DEATHWATCH
The word spread like a raging forest fire across the
torn nation: Ben Raines is dying.
Sam Hartline's spotters reported |arge
groups of Rebels gathered around Ben's comand post,
standing quietly. Witing.
Then the word cane, buzzing out of the radios:
The Eagl e is dead.
Hartline sent in a teamto check it out. They
reported back with grimsatisfaction. Ben
Rai nes was dead. The Rebel novenent was in chaos.
Sam Hartline | eaned back in his chair and how ed
his | aughter.
"Cet the boys ready," he ordered. "W're
gonna ki ck those damm Rebels into the sea!”
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Me, conprenez-vous?

Non, je ne vous conprends pas!

| bend but do not break.

-Jean de | a Fontai ne
Book One
Chapter One

Ben stood in the deep tinber that surrounded his
canp and listened to the sounds of nature returned
to pure nature. WAs earth's destruction the work of
God? he pondered. Back in '88, when the world's
| eaders finally decided upon the ultimte answer
to everythi ng-war-was God's hand gui di ng the hunman hand
t hat pushed the button?

Had He tired of it all? Had He so wearied
of humanki nd's conti nuous screw ng-up that He, not
nmere man, decided upon the ultinmate response?

Ben didn't know. But he strongly suspected his
suspi ci ons were correct.

| amfacing so many problens, he silently
mused. And not the least inportant of themis the
matter of getting back to God. If this shattered and
battered land is to ever pull itself out of the ashes and
back to sone degree of normalcy, the land and its people
are going to have to have sone divine help.

Not a very religious man, and certainly not a
prayi ng man, Ben felt inpotent in his |ack of
ability to conmuni cate with The Man.

He thought of Gale. He smled. O The
VWman-

what ever the case may be.

But, he thought with a sigh, I firmy believe the
age of mracles is long past. And since God
so loved H's warriors, perhaps He is | ooking
to warriors to aid Hm So-he touched the butt of his
shoul der - sl ung Thompson-let us give God a

hel pi ng hand.
But, he nused, |ooking heavenward, it is a
two-way door, Lord. | can't do it alone. So

don't |eave ne alone. Lend nme a hand.

Amen. O what ever.

| ke and Col onel Dan Gray stood severa
hundred neters back from Ben, watching him

"I do believe the general is praying,"”
Col onel Gray remarked.

"Probably," I|ke agreed. "Ben never
wanted the role of |eader. He damm sure never
asked for it. Everybody just thrust it at himw thout
giving himany options. 1'll say this, though: a
hundred years from now, when this nation is once nore
functioning, and historians are witing about how it
pulled itself out of the ashes of war, that man standing right
over there will be the man they wite about."

"Most assuredly. | do wish he'd carry a nore
noder n weapon, however. That dammed ol d Thonpson
has to be fifty years old.™

I ke grinned. "There isn't an original part



left in that thing. It's been rewdrked so many tines it
practically brand new "
They wat ched as Ben touched the stock of the
Thonpson subnmachi ne gun and turned, |ooking at
the nen | ooking at him
"Does Ben know that weapon is nearly as revered
and feared as he is?" Gay asked.
"Yes. But he doesn't know what to do about either."
Ben wal ked toward his friends and fellow warri ors.
"I'f he pulls this off," Gay said, referring
to the upcom ng confrontation with the Russian commander of the
| PF, Striganov, and the mercenary, Hartline,
"Ben will be nore feared and revered than before.”
"He knows that too. He al so knows he doesn't
have any choice in the matter. He's just got to do it,
and he's going to."
Ben was fast approachi ng them
"He's fully recovered from his wounds,'
observed. "And you know what that neans."
Ben settled it. "Assinmlate all the recon
intel thus far received," he ordered.
"l ke, get on the horn and tell your notorized
battalion to push it. Get here. Both of you neet
me in my CPin one hour. We're junping off in
forty-eight hours.”
| ke grinned. "Yes,
sirl™
"It's going to be a bloody son of a bitch!"
Ben told the Rebels gathered in his command post.
He pointed to a spot on the map on the table.
"Striganov and Hartline control everything, and
nean
ever yt hi ng,
fromthe Nevada |line west to the coast in this area of
California. In Oregon, Hartline's people contro
everyt hing west of H ghway N nety-seven. Now both
men have their people spread pretty thin. But even at that,
we're going to be badly outnumnbered.”
"Ain't we always?" a young lieutenant mnuttered,
caught hersel f, flushed, and gl anced at Ben
"Sorry, General."
Ben smled. "That's all right. And you're right.
But right, I think, is the key word here. W're
right, and they're wong. Now, our recon intel shows
that Striganov and Hartline have beefed up their own people
considerably by enlisting a lot of these |ocal
warl ords. Their people are, for the nost part, ill-trained with a
noti ceabl e I ack of discipline; but they're very
savage. As much as | despise Hartline and
Striganov, | will give themcredit for having
prof essi onal sol diers under their commands. But we nust
not discount the warlords. Bear that in m nd-al ways!
"I hate to split our forces. But under the
circunstances, | don't see any other way
to acconplish our mssion. W're not going to stand and
slug it out, people. We try that, and we'll get
creaned. As good as we are, we can't survive against
t hese overwhel mi ng odds in a stand-up, conventional type
of war."
Ben paused, noting the grins of Ike and G ay.

S

G ay



"You two apes find sonething anmusing about all this?"
he asked.

"Ch, quite, Ceneral," Gay said.

"Ch, just ducky, lovey," lIke m mcked the
Engl i shman' s preci se manner of speaking. Somet hing
the M ssissippi-born | ke had been doing for
years.

The two men were very close friends, although that was hard
to pick up fromlistening to them

Dan | ooked at lke. "Cretin!"

"Smartass!" | ke popped back

"Barbarous pirate!" He was referring to Ike's
bel ongi ng to the fanous, or infanous, Navy
SEAL' S

"Stuck-up snob!" lIke told him Dan had
been a nenber of Engl and's fanous, or infanous,
dependi ng on one's point of view, SAS

"Illiterate redneck!" Dan count ered.

Ben l et them have at it, knowi ng that when soldiers
stop bitching and joking, you have a very bad noral e
pr obl em

Col onel Dan Gray drew hinself up to full
hei ght and sneered at lke. "OF course,

ny

Scouts will lead the way into this upcom ng fray."
"That's

your

ass!" |l ke popped off. "Your Scouts coul dn't

find their way to the bathroom SEAL'S go in first.

peopl e will spearhead."
Ben put an end to it and brought everyone in the tent
to full alertness and shocked sil ence.

"Rangers
| ead the way," he said. "I'm picking a team and
we'll jump in."
"Now see here, Ceneral!" Gay said, his tone
shocked. "That is totally unacceptable.
General s
do
not
lead the way. Way ...!" he bl ustered.
| ke pounded on the table. "I'Il be goddamed

Ben!" he shouted at his closest friend. "You'l
junp in over ny ass!"

The lieutenants and captains in the room stood
and stared in shock at Ben Raines. The general's
hair was salt-and-peppered with age. He had to be
fifty years old. And he'd just been hideously
wounded during the battle with Hartline.* |If something
happened to Ben Rai nes? ..

No one even liked to think about that. Genera
Rai nes was the Rebels. General Raines was the
* Alone in the Ashes

very core of the noverment to pull the ailing country out
of the ashes. Many peopl e throughout the war-ripped nation thought the
man to be a god. The under ground peopl e worshi pped him
altars had been built around the nation, erected
to Ben Raines. The man was a living | egend.

"I lead the way," Ben said quietly,



calmy. He stared Ike into silence. "There
will be no nore discussion on that topic. Those of us who wll
be junping in will use steerable dash chutes. See
to them Lieutenant Barris," he said, |ooking at
t he young woman who had spoken earlier. "You will [|ead
a teamin with nme."”

"Yes, sir." Like every woman she knew, she was
in love with Ben Raines. Like every person her age,
t he young Rebel could not renenber when the nation had been
whol e; when there were schools and factories and | aw and
order and places of safety and productivity.
She had been eight years old when the world
expl oded. As so many had done, she had forced the past
fromher mnd, not wishing to relive the horror

"Now, as to why these two jokers"-he cut his
eyes to Dan and | ke-"were insulting each other
W will fight a guerrilla war once inside the
areas controlled by the enemy. We will carry in as nuch as
we can stagger with. And we're going to be heavily
| oaded. We're going to be forced to live off the Iand.
| suspect this operation will take a long tine. |I'm
| ooking at six months, mninmum W are not going
to | eave the eneny-controlled area until the
Russi an and Hartline are dead. They are the main
stunbling block in getting this country on the right
track back to normalcy. Dan, we'll

go over the maps, then you'll send
Pat hfinders in to lay out the DZ."
"Yes, sir."

