben grimaced as Linda popped himw th the needl e,

t hen swabbed the injection point with alcohol. "You'l
live," she told him

"I"'mnot sure | will," Dan said, after Doctor

Chase had popped him "Lamar has the touch of

someone repairing anvils."

The Rebel s rested, cleaned already spotl ess

weapons, and waited for the entire army to be

i nocul ated. Al of them fromthe Scouts to the cooks
and back again, had been briefed as to what |ay ahead
of themin southern California. They were under no
illusions. This was to be the toughest fight they had ever
endur ed. CQut nunbered neant nothing to them The

Rebel s were al nost al ways out nunber ed

Those prisoners that |ke had captured were turned

| oose and told to go somewhere, nake their

peace with God, |lie down, and die. Doctor

Chase said that there was no way any of themcould live
anot her six nonths.

"Wn't they spread the di sease?" Ben asked.

"I punped them full of nedicine. It certainly

won't cure them but it will somewhat reduce the
danger of them spreading the tubercul osis. The
syphilis is another matter. | did what |

could for that, but it's my opinion that Gavin will not Ilive



anot her sixty days. Lab results show

extensive brain infection. H s notor reactions

are already severely affected. None of themw Il be
alive six nmonths from now "

"Why don't we just cordon off the area down

there and let themall drop dead of diseases?"

Jersey asked, considerable heat in her tone.

"Serves those guys right if their whosis rots off.
Damed bunch of rapists and sl avers.”

Lamar | ooked at her. "Remind me to al ways stay

on your good side, Jersey."

Ben said, "W just don't have the personnel or the
time to do that, Jersey. That m ght take years. Too
bad, though. It was a good idea."

"You people are vicious," Lamar said. "What's a

nice, gentle man like nme doing in the

conpany of such heat hens?"

He was booed and hissed out of the CP, leaving with a
grin on his face.

On the night before the | ong colums of Rebels were

to resume their push toward the south, Ben stayed up
late in his GP. Those they would be facing in the
southern part of the state had rockets, severa

di fferent kinds of rockets. The old prop-job

pl anes of the Rebels could not hope to evade any

kind of Stinger or surface-to-air mssiles.

So that grounded the planes. He made a note to have
Corrie radio the pilots first thing in the nmorning and
have them stand down in any kind of conmbat role for the
duration. They wouldn't like it, but they would see the
reasoni ng behind the orders.

He killed the Iow fl ame under the coffeepot and

rinsed it out, then checked his watch. M dnight. Tine
to go to bed and get his customary four hours of sleep
Very rarely did Ben sleep nore than five hours a

ni ght, usually less than that.

In several days, the columms woul d be nearing the
territory of the gangs in southern California,

and Ben expected the first real heavy fighting of this
canpai gn to begin. Ben had expected the area around
Monterey to have been heavily popul at ed,

but I ke had reported nothing stirring. Fort Od

had been destroyed, and the lovely old towns on the
Mont erey Peni nsul a burned and deserted.

Ben sat on the edge of his canp cot and unlaced his
boots. What had he left out? What had he

forgotten? He went over every aspect of the battle
plans in his mnd, picking at them worrying with them
He could not think of anything that he and the other commanders
had not touched upon

He heard footsteps on the front porch. They were
friendly footsteps or his guards woul d have opened fire.
Si nce the assassination plots against hi mhad
surfaced, security was very tight around Ben

A knock on the door.

"Come inif you're friendly," Ben said.

Li nda wal ked in, carrying a small bag in her

hand. She sat down beside himon the edge of the cot.
"You having any reaction to the booster shots, Ben?"
"Just a slight fever yesterday. It's gone."



"I guess by this time tomorrow, the whole canp will be
tal ki ng about nmy com ng over here."

"Ch, it won't take that long. News travels

fast. Gve it an hour, tops."

They stared at each other for a nonment. Linda said,
"This is a very narrow cot, Ben."

"It's a warmnight. W could al ways go outside."
"There are fifty people out there guarding you! | don't
want an audi ence, thank you."

"You plan on getting kinky?"

Bot h of them | aughed softly.

"Tormorrow, " Linda said, "I wish you would request a

| arger cot."

"I shall certainly do that."

She reached over and turned off the |antern.

Chapter El even

"Heads up," Ben told the forward recon teans just

as they were about to pull out. "This is the day we're
probably going to neet our first real resistance.

Make a mistake and you're not only dead, but other
Rebels will die as well. Ckay? Take off.

W'l | be an hour behind you."

Ben turned to Corrie. "Advise all units

to nove their recon teans out, please." He waited
whil e those orders were relayed, then said, "Tel

all drivers to start their engines and check out any
bugs. We're going to be pushing hard this day. 1'd
like to be sitting on Interstate 5 by this afternoon."
Beth glanced up at him "Interstate 5?

t hought we were pushing south to 101 and Ventura."
"That's what the creeps and crud think

too," Ben said with a smle. "That's why | talked

on an open frequency the other day. W'll |eave

H ghway 33 just south of Maricopa and cut through the
northern edge of the Los Padres National Forest,

com ng out on the Interstate east of Tejon Pass.

Just a slight change of plans, that's all.

Let's keep the creeps and crud off bal ance

whenever we can. If the Interstate

is inmpassable, we'll take 138 for a few

mles, then cut south on a state road. Either

way, by this time tonmorrow, we'll be knocking on the gates
of San Fernando, or damm close to it."

Ther nopol i s was standing close by, listening. "That will

put us ahead of the others," he said. "You plan on
spear headi ng this operation, Ben?"

"Indeed | do, Therm We're going to hit the

northern edge of the eneny's territory so damm hard
they'Il all have a headache for days."

Therm s wi fe, Rosebud, was studying an old

map of southern California, using the beamof a tiny
flashlight. "That is one

huge

area. New York Gty is going to seemlike a

wal k in the park conpared to this place."

"Well, dear," her husband told her

smling, "you always wanted to see southern
California."

The | ook she gave him closed his nouth.

"Sweep the area for anything you m ght have |eft behind, "



Ben told them "Have yoursel ves another cup of coffee.
Then get ready to mount up. Let's go nake

boom boomwith the creeps and the crud."

"My, you do have a way with words," Thermtold him
The colums rolled out just as dawn was streaking the
eastern skies with faint light. Forward recon
teams, fromthe Pacific Ocean east to the desert,
reported that all barricades in front of them were
unmanned. |t appeared that everyone had abandoned them
and headed back to the city to dig in.

"Good nove on their part," Ben said. "They'd be

| osi ng personnel unnecessarily by |eaving snall
groups behind to face us. W're not dealing with a
bunch of idiots ... despite the names of the

gangs. We'll pull over just as soon as we hit

58 and radi o-check all the other units."

"We'd better do it now," Corrie said. "Il've

got Ike on the horn. But we'll |ose contact

with himas soon as we're on the east side of these
nount ai ns. "

"Good. Ask himif he's met any

sign of resistance."

"That's ten-fifty, sir,"” she said. "San Luis

oi spo i s a burned-out ghost town. No signs

of recent occupation. Cecil reports that
Bakersfield is in ruins. There are survivors

there, but they all ran away and hid at his
approach. They appeared to be badly frightened and very
di sorgani zed. He is proceedi ng over to Edwards

Air Force Base and naki ng good tine."

"Can you make contact with Georgi and West?"
"Negative, sir. Not with this radio. W'll have

to use the van when we stop."

Ben halted the colums at H ghway 58 and

made contact with CGeorgi.

"I aminvestigating what is left of the China

Lake base now, Ben," the Russian said. "But

it has been picked over very carefully. I can find
not hi ng of any practical use."

"That's ten-four, Georgi. Call it off and nove
out."

Ben's unit cut over, picked up H ghway

14, and noved slowy toward the town of San

Fer nando. |ke slanmed his way down 101, and

pul | ed up short when he was suddenly bogged down in
a firefight just south of Santa Mari a.

Ceorgi was highballing it toward the San

Gabri el Muntains, and West and Cecil had

i nked up and cl eared George AFB between H ghway
395 and Interstate 15.

Ben had pulled in every tank he could crew for this
canpai gn. He had ol d Pattons, Sheridans,

and Wal ker Bul |l dogs. His people had nodified

APC S, adding nore arnor plate and addi ng anot her
20mm Vul can Gatling gun to the ML13's.

The ML13's were sel dom used for troop

transport, since the interior was usually |oaded
down with ammo. Wth both Vul cans worki ng

simul taneously at full rock and roll, each

Vul can was capable of spitting out up to 3000



rounds a mnute.

Ben's forward recon teans radi oed back.

"They're waiting for you, General. W' ve spotted
nortar pits and heavy machi ne-gun enpl acenents. "
"Stay where you are,"” Corrie said, relaying Ben's
orders. "Tanks up."

Cooper pulled in behind an MBT and Ben got out.

The hatch popped open. "Let's open the dance,
Sergeant," Ben told the conmander. "They've

i gnored our surrender terms and have chosen to fight.
I"'mtired of pleading with these bastards

to give it up. So let's give thema taste of

what they're in for."

"Right, sir," the TC said with a grin. He spoke

into his headset. "Get into position, boys and

girls. You' ve got the range. Let's start sone
fireworks.'

Two dozen tanks began shelling the edge of town,
usi ng a conbi nation of rounds: WP, HE, and

napal m Ben | eaned agai nst the fender of a vehicle and
waited. After the entire area in front of them was

bl azing, for ten bl ocks running east and west, Ben
gave the orders to cease fire.

"Mop it up, people,"” Ben said. "Bring me sonme of these
crud. Let's see what we've got."

Not much, was the general consensus.

"Can you conprehend and speak English?" Ben asked
one young nman. Like the others, he wore

a
deni mjacket, with one sleeve shorter than the
ot her.

"Yeah, | can talk, Pops," the punk popped

of f. "You got your hearin' aid plugged in?"

Ben gave himthe butt of his M14 to the nouth.

A short, brutal stroking. Rotten teeth

shattered and |ips were pul ped. The punk

lay on the street and | ooked up at Ben, this time with
real undisguised fear in his eyes.

"You woul d perhaps like to try this conversation one nore tine,
asshol e?" Ben asked.

"Yes, sir." The punk had managed to push the

wor ds past swollen and bl oody li ps.

"That's good. Mich better. You will have to |learn

to respect people of my advanced age. W get testy

at times. Now then, the nane of this m sbegotten bunch
of di ckheads is?"

"The Bandits, sir. My mouth sure hurts

sonethin' awful ... sir."

"That is one of life's little tragedies, boy. How

many in your gang?"

"Coupl e of hundred. Was. Sir. | guess you

cut us down some."

"I guess we did at that. Do you know who

an®"

"I reckon you nmust be General Ben Rai nes. Can

| get a rag fromny pocket and w pe ny nout h?"

"Why, sure you can!" Ben said, knowi ng damm well the
punk was going to try for a gun.

The craphead canme out with a derringer and Ben shot him
inthe belly with the M 14.



"How ... did you know?" the punk gasped,

bot h hands clutching his shattered stonach.

"Magic," Ben told him He kicked the derringer

away and turned to a nedic. "Get a bl ood

sample. Let's see what he's carrying, other

than the obvious fleas and head lice. Be careful with
t hese crapheds. "

Ben wal ked over to stand staring at another Bandit. This
one was not nearly so snart-nmouthed and defiant after
wat chi ng what had happened to his fell ow Bandit.

He had pissed his dirty jeans. "My nane's

Jimy, sir. \Watever you want to know, you just ax
me. I'Il tell you."

"That's very good, boy." Ben pointed. "Five

bl ocks that way-what are we going to run into?"

"The Rats, sir."

"The

Rat s?"

"Yes, sir. You see, to get to be a Rat, you

got to eat a dead rat."

"Why woul d anybody want to be a Rat?"

was " Cause they bad, sir."

"So is their breath, I'msure," Ben nuttered.

He wi nked at Jersey. "How d you like to kiss one

of those guys, Jersey?"

She grinmaced. "Barf Cty, Ceneral!"

"And the Rats control how nuch territory?" Ben

asked.

"The rest of the town till you get to the barri cades.
They run east and west. Then the Dinks take

over."

"The Di nks?"
""Yes, sir. They're worser than the Rats.
You'll be able to snmell their territory a long tine

afore you ever get to it."

"And why is that? I"'mquite sure they don't bathe
regularly, but it nust be nore than that. You don't bathe
either, but fifty feet away and | couldn't snell
you. "

Jimy's smile was very thin. He knew there was no
way on God's green earth that he was going to | eave
this area alive. Everything he'd ever heard

about the Rebels was true. "The Dinks drags their
kills back to their home turf and hang them up

so's they can rot. It kinda | ets people know they's about
to enter an area where they ain't wel cone.”

"I would certainly get that inpression," Ben said.
"I"ve hanged a few outlaws up nyself to let them
swing and rot."

"Did you torture thema long tine before you swing
t hen?" Jimry asked with a sneer

"No," Ben said softly.

"You a real candy-ass, ain't you, Ceneral ?
Torturin" is fun. | like to hear people scream and
beg for you to kill them"

"Yes, | bet you do," Ben agreed.

"Jesus Christ!" Lamar said. "Law essness is

one thing. But this is a total breakdown of val ues,
norality, decency ... everything!"

"You think it's bad here, wait until you get



into Los Angeles,"” Jinmry warned them "You people

ain't seen a damm thing yet. Dead bodies |eft

torot in the streets and be et by dogs and cats and
rats. Screamin' of thembein tortured all the

time. Some chick has a kid she don't want, she

just tosses it out in the gutter and lets it die.
You'll see. This is paradi se conpared to what's

further down south. And they gonna kill all you
candy-ass soldier boys and girls." He cleared

his throat to spit on Ben and Ben knocked the punk

to the ground.

Ben | ooked at his son. "Get rid of themall

Buddy. "

"Yes, sir."

Ben wal ked back to his vehicle and got his kit.

He poured a cup of water and brushed his

teeth and rinsed out his nouth. He had devel oped a very
bad taste in his mouth while listening to Ji my.

"I knew it was going to be bad," Jersey said.

"But nothing like this." Her stomach rumbled. "I got
to get me sonething to settle nmy stonmach after |istening
to all that garbage."

Ben runmaged around in his kit and handed her a pill
"Try that. Corrie, find out where everybody is and
give me a report. W don't want to get

too far ahead."”

"Right, sir."

"Burn everything in our sector, Dan," Ben

ordered. "Leave nothing standing."

"Right away, sir." The Englishman trotted off,

yelling for his people.

Four quick shots split the air. Linda wal ked up

a few noments later, her face pale. "Your son

just shot those young nen, Ben."

"Yes, | know | told himto."

She opened her nouth to speak, and Ben spoke first.

"W don't take many prisoners, Linda. And

we'll take none in this area, at |east not for very

| ong. Everyone in this area, everyone who belongs to a
gang, joined knowi ng what they were getting into. They
knew we were com ng nont hs ago. They were

war ned comby us -- repeatedly. They could have left.
They chose to stay and fight. W have neither the tine,
facilities, nor comand |I' m speaking for nyself here
cont he patience to jack around with a bunch of no-goods.
I"'mnot a social worker, Linda, although there are
several in the Rebel arny who were before the Geat War
That should tell you sonething. Now does that answer any
ot her questions you m ght have?"

"I guess that pretty well sums it up, Ben."

"Believe it, Linda."

"Ceneral!" Corrie called. "West reports a

| ot of

overpass and bridge damage, and so does Genera

Cecil."

"Al'l right. Acknow edge it. | anticipated that.

Were is | ke?"

"On 101 around Westl ake Village."

"Tell everyone to hold what they've got. Stand

by for a change in plans. I'mgoing to take a

t he



chance. "

"This is something new?" Jersey nuttered

Ben heard her and grinned.

Dan and Buddy gat hered around Ben as he carefully
spread an old map of Los Angeles out on the

hood of a Jeep. "Once | ke has

establ i shed a secure position in his sector

he'l'l begin advanci ng and neutralizing the
Pacific Palisades area. W'll nake very

sl ow advances until Ike gets a toehold in

Santa Monica. Then we'll start pushing down

to the Ventura Freeway while Cecil drives

t hrough d endal e down to the Hol |l ywood Freeway.
W just don't have the personnel to effectively
cover such a massive area, so it's back to taking
chances.

"When | ke, our bunch, and Cecil begi n pushing
toward a secure position to operate out of,

Ceorgi will be sw nging around and covering from here at
Pasadena south down to just north of where West will be
setting up with the Long Toms. | want West

to take all of our long-range artillery -- every

pi ece of our self-propelled -- and his tanks and

get into position along this line. Burn out a
five-block area in front of themfor security, and
then start |obbing in shells around the clock; the rest of

us will be doing the same. Tanks spearhead each
drive and this is a put-to-the-torch operation all the
way.

"Corrie, get in touch with Base Canp One and

get ne Seven and Ei ght Battalions

in here. Start themcomng right now Fly themin around the
cl ock, with heavy equi pnent follow ng themin

trucks. Roll them Corrie. They're about

to get sone real AIT -CALL it on-the-job

training. I want thempulled in close to protect

t he backs of West's people.™

"There are a lot of green troops in there, Father,"”

Buddy sai d.
"They won't be for long," Ben told him
"We' || hold up any maj or advances unti

Seven and Eight are in position. Corrie, have
Ceorgi send sone people east to secure this airport

at Upl and. Seven and Eight wll deplane there and
nove into position."

"Right, sir."

"Al'l right, people. Right now, let's take a few nore
bl ocks just to keep in practice. We'll launch

the main push as soon as Seven and Eight are on the
ground and novi ng. Send those orders out on scranbl e,
Corrie."

Ben turned to find Doctor Lamar Chase's finger

in his face. "I want that extra MASH unit from

Base to come in with those boys and girls, Ben. Those
are green troops and they are going to get

bl oodi ed. "

"You took the words right out of nmy nmouth, Lamar."
"That's bull-dooky, Ben, but it sounds good. Just do
it."

"No sweat, Lamar. Look, we're going to be



pushi ng hard when we kick this off, so for a tinme, you
won't have a secure central receiving hospital
Ever yt hi ng,

ever yt hi ng,

is going to be up to your MASH people.”

Chase nodded his head. "W can handle it. 111

advi se ny people. W're going to need |ots of whole

bl ood, so I'Il start yelling for volunteers.
Take care of him Linda. See you around,
Rai nes. "

Ben said, "Let's take a couple of bl ocks,

peopl e." The Rebels spread out, with tanks

spear headi ng, and began hamrering their way south. An
hour before dark, they had clawed and scratched their way
to within a block of the San Fernando airport.

Bodi es of Bandits and Rats and Di nks,

spraw ed in grotesque postures of death,

littered the trashy streets. Ben had felt al

along that this canpaign was going to be a tough one, and the
afternoon's battles had proved himto be correct.

The street punks knew they were literally

fighting for their survival. It was stand-or-die tine.
Ben Rai nes was not going to take prisoners, and was not
goi ng to have prograns of reeducation and rehabilitation
for them He was going to destroy themto the |ast person
and then burn the city to ground level and stir the ashes
so they could never flane again.

"It ain't right," a Rat bitched during a brief

lull in the fighting. "W done run up surrender

flags. Ben Rai nes oughta honor them"

Carl o Mendez, a nman who had been a Los

Angel es street punk even before the G eat War

| aughed at the Rat. "Why should he? We had our

chance to give it up. Ben Raines is no sobbing

hanky-twi ster. He knows he's got our backs

to the wall, and that if he takes our surrender now,

as soon as they pulled out, ninety-nine percent of us
woul d go right back to what we were doing before he cane.
W got us maybe a fifty-fifty chance of

winnin' this fight. And pal, we'd better win it.

"Cause we just ain't got no place else

left to run.

Ben Raines is gonna w pe the earth cl ean of

everyone |like us he can find."

"He's a devil!"

Carl o laughed. "Naw, he ain't.

He's just a man who don't like punks, that's all

He's a | aw and-order type, fromhis head down

to his boots. The world is gonna be different,

pal . There just ain't gonna be no place for guys

like us init. It's gonna be a very polite

society."

Hs friend snorted in disgust and spat on the dirty
floor. He inched up and peeked over the edge of a

wi ndowsi | I. A Rebel sniper about five hundred

nmeters out put a .50-caliber slug right between his

eyes. The street punk died with his eyes bulging in
shock, the top of his head and his brains splattered

on the wall behind him

Carl os | ooked at the mess and shook his head.



"Bastards can shoot. And that probably nmakes you

one of the lucky ones, Garcia." He glanced at

one of his lieutenants. "W're pullin" back

W can't win this fight with each warlord defendin' his
own turf. We got to call a nmeetin' and nmake

some plans. It can't work this way. Let's go."
"They' re buggi ng out, General," Corrie called.
"Forward units report a mass pul |l back."

"Start dropping artillery in on them" Ben
ordered. "G ve themeverything we've got for a
couple of minutes. That will give us about a

t hree- bl ock secure area. Tell the gunners

to keep the airport intact."

Corrie relayed the orders and the tanks and nortar
crews began | obbing themin.

"The son of a bitch!" Carlos cussed as the shells
began dropping in all around him "He never

m sses a bet." A shell |anded cl ose and

knocked the street punk off his tennis shoes. They
were good tennis shoes too. He'd killed a dude

to get them Good tennis shoes were getting harder and
harder to find. Wen the dust cleared, Carlos junped
to his feet and ran for his life.

"Secure the airport," Ben ordered.

Tanks surged forward, Scouts and Buddy's Rat
Team ri ght behind t hem

"Cet me a report fromlke."

"He's punched through and is hol di ng al ong H ghway
101."

"Tell himto break it off there and to get sone rest.
Ceci | ?"

"Locked in heavy fighting along Interstate 210

just north of dendale."

"It'1l be dark soon. Tell himto hold what

he's got. Ceorgi ?"

"He's in control of his sector along

210. Col onel West is beginning his stretch-out

nove. That's the heavy snoke we see to the east and
north."

"Let's don't be too obvious with it. Tel

all commanders to shut it down and secure for the night.
Cone on, gang-let's go see what the airport

| ooks Iike."

Not bad. There was no |lingering stench of the Night P
That confirmed what the prisoners had told them The
Bel i evers were concentrated in the heart of Los
Angel es; true to form they preferred the cities

to the countryside.

"Runways are not in that bad a shape," a Rebe
reported. "We can have one operational in severa
hours."

Ben shook his head. "W won't need this one.

W' || push south in the norning and try to secure the
Hol | ywood- Bur bank airport. By that tine,
we' |l be needing supplies and we'll have wounded

to fly back to Base Canp One. Corrie, |

want a casualty list all the way around."

Seven dead and twenty-two wounded. OF the wounded,
five were in serious condition.

"Transport the dead out of the burn area and bury



themup in the nountains,” Ben said. They would

be buried in unmarked graves, for the crimna

el ement hated the Rebels so, they had been known

to dig up Rebel graves and mutil ate the

bodi es.

"Fat her," Buddy said, wal ked up. "A group of

Wods Children have noved down to the edge of the nountains
north of us. They have volunteered to bury our dead in
secure pl aces."

Ben did not ask how Buddy knew that, or how he

had been contacted. There was a nystic aura about the
young man that baffled his father. "I thought | told them
to stay out of this fight."

Buddy shrugged his nuscul ar shoul ders. "They

obvi ously chose to ignore that directive."

"Tell themthanks," Ben said. "It'll be a big

hel p."

Ther nopol is wal ked up to join the small group on

the edge of the tarmac. He wore a grim

expression. "I lost a man," he said. "The

street punks grabbed hi mand poured gasoline on

him then set himon fire. W found his body about

ten mnutes ago." He clenched big hands into big
fists. "Goddamit!"

"Now you see yet another reason why | deal wth

punks as | do," Ben told him "I'm

really very sorry, Therm The bodies are being

readi ed for transport up into the nmountains. Do you
want to go with your man?"

Therm shook his head. "No. |'m needed here.

It's just that Santana had been with me for a long tine.
W wor ked together before the G eat War. He was a good
decent human being. Loved aninals and | oved the

earth. He used to work for the Forest Service."

"Way did he | eave then?"

"He didn't agree with a lot of their policies.

["I'l miss him"

Ben thought of all the Rebels, nen and wonen,

buried in lonely unmarked graves all over the

United States. Border to border and coast

to coast. Freedomfighters. "I know the feeling,
Therm | know it only too well."

"Do you ever get used to it?"

"No. "

Therm | ooked surprised, then managed a snile

"You never pull a punch, do you, Ben?"

"QOccasionally. Not very often."” Ben studied the man's
face. "Getting involved now, Thern®"

"Let's just say I'mtrying very hard to keep
Santana's death from cl oudi ng nmy judgnent."

"From beconmi ng enotional about it?"

Ther m nodded his head. "Yes. You could say that."
"You | ost Tapper and Robin | ast year,

recal | ."

"You renenbered?" There was a note of surprise in
the man's voice

"I remenber a lot of Rebel deaths, Therm

My nenory goes back years in recalling the nen

and

t he wonen who died fighting for a dream"” Ohers had



gat hered around, standing in silence, listening. "Back at
Base Canp One, there is a list of all the nen

and worren who have died while serving in nmy command. It
goes back years. The list just keeps getting

| onger and longer. And in a sense, | keep getting
nore and nore enotional about it."
"You?

Enoti onal ?"" "

"Ch, yeah, Thermme. But | keep it up here.™

He tapped the side of his head. "Every tine | see
some goddamn sl obbering punk who refuses to obey
even the sinplest of rules, | think of Captain
Vol tan. Salina, Pal Elliot, ny son

Jack Raines. And ny unborn son who died in

his mother's wonb after Salina was bayoneted in the
stomach. | think of Jimy Del uce.

I think of Sam Pyron and his w fe.

renmenber Val erie, Megan, Al so, Abby,

Bel | e Ri verson, Badger Harbin.

remenber hundreds of Rebel dead, Therm And

I think of all those who stepped up to take their

pl aces, knowing the risks involved. | feel like
crying when I think of a little boy I found on the
road-in Mssouri, | think it was coma |long tine
ago. | named himJordy Raines. He was ten

years old, he thought. He wasn't sure. He
died in my arms down in Texas, after being shot by a
war | ord.
"I think of a woman named Rani, and of the kids she
took in to raise. And | think of another woman

naned Jerre." Ben was silent for a nonment, and
Therm noted the silent rage etched on his face, and
his hard, hard eyes.

"I hate punks, Therm | have hated punks and
thugs and trash all ny life. They cone rich and
poor, they cone educated and illiterate. But to a

person they are what they are because that's what
they want to be. Nobody made them take the

dope. Nobody forced themto kill and rob and rape
and assault. Because, Therm we all, to a very large
degree, control our own destinies.

Especially in these tines, Therm Especially now
Now i s when the true worth of nen and wonen cones to the
fore. Now is when you can see what a person is
really made of. Now, nore than ever before, there is
only black and white and no gray in between. Now,
when

ever ybody

has the opportunity to start fresh, can one truly
see what a person is worth.

"The psychiatrists and social workers and sobbing
sisters and hanky-stompers can all kiss my ass,
Therm Both now and back when we had a so-called
wor ki ng society. You can take a rose, and you can dip
it in shit, but after you do, all you' ve got is a
shitty-snmelling rose. You can wap a punk in
ten-doll ar words and fancy excuses for his or her
behavi or, but after you do, all you' ve got is just
anot her goddamm punk

"I keep my hate sinmmrering | ow on a back



burner, Therm Wth the pot carefully |lidded. But every
now and then | have to go back and Iift that lid and | ook
inside. | have to hear the cries of those innocents who
were raped and beaten and enslaved and tortured and kill ed
by punks over the years." He pointed south, toward

the sprawing city of Los Angeles and the

area all around it.

He turned, |ooking square at Thernopolis, and

his eyes were as cold as Therm had ever seen them "It
makes the killing a | ot easier, Therm A |ot

easier. Keep that in mnd."

Ben wal ked away, toward his new CP. Jersey

swung in behind him the butt of her M 16 on one

hi p.

Li nda shivered and rubbed her arnms as chill bunps

rose on her flesh

The ot her Rebel s who had gat hered around were silent.

"I always thought | would like to get a | ook inside that
man's head," Thermsaid. "Until now. Now

I"mjust not so sure I'd want to take a | ook."

Buddy turned away. "Not unless you want to see

what Hell |ooks |ike."

Chapter Twel ve

Ben was up early, an hour before anyone el se,

except for Jersey and Buddy. He fixed a pot

of coffee and opened a packet of breakfast rations.

He preferred eating themin the dark so he woul dn't have
to |l ook at what he was eating. The planes carrying

the first of Seven and Eight Battalions had started
arriving just after mdnight; the flights would continue for
several nore days, with trucks rolling

twenty-four hours a day from Base Canp One,

bringing in additional equiprment and artillery rounds.
Ben took his rations and coffee outside, to sit on

the curb. He was surprised to see Thermstroll out

of the darkness, stop while being challenged by the guards,
then wal k over to where Ben was sitting. The man

carried his owm coffee and field rations. He sat

down besi de Ben

"We' ve been together for quite a while, haven't we,

Ben?" Therm said, breaking the silence.

"Yes, we have, Therm We've seen a |ot of

battl es and you' ve proven yourself nmany, many tines.

still say you'd make a fine commuander."
"You probably know that's why | cane over this
nmorning. |'ve done a |lot of thinking since |osing

Sant ana yest erday."

Ben hid his smile of satisfaction by lifting his

coffee nug to his lips and waiting for Thermto take

the conversation further

"You' ve saddled ne with Emi| and his bunch, Ben

Who el se do you want nme to take?"

"Why ... gee, Therm You've really caught ne

by surprise with this request."”

Ther nopol i s | ooked at hi mand then chuckl ed.

"Cut the crap, Ben. You've been trying

to make me a field commander for a year and you know it."
Ben smiled. "You get along well with the

Wl f pack. They like you and respect you. |I'd Iike

to put them under your command. In addition to Seven and



Ei ght Battalions, three platoons of green

troops are joining us late this afternoon. Those three
pl atoons are yours. |'ll shift sone experienced
personnel around and assign tanks and ot her

support people to you today. We can call your unit the
Peace and Love Battalion."”

"Very funny, Raines. Hysterical."

"You can paint some guitars on the sides of the
tanks. "

"Now, that's not a bad idea."

Ben sighed. "Me and ny big mouth.”

"I't's my command, " Therm ren nded him

"That it is."

Wencesl aus, one of Therm s people, wandered out of the
dar kness and Therm waved hi m over.

"Yo, man," Wencesl aus said.

"At first light, get sone paint," Thermtold

him "W have sone tanks to decorate."

Wencesl aus choked on his coffee. "W got to do

what ?"

he finally gasped.

"I"ve just been made a battalion commander."

" Say

what ?"

"You heard ne." Therm | ooked at Ben, who was

smling at the antics of Wnceslaus. The nman

had spilled hot coffee on his hand and was sucking his
thunb. "What's ny rank?" Therm asked.

"Li eut enant col onel ."

"You' ve got to be kidding!"

"Nope. Get your people together, Therm Meet ne

back here after dawn. You'll get a quadrant

assigned to you then." Ben stood up. "You renmenber
that |ine about heavy is the crown?"

"Vaguel y. "

"You'll soon see what the nman was witing about."
"Everything el se remains the sane," Ben said

wrappi ng up the neeting. "Wth the exception of

Col onel Thernopolis |eaving us and taking his conmand
down to secure the Holl ywood- Bur bank

airport. W will start our nove west to the
Interstate and clear that while Thermis busy at the
airport. The first elements of Seven and Ei ght
Battalions are getting into position now, and West

is lining out the artillery. He'll probably begin
shel i ng around noon. Therm when the

airport is clear, you'll proceed down

to Burbank and start neutralizing that area. W'l
push down to the Ventura Freeway and then cut over

to near your position."

Ther nopol i s nodded his head in understandi ng.

He wasn't kidding hinmself a bit; he knew he was

being tested. He said a silent prayer to whatever

God | ooks out for old hippies (the sane one that

| ooks out for everyone else) that he would be up to the
test.

Wencesl aus wal ked in. "Rosebud and Swal | ow

got those goddamm tanks painted, Therm... |

nmean, Col onel. Wiatever. The tank conmmanders ki nd

of likeit."



"See you in Burbank, Colonel," Ben said.

kay, people, let's go."

"That's the way it stands," Carlos told the gathering
of street gang | eaders. No representative from

the Believers was present. The street gang scouts

had reported the battle |ines being shifted and the
arriving of planes fromthe east. They all knew

somet hing big was in the works. They just didn't know what.
"The bottomline is, we either stand together, or hang
separately."”

"Ch, that's lovely!" Brute said.

"Fam liar, but lovely. And | agree with you

dear boy."
"Shiitt-it," Carlos muttered.
Leroy said, "I ain't tossin' in with no honky

not her-fuckers. "Specially I ain't with that
goddamm Ri ch and his Klucker-gang." He

| ooked at Rich. "Wy don't you carry your white
ass back to CGeorgia and burn a cross or
sormet hi ng?"

"Fuck you, Leroy," Rich told him

"Let's don't be too hasty about this," Sally of the
M xers said. "Carlos is right. Al the way right.
W don't stand a chance if we fight these people
separately. But united, we've got them

out - nunber ed. "

"She's right," Fang said, and Chang agreed with
him as did nost of the others.

| shmal and Junkyard stayed firmw th Leroy.

"Tal k about ne being racist," Rich said

"Shut up," Bull of the Busters said. "Everybody
just shut up for a mnute.”

"Ch, | just love it when he becones
authoritarian," Brute said.
Bull | ooked at Brute, open dislike in his

eyes. "That goes for you, too,

fruit-boots. Now |listen up. The way to do this is
to take a vote. If the majority agrees to band
together, we do it that way. The way it works is like this.
Any who don't agree to pull together is out comall
the way out. That means you don't get no help from
any of us who band together to fight Ben Raines. No
help a-tall."

"I'"d sooner have to listen to sonebody yode
hillbilly nusic all day than fight al ongside

some raci st nother-fucker like Rich," Leroy said.
"Shut your goddamm mouth, Leroy!" Bull shouted

at him Bull stood and stared Leroy down. Leroy

ran the biggest gang in the southern California
area, but he respected Bull conez much as he could
respect any white man conmand feared him Bull was

a huge man, and a very powerful and cruel nan. He
liked to torture prisoners, enjoyed hearing them
screamin pain.

"Speak your piece then," Leroy said sullenly.
"Thank you. Now |listen up. Raines has got

maybe, tops, five or six thousand troops conanda
ot of themis cunts, and everybody knows nost
cunts can't fight worth a shit."

"Fuck you too!" Sally yelled at him reaching for a



pistol. Ruth and Carmi ne were draggi ng

i ron.

"I didn't nean you broads!" Bull quickly

yel l ed, breaking a |light sweat. These woren woul d
shoot himin a heartbeat and he knew it.

The wonen hol stered their pieces and stared at him
"Ckay," Bull continued. "W got Raines's

peopl e out nunbered ten to one, easy. | ain't say

in" this fight will be no cakewal k, but we can whip
him If-

if-

we pull together. Now just think about this, people. W whip
Ben Raines and his army, and we rule the nation.

Thi nk about that. The whol e country out there" conhe waved
his hand -- "will be ours.”

That got everybody's attention. Even Leroy and his
followers. Leroy smiled and said, "That woul d nean
could start up a real New Africa and none of us
woul d ever have to | ook at no ugly white nother-fucker
again. | like that."

"Yeah," Rich said with a nasty grin. "I like It

too. That happens, then | coul d i nvade your New
Africa and put all you jive brothers back in the
cotton patch, where you belong, workin' for whitey."
Leroy and Rich got nose to nose, both of them
cussing and shouting threats. Bull jerked them
apart. "Cool it, goddamit!" he yell ed.

"Sonmebody nake a note that when we |ine out

battl e stations, we keep these two bastards as far
away from each other as possible.™

"Il put your ass in the grave, honky!"

Leroy said to R ch

"Il cut your nuts off, coon!" Rich

replied. "And

feed themto the hogs!"

"We still haven't talked with the Believers,” Carmne
of the Wbnen pointed out, after Rich and Leroy were
dragged to opposite sides of the room

"They'll go for it," Bull said confidently. "They
ain't got no choice in the matter. And even if

they didn't, who gives a damm? W don't

need them They need

us."

"Di sgusting people," Brute said.

"W agree on sonething," Bull said

reluctantly.

"You have a plan, Bull?" Chico asked.

"Ch, yeah," Bull said with a smle. "Yeah,

do."

The mighty machi ne of war called the Rebels

surged forward at first light, pushing hard

behi nd t he spearheadi ng tanks. And hit no resistance.
Therm stood in the mddle of the Holl ywood

Bur bank airport term nal and scratched his head.

Not one shot had been fired fromeither side.

I ke ranmed all the way down to Malibu on

H ghway 101, burning as he went, but encountering
no resistance.

Ben had pushed his people south on 170 down to the
Ventura Freeway, and none of his people had fired a



shot. But they had put everything behind themto the torch
Cecil had turned his colum and was now hal ted,

standi ng on the edge of what appeared to be a deserted

d endal e, wondering what in the hell was going on

Ceorgi had pushed over to the center of Pasadena,

and there the Russian had halted his advance, sensing a
trap not far ahead. "Get Ben on

the radio," he ordered. "Get

al l

commanders on the horn.”

The commanders on network, Therm asked, "What the

hell is going on, Ben?"

"For whatever reason, they've pulled back

Everybody just hold what you've got. West, are you

ready to conmence shel | i ng?"

"Sitting on go, Ben."

"Start dropping themin while we assess this

situation. But | think they pulled back to band

t oget her . "

"That's ten-four, Ben," the mercenary replied.

"Seven and Eight Battalions are trickling

in, getting in place to our rear."

"G ve the punks a great big incendiary Kkiss,

Vst . "

"WIl do, Ben," the mercenary said with a |augh
Frommles away, the 8-inch howitzers and the 155's

began laying down a killing field of fire. Wth

each gun capable of a round a mnute, the earth began

to trenble with rolling thunder. Buil di ngs expl oded and
flames | eaped into the air.

"Al'l right, people," Ben ordered. "Let's take sone

nore ground. Corrie, order all the tanks and

nortar crews to start shelling."”

On aline stretching east fromMlibu to the

Orange Freeway, Rebel gunners began

openi ng up. Everything with any range at all was put

into service, the shells and rockets pounding the earth
until the trenbling resenbled a never-ending

eart hquake.

| ke had advanced to just west of Topanga Beach, and

had still not encountered any

resi stance. He pulled up and ordered his people to hold
up and burn the town.

Ben had vowed he would not commit troops until the

area in front of each unit was pounded into fiery

nush.

The Rebel s began encountering resistance as they
advanced, but the relentless artillery barrage was
driving the street punks back. The snoke from

hundreds of fires had brought visibility down

to zero in some areas. The Rebels put on gas

masks to help in conbating the choking and blindi ng
snoke. The street punks had forgotten that little

item

"All units forward two bl ocks,"
and Corrie relayed the orders.
The Rebel s nmoved out, wal ki ng behi nd tanks and
APC S, nopping up what was |left of the gangs in
the battered and burning sectors. Those street
punks who had been assi gnhed the suburbs began

Ben ordered,



pul I i ng back, cursing Ben Raines as they

retreated. In the city, the creepies had no

pl ace to go. They dug in deeper and waited for the
artillery they knew woul d be com ng as soon as Cenera

| ke McGowan got into position

The Rebels' policy was to shell severa

bl ocks, using incendiaries, and then stand down and

watch it burn. Wen the flames had subsided to the

poi nt where they could advance, they would nove forward,
establish a new position, and resune their shelling

of anot her sector.

It was slow work. But doing it this way greatly reduced

t he nunber of Rebel dead or wounded. And it was
frustrating to the eneny, because the Rebels presented
few targets. The street punks

m ght catch a glinpse, through the snmoke and fire and
dust, of a running Rebel as he or she darted from

cover to cover, but even that was rare, and the punks
rarely scored a hit on a Rebel in that

si tuati on.

At the end of the third day of the assault against southern
California, Ike had nmoved into shelling range of

west Los Angel es. |ke was using what

| ong-range artillery he had, and using it

ef fectively, standing back mles fromthe target and
droppi ng them i n.

The street punks were being slowy pushed back, but in
the city proper, the creepies had no place to go;

they could do nothing except die. It was going to take
weeks, possibly even nmonths, for the Rebels

to win the battle this way, but the one thing the

Rebel s had was tine.

"Goddam Ben Rai nes!" one of the Judges, the

| eaders of the Night People, cursed after days and ni ghts
of relentless shelling. The snoke fromthe hundreds of
fires, most of them burning out of control, was thick

and choki ng.

The damm Rebel s seenmed to be everywhere at once

How Ben Rai nes managed that, with so few under his
conmand-few, conpared to the thousands who were, at |east so
far, unsuccessfully fighting himin southern
California-was a bewildernment to the eneny. The

street punks had sent people around to flank the

Rebel s fromthe east. They ran into Seven and Ei ght
Battalions, dug in deep and heavily arned, and

were thrown back tine after tine. Rebel snipers, or

so it seened to the punks, were everywhere, and their fire was
deadl y.

And when the Rebels nmoved out of a position, they

| eft nothing behind them except burned-out foundations and
ashes. There was no place for the eneny to hide or

to launch an attack. At night, the Rebels

sent up flares at the nost unexpected of tines,

cat ching the punks as they tried to advance through the
ashes, and cutting them down w th heavy machi ne-gun

fire.

A bug-out was a possibility, but one that offered little
hope to those in the sprawing area. The nercenary,

West, had nmoved his people closer to the city. He was now
stretched out, in strategic areas, north to south al ong



H ghway 57, with Seven and Ei ght Battalions

moving with him protecting his rear. It was a very, very
thin line, and had the street punks possessed any
mlitary know edge at all, they could have busted through at al nost
any point. Wiy they did not was sonething no Rebe
commander coul d under st and.

Perhaps it was because West and Seven and Ei ght
Battal i ons never gave the punks a chance to rest.

The nercenary was savage in both his defense and his
attack, burning and destroying as he went.

Bri dges and over passes were bl own; block after

seem ngly endl ess bl ock of |ong-deserted busi nesses

and homes were burned or still burning. Mnes had been
laid, fromthe insidious pressure mnes to the

horribly devastating C aynores.

And the big guns of the Rebels boonmed day and ni ght.

Ben Rai nes had taken a terrible chance by spreading his
forces so thin, but so far, it appeared to be worKking.
The street punks finally began to realize that

while it might take the Rebels six nonths

to smash through, destroying everything and everybody

in their path, they would eventually do just that. Ben
Rai nes was not going to come nose to nose with them com
yet. He was going to |lay back and use his awesone
artillery to pound themto pieces and then send troops
into nop up.

The street punks and the creepies also realized that
whil e they had been terribly shortsighted as to their
future, Ben Raines and the Rebels had carefully

| ooked at the | ong-range picture. They had worked

out their battle plans over years of actual

conbat, and the Rebel s nmade few mi st akes.

The boomi ng of artillery never stopped. The cannon

and nortars | ashed out death and destruction twenty-four
hours a day, the rolling thunder becom ng a constant.

"I didn't think we could do it" Ben adnmitted.

"I was wong."

"Chisel that in stone," Doctor Chase said. "Because

you m ght never hear it again. However," he added, "I
must admit that we were all wong."

Few of the Rebels had believed that |aying back and
using artillery would have worked within such a nassive area
as they were assaulting. And while they were delighted that
it was working, none could understand why those so | oosely
trapped were not nmaking nore of a fight of it.

"They could bust out anytine, at any place

t hey choose," Tina said, studying a huge wall

map of the southern California area. "Yet they

don't. Why?"

"Maybe they don't know they can," Thermfinally said,
after the others had | ooked at each

ot her and shrugged their shoul ders.

"Go on, Therm" Ben urged. "El aborate,

pl ease. "

The ex-hippie (or perhaps hippie-turned-warrior

conmhopi ng-t o- become- a- hi ppi e- ag-once-th-crap-wi | |

as comover) was fast becoming a respected comander of
troops. He was nore cautious than Ben, but he

got the job done, and that was all that mattered in the
final run.



"For one thing" Thermsaid, "they can't see us. Andw ththe
constant hammering of artillery, they probably

believe that their initial estimtes of our strength were
way off the mark. But there night be another reason

They just don't know what to do."

"Or a combination of both," Buddy said, picking it

up. "They've never faced anything like the Rebels

before. They've had their own way for so |ong, they just
don't know what to do agai nst such a | arge and

wel | - organi zed arny."

Ben rose fromwhere he'd been sitting on the

edge of a scarred old desk and wal ked to a

boar ded-up wi ndow, to | ook toward west Los

Angel es. He coul d see not hing but bl ack snoke

rising fromthe ruins of the burning city. Ike and his people
had pushed east to Santa Moni ca Boul evard and his
artillery was pounding the city nercilessly. Wst had
moved in fromthe east and had put everything behind himto the
torch, with the exception of a two-block area running
north and south that was under the control of Seven and

Ei ght Battalions. Wen Wst advanced a few

nore bl ocks, Seven and Ei ght would put their sector

to the torch, then nove out behind him West was now in
control of the John Wayne Airport in O ange

County.

It's too easy! That thought junped into Ben's head.

There is just too much going for us that has cone too

damm qui ck and too damm easy.

For the nonment, Ben kept those thoughts to hinself.

Ceorgi had put Pasadena to the torch. Ceci

had torched d endal e and pushed south, alnbst on a
parallel wth Georgi

Everything was just coming too easy to suit Ben

Therm and his short battalion had been on the edge

of Beverly Hills, just approaching the nowfading

opul ence of the hones of fampbus novie stars

and rock singers, when Ben had called for a neeting of

all unit conmanders. Thermhad left Em| Hte

behi nd (but not in charge) with a contingent of the new Rebels
just arrived from Base Canp One. He had | eft

hi m wanderi ng through a huge mansi on that had once bel onged
to a rock singer who had fronted a band called the

Si ckeni ng Sline.

Ben turned around to face his commanders. "It's going
too damm easy, people. | don't know that anything is
wrong, but | have a gut feeling that sonmething is.
Let's kick it around. First of all, we know for a

rock-solid fact that there are thousands of creepies
and street punks in southern California. But

we've had nore of a fight with a few outl aws and warl ords
al ong the way than these peopl e have given us. Why?"
"For a fact, resistance has been extrenely

light," the mercenary, West, said. "And | will

admt | have puzzled over the why of it."

"Yeah" |lke said. "Now that you bring it up

nobody on the other side has thrown jack-crap

at me. And we all know the creepies can fight.

W don't know that for sure about the punks, though.”
"I think they can fight," Georgi said. "They just
haven't done so as yet. Like you, Ben, | am



puzzl ed as to why they haven't."

"I have encountered virtually no resistance" Ceci
observed. "I think we have del uded oursel ves

into believing those we face are cowards, fleeing before us
in fear, when in fact, they are not cowards at all."
"Then what are they up to?" Ben asked the group

"W've got to know before we -- still-make a fata

m stake in planning and get a |ot of Rebels

killed. Have our people out on Santa Catalina

I sl and been able to pick up anything of value?"

"Not rnuch," Corrie told him

The island had been deserted when the Rebels | anded

to set up a listening post. So far, all they had

| earned was that they were all bored with the inactivity of
all.

"The enemy has good communi cati ons equi pnent, "

Corrie said. "But nmuch of their conversation is gibberish
to us. They're using a lot of street-punk talk that

just doesn't nmke any sense to our people."

Ben | ooked at Dan and sm | ed.

Dan returned the smle. "I believe | can

certainly take care of that little problem™

"See to it, Dan," Ben said. "Lamar, get the

chemical s readied for drug interrogation."

"They' Il be ready."

Hopeful Iy, there would be prisoners taken

this night.

"I's anybody running | ow on supplies?" Ben

asked. After seeing several affirmative nods, he

said, "Stock up, double up on everything. If sonething
heavy is in the works, we stand a good chance of being cut
of f fromeach other. And we m ght be cut off for

several days."

Dan left the roomto go head-hunting for

pri soners.

"One way or the other," Ben said, just before dismssing
t he commanders, "we are going to find out what is going
on. In the neantime, all of you hold your positions

and brace for trouble. Just in case."

Chapter Thirteen

The Rebels attenpted no further advance agai nst the
street punks and the creepies. Dan |led a team of

Scouts into hostile country to grab some prisoners

for interrogation. The Rebels assigned to Ben's

conmmand post waited while Ben sat for hours, |ooking

at the big wall nmap

"Has to be," he finally muttered. "There is just no

ot her reasonabl e explanation. Corrie, call Dan

and his people back in. Imediately. Tell Dan that is a
direct order fromnme."

"Yes, sir."

Thermwas waiting for his trucks to be | oaded with fresh
supplies and was in Ben's office, drinking coffee

and alternately chatting with Cooper and studyi ng Ben
conthe latter being one of his favorite pastines.

Ben waited until Corrie had recalled Dan

and his Scouts, and said, "Corrie, advise al

units to be alert for a sneak attack --

possi bly a suicide attack, fromall sides.

That's got to be their plan.



Al'l other patrols that are out, tell themto dig in
and stay low. If an attack is conmng, it's going

to be soon. They can't wait nuch | onger."

Therm joi ned Ben by the map. "If you're correct,
we're going to be in trouble.™

Ben nodded. "Yeah. You are so right, Therm Get

on back to your conmand; your trucks should be ready
by now Draw plenty of drinking water. We're

going to be cut off fromeach other for no telling how
[ ong. "

"See you whenever, Ben
"Let's hope."

Buddy wal ked in the CP just as Therm was | eavi ng.

Ben brought his son up to date on his hunch.

"I think you're right, Father. They slipped around us and
headed north while we were driving south."

"And before West and Seven and Ei ght coul d | oosely

secure this area," Ben said, running a finger fromthe
north to the south, along the eastern edges of the conbat
zone, "they found a hole and slipped through, out into the
zone. Corrie, advise all units we're under

ared alert. Get ready. Do it quickly, but not in a
panic. Let's don't give ourselves away. Let

t he punks still think they've got us fooled. W' ve

got to be under observation comall units. It's ny

belief that if, or when, they hit us, we're going

to be hit hard fromall sides. That's why there has

been no radio traffic of any significance."

"You believe their plan was al ready worked out before we hit
the outer edges of the territory?" Buddy asked.

"Or maybe while we were hitting it. They

probably saw that fighting us alone, in separate

gangs,

just wouldn't work."

"We're going to be cut off from each other for

sure. "

"Yes. Perhaps for several days. Ckay, people, let's

get cracking. W've got a lot to do in a very

short tine."

The Rebel s began quietly and quickly bracing for

an attack. Snipers slipped

into place, all of them equipped with night scopes.

"West and Seven and Eight will probably have a hard

tinme of it," Ben said. "Corrie, tell themto make

like this is an Indian attack on a wagon train.

Is his CP still at the airport?"

"Yes, sir."

"Pull themin tight. None of us have a place

to run so we've all got to adopt a wagon-train

mentality and we don't have long to do it."

"Right, sir. General I|ke?"

"I ke can put his back to Santa Moni ca Bay

with the assholes coming at himfromthree sides. He just
resupplied, so he's in good shape. Corrie, as

soon as everyone is in place and ready, tell them

to button up and get set for one hell of an

attack. W will cease all artillery at 1900

hours. Forward posts heads up and be prepared to bug

out. No heroics, people. The nane of this game is staying
alive. Every conmunication will be on scranble and no



unnecessary chatter. No smoking, no fires, no

lights after 1900 hours."

The Rebels got in place and waited. Darkness

began creeping in around them shadowi ng the streets.
Mur ky pockets in their line of sight becane areas

of suspicion

Li nda cane to stand by Ben's side. "How bad is

it, Ben?"

"We've been in worse spots,” he said softly,

his eyes sweeping the seem ngly deserted streets bel ow

them "I let us get overconfident, that's all
This is the final push in the lower forty-eight, and we
were too anxious to bring it to an end. | let it

happen. It's ny fault."

"West's people report novenent, sir," Corrie

called fromacross the room "Eneny coming out of the zone.'
"Tell all forward recon people to get the hell back

to their units. Right now It's all going to break

| oose in a few mnutes.”

Ben checked his watch just as the artillery barrage
stopped. The sudden sil ence was eerie.

"Now they' Il know that we know," Ben said. "They've
got too much forward nonentumto stop now Al

hostile units are commtted. They can't stop now.

It's root-hog-or-die time for them And us," he

added.

"I ke com ng under very heavy attack fromall open
sides,"” Corrie called out. "They're throw ng
everything they've got at him Rocket |aunchers,
nortars, and heavy weapons in use by the bogies.”

"Tell himl said good luck and to keep his

| ard-ass down," Ben said with a smle. He pinched

off the fire fromhis hand-rolled snoke and stowed the
butt in a pocket of his BDU S. He took a

sip of water fromhis canteen and noved to a position
at a wi ndow, stacks of clips already there. His

M 14 was bi - podded.

H s personal team got in place, quickly,

qui etly, and professionally.

Buddy | aid aside his Thonpson and got behi nd

an M 60 machi ne gun.

On the roof of the building, and the buil dings surroundi ng
Ben's CP, teans of Dan's Scouts were in

pl ace, with nortars, rocket |aunchers, and

. 50-cal i ber nmachi ne guns.

"Come on, you sleazy sons of bitches," Ben

nmuttered. "Cone tell us about how it was al

society's fault that you turned out to be such
assholes. Let's rock and roll sone." He

started humm ng "Bad Moon Rising."

Dan | ooked over at himand snmiled. He woul d have
preferred "Ri de of the Val kyries."

Buddy grinned in the sem -gl oomof the room know ng
his father was in his el enent now He had never net a
man who enj oyed conbat nore than Ben Rai nes. The
Rebel s had | ong ago ceased any

attenpts to put Ben behind the |lines, behind a desk

A rocket expl oded agai nst the side of the building,

on the ground floor, and the early eveni ng was suddenly
shattered by the roar of hundreds of weapons, yammrering



on full auto.

"Flares up!" Ben yelled

Qut si de, dozens of flares lit up the dusk

exposi ng the street punks as they charged the

Rebel s' positions fromall sides. Ben | et out

a war cry that would have put a Cheyenne chief to shane
and opened up with his Thunder Lizard, holding the trigger
back. One line of street punks went down as the

. 308 slugs inpacted against flesh and bone.

Ben slipped the enpty, popped a full clip

into the belly of the old war hoss, and let it bang.
Buddy had pi nned down a small band of punks with his
M 60 and was making life awfully m serable for

them One stuck his head up just as Buddy

was maeking a return sweep and the punk | ost the

entire top of his head. H's friend squatting next

to himreceived the full conplinent of brains and
eyeballs. He junped up screaming in terror and

Buddy stitched himacross the chest. Now all he had

to worry about was facing his Maker, and He was not a
terribly forgiving God.

Smoot and Chester were in a box-bed, under the desk
with a flak jacket w apped around the both of them
secured so they could not slip out of it.

Ben shifted positions and took a quick | ook out what
remai ned of a shattered wi ndow. "Take over here,”

Ben called to a Rebel

"\Where are you goi ng, Dad?" Buddy yelled over the

roar of gunfire

"To the bat hroom maybe. None of your business."

Ben hurried | ow across the floor and out the door of the
second-story office, into the hall. But he couldn't
shake Jersey, who was staying right behind him

"Cet back to your position," Ben ordered.

"Sorry" she told him "Were you go, | go. So

just lead on."

"Har dhead, " Ben nuttered.

"Look who's talking, will you? Come on, General

What' s goi ng on?"

"Hostiles have infiltrated the building next to this
one, that's what."

"And you were going to take them out by yoursel f?"
"There aren't that many of them"

"How many?"

"Ch, a dozen or so."

"That's good, Ceneral. Excellent. Has

it ever occurred to you that you are not Supernman? Has
it? That a I ot of people spend a lot of time just trying
to keep you alive? Huh. Do you know was

"Hush up and cone on if you're going with ne,

Jersey." Ben turned his head and grinned at her

"Hell, there're two of us comwe' ve got them

out nunbered al ready. "

She gave hima dark | ook and nuttered sonethi ng under
her breath. But she followed him Jersey woul d have
foll omed Ben through the gates of Hell

They slipped down the stairs and paused by the back
door. Flares were constantly being fired high into the
air, keeping the night bright with artificial light.
Ben pulled Jersey close and put his |Iips next



to her ear so he could be heard over the yamer of
gunfire

"W go out the door and cut inmediately to our left,
keepi ng between those ol d garbage dunpsters and this
buil ding. That way we'll stay in the shadows.

Once across the alley, we toss Fire-Frags

in and follow You ready?"

"Ch, sure. | can't begin to tell you how nuch
I"m 1l ooking forward to this."

Ben chuckled. "Let's do it."

They exited the building quickly, Ben in the

| ead. Working their way past two old dunpsters, they
both bellied down on the littered concrete as two
street punks ran past their position and into the
bui | di ng across the alley.

"That makes it either fourteen or sixteen," Jersey
muttered. "Ri ght?"

Ben smiled and whi spered, "W still have them

out nunbered, short-stuff. Let's go."

They ran across the alleyway and fl attened agai nst the
ol d building, one on each side of a

huge pane-|ess wi ndow. Ben pulled a

Fire-Frag fromhis battle harness and Jersey did

the sane. They | ooked at one another as the sounds of
voi ces canme frominside the building. Jersey

nodded her head.

Two Fire-Frags were chunked into the ground fl oor

of the building. The door blew off fromthe concussion of the
expl odi ng grenades.

The shrapnel had just ceased bouncing off the interior
and the screani ng of the wounded had begun when Ben and
Jersey rolled into the roomand |laid down a field

of automatic fire, effectively clearing the area

of street punks. Wth their ears ringing fromthe concussion
of the mni-d aynores, Ben and Jersey got their

beari ngs and spread out, covering the only

door they could see fromthe dimlight of the flares. It
went to the second floor. They could both hear the
fai nt sounds of footsteps above them

"Goddamit, there ain't no other way out!" the

voi ce said, reaching Ben and Jersey.

"Take a peek down there."

"You so damm interested, you take a peek."

Ben and Jersey remained silent, crouched behind a

pile of junk in the room their weapons set on

full auto, each with a fresh clip. They waited

eyes on the bl ackness of the open stairwell |eading

to the second-fl oor.

A lone figure cane cautiously down the steps

and stuck his head into the di mess of the room Ben and
Jersey waited. They didn't want just one punk

dead cont hey wanted them all dead.

"Fuller's dead," the punk called over his

shoul der. "I can see half a dozen npbre on the
floor. All blown to shit. There ain't nobody
nmovin' ."

Several nore punks gathered around the first

one at the base of the stairs, none of themwanting

to take that first step into the ground floor room but
knowi ng they had to do so if they were to get away.



"They was waitin' on us." Wrds just reached

Ben and Jersey over the dimnishing din of battle.
"Bull's plan didn't turn out worth a dam.

They knew we was comin'."

"This ain't the tine to discuss it. You see anybody
down yonder ?"

"No. | can't see nothin' "ceptin" dead people."

"Conme on."

The punks crowded out of the stairwell and onto the
ground fl oor.

Ben and Jersey opened up, the Thunder Lizard and the
M 16 bl asting the darkness. The street punks were

sl ammed back against a wall as the slugs tore the
life fromthem Ben and Jersey ceased fire and

wai ted. A faint nmoaning came fromthe piled-up

bodi es by the stairs.

"That's it," Ben said. "Let's see what we have

over there that mght be able to talk."

Two were still alive. One of themwas hard hit in the
guts and dying. The other had suffered only two

m nor flesh wounds.

"Eagle to Rat," Ben spoke into his

wal ki e-t al ki e.

"Goddami t, Dad, where are you?" Buddy's

voi ce held nore than a note of irritation

"I'n the building just north of your |ocation

G ound floor. Cone on over. W have a

prisoner. The ground floor is clear. | can't be

sure about the other floors, so watch it."

Buddy and Dan and a squad of Rebels were in the

buil ding within two m nutes.

"This craphead isn't hurt bad," a nedic said.

"He's got lots of conversation in him™

"I ain't tellin' you bastards nothin'!" the punk
said, spitting out the words.

Dan smiled at himin the gloom The smle was very
much |ike a cobra before a strike. "Ch, | think
you'll be chattering like a magpie before |ong."

At daylight, the punk was tossed out onto the

si dewal k, weaponless, and told to hit the road.

He had been wong. He'd had plenty to say

to Dan and Ben. It had just taken a little persuading,
that's all.

The Rebel s had not physically tortured the young

man. He'd been interrogated with the use of drugs.

Si xty thousand punks and creepies," Ben said,

after taking a sip of coffee. "Well, | guess

that nmeans we do have our work cut out for us. O course,
that was a guess on his part, since | doubt that any
census has ever been taken of the current popul ation
of Los Angeles."

The fighting had all but ceased, the punks retreating
several blocks at first light. The Rebels were stil

| oosely trapped -- in a nmanner of speaking-but the
punks were now i n that unenviable position of riding a
tiger: afraid to turn |l oose and afraid to stay

on.

"Cet me a report fromall units, Corrie,"

Ben request ed.
"Wirking on it now, sir,"'

she called. A npnent



| ater, she said, "All units holding firmw th no

ground lost. Reporting five dead and el even wounded
during the night. Several prisoners were

taken and their stories match the one told us."

Ben picked up his M14. "All right, people.

Tired we may be, but we've got to take sone

ground today. The one thing the punks won't be
expecting is a counterattack fromus this early.

Ready tear gas and everybody into masks. W're

going to do our best to clear everything between us and Therm
Let's do it."

Tear gas canisters and snoke grenades and shells

began rai ning down all around the area, the choking and
bl i ndi ng fumes maski ng the forward novenent of the
Rebel s as they counterattacked the street punks.

It was door-to-door and

buil ding-to-building fighting, with small arms and
grenades, the Rebels offering no mercy or pity

to the punks as they staggered out of hiding places,
tears stream ng down their faces fromthe gas. The
Rebel s took no prisoners as they advanced.

Knowi ng this, many of the punks ran fromthe relentless
advance. Ben Rai nes's phil osophy of war was

simple. W will give you one chance to surrender
If you do not take it at the time it is offered, you wll
die. There will be no second chances. It was a hard

phi | osophy, enforced by hard nen and wonmen, in a hard
and harsh tine on earth.