"l ke, get on the horn and tell Ceci
to get out here. He's going to have to take command of the
battalion kept in reserve. W' ve got
to pull all the stops out, people. Al right, get
cracking!" He glanced at Lieutenant Barris.

"Stay."
"Yes, sir." She felt a flush of sexua
excitement as she | ooked into Ben's eyes.
Perhaps they could ... his
Chapt er
Two

"I'f you weren't good at your job,
Li eutenant," Ben said to her, after the command post had
enptied, "lke wouldn't have picked you."
"Thank you, sir."
"What is your first name?"
"Sylvia."
"Sylvia it is. How old are you?"
"Twenty-three, sir."
Jesus! Ben thought, suppressing a grinace.
He suddenly felt every bit of his age.
"\Where were you born, Sylvia?"

"M chigan, sir. | nean, | guess | was
born there. That's where | was when ... everything fel
apart."
"You were about eight or nine." Not a question
"Eight, | think, sir. I've ... uh ..."

"Suppressed it,

"Yes, sir."

"I don't blane you. There was a | ot of human
filth prowling around back then. W had a way of

Ben said gently.



dealing with themback in the Tri-States."

"Yes, sir. | renmenber.”

So she had been one of the survivors of the old
Tri-

States, Ben thought. One of the few to escape that
bl oody tinme. Ben tried to at |east know the faces of
t hose who served under him but sonmetinmes it was inpossible.

He | ooked at Sylvia. Brown hair, worn
short for the field. About five five. Slim but with
an aura of strength emanating from her. Pal e green
eyes. Pretty, with a sassy sort of | ook about
her .

She nmet his direct stare.

"Al'l right, Sylvia. Thank you."

"WII that be all, sir?"

"For the time being, Sylvia." He left the
unspoken open

She | eft the conmand post, conscious of Genera
Rai nes's eyes on a certain part of her
anat omy. She knew, as did everyone el se, that the
general liked the | adies.

That was fine with Sylvia; all Ben had to do was
ask.

Wal ki ng away fromthe command post, she wondered how
Ben Raines survived the initial shocks of
war ?- "way back when she was just a little girl.

Wasps, probably. Although Ben woul d never know for
sure. He had been a witer, living in the
Delta of Louisiana. A loner, people called him
He had been a nenber of the super-secret Hel
Hounds. That small and highly elite branch of the
Us. Arny; its ranks filled with G een
Berets, Rangers, A f. Commandos, Marine
Force Recon, Navy SEAL'S and UDT. They
were the nmost highly trained battalion of nmen in the
wor | d.

Ben had taken his experiences in dozens of tiny
brush wars around the gl obe and put them on paper
becom ng a wi dely read aut hor

On the first day of the germwarfare attacks on the
U 's., Ben had been hit by dozens of
yel | owj acket wasps and stung
i nto unconsci ousness. He had been told by nedica
peopl e that that had probably saved his life, counteracting
the biol ogical warfare that floated invisibly around
t he gl obe. Then the bonbi ngs had begun, and Ben had
drifted in and out of consciousness, unaware of the
horror that was taking place around the world. He was
sick for many days, barely surviving the venomfromthe
wasps.

When he was back on his feet, he discovered the
terrible fate the world had suffered.

H s sol e goal had been to travel the U.s.
transcri bing on paper and tape recordi ngs, and then
chronicling the events in a book, a book that,
hopefully, would tell the why and how of it all.

But it was not to be.

He di scovered that he had been picked to | ead the
nati on back from devastation, to bring it out of the ashes.

But Ben didn't want the job, and had told the



peopl e he didn't.

They insisted, and in the end, Ben found hinself the
| eader of thousands.

Tri-States was formed. A country within a
country; a place where crine was virtually
nonexi stent, where everyone who wanted work
found it. It was not a Utopian society, for the
laws in the Tri-States were harsh if violated.

And it did not matter how rich or how poor one
was; the law was the |aw. CQutside the

boundaries of the Tri-States, the rest of the nation was
picking itself up and trying to function, and Ben
Raines's critics were nany and vocal . Ben
Rai nes becane a hated and feared man.

He was so hated his own brother tried to kill him

A menmber of a neo-Nazi hate group, the
el der brother had slipped past the closed borders
of the Tri-States and tried to assassinate his
br ot her, al nbst succeedi ng.

Probably the darkest day in America history
cane when the governnent sent troops in to smash the
Tri-States. They'd destroyed the small nation
but could not kill the dream of Ben Raines and his
Rebel s. *

But Ben, with a handful of survivors, had
escaped, and waged a guerrilla war against those in
power in America.

A decade after the bonmbings that ruined the world, a
pl ague had struck the world, and civilization was no
nor e.

The worl d's popul ation was reduced to roving
gangs, warlords, dog-eat-dog savagery and
bar bari sm

Rai nes's Rebel s grew in size and nunber as
peopl e realized that Ben was the key to bringing back-if that was
possi bl e-sone degree of stability.

Then the Russian Striganov and his
| PF- I NTERNATI ONAL Peace Force-entered the
Us., teaning up with the nmercenary Sam Hartli ne.
Striganov's dreamwas a pure white nation. He
began systematically destroyi ng human bei ngs.

Until Ben Rai nes stepped
*Qut of the Ashes

into stop him They had been at war ever since.

New territory, Ben thought, sitting alone in his
conmand post. We'll be going into newterritory. And
we have so few planes and pilots, nost of my people will
have to cone in by truck. Or on foot. The pilots wll
have to make nany, many drops, resupplying us. And that
will put their lives in very high risk.

He m nutely shook his head, thinking: Can't be
hel ped. There is no other way. Striganov and
Hartline nmust be stopped, once and for all

Ben rose fromhis chair and wal ked out of his comrand
post, getting into his pickup and traveling to the
airstrip. There, he wal ked around the
pl anes, visually inspecting. They were old, but in
fine shape. The pilots, many of whom had been wth
Ben fromthe outset, years back, were in one of the
bui | di ngs, going over maps, plotting their course.



Ben wal ked to the | argest of the buildings still standing.
Li eutenant Barris was using that for her riggers
to inspect and repack each chute.

The cl ock was ticking. Junp-off tine was fast
appr oachi ng.

Ben wondered if Rani was still alive.

In his command post in northern California,

Ceneral Striganov wondered when the attack woul d
cone. He now knew for certain, through his recon
teans, that Ben Rai nes was indeed alive and nassing
his people for attack

The war to end all wars, the Russian thought,
hunor touching his mnd. How nmany tinmes have nen repeated
t hat phrase?

There never will be a war to end all wars. Not as long
as there are two people remaining on earth with two opposing
i deas and there is a club or a stone handy.

It is the nature of humankind to fight,

Striganov nused. Men fighting over wonen, wonen
fighting over nmen. Both sexes fighting over
territory, or religion, or whatever one

has the other wants.

Sam Hartline was the perfect exanple of that.
Sam Hartline was the universal soldier. And he
really didn't give a damm whi ch side he was
fighting for, or on.

But the Russian was glad Hartline was on his
side. The man was a savage. A fine soldier
a good, if not brilliant, tactician. And he
could take and carry out orders.

As long as he was supplied with wonen.

The man was the epitome of a satyour. Completely
insatiable. And he liked to inflict pain on the
worman of choice. But then, the Russian thought, so
do I.

Hi s thoughts turned bitter as he thought of the woman
Hartline had ki dnapped from Ben Rai nes. Rani
The Russian had been unable to break her. He had
beat en her, abused her mnd and body, and raped her

Then, in disgust, he had given her to Hartline.

It seened she had screamed for days after that
deci si on.

Bef ore she di ed.

The Russian turned his chair, |ooking through the
wi ndow toward the north. He hoped Hartline and his
men were in place. And he hoped neither of them
woul d underesti mate Ben Raines. He didn't
believe the man | oved Rani. But he was quite certain
Ben had been fond of her.

Ben Raines would be very irritated when he | earned
of Rani's death. But that woujd not make the nman
carel ess. Raines was too fine a soldier for that. The
Russi an had t hought about digging up the body of
Rani and having it airlifted and dropped
into Raines's territory. He had rejected that
i dea. Knowing it would acconplish nothing; just waste
fuel . Ben Raines was not the type to be angered
into any carel ess nove.

Striganov knew the upcom ng battle woul d be
costly in ternms of human life. But that was



uni mportant in the final analysis. Just as |long
as the Russian came out victorious.

And he felt he woul d.

"Cone on, Ceneral Raines,"’
"Let us finish this."

Sam Hartline sat in the den of the house he had
chosen as his own. He had recovered fromthe wounds Ben
Rai nes had inflicted upon him And because he was a
prof essi onal soldier, he did not hate Ben
Rai nes. Indeed, Hartline respected the nman.