The Rebel s brought up flanethrowers, torching as

t hey advanced, the flame-tossers addi ng a new

el ement of fear anong the punks.

Ben stepped into a doorway and cane face to face
with a street punk dressed all in white, fromhis
funky tennis shoes to the white headband.

He screaned obscenities at Ben

Ben lifted the nmuzzle of his M 14 and added a

touch of red to the natty outfit.

Automatic-rifle fire knocked out splinters of

wood fromthe old building, the splinters bl oodying
Ben's face. He w ped the bl ood away and ran

into the building. He cut to one side and

hit the floor rolling just as a woman dressed in a
bright yellow shirt cut |oose with an AK-47.
"Bastard!" she screanmed at him the AK bucking

and junping in her hands.

Jersey appeared in the doorway and stitched the
worman with a burst fromher M 16, then junped and
rolled inside just as Ben was getting to his knees,
hi s Thunder Lizard howing, the nuzzle pointed at a
knot of nmen and wonen all jamred up in a

doorway | eading to the outside.

Ben slapped in a fresh clip and cleared the

| ogj am the .308 slugs knocking several of the
group outside and the rest of them spinning to the floor
their blood staining the dirty floor and the walls.
Bet h and Cooper ran into the house, followed

by Corrie and Li nda.

"Hail, hail, the gang's all here," Ben

called cheerfully, his voice nuffled through the gas
mask. He wi nked at Linda.



"The man has a sense of hunor,"” Linda said, just

as a burst of lead sent themall belly-down on the
floor. She crawled to a window, Corrie right behind
her, and between the two of themfilled the snoky air with
| ead and doubl e- ought buckshot and sone very unl adyli ke
cussi ng.

"Tsk, tsk," Ben said.

Linda and Corrie turned to | ook at him and he

shut up.

A grenade came sailing through a shattered w ndow and
bounced al ong the floor, sending everybody junping for
what ever cover they could find.

In Ben's case, no cover. He was squatting in

the center of the big room

Jersey threw herself on the grenade, covering it with
her body. "Get down, Ceneral!" she screaned.

Chapt er Fourteen

Ben froze, watching as Jersey cl osed her eyes

and nove her lips in silent prayer

Fi ve seconds took ten mnutes to tick by.

"It's a dud, Jersey," Ben called. "Throw

yourself away fromit as far as you can."

"I"'mtoo scared to nove, Ceneral."

"Do it, Jersey. Now "

She hurled herself fromthe grenade, rolling on the
floor, and Cooper grabbed her, pulling her away.
"Leave it alone, General!" Dan's voice

cane sharp fromthe doorway. "Just stay right where you
are." He wal ked to the grenade, picked it up, and
threwit out a window It bounced off a building,

hit the alleyway, and blew "Sonetines

they do that," the Englishman said. "Unpredictable
little buggers.”

Ben got up and wal ked over to Jersey, putting his

arnms around her, holding her close. She was stil
trenbling. "Wat can | say, Jersey?"

She pul | ed back and grinned up at him "Well

sir, you could give ne a raise."

And am d the sounds of the battle raging

out side, laughter rolled fromthe ground fl oor
From l ke's position on the west side of west

Los Angeles, to the mercenary's position on the

east side of the conbat area, the Rebels no | onger
felt they were trapped, even though they were, in a
manner of speaki ng.

The street punks and the creepies had not only been

t hrown back, they had suffered terrible casualties
during the failed assault. The dead were scooped up
and placed in buildings, then the buildings set on
fire.

The Rebel s resuned their slow, bl ock-by-block

taking of the |ast major bastion of |aw essness and
canni bali smand slavery in the | ower forty-eight.

| ke and his people were clearing and burning the west side of
West Los Angel es, pushing up to the San

D ego Freeway and driving hard and

relentlessly toward L.a. proper

Therm Ben, and Cecil began slowy pushing the

punks and the creepies who fought with them south, while
Georgi and West |inked up and began their slow



advance toward the sea. The Rebel s who had been

on Santa Catalina |Island were now, at Ben's

orders, linked up with West.

Four 1 ong and bl oody days after the failed assault

by the street punks, Ben told his people to stand down for
twenty-four hours and catch their breaths.

VWhile to the uninitiated it m ght seem

premature, Ben knew his Rebels now had the

upper hand and were going to win this fight. The street
punks had thrown everything they had at the

Rebel s, and the Rebels had held and were now once

nor e advanci ng. The fight was a | ong way from bei ng over.
Weeks of bl oody work still |ay ahead of the

Rebel s. But the street punks were going to |ose.

Ben suspected that even they knewit.

Ben had rel axed the rul es concerning prisoners, and

had all owed his people to take alive those punks who had
cone staggering and weepi ng out of the burning and snoking rubble
of war. They were transported north, into the forests and
canyons north of the city, and were guarded by the Wods
Children. As slaves and prisoners were

liberated by the Rebels, trials were held. Any

punk who was identified as having killed in cold

bl ood, raped, or tortured was put to death.

Ben had heard horror stories com ng out of what was
called the zone, and wanted a neeting of his commanders.
He had sone news for them

| ke junped straight out of his chair, yelling.

"You' re gonna do what? Goddammit, Ben, that's

t he dunbest damm thing | ever heard you propose.”

Ben sat calmy. He had anticipated the

uproar and was ready for it.

"I absolutely forbid it," Cecil said, shaking

his head. "No. No. Under no circunstances, no!

Reckl ess on your part and just too dangerous."

The nercenary, West, said, "General, | believe

that woul d be very irresponsible on your part. |'m agai nst
it."

Therm sai d not hi ng because not hi ng Ben Rai nes ever did
surprised him

"Stupid!'" Doctor Chase said. "Just plain

st upi d.

But 1'm not surprised that you' d cone up with something this
hal f - cocked. "

"I mght go along with it only if | could

acconpany you," Dan said.

"You'll be in command of ny section here," Ben told

him "And Cecil will be in conmand overall."

The yelling started anew.

Ben poured anot her cup of coffee, petted

Snmoot, who was |aying on the desk, and waited it

out .
"Ri di cul ous!" CGeneral Georgi Striganov
snorted his disapproval. "If anyone at al

goes, it should be ne."

"I"ll take two conpanies, a conpl ement of
arnor, and Buddy and his Rat Team We'Ill pul
out in twenty-four hours."

"You will, by CGod, take a platoon of ny
Scouts!" Dan stood up. "And that is something



i nsi st upon, Ceneral."

Ben knew to argue with the Englishmen, who was as

har dheaded as Ben was, would be futile. He nodded

his head in agreement. "All right, Dan. Fine."

Ben was going out into the foreboding and nysterious area
cal l ed the zone.

"Il put together a nedical team for you," Chase

sai d, knowi ng the brief argunent was over. Once Ben

made up his mind, there was no turning himaround.

"Well, shit!" lke said, disgust in his voice.

"I"ll order flyovers to start inmrediately."

Ben ni xed that. "Keep the planes on the ground,"

he said, scratching Snoot behind the ears. The husky

roll ed over on her back and

grunbled in contentnment. "W don't know whether or not
the warl ords out there have rockets capable of bringing a
pl ane down. Let's don't risk it."

"Ben," Georgi said, trying one nore tinme. "l w sh

you woul d reconsider. That area called the zone is
hundreds and hundreds of square mles of hostile
territory. None of us really knows what is out

there."”

"That's why I'mgoing," Ben replied. "To find

out. We do know that there are slave and breedi ng farns out
there, and I'mgoing to put a stop to them It's sonething

that will have to be done at some point in this campaign, so
let's get it done now Dan will take over for ne
here. Cecil is Forces Commander. That's it, people.”

The unit commanders filed out, to a person bitching and
grunmbl i ng and cussing, but all knowi ng there was no point
in arguing further with Ben

Ben smled at Linda. "Well, how about it?

Ready for a little adventure?"

She returned the snmile. "Ch, sure, Ben.

nean, it's been so dammed dull around here."

Ben wal ked the line, inspecting his command j ust

nmonents before pullout. Five main battle tanks,

five Dusters, five ML13's, five

LAV-25 Piranhas. A line of tankers and

supply trucks. Two full conpanies of

Rebel s, a platoon of Dan's Scouts, and

Buddy' s Rat Team

It was a |l ot nore personnel and equi prent than Ben
wanted to take with him but it was better than having
to put up with several days of argunent

fromthe others. And Ben al so knew that his days of just
taking off and |l one-wolfing it were gone. Too many peopl e
depended on him he had too many deci si ons

to make. This was about the cl osest that he was going to cone
to being a lone wolf in search of action

"The first good-sized town we cone to," Ben told

Dan, "1'll secure an airstrip for supply
pl anes. Providing there are no surface-to-air
m ssiles out there. I have a hunch we're going to be

taking a | ot of people out of the zone. And they are not going
to be in very good shape."

"You know that | should be |leading this expedition," Dan

said, trying one nore tine.

Ben smiled and ignored the statement. "Keep the

hone fires burning and the feet of the punks in the



flames, Dan. |I'Il be in radio

contact. Good |uck."

"Good luck to you, sir."

"Mount up!" Ben yelled. "Let's go."

The col um headed north, driving through all the
still-smoki ng devastation they had earlier wought. They
cut east until they found a wi nding two-Iane

hi ghway that ran through the San Gabriel Mountains.
The Rebel s bivouacked that evening in the nountains, and
were all both pleased and somewhat spiritually noved at the
serenity of their surroundi ngs, untouched by all the
hi deousness and suffering that lay only a few niles
to the south.

At dawn, they were rolling eastward, and soon

pi cked up Interstate 40

"How far do we take it, General ?" Cooper

asked.

"Al'l the way to Needl es, Coop. W'Ill stop

at every town and look it over. Beth, did the
vehicles' water tanker fill up |ast night at

that strean®"

"Yes, sir. Filled to capacity."

"That's good. Because it's about to get dry up ahead."
Bone dry. "Like in a desert," was Jersey's conmmrent
about the country they were passing through

Bar st ow had been destroyed. Little remined

of it except for burned-out buildings, and the walls of
t hose structures were pockmarked with old bull et
scars.

Bar st ow had been a thriving conmunity of nearly
twenty thousand. Now there were no signs of life.

"Hell of a battle fought here," Cooper remarked.
"Several years ago, |'d say."

The convoy had stopped in the center of the burned-out
town. "Scouts out," Ben ordered. "Look it

over."

No signs of human habitation, they reported

back.

The convoy rolled on.

There was nothing left worth salvaging in the tiny
towns that had once existed al ongside the

Interstate. They had all been destroyed and pi cked
over countless times. Carrion birds and rats had

pi cked the hunman skel etons clean of flesh

| eaving the bones to bleach in the sun and be eventual |y
scattered by the desert w nds. The Rebels

i nspected the towns and then rolled on. They nade a
very dry canp at the southern edge of the Bristo
Mount ai ns. Since | eaving the northern edge of

the sprawing city of L.a., none of them had seen

any sign of a living human being. They had

seen the fleeting shapes of coyotes darting, seen
tracks of wolves once nore returning to their rightfu
pl ace in the schenme of things, and had heard the
screans of pumas at night. But no signs of

humans.
"It's eerie," Linda said over a second cup of
coffee as they all sat around a canpfire. "It's

like we were suddenly transported to a new world, void
of life."



"And technically," Buddy said, warm ng his hands over
the fire, for the nights were cool, "we're not even in
what is referred to as the zone."

"I believe that this is called a no-man's-Iland,"

Ben said. "And | can certainly see why."

"Tonorrow, Father?" Buddy asked.

"We'll have us a | ook at Needles, and then cut

south, on H ghway 95. W'Ill take that down

to Blythe, and fromthere we'll head on down to Yuna.
From Yurma to Cal exi co. There, we'll have

to figure out a route.”

"Do we have any intelligence on what we m ght

find there?" a Rebel asked.

"Only what sonme prisoners have told us, and how nuch
of that we can believe is up for grabs,"” Ben said.
"Qutl aws, punks, thugs, drifters,

sl avers, nurderers, human crud of the worst

sort. If you can hang a nanme on the dregs of

society, you'll find themwhere we're going."

"And we are going straight in, right, General ?"

Bet h asked.

"That's right." Ben smiled at her. "We' Il just

call ourselves ... ah, well,
m ssi onari es.
Coi ng on

our way spreadi ng the good word."

Buddy returned his father's smle. "Are you goi ng
to give us bibles to pass out, Father?"

"You al ready have them boy. They're just in a slightly
different formthan the King Janes version."

Buddy held up his old Thonpson.

"That's it, son. Yea, verily, and all that.

Amen. "

"Sonmebody drag them out of the road and burn the
bodi es,” Ben said, as he | ooked down at the dead
outlaws who had tried to block their entrance

i nto Needles. "Buddy, take a couple of tanks

and a company and secure the town, please. W know
they have prisoners in there, so try to take them
alive. Corrie, get me lke or Cecil on

the horn.™

After a nonent, Corrie said, "Cecil is out of
pocket. lke is on scranble.”

"Yo, Ben." lke's voice canme out of the

speaker. The sounds of artillery boomng in the
background was strong. "Wat's your twenty,

Eagl e?"
"Needl es. The town's got some crud in it and we
believe they're holding prisoners. W'll take

it and nove on. How s it going on your end?"

"Moving right along, Eagle. W' re advancing

three or four blocks a day, pushing the punks and the
creepi es south. Ben, you might find yourself in a very
bad position if you advance further west than

Cal exi co. "

"I know. But | haven't nmade up ny m nd what

we're going to do yet. We'll secure the

airstrip at Blythe and bunp you fromthere. Eagle
out."

Ben handed the mke to Corrie and |listened as a short



battle raged within the shattered remains of the small
town. Buddy returned, escorting a band of

pri soners.

"I knewit!" a woman hol |l ered, as she cane

within sight of Ben. "I done tol' you and tol' you it
had to be him | tol' you we all ought

to run."

"Shut up," a man said.

"CGivilians?" Ben | ooked at Buddy.

"They killed all the prisoners before we could get

to them Father,"” his son told him "They just lined them
up and shot them"

"Why woul d they do that?" Linda asked.

"To keep themfromtal king, telling us all the

horrors these crud have put themthrough."” Ben faced the
man who had told the wonmen to shut up. "You comnhat

can we expect in Blythe?"

The man spat on the ground. "Screw you

asshol e! "

Ben butt-stroked himwi th the M 14, knocking the
outlaw to the ground. Ben placed the nuzzle of the
rifle against the man's forehead. "I am accustoned

to having my questions answered in a civil manner

punk. Now do so."

The outlaw with the busted and bl oody nmouth spat out
broken teeth and lay on the ground, |ooking up at

Ben. Fear crept into his eyes. He had known for

years that Ben Raines and the Rebels woul d sonmeday cone;
had known for years that he should change his ways and stop
his career of |aw essness. And now he knew it was too
late. His guts knotted in fear as he

realized that death lay |aughing at himjust around a dark
corner.

"I'"ll be good," he munbled. "I prom se that

"Il be good. | swear it!"

The hard eyes of Ben did not change. Contenpt

for the outlaw touched his face briefly. "You'll be
good only as long as the Rebels stay around. So

let's don't kid each other. You can live three

nmore mnutes, or you can die right now It's up to you
What's in Blythe?"

The outl aw was shaking in fright. He used to think it
funny when his prisoners trenbled in fear, crying and
begging for their lives. Now he could not find a single
anusing thing about it as he pissed his dirty underwear.
"You don't strike a very good deal a-tall,

General . "

"I don't make deals with punks," Ben told

him "lIt's not a good practice. Speak your

pi ece."

"Fuck you!"

Ben shot him He wal ked over to another man. The

man dropped to his knees and began praying. He

prayed for forgiveness for all the wonen he'd raped and
sodoni zed. The nen he'd tortured and ensl aved.

The children he'd sexual ly abused. Jersey

listened to himand spat on the ground.

"What's in Blythe?" Ben asked, when the punk

paused to catch his breath.

"Texas Jim" the man screaned, his spittle



spraying Ben's trousers. "Jesus God
Al mi ghty! You ain't got no right to do this. W

human bein's. 1'll admt we done w ong, but

give us a break. | got constitutional rights,
Ceneral. | want to see a judge. | want ne

a lawyer. 1 got rights under the Geneva Convention.
| got-was

A bullet.

The t hugs and punks and outlaws and their wonen began
crying and prayi ng and beggi ng.

Ben noved to another man. Put the nuzzle of his

M 14 on the man's forehead. "The | onger you

tal k, the I onger you live."

Li nda understood it then -- finally, why the | aw ess
feared Ben Raines so. There was no give in the

man. None. You obeyed the few |l aws that the

Rebel s laid down, or you |ay down dead. He

was flint-hard and unconprom sing. And he was going

to win. She knew in her mnd that nothing was going to stop
him No woman woul d ever change him no nman woul d

ever break him

"Texas Jimis a warlord, General," the outl aw

told him his voice nunmb with shock and fear

"He's got him a good-sized arny down yonder

"Bout two hundred and fifty tough ol" boys.

You know what | nean?"

"I certainly know the type. White trash and

assorted ot her asshol es who believe they are above

any law. Go on."

The outl aw t hought about that as beads of sweat broke out
on his forehead. "He be waitin' for you, Ceneral."

"You think maybe | should run back to my vehicle

and hide ny face in fear?" Ben asked.

"I reckon not," the man said slowy. He turned

his head to | ook at other Rebels, gathered around.
There was no pity on their faces. They were
expressionless. A couple of themwere eating rations out
of cans. One was stretched out, catnapping in the

shade of a big tanker. One woman was brushing her

short hair.

"Yuma?" Ben asked.

"That woul d be Banni ger and his bunch. About the sane
size as Texas Jim"

" Cal exi co?"

"That, | don't know. Things are subject to change
fromone week to another. That's right on the

edge of the zone, so gang | eaders come and go. Last |
heard they be nearabs a thousand or nore toughs down
yonder. You gonna let nme |ive?"

"G ve me one reason why | should."

The outl aw hesitated, thinking so hard his eyes

bugged out. He had killed and raped and assaul ted and
in general made life mserable for nearly everyone

he had come in contact withfor years. He tried to think
of sonme decent act he had done. He could not. He
recalled the time he'd been with that bunch when they'd
attacked a nearby Indian reservation and killed

all the men and raped the wonen and young girls conanda
few boys too. Just to hear them holler and squall.

He swal |l owed hard. "You cain't just line us up and



shoot us, General. That wouldn't be right."
"I'sn't that what you people just did with your prisoners?"

"Well ... yeah. But you "posed to show us mercy.
That's the way it's 'posed to work. | mean, after
all, I was an abused child."

The Rebels had piled the bodies in a building and

then set it on fire. Snmoke fromthe burning town was
intheir rearviewmrrors as they pulled out.

Li nda was silent as the long nmiles rolled by.

Finally, Ben said, "Say what's on your nind

Li nda. "

"The beggi ng of those people back there, Ben, just before they were
shot . "

"What about it?"

"Doesn't it bother you?"

"Not anymore. It used to," Ben admtted.

"But then | have al ways known that people have a choice of
several roads to follow. Nobody forces them

to travel any of life's choices. Anytinme you have

to put a gun to someone's head, to force a promise from
themto obey even the sinplest of rules, you are
dealing with a loser, a liar, and a punk. Qur way is
very sinple, Linda, with no conplex |egal munbo

junbo. The Rebel road is wide and free. Be

what ever you want to be as |ong as you obey the few

| aws we enforce. The other roads are rough and

rocky, and violent death at the hands of Rebels

is all that's waiting at the end of those narrow paths.
And those who choose the | awl ess routes know it. They
al ways have, Linda. No matter what |awyers and

judges and soci al workers and psychiatrists used

to say, the | awl ess knew what they were doing. And they
did it because they had nothing but contenpt for those of us who
chose to obey the law. | have nothing but |oathing for
t hem

"My God, Linda, we're living in the

simpl est of tines since humanki nd craw ed out of the
caves. Al one has to do is find an abandoned

house and start anew. All one has to do is flag

down a Rebel patrol and say, | want to join

you. It doesn't make any difference what one was

before the Great War. W don't care. W don't

| ook back. Now and the future are all we're

concerned with. If you can't live with that, Linda, go on
back to your peaceful little valley-what's |eft of
it-and see how | ong

you can survive without us."

She was silent for another few miles. "No,

"Il stick it out, Ben. Just give me a little

tinme." She smiled. "You see, | was one of those

opposed to the death penalty back when the world was
whol e, so to speak."

"We have a nunber of themw thin our ranks, Linda.

But they saw the light, and | suspect so have you, or
you woul dn't be here."

"The call ousness of it all is still alittle

m nd- numbi ng. We used to see it in the novies, but

we knew it wasn't real. They were actors, and

they'd get up and wal k off once the scene was shot.

But 1'Il pull ny weight while I'mgetting



accustoned to the Rebel way."

"You certainly have so far, and | have no reason

to doubt your ability to do so in the future. Sure,

it's mnd-nunbing, Linda. Unlike the novies

or on the pages of a book, here you snell the urine

and the excrenent after the bullets strike, and sonmetines
bef ore they do. Few people can face death as calmy as they
bel i eve they can.”

"So | have discovered," she said, a dryness to her

words. "No, Ben, I"'mwith the Rebels all the

way. |'Il stick it out."
"Good" Ben said, a pleased note in his words.
"You'll make it, Linda. Part of your mind is stil

operating on yesterday's prem se that we have courts

and hal fway houses and all the trinmmngs that go with
civilization. But we don't. What you really

haven't grasped is that all that stands between anarchy and
order is a very thin line of nen and wonen call ed the
Rebel s. But understand this, Linda. Once we clear

the | ower forty-eight,

the laws we'll set in place will never be what they

were back before the Great War. Not as long as |I'm
alive. O Buddy or Tina or |ke or

Cecil or West or CGeorgi or Dan, or

any Rebel for that matter. We will never allow that

to happen. Not again. In our society, right

is clearly spelled out, as is wong, and there is

only dark water and qui cksand between the two como gray.
No | egal jargon, no plea-bargaining, no

defendant's tearful pleading that it quote-unquote
"won't happen again and |I'mso sorry | got

drunk and killed those people.™

"I't's bullshit when people say they didn't know they were
drunk when they got behind the wheel of a car. They
knew. They just didn't care. So why should we care

what happens to then? It was bullshit when a hunter

kill ed another hunter by shooting himout of a tree and
said he was so sorry but he thought it was a deer or a
squirrel. What it was was an irresponsible act

by an asshole with a gun. And it wasn't the fault

of the gun; sonmeone has to be behind the trigger. It was
bull shit then and it's still bullshit when a crimna
says that society drove himor her to kill and

steal and assault and mai m

"The Rebels, Linda, all of us, would nuch rather be

back in Al abama or Nebraska or M chi gan

or Louisiana or New Hanmpshire, farmng or

tendi ng shop or raising cattle and hogs and wat chi ng

our kids grow up or doing whatever is |egal and

noral . But we chose instead to fight to pull this
country, and the world, out of the ashes of horror

I'"d like to go back to Base Canp One, take off

nmy boots, hang up nmy guns, and wite,

Linda. And I'Il do it someday, God willing.
["lI'l have ny dogs at ny feet and fingers on the
keys of a typewiter, and nmy guns will be cl eaned and

oiled and in a gun case. And the front door will

never be | ocked and | can | eave the keys in mny car

or truck, and no one will have to worry about sone
perverted son of a bitch grabbing their kids or raping



their wife. Because we don't need those kinds of people,

Li nda. And whenever anything like that happens in

Rebel -hel d territory, justice comes down

swift but fair, and nearly always final

"There is a line froman old Wrld War Two song:

"The Wiite Ciffs of Dover." It goes

something like this: "There'll be Iove and | aughter, and

peace ever after, when the world is free." And we're

going to see that day, Linda. The Rebels -- al

of us. A year ago, | wouldn't have said it. But now

| believe that. Me and my kids and hopefully ny

grandki ds, and that over-aged hippie Thernopolis,

and the little con artist Eml| Hte, and the Russian

and the Englishman and the nercenary.

"W're going to free the world from savagery and

oppression and fear. We're going to do it,

Li nda. We know how now. W've got it down to a

fine art. The people with any degree of decency in them

either join us actively, set up outposts, or

agree to live in peace with all other |iving beings
and that includes animals. Those that won't

agree to those terns fight us and die. My

grandkids, Linda, if | ever have any, are going

to live free and wi thout fear of thugs and punks and

assholes. And if | have to die in a ditch sonewhere

insuring themthat right, then so be it."

A mle passed in silence. "Wll, shit!"

Corrie said.

"What's the matter with you?" Jersey asked.

"The best speech | ever heard the general nake and the

goddamm batteries went dead in ny tape

recorder!”

They all spent the next several mles |aughing

uproariously and wi ping tears fromtheir eyes.

Chapter Fifteen

"Buddy is reporting that this Texas Ji moutl aw

has a tad nore than two hundred and fifty nmen,

General ," Corrie said.

The col um had stopped for lunch on the east side

of the Big Maria Muntains, about twenty-five

mles north of Blythe.

Ben smled at that. "Corrie, informmny usually

erudite son that a "tad nore" doesn't tell ne

a whole lot."

"Yes, sir." She bunped Buddy, then turned

back to Ben. "He says to try about five hundred

or so nmen in the gang."

Ben nodded his head and | ooked to Linda as she asked,

"Where are all the good, decent people, Ben? Are they like

the people | was withfor years, hiding out in tiny pockets?"

"Alot of them yes. There are a | ot of good people out

there." He waved his hand. "W just have to find them

Punks and crud and scumjust seemto naturally cone

together, like flies on a pile of shit. But we're

finding nore and nore decent people in our travels."

Ben washed down the last bite of his rations with warm

water from his canteen and screwed the cap back on

"Al'l right, people," he said, standing up

"Let's gear up and button down. Playtinme is

over."



Buddy net the columm about a mile north of the

town. "The outlaws say we don't have the right to cone
in here and tell themwhat to do, Father. Texas Jim
said, and I'mquoting directly here: "There ain't

no government and there ain't no |laws, and just 'cause
your name is Ben Raines that don't spel

jack-shit to me." his

"My, but he does coin a lovely phrase

doesn't he?"

"Yes. Very quaint."

"Prisoners?"

"Not according to the man ny teamwent in, pulled out, and
guesti oned. They've had prisoners, slaves, but they just
traded several dozen of themto another group of trash
down t he road. For drugs."

"Where is this man?"

"He died."

"l see. How unfortunate for him How are the

out | aws arnmed, son?"

"Assault rifles, grenades, light nortars.

According to the thug we questioned, there are no SAM S here
or anywhere else in the zone."

"Ben Raines!" The shout cane pushing out of huge
speakers |l ocated at the edge of town. "My nane is
Texas Jim and | got this here to say to you and your
sol di er boys and girls. You beside' carry your

asses on away fromhere, "fore | decide to kick

all your asses clear over into Arizona."

The Rebels all shared a good | augh at that.

"Ch, ny," Ben said. "Do you think we should run

away and hi de, son?"

"That thought did not enter ny mnd, Father."

"Well, then, how do you suppose | should reply

to his chall enge?"

"I"msure you'll think of some highly

appropriate answer," the young man said dryly.

"Umm " Ben feigned deep thought, then snapped

his fingers. "By golly, son, | think |I've cone
up with sonething."
"I knew you would. | have great faith in you, Father."

"Thank you, son. Corrie, tell the tank

conmanders to crank up their 105's and start dropping in
HE and i ncendi ary rounds, please."

Ben l et the thunder roll and roar for five mnutes,

until the entire northern section of the town was

bl azi ng. Ben then noved the colum up to within a few
hundred yards of the edge of town. Buddy handed his father
a bul | horn.

Ben lifted the horn to his lips. "Now you listen

to me, you redneck asshole!" Ben's voice

booned over the short distance. "You have three

choi ces: stand and die, surrender, or cut and run

Make up your mind, prick!"

The el aborate speaker system of Texas Jim

had been destroyed during the first salvo. Using a
bul | horn, the outlaw screaned, "I'lI

kill you sonmeday, Raines! | swear on ny nother's

pitcher 1'lIl cut your nuts off and do a

di ddy-wa- di ddy on them you son of a bitch!"

Ben lifted the bullhorn. "You have one mnute



to respond, armadillo-breath.”

Li nda cut her eyes at himand started giggling.
"Armadi | | o-breath!"

Buddy was lying by the turret of a tank, behind
sandbags, | ooking at the town through binoculars. "There
they go, Father," he called. "They're headi ng south.

| don't understand this, because we're going to have to fight
t hem sonmeday. Why not do it now

and get it over wth?"

Ben | ooked up at the young man. "You know anyt hi ng

about herding cattle, son?"

"I can't say that | do."

"I didn't either, until | started witing

Westerns, years ago." Ben wi nked at Linda and

wal ked of f.

Buddy junped down fromthe tank. "Now what in the

hell is he up to?"
"He'll tell us when he's ready," Beth
replied.

"I"'ma-tellin" you, Banniger," Texas

Jimsaid to the outlaw at his headquarters just

over the line at Yunm, "Ben Raines is

a-comn' and there ain't nothin' on this earth gonna
stop him He's a devil, man. A devi

straight out of hell."

"He's a man, just |ike us. What we got to do is

conme up with a plan, Jim" Banni ger said.

"Mexico is no safe haven for us no nore. Not

since the people down there rose up and threw us all out.
Goddamnm greasers. Wo'd have thought them stupid
peasants woul d ever do sonmething |ike that?"

"W can't stop them Rebels, Banniger

They' re out nunbered ten, twelve to one over in

southern California, and they're steady kickin'

ass."

"I know, " Banni ger said.

"Well, what the hell is we gonna do then!"

"We do sonme thinking, Jim That's all we can do."

"We're picking up a lot of transmissions in

Spani sh, Ceneral," Ben was infornmed. "Garcia is
translating and he says there has been a major

revol ution in Mexico. The people have risen up and
reclaimed their country. They're redistributing

| and and power

and are picking up the pieces and putting their country
back together." He paused. "They are

patterning their laws after the |laws being set up in this
country by one Ceneral Ben Raines."

"It was only a matter of time," Ben said, sugaring

his coffee. "W've known there were many survivors

down there, and they knew we were up here. But so far

t hey have not asked for our help. Advise themthat we will
lend a hand if they need it. And al so ask the commanders
if they would help us if we request it."

The reply was pronpt and courteous. The

Mexi cans had things under control in nost areas and they
woul d be nmore than happy to assist General Raines in

any manner possible.

"Tell them| w sh them nmuch success and | will be in
touch shortly,"” Ben said. He smled. "Well



now, that's one nation we don't have to worry about."
"How does it feel to be so big a part of

hi story, Ben?" Linda asked.

Ben gl anced at her, a startled |l ook in his eyes.

"I beg your pardon?"

"CGeorgi Striganov and the Canadi ans have

adopt ed your nethod of | aw enforcenent and justice.
Now t he peopl e of Mexi co have done the sane. Your
pl ans are to span the globe. You're a part of

hi story, Ben."

Ben grimaced. "Just don't start putting

up any statues yet," he said sourly.

"Why get so grunpy about it, Ben? It's your
concept."