In his own peculiar way.

Hi s one regret about the whole miserable affair was
Rani dying on him

Not that she was dead. Hell, he didn't care about
t hat .

He never could get the woman to renounce her
faith in Ben Raines and betray him

Right up to the end she had sworn Ben Rai nes was
the better nan.
That
pi ssed Hartline off.

For the life of him Sam Hartline could not understand
what pull ed people to Ben Raines. Long, tall drink
of water was just a man, goddammit. Not a god. Just
a man. Not a god

Hartline had to keep that thought in mnd. Ben
Rai nes was a nortal, flesh-and-blood man.
That's all.

Wasn't he?

Al'l those damn fool people erecting nonunments
to Ben. Those peopl e thinking he was God. That was stupid.
There was no God. Never had been. Wen you were dead,
you were dead. That's all she wote.

Ri ght ?

"Ben?" | ke wal ked up to him

"l ke."

"W just got word from our deep recon people." He
seemed to hesitate.

"Gve it tone, lke. W're both old
sol di ers, buddy; we've buried too many friends."

And w ves, |ke thought, thinking of tines past.
"Rani's dead, Ben."

"I felt she was. How?"

"Hard. The Russian gave her to Hartline."

"Well try to take Hartline alive," Ben
sai d.

| ke suppressed a shudder. He did not |ike
to think what Ben had in nmind, for he had seen Ben
operate too many times. The man could be totally
ruthl ess.

"We'|l try. But no guarantees."”

"None asked. Wat's the word on your notorized
battal i on?"

"They' re pushing hard. Cecil is on his way
out. That doesn't |eave too many back at Base
Camp One. "

"Keep nme advi sed." Ben wal ked away.

Sylvia wal ked up to lke's side. "What's
the matter, sir?" she asked.

I ke ignored that. Ben's personal business was

he nuttered.



his own. At |east the dead persona
busi ness. "In a few hours, General Raines wll
need someone ... just conpany, probably. Stay
close by. He likes you."
"Why?" Her question was honestly asked.
"Beats ne, honey," he drawl ed. "Wth Ben,
you never know. "
"I"'msure not the prettiest girl in canp.”
"Pretty ain't got nothin" to do with it,
Sylvia. Ben was a witer before he becane a
general. | never inny life met a witer that
wasn't weird."
Chapter Three
They tal ked deep into the night, with Ben doi ng npst
of the talking. Sylvia was content to just listen. Even
t hough she didn't know, sometines, what the general was
tal ki ng about. He spoke of things she had never heard
of, but she never let on. She felt he knew her
education was spotty, at best. She reached the
concl usion that Ben Raines was a |onely nan. Had
been a lonely man for a long tinme. There were questions she
wanted to ask of him but felt it was best to wait.
"Any famly left, Sylvia?"
"No, sir. Not that | know of."
Ben | ooked at her. She noticed his eyes were a
m xture of sad and hard. She had never
noticed that before. But then, she had never really been that
close to the general
"Thank you for coming by and talking with ne, Sylvia,"
Ben said. "I needed soneone close to me this night."
Was that a dismssal ? Darm! she didn't know.
"I enjoyed it, Ceneral."
"Al'l the chutes repacked?"
"Yes, sir. We're sittin' on go."
Ben smled at her. "Going to be a tough one,

Sylvia."
"Yes, sir. | know But |'ve been fighting
seens like all ny life. 1'Il probably be

fighting when | die."
Is that the sumtotal of it all? Ben silently
wondered. WIIl we ever know peace? No, he answered

his own question. W will know noments of peace, perhaps
weeks or a few nonths of peace, but never know it
as ny generation did. "I'mafraid you're

probably right, Sylvia. And for that, ny generation
owes your generation a deep and profound apol ogy."

"l don't understand, sir."

She really doesn't, Ben thought. The girl has
no concept of what life was |like Before. Only After
How sad. As pretty as she is, Sylvia would have
probably been a cheerl eader or pom pom
girl; perhaps a majorette. Steany kisses in the
dar k- dar kened seat of a boy's car while the radio
pl ayed what passed for nusic back in the
1980' s.

Before civilization was destroyed at the hands of
power - hungry nen with dom nation uppernost in their
m nds.

"Penny for your thoughts, General ?" she asked,
sm ling.



"I was thinking of better tines,'
alie.
"For you?"
More astute than | first thought. "No," he said
honestly. "For you."
"How so?"
"What all you have nissed."
"But if | don't know what | mi ssed, how can
Il mss it?"
Ben chuckl ed. "Good point, Sylvia. So we
won't talk of what m ght have been."
"Why not?" She became a little bolder. "You
gettin' sleepy?"
Was that a dig at his age? Ben thought not, but he
woul dn't have taken unbrage. Ben enjoyed joking and
ki ddi ng around as much, or nore, as the next
person. But people treated Ben with nore than
respect-awe. It got alittle wearing at tines.
"Ch, | imagine | can keep these old eyes
open for a while |longer."
Sylvia grinned, and with that action years were w ped from
her face, making her | ook nmore childlike.
Made Ben unconfortable as hell, and brought
back menories of Jerre
He fought those nenories away. Damm, but he
had a | ot of nenories piling up on him
"I"ve lost you, Ben," Sylvia said, noving
closer to Ben on the old couch he had had noved
into his conmand post.
"I do that occasionally. \Wen you get ny age you
get a bit senile.”
"l know what that word nmeans. So don't be
pullin' ny leg. Sir," she quickly added.
"You can knock that off, too, Sylvia. Here,
alone with me, keep it Ben."
"Ben," she tried the word. "I guess |I'd
better get used to it. Ceneral would be kind of fornal
and out of place in bed, wouldn't it?"
"Yes," Ben said softly. "It dam sure
woul d. "
Syl via stood up and took off her
tiger-stripe fatigue shirt. She wore no
bra. Her breasts were small and perfectly shaped.
The nipples jutting out, hard and erect. \Whether from
t he cool ness of night or sexual excitenent, Ben
didn't know.
He sat on the couch and wat ched her
"A stripper in conmbat boots," Sylvia said,
sm ling.
And Ben had to | augh
He hel d out his hands. "Conme here, Val kyrie."
She came to him sitting on his lap, npaning
softly as Ben caressed her snooth skin, kissing
her breasts.
"What's a Val kyrie, Ben?" she asked
softly.
“I"1l tell you some other tine.'
Then fire net ice and nelted.
She had left his blankets sometine during the
early nmorning hours. He did not stir when she

Ben said. Not quite



gently kissed his nouth and slipped away into the
cool ness of the Northwest. He knew she was | eaving as
much for her sake as for his, even though both knew the
entire canp al ready knew what was goi ng on

And Ben knew, while she probably did not, that
thi ngs were going to change in a very dramatic
manner for her. She was no | onger just Lt. Sylvia
Barris. Now she was Ben Rai nes's wonan.

After passions had cool ed, he had patiently
expl ai ned what she was letting herself in for ... should this
conti nue.

She had | ooked at hi mthrough those pal e green
eyes. "l didn't cone here because you're ny general
Ben. | cane here because ...well, Ike said he
felt you liked ne."
"And you came here because of that?"
"No. | came here because | felt you needed
ne."

He had pulled her close to him enjoying the
feel of her warmskin next to his. She was nuch
closer to the truth than she realized

Ben stepped out into a cool spring norning in the
Nort hwest. WAl ki ng across the busy conmpound area was
Sylvia, carrying two cups of coffee and her
pockets bul ging with Rebel - produced field
ration. She smiled at him

"Morning, General. Sleep well?" The question was
very innocently phrased.

"Li ke that much-witten-of baby, Lieutenant.
["I'l welcome the coffee. But if those cans are
breakfast rations, I'll pass. | can't
stand green eggs."

It seemed that not even the Rebels, with all their
vast energy and talent, could better the old
mlitary's efforts at producing a canned

br eakf ast .
"They are full of vitam ns, Ceneral."
"I'1l take a pill."

"You need to eat!"

"Coffee will do."

She | owered her head and narrowed her eyes. "How
woul d you like for ne to plant a lip-lock on you that'd
blister your hair, and then grab a quick feel of your
di ng-dong-right out here where everybody can see?"

| ke and Dan had started over when they saw him
| eaving his command post. Now the two nmen had stopped and
wer e busy inspecting the overcast skies ... and both
of them gri nning.

"You woul dn't
dare!™
Ben sai d.

"Try me!l" she said, a wicked note to her
reply.

The bustling, busy canmp had suddenly cone to a
halt, although no one was |ooking directly at Ben
and Syl vi a.

Ben | eaned close to her, towering over the young
worman. "I will not eat those goddammed eggs!"

She smiled sweetly and |icked her lips.