"It isn't

ny

concept, Linda. It's been the concept of
free-thinking nen and wonmen for years. The goddamn
| awyers and civil rights groups-and |I'm

not tal king about racial issues here conmscrewed it
all up for the najority of people. A very small
power - hungry mnority of people at the federal |evel
ran the lives of mllions."

"And in the end, you won't be doing the sane, Ben?"
she asked softly.

"Me? Hell, no! You still haven't grasped the

bi g picture, have you, Linda? There will be a small
bureaucracy in our governnment; that's al nost

unavoi dable. But it will be kept small. There will be

police and deputies, but the chiefs and sheriffs
won't be elected in sone popularity contest, they'l
be appointed on the basis of their ability to do the
job. And they won't have much to do. Look, the

Rebel way is this: If a person puts a fence

around their property, and posts No Trespassing
signs, that person is telling

ever ybody

to stay the hell off and out. And it doesn't nake

any difference if the gates are open or cl osed.

You wal k on that property and get hurt, that's your
probl em Sonebody sticks a gun or a knife in

anot her person's face and gets killed, the case

is closed after a very brief investigation. The

Rebel concept is based on common sense and damm

few rules. That's why so nmany people can't |ive under our
system |It's too sinple for them They just seem
unable to grasp the fact that Big Brother is, for the
nost part, out of their lives."

"But the children ..."

Ben waved her silent. "Unlike the system of

old, Linda, children are taught from ki ndergarten on that
rules are made to be obeyed, not broken. It

sounds very totalitarian, but it really isn't. CQur
systemis built on respect for the other person

It's taught in our schools. W don't teach

runor or nyth, we teach solid fact. If it

can't be proved, we

don't teach it. We neither teach the Bi g Bang

theory nor Creationism That's sonething we | eave up
to the parents. lgnorant people just can't make it in the



Rebel system neither can ponpous,

arrogant people. Troubl e-makers and bullies don't

| ast very long. W have a few basic | aws; everything

el se is decided by town neeting. That's because what

is good for an outpost in New Mexi co m ght not be

so good for an outpost in upstate New York.

It's a sinple society, Linda. And the great thing

about it is that it works."

"But not for everybody, Ben."

"That's certainly true. Small-m nded and petty

people can't nake it in this society. People who won't
respect the rights of others can't nake it. People who
delight in spreading vicious gossip have a tough

time. People who like to belittle others don't last long."
"But what happens to those people, Ben?" "W don't

care what happens to them Linda. W don't have

time to try to reeducate them Maybe |ater, but not

now. Qurs is not a perfect system far fromit. And

it will noderate in the severity of punishment as the
years go by and our educational system di scharges nore and nore
graduates of our system Schooled from ki ndergarten

t hr ough hi gh school and college to respect others, the

| and, and the aninmals that live onit."

"Some might call that

br ai nwashi ng,

Ben." "Sonme already have, and it is to a

degree. But if respecting the rights of other

| aw- abi ding citizens, being good caretakers of the |and,
and seeing to it that entire species of animals are not
wi ped out due to man's greed and ignorance is

brai nwashing, 1'll accept that accusation."

Linda snmiled at him "You know sonet hing, Ben, you

m ssed your calling."

" Ch?"

"You' d have made a dandy politician!"

The entire canp was yelling and cheering and maki ng bets
as Ben chased her around the bivouac area, hollering
how dare she call hima goddamed politician

But as the saying goes, he chased her until she

caught him

| ke, Therm Cecil, Georgi, West, and their

forces continued to hammer at the street punks and the
Believers in the Los Angel es area. Each day

dawned wi th new ground gai ned. Two bl ocks one

day, four bl ocks another, one block the next; but

al ways an advance, with the Rebels bl owi ng up and burning
everything in their path as they fought on.

The Rebel s under Ben's command stayed in Blythe for
several days, cleaning up that area of the town that had not
been destroyed by artillery, and clearing the small
airport. Survivors were flown in from

nonths of rehabilitation and reorientation at Base

Canp One. The nmen and wonen and kids were a far

cry fromwhat they had been when the Rebels rescued
them from vari ous outlaw and warl ord stronghol ds around the
nati on. They were now a fit and heal thy and determ ned
bunch. Never again would they allow thugs and punks and
outl aws to overwhel mthem

"It's your town," Ben told them "Your area of

control. Good |uck."



The town | eader was running up the flag of the Rebels
as the colum rolled out the next norning, heading for
Yuna.

In Yuma, Texas Ji mand Banni ger had

rallied their men. But it wasn't for a fight. Not
yet.

"W got to beat the Rebels," Banniger said.

"W got to stop them But we can't do it here. Them
Rebel s over in Los Angeles is kickin' sone

ass, boy."

"We can't do it here, we can't do it nowhere" Texas
Jimsaid dejectedly. "W been beat. W just

got no place else to go. Banniger, | was

talkin' to an ol' boy on the short-wave the other

ni ght. Bubba had about two hundred and fifty nen

in his gang. They was rollin' through

Ceorgia, havin' their way and sanplin' Southern
pussy. They was about fifty, sixty mles south of
what's left of Atlanta when they come up on this
real pretty little town, all neat with | ots of
gardens and stuff like that. Folks livin' clean and
dressin' fine and all that. Bubba and his boys
rolled into town and before anyone of them could blink, they
had the shit shot out of them Bubba's got fourteen
men left in his gang. It was one of them Rebe

out posts they hit. Them t ownspeopl e jerked up the
wounded and them that surrendered, had a trial -

t hat day -

and hanged "em Just |ike that, Banniger. They
didn't even blink doin" it. Bubba said they

buried themin a mass grave, unmarked."

"Say all that's on your nind, Texas."

"The day of the outlaw is over, Banniger. W

got no place left to run. Raines is killin'

anyone who don't kowowto his rules. It's

over."

Banni ger was a bit smarter than Texas Jim

and he knew that Raines was not killing anyone who
di sagreed with the Rebel philosophy. Raines was
simply wi thhol ding Rebel aid to anyone

who did

not cone under the hard and narrow unbrella of Rebe
t hi nki ng. That wasn't anything new, that was just good
politics. But Texas Jimwas correct in part

of his thinking. The day of the outlaw was over in the | ower
forty-ei ght. Banni ger had been cl osely

nmoni toring the Rebel novement for over a year

He had good short-wave equi pnent and had charted the
Rebel course whenever they did not talk on

scranbl e.

Banni ger knew all about Lan Villar and

Ashl ey and Khansin and Kenny Parr. And he had

hima pretty good i dea where those ol' boys were
headi ng, and it was Al aska. He'd bet his life on

it, and was about to do just that.

"Al'l right, Texas," Banniger said. "Wat do

you think we should do?"

"Run," the outlaw said. "Gather up what is ourn

and git the hell gone from here."

"And go where?"



"I ain't got no idea, Banniger."

"1 do."

"You do?"

"Yeah. Raines didn't let you and your boys

| eave without a reason, or hadn't you thought about that?"
"I thought about it. I don't know why he

done it."

"He's herding us, Texas. O so he thinks."

"Herdin' us where?"

"West. You notice that he's in no hurry?”

"Yeah, | did. So?"

"This is so. Raines is givin' his main army tine

to clean out the Los Angel es area. Then punks

up there ain't got but one direction to go, south. Now
if the street punks and t hem gawdawful canni bal s

is bein" pushed south, and we all ow ourselves to be
pushed west, where is that gonna put us, JinP"
Texas Jimhad to rumnate on that for a couple of
mnutes. Get his directions all straightened out in
his mind. He frowned and chewed at a dirty
thunbnail and finally said, "In a dam box, |
reckon. "

"That's right. Wth the Mexican forces south of us,
sealin' off the border |like they been doin," and the
Rebel s north and east of us, if we allow ourselves
to be herded, where would that |eave us?"

Texas Ji m sighed heavily. "Drown-ed in the

damm ocean," he said glumy

"That's right. And | ain't got no desire

to becone shark bait. Do you?"

"Hell no! But where does that |eave us

to go?"

"Al aska. "

" Al askal

Jesus Christ, man. It's cold up there.
We'll freeze our asses off."

"Wul d you rat her have your ass shot off by a Rebe
bul | et ?"

"Puttin" it that away, no. You ever et bl ubber
Banni ger ?"

"Can't say as | have."

"Me neither. But | seen pitchers of it. It

didn't do nothin" for my appetite.”

"If Ben Raines gets hold of you, you gonna

| ose your appetite forever."

"That there's a pure fact. We beside' take sone
worren Wi th us, Banniger. There ain't no wonmen up
there neither.”

Banni ger | aughed at him "Get your boys together,
Texas. We're pullin' out."

"Waen?"

"Ri ght now, partner, right now"

Sone very weary-l|ooki ng and badly used nen and wonen
met the Scouts at a small town just a few

mles north of the Arizona Iine. The Scouts

radi oed back to the main colum and waited

for Ben.

"Texas Jimjoined Banniger and they pulled out
several hours ago," a man told Ben. "W've

been sl aves here for a couple of years. Some of the people



here for longer than that. W were sure that we'd be
killed, but Banniger just turned us | oose. He

said that he didn't need any nore marks against himin
Ceneral Raines's tally book.™"

"He headed east on the Interstate, General," a

worman said. "But we found this in his headquarters."
She held out a well-worn map.

Ben took it and carefully unfolded it. A map of

Al aska. He studied the neat handwiting on the

map edges. Ben | eaned up against a fender and slowy
nodded his head. "It nakes sense," he said, handing
the map to Buddy.

Buddy gl anced at the witing and grunted. "Now we
know where Villar and Khamsin and the others are headi ng."
"I'f we can believe the witing on the map, yes.

And it's probably true. Banniger was in such a

hurry to pull out, he forgot about this map. Well

they don't have anyplace left to go in the | ower
forty-eight, unless they wanted to link up with Sister
Vol eta."

Buddy shook his head. "I can't imagine
they would want do to that."
"Neither can |I. They're thugs and outl aws, not

crazy. Al right, so now we know what is waiting

for us in Northstar." He | ooked at the ragged and
physi cal |y abused group of nen and wonen.

"What is left of Yuma?"

"It's intact, Ceneral. It's dirty and trashed

but still standing."

"Coul d you people nmake a go of it if we resupplied you
and got you all set up?"

"W would give it our best, Ceneral. But | can
guarantee you this. You armus, and no bunch of thugs
and punks will ever again overrun us."

Ben chuckl ed. He'd heard this story many tines before.
And he knew the answer to his question. "So you people were
all pacifists after the Geat War, eh?"

The man's snile, and the smiles of those around him
held no hunor. "W tried extending the hand of

peace and friendship to any who came our way. It

| ooks real good on paper. In practice it was a

royal fuck-up!"

Ben | aughed and patted the nan on the shoul der. "Cone
on. W'll get you all fed and outfitted and have the
medi cs give you all a good exam | think you

folks are going to fit right in."

Ben and his contingent of Rebels stayed in Yuma for

four days, while the medics checked over the newy
freed people and determ ned who needed what in the way of
nmedi ci nes. Many of the ex-prisoners were in bad

shape, both nentally and physically; those would be sent
back to Base Canmp One for hospitalization. The

Rebel s cl eaned up the small airport and got a

runway in shape.

Ben made no effort to chase after Banni ger and

Texas Jim He knew, or at |least had a

pretty good idea, where they were going, and he woul d dea
with themlater.

Ben wanted to clear the lower forty-eight of as much
human crud as possible before he started giving a



| ot of thought and planning to Al aska and beyond. Sister
Vol eta and her Ninth O der took up sone of

Ben's nental time. The wonan had a way of

pul l'ing thugs and perverts and deviants to her like
nmetal shavings to a magnet. Ben decided that woul d be
work for the battalions he |eft behind.

Buddy and his Rat Team working with Dan's

Scouts, had gone out and brought back val uabl e

i nformati on concerning the enenmy that lay to the west.
"Corrie," Ben said, after listening to his sons

report, "see if you can patch ne through to the

HQ of the Mexican arny."

"No problem" she told him "I have their operating
frequencies." It did not take her long. "A

Ceneral Payon waiting, sir."

"Ceneral Payon, General Raines here. |

congratul ate you on restoring order in your country and
| ook forward to working with you."

"Thank you, Ceneral Raines. W are noving

along swiftly. As you have been. W will both

succeed with a little bit of luck and many smles from
God. And now, sir, how may | be of assistance

to you?"

When Ben fini shed, CGeneral Payon chuckled. "It

istruly a fine plan, sir. A fine plan

And you have our full cooperation, of course. | will
begin moving troops into place imediately."

Ben smled as he handed the mke to Corrie.

"Now, you bastards," he muttered. "Let's see

you get out of this box!"

Liberty is a bel oved discipline. George

Homans

Chapter One

In the battered and burning area of Los Angel es,

Leroy | ooked at the messenger and felt a churning

in his guts. If what the man reported was

true, they were all screwed and about to be kissed
during the screwing ... by the kiss of death.

The Rebels were slowy and nethodically closing in

on them Each new dawni ng brought the |aw and-order

bast ards and bitches another block or two or

three closer, on all sides. The snoke was

thi ck and choking all around them And it seened like the
t hunder of artillery and the boom ng and crashi ng of incom ng
shel I s never stopped. A lot of the street punks were
folding up mentally under the constant attack. Some had
comm tted suicide, others had surrendered, still others
had gone crazy as the pressure got to them

"Let's go see Junkyard and Ishmal," Leroy

told his bodyguards. "W got to figure out

somet hing, and we ain't got a whole lot of time left
todoit."

The punks still held a ot of territory. But it was
shrinking day by day. Rebels were stretched out west

to east along Interstate 10 and north to south al ong
Interstate 710. The south and the west were still open, but
Ben Rai nes and his people and the Mexican Arny lay to the
south, and to the west was the Pacific Ccean, and now that
bastard Rai nes had covered that too.

Most of the street punk |eaders were in attendance.



Mbst of those who were not in attendance were dead.
Ruth of the Macys said, "Sone of ny people seen boats
this nmorning. Big boats lay in' off shore.”

"Yeah, they're there, all right," Cash of the

Surfers said. "Mxican gunboats. Big

ones. They conme up and got into position last night."
"We're screwed!" Hal of the Fifth Street

Lords said. "And | ain't gonna surrender. Too

many freed prisoners would be happy to testify agai nst
me. |'mdead either way it goes."

"Yeah," Jinmy of the Indios agreed. "W're

dead if we stay here, and dead if we surrender

The Rebels overran ny turf and grabbed the

slaves | had. You know they're singin' |ike birds.

I wouldn't last five mnutes."”

"None of us would," Sally of the Mxers said. "So
let's don't even tal k about surrender. But

god-damit, | don't want to die! It ain't

ri ght what Ben Raines is doin'!"

"Sure ain't," Josh of the Angels said. "Wat

Raines is doin' is agin the |aw"

Brute | ooked at him disgust in the gaze.

"ldiot! Ben Raines is the law. He's the

only

law in the United States."

"So what do we do?" Dicky of the

Silvers asked.

"That's why we're here," Leroy said. "To cone up

with a plan.”

Rich was not in attendance. But he did have a spy
present. He woul d know everything that went on. And if
he could do it, he was going to toss Leroy, |shmal,
and Junkyard to the lions ... in this case, the

Rebel s.

Artillery started boomng after an hour's respite,
the shells creani ng anot her two-block area to the
north and to the east. Cgarettes were lighted with
trenbling hands. The bonbardnent was getting to them
all.

Everybody started coming up with plans. But none of the
pl ans were worth a dam.

Fi nal ly, when everyone had wound down, Leroy said,
"The Rebel s have to have a weak spot. It's up to us
to find it and do it damm quick."

"The Rebels ain't got no weak spot,"

Carmine of the Whnen said, pointing out what she felt
to be the truth. In fact, the Rebel lines were so
thin they had plenty of weak spots. "But what they
got is a systemthat's workin'. And it don't |ook

i ke we got any defense against it.

"There is one way," Brute of the Wite

Men said softly, his words just audi ble over the crashing
of artillery rounds. "Maybe it would work." He
outlined it, and nost of the street punk |eaders turned
down t he suggesti on.

"It would work," Stan of the Flatrocks said. "But

| don't like it."

"I don't like it either," Bull said. "But we nmay

have to do it anyways. Now tell ne this, Brute.

If we got out, where would we go?"



"Where Raines would | east expect us to go. North

i nto Canada and nmaybe on up into Al aska."

"Al aska!" Leroy shouted. "That's your ass,

bl ue- boy.

| ain't carryin' nmy ass up there to freeze off."
Brute faced the gang leader. "To tell you the

truth, Leroy, very few of us really give a damm
where you go. You're crude, ignhorant, and a

racist."”

"You don't talk to me like that, faggy."

"I just did, Leroy," Brute said with a snile

"And if you don't like it, cone on and take your best
shot . "

Bull watched it all with a smle. He'd known

Brute for years, and knew the nman was just as tough as
any among them H's sexual preferences were

alittle weird, but no one with any sense would sel
hi m short on courage ... not and live to tell about
it.

"When this is over, | will," Leroy warned the man.
Brute put one hand on his hip andw t hthe ot her hand,
gave himthe finger.

That made Leroy so mad he picked up a chair and
threwit out a window. He and his bodyguards storned
out of the neeting. Leroy stood outside and cal ned
down. Problemwas, he thought, what Carmine said was
right. There just didn't seemto be a way to stop the
damm Rebel s. They just kept on com ng. They woul d
shell and burn two or three bl ocks, and then | ay
back and wait to see if anyone tried to punch through
Then they woul d nove forward, and do it again and agai n.
Slowy, slowy, the noose was tightening around the
necks of those inside the burning city.

Now t he whol e Mexican Arny was stretched out from
Mexicali to Tijuana, blocking that southern

escape route. Too bad, Leroy thought.

Mexi can pussy was good. He sighed. And now

Mexi can

gunboats were out in the Gulf of Catalina, and the
damm Rebel s were everywhere el se

Leroy cursed Ben Rai nes.

So maybe that damn fag had a good idea. But

Al aska?

That just didn't appeal to Leroy at all

"Ceneral Payon's arny is in place,"

Corrie informed Ben. "All roads |eading

into Mexico are bl ocked and heavy patrols are at
other strategic locations. A few punks and

creepi es mght get away, but not many are going
sout h. "

"Thank you, Corrie. Now patch me through

to Cecil, please."

"Go, Ben," Cecil said, coming on the horn.

"Cec, | spoke with General Payon. They had

the sane problemw th their politicians down there that
we had up here. Just one nassive network of

m si nformation. Mexico City is gone. It took a

direct hit and will be hot for centuries. That nuch
is fact. But the rest of the country is all right.
Ceneral Payon is temporarily in charge and is



patterning the laws after ours. They've been busy with
punks and thugs and crud and N ght People, and they're
dealing with themthe same way we did: with extrene
prej udice. "

"l ke infornmed nme the Mexican gunboats are

of fshore now, in force, and have been in touch with
him They're prepared to stay for as long as it

takes. It looks like we've finally got a handle

on this situation."”

"For a fact, Cec. I'mgoing to shove off in the
nmorni ng and start an easy push west. Cenera

Payon says his people are dug in and ready for a
fight."

"That's ten-four, Ben. Central Los Angel es

is burning. Ike is in control of the old Los

Angel es airport. There is nothing |left between
Manchest er Avenue north to the nmountains. Everything
el se has been put to the torch. My bunch

| ke, CGeorgi, Therm and Dan's command, is

stretched out along I1-10. West and Seven and

Ei ght Battalions are spread out north to south

along 1-110. We're closing the pincers, Ben

There is no place left for the punks to run.”

"Then they've got to pull a desperation nove,

Cec. They have no choice in the matter. Be alert

for that. How about the creepies? Have they |linked up with the
street punks?"

"What's left of them yes. And speaking of what's
left, lke reported finding what appears to be the

HQ of the creepies conthe Judges' chambers, so

to speak. There nust have been quite a pocket of

nmet hane directly under the building. An HE

round hit it and the whol e damm bl ock went up. It

was a pretty good bang. |ke's people found a | ot of
bodi es, but no way for us to know how many of the
Judges died."

"Do you have any kind of overall body count?"

"Addi ng what we guesstinmated just before you left,

Ben, I'd say close to twenty thousand have di ed.

| woul d guess that between two and three thousand have
slipped out and split."

Ben paused for a nonent. "Cec, do you want to try

anot her attenpt at surrender terms for then?" Ben
could feel the weight of twenty thousand shot, burned,
and bl own-apart bodies on him and he knew that his

ot her commanders were experiencing the same enotion
When Cecil spoke, there was a weariness in his

voi ce. "And do what with them Ben?

Rehabilitate thenf? How? Where woul d we house

then? Weeks before we hit southern California we

of fered them surrender terns. They refused. W

got on the edge of the city and offered themterns again.
They refused. To hell with them Ben. | woul dn't
bel i eve anything these bastards said if they were standing in
the mddle of a bible factory."

"Al'l right, Cec; then that's the way

we'll play it. W won't offer them surrender

terms again, but if they throw down their guns and wal k
out under a white flag, we'll honor it on the

spot and try them"



"Al'l right, Ben. But I'mgoing to wait a few

m nut es before passing the orders. You might change

your mnd."

"Eagl e out."

Jersey was | ooki ng at hi mwhen Ben turned around.

"W've given them hal f a dozen chances

to surrender, Ceneral. That's ten nore than they would have
gi ven us."

Ben | ooked around him his eyes touchi ng each nenber

of his personal team and also his son. "Say what's

on your nind, people."

"No surrender," Buddy said.

"They' re scunbags, General," Beth said.

"They're slave traders, drug deal ers,

nmur derers, and cohorts of cannibals. They'll not
surrender to me."

"Me neither," Cooper said, in a rare noment of standing
up to the general. "I'Il shoot every damm one

see, armed or unarmed. They're worse than the

Nazis |'ve read about."

"I see," Ben said softly. "lIs this the

sentiment of everyone in this command?"

"Yes, Father," Buddy said. "It is."

Ben nodded his head and | ooked at Linda. She

shook her head. "A small part of ne says to show

them some mercy. But a much larger part of me says that

| could never trust one of them Not after hearing what
al l

of the ex-prisoners have to say about them™

"Al'l right," Ben said, his words soft. He | ooked

at Corrie. "Take it off scranble and patch ne

through to all commanders, please.”

She handed the nmike to him "This is Ben Raines.

Take no prisoners. Repeat: take no

prisoners. That is a direct order." He handed

the m ke back to Corrie. "Let's get packed

up, people. We shove off at first light in the

nor ni ng. "

Ben's orders made it, in some respects, much

easier for the Rebels on the Iine. No one ever

di sobeyed a direct order from Ben Rai nes.

In the ever-shrinking area controlled by the street punks
and the creepies, the battle halted for a few nonents
after Ben had spoken. There, anong all, it was a tine
for much retrospection and what-ifs. But after a few
nmonents, nost of the street punks reached the

usual concl usion that what they were was sonebody el se's
fault com theirs. It was society's fault that they

were not made chairpersons of the boards of |arge
corporations the instant they dropped out of school

They shoul dn't have been sent to jail just because they raped
or mugged or killed. The women shoul d have gi ven up that
pussy on demand; the people should have handed over their noney
on demand; if they'd done that, then they woul dn't have
been killed. Hurt, maybe, but what the hell?

That's the breaks.

The street punks had arrived at this juncture of

their lives not because of anything they had done, but because of
society. After all, in the words of a |less than

| ogi cal song of decades past, during one



protest period or another, they hadn't asked to be
born, so society sure as hell owed them
somet hi ng-ri ght ?

It had never occurred to nost of themthat society had
offered themall a great many things: free schooling from
K through 12 comand in many cases through coll ege comnif
they had the drive to see it through. The right to choose their
own paths. The right to vote. The right of free

speech. They all had the sane rights as anyone

el se. They were just too goddamm sorry and | azy and
wort hl ess to take advantage of it.

"It ain't right," Jimry of the Indios said. "They

ain't gonna give us another chance."

Brute of the White Men and Gash of the Surfers

| ooked at each other and sniled. Cash said, "W

had our chances, Jimy. Zillions of them But

we blew themall every tinme one was offered to us. There
ain't no point in whining about it now. Now all we

got to do is die."

The area controlled by the street punks and the
creepi es had shrunk dramatically. The Rebe

conmanders had reached the point where the danger to their
troops had | essened considerably; npst of the work was
up to the artillery. On the three |andl ocked sides

of the area, gunners punped in round after round, on a
twenty-four-hour basis, the rolling and killing and
burni ng t hunder never ceasing. Fires from hundreds of
out-of -contro

bl azes lit up the night sky and snmoke was so

thick even during the day it was difficult to see. The
| ast nmaj or bastion of |aw essness, perversion

canni balism and horror in the |lower forty-eight was
only a few days from bei ng destroyed.

The | eaders of the street gangs and a representative
fromthe Believers called for a |last-mnute neeting.
Even Rich was in attendance.

"W got to bust out," Leroy said. He was cal mand

in control of hinself, even though he still despised
Rich. He spread a map on the table. "Right up

here is the Rebels' weakest point-at |east from what

| could see. Brute, your plan was a good one.

W got to take it. | ..." He paused as the

artillery stopped.

"What the hell ?-was Fang of the Hill Street

Avengers said, the sudden silence loud in the room

A radi o operator answered the frantic calling

on his radio, then turned to the gang | eaders. "Qur
forward people say the Rebel planes is warning up

You know what that neans."

"Gas" Stan said. "The bastards is gonna drop

gas in on us like they done in Frisco."

"Hold it!" Bull yelled, as the gang | eaders

started to panic. "Just hold it for a second. If

it's gas, and I'll bet it isn't, there ain't no

way any of us could get far enough away to do any good.
So just cal mdown and wait this out. Let's see what
devel ops. "

They waited. They were junpy and w de-eyed but they
wai t ed.

"The Rebels is shiftin' people around,” the radio



operator said. "They're pullin' back

to the east of us. They've left H ghway 107 south
wi de open."

"That don't make no sense,” Dicky of the

Bl ades sai d.

"Yeah," Ishmal of the Boogi es agreed. "Wy

woul d they do sonething stupid |Iike that?"

"The Russian son of a bitch is pullin' out

too," the radioman yelled. "They're gettin'

into trucks and |l eavin'. The Rebels is al

shiftin' around. The Russian is headin' back

east on the freeway. Wat the hell's goin'

on?"

Leroy's lips peeled back in a snarl as his

eyes touched Rich, who was smirking at him "Wy
don't you tell us, white boy?"

"Ckay, I'lIl do that. But if you're thinkin' gas,
forget it. Unless you fart. Look here, boys. The
Rebels is tryin' to sucker us south. They've

left a buffer of ten or twelve bl ocks of

no- man' s-1and between us and them all the way around.
And a line of Rebels north of us, stretched out west
to east. And it has to be a thin line. That's our
ticket out of here, boys. That's where we slide

t hr ough. "

"For a honky, you ain't but half stupid,"”

Leroy said. "You right. W got no choice in the
matter. We got to head north."

"But not all of us," Bull said, speaking the daming
wor ds.

"What you nean?" |shmal asked.

"Al'l of us pulling out would be a dead gi veaway, "
Brute said. "But it isn't as dismal as it sounds."
"It ain't?" Sally asked.

"No, dear, it isn't. The fair way to do this is
to draw lots. "

"I don't need no property," Junkyard said.

Brute sighed. "Dear God," he whispered. "I

have cast ny fate to the winds, and amon a vesse
crewed by cretins.” He cleared his throat. "W

will draw straws, cut cards, or toss pennies
to see
who

goes north and who heads south."

"Ch," Junkyard said.

"Now t hen, any nove we nake had best be started
tonight," Brute continued. "Those of us heading south will
pretend to be taking the bait offered by the Rebels.
When you get hal fway between L.a. and San

D ego, cut straight east, break up into snall
groups, and disappear. Cet rid of your

gang colors and bury them Forget them GCccupy

farm houses and chew tobacco, humhillbilly

musi c, scratch at yourselves and | ook outdoorsy if
Rebel patrols find you. There is a good chance nany

of us will rmake it. All who elect to go to the barren and
hostile wilderness, a.k.a. Al aska, wll
rendezvous ... oh, let's see ... in Central

Nevada as qui ckly as possible. Everyone agreed on
t hat ?"



"W got short-wave equi pnent," Bull said.

"Qur rendezvous code word will be ... what? Cone
up with something, Brute."

Brute smled. "Mam."

"That's a good one. Let's start cuttin' the

cards. "

"What are we gonna do out

t here?"

Rut h of the Macys asked, waving her hand toward the
countryside. "I ain't been out of the city in years.

What the hell is out there?"

"Ben Raines," Josh said glunly.

Chapter Two

The Rebel pl anes had taken off, sonme of them

to resupply Rebel units, nost of themto take

freed prisoners to Base Canp One for

nmedi cal treatnent. The Rebel s | oosely

surrounding the snmall area of the city still in hands of the
street punks took a break to bathe, eat hot

food, change into clean unifornms, and rest. Rest the

body and the ears, now that the artillery had fallen

silent.

"You know that a lot of themw || bust out of the city tonight,"
Buddy said to his father.

"It can't be hel ped, son. W're down to only a

few artillery rounds per gun. W' ve used

t housands of rounds during this assault and the factory

back at Base One can't keep up with the demand.

It'Il be at | east a week before the supply can be

built up."

"Take a guess, Father. How many of the punks who

bust out of the city will settle down and stop their | aw ess
ways?"

"Not many. Percentage-w se? Five to ten percent,

maybe. These are hardcore punks."

"They're sure to find out about the outlaws

gathering in Al aska."

"We'| | have a fight up there, for sure. But we'l

have all winter to gear up for it. Wen we pull out for
Northstar, we'll be fully prepared. Even

better prepared than we were for this

assault.”

Dar kness had settled softly over the land, and the

Rebel s canped between Yuma and Mexicali rested.

Ben sat outside his tent, waiting for Corrie

to tell himthe punks were bugging out of the city ... and in
whi ch direction they were heading. He'd made a nent al

bet with hinself that sone woul d head south, and some woul d head
north. How far south they would go was sonething he could not
know. But if he were in their shoes, he would take the

bait and wait until they were in a very isolated

area, then cut hard to the east and try to find a

hi dey- hol e.

Using a flashlight, he studied a map. They woul d

break east between Cceanside and Del Mar

splitting up into small groups and taking that naze of

county roads that led over to 78 and |-15.

"Punks are bugging out, General," Corrie

call ed. "Heading south."

Ben did not ask for nunbers; there was no way



to tell. "Corrie, have Seven and Ei ght

Battalions stay in position and order West

to |l eave i medi ately. Head straight down I-15.

Tell himwe are leaving within the hour and by dawn will be
in position just east of Escondi do on H ghway

78. He is to leave the Interstate at the

junction of 76 and spread his people along that route.
['"lIl spread my forces on either side of Santa
Ysabel . Advi se CGeneral Payon of our

pl ans and order all personnel to break canp.”

The Rebel s were accustoned to abrupt changes in
plans, and in thirty mnutes they were ready to go.
"Take the Interstate to El Centro, Coop,"

Ben told him "Then north to Brawl ey and west

on 78. Are the Scouts out, Corrie?"

"Shoul d be five mles ahead of us now. West is

on his way, pushing hard."

"Let's go, Coop."