"G me the goddammed eggs!" Ben sai d.



A few nonents later, |ke and Dan wandered
over and took a seat outside the comrand post.
"Enj oyi ng your early norning repast, General ?"

Dan i nquired.

Ben glared at him

"Yeah, Ben," lke said. "Them eggs sure do
| ook good. "

"You want to eat thenP" Ben asked.

"Ch, no, Ben! |'ve already had a can

Thanks, though." He wi nked at Sylvia.

"When?" Ben chal | enged. "Back in '85?"

"That's ... close,"” Ike adnitted.

It msted all that day. Never a full rain, but
always a light mst. Ben often glanced up into the
sky, knowi ng he could not, would not, junp his people into a
driving rain. They would be going in | ow Five
hundred feet, with no reserve. No point init.

If the main didn't open, they would not have the tine
to pull the rip cord on a belly pack and cl aw
the silk out intime for it to open

At noon, those that were going in by truck
pull ed out. Ben had originally planned on a mass
assault on the sixth of June. But he soon
realized he could not wait that |ong. Ben Rai nes and
his Rebels had to

nove, and nove Now.

The battalion that was noving out by truck had a
nost unenvi abl e assignment: they would drive as far as
possi bl e, and then force-march to the coastline, leaving a
thin line of Rebels al ong the border separating
what had once been California and Oregon. They
were to be resupplied by air drops, and eventually would
be beefed up by another battalion of Rebels.

Their job was to contain Hartline and his nen and the warl ords.

And nmore Rebels were on the way.

Ro and Wade and their savage bands of woods-children
were on the way. Those kids, under the |eadership of Ro
and Wade, had hel ped defeat battalions of the
best I PF troops that Striganov could hurl at
them The woods-children, nost of them had never known their
parents or the security of any type of hone
life other than the woods. But they all shared one
conmon poi nt: they worshi pped and would willingly and
knowi ngly die for General Ben Raines.

For despite Ben's lecturing on the subject,
they all felt himto be a god.*

The Orphans' Brigade, as lke called the
woods-chil dren, were as furtive and dangerous in the
timber as killer pumas. They were expert with bow and
arrow and knife and small axe. They could rig
booby traps as well as and better than many of
Ben' s Rebel s.

As Wade had said, when Ben asked hi m how he and
hi s bands of woods-children had survived all the years
alone in the tinber, "W know the ways of the
*

Anarchy in the Ashes

nmount ai ns and the deep tinber, M. Raines. W
are as nuch at home in the wilderness as you are in your
house. Have you ever tried to capture sunlight or a



nmoonbeam and hold it in your hand?"
And the dangerous children were on their way west to assist
the man they believed to be a god.
| ke wal ked up to Ben and said, "Just got off the
horn with Cecil. He's comin' out with his people.™
"l knew he woul d."
"You could order himto turn back, Ben."
"You seemto forget, Ilke. I put Cecil in
charge. "
"He just resigned. Left Dr. Chase in
charge. Chase told himto kiss ass. The
old bastard is comn' out with Cecil."
Ben coul d but shake his head.
"There's nore." He waited until Sylvia had
wal ked up. The young |ieutenant had staked her
cl aimand want ed, by God, everybody to know it.
ke hid his smile. "Deep Scouts report that
under ground society we've heard about ... you
remenber ?"
"Those that [ive in tunnels and caves,'
said. "Yes. Wat about then®"
"They're going to fight with us.”
Ben sighed. "W are certainly going to have sone
strange allies, lke."

Ben

"You shore right about that," |Ike drawl ed. "But
there's nore.”
"The

under gr ound
peopl e?" Sylvia asked, her eyes wide.
"CGet Ben to tell you about it."
"He's already promised to tell me about
Val kyrie," Sylvia said.
"Who?" | ke | ooked puzzled. "Wen'd you run
that one by ne, Ben? | don't renenber her at
all." But his eyes were tw nkling.
"l kel™
Ben said. For his bullshit, Ben knew | ke was a
hi ghl y educat ed man
"Them under ground peopl e, they been buildin" shrines in
the deep tinber. And you know to who, whom whatever."
Ben sighed. He had warned Cecil, in a rather
heat ed di scussion, that he did not wish to discuss the
matter of various peopl es worshipping him
"lke ..." he warned.
"I"'mjust tellin" you what's goin' on, Ben
Don't get your ass up at ne."
Syl via suppressed a giggle and | ke had
to grin, the grin taking years fromhis tanned and rugged
face.
"How are these peopl e arned?"
"Cl ubs and bows and arrows. Just |ike Ro and
Wade, | reckon."
"I wish | had known about this before the trucks
pul l ed out. W need to have some way of marking our people.”
"They know, Ben. We're all in tiger-stripe
and lizard canpb. They'll know us."
"How about Ro and Wade and the woods-chil dren?”
"Them peopl e know all about them too. Everybody's
all right."
“I'"'mcurious about sonething, |ke. Ever since



| got here, 1've had the damest feeling
of being watched. Has that feeling touched you, too?"

"Yeah. | think it's ... them underground peopl e,
Ben. Both of you cone with ne. There's sonething
got to show you. | wasn't goin' to. But you're

gonna see it sooner or later. O one like it,"
he added mysteriously.

Wth Rebels flanking the trio, for nobody was
going to l et Ben Raines get too far out of
si ght -not agai n-they noved out. About a mile fromthe
conmpound, in the deep timnber, there sat a crudely
carved wooden nmonunent; the carvings were very fresh. A
thick tree had been felled, the stunp about five
feet tall. There, the woodcarver had gone to work with
kni fe and axe.

Ben stood and stared in shocked sil ence.

It was his face carved into the wood. Hi s face, and the
outline of sonething else.

"Jesus, Ben!" Sylvia blurted.

The Rebel s seened very nervous as they gathered about
t he wooden nonunent.

Then Ben recal | ed how nervous Wade and Ro
had been | ooking at his Thonpson. And that day when
he confronted many of his young Rebels with the weapon,
telling themit was
only
a weapon. Not hi ng nore.

Beneath Ben's profile, there was the outline of his
ol d Thonpson subnmachi ne gun
Chapt er Four

Back in '88, when the world exploded in war, every
nati on around the globe, including the Us., went through
a period of disorganization and confusion. And for a tine,
appeared the battered nations, nost of them would
recover. But the gods of Fate continued to |augh
darkly, and through the | aughter, hurled thunderbolts of
destruction at the world.

First cane a deranged President, Hilton
Logan, who was instrumental in ordering the w ping-out of
Ben Raines and the Tri-States.

Hilton Logan paid dearly for that decision

Wth his life.

A full decade after the bonbings, the world stil
seened unable to pull itself out of the ashes. Only one
man and one groupi ng of peopl es had managed
to rebuild and pick up their lives: Ben Raines
and hi s Rebels.

Then came the rats, carrying their deadly cargo of
fl eas, spreading death all over the world, further
reduci ng the earth's popul ation

Still, Ben Raines and his Rebels
survived and grew in strength. Ben's dream seened
i mpossible to kill:

He woul d bring | aw and order back to Anerica;
he woul d rebuild fromout of the ashes of war.

And the man did not, really, seemto age. That
phenonenon only served to heighten the nyths and
runors about the nan

Ben Rai nes was indestructible.

Ben Raines was nore than flesh and bl ood.

it



Ben Rai nes was a god.

Nat ure, as surviving humanki nd was findi ng out,
could recover nmuch faster than so-called superior
humanki nd. Nature was rapidly reclainmng its
own, now that humanki nd was not fighting her with
chem cal s and axes and chain saws and bul | dozers and
choki ng snmoke frommllions of cars and trucks and
ot her types of human-produced and often needl ess
pol [ uti on.

The trillion-dollar mistake called the
interstate highway systemnow lay like great tw sting
snakes throughout the |and, broken only by the rushing
waters of creeks and rivers.

And nature was slowy but steadily reclaimng nuch
of that, too.

Wth no mai ntenance for alnost fifteen years,
the super-slab was rapidly deteriorating. For the first
time since its inception, the 55 nph speed linit
made sense.

More than 25 nmph now.

And if the interstate systemwas in bad shape, the
two- | ane hi ghways coul d best be classified as
awf ul

Trees were bl ocki ng many of the two-I|anes,
bri dges were out, abandoned vehicles squatted Iike
rusting

old time machines, mute nenorials to an age
| ong ago and far away; an age that woul d nevernore
exi st.

And the people. The survivors.