They had just over a hundred mles to travel, on
roads they were unfamliar with, and through territory that
was unknown but presumed hostile. They coul d make no
nmore than thirty-five mles an hour, and in many

i nstances, much less than that. Tanks spearheaded the
drive and tanks brought up the rear. Scouts

reported a barricade at the junction of 1-8 and

98.

"Blow it," Ben ordered. "Blow any that you find.

W' re com ng through.”

The col um runbl ed on through the night.

"Scouts asking if you want themto check out

Cal exi co, Ceneral,"” Corrie said.

"Ten-fifty. Get us through to our imredi ate

obj ective."

"Ceneral lke is on the horn, sir. He

wants to know what the hell you think you' re doing."
"Tell himto worry about his own sector. If |

need a nursemaid I'll pick ny own."

"Yes, sir." She relayed the nmessage.

Waited. "There is no way |'mgoing to tel

General Raines that, sir," she said. "Fine," she
said hotly. "The same to you! Eagle out!"

Ben chuckl ed. He could just inmagi ne what |ke had
said. "lke get alittle profane, Corrie?"

Corrie nuttered sonething under her breath

and Jersey burst out | aughing.

The colum rolled on through the night. "Ri ght al ong
here is where Hol |l ywood used to filma |lot of

desert scenes for novies," Ben told his team
"Hol | ywood, " he murmured. "Gone forever."

"Hold it up,"” Corrie said. "Scouts

reporting an overpass is blown just west of E
Centro. They advise take a county road

to Brawley. It's not nunbered but they' Il mark it for
us."

Cooper nodded hi s head.

The county road sl owed them down to an

infuriating craw .

"Brawl ey is occupied by thugs, Ceneral,"

Corrie told him

"Tell the Scouts to hold up and wait for us. W



have no choice in the matter. We'll have to bl ow our
way through. Al tanks up front."

The convoy pulled over to the side of the road, allow ng
those tanks in the rear to join the spearheadi ng arnor.
"Close it up, Coop," Ben said. "Stay with

them™

Brawl ey had been a town of about fifteen thousand

when the Great War envel oped the earth nmore than a
decade past. Since it was full dark, and the age of
street | anps had conme and gone except in towns
controlled by the Rebels, there was no telling what
condition the town was in now, but Ben knew what condition
it was going to be in when the Rebels left it behind: in
ruins.

Ben got out of the wagon and wal ked to a group of
Scouts, hel ping position the tanks. "Any

guesses as to the nunber of crud in the town?"

"I"d guess a couple of hundred, General

They' ve got sone big .50's in there too. They

opened up on us too soon, though, and we were

able to hit the ditch banks. W told them

who we were and they told us to kiss their ass.™
"Commence shel ling whenever you people are ready" Ben told
a tank commander. "HE and incendiary. W don't

have time for politeness. Punch us through.”

The arnor opened up with cannon fire and the Gatlings
and Vul cans began howl ing. Mrtar crews had

set up and began dropping rounds in. Very soon, the
entire eastern end of the town was burning.

"Advance," Ben ordered just as Buddy called out.
"They' re buggi ng out, Father."

"Take some people, son. Find us a way through."

"Yes, sir."

Ben returned to his vehicle and rummged ar ound

until he found a candy bar. He was nunchi ng on that
when he noticed Snpot's ears perk up and the

puppy's eyes shift to the darkness to Ben's right.
"Stay, Smoot," Ben said softly, closing the

door and dropping to the dewy grass beside the road.
H s M 14 was propped up agai nst the wagon and Ben
didn't want to risk exposing an armreaching for it.
Belly down on the grass, he pulled his .45,

carried cocked and | ocked, from | eather and eased the
aut ol oader off safety.

Ben slowmy worned his way deeper into the dry

ditch. He had one hostile spotted, and

figured there was at | east one nore, possibly two.

He heard the very faint snick of a pin being pulled from
a grenade, and put three .45-cali ber

hol | ow- nosed rounds in the direction of the sound.

A screamreached his ears just a couple of seconds

bef ore the grenade blew. Ben saw two human

shapes lift off the ground and a third shape cone
charging toward the nuzzle bl asts.

Still on his belly, Ben triggered off two fast

shots, both rounds catching the man in the chest. He
stopped abruptly and sat down hard in the grass.

He cussed once and then toppled over and was still.

Ben ejected the nearly enpty clip and slipped in

a full one, jacking in a round.



H s team was running toward him "Get down!" Ben
yelled. "Flood this field with [ight."

Trucks and Jeeps and Hunmers backed up and
illumnated the old field just intime to see fifty
or sixty men running toward them

It was a slaughter. The Rebels cut them down to a
man, then swept the bodies with nore fire to insure
there woul d be no nore surprises fromthat bunch of
out | aws.

Buddy pulled up in a Jeep. "The town is

cl ear, Father."

"Fi ne. Good work, son."

"What do we do with these people?" Ben was asked, the
Rebel pointing toward the body-littered field.

"Al'l living things have to eat," Ben said, and got
into his vehicle. "Let's go, people.™

If there were any nore towns along the route occupied
by outlaws, their radio network telling each other of the
Rebel 's brutal treatnment, soon cleared them out.

The Rebel s encountered no nore hostiles on their push
west war d.

"West took some denolition teams with him

when he pulled out,” Corrie told Ben. "He's

bl owi ng and burning everything behind him"
"What's his twenty?"

"Just south of Riverside."

"We' |l have time for a couple of hours' sleep before the
punks reach us. If the punks do what |
suspect they'll do."

The ol d highway was in surprisingly good shape for
havi ng gone over a decade with no nmai ntenance, and the
Rebel s made good tine. They rolled into their

sector just after two in the norning, and Ben ordered
Scouts forward into the edge of Santa Ysabel
sentries out, and the rest of themto get sone sleep
"Tired, Ben?" Linda asked.

"No. Too keyed up, | guess. |'Il

probably grab a catnap just before dawn. You?"

"Not a bit. |I dozed off and on in the wagon

Ben?"

ey

"Estimates of dead now stand at just over twenty

t housand, right?"

"That's right."

"And you estimated approximately fifty thousand in
the city initially."

"That's correct."

"I'f just twenty-five percent of those left alive
manage to escape and head for Al aska, that will still be
quite a form dable force we'll be facing."

"Al aska m ght well prove to be the toughest

fight we've ever had. Much of the terrain is rugged.
No telling what kind of shape the roads will be in,
or how nmany hostiles we'll be facing."

"Ceneral lke just radioed in," Corrie

called. "The street punks finally figured out we
wer e

spread real thin all around themin the city. A lot
of themare trying bug-outs and | ke estinmates about
hal f of them are breaking free."



Ben nodded hi s understanding, then realized that
Corrie could not see the minute shake of his head in
t he darkness. "Thank you, Corrie. Hell of a tine

to run out of artillery rounds, wasn't it?"

"Yes, sir," she replied. "Any reply,

sir?"

"Just tell the commanders we did the best we could with
what we had."

"Yes, sir."

"Damit!" Ben muttered. "I thought we had enough

equi prent all the way around. |'Il not nake that

m st ake again."

"You can't predict the future, Ben," Linda

said. "You did the best you could."

"I't wasn't good enough. And that will be of snall

consol ation to the Rebels who die in Alaska at the

hands of punks whose bones, by that tine, should have been
pi cked clean in Los Angeles."

“"I't'"ll be ten times worse in Europe."

"If I let it be. And I have no intention of doing
that. Corrie?"

"Sir?"

"Bunp Base Canp One. Tell the munitions

peopl e they're going to have to keep on working around the cl ock
seven days a week. Start stockpiling rounds.

W'l | not be caught short again."

"Yes, sir."

"How | ong can they keep that up, Ben?"

"For as long as it takes, Linda. They won't

conpl ain. Most of those people in the factories are

ex- conbat peopl e who suffered wounds that disabled them

kept themfromreturning to the field. They understand what
it's like out here.”

"You'd better get some rest, Ben
“"Later."

She left his side and Ben catnapped, sitting on

the ground, his back to a tree. He opened his eyes

and canme fully awake a few m nutes before dawn.

Moving only his eyes, Ben took in his

sur roundi ngs.

The Rebels had dug in and were carefully

canouf | aged, stretched out a thousand nmeters north and
south of the intersection. The tanks and other arnor had
pul | ed back into the tinmber and brush; Ben could not
see them But he knew the machi nes of war were ready
to start growing and biting at a second's noti ce.
"West is in position," Corrie said, slipping out

of the darkness and squatting by his side. "No signs
of the street punks yet."

"Everybody catch a few m nutes' sleep?"

"Yes, sir." She handed hima nug of

coffee. "They're ready for the dance to start."

Ben stood up and stretched the cold kinks fromhis
nmuscl es and joints. "Were are we set up?"

"Ri ght over here."

Ben fol |l owed her across the road and into the tinber.
To his imediate right, Buddy sat behind a .50-cali ber
machi ne gun. To his left, Cooper |ay behind a

bi - podded M 60. Ben nodded his approval of the

site; it offered an excellent field of fire.



Ben wat ched as Corrie slipped into a headset.

He did not have to issue orders about noise

di sci pline and no snoki ng or unnecessary nmovenent. These
peopl e were solid professional fighting nen and wonen.
He |istened as Corrie spoke softly into the

headset, then turned to him

"West reports the first few punks are straggling

t hrough his sector, General. They're follow ng the
road that will lead right past us."

"Has West shifted a teamover to that road | eadi ng

to Warner Springs?"

"Yes, sir."

"Tell himto hold his fire. Let's get as many
in this box as we can. W'll wait all day if we
have to."

"Right, sir."

An hour ticked by. The Rebels took turns

cat nappi ng and watching and waiting. Corrie sat with
her headset on, waiting for sone word as to the
progress of the street punks.

"Ceneral!" she called in a stage whisper

"Forward recon reports punks are on 78 and

headi ng right for us. They have themin visual. Forward
speed is about thirty mles an hour."

Ben smiled. "Bingo! That neans they' ve passed the
only road that would take them north or south.

They're committed now. They have to pass right by us.
Tell the recon teanms to get the hell back here.”

"Yes, sir."

Wien she had done that, Ben said, "Fifteen mnutes
max, Corrie. Everybody heads up."

The word was passed up and down the |ine. Rebels
clicked weapons off safety and laid out rows of

clips and grenades. The tanks | owered the el evation

of the cannon and waited. The forward recon people cane
raci ng back into canp, hid their vehicles, and

threw thenselves into position. One of themclose to Ben
"How many?" Ben asked.

"Four or five hundred in the first bunch. About

the sane in a bunch about a nmile behind them"

"Buddy. Take a team and cut through the

ti nber. Get behind that second bunch. Take al

the ammo you can stagger with. Get going."

"Right." The young man was gone.

"Cet behind that .50," Ben told the recon

"Things are about to get interesting around here."
Ginning, the recon slipped behind the big .50 and
wai t ed.

Stan of the Flat Rocks and Carmine of the Wonen
stopped their vehicles and got out to stand on the w nding,
hilly road.

"What are you thinkin?"' was Stan asked.

"That's it's awmful quiet. The city ain't never

quiet. But this is scary. Maybe it's always like this.
I don't know. | ain't never been out of the city."
"You gonna go straight, Carnine?"

She sneered at him "Straight? Me? Hell,

no! There ain't no percentages in goin"

straight. Scratchin' out a garden and cannin' shit.
Not me, Stan. Me and ny girls'll hit the first



town we come to, grab us sone |ong-dicked ol

boys to keep around when we need them sone broads for
cookin' and cleanin' and such, and set up somewheres. You
goin' straight?"

"Naw. Stealin' is too easy a life for ne

to give up. I'lIl get clear of Ben
Rai nes and his Rebels, and find ne a little
settlenment and take it over. Kill all the old

fuckers that can't work, use the fat ugly wonen for

cl eanin' and such, and the younger one for fuckin'. Then
it'll be business as usual, Carnine."”

"Now you're talkin." was She | ooked at him

"You an" me, Stan, we always got al ong

pretty good. You wanna |ink up?"

"Way not? Let's do it."

She reached down and squeezed his crotch, grinning at
him "We'll seal the bargain tonight."

They got back in their vehicles and headed out.

A few nil es ahead, the Rebels silently

wai t ed.

A few niles back, Ruth of the Macys and Hal

of the Fifth Street Lords were making a simlar

pact, as were several other gang | eaders. Their
confidence was growi ng with each passing mle. The
countrysi de was not as bad as they had thought it would be
como huge grizzly bears or mountain |ions had

attacked them comand they had not seen a sign of the
Rebel s. However, they all felt, to a person, that

they woul d much rather see a grizzly than cone in contact
with Ben Raines and his Rebels.

"Let's go," Ruth yelled to those behind her

In the city, the bug-out of the street punks had

halted at first light. And getting through the Rebe
lines had been very easy. Bull had put it al

t oget her and guessed accurately that the Rebels were out of
artillery rounds. About twenty-five hundred

punks had slipped through during the night, making their
way north, on foot. But to a street punk

finding a vehicle once clear of L.a. was a very

m nor problem They'd all been stealing cars for

years before the G eat War, and getting a stern

| ecture and a slap on the wist froma

j udge when they were caught.

But the Rebels caught on quickly, and at first |ight
went to work |aying out mnes and booby-trapping
possi bl e escape routes. But they were too late

to catch Bull and Rich and Junkyard and |shmal and

t heir gangs. They had junped the gun on the other

gangs and cleared the city and were rolling toward the
rendezvous point in Nevada.

There were still thousands of punks and creepies hiding within
the battered city and in the suburbs. And they would be
trying to escape cone the darkness.

East of the city, Ben pulled out a battered map of the
region and | ooked at it.

"Planning a trip?" Linda whispered.

"Yeah. Just as soon as we finish here. | want

to go over to Mount Pal omar and see if the

tel escope is still there; see if anything is left

of the nuseum"



Li nda shook her head and wi ped her sweaty pal s

on her fatigue pants and got a fresh grip on

her shot gun.

"Here they are," Corrie said, after receiving the
report froma Scout hidden on high ground above the
hi ghway.

"Buddy in place?" Ben asked.

"Just got there, sir."

"We'll hold our fire until we see what

they're going to do. Pass it along, Corrie."

The street punks paused at the intersection, and they
all got out of their cars and trucks and off their
nmotorcycles to stand in the mddle of the

road and argue about what to do next.

Ben settled it for them "Fire!" he yelled, and

hel d back the trigger on the Thunder Lizard.
"Anbush!" Jimry of the Indios screamed. It was

his last scream Fire froma Gatling gun cut him

to bl oody ribbons and flung himin chunks out of the
road and into a ditch.

Dee Dee of the Pocos and several dozen

of her gang were caught in a cross fire and died in
the middl e of the road.

The tanks of the Rebels opened up and the

hi gh- expl osi ve shells expl oded the gas tanks

of the punks' vehicles, setting dozens of punks

on fire. They ran scream ng i n agony, running
blindly in circles until Rebel bullets cut

t hem down and sil enced them forever.

Josh of the Angels, dressed all in white, very

dirty white, charged Ben's position, cursing

i nsanely. Linda sighted himin and cut hi m down,
doubl i ng himover with a three-inch-magnum round of
doubl e- ought buckshot .

Carm ne of the Wnen and Stan of the Flat Rocks

made it to cover. It didn't do them much good. A
main battle tank swiveled its turret and bl ew
themboth to Hell with one round of high expl osive.
What was |left of Stan was flung high into the air,
in pieces, and fell back to earth with a bl oody

pl oppi ng sound.

Manuel of the Mayas and nost of his gang ran for
their lives, running back down the road. The

Scouts on the high ground chopped themup with

M 60 fire.

Several mles back, those punks in the

rear heard the gunfire and the boom ng of cannon and
st opped, backing up and heading in the direction
they'd cone from They ran right into Buddy and his Rat
Team

The Rat Team bl ocked the road as two rounds from
their rocket launchers turned two cars into burning,
snoki ng piles of junk, cooking those inside.

Rut h and her Macys and Hal and his Fifth Street
Lords were about to run out of tinme. They junped off the
road and into the tinber, right into the guns of the Rat
Team on the other side of the road. Ruth and Hal

and nost of their gang nenbers died cursing Ben

Rai nes and hi s Rebels.

In West's section, the mercenary and his nen were chopping



up the street punks like so rmuch liver. They had
waited until the Iong convoy of cars and trucks and
not orcycl es had stretched out on the highway, and
opened up with nortar and heavy nachi negun fire.
Since West had a full battalion, unlike

Ben's short section, the fight was just as brutal, but
not nearly so tine-consum ng.

The Dykes were gone, w ped out to the |last person. The
Di scos were still and silent, spraw ed in death. The
Rappers had been anong the first to be cut down. A
few of the Santees escaped, wild-eyed

and running in fear into the brush and tinmber of the hills.
The Tenple Street Gang was w ped out to the |ast
punk. And so on. The hi ghway was slick wth

bl ood, and mpaning drifted to the nen behind the guns on
the ridges.

"Spray them" West ordered. "No prisoners.

That's what the man said."”

The gunfire resunmed, briefly. The npaning

st opped.

"Do we pursue theminto the brush?" one of his nen
asked.

"No," the nercenary said. "They're all washed up

The L.a. street gangs, this bunch of them

anyway, are history."

Ben rose up on one knee and | ooked out at the

car nage.

After a nonment, Cooper said, "Prisoners,

General ?"

Ben | ooked at him "No," he said softly.

"They had their chance. They blewit. Let's go

visit a nuseum”

Chapter Three

For reasons known only to God and to the pack of

i gnorant jerk-offs who did it, the tel escope

at Mount Pal omar-the world's largest-and the
museum on the ground had been vandalized. The

tel escope was pocked w th hundreds of bullet

hol es. The nuseum had been destroyed.

"I gnorant bastards!" Ben said.

"Do the Rebels find this to be conmon?" Linda

asked.

"Vandal i sn?" Ben | ooked at her. "Yes. The

libraries are al nost always vandal i zed and destroyed.
As are the nuseuns and art galleries.”

"l don't understand that. But then, |'ve been
secl uded for a good many years." She smiled. "From
reality, I'msure you would say."

"That's correct. The why of the destruction?

Stupid, petty, ignorant people are afraid of know edge.
Most certainly have the nental capabilities

to absorb know edge-they're just too damm | azy to make the
effort.”

"And few of those people are part of the Rebel novenent,
right, Ben?"

"Correct."

"It seens |'m always playing devil's

advocate with you. So here | go again. You and the
majority of Rebels obviously don't care what

happens to those people, Ben, even though they probably



nunber in the hundreds of thousands. Wat
happens to then?"

"Ch, sone Rebel patrol will eventually rol
into their sectors. W'Ill appraise the situation
and if they don't have schools, libraries,

clinics, proper health facilities, we'll

take the children and raise them ourselves."

She | ooked at him disbelief in her eyes.

"Coddam, Ben. You don't nean that!"

"Ch, but | do. If we're going to pull this

country out of the ashes, Linda, we can't have a nation of
superstitious, shortsighted, small-mn nded

illiterates. The kids are the hope, Linda.

They're the future. They've got to be school ed,

taught, and guided. W're not doi ng anything that
child-wel fare people didn't do back before the Geat War
W're just not as subtle about it, that's all."

Ben wi nked at her and wal ked off, to see if anything

sal vageabl e coul d be found anong the rubble.

Li nda | ooked around her, saw Jersey and Beth and

Corrie and Cooper smling at her. Coop said,

"C ose your nouth, Linda, before you swallow a

bug. "

She wal ked over to the team "Sorry, gang. But

what he just said cane as a shock."

"The taking of children to raise and educate?"

Bet h asked. "Why? Kids have been taken away from

unsui tabl e parents for years, for one reason or

another. W just enlarged the reasons, that's all."
"We've got over seventy-five outposts around the

nati on, Linda," Jersey said. "Seventy-nine, |

think. Ranging in size froma few hundred to a few

t housand people. General Jefferys calls themliterate
oasi s surrounded by a desert of ignorance. That's

pretty fancy, but accurate. People of al

colors, all religions, all living and worki ng

toget her. No prejudices, no hatred, no trouble.

And peopl e who have a | ot of hang-ups about color, or
who hate for no reason, or who like to cause trouble,
are not a part of those outposts.™

"Well, Jersey, what happens to those people?" "Ch,

t hey hang around the fringes of the outposts, for safety.
But they're very careful what they say around our people.
think you' re beginning to see that Rebels don't take

a lot of crap from people."

"W don't claimto be one-hundred- percent

right,"” Corrie said. "And we do try awfully hard

to be as fair as we can toward anybody who will just
try- just alittle bit conto work with us. But we're the
only gane in town that's working toward restoring this
nati on. There are a few things that cut across

our grain that we will tolerate, and a | ot we

won't." She smiled and patted Linda on the

shoul der. "Relax, you're fitting in like a glove."

They wal ked away to join Ben, and Buddy strolled

over to Linda. "Getting force-fed a little Rebe
doctrine, Linda?"

"Ch, yes. And | find sone of it appalling.”

"Dad says that what we're doing certainly would be
declared illegal comf the nation were as it was before the Geat



War. But fromwhat | can renenber and from what |
read, America was falling apart back then

Law essness, drugs, illiteracy, msplaced

val ues, |ack of respect for the rights of

| aw abi di ng

people, no faith in the elected |leaders ... it al
sounds pretty dismal to ne."
"But ..." Linda started to argue. She stopped.

She found she really had no argunment to offer; everything
Buddy had said was true.

The ruggedly handsome and nuscul ar young man, with a
bandana around his forehead and hol ding the old

. 45-cal i ber Thompson machi ne gun, stood

smling at her, waiting.

"Conditions will never be as they were before the G eat War
Linda," he said. "My father will never

permt that to happen. Never."

"And if, God forbid, sonething were to happen to hin®"

"We'|l all die, Linda. Eventually. Even

Ben Rai nes. Wen that happens, soneone will step in and
take over."

"Who?"

Buddy shrugged. "Cecil, |ke, Georgi

Striganov, West, me, Tina ... who knows?

Ther nopolis, maybe." He smiled at her

smle. "Don't laugh. It's certainly

possi ble."

"But not very probable."

"True."

She stared at the young man for a noment, then tried
anot her smle. "Wat now, Buddy?"

"W're waiting to see if any punks tried the

border, and what happened. Then we're going in and
take San Diego."

"But we don't have any artillery rounds!"

"That's right. W do this the ol d-fashi oned way,

house to house."

Ben left Ike, Cecil, Georgi, and Seven

Battal i on 268

in the Los Angel es area. He pulled the rest of

his command down to San Diego, along with

Ther nopol i s, Dan, and Ei ght Battalion.

They gathered on the northern edge of the city.
"Ceneral Payon's people stacked up the punks al ong
the border,"” Ben told his comanders. "Those who tried
to cross over, that is. W let a |lot of them

slip through, heading east, and a | ot of them broke past
the northern perineters. W'll neet them again sone
day. They're gathering somewhere, bet on that. Many of
themare still in the city. W may be out of artillery
rounds, but we sure as hell have plenty of rounds for
our other weapons, including nortars. And Ceci

and | ke and Georgi have sone nasty surprises in

store for them

"Now then, let's get to our jobs down here.

West, your battalion is to take 1-5 down

to I-8, and anything to the west of it. 1-8 is the
stopping point for us, for the tine being. 1'll take

| -805 and anything to the west of that. Therm take
163 and everything west of that to ny sector. W'l



link up at the crossroads, here." He pointed it

out on the map. "Eight Battalion will take

| -15 and everything west of that over to Therms
section. Take this airport here, MNontgonery

Field. W'll use that to be resupplied.

Dan, | want you and your people roam ng around

out here between M ssion CGorge Road and the Al varado
Freeway. Before we do anything, Buddy and his Rat
Team are roani ng around now, grabbing some prisoners.
W'l see what we'll be facing in a few

hours."

"Everything that could nmake it in fromthe zone," Buddy
reported. "Ten thousand or so, the dregs of the
earth.”

"Dregs they may be," Ben said. "But are they
hosti | e?"

Li nda | ooked at him dreadi ng what she had to say,
but knowing it had to be said. She had personally seen to the
bl ood work of the prisoners Buddy had brought in.
"They're carriers," she said softly.

Ben sat down on the edge of a table in a farnhouse
that he was using as a CP. "W've taken sone of

those prisoner in the L.a. area," he reni nded

her .

"W don't have them anynore, Ben," Dan

st at ed.

"What do you nean, Dan?"

"The Wbods Children solved that problem"”

They were all surprised when Ben wal ked to a smal |
sui tcase and took out a bottle of whiskey. He

poured two fingers into a glass and drank it

neat. He cleared his throat, gently placed the

gl ass on a bureau, and faced the group

"Do you mean to tell nme that Ike and Cecil all owed
the Whods Children to take those prisoners out and kil
t hen®?"

"They were a plague upon the land," Thernopolis said,
his words soft. "A plague that if not checked woul d have
eventually killed us all."

"Well now," Ben said, sitting back down.

"Let me digest those words fromthe world s ol dest
hippie." They waited while Ben rolled a

cigarette and fired it off. "I thought life was
oh-so-precious to you, Thern®"

"Coddami t, Ben!" Thermflared. "Life

is
precious to nme. Rosebud's life, nmy life,
my friends' lives, even your life, you hardheaded

son of a bitch! There is no vaccine for what they
carry. Chase had discovered that a certain virus that
sone of them

are carrying mght -

m ght -

be airborne. He's sent that back to Base

Canp One for further testing. This goes agai nst
everything | believe in, Ben, so just get

of f ny ass about it, will you?"

Ben smiled. "Uneasy lies the head that wears a
crown. "

"Yeah! Very goddamm funny."



"Corrie," Ben said. "Contact Cenera

Payon. Advise himof this ... disease. Tel

hi mthat he has ny pernission to cross over the
border and sweep the zone. Advise himto be very
careful . "

"Yes, sir."

"Buddy, bring in a prisoner, please."

The man was a burly specinmen, but his color was
bad, and he had a racki ng cough. The normally white
of his eyes was a nuddy color. He stared
defiantly at Ben.

"My nanme is Ben Raines. Wat's yours?"

"I'"'m known as Eightball."

"Do you have a proper nane?"

"Why? You gonna carve it on ny headstone?"
"Probably not, since we usually shoot the
prisoners and burn the bodies."

That shook Eightball, right down to his shoes.
"Ah ... well, | mght be able to help you,
Ceneral. What is it you want to know?"

"What are we going to find in San

D ego?"

Ei ghtball chuckl ed, but it held no hunor.

"Pi nps, whores, dopers, warlords, outlaws,
street gangs, cannibals. You nane it, and you'l
find it inthe city."

"You nust like that kind of life."

Ei ghtball| shrugged. "Beats the hell outta

jo*" up with you people and havin' to work."
"That's all there is in the city?" Ben asked
"That's it. You done run everybody outta the zone

and the no-man's-land. | "spect them goddam

greasers south of the border will be comin" up to join you
"fore long."

"You're a very sick man, Eightball. Are you

aware of that?"

"I knew sonethin" was wong with me. Cain't find

no nmedicine to help me neither. Lots of sickness in
the city. Folks dyin' ever' time you turn around."
"How do you di spose of the bodies?"

"Haul "emout to the dunp. Rats eat them |

seen rats out there big as dogs."

Ben cl osed his eyes and silently cursed. He

opened his eyes and pointed to the wall map. "Were is
this dunp?”

"South of Spring Valley. Just north of the

old reservoir."

"Do you still get water fromthat reservoir?"
"Sure."

"CGet the planes up," Ben ordered. "Napal m

that entire area. Blanket it with fire. Advise
CGeneral Payon of this."

Ben was silent for a nmoment. "When you' ve done that,
Corrie, advise Doctor Chase of this

devel opnent." He turned his attentions

to Eightball. "How well are the people arned,

Ei ght bal | ?"

The man sighed. Wat the hell, he thought, making
up his mind. I ain't got nothin' to | ose now no

ways, and | sure don't owe nobody nothin' in



the city. "Rifles, pistols, shotguns,

grenades. Machine guns. No artillery of any

ki nd. They's sonme there, but don't nobody know how

to work the damm things. Got plenty of rounds for them
on all the old mlitary bases, though."

They all smiled at that news.

"Sl aves?" Ben asked. "Prisoners?"

"Not many. Most of them was turned | oose out in the
zone as the folks was comn' into the city. They just was nore
trouble than they was worth."

"You're a m ddl e-aged nman,

Ei ghtball. Wat did you do before the G eat War?"

Ei ght ball shrugged. "Whatever | wanted to.

Spent about half my life in prison." He

lifted his eyes to stare at Ben. "And | don't

need no goddamm sernon. | woul dn't change

nmuch. "

"What

woul d

you change?"

The man grinned, exposing bl ackened and yel |l owi ng
stunps of rotting teeth. "I'd kill them people I

robbed so's they couldn't testify agin me in court and
put me in the bucket."

"Cet himout of here," Ben ordered.

The street punks in the rubble of Los Angel es

tried to break through just after dark. The Rebels had
pl aced sound-sensors in those areas that seemed the npst
likely escape routes and when the al arm was

triggered, flares went up, catching the punks trying
to bust out.

Heavy machi ne-gun fire raked the harshly |ighted

ni ght and nortar crews pounded the smoking ashes with
HE rounds. Booby traps ripped the night, the

C aynores turning flesh and bone into bl oody

rags. The punks hit dark trip-wres

and had about two seconds to contenpl ate where they had
gone wong and perhaps say a silent prayer for
forgiveness. Then their world went dark. About a third
of the punks make it past Rebel-held territory

and headed north. About ten percent of those who broke
free silently

vowed to change their ways and go straight. They did not
want to ever again incur the wath of the Rebels.

The slithering shapes of the Believers were the easier for the
Rebel s to spot, and they were the nost hated. Rebe

sni pers, their high-powered rifles equipped with

ni ght scopes, relentlessly and savagely picked

them off as the cannibals tried to break free of their
snoki ng prison that had once been known as the City

of the Angels.

"He's a-conmin' right up alongside 405," a very

scared punk told Cecil. "Leroy knows you and him
is brothers, so he's countin' on you to let him
pass."

Cecil | ooked startl ed.

"Brothers!"”

he said. "That m sbegotten, ignorant bag of
shit actually thinks that because we are of the sane race
| would let himgo?"



"Yes, sir. | reckon he made a
m st ake, din he?"

"Yes," Cecil replied. "I reckon he

did." He turned to his XO "Let himcone

on. Il be down by 405."

"Sir," the XOsaid. "That's ..."

" all,” Cecil finished with a frosty | ook
"Take conmand here."

"Yes, sir!"

Ceci|l picked up his M16 and wal ked out of the
roomand to a waiting vehicle. He could not help but
notice as a full conpany of Rebels, in
deuce-and-a-hal fs and arnor, fell in behind him Like
Ben, he had grown used to it.

"A convoy of cars and trucks coming up north on

La Brea, Ceneral," his radio operator told

him "Headlights on like they know they're not going
to be stopped.”

"They're in for a very large surprise," Ceci

said. "lIs that them up ahead?"

"Yes, sir."

"Pull over." Cecil got out and waved his

troops into position in the rubble of the area. Ceci
noved over into the shadows. "G ve that |ead vehicle
some .50-caliber juice in the radiator," he

or der ed.