What about thenf

Many had forsaken the various religions they had
once enbraced, believing that if indeed there ever had

been a God, He woul d never have allowed this ... this
awf ul ness
to have occurred. Hell, you couldn't see Hm you

couldn't really talk to H mand expect any reply;
there never was really any proof that He existed. So
all we have is our wits, our strength, our own

two hands. Let's stop this other foolishness and
survi ve.

| nhabited towns either becane haven for thugs and
outl aws and perverts and | awm essness, or they becane
wal | ed, barbed-w red, bunkered-in fortresses, with the
people finally learning to pull together

O course, the people now did not have to contend with Big
Brot her Governnent and the nunblings of the Suprene
Court interfering in their lives.

And many thought that was a bl essing. Something good canme out
of the horror of war.

Now, there was no sign, anywhere, of factory
snokest acks, no hummi ng of machinery, no
assenbly lines, no conmuting to work in car pools

and no | awyers.

But there was silence.

Sonetimes the silence, for those who knew what went
on Before, was |oud. Too |oud. They woul d wander away
fromthe safety of fortress, and never be seen again.

Worren becane rare prizes, to be taken and used



and then traded for a gun or a horse or a car. It
was

not an easy tine to be a wonan.

O a child. O either sex.

It was as if |law and order had never exi sted.
Now, there was no lawonly the | aw one was
strong enough to enforce. Despite all his efforts, the
country that Ben Raines held in his dreans was
slowy sliding back into a dark abyss, an abyss
that many felt was too deep and too dark to even
consi der craw i ng out of.

This, then, was what Ben Raines and his Rebels
faced-di scounting the Russian and Sam Hartl i ne.

"What is God, Ben?" Sylvia asked. They
were sitting outside the command post as dusk softly
gat hered her skirts around the |and, casting purple
hues, creating a false illusion of peace.
"Haven't you ever read the Bible, Sylvia?"
"Yes. Sure. But | can't make any sense out
of that, Ben. It's too ... well, contradictory
for me. And | don't know what a | ot of the words
mean. Besides, if God is all-powerful, He
woul dn't have let this happen. He could have stopped it,
ri ght?"

"l guess he could have. But if you're asking for
nmy personal opinion as to why He didn't
I think He just got tired of it all. | think
He becane weary of humankind's pettiness,
greedi ness, cruel ness, and i nhumanity to fell ow
humans. So He started over." "He created a
flood the first tine, didn't He?" "Yes.
And said He'd never do it again. And He didn't."

"You think God did this, don't you?"

"I think He had a mghty hand in it. He just
| et

humanki nd destroy itself. There are those of us who
al ways mai ntai ned our priorities were always wong. |
wrote about them as witers are prone to do.
Didn't do any good, as far as |I could tell."

"I'"ve read all your books. You sure wote
a bunch of them Ben."

"Yes, | did."

"Some of themwere pretty sexy, too."

Ben grinned. "Sure were, Sylvia." He
hoped she was not | eading up to what he thought she m ght
be.

She was. "Every Rebel has at |east one copy
of a book you wote, Ben."

"When they shoul d be carrying a pocket Bible,
Sylvia. My words are not chiseled in stone,
babe. | wote paperback books for the nass
mar ket . "

"You never had a book done in themstiff covers,
Ben?"

He thought for a monent. By God, he coul dn't

remenber. "No, | never did,
Sylvia. | wote to entertain, not to change the
world."

She didn't understand that; and Ben really wasn't
sure he did, either.



Ben took a sip of water from his canteen and
rolled the liquid around in his nouth for a nonent before
spitting it out on the ground.

"What's the matter?" she asked.

"I can't get the taste of those goddammed eggs out
of my mouth.”

In the gathering darkness, Ben |eaned over and ki ssed
her | aughi ng nout h.

In his command post, General Striganov sat

behi nd his desk, gazing at a map of the United
States. He had just received intelligence that some of
Rai nes' s conmmand had noved out in trucks, headi ng
west. But only a part of Raines's conmmand had
left.

VWhat was the man up to now?

It didn't nmake any sense to Striganov.

He had Rai nes heavily outnunbered as it was, so
why would the man split his forces?

Curi ous.

Striganov sat quietly, puffing contentedly on
his pipe. Georgi Striganov was a
strikingly handsone nman; tall and well-built, with
pal e bl ue eyes and bl ond-gray hair. A very
intelligent man, Striganov |iked Ben
Rai nes. O course, that would not prevent himfrom
killing Raines when the time canme. Well, perhaps
li ke
was too strong a word ... but he did admre the
man. As to his intelligence, that sonmetines worked agai nst
Striganov, for he thought hinself to be brilliant,
when he was nerely very intelligent.

Wy woul d Rai nes cut his forces? Wy?

He rose fromhis chair and wal ked to the huge wal |
map, studying it nore closely. He shook his head.

Possi bly sone of Raines's Rebels were

ai rborne qualified, but Raines was too snart

to junmp in with them for the man was about the sane age as
Ceorgi. And when one gets to fifty years of

age, conbat junping was not only reckl ess but

f ool i sh.

And Rai nes had not left with the truck convoy. H's
deep recon people were sure of that.

So, Striganov thought, that neant Rai nes was goi ng
to wait awhile before launching his attack.

Good. Then he could take his time about setting up

def enses; go slowy and nake certain of
each and every detail

But where in the hell was that one battalion of
Rebel s goi ng and what did they hope to acconplish
when they got there?

Qovi ously, he would not know the answer to that for sone
time. And he couldn't order an attack against a force
that large; didn't have enough people out in the field. And
anot her bad point was that his deep recon scouts were
on foot, with no way to keep track of the truck
convoy once they passed their position

No matter, he brushed that away. He had enough
force to crush a battalion like a dry piece of
t oast.

The Russian turned away fromthe maps and



returned to his desk, picking up the |atest
phot os of the babies born to human not hers, mnutant
f at hers.

"Ugly bastards,"” Striganov muttered, gazing
at the enlarged photos. It would be at |east a year
probably | onger, before their intelligence could be
truly tested and the Russian could know for sure if
he had succeeded in produci ng a worker race; a
sel ect breed to serve as servants and houseboys and
field hands.

But his scientists were sure they had done
it.

"We'| | see," Striganov said. He pressed
a button on a panel on his desk. An aide
stuck her head inside.

"Sir?"
"I need a bath. Send a girl in to assist
ne."

"Yes, sir."

Striganov waited patiently until there cane
a timd knock on his office door. "Cone!" he
cal | ed.

A girl, no nore than fourteen, at the nost,
entered the lushly appointed office of the

supreme commander of the International Peace Force.

"Sir?" she said, keeping her eyes downcast.

"You're new," Striganov said. "When did you
arrive in camp?"

"About two weeks ago, sir. | have been tested
by the doctors."

VWhi ch neant the young girl was free of any di sease and
ready, if not willing, to be on call to Genera
Striganov. The general had devel oped some rather
curious sexual habits over the past few
nont hs.

He attributed that to his association with
Sam Hartli ne.

"What is your nane, girl?"

"Jane. "

"Jane,
sir."

"Yes, sir. | won't forget again."

"Fi ne. Renove your robe."

Jane unbel ted her robe and let it fall to the
thick carpet. Striganov |icked suddenly dry
lips at the sight of her nakedness. The girl was a
rare bl ooming flower, he thought. No doubt about it.

Her pubic hair was thick and |ush. Her breasts
form ng up nicely, centered with brown-cherry
circles. Her little nipples |ooked delicious.

Striganov had | ong ago given up on finding a
virgin. Any girl over six who still had her
virginity would be a rare find, indeed.

But his nen were still | ooking.

"Come to nme," he said, his voice thick with grow ng
passion. His trousers bulged with his erection

He pulled her onto his |lap and began stroking
her flesh. Georgi Striganov felt this was going
to be a good year. He had a full conpl enent of
willing



young girls to satisfy his sexual needs,
and very soon he woul d see Ben Raines die. Yes,
a good year indeed.
Chapter Five

The norning broke to a gray sky and a
hard-falling rain. It was just as well. For Ben had
made up his mnd to cancel the junmp anyway. By doing
that, he would give his first battalion nore tine to get in
position, and the Rebels conming fromthe east nore tine
to arrive.

Leaving Sylvia to sleep amid the warnth of their
bl ankets, Ben dressed and pulled a poncho on
and stepped from his command post. He wal ked over
to Ike's quarters and knocked on the door

"Cone on in, Ben."

Ben shucked his poncho and hung it up. He
noved to the cof feepot at |ke's wave of his hand and
poured a cup

It really wasn't coffee, but a mxture of
coffee and chicory and other things that Ben would just as
soon not know.

"You and Sylvia decided to just shack up and
to hell with what the others think?" |ke asked, a
grin on his face.

"Mght as well. Her idea. But fine with ne.
I ke, we both can't buy it on this run
Have you given that any thought?"