A hastily set up machi ne gun yamrered for a

coupl e of seconds. Both headlights were knocked

out of the truck and steam hissed froma shattered
radi ator. Men piled out of the cab and out of the bed of
truck. Those in the vehicles behind the crippled
truck bail ed out and sought cover.

"Hey!" Leroy called out, crouching behind a pile of
bricks. "lIs y'all troops of the

African- Anerican's command?"

"African- Aneri can?" A young sergeant | ooked

at Cecil. "lIs he tal king about you, sir?"

"Yes, Smith. So if we all followed that

ancestral nonsense, you would be

Engl i sh- Anreri can. Swenson woul d be,

probably, Swedish-Anerican. Mac woul d be
Irish-Amrerican, and so on and so forth until it
became m nd-boggling with its conplications. Can you
i magine witing a book with a dozen nationalities

i nvol ved? The witer would spend half his or her tine

typing words that had nothing at all to do with the plot.

to nmention having to read the dreary ness.”
"Hey, Bro!" Leroy called. "Brother

Ceneral! |Is you there?"

"Brother General," Cecil nused. "Now there is
one for the record.” He cleared his throat

and yelled, "This is General Jefferys. And | am
not your brother, thank God."

"Course you is, man. W brothers. W got a

| ot

in conmmon," Leroy yell ed.

Cecil, total disgust in his voice, lifted the
bul | horn a Rebel handed him "You and I

i diot, have absolutely nothing at all in conmon."
"Huh! Shore we do, man-we brothers. Let

t he

Not



me pass on through, brother."

"Just the thought of that biological inmpossibility
makes me nauseous, Leroy."

"You an uppity nother-fucker, ain't you, Ceneral ?"
Cecil smled. "No, | don't think so. But

| know what you are."

"Why don't you tell me then, Uncle Tom"

"I shall. Right before I kill you."

Leroy started hollering and cussing. Cecil turned
to an aide. "Mirtar crews in place and grenade

| aunchers ready?"

"Yes, sir."

"Cream them "

The early evening was shattered by the how ing of rockets
and the exploding of nortar rounds. Machine guns
yamered and snarled. The vehicles of the

street punks exploded and the flames lit up the

rui ned buildings on either side of the battl eground.
Street punks tried to run, but Rebels with

flares were ready for them The flares were shot into the
air, the brilliant harshness illum nating the

punks. The Rebels cut them down.

Cecil called for a cease-fire. The sounds of

moaning filled the snmoky air.

"This is the way we're going to finish it," Ceci
said. "Order all units forward. Search and

destroy. Al units into the city. Now"

Cecil wal ked out onto the bl oody battl eground,
searching for Leroy. He found himlying on his back
bot h hands hol ding his bullet-punctured belly.

Leroy cursed him "You a traitor to your Kkind,

Tom " he spat at Cecil.

"One of us is, that's for sure, and |I think we both
know who that person is."

"You jive nother-fucker!"

Cecil was not by nature a nean or cruel person

The son of a psychiatrist and a college

prof essor, he'd spent his formative years

listening to Brahnms and Mbzart at home, and sou
music in the streets. He was highly educated, and
had never run into nuch prejudice from

educat ed people of any race. He was an ex- G een
Beret officer who'd joined the arny to see sone action
and, as he put it, "got shot in the ass in

Laos. "

He tried very hard to understand people |like Leroy, but he was the
first to adnmit that he could not.

"I never cared nuch for jive, Leroy. | preferred
Beet hoven. "

"That ain't what | nean, white-ass-licker!"

"I'"ve never kissed the ass of any white,

Leroy. But | have sure kicked some white ass in

my time."

" Huh?"

"You woul dn't understand, Leroy. Al you know is
hate. And maybe you have a right to hate-or think you
do, as Thernopolis says. But it's all noot,

now, isn't it, Leroy. You're dying. Wiat'd you

do with your slaves?"

"Killed "em"



Cecil shook his head. "Did you really think that because
I ama black person, | would let you go

free?"

"African-Amrerican!"

"No, Leroy, | was born in America. So that

makes nme an Anerican first, and a bl ack

man second. | have no ties with Africa.

|'ve never been

there. Wuldn't you nuch rather be talking about something else in
the tine you have left before you neet the Devil ?"

Leroy spat at himand cursed him "You said you

knew what | was. Wat am|?"

Cecil snmiled and told him

The Rebel pl anes began napal m ng the area around

the dunp on the outskirts of San Di ego just as

Cecil committed all his forces into the center of Los
Angel es. The nmove caught the punks and the

creepies by surprise and many died with shock

witten on their dirty faces.

The Rebel s pushed forward a dozen bl ocks t hat

ni ght, before Cecil called a halt to the drive.

He would resurme it at first |ight.

At first light, Ben ordered his people across the Sol edad
Freeway and forward into San Di ego. Bl ack

snoke was still spiraling into the sky fromthe burning dunp
as the Rebels charged across the Freeway.

Those now i nhabiting the San Diego area were at first
stunned by the ferocity of the attack, then began running
in fear as the Rebels charged into the outskirts of the
city, burning and destroying everything they came in
contact with. Like those punks who had once

controll ed Los Angel es, these dregs of

humanity had no central |eader, and no plans for

any type of counterattack. They found they had but

two choi ces: stand and die or run.

For the first day, they ran.

The Rebels, with arnmor spearheadi ng, smashed nore than
two mles into punk territory that first day, fromtwo
directions: the north and the east.

From the south, CGeneral Payon's army had pushed up
nearly four mles and was hol ding.

In Los Angel es, the Rebels were on a rol

that coul d not be contained by the punks and creepies
remaining in the city. The Rebels were fighting night
and day, crushing any who dared face them All

| ogi cal avenues of escape had been cut off by the
Rebel s. Snipers were posted all around the

territory still in punk hands, and the sharpshooters were
deadl y,

In the City of the Angels, all that remai ned was

noppi ng up

"We estimate thirty-five thousand dead,"

Cecil reported to Ben. "Fifteen thousand broke
free. O those, probably five thousand are wounded,
hal f of them wounded so badly they won't survive

t hei r wounds."

"Qur casual ties?" Ben asked.

"Extrenmely light considering the anount of
territory we've taken. It's all but over here in
Los Angel es, Ben. |'m sending Georgi and



hi s people down to assist you."

"That's ten-four, Cec. W're facing no

organi zed resistance here. Wth another battalion

to help us, we can wap this up in a few days."

"Maybe not, Ben," Cecil cautioned. "Doctor

Chase just got word back from Base Canp One.

Many of those people down there are infected with a virus that
is airborne. It's deadly, Ben. And our |ab

peopl e don't have a vaccine for it."

"Al'l right, Cec. I'"'mhalting all advances now

and sealing off the city."

"I'"ll wap it up here and be down to join you just as
qui ckly as possi ble, Ben."

"That's ten-four, Cec. Eagle out."

Ben turned to Corrie. "Order all advances

halted, Corrie. Advise Ceneral Payon

to hold what he's got. Tell himl advise

taking no prisoners. He won't like it anynore

than we do, but he'll see the reasoning behind it.

O der all Rebels to burn out a buffer zone and

stay to the north and to the east of it. Shoot

anyone who tries to cross it. Fires every one

hundred yards at night. Lord knows we've got enough
material on hand to keep them going."

Those in the city knew why the Rebel advance had

been halted, or could guess why. Mst knew t hey

wer e wal ki ng di sease factories. And nost had sense enough
to understand that if the Rebels would not get close to them
t hey nust be cont agi ous.

"So what have we got to | ose?" many said. "Let's

take some of those Rebel bastards and bitches with us.
If they try to take us, we'll bite themand spit

on them"

The Rebels stood behind their buffer zones and waited.
In Nevada, those punks who had broken free of

Los Angel es were slowy reaching the rendezvous

poi nt .
"Leroy's dead," Ishmal said. "He told ne
no brother would kill him He nmust have gone nuts.

Wrd | got is that General Jefferys called him

a disgrace to his race and a piece of worthless shit
and then shot himright between the eyes."

"Ceneral Jefferys sounds like nmy kind of spade"

Rich said with a snmile

Bul | stepped between the two nmen before another killing
could go down. "Just cool it, boys! W

got enough problems wi thout you two havin" at each
ot her."

"Chang stepped on a pressure mne," Fang

said, once Ishmal and Rich were separated. "I

seen it. Blew both his legs off. It was horrible.
Most of his gang was cut down by nachi ne-gun

fire. "

"There ain't gonna be no stoppin' the Rebels.

Us goin' to Alaska is only prolongin' the end.”

"You got a better idea?" Bull challenged.

"No," Fang said with a sigh. "Not unless we go
straight."

"That's what |'m gonna do," a wonman said. "The
percentages was with us in the city. Not no nore. Ben



Raines ain't gonna allowit. W're either

gonna obey the | aw conright down to the last letter of it
conor he's gonna shoot us. O hang us." She

shuddered at that thought. She had personally w tnessed
what happened to those street punks the Rebe

courts had convicted on the testinmony of the freed

pri soners and slaves. The Rebels had left them

hanging fromtree linbs. It was the ugliest sight

she had ever seen. "Back in the ol den days we could

run to a |l awyer or the ACLU or sonething. Not no

nore. | think that even if the ACLU was stil

around, if they was to try to step in on our behalf,
Ben Rai nes woul d shoot them as fast as he would us."
"\What are you gonna do, Betty?" Sally asked.

"I"'mgonna find me a man and then we'll find

us a piece of ground. Raise chickens and hogs and
stuff. Plant a garden. | don't know none of you

people. | ain't never seen any of you before in ny life.
I never heard of none of you. | don't know where

you're goin." | don't care. Good-bye."

Bul | | ooked around himat the hundreds of punks

who had gathered. He reflected sourly that it

| ooked |ike a bunch of buns at a hobo convention

And, he surm sed, that was not an unfair conparison
Sorriest-1ooking bunch of no-goods he had ever

seen. Beaten down, whipped, and ragged.

Every new bunch that came in fromthe city had a different
horror story to tell, but with the same ending: Ben

Rai nes was ki cki ng ass.

Betty was right; going to Alaska wasn't really

goi ng to solve anything. Ben Raines would conme after
them and he would eventually destroy them all

"What are you thinkin" about, Bull?" Chico

asked.

"Qur future."

"We ain't got much of one," the gang

| eader said. "I lost nore than half of mnmy people. And of the
ones that's left, nore than half of them want

to quit. Six wal ked off last night. | ain't

seen them since and probably won't never see them

again."

"W got to look at it this way. The ones that stays
are the tough ones. And we got to get organized.

If we're gonna survive, Chico, we've

got to get organized. That's how Ben Rai nes

does it. Organi zation."

Bobby of the Ponys said, "But that alone ain't

gonna do it. We got to find artillery and tanks

and shit like that. And then we've got to study on how
to use them Have classes and all that crap. Hell

we may as well go straight."

Brute said, "Pleasel! Miust you use that word? It's

very depressing."

Ben had sent troops back to scour the old

mlitary bases for artillery rounds. Until they
ret ur ned,

there was little the Rebel s surrounding San Di ego could
do ...

surroundi ng

not being quite the right word.



"Hell, they could break through practically

any dam place they wanted to," Ben said.

"No telling how many t housands and thousands of people in
there." He waved a hand toward the city. "And we've

got five battalions of troops pretending

they' re containing them Jesus!"

The situation wasn't quite as dismal as Ben painted it,
but he was right. Those inside the three-sided box could
bust out by sheer nunbers in any one of dozens of

pl aces. The Rebels were stretched very thin. Only

t he burned-out three-block buffer zone all around the
city gave them any kind of an edge.

"That, and the fact that those inside probably think

we' re nmuch larger in nunmbers than we really are,”

Dan said. He studied Ben's face. "Wiat's

troubling you, GCeneral ?"

"Wagi ng war on the sick and dying. Oh, | know,

Dan. They're thugs and murderers and punks and

sl avers and no-goods, but they're still sick and dying and
many of them probably don't have the strength to lift a
weapon or the strength to bust out if they had a chance.
My God, Dan, we all snell the stench of the

dead in that city every day. And every day it gets worse
Ch, hell, Dan! | don't know what's w ong

with ne. |'ve never had fifteen cents worth of
conpassion for the lawless in nmy life. And

don't think conpassion is the right word for what I'm
presently feeling. Maybe what |'m experiencing

is ... well, that it's norally wong to wage war
agai nst those who don't have the strength to fight back."
"Well, well,"” Doctor Chase said fromthe open

door of the command post-a former gas station on the edge of
town. "Ben Raines is hunman after all."

"Come on in, you old goat," Ben said with a

smle. "Wiere is the rest of the crew?"

"Right behind ne a fewmles. Cecil and his people are
staying behind to mop up and to see what they can

sal vage." He jerked his thunb south, toward the

city under siege. "You' d be doing thema favor

by gassing them Ben."

"If I had the gas, 1'd do it, Lamar.

Especially after reading the reports you sent down a
few days ago."

"It's got to be contained here, Ben. Right here! And
then we've got to chase after those who break free and
destroy them Before they spread the sickness. The ones
in L.a. are not nearly so comuni cabl e or deadly.
Wherever they are.”

"I'n Nevada. About a hundred and fifty mles

east of Reno. The Wods Children are tracking them

but staying well back."

"l ke on the horn, General," Corrie called.

"He's bringing in several thousand artillery rounds."
"Ceneral Striganov brought in sone two thousand
rounds," Buddy sai d.

"1 know, son. | know "
"And | found npre than a thousand rounds," Dan added.
Ben si ghed.

Lamar Chase could nove very swiftly for a man of his
years. He strode across the room grabbed Ben by the



arm and spun him around. "Goddammit, Ben,

listen to nme! There is no vaccine. There is no

magi ¢ bullet for this. W don't have a serum This
isn't AIDS. This isn't TB, or VD, or

anyt hi ng

we can treat. We don't know what it is, we

don't know what to use to treat it commothing that we've
got in our nedical |abs over at Base Canp

One. It's a goddam pl ague, Ben. It's

everything ... oh, hell,

evil!

And if you don't give the orders to destroy that city
and everyone in it, we're all going to

di e!

Do you understand ne?"

Ben | ooked all around the | arge room

Thernopolis stood with Enil, staring at him Ben
shifted his gaze to the Russian. CGeorgi net his

eyes without flinching. Dan and Buddy and Ti na and
West stared at him The commander of Ei ght

Battalion | eaned against a wall, smoking his pipe

and wai ting.

Ben wal ked to the open door-it was al ways open, the
door was gone-and stared out. It was a beautiful fall
day in southern California. Tenperatures very

mld, a bright sun, the blue of the Pacific

Ccean glimering a fewmles to the west.

Perfect. If one could sonehow forget the stench coming from
the dying city.

He turned around and wal ked to his desk, taking out

a map of Nevada and studying it.

"Did you hear nme?" Lamar shouted at him

"I heard you. Now hush up for a mnute. How do you
expect ne to think with you screamng |ike a banshee?"
After a nonment, he said, "Georgi, West, I|Kke,

and Seven and Eight Battalions will prepare for a

pul | -out tomorrow norning. Cecil, Therm and Dan,
Tina, and Buddy will stay with ne. Advise your

XO S now. Corrie, find Ike and tell him

to hold up. | have orders for him"

"Yes, sir."

"Gat her around, |adies and gentlenmen. | have

circled where the punks fromL.a. have gathered.
Ceorgi, you and your people will set up positions here,
at the junctions of H ghways 51 and 361, just to the
west of the Desatoya Muntains in Nevada.

Seven Battalion will set up in Tonopah, wth
Ei ght Battalion on H ghway 6, bl ocking
these two county roads. lke will set up here,

bl ocki ng hi ghway 50 just west of Eureka. West,

your people will block H ghway 305 north of Austin.

I want you all to roll day and night, and get in

pl ace. When you are in place, half of our

planes will start napal mng the area, while the other
hal f napal ns ny objective." He met the

eyes of everyone gathered around. "No prisoners.

Get going. Good |uck."

Thirty-six hours after Ben had split his forces,

he wal ked out of his CP and he and his team drove
down to where artillery was in place on the northern



edge of the city. It was an hour before dawn and chilly.
"Commence firing," he said. "And may God have mercy
on ny soul."

Chapter Five

Several patrols had gone out fromthe punk gathering.
They returned in a sweat. The gang

| eaders |istening, sour expressions on their faces.
Brute was the first to break the stunned silence follow ng
the reports. "Cannon to the right of them cannon

to the left of them cannon in front of them

vol l ey' d and thunder'd."

Brute then stood with astonishnent on his face as
Cash said, "Sonmeone had bl undered: theirs not to nake
reply, theirs not to reason why, theirs but to do and die."
He smiled at Brute. "Wy not, Brute? |

taught school for ten years before the G eat Var."
"What is this?" Bull thundered. "A goddammed
fraternity meeting? You guys gonna ki ss each

other? Hell, people, we got to get gone from here!"
"There is no place to go, Bull,"” Brute told

him "All avenues of escape are bl ocked.

It's been raining, as if you didn't know These
county roads are inpassable. W'd have to stick

to hard surfaces. And they're bl ocked. This neans

the city of Los Angeles has fallen, and

probably San Di ego as

well conor it will soon be obliterated fromthe face
of the earth.”

"WIl you goddammit speak English!" Junkyard

yelled at him "What the hell does all that

mean?"

Brute | ooked at him "It nmeans, you i gnorant

oaf, that we are dead!"

"They ain't attackin, queer-boy!" Junkyard

shouted at him "So how conme you figure we dead?"
Brute had seen the dots in the sky |ong before

anyone coul d hear the drone of engines. Ben had
ordered up anything that could fly. Brute drew hinself
up to attention and snapped a salute to the south. "I
sal ute you, Ben Raines, we who are about to diel

You won, you ... son of a bitch!"

"Planes! " a punk shout ed.

The old fighters came in first, machine guns
yamering as they strafed the valley. The bonbers
dropped their payloads of napalm the fiery

liquid spreading for hundreds of yards when the

bonbs bl ew. | ke had found several old Forest

Servi ce pl anes, tankers that were once used for

wat er drops. He had ordered the tanks filled with
kerosene. The misery spread as the kerosene

ignited. The flanes seared the valley and cooked

t he punks as plane after plane roared in and dropped
their | oads of napal m

The old fighter planes were circling as the bonbers
did their work, then they returned, maki ng pass after
pass, machi ne guns how i ng and spitting.

The vehi cl es of the punks expl oded as the flames
reached them The ammunition belted around the waists and
shoul ders of the punks began popping as the fire touched
t hem



Cash of the Surfers stood on a boul der and

screanmed curses at the fighters, firing a pisto

at the planes. The .50-caliber guns of a

fighter stitched him knocking himoff the huge rock
and separating his head from his shoul ders.

| shmal of the Boogies ran screamnming fromthe inferno,
his eyes wide with fear. A napal m bonb

expl oded directly in fromof himand the flanmes

di ssol ved the gang | eader.

Chico of the Swords had been thrown to the ground by an
expl osion, and had just staggered to his feet when a
fighter plane cane roaring in on a | ow pass. The

. 50-cal i ber machi ne guns tore himapart.

Junkyard nade it out of the inferno and got to his car
coman ol d Cadillac painted pink comand was trying

to get the aged engine to turn over. Rich appeared

at the wi ndow, a pistol in each hand.

"I never did like you, so 1'd rather do this nyself," Rich
sai d. He shot Junkyard in the head just as a fighter
roared in, machi ne guns how i ng. The slugs sent

Rich on a wild dance into death.

Bobby [ ay on the ground, both | egs gone, and

wat ched as his bl ood poured out. He died calling for

hi s not her.

The [ ong narrow vall ey had been turned into a

bl azi ng, scream ng crematorium Charred bodies

lay in every grotesque shape inmagi nabl e. Punks
staggered through the carnage, blind fromthe intense heat, and
called out for help. They begged for nercy just as their
many victins over the years had begged for nercy. And
just like their victins, the punks received only pain and the
dark | aughter of the grimreaper

Bull and part of his gang nade it clear, as did

Sally, Fang, and Brute and a few of their

fol |l oners.

"Dear God in Heaven!" Sally panted, as she

lay on the ground a mile fromthe snoking valley.

"I'"ll change ny ways if You'll just give a
chance. Please, God, | don't want to die!"
Bul | |aughed at her. "How many tines have you heard

that last bit fromthe people you ordered tortured to death, you
stupid cunt?"

"Screw you!" Sally spat at him

"Not now, bitch. W ain't got tine. W got

to hunt us a hole and stay put."

"We have no food, no water, and we can't

build a fire to get warm" Brute said with
finality. "W've had it."

"I can't believe we're the only ones who nade

it out," Fang said, |ooking at the small band of
survivors. "There's |l ess than a hundred of

us."
"A bunch made it out," Bull said. "Severa
t housand, 1'd guess. But we don't want to hook

up with them We're better off in small groups.

W hole up during the day and nove only at

night. They's a river to the northwest of us. W can
go a couple of days without water. If we can nake
the river, we're home free. Let's get in that

little bit of tinber over yonder and keep out of



sight."”

For the first tine in years, Sally put her head to the
ground and began weepi ng at the sheer hopel essness of it
all.

Ben wat ched the destruction of the city through binocul ars.
He wat ched until the snoke became so thick he

could no | onger see what was taking place. But then

he didn't have to see comhe knew.

The few pl anes he had kept for hinmself were maki ng

pass after pass, first dropping napal minto

the heart of the city, and then working out in three
directions. Those attenpting to flee the flames were

cut down by the troops positioned outside the buffer

zone.

CGeneral Payon had noved his men forward, sealing off

the south end and swi ngi ng some troops around to help the
Rebel s nore effectively cover the southeast corner

of the territory. General Payon and Ben Raines

nmet for the first tine.

The nmen shook hands and sat down for a cup of coffee.

"It's aterrible, terrible thing we are forced to do,
Ceneral Raines," Payon said. "But when is war

ever nice? But this business" conmhe nodded toward the
burning city conBis especially repugnant.™

"Yes. | investigated every other avenue. My

nmedi cal people said it had to be this way. But that doesn't
mean | have to like it."

"I put thugs up against the wall in my country,"”

Payon said, his words soft. "They were killers,

thi eves, rapists, every kind of lowife. They begged

me not to shoot them promised to God they woul d chance
their ways. At first, when ny arnmy was small and the good
people were still very disorganized, |I listened to them beg and ny
heart was so heavy. | turned them | oose, took

themat their word. The next day they were back stealing and
raping and killing." He shook his head.

"I had to beconme hard conmz you did. | had to think
of the ... larger picture, of the future. The

| eopard does not change its spots, as the saying
goes. "

"Were you always a soldier?" Ben asked.

Payon smiled. "Oh, no. | was a TV

broadcaster. A reporter of news. | served ny

time in the arned forces years ago, as a paratrooper
I was with ny

famly on a vacation when the Great War cane.
Thugs killed nmy small son, and then raped and
killed ny wife and daughter, while they were
torturing me. They left nme for dead. They nade

a very bad mistake in not killing ne."

"Have you found themall?"

"All but two. | will find them Eventually. were you
al ways a sol dier, Ben Rai nes?"

"No. | was a witer. I ... sort of got

elected, unwillingly, to this job."

Payon chuckl ed softly. "Ah ... as did I

The people cane to me, said they needed a | eader.
told themto go find one. Leave nme alone. Go find
a general or a colonel or sonething. A sergeant
even. | went into the jungles for a year, to get



away. The people found nme. Hounded ne. |

started out with a hundred people. Then a thousand, then ten
t housand. | was suddenly, and wi thout ny perm ssion, naned
El Presidente. For life. | told theml

did not want the job. The people said | had it

anyway. You're smling conour |ives parallel?"

"Very much so. CGeneral, what do you hear from

Eur ope?"

"Very little. Scattered radi o broadcasts from ham

operators. It is very bad over there. Very, very bad.

Al'l social order has broken down. | hear

talk that you are going overseas. Is it true?"

"Yes."

"It will be dangerous."

K

"I wish |l could go with you. But nmy country is still very
shaky. "

"I't's enough that you would even want to go, GCeneral.
know t hat you have committed a | arge

portion of your arny up here assisting me. It's very
much appreciated. "

"It's the least | could do. In ny country, schools

and proper nedical facilities are a |large

concern. | have people working on proper irrigation for any
| and suitable for farm ng." He sighed. "There is so
much to do. So nuch to do, and so little time. And

am but one man."

"The peopl e respect you, Ceneral. That counts for a great
deal. You and I, we'll get people back working, in

ti me. Those who want to work."

"And those that don't?"

"WII inherit the earth.”

"I beg your pardon?"

"Six feet of it."

"You can forget about busting out of here," Brute said,
after a day-long patrol to the west of their hiding

pl ace. "Rebels are everywhere. Rolling patrols

every time one | ooks up. Rebel |ookouts are on the
hi gh ground wi th binocul ars.™

"Where's Bo?" Sal ly asked.

"Sni per got him The Rebels are using those

big-caliber rifles that can shoot a mle. One

nailed Bo right in the center of his chest. W never
did figure out where the sniper was hiding."
"I"'mcold!'" a punk bitched.

"I'"'m hungry!" anot her conpl ai ned.

"I"'mwet!" yet another whined.

"Ch, shut up!"™ Bull told them

"What are we gonna do?" Sally asked.

"I don't know," Bull admitted. "W can't go

much | onger wi thout water." He let his eyes

drift back over the mles, to the valley where they
had previously

canped. Yesterday they had all seen the buzzards
circling, and they knew the carrion birds were now
feasting, many of them so bloated with human fl esh they
could not take off. They just waddl ed heavily al ong on
the ground, flapping their wi ngs and stuffing their beaks.
"Here come the planes again," a punk called. He
started crying in fear.



"How in the hell do they know where we are?" anot her
yel l ed, his voice breaking fromhis fear
"Heat - seekers,"” Brute said. "W nmay as

wel | say good-bye now. Because in five nminutes a

ot of us won't be alive."

Fang of the H Il Street Avengers began

trenbling as he watched the bonbs start falling off
the wings and out of the bellies of the planes.

After five days, Ben ordered the gunners to stand
down. A strange silence settled over the |and.

South of his position, the city of San Di ego was
bur ni ng unchecked. From Inperial Beach north to the
Sol edad Freeway, fromthe blue waters of the

Pacific east to the Sweetwater River, nothing

could be seen but |eaping flanes and spiraling snoke.
The Rebel s had punped nore than five

t housand rounds commost of themincendiary rounds -- into the
city.

Even though the nen and wonen of the Rebel s bat hed
daily, sonmetinmes two or three tines, in cold

water, they all still felt griny fromthe snoke that
poured out of the huge area of fire.

"Corrie, what is the latest report fromthe

units in Nevada?"

"l ke says there couldn't be nore than a couple of
hundred left alive, and they've got to be a

pretty mserable bunch. No food and not nuch

water, and it's turning cold up there."

"Keep after them™

"Yes, sir."

Chase entered the CP and poured a gl ass of water.

He drank it and grimaced. Ben knew what he was

t hi nki ng. Even the water tasted |ike snoke.

"Do you want us to enter the city, Lanmar?" Ben

asked.

The doctor shook his head. "Not unless you think it's
necessary. Any left alive in that inferno won't

live long enough to do nmuch damage. The trucks just
rolled in fromBase Canp One with the rat

pellets. |1've never seen so many rat pellets

inm life. Must be a hundred million

of the dammed things."

"That's what you wanted, Lamar. 1'll have the

pl anes start dropping themtonorrow. But there is no way
we're going to kil

al l

the rats.”

"We' Il kill enough of them | talked with research
down at Base. They think they've got a handle

onit. It was pure blind luck, an accident. That's
very often the way it is. It |looks good. If it

proves out, we'll have enough vaccine for all of us in about
a nonth. | bet the former bureaucrats in the

FDA are twisting in their graves at this hurry-up
job. See you, Ben."

Ben didn't like to use the rat-killing pellets because
of the other wildlife they would directly and
indirectly affect. But in this case he felt it was
justified.

Cecil was nopping up in Los Angel es, and



finding pockets of fairly stiff resistance. As

soon as

the pellets were dropped, Ben planned to pull out and
take his time working up the coast to L.a. Once
there, he would start nopping up fromthe south, with himand
Cecil linking up in the center of the city.

"Tell the boys and girls to start packing up

Corrie," Ben said. "W'll be pulling out of this
stink-hol e by m d-norning tonorrow. "

"Nobody wi Il be unhappy about that," she said.
"Especially ne," Ben said, smiling at her

Therm and his forces went north on |-15,

careful ly checking out every town along the way, while
Ben and his people took I-5 north to Los

Angel es. They were all glad to | eave the stink of the
dead city behind them

CGeneral Payon had visited Ben once nore, and then
pul l ed his troops back across the border. They did
not lift a glass in a victory toast, for this

battle had I eft an unpleasant taste in the

nmout hs of all.

In Central Nevada, the Rebels continued their

wai ti ng game agai nst those punks who had busted out of
L.a. Everyone concerned -- especially the punks
conknew t he standoff could not |ast much longer. In the high
country, early fall had turned into early w nter

and the nights were bitter with col d.

One gray norning, with a light dusting of snow on the
ground, Brute craw ed stiffly out of his ragged

bl ankets and wal ked away fromthe canp w t hout saying
a word to anyone. No one was surprised when

a single pistol shot cut the stillness of norning.
Bul | wal ked over to a small gathering of brush

and scrub tinber and | ooked at Brute. He had

stuck the barrel of his pistol in his nouth and pulled the
trigger. Bull left himwhere he lay and wal ked

back to the cold canp.

He | ooked around him Soneone el se was m ssing.
"Lennie," a punk told him "Died in his

sl eep. Pneunonia, | guess. He's been

awf ul sick. Wat about Brute?"

"Shot himself in the head." He picked up his

AK- 47 and jacked in a round.

"What are you gonna do, Bull?" Sally asked.

"End it. You all heard the short-wave | ast

ni ght. Nobody made it out of San D ego.

Less than ten percent of the people who ran L.a. are
still alive. That's a guess on sonebody's part, but
I'd say it's fairly accurate.™

"What are you gettin' at?" Fang asked.

"We die quick, or we die slow fromthe cold."

He was reflective for a nonment. "Sonebody once

sai d that Ben Rai nes wasn't human. Maybe that's

true. | laughed when | first heard it. But I

ain't laughin' no nore. A few years ago, Ben

Rai nes said he'd clear the earth of punks

and thugs and | awl ess types. | got a good | augh

outta that too. At the time. At the time there was
nearabs sixty thousand of us in L.a. Ben

Rai nes had about five thousand Rebels. Well,



| ook who won. Ben Rai nes has got seven or

ei ght thousand Rebels now, and we're reduced to about
seventy-five. Can any of you really grasp the
enormty, the awesoneness of that?"

Sally coul d. Before anyone could stop her, she stuck the
barrel of her M 16 in her nmouth and pulled the
trigger, blowi ng the back of her head off.

Fang junped up, staring at the bl oody ness,

horror in his eyes and on his face. "That's it!"

he said in a hushed tone. "That's all for ne. The
Rebel s may shoot ne, they may put nme up

against a wall or they may hang ne, but

goddamit, |'m gonna have ne a good neal and be

warm for a while before they do it." He let his pisto
belt fall to the cold ground and let his rifle stay
propped against a rock. He pulled a dirty

whi t e handkerchi ef froma pocket of his jeans and

wal ked out of the camp, holding the signal of
surrender high.

"You don't nmean it," Bull yelled.

"The hell | don't," Fang yelled
over his shoul der and kept on wal ki ng.
Bull leveled his pistol and shot the man in the

back. Fang tw sted and pitched face forward,

falling to his knees. "You sorry bastard!" he

gasped, then died, his blood staining the white dusted
ground.

One of Bull's own nen said, "I can't take no

nmore of this." He pulled the trigger on a shotgun
blowing a hole in Bull's back. Bull cursed

and screaned and tried to lift his pistol. "Sorry,
Bul | " the punk said. The shotgun roared again.

Bul | slunped forward and died on his knees. He

stayed that way for a few seconds, then toppled

over.

"Jesus Christ!" A wonman had breathed the words.
"That's it," the street punk said, |aying the shotgun

on the ground. "It's over."
"They won't let us surrender," a thug said.
"I think they will," the punk who killed Bull said.

"Leastways |'m gonna find out. Anybody

goin' with ne?"

They all stood up and dropped their weapons.

A punk lifted his wal kie-talkie. "We're

quittin'. Anybody who wants to join us, just

drop your weapons and start wal kin', hands

inthe air." He threw the walkie-talkie to the

ground and lifted his hands.

The siege of southern California was nearly over

O so Ben thought. He could not know that the gods of war
wer e | aughing hysterically.

Chapter Six

"About a thousand of the street punks surrendered,
Ceneral ," Corrie said, relaying the nmessage

to Ben. "They wal ked out with their hands in the air. A
badl y beaten bunch. According to the prisoners, there
isn't a |leader of a major Los Angel es

street gang left alive."

"Tell the commanders to accept their surrender

Corrie. Transport themto that old Nava



Air Station the pilots have been using. Have nedica
personnel check them over carefully and then hold

t hem under guard until | get there. Get sone

transport planes ready for us. Tell Ceci

where we're going." He | ooked at Therm and

smled. "You're in command here. Start the push north.
Take your tine, check it all carefully ..

Col onel . "

"Thank you," Therm said dryly.

Em | bounced into the CP, his turban cocked

si deways, down over one eye. "l|'m

ready, Colonel Therm" the little man said.

"Have fun," Ben said.

"To be sure," Thermreplied.

Ben | ooked at the punks, sitting on a runway

at the old Naval Air Station. There was no

bluster left in any of them He'd seen sone

beat en-down PONS in his time, but this bunch took the
prize.

"I ought to shoot every damm one of you," he said through a
bul | hor n.

The arid odor of urine filled the air as many of the
prisoners peed their underwear.

"But ..." He paused. "For the first time in years,
I'"mgoing to go against nmy own rules. You people are going
to make the town of Fallon a Rebel outpost.

It's going to be a nodel for all others. It's

goi ng to have schools and churches and clinics and lights
and runni ng water and proper sewage. And above all,

it's going to have | aw and order. And you people are going to do

it all. Al by yourselves. Prove me wong, people.

Make it work. Do that, and I'll admit | was

wrong. You're going to elect a | eader, and a town

council, and you're going to nake this outpost work. |
don't think you can do it. But you'd better do it. Because
if you don't, 1'mgoing to cone back here

and hang every goddamm one of you

"Dan, get sone people ready to start fingerprinting and
phot oi ng these new nodel citizens." He turned

back to the stunned but highly relieved crowd.

"Notice | didn't say nug shots. See,

I'"malready giving you the benefit of the doubt. You're
on a honor system people. In a manner of speaking.
There won't be anyone here to prevent you all from
runni ng away. But your prints will be on file and so
will your pictures. And if you run away, we'l

find you eventually, and we'll kill you

"In all fairness to you, | don't know if this area

can support this many people. If it can't, half of

you nmove down the road to the next town. Let ne

gi ve you sone advice. Have a neeting and see what

group will be planting potatoes, who will raise

beef and sheep, sweet corn and feed corn, and so
forth. Whatever you need to get started, we'll supply
you.

"I don't know if this is going to work or not. The

Rebel s have never done anything like this before. Usually,

with people like you, we just shoot you and have done with it. Maybe
I"'mmellowing in nmy mddl e age. And it could be that

I"mrunning a slight fever and not responsible for



nmy actions. Wiatever ny reasons, |I'm
handing you a new life. You're free of all your

past crinmes. I'mgoing to stick around here for a few
days. | want to talk to as many of you as possible.
Take over, Dan." He handed the Englishman the
bul | hor n.

"It mght work, General," Dan said softly.

"I hope so, Dan. | hope so."

During the next several days Ben net with fornmer

nurses, former store owners, ex-cops, people from

nearly all walks of civilian life. And a | ot

of hard-core, lifelong punks.

He set the tone of the meetings first thing, and

bluntly. "I don't want to hear about your

chil dhood. | don't give a dam if your

parents didn't have time to play ganes with you, or

even if you had parents. | don't care if you

didn't like school; that's your problemif you thought you
were so smart you didn't need an education. Ninety
percent of your problems is that you grew up in one of the
nost pernissive periods that ever dawned on the

face of the earth. And that's not all your fault."

At that, puzzled | ooks woul d pass over the faces

of those in whatever group Ben was speaking to. Then he
called for questions.

And it surprised Ben that many of the questions they
asked himwere intelligent ones, dealing with val ues,
noral s, and the work ethic. He found nmany of themto be
highly intelligent, and a few to be

borderline-stupid. And he pulled no punches wth

them He wanted them scared of him and they were.

He knew that all forms of government are, in part,

based on fear. Covernnents cannot and will not work w thout that
el enent .

He told themthat if they stayed on in the town, the

wor k woul d be hard and the |ife would sonetinmes be |onely. And
that others would try to take what they had built from
them And that always got the same response.

"Ain't no way, Ceneral."

And the shocker from Ben was, "And of course you will be
armed when we | eave."

After the numbing silence had abated, Ben said,

"You're part of this moverment now. For every Rebel, there
are five hundred others out there who want to destroy

us. You are part of us now, and the word will spread. And
spread quickly. If we were to | eave you here unarned
you' d be overwhelnmed in a nonth. And bear this in mnd,
once you fire that first shot against outlaws, you're
forever branded as a Rebel. If you need help, get

on that radio and holler. There are Rebe

patrols working all over America. W

can have troops here by plane in a few hours. Good

| uck, people.™

Ben | anded back in southern California at the old

Canp Pendl et on Marine Corps base and

rej oi ned

Ther nopol i s, who had worked his way up to just south of the
base.

"It'1l work out with a little bit of luck," Ben told

him "l actually have a good feeling about those people.



Oh, some of themw Il cut and run. 1'd guess ten

to fifteen percent of them But | think the majority

of themw Il stay. Let's hope. Only time wll

tell."

If the usually optimstic Therm had any doubts

about the new outpost, he did not voice them

"W're finding a few people as we go," he said. "But

not many. This area was really stripped of human life
by the outlaws and the creepies.”

Ben nodded his agreement. "We'll probably never
know how many people lost their lives to the scumand the
creepies. But I'll wager it was in the hundreds

of thousands. How about Canp Pendl et on?"

"Looted and stripped and destroyed. |f the punks

felt they couldn't use a piece of arnor, they

dropped sone type of explosives down the

hat ch. "

"Li ke all vandalism senseless. Are you neeting any
resi st ance?"

"Very little. A few random shots fired occasionally.

But other than that, our forward progress has been

fast and boring."

"You get the feeling it's going too easy?"

"Very definitely. I"'mgetting an itchy feeling

in the mddle of ny back."

"Qt hers have said the same thing. Wat are the Scouts
reporting?"

"Not hi ng. Absolutely nothing. And unless |'m

getting paranoid, that tells ne sonething is up."

"I agree. And with seventy-five percent of our people

a couple of hundred miles away, we're

vul nerable. "

Dan wal ked up, an odd expression on his

face. "I hate to be an alarm st, General. But

| feel eyes on ne."

"That's just what we were discussing, Dan. Go to middle
alert and double the guards. | think we've got

trouble conming at us."

"Punks?" Therm asked.

Ben shook his head. "Creepies. W've

destroyed their |ast nmajor bastion, and

t hey' ve got nowhere to go and nothing to | ose now. They just
m ght be preparing for a suicide attack. | think
they' ve dug deep holes -- literally -- and have

been waiting us out. They know we don't have the people
to search every house and buil ding, every basenment and every
drai nage system | think we are going to be in for a
rough tine of it, very soon."

"If they stay true to form" Tina said, "they'l

attack at night."

"But why wait?" Linda asked. She paused,

| ooked at Ben, and then answered her own question. "They
want you."

"That's right." He glanced at his watch. "I've

got all the other battalions noving around

Nevada, chasing down outlaws and searching for

equi pment. Cecil still has his hands full in Los
Angeles. It's up to us, people. Let's batten

down the hatches and get ready for a blow"

"W stay here?" Buddy asked. "On the old



base?"

"It's as good a place as any to fight from" Ben

smled. "Alot of tradition here, a lot of

fighting spirit still clinging to these grounds. W could sure do
wor se. "

Ben found Lamar and briefed him "I'Il

set up in the mddle of the perinmeter, Ben," Lanar

sai d. "Those ol d concrete block buildings over there

wil |

be the best. W can tuck the generator trucks in

close for protection. It would take too |ong

to clean out the main hospital. See you around,

Rai nes. "

"Lamar." Ben's voice turned himaround. "GCet

armed. This just mght be a bad one."

Chase nodded his head, gave Ben a sl oppy nock

salute, and wal ked on, yelling for his people.

Ben chose to set up in an old office building.

"Start sandbaggi ng, gang," he ordered. "It'Il be

dark in about two hours. W don't have nuch tinme."

Ben found a good defensive position and began

filling clips for his M14. That done, he went

out si de and hel ped fill sandbags. He was the comandi ng
general of all Rebel forces, but no Rebel sat

on his or her ass and watched others work.

Cvilian or soldier, general or private,

owner or enployee, that didn't cut it in the

Rebel system

"Ceneral Jefferys on the horn," Corrie

called fromthe office building.

"Co, Cec."

"You got troubles down there, Ben?"

"We all seemto think so, Cec. W all have

itchy feelings. | think the creeps are going to try

for a suicide charge. It's probably going to be a

| ong night."

Li nda watched the sure but unhurried novenent of the
Rebel s as they prepared for battle. And as before,

she was both inpressed and a little puzzled by their
novenent s.

"They act ... well, | don't know whet her

conpl acent is the right word," she said to Ben

"Smug?" Ben replied, cutting his eyes. "No,

we're not snug, Linda. But we are very sure of

oursel ves. We've been doing this for a long tinme. Mny of
t hose people out there have been with nme for years."

The tanks and |ight arnmor had di sappeared

into buildings, usually by driving right through the front or
rear. They | owered the nmuzzles of their cannon and
readi ed their machi ne guns.

Ben said, "Were is your shotgun?"

Linda snmiled and Iifted an Uzi machi ne pi stol

. 380 caliber.

"Lord have mercy on us all,’
"Where'd you get that?"
"Buddy found it for me and hel ped teach ne

how to shoot it. |I love it!"

"You can sure spray sone lead around with it, that's for
sure. You have lots of clips?"

"A dozen filled."

Ben said with a snile.



"Use it for close-in work."

"You think they'll get that close tonight, Ben?"

"I have a hunch they're going to be right on top of us
before this night is over."

Ben told Corrie to pass the orders to eat now,

go to the bathroom and then get into position and stay
there.

"About forty-five mnutes until dark" Ben said.

"They might hit us then, or they m ght nmake us

sweat for half the night. No way of telling."

"It's the waiting that gets to ne."

"It gets to us all. That's sonething you never get used
to. At least |I've never tal ked to anyone who

has. "

Conversation waned as dusk settled in. At ful

dark, all talk had ceased.

"Forward posts reporting the creepies are in sight
and coming on strong," Corrie said. "No pun

i nt ended. "

Ben chuckl ed at her reference to the creepies’

hi deous body odor. "Tell the forward people

to

fall back

now and join the main group."

"Yes, sir. Recon says the ground is covered

with them Like ants. Says they've never seen so nany
creepies.”

"They got out of the city sonmehow," Ben said.
"Probably used the sewer system"”

"What now?" Linda asked nervously.

"As soon as they hit the outer perinmeter bangers,

flares will go up. W'll kill several hundred
right off the bat. By that tine, they'Il be in this conpound
area and it'll get tough." He pointed to a wi ndow ess

frame. "Take that spot and keep your cool

They're going to be crawming all over us in about two
mnutes. Literally so."

"The thought of that nakes nme nauseous."

"Puke now, then. "Cause you won't have tine in a
couple of mnutes."

The perinmeter bangers went off w th sharp, cracking
pops. The flares went up, lighting the night sky.
"Jesus Christ!" Ben said, |ooking at the mass

of inhumanity conming at them

There appeared to be thousands of them

Chapt er Seven

The heavy machi ne guns of the Rebels opened up

The creepies craw ed over the dead and dyi ng
carcasses of their fellow creeps and came on in a
wi | d scream ng suicide charge. No Rebel was

outside on this night. Every nan and worman was in a
buil ding, all working as teans, using both first and
second stories when they were avail abl e.

There was really no need to aimduring the first few
m nutes of the charge, for the N ght People were massed
everywhere one | ooked. Ben held back the trigger on
hi s Thunder Lizard and let it bang, taking sone

smal | satisfaction in watching a line of

creepies slamto the earth, the .308 slugs tearing
the life fromthem



A creepie | eaped through the wi ndow ess frame to Ben's
left. Linda fired over Ben's prone position

the little Uzi rattling and spitting. The creepie was
stitched from shoul der to face and fell back outside,
dead.

Ben had taken his eyes off his perinmeter for only
two heartbeats, but during that tine a creep had
grabbed the barrel of Ben's M 14 and was trying

to west it fromBen's hands. Ben pulled the

trigger

and the slamof .308 slugs literally tore

the creep's hands | oose and knocked the sline
backward, his chest mangl ed and his cl othing burning from
the nuzzl e bl asts.

A fl amet hr ower - equi pped tank unl eashed a | ong

spray of burning liquid, the thickened gas catching
a group of Believers and igniting them They ran
screamng in all directions, balls of stunbling,
howing fire in the night. They ran for a few
seconds, then pitched forward to the ground, dying as the
i ntense heat bubbl ed their brains.

Jersey was calmy picking her targets, and her

ai mwas deadly accurate. Every tinme she squeezed off
a round, a creepie hit the dirt, dead, dying,

or badly wounded.

Cooper was behind an M 60 nachi ne gun, Beth

hel ping to feed the belt. Corrie had |left her

radi o and was using her M16, |aying down a

killing field of fire.

Several creepies managed to get on top of the
building directly across fromBen's position. Ben
l[ifted his wal kie-tal kie. "501," he radi oed

to a tank conmander. "Blow the top off that building
directly across fromny position."

Cannon roared and the ol d wooden buil di ng began
disintegrating fromthe top down. An

i ncendi ary round was fired, setting the wooden
structure on fire, adding nore light to the night.
Creepi es began junping fromthe building. Rebe

fire cut them down before they could run for cover
Buddy heard a choking cry from behind him Two
creeps had leaped into the building and were on
Corrie, riding her down to the floor. He ran

to her, grabbing one creep by the head and savagel y
twisting it. He heard the man's neck break and

hurl ed the canni bal across the floor. Corrie had
managed to work her weapon around and triggered off half
aclipinto the second creep's belly. He

screamed as the lead tore into his guts. Buddy
grabbed himand flung hi m out si de.

"You all right?" Buddy asked.

"I amnow," she replied

The two of themturned their attention to the battle
ragi ng i nches away from them

Ben left his Thunder Lizard and began throw ng
grenades. "Get some Big Thumpers going!" he

yel | ed.

Wthin seconds, half a dozen 40mm

grenade-1 aunchi ng nmachi ne guns began hameri ng,
hurling their deadly little anti-personnel grenades



into the night. Wth a kill-radius of ten

yards, the Big Thunpers were awesone in any kind of
fight.

Ben heard scrapi ng sounds on the roof of the building
his team was operating out of. He glanced at his son
Buddy nodded his head. Father and son lifted

M 14 and Thonpson and hel d back the triggers.

Wthin seconds, fast-fading starlight was struggling
past a thickening cloud cover and through the roof; the
creepi es" bl ood was staining the ground where they'd
fallen in death.

"I think it's beginning to rain," Linda said.

Ben grinned at her. "W all need a good shower.

Did you bring any soap?"

"Very funny, Ben. Hysterical."

Then there was no nore tine for talk as the creepies
regrouped and | aunched anot her attack agai nst the
Rebel s. They came scream ng and cursing their

rage, throw ng thensel ves against and into the buildings in a
wild suicide attack. The Judges had worked

themup into a fury, all of them

know

ing they had no future with Ben Raines alive.

Al they had was now, and all they had on their minds
was killing Ben Raines.

The inside of Ben's CP was begi nni ng

to stink, the floor littered with the bodi es of dead
creepies. The battle was so intense they could not

take the time to throw the bodies out into the rain.
The air around the besi eged area was choking thick with
gun snmoke, the night filled with the rattle of

gunfire, the boom ng of cannon, the thundering of Big
Thunpers, and the screanm ng of the badly wounded.

A creepie hurled hinself onto Ben's back.

Ben twi sted and threw the man to the floor. Buddy
smashed his head in with the butt of his Thonpson just as
anot her Believer knocked Ben to the floor. Ben

ki cked the man in the groin with the toe of his boot and
clawed out his .45. He shot the creep in the face

and junped to his feet.

The building was filled with Night P; they were pouring
in through the shattered back door. The Rebels

backed up, formed a defensive line, and |eveled

aut omati ¢ weapons. The roaring of a dozen weapons

on full rock and roll was deafening. But the attack

i nside the building was broken as the creeps died in
stinking piles.

"They're breaking it off," a Rebel yelled.

"No pursuit,” Ben shouted. "Let them go.

Fi ni sh of f the wounded and regroup. Plug up the

hol es. "

The wounded canni bals were shot in the head and dunped
outside. It was suggested that bags of sand be opened
and the contents poured on the slick floor, to soak up
t he bl ood.

"No good," Ben finally said. "W've got too

many wounded to risk standing around in the bl ood of those
creeps. Al units reposition.”

One squad at a time, the Rebels left their

bul | et - pocked and bl oody positions and ran for



new cover.
"Torch the buildings we | eave," Ben ordered.

"It'"ll give us a better field of fire."

Whi |l e Rebel snipers stood watch, the others

shifted locations, into buildings with whole roofs and
wal | s that had not been torn apart

by automati c-weapons fire.

"Cecil on the horn, Ceneral!" Corrie

call ed, once they had shifted | ocations and had set
up. "He's coming under heavy attack from

creepies.”

"Goddami t!" Ben cursed, taking the headset.

"Eagl e here, Cec."

"They must have been hiding in the sewers and the subway
system Ben. Just waiting us out. They poured out about
an hour ago. W've been too busy

to bump you."

"They pulled the same thing on us down here, Cec.
W're holed up at the old Canp Pendl et on

Marine Corps base. | think they threw everything
they had at us in the first round. W held and
inflicted heavy casualties on them But we're

pretty well pinned down. How s your situation?"
"Just about the sane. They've got us pinned down at
the airport. Hell, we thought L.a. was clear and

had nmoved over here to clear a runway for traffic.
W're in good shape, we just can't get out-yet."
"What can | say, Cec. | fucked up."

"W both fucked up. Take it easy, Ben."

"Take it easy, brother. See you." He turned

to his team "Cecil and his bunch are in the sane
shape we are. They're pinned down at the airport

and hol di ng. "

"W need some air support in here," Jersey

sai d.

"In this weather?" Ben responded. "All we could

use if the weather cleared would be the fighters. No
bonbs for the bonbers." He shook his head and had

to chuckle. "I'Il say it again. Al in all

it's a hell of a way to run a war!"

The Rebel s waited, guns at the ready,

but no nore attacks came at them At m dni ght

Ben stepped outside and lifted his face to the
skies. The rain was still conmi ng down and from al

i ndications, it was going to continue for some tinme. Days,
maybe. He wasn't sure if this was the rainy

season for southern California or not. If it

wasn't, it was sure doing a hell of an imtation.
"I't"ll rain for days," Santo said.

Ben | ooked at the aging hippie, one of Therms
group. "You have an inside track on the weat her

Sant 0?"

"Yep. My big toe. Right foot. | broke it

when | was kid. If it tingles that nmeans it's

gonna rain a little bit. If it hurts, it's

gonna be a systemthat stays around for days. Never
fails."”

"It mght be a blessing or a curse if the rain
continues. "

"I't'"ll wash those stinking bastards anyway."



Ben | aughed. He sure couldn't argue the nerits of
that. "Did you people take any hits?"

"No, sir. One of the bikers caught one in the arm
He's out of it. One of Emil's people took one in the
| eg, and Dan's Scouts took sone wounded, no

dead, and not real serious. Those flak

jackets and helmets are |lifesavers, for a

fact."

The hel mets they wore were of the type that

woul d stop nmany of the calibers used. They would not stop a
. 50-cal i ber slug, nor nmany of the big-bore

magnum rounds, rifle or pistol. And the Rebels

who had experienced a slug inpacting and stoppi ng
against their helmets all said it was not a pl easant
sensation. They all reported havi ng headaches t hat

| asted for several days. But they were alive.

"Cet back inside, CGeneral," Dan said fromthe

rai ny darkness.

Ben didn't argue with him He knew he had no

busi ness being so exposed. He stepped back inside

t he buil ding and the Englishman foll owed him

"We were lucky the first time, General. Very | ucky.
They coul d have easily overrun us if they' d kept up
the assault. Only God, or the Devil, knows

why they broke it off. But they'll not make that

m st ake again. | have taken the liberty of
repositioning many of the machi ne guns and the arnor. |
t hi nk when they come at us again, it will be all-out and no

back-down on their part."

"I think you're right, Dan. Cec is pinned down

at the old L.a. airport. The

creeps were probably sitting out the barrages in the
sewers and subways."

"They weren't such great friends of the punks after all, were
t hey?"

"No. They never let on to the street punks that they

had contingency plans or what those plans entail ed.

The punks were the creepies' sacrificial

| anbs. "

"Here they conme again!" Corrie informed the group

The Rebels got into position. But the creepies

did not launch an all-out offensive this rainy

ni ght. They chose instead to | ay back and harass the
Rebels with sniper fire and Iight nortars. But the

Rebel s had nuch heavier nortars, with a rmuch | arger
killing-radius, and manned by much nore experienced peopl e.
As a result, as soon as the creepie nortar

crews were pinpointed, they were knocked out of action
The rain | essened in intensity and steadi ed down to a
constant soft fall

"Order half the people to stand down and get sone rest,"
Ben told Corrie. "Sleep for a couple of

hours and then switch with the others. It won't be enough

rest, but it will help."”

Ben | ooked around at his team "And that order
applies here, as well. Every other person

| ay down and get sone rest."

"Fine," Dan said. "I will take over here while
you

get sone rest, Ceneral."



Ben didn't argue. To refuse woul d have been
poi ntl ess; the Englishman would argue with a stunp for
hour s.

Ben stretched out on the floor with the others, a
bedroll for a pillow, and went to sleep, seemngly
oblivious of the sniper fire going on around him

Ben opened his eyes, checked his watch, and found he
had been asleep for two and a half hours. He

felt refreshed. He got to his boots and wal ked

over to Dan.

"Now, you hit the floor and get sone rest, Dan

Ri ght now. "

It was a quarter till three in the norning.

Li nda cane to himand | ay down behi nd the sandbagged
wi ndow. "Corrie got through to the other battalions.
ke is on the Oregon border. Seven and

Ei ght are inspecting the state of Nevada, and

Ceorgi is over in Uah. You don't appear

to be

ter

ribly worried about this situation, Ben."

"I'mnot. It's a dam nui sance, that's all.

They mi ssed any chance they mi ght have had to overrun
us. Nowit's too late. W're too well dug

in and have far superior firepower and armor. They could
keep us pinned down here for several days, and

probably will, but eventually we'll drive them
back. If worse cones to worst, we'll use

smoke to bust out. But | don't think it will cone
to that."

She | ooked at him "What are you smling about?"

"You noticed that Buddy is gone?"

"Yes. Where is he?"

"He and his Rat Team are out on the edges of our
perimeters, laying out C aynores and ot her nasty
little surprises for the creepies. The next tine they
hit us, they're going to be terribly upset by what
they find waiting for them™

An hour slipped away. Linda dozed for a tine,

t hen awakened, and she and Ben quietly talked.

"I see now why the Rebels travel with so nuch

ammuni tion. | couldn't understand it at first. It just
seened |ike so nuch to carry around."

"Here they come, Ceneral," Corrie said. "They're
belly-craming to us this tinme. Forward people say it
| ooks like the entire ground, all the way

around us, is covered with huge worns."

"That's a pretty good way of putting it. Ready
flares."

"Fl ares ready."

"As soon as they hit the booby traps, light up

the night."

"Yes, sir."

"Wake everybody up."

Buddy and a few of his Rat Team slipped into

t he buil ding. Buddy canme to his father's side.

"The creepies are going to be very unhappy with us in
a couple of mnutes, Father."

"I hate that," Ben said with a straight face. "W
try so hard be | oved."



Buddy choked back a | augh and slipped to his

posi tion.

Thunderous roars slanmed the rainy night as

creepi es touched off Cl aynores and pressure

m nes. Mangl ed bodies were flung in al

directions and wild scream ng echoed through the rain.
Creepies leaped to their feet, junped over the

bl oody chunks of body parts, and charged the

Rebel s, cursing the nane of Ben Rai nes.

Hundr eds of weapons, all set on full auto,

turned the night into a nmuzzl e-blasting and

spar ki ng shooting gallery. Flares cast their

artificial brilliance on the land, turning the
raindrops a netallic silver that was tinged with red from
the splattering bl ood.

The Rebel s stopped the advance cold. This tine not

one creepie made it into any building. The

Rebel s suffered one wounded, and no dead. The area
around the perineter was littered with dead and dyi ng
creepi es.

The creepies fell back and began their harassing
tactics agai nst the Rebels. Their sniper fire
inflicted no casualties.

"You reckon they'll try agai n?" Cooper asked.

"Ch, yes," Ben said. "The Judges wll spend

al |l day whipping the troops up into a murderous
frenzy, and tonight they' |l throw everything they' ve got at
us. Stand down and get something to eat and sone sleep
Tonight is going to be the big one.™

The day crawl ed by slowy, the Rebels eating and
resting as the hours passed. They cl eaned weapons and
filled clips and got ready. Tank crews

swabbed out their cannon and nortar crews nade

ready their tubes. The Rebel s behind the heavy

machi ne guns checked their guns and belts.

The rain did not let up. It was not a

heavy downpour, nore a gentle, consistent falling.
Everyone waited for the night.

"Ceneral," Corrie called softly. "I need

to see you."

Ben wal ked over to her. "What is it, Corrie?"

"The conmmuni cations van took a hit last night.

It's out until we can get in there and really take the
radi os down and see what the matter is. Now this

one is down." She patted the small tabletop

nodel . "Panel is out and | don't have a spare.

I think I can reach Cecil with my backpack, but
I'"mgoing to have to stretch an antenna. And even then
it's going to be chancy."

Ben notioned his son over to himand quickly explained the
si tuation.

"How hi gh an antenna, Corrie?" Buddy

asked.

"I don't know. It's going to have to be really high
and even then | don't even know if it will work
W'l be able to receive fromgreater distances, but

transmtting?" She shrugged her shoul ders. "I

don't know. "

Ben ni xed the idea. "Anybody who went up any

di stance woul d get picked off by creepie snipers. So



that's out. I'"mnot going to risk sending

anyone out to break through to the outside. Pull the
conmuni cations van in tight and go to work on that radio.
Tell themto rebuild it if they have to. | know

damm wel|l we carry the spare parts.”

"W don't have them anynore," a conmuni cations

man said fromthe doorway. "The van took a | ot of

hits last night. The radio is out. And the spare

parts and extra panels were shot all to hell."

Ben grunted. "Cut off. Well, people, let's

ki ck the creepie asses tonight and get the hell gone
fromhere in the norning."

Chapt er Ei ght

The [ ong afternoon dragged on, the silence and stillness
broken only by occasional |ong bursts of cursing from
those working on the radio in the conmunications van, which was
pul l ed up close to Ben's | ocation.

Ben i nspected the huge ragged circle which his people
hel d, darting frombuilding to building, with Dan at his
heel s bitching about what a ridiculous and totally
unsafe idea this was.

"Hanging in there, ThernP" Ben asked.

"Ch, yeah. I'mjust glad it's raining. If it was

hot and sunny, those bodies out there would be hard

to take."

"There nust be five or six hundred of

them" Emil| said. Ben noticed he had put

aside his turban for a helnet. "W gonna

wrap this up tonight, aren't we, General ?"

"We're going to do our best, Eml."

"Right on!" the little man said.

Ben nmoved over to the bikers' position. "I have seen

and done and been a lot of things inny life,"

Frank said. "But | have never seen anything so

di sgusting as these damm Believers."

Ben agreed with him turned, and al nost collided

wi th Doctor Chase. "Wat the hell are you doi ng out

here, Lamar?"

"We've got to conclude this before the weather breaks,
Ben. Wen the sun hits those bodies, the health

hazard for us goes right off the scale.™

"I hadn't thought of that, Lanmar. You're right.

Corrie, have all cannon and nortars capabl e of

tossing tear gas to nake ready. Everybody check

their masks. We've got to blind them and we've got

to punch through and get the hell out of here, tonight. Start
| obbi ng sone shells in their direction now and while that's
goi ng on, have the drivers check their engines. Check
all rolling equiprment and get ready to bug out."

"Toward the Interstate?" Buddy asked.

"No," Ben said with a smle. "They'll be

expecting us to do that. W're going to bust out the rear
of this base, heading east on this old secondary

road that leads to 1-15. Start |aying out

expl osi ves now. When the last vehicle is clear

of this area, this place is going to go up like a roman
candl e.”

"You're a w cked, w cked man, Ben," Chase

said with a satisfied grin.

"Yeah." Ben returned the grin. "Ain't |



t hough. "

Those creepi es watching the enbattl ed perineters

of the Rebels through |ong | enses saw nothing that woul d
i ndi cate a Rebel bust-out. And they were not
surprised when Rebel artillery began crashing

down on their heads. To their way of thinking, the
Rebel s were savages, and nothing they did cane as

any surprise.

"Al'l rolling equi pnent checked out and ready to go,"
Corrie told Ben.

"Tell the gunners to cease fire in one mnute."

A dozen nore rounds were | obbed in and the guns fel
silent.

"Cas cani sters?" Ben asked.

"Enough to do the job," Dan told him "But we've

got to do it quickly. W're going to be

cutting it fine."

"What Rebel unit was last reported to be the

cl osest to Los Angel es?" Ben turned

to Corrie, hoping agai nst hope.

She shook her head. "None of them" she told

him "They're all at least four or five

hundred m |l es away."