"Sure have. And | think you ought to stay back here
and- was

Ben waved himsilent. "You can take that thought and

shove it, pal. lke, after Sylvia went to sleep
last night, | couldn't sleep ..."
| ke paid himback for cutting himoff. "I'm

sure you couldn't. Probably laid there and wondered
if you was goin' to have a heart attack."

Then the ex-Seal roared with |aughter at the
expression on Ben's face.

Ben unsuccessfully fought to hide his grin and
took a sip of the awmful-tasting brew. At |east it
was hot. "l've got to be thinking of a successor
l ke."

"When you finally buy it, Ben," lke said, "the
noverment goes with you." There was a flatness, a
finality, in his voice that Ben did not I|ike.

"Ben, I'man ol' curly wolf; not an
administrator. Cecil is one of the finest nmen |
have ever known in nmy life, but he'll be first to tel
you: he won't be able to hold it together. No, Ben
it's your show all the way. Hell, partner, it always
has been. | knew that when you showed up down in
Florida ... Christ, how many years ago
was that ?"

"More than | care to recall,” Ben said with a
sigh. "Okay. We'll talk about that |ater
Let's get down to business. You're sure you
want to take your people in fromthe south?"
"You bet."
"You're going to have sonme hot area behind you
buddy. No backi ng up for your bunch."
Radi oacti ve areas.



"I don't intend to back up, Ben. Just go
forward and si deways and every other which way."

It was to be the type of war that Ben and Gray and
ke were trained to fight: a cut-and-slash
hit-and-run, guerrilla-type action

Ben nodded. What deep recon intel they had
been able to receive showed that Hartline had few pl anes.
He could not escape by air. And since the nuclear
bl asts, the tides had been affected; the oceans that
hamered the coasts on both ends of the United
States had becone a raging torrent of fury.

Scouts reported gigantic waves crashi ng agai nst
the shoreline; the seas bubbled and roared, creating a
non- survi vabl e mael strom

No one was conming in by the sea along the California
coast .

And Ben was not sure he wanted to see the
once-peaceful Pacific in such a rage.

Dan Gray entered lke's quarters and poured a
cup of what now passed for coffee. He sipped and
grimaced. "So so, is good, very good, very excellent
good; and yet it is not; it is but so so," Dan said.

" Shakespeare on a rainy norning, Dan?"

Ben asked.

"It's the best I could come up with in describing this
dreadful brew " the Englishman replied.

"Why don't you say it just tastes |like shit and be
done with it?" Ike needled him knowi ng Dan woul d have a
quick retort.

"I shall |eave crude remarks to people of your ilk,"
Dan sai d.

| ke feigned great personal affront. "The
man has cut me to the quick."

Dan set the coffee nug aside. "Doubtful."

He | ooked at Ben. "To insult sonmeone of his
boori sh nature would require a nmuch nore el oquent
person than I."

"Don't he talk pretty, though?" Ike said,
gri nni ng.

The nen joked and insulted each other for severa
m nutes. They'd been friends, good friends,
close friends, for years, and they were the type of men who
did not, or would not, allow their feelings to show in any
type of overt manner. This was their way of show ng
affection for the other

The rain continued falling, harder now t han before.
Ben cocked his head and listened to the drumm ng of the
rai ndrops. "Dan. Double the guards. Tell them
"heads up." If we've got unfriendlies out
there, this would be an ideal tine for themto hit us."

"Right, sir.” Dan left the small hut.

"Expecting troubl e?" |ke asked.

"No. But | do wonder if all those eyes out
there are friendly ones."

"Good point."

Dan returned in a few nmnutes. He had a
small tin of tea with him "Now we shall enjoy a
gentl eman's drink," he announced.

"Does that include me?" |ke questioned.

"Heavens no!"



The water boiled, the tea steeping, Ben said,
"I ke and his bunch will be going in fromthe south, Dan,
as we agreed. You and your Scouts still want to play

it the way we pl anned?"

"Wuldn't have it any other way, CGeneral," Dan
cheerfully replied. "W shall have a gay ol
ti me doing our bloody bit."

"Always knowed there was sonething funny about you," |ke
sai d.

"I mbecile!” Dan told him

"Flea brain!'" Ike returned the cheerfully

given insult.

Ben shook his head and took his nmug of steam ng
tea, sweetening it with a bit of honey froma jug.

Sugar was very nearly a priceless comodity.

The nen sat and sipped, enjoying the tea, as the
rain drunmed on the roof.

"Somet hi ng puzzles me, Ceneral," Dan said.

| ke picked up on the serious note in the question and
did not stick the needle to Dan. Yet.

Ben wai t ed.

"In less than fifteen years," the
Engl i shman said, "how could intelligent men and wonen
revert fromcivilization back to the caves, as these
so-cal | ed underground peopl e have done?"

"You're asking ne a question | don't have a ready
answer for, Dan. Maybe they thought underground woul d be
safer. Wth the roam ng gangs of thugs and punks and
assorted creeps prowing the I and, these people returned
to the caves, perhaps driven by some primal urgings.
just don't know. Maybe on this run we'll
find out, since they've indicated they' Il fight with
us."

"And maybe they just gave up on the prom se of
civilization," lke interjected. "A lot of
fol ks have.

You both know that; we've all seen it."”

"I shall surely never understand that kind of thinking,"

Dan said. "I do not understand people who just give up w thout
a fight."
"And speaking of that," lke said, after draining his
mug of tea. "I'm gonna ask one nore tine, and then
["lI'l shut up about it. Ben ... stay back on this
one."
"No. I'mtaking nmy teamin, dead center

W'l be junping in as planned. And have you heard from
your Pathfinders, |ke?"

"Only that they all made it. They're
probably busy laying out the DZ'S."

Ben nodded his head. "Now cones the hardest part,
boys. "

And they knew what that was: the waiting.

The Rebels waited all that day, that night, and the
follow ng day. Still the rains continued. lke's
Pat hfinders called in fromtheir positions. The drop
zones were laid out, the coordinates given
Yes, it was raining there, too. Had been for two
days. It was a bitch!

The buil ding where Sylvia's riggers had worked so
feverishly | eaked; the chutes would have to be unpacked,



dried out, and repacked.

If it ever quit raining.

Anot her full day |ost.

And the battalions coming in fromthe east were bogged
down, having to make many detours due to the bad
roads. More del ays.

And Ben knew that Striganov was not sitting on his

hands. The I onger his Rebels had to wait, the nore
time the Russian had to beef up his defenses. For
Ben did not delude hinself: he knew the Russian
knew where he was. And the Russian woul d be wondering
what his old eneny was up to.

And worse yet, the human suffering at
Striganov's experinent stations would continue
unabat ed.

Ben paced his command post and cursed.

"CGoddammi t!" Cecil cursed, standing in the rain
besi de his Jeep. "W're a hundred miles out and
bogged down. "Son of a
bitch!"

The Rebel s maintai ned a respectable
di stance from General Jefferys. The
al nost - al ways- el oquent and soft-spoken bl ack nan-one
of CGeneral Raines's closest friends-rarely used
profanity. But when he did ... stand clear

Cecil Jefferys had been with Ben since the
i nception of the Tri-States, and, for a very brief tine,
Vi ce-President of the United States. Ceci
was the man Ben Rai nes | eaned on nost heavily for
support.

Cecil turned to an aide. "Bring a tank up

here," he ordered. "And bl ow that goddamed bri dge
clear."”
"Yes, sir!"

An MLO9A1 was off-loaded froma fl atbed
and runbled into life. It roared up to Cecil's
position. The conmander of the twenty-six-ton vehicle
spoke to Cecil through a headset. "I think we can
push that crap free, Ceneral."

"Then do it," Cecil said tersely.

The conmander reversed his how tzer and ordered

t he massive machine forward, slamming into the rusting
debris that bl ocked the bridge on the interstate.
The tank backed off, allowing a truck with a
scoop-nount to roll into place. The scoop shoved
what remai ned of the bl ockage off to one side
and the colum began rolling.

"Hang on, Ben," Cecil said, clinmbing
back into his canvas-shiel ded Jeep. "W're
al nost there."

Cecil ordered the hamer down. About fifty
mles fromBen's base canp, Cecil's colum
caught up with Ike's notorized battalion. His
Jeep skirted the front colum and Ceci
waved them forward, clenching his fist and working the cl enched
fist up and down; the infantry signal to
CGo!

By | ate afternoon, the sun began poking through the
clouds, the air warm ng. Forward scouts radioed
back that the road was clear and free of any



obstacles all the way to CGeneral Raines's
canp.

Just before dusk, Cecil's battalions rolled
into the old Tri-States.

It was the first time Cecil had been back since the
government assault agai nst Raines's Rebels. The
fam liar terrain brought to the man a nyriad of
enotions. Hs wife, Lila, had died not too nmany
mles fromhere, during the government assault on the
Tri-States; she had stepped in front of a
G aynmore m ne.