"Al'l right. That's it. W have no way of know ng

whet her or not Cecil has put out the call for

hel p, and we can't transmt. So we're going to have
to operate under the assunption that we are all alone with
no help comng. And so far as | know that is our
situation. Make sure that every unit knows what to do and
where to go before we start our bust-out. Any screw ups
mean capture and torture for stragglers. Let's

get packed up. W bust out at full dark."

Buddy and the Rat Team and Dan and his Scouts were
busy booby-trapping the area. Wen the creepies
pursued the Rebels followi ng the bust-out, they were
going to hit sone nasty rem nders of how the Rebels
vi ened warfare.

Ben checked his watch. Three o'clock. The rain showed
no signs of abating. That was good. The noisture and
high humi dity woul d keep the tear gas close to the
ground and prevent rapid dissipation. Lord

knows the Rebel s needed every break they coul d get.

At four o'clock, Buddy slipped into the building.
"That's it," he told his father. "W've used as nany
C aynores as we dare. We've got to keep sone

in reserve. W set sone with trip-wires and others

to be electronically detonated by us. W' ve

| aid out the pressure mnes around the eastern edge of
our perimeters. Any vehicle that |eaves this one
road"-he pointed out the route on a map-"won't

make it. Tear gas is ready to bang. Big

Thunpers have been set up on selected trucks.

Heavy machi ne-gun crews are noving their guns

to trucks now Everyone is packed up. W' ve

done all we can do except pray."” "And that woul dn't
be a bad idea," Ben said.

Ben checked his watch, then checked the sky.

"Fifteen mnutes to bug-out," he told

Corrie. "Tell the people to start |oading up

W're getting the hell out of here.™



"How do we know this old road is still serviceabl e?"
Li nda asked.

Ben grinned at her. "W don't. W mght be

driving smack into a dead end."

"And if that's the case?"

"We di snount and fight."

She shook her head and wal ked away, muttering about
her peaceful little valley.

Ben whistled softly at her and she | aughed and kept
on wal ki ng.

"Creepies on the nove" Corrie called.

"Tell the forward teans to get back here and | oad
up." Ben checked his watch. Thirteen m nutes.
"Start engi nes?"

"No. I'll give the signal."

"Creepi es have stopped forward advance."

"They're puzzled as to why we have not opened

fire. Hold all fire. How does it look to the

east ?"

"aim"

"I love your succinct reports, Corrie."

"Thank you," she said dryly.

Twel ve minutes to bug-out.

"Therm and hi s peopl e?"

"Loaded up and ready to go, sir. Dan is bitching
about you pulling out last."

"He'll get over it. Have the creepies resuned
advance?"

"Negative. Bikers have |oaded their

not orcycles onto trucks and are on board."

"Lamar and hi s peopl e?"

"Loadi ng now, sir."

El even ni nut es.

"Al'l units |oad up except for us,

Corrie."”

The minutes seened to tick by at a craw .

"Let's go, people,” Ben finally ordered. "Tine

to wave bye-bye to the creepies.”

Ful | dark outside. Ben held the door for

Jersey. "Ladies first," he said.

"Move, Ceneral," she told him

Ben stepped out into the rain and staying low, ran to the
wagon. He opened the door. "This tine, Jersey,"”

he said with a grin, "you have to go first."

Two minutes to bust-out.

"Masks on and start engines," Ben ordered.

Dozens of engines burst into life, filling the air
wi th roaring.

"Here they come,"” Corrie told Ben, listening through
her headset. "Fromall sides."

"Fire gas."

One m nute.

"They're in the perinmeter!" Corrie said.

Zer o.

"Go!" Ben said, his voice nuffled through the gas
mask.

Dozens of tanks, trucks, vans, Jeeps,

Humers, and APC S rammed their way out of

conceal nent as the gas canisters exploded, filling the
rainy air with choking tear gas.



"Hit the snoke!" Ben gave the orders.

Snoke cani sters were expl oded and everybody who coul d

began throwi ng snoke grenades. The smoke only

added to the confusion caused by the swirling tear gas.
"Just follow the lights of the truck in front of you,
Cooper," Jersey said. "Don't get too

cl ose, but don't get us lost either."

"I hate backseat drivers," Cooper said. Then

he sl ammed on the brakes to keep fromplowi ng into the

rear of the Jeep.

"Wonderful ," Jersey muttered. "The man is a

real whiz behind the wheel."

The creepies were shooting wildly, but hitting

not hi ng. Tears were stream ng down their eyes and they were
staggering around blind.

"The | ast vehicle is clear of the compound, "

Corrie said.

"One skooby-doo, two skooby-doo," Ben

started counting, as Linda stared at the comuandi ng gener al
" Skooby- doo?" she said.

Ben reached ten and said, "Let
bang, Beth!"

She twi sted the handle on a small box and the entire
conpound erupted into sea of flames and expl osi ons as
the Cl aynores were el ectronically detonated.

Barrel s of gasoline had been |l eft behind, and the
bui | di ngs had been soaked with gas just seconds before
t he bug-out.

The entire area the Rebels had occupi ed was turned
into a blazing, raging inferno. What the C aynores
didn't kill, the flames engul fed and destroyed.

Cl ear of the blinding, choking gas, Ben pulled off his
mask and said, "You can relax now W're clear."

"Rel ax?" Jersey said. "W're not a nile

away and there nust be two or three thousand of those
creeps back there."

"Yeah," Ben agreed. "But they don't have

vehicles close by. By the time they get to their cars

em

and trucks-if they have any at all-we'll be on the
Interstate heading north."
"We' || have to deal with them soneday,"” Cooper said.

"As soon as we're hooked up with Cecil,

"Il have Seven and Eight Battalions head

south to deal with what's left of the creepies. It'll
be good experience for them™

"The Interstate is clear,"” Corrie

said, after acknow edging the report from Scouts. "And
we apparently have no pursuit.”

"How soon will you be able to talk to Cecil,

Corrie?"

“I"ll be in range in about an hour."

Ben | eaned back in the seat and cl osed his eyes.

"Wake me as soon as you're in contact."

He was asleep in two m nutes.

The convoy rolled on through the night.

"Cetting to you is going to be a bitch," Ben said

to Cecil. "I think our best bet is to cut off

at the Riverside Freeway and just bust through fromthe
sout h. "

"That's affirmative, Ben. The rest of the routes



are pretty well torn up. Seven and Ei ght

Battalions are on the way down. They'll head

straight for your previous |location and start cleaning
up. "

"Tell themto stay clear of our old conmpound area,
Cecil. There will be a number of unexpl oded

pressure mnes still operative."

"That's ten-four, Ben."

"See you when we get there, Cec." Ben changed
frequenci es. "Buddy, spearhead us to the Los

Angel es International Airport,

pl ease. W nustn't keep the creepies waiting."

The columm turned west on R verside and soon

began picking its way through the rubble. This part of the
Rebel s TO HAD been burned, but it had been

hastily done. The real devastation would not begin
until they were about ten miles into Orange County.
There, the destruction would be al nost total.

"This time," Ben said, "we're going to search the rubble
and be damm sure."

"The tunnel s and subways, if any?" Beth

asked.

"We're going to blow them and seal them | wll not send
troops down there when there is an easier way.

Future generations are going to curse ny nane, but
future generations, | hope, will not have to deal wth
situations like this one."

"I"ll say a prayer to that," Jersey said.

The Rebels started hitting roadbl ocks -- of their

own past maki ng-when they took a little dogleg that
crossed over 57. Fromthat point on they were |ucky

to make ten miles an hour

"Ceneral" Corrie said. "Cecil says to stop

br eaki ng our necks getting to him but to keep a sharp
eye out for anmbushes. The creepies are falling

back

fromthe airport and slipping back into the rubble."
"Ten-four that, Corrie. That neans there are nore
creepies alive than we thought. Tell Ceci

to bunmp all units and order them back into the city.
Let's do it right this time." He Iifted anot her

m ke. "Buddy, backtrack and find us a fairly

decent spot to hole up. | got a hunch we're

going to get hit and hit hard pretty soon."

"We're going to need to be resupplied very soon
Ceneral ," Dan interjected.

"Backtrack to Corona," Ben ordered. "Tel

the planes to get | oaded and head for that airport.

W' || have sonething cleared for them Beth, how do we
stand?"

"Plenty of small-arms amo, Ceneral .

Practically nil on anything else.”

"Then let's get up there and secure that airport

-- what's left of it comand clear a runway."

"The creepies, sir," Dan said, "are not |eaving

Los Angel es International because they fear

Cecil."

"No. This may have been their plan all along."

"What do you nean, Ben?" Linda asked.

"They made us believe they were defeated, they got us



separated, and now they've got us in a
box. They're coming after us. To kill ne.
Chapter N ne

"Cecil got in touch with CGeneral Payon,"
Corrie told him "The general is nmoving his people

up to the creepie stronghold we just left. He

says for us not to worry, his people will be more than happy
torid the [and of those scum™

"It took a global war for our two countries

to start working fully together,"” Ben said. "Pray that
not hi ng happens to General Payon."

Hi s team | ooked at one another, each with the sane

t hought: And pray that nothing happens to Ben Rai nes.
"Corrie, do you have a |ocation of Seven and

Ei ght ?"

"They're not even to the Nevada |line yet. They're

a good three hundred mles away."

"A day and a half if everything goes right. Two and a

hal f days woul d probably be nore accurate. As

soon as a runway is clear, have Cecil advise

the pilots that if they have to make a ni ght |anding, we
will light the runway with vehicle headlights and

they' Il go off as soon as the planes touch down. That

will give the creepies less of a target. And you can

bet they're all around us. Dan, lay out a

peri met er

and get everybody noving sonme dirt and bricks and

concrete blocks. W've got to hold out for at

| east two days."

"What about Cecil ?" Therm asked.

"He can't nove. The creepies are waiting for him

to try sonething like that and he knows it. At |east we
took some of the pressure off him Buddy, take

your Rat Team pick sone other people, and start bl ow ng
bui |l dings for a couple of blocks around this place.

Bl ow us out a buffer zone. No point in trying

to burn anything in this dam rain. Let's go, people.
We've got a lot to do and damm little time to get it
done. ™

And once again, the Rebels went to work, digging and
bui |l di ng and noving material, constructing bunkers and
earthen walls and fortifying the existing buildings on the
smal | ai rport grounds.

"Ceneral ?" Corrie called. "Cecil on the

horn."

"Go, Cec."

"My God, Ben, we nmust have vastly underesti mated

t he nunber of creepies. My spotters around here

say it appears there are several thousand creepies

nmovi ng toward your position. And that's just fromthis point."
"It's as we discussed, Cec. W were

overconfident. Are the planes airborne?"

"That's ten-four. They' ve been up for an hour

It's approximately four hundred and fifty

air mles to your location. The pilots don't I|ike

to push those old crates too hard. Every engi ne

we're using is |ong overdue for an overhaul

Call it four hours to touchdown. That will put them

down just about one hour before dark."

"Coul dn't be better, Cec. Hang tough. W'l



see you."

Buddy and his Rat Team were flushing out creepies as
they bl ew the buildings around the old airport. They
took one alive, dunked himin a huge old
fount ai n-which was now filled with fresh rai nwater-and took
himto Ben.

"Well, he snells sone better, at least" Ben

said, after the creepie was handcuffed to a radiator
pipe in the old office building. "Talk to ne,

mster."

"I will tell you nothing!"

"Ch ... yeah, you'll tell us. One way or the

other. It's your choice."

"Il tell you nothing!"

"Drugs can produce sone anmazing results,”

Dan said. "Obviously Buddy captured

sone sort of officer in the Believer nmovement. He
knew quite a lot, actually. Very informative

fellow"

"Where is he?"

"Lamar drew sonme blood for study. Mist have scared
himquite badly. Poor fellow died. Lamar is

havi ng an aut opsy done on the remains."

"I can see you're all broken up about it."

"Ch, quite. The creepies really suckered us this tine,
Ceneral . Us, and the street punks. Obviously the
street punks never had a clue that the majority of the
creepies were living below the city. They had quite an
el aborate system worked out. But once we're

free of this little upcoming altercation here at the
airport, it will be a very sinple matter to seal off
any underground tube systens and the sewer systens."
"How many are we facing, Dan?"

"About fifteen thousand, Ben."

Ben whistled softly. "Dam. were we ever

sucker ed!

Now tell ne the rest of it, Dan."

"They' ve got Cecil pinned down. There is no

way he can nove to help us. They've split their
forces. They are anticipating help fromthe north and

they' Il be waiting. As far as we are

concerned, they'll be throw ng about five thousand peopl e at
toni ght."

"Corrie, how many planes are bringing us

suppl i es?"

"Everything that can fly, Ceneral."

Ben turned to Therm "You heard it. Let's get

ready for it."

Ther m nodded and | eft the office building.

"I's everything and everybody positioned, Dan?"

"Ready and waiting, sir."

"I want teans standing by to off-load supplies as

qui ckly as possible so those planes can get the hell out

of here. | want them back in the air to start ferrying
West's people in to the airport at Santa Monica.
Corrie, do we still have a strip open there?"

"As far as | know, sir."

"Al'l right. That will take sonme nore pressure off
Cecil. W& can't use the runways up here at

Ontari o because they were destroyed. Corrie, bunp

us



Cecil and tell himto radio Seven and Ei ght.

Tell themto come down behind us, through Barstow and San
Ber nardi no. W& know that's reasonably clear.

Fighters are escorting the transports so we can

use themto strafe any nortar enpl acenents past the

buf fer zone. They've been advi sed of that,

Corrie?"

"Yes, sir."

"Al'l right, Dan. Let's you and nme make an

i nspection tour and see just how good a shape we're

in.

hi s

The pl anes began coming in right on schedul e, about an
hour before dark.

Al most i mmredi ately, sniper fire began coming fromthe ruins
surrounding the airport. And just as quickly, Rebe
gunners began shelling the ruins with nortar and

cannon fire, while the fighter plane escorts

strafed the ruins.

The pilots did not cut their engines. They taxied

out of the way of incom ng planes, the cargo was

of f-1oaded, and within m nutes they were taking off, heading
back to base, while other planes were | andi ng.

Mortar rounds and artillery shells were off-Ioaded and
rushed to waiting crews. Medical supplies were

taken to Doctor Chase. Rounds for Big

Thunpers and Vul cans and Gatling guns were rushed

to waiting crews. Cl aynores and pressure mnes

were of fl oaded and Buddy and his Rat Team began

[ ayi ng them out on the perineters. Flares were brought
in, as were tear gas rounds and canisters,

cl ean socks and underwear, and food.

Bet h checked off the contents of each plane, and then
rel ayed that information to Ben. "It won't be a

picnic," Ben said to Linda. "But | believe we

can wi thstand anything the creepies throw at us." He
smled grimMy and added, "We'Ill probably know

i n about an hour."

She was pushing .380 rounds into clips and slipping the
clips into an anmo pouch. "It's bad, isn't it,

Ben?"

He nodded his head. The novenent was barely

noticeable in the waning light. "Yes, it is. Very

bad. And they're going to start |obbing nortar rounds in
here before long. The reason they haven't done so before
now i s because they haven't had time to nove the nortars
into position. The streets are in such bad shape,
getting cars and trucks through themtakes hours.

They' re having to hand-carry the tubes and rounds in for
| ong di stances."

Dan wal ked in. "W've got your bunker dug,

Ceneral. It's about a hundred yards behind and to the
east of this building."

"Thank you, Dan. Let's go, people. W're

novi ng. "

The bunker was about twenty by twenty and seven

feet deep. It was danp and it was cold, but it was a
hell of a lot safer than what Ben and his team had

just left. The roof was beaned with heavy tinbers,
corrugated netal placed on that, and earth on top



of that. Boards had been placed on the floor as
wal kways to keep from churning up the nud.

"The | ast plane has left, Ceneral," Corrie
told him "Everyone got in and got out safely.
Cecil is now com ng under small-arns and nortar
fire. "

"We're next, then. Everybody in flak

jackets and hel mets. Check gas masks."

"Done," Corrie told himafter a noment.

Li nda | ooked up. "Sounds |ike a covey of

quai l s overheard."

"Mortars,"” Ben told her, just as the first rounds
began expl odi ng, knocki ng chunks of earth and nud from
the walls of the bunkers. "Tell the artillery

to return the fire, Corrie. Let's get this

dance going."

For a few nonments, it was a battle of cannon and
nortar, a deafening, nerve-w acking cacophony of
ground-trenbling thunder

During a few seconds' lull, Ben said,
"Corrie, advise
the troops the creepies will be nmoving into place

while this is going on. Ready flares."

"Fl ares ready, sir."

Creepie nortar fire stopped. "Flares up."

Flares were fired and the harsh brilliance caught the
creepi es as they were advanci ng across the buffer zone.
"Fire!"

The Rebel s opened up with every weapon that could make the
range. Creepies went down like pins in a bowing

alley. The Believers called their people back. The
first attack had been beaten back wi thout a single
Rebel dead or wounded.

Ben waited in silence for a couple of mnutes. Then

he smiled. "They're short of nmortar rounds," he

said. "l believe they gave us all they had during

the [ ast barrage."

"That won't disappoint nme," Jersey said.

"Cet Cecil, Corrie."

She handed himthe mke. "Cec. Are you still com ng under
nortar attack?"

"That's ten-fifty, Ben. Small-arns fire

only."

"That's ten-four, Cec. They've shot their wad,

then. I'd guess they're out of rounds."

"They've still got us pinned down tight."

"Same here. But if small arms is all they have,

we've got the fight won. 1t'Il just take a little

time. W'll wear themdown with artillery and then bust
out as soon as Seven and Ei ght show up. As soon

as West shows up with enough people north of you, he'll push
to your location."

"I damm sure won't conpl ain about that."

"See you in a couple of days, Cec."

After twenty-four hours of exchanging fire, the

Rebel s could tell the creepies were | o0sing steam

By noon of the second day, spotters reported the
creepies falling back into the ruins.

"Keep up the artillery fire," Ben ordered.

"Don't give thema chance to catch their breath.”



"Seven and Eight are a few nmiles out, sir,
Corrie said. "They want orders."

"Tell themto come on in and share supplies with us.

Eight will occupy this airport and Seven wil |

acconpany us into the city."

The next day's dawni ng brought an end to the rain.

"Saddl e up,"” Ben ordered. "W're noving.

Scouts out along the Interstate to the junction with

55."

Ei ght Battalion noved into the airport, and Ben

took his people and Seven Battalion in

pursuit of the creepies holed up inside the ruins

of the city.

They advanced twelve miles the first day, noving

over to within a fewmnmles of what was left of

Anaheim |ke was barreling in with Georg

paralleling him The rest of Wst's troops were com ng
inwith the rolling equipnment. Cecil had cl eared

LAX and pl anes were | anding every hour, bringing in

expl osives from Base Canp One.

Dan's Scouts had found maps of the sewer system

and the tunnels under the city. "Blow them" Ben

ordered. "Bl ow every entrance and exit you can find.

Seal it off-block it. The bastards |ike the tunnels

and the darkness. Let's give it to them Let it

becone their tonbs."

The Rebel s advanced, working bl ock by bl ock,

bl owi ng and burning everything that stood in their way. This
time the devastation was total. They |left nothing standing
behind them Early fall

nelted into late fall, and nore rains came. The
Rebel s worked on, destroying the city and flushing out
creepi es.

It was the nost massive undertaking the Rebels had

ever tackled. House-to-house and

bui | di ng-to-buil di ng searching and destroying

and fighting.

Cecil was working fromLAX east, West and | ke

working fromthe north down, and Georgi and Ben fromthe
west toward the ocean. Seven and Eight were working fromthe
south northward. They | eft nothing behind them except
devast ati on.

On a blustery cool day in m d-Novenber, a

man came staggering out of the snoking, battle-ravaged
ashes of what remmined of Los Angel es, carrying

a white flag.
"You hold it right there, asshole!" a Rebe
yel | ed.

The creepi e stopped.

"What do you want ?"

"To speak with General Raines."

" About what ?"

"Surrender," the Believer said bitterly.

"When hell freezes over!" Ben said.

"Anybody else, I'd say give thema chance,"”

| ke said. "But not these people. No way."

"I will not accept the surrender of those creatures,"”
Dan said enphatically.

“"Nyet!"
Ceorgi Striganov said.



"No, " Cecil said.

"No, " West said.

Ther nopol i s shook his head. "No."

The commanders of Seven and Ei ght Battalions

shook their heads.

Buddy and Tina appeared in the doorway of the

CP. Both of them wore odd expressions on their

faces.

"What's the matter with you two?" Ben asked.

"It appears that we all mnisunderstood what the
creepi e meant by surrender" Buddy said.

"What are you tal king about?" |ke asked.

"There are no nore of them" Tina said. "At |east not
inthis city. He's the last one left."

Chapter Ten

"What the hell am1 going to do with you?" Ben asked
the Believer.

"What difference does it make?" the ragged nman
asked. "' The mighty General Ben Raines and his

arnmy of Rebels have won-at |east here in the
remmants of Anerica. Europe, ny good

general, will be quite another matter, | assure you."
"I don't suppose you'd like to tell me what you

know about it?"

"Ah ... no."

"Why did you surrender?"

"To receive proper medical treatnent. | amsick."
"Yes. W know. You're probably dying."

"I suspected as much. | contracted the disease

while visiting friends down in San Di ego."

"San Diego no | onger exists."

"l know. You're a vicious man, Ceneral." He

reached around and scratched his butt for the unpteenth tine,
and Ben's eyes foll owed the novenent.

Lamar grunted his astoni shment at that remark and Ben

| aughed at the man.

"al lyou
cal

e

vi ci ous?"

"W were exercising our right to practice our
religion. What gives you the right to wage war agai nst
us?"

"I don't think our Founding Fathers had

canni bal i sm

in mnd when they wote the First Anendnent.”

"No matter. Are you going to kill nme, Genera

Rai nes?"

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

He reached around to scratch his butt. Wth a snile
on his face he said, "Good-bye Cenera

Rai nes. "

The boom ng of Ben's .45 was very loud in the closed
room The slug took the creep in the center of his
forehead and when it exited, nmade a big nmess on the
wal I behind where the creep had been sitting.

"What the hell, Ben!" Lanmar shout ed.

"Ten bucks says he had a grenade wedged in the

crack of his ass," Ben said, easing the hamer

back down on his .45.



| ke and Dan turned the creep over and jerked up

his ragged robes. "How did you know?" Dan asked
softly.

"He scratched his butt one tine too many."

"I can't believe it's over here," Linda said.

"It just doesn't seem possible."

"He may or may not have been the |last creepie,"

Ben replied. "I think he was sent here on a

suicide mission. But | also believe there are

dam few of themleft."”

"Ceneral," Corrie said, walking up behind him

"Five and Six Battalions report everything

is clean all the way up to the Canadi an border

Their recon people have found where | arge nunbers of men have
bi vouacked. They followed their trail straight to the
border. They want to know if you want them

to cross over and engage."

"Tell themto stand down and go on back to Base

Canp One. They've earned the break. They've

been on the road for two nmonths." He paused.

"What nmonth is it, anyway?"

"Novenber," Jersey said. "It's al nost

Thanksgi ving, | think."

"One week fromtoday," Beth, the unofficial

record- keeper said.

"Thank you, Beth," Ben said. "We'll pull out

six days fromtoday. We'll have Thanksgi vi ng di nner
on the road. For the next six days we'll break

up into platoon-sized units and sweep the city.

It | ooks dead, it feels dead, but let's make

sure. | don't want any nore surprises

sprung on ne."

The Rebels fanned out all over the snoking and
rubbled ruins of the Gty of the Angels. If any

buil ding they cane to was still intact, they either blew
it or burned it. Wien the Rebels left the city this
time, there would be precious little left. They found very
smal | pockets of creepies, and the creepies had
anyt hi ng but surrender on their m nds.

It wouldn't have done them any good if they had chosen
to surrender.

Ben and his team acconpani ed by a pl atoon of

Rebel s, roaned the city, inspecting what used

to be called-by the tourist board conpoints of
interest. The tall buildings of downtown Los

Angel es still stood, but they were shattered and torn from
artillery and nortar rounds, huge gaping hol es
knocked in them from 105 and 155 artillery rounds.
"Bring them down," Ben told his denolition people.
The destruction of the city was in its final stages.
Ben personally inspected the city's nuseuns and

waves of disgust swept himat what he found.

Pricel ess and preci ous works of art had been

want only destroyed by the punks. Paintings had

been sl ashed for no apparent reason-other than

i gnorance. They lay on the littered floors,

am d the other rat-chewed objects

"Can they be restored?" Jersey asked.

"We'll try," Ben told her

The Los Angeles Zoo had lain in ruins for



years. "They let the animals starve," Beth said,

| ooking at the skeletal remains of the |ong dead
captives.

"You maybe expected conpassi on from punks?" Coop
asked her.

"What is all this?" Jersey asked, as

they stood anid the ruins of the Chinese Theatre's
Forecourt.

"Bob Hope's nose, Betty Grable's |egs,

and John Wayne's fist" Ben told her, |ooking

down at the inpressions in the cenment. "It was a
gentler time."

"Must have been nice" Beth |lanented softly. "I can
just remenber when there wasn't war. | renenber

sitting in front of the TV set on Saturday

nor ni ngs, watching the cartoons.” She shook her

head and said, "A long time ago and never to return.”
The team drove on.

At the Holl ywood Wax Museum little was |eft

of the hundreds of mannequins that had once stood stil
and silent, watching the viewers as they passed
Jersey picked up a head and | ooked at it. "A

novie star” Ben said. "I can't even renenber her
name. "

The teaminspected the fossil pits and wal ked through
what was |l eft of Dodger Stadium Little Tokyo

lay in ruins, still snoking fromthe fires that had
ravaged it.

At Union Station, they hit trouble.

"I snell them" Ben said softly. "Hit the

deck. "

The rattle of gunfire echoed around the huge

termnal, the lead whistling and whining in ricochet. The
battl e was brief, bloody, and deadly.

Ben stood over a dying creepie, his belly

bul l et-shattered, glaring up at himthrough eyes that
shone with hate. "You've killed nme!" he gasped.
"That's the general idea" Ben told him

Ben took his people and prowl ed carefully through what was
left of the University of Southern California.

Huge piles were all that was left after the punks and the
creepi es had burned all the books.

"Di sgusting,"” Ben said. "lgnorant assholes.™

"The buil di ngs?" Buddy asked.

"Bring them down."

The top floors were gone fromwhat was once the
twenty-eight-story City Hall. The Rebels

i nspected what floors remai ned and were considered to be
structurally safe. Here, a mass suicide had

taken place, with more than a hundred bodi es of
creepies stinking in self-inposed death.

Wth a bandanna covering his mouth and nose, Ben said,
"Bring it down."

Back on the street, Jersey said, "I don't like

cities. They're too cold, too inpersonal."

"This one won't be much I onger," Coop

decl ar ed.

On the fourth day, the commanders began calling in.
"There are no signs of life in ny sector,” was

each one's report.



"Corrie" Ben said. "Order all Rebels out

of the city. Wen that is done, | want pl anes

equi pped with heat-seekers to nmake flybys. Do it
systematically and do it right."

The Rebels pulled back to the edges of the city,

north and east, and waited.

Ben studied the reports as they came in. The
heat - seekers showed very small concentrations of warm
breathing bodies in a few locations. He handed the
reports to West.

"Fl ush them out and destroy them™

On Thanksgi vi ng Day, the mercenary reported

back. "Done," he said.

"Corrie, order the pilots up again and sweep

it."

When those reports came in, Ben read the

graphs, folded them and put themin a

briefcase. "lIt's a dead city."

Chapter El even

To a person, the Rebels experienced a | et-down
feeling. A depression that was hard

to explain and even harder to shake. Many stood on the
hi gh ground, miles fromthe ruined city, and stared at the

snoke that still rose in narrow plumes. And nany thought

t he sane thought: Wen future generations read about this,
how wi Il they view us?

"Many will condemm us for it," Ben said. "But they will know
only that we did it. They won't be able to understand why

we did it, because they were not of this tine. Sonme will view us
as heroes, sonme will wite that we were thugs and

villains. Ohers will say that we were tyrants and
twenty-first-century pirates. And a few will defend

what we did. But | want you all to remenber this:

W did what we had to do, with what we had to do it
with. And if future historians don't understand that,
then they can all kiss ny ass.”

"Right on!™ Em | shouted fromout of the crowd which had
gat hered around. "Those who will wite about us in the years
to conme aren't here to bury

the dead or snell the stink of battle. So what the

hell do they know about it?"

Ben smiled at the small man. "That's right,

Emil. You' re absolutely right. Everybody

ready to get the hell gone fromthis place?"

A chorus of cheers went up at that.

"Pack it up, then. Let's go see sone

country!"

It took the Rebels several days to get everything
road-ready. It was the first week in Decenber when

they were all ready to go. Ben stood on a rise and

| ooked toward the | ong colums of Rebe

freedomfighters. Al faiths, al

nationalities, all comng together to fight for the nost
precious thing on earth. Freedom

The columm stretched out on the Interstate for

mles. And Ben could easily see why the sight of the
Rebel s struck fear in some hearts and hope in

others. The Rebels not only | ooked awesone, they

wer e

awesone.



He lifted his eyes toward the ruins of Los

Angel es. A | ow haze of snoke hung over the

rubble of the city. What had once been the two

largest cities in Anerica, New York City

and Los Angel es, were now destroyed, and with their
passi ng had come the end of the cannibalistic cult
called the Believers. Ben knew there were a few
Believers left, hiding in holes in the ground and in
dank, evil-snelling basements. But the backs and the
spirits of those remai ni ng had been broken. They woul d never
again rise to such prominence as they had once

enj oyed.

"Scouts out?" Ben asked Corrie.

"Ranging five mles in front, sir."

The Rebels were planning on wintering in centra
California. Ben felt there was no point in heading

to a warmer clinme when they were probably going to spend
at least a year in Alaska. Mght as well get

used to it, although winters in central California-out
of the nountains-in no way matched the winters in the
interior of Al aska.

"We'll find us a town sonewhere between Sacranento and
Redding to winter."

"Yes, sir."

"Or we may split up and occupy severa

towns. "

"Yes, sir."

"Advi se the Scouts of that, Corrie."

"Yes, sir." Advise the Scouts of what? That

t he general couldn't make up his m nd? The general was
stalling for sone reason, and his personal team knew
it. Wiy was what they did not know.

"Tell the main colum to go on," Ben ordered.

"We' || catch up along the way."

Corrie relayed the orders and Ben squatted down

on the rise and watched the tanks and

trucks and other rolling equipnment pass by. He
received a lot of salutes fromthe Rebels, and he
returned themall.

Then Little Jersey knew why Ben was stalling. They
wer e headi ng back north, each day bringing them cl oser and
closer to where Jerre was buried

"She ain't there, General," Jersey said, her

voi ce low so only Ben could hear. "She's gone.

She won't be back. Never. You've got to bury

the dead and go on living. It's stupid to let a dead
worman screw up your life."

Ben | ooked up at her.

Jersey continued, "W got a lot of things to do.

W' ve got places to go and battles to fight.

Years and years of battles. There's gonna be a

| ot nmore dead before it's over. That's all | got

to say."

Ben stood up, smiled, and then hugged her. "You're
right, Jersey. Let's go kick some ass!"