Then, all of a sudden, Ben was standing by the side of the
road, tall and erect and seemningly ageless, his
beret cocked on his head Ranger fashion. A young
worman stood by Ben's side. Cecil recognized
her. Lieutenant Barris.

He grinned, thinking: Ben and his wonen.

But he was glad for Ben. The men did not shake
hands. They enbraced. "Ugly bastard!" Ben
told him "Od goat!" Cecil responded,
cutting his eyes toward Syl via.

"Ready for a war?" Ben asked. "I'Il follow
where you lead, Ben." "Then, let's do it!"
Chapter Six

Ceneral Georgi Striganov's forward deep
recon scouts would make no nore radio reports
back to the Russian. They woul d never do anythi ng again.
Ever. They lay notionless on the danp ground,
wi dely separated, the earth soaking up their bl ood.

And they had been unable to fire one Shot in their
def ense.

None of the | PF people had | ever gotten so nuch as a
glinpse of the nen who killed them

They had encountered the underground people. Silent and
deadl y.

The first |IPF scout to die had risen from
hi s conceal ed position-a position he thought was conceal ed.
He took an arrow t hrough the head, the point driving out
the other side, carrying with it bits of bone and brain
and tissue. The scout dropped to the earth, only a
bit nmore loudly than he had risen

The scouts were w dely separated; none of his
conr ades knew of his death.

The second | PF scout to die never heard the
per son

who crept silently through the brush and tinber behind
him He felt only the eyes on his back. He
turned to check the source of his concern. The hand axe
bit deeply into his skull; blood and fluid
spl ashed fromthe massi ve wound. The attacker grabbed
the I PF scout before he could tunble |oosely to the
ground and nmeke any noise as his body cane in
contact with the ground. The underground man | owered the body
to the danp earth. The underground man, dressed in
clothing of earth tones, turned and slipped silently
back into the tinber.

The third scout to die felt first the |eather
strap-loop around his neck and then the knee in the
smal | of his back, pinning himto the earth. H's head
began roaring as life-sustaining air was cl osed off.



Hs frantically clawi ng fingers could not slip
under the tightly pulled |l eather strap around his neck

The roaring in his head dimed all other sounds as
life began oozing away fromthe Russian. He could
but vaguely remenber his nmother and father back in
Russi a. Mst of his boyhood and young adult
life had been spent in lIceland. But he thought,
now, of his parents. He wondered what had ever
happened to thenf?

And he thought too of the teachings of Marx and Lenin.
Was there nothing after life? Only death? were they
wWr ong?

He knew he was about to find out.

H s lungs began to collapse as his heart seened
to literally burst in his chest.

The underground man swiftly tied a knot in the
| eather as he felt the young Russian's body grow
linp. He slipped away fromthe body, back into the
ti nber,

knowi ng that they would be back when all the scouts were
dead. They woul d show Ben Rai nes they were sincere in
their offer of help.

The last | PF menber of this forward teamtried
to raise his conrades by radio.

He received no reply.

The team | eader placed the radio on the
ground. Wth a terrible feeling in his guts-a feeling that
woul d soon be replaced by a terrible pain-he knew his
friends woul d never again answer anything.

Not on this earth. Not in this life.

Hi s own thoughts startled him and for a few seconds,
shamed hi m

Then he turned to neet his fate.

A spear flew out of the lush greenery. The young
sol dier had but a few seconds to respond, but he
seened unable to do so. O unwilling. He did not
know which it was. He knew only a horrible pain in
his belly as the spear tore open his guts. He
dropped to his knees in the forest, in a vague
prayi ng position.

It was in that fashion that life left him

The underground man who had hurled the spear stepped
out of the tinber, walking to the cooling body of the IPF
scout. "Gather themup and take themto the canmp of
Ben Rai nes," he ordered. "Tonight. Leave them"
He turned to face another nman dressed in earth
tones. "Send a runner out. Your very best. He nust
travel far and fast to warn the others that Ben Raines
will need our help in this fight. Warn himto travel
only at night. Qur like kind will offer himshelter
during the light hours. G"

And then the forest was once nore as silent and
nature-controlled as it was ten thousand years ago.

Wth no sign of human life.

"l suppose,"” Ben said to Dr. Chase
"you're going to tell me you plan on junping in with
us?"

"I hope your |eadership qualities are better
than your wild suppositions," the doctor fired
back. "I have no intention of hurling ny body out



of a moving airplane with only a few pounds of
silk-if it opens-to float me to earth. Piss
on you, Raines." Dr. Chase had never been one
to tap dance around Ben. The ex-Navy doctor, now
in his seventies, was yet another of the few remaining
who had been with Ben fromthe begi nning. And one of the few
who woul d treat Ben as Ben wished to be treated: as a
nortal man, nothi ng nore.

"What are your plans, Lamar?" Ben asked
hi m

"There will be wounded to be cared for. | shall set up
my field hospitals as close as is possible
to the front. As soon as a front is established,
that is." He | ooked at Ben and Ben knew what was

comng. "l shall treat
al l
wounded, Raines. But our allies will get top
priority."

"Al'l right. As yet, we have no comunication wth
Striganov or Hartline. | suppose you'l

want to |ay down sone sort of honor systemw th them
concerning the treatnment of prisoners and the wounded?"

"If at all possible, Ben, yes."

"Well try. But don't expect too nuch,

Lamar. For our part, we'll be engaging in a
guerrilla war. There aren't too many anenities
of fered guerrillas.”

"l am aware of that fact.'

"Just clearing the air, Lamar."

"It's clear."

A sergeant stuck his head into Ben's comrand post.
"Ceneral. Wuld you conme see this, sir?"

Ben, Cecil, Ike, Dan, Lamar Chase,
and Sylvia wal ked out into the cool, starry night of
spring in the Northwest, follow ng the sergeant.

He led themto a pile of bodies, piled in a
heap on the outskirts of the conmpound. The bodies stil
had the arrows and spears and | eat her

"CGood Cod!" Lamar blurted.

Ben | ooked at the sergeant. "No one heard them
bei ng brought here?"

"No, sir."

"They're | PF scouts,” Dan said, kneeling
down beside the stiffening carcasses. "See the shoul der
flash?"

"They were brought by those who live in the caves and
tunnels,"” a young voice spoke from behind the gathering.

Al turned.

Ro and Wade stood in the night. The young | eaders
of the woods-children had arrived with the notorized
battalion, but this was their first public appearance.
They chose to sleep in the tinmber, shunning tents and
other shelters offered them by the Rebels. They carried
their survival with them

"Ro. Wade," Ben greeted them "Did you
see the bodi es brought here?"

"Yes," Wade said. "The underground people are
telling you, in their way, they are ready to fight for
you. "

"Why didn't they just cone talk with ne?"



"Because that is forbidden," Ro inforned him

"Who forbids it, Ro?"

The question confused both the young nmen, really no nore than
boys, and in the starry light their uncertainty was
evi dent .

"It is forbidden," Wade ended it, reaching
the end of his understandi ng.

"Al'l right," Ben said softly. "W all have
to accept sone things on faith al one.™

Chase and the others were | ooking at Ben strangely.

Ben said, "I want to neet with all commanders first
thing in the norning. Wade, you and Ro be there."

"We shall be." The two | eaders of the woods-children
turned and vani shed into the starlit darkness, |eaving w thout
a sound on footgear made of animal hide.

"Them ki ds spook the shit outta ne," |ke
said. "They woul da made fine SEAL instructors.”

Dan grinned in the night; the opportunity was just
too great to resist. "Indeed?" he said. "So would have
the Boy Scouts, | should inagine."

It took about two seconds for that to sink in
to I ke. He started junping up and down and hol |l ering,
wavi ng his arms and cussing. He | ooked like a |arge
fireplug with a mouth, cussing the British SAS

And Cecil told himhe |ooked like a
fireplug ... a fat one.

| ke started junping up and down with even nore
fierceness, cussing Cecil's old outfit, the
G een Berets.

Laughing at his friends' antics, Ben and Sylvia
nelted into the night. It was getting |ate, and
junp-off tinme was grow ng cl ose.

Ben | ooked at Ro and Wade. It cut against his
grain to commt children to war. But he knew there was no
way he could keep the woods-children out of it. One way
or the other, they were going in. Question was ... how?

"Are you hesitant to use us, General ?" Wade
asked, picking up on Ben's thoughts.

"Some of those with you are children, Wade. No nore than
twelve or thirteen."

"The youngest one has, | believe, eleven
years," Ro informed Ben

Dan shook his head in disbelief. He said
nothing. Cutting his eyes, he could see the other
conmanders felt the same way as he did.

But they all remained silent.

"I'sn't that a bit young for-conbat?" Ben
asked.

"Have you ever tried to grab hold of a young nountain
[ion, sir?" Ro asked.

Good point, Ben thought. "Wuld sone of your people
consi der staying back and guardi ng the hospital area?"

"No," both young nmen said simultaneously.

There it was. Ben faced the young | eaders of the
woods-children and sl oWy nodded his head. "All right.
Then tell me this: how can | best use you and
your peopl e?"

"We cannot junp fromthe skies to float to the earth as
some of you are planning,"” Ro said. "W have had no
training in that sort of thing. But you said just a few



nmonents ago that you are going to fly in sone of your people;
land themon the earth in the

plane. | would like that way to be our way in."

He smiled, and he | ooked very young. "It would be
fun, for none of us have ever been in an aeropl ane."

Ben had no idea where the young nman picked up the
British pronunciation. Perhaps he was English.

There was much Ben did not know about these strange,
wi | d, elusive woods-children. But he knew firsthand
t hey were savage, vicious, no-quarter fighters.

And the woods-children did not take prisoners.

That woul d not set well with the people they would be going
agai nst. Ben pointed that fact out to Wade and Ro.

Bot h young nmen shrugged it off. Ro said, "W
spoke of that with the others last night. None of us w sh
to be taken as prisoner by the Russian, Hartline,
or any warlords. They woul d sexual | y abuse us, and
then torture us to death. Believe nme, we know "

"Then, get your people ready. You'll lift off with the
second contingent this afternoon. Scouts report a
deserted airstrip at Big Lake. That's
where you'll deplane. A platoon of Gay's
Scouts will be going in there, too. You'll take
orders fromthe team | eader. Understood?"

They under st ood.

"Draw what supplies you'll need and get
ready. "

Ro and Wade wheel ed about and I eft w thout another
wor d.

"To tell you the truth,” Dan Gray said. "I
rather feel sorry for any |IPF people who encounter that
bunch. "

"They didn't say it," Ben said. "But I'm
guessi ng they know where underground people live in that

area. That's the area they both told ne they
wanted ... earlier this nmorning."

"They are so young," Sylvia said, her words
gentl e.

Ben | ooked at her. "How old were you when you
killed your first person, Sylvia?"

"El even," she said very quietly. "After he
raped ne."

"They wanted in," Ben said. "They're in. And
t hey know what is ahead of themor have a pretty good
idea. Al right, now. Dan, you and the remainder of
your people are dropping in when?"

"We' || be | eaving strai ght away, General."

"Luck to you, Dan."

The Englishman saluted Ben and the others, then
left the command post wi thout another word.

| ke moved to the open door and called, "Hey,

[imey!"

Dan stopped and turned around.

"You bring your ugly face back here in one
pi ece, you hear, you toy sol dier?"

Dan grinned. "I shall certainly endeavor with al
my mght to conmply with your request, swabby."

On the runway, the old prop engines were
grow i ng, warm ng up

Ben | ooked at Cecil. The man's hair was

up



al nost all white now, but he still wore his beret
proudly. And Ben knew the man was in excellent
physi cal condition

"Yet another battle for us, Cec," he said.

"And after this, there will be another, and another. W
shoul d be used to them by now. "
"Yes. | know you don't |ike your assignnent, but

someone has to do it."

"That isn't the reason you gave it to me, and you know
| know it."

"Yes. The belief that one of us nust cone out
of this alive certainly played a part in ny
decision. | won't deny that."

Cecil nodded his head. Ben noticed for the first tine
that the nman's face was lined with age. But Ceci

wasn't that old, he thought. Fifty-ish ... but
certainly not ancient, by anyone's standards.
"My people will formthe eastern line, Ben. W'l

stand in reserve."

Ben extended his hand and Cecil took it.
"Luck to you, Cec."

Cecil smled, nodded his head, and left the comrand
post. A few nonments |later, the engines of his
truck convoy coughed into life.

| ke stepped back into the conmand post, joining Ben
and Sylvia. "Gettin' down to the wire, now,

Ben. "

"Your people ready?"

"Sittin' on Go, Ben."

Ben nodded his head.

"You're gonna be cuttin' it pretty fine,

Ben, goin' in last."

"Can't be hel ped. W're short of planes and
pilots. Al nmy people have studied the terrain. If the
wi nds don't screw us up, we'll be in good
shape. And we'll be a hell of a lot
harder to find at night."

"I never did like night junps,"” the ex-Sea
admitted. "I made a whol e bunch of "em But
I never did like them"

"Keep your boots together, lke," Ben gently
needl ed the man, a grin on his face. "l don't
want you com ng back with a cracked spine."

"Yeah? Well, you do the sane, skinny. And
don't land in no damed tree."

The nmen shook hands. |ke | ooked at Syl via.

"You take care of the old nan, now, you hear?"

Her reply was a snile.

"Ceronino, and all that crap, lke," Ben
sai d.

ke smiled. "The truth now, Ben. D d you
ever holler that |eavin" a plane?"

"Not one time in ny entire life."

| ke | aughed and left the comuand post.

Chapt er
Seven

Wth his forward scouts no |onger |isted anmong the
living, General Georgi Striganov had no
i dea when Ceneral Ben Raines mght strike.

He just knew the man was coning at him Wen, and



how, was up for grabs.

And Striganov had accepted the fact that his forward
peopl e were dead. That bothered him For those recon people were the
best he had at that type of work.

It was those damabl e people who |lived in caves and
tunnel s and only noved about at ni ght who ambushed
his men. The sanme people who erected nmonunents to Ben
Rai nes.

VWi ch Striganov's people tore down whenever one was
f ound.

And was pronptly rebuilt the next day.

Goddammed little pockets of resistance could
drive a person insane if one would let it, he
t hought .

Probl em was, he nused, northern California
was honeyconbed with caves and tunnel s and nount ai ns

and deep tinber. It would take twenty divisions
to rout themall out. And even that nmany m ght not be able
to do it.

Striganov | ooked toward the east. "Cone on,

Ben. Conme on. Let's do it!"

Sam Hartline was restless, and he did not understand
the why of it.

Thi ngs, conditions, were better now than they had ever
been for him Well, at |east since the world fel
apart, that is.

He had the finest foods available; all the
worren he coul d ever hope for; nore nen than he had ever
commanded. But still he felt ... well,
odd.

Li ke somet hing was about to pop

True, he knew, fromradio contact with
Striganov, that Ben Raines was going to do sonething.
But the Russian didn't know when; only that
Rai nes was going to strike.

Hartline again fought back that ever-growing feeling in
his guts.

He coul d not remenber ever being afraid of any
living man in his life.

But he was afraid of Ben Raines.

The son of a bitch just wouldn't die! Jesus H
Christ! The man had been hit so many tinmes he should
have been dead ten tinmes over

I nstead, he just kept on comi ng at you. And people kept
on joining his ranks.

Hartline paced the den of his hone. Stopping
abruptly, he | ooked toward the east.

"Come on, you bastard!" he shouted. "Goddam

you, let's get it over with once and for all."

Ben stood on the edge of the tarnmac and watched the
pl anes take off, circle, and then take
a westerly heading. He lifted a salute toward the
vani shi ng planes and the nmen and wonen in them

He turned to Sylvia. "Let's check our
gear."

Ben and his short battalion checked all their
gear and laid it out in rows on the edge of the tarnac.
They would wait for the return of the first wave of
pl anes before suiting up for the drop

For now, all they would do is recheck equi pnent,



field strip and oil and reassenbl e weapons ... and
wai t .

Sonet hi ng every soldier knows is a nerve-stretching
ordeal .

The Rebels could but marvel at General Ben
Rai nes. He laid down, his head on his pack, and
took a nap. A picture of cal mess.

Ben napped for an hour, then lay still, with his eyes
closed, and let his mnd roamfree, settling on
what ever issue cane up. Menory, problem or

phi | osophy.
Take care of us fromthe cradle to the grave, and
we' |l give you one hundred percent loyalty. That

was the Rebels' attitude and phil osophy toward
Ben Rai nes. Basically the sane phil osophy

of the old-line, hard-party Communi sts of
years past.

Wth notable exceptions, of course.

The Rebels were perfectly free to express their
sentinments; live as they chose to live; be whatever
they chose to be in the civilian aspect of their
lives; defend life and property w thout fear of
unj ust penalty ...

The sounds of plane engines cut into his
t houghts. . ..

Free
sumred it up and closed the subject.

Ben stood up and stretched just as the planes |ined
up in the sky for a landing. The pilots woul d refuel
pl ane and body, take a piss break, check
engines and tires, then Ben and his people would clinmb on
boar d.

"Pl atoon | eaders!" Ben shouted. "Start formng
up your sections. Secure gear."

Dr. Lamar Chase clinbed out of a Jeep and
wal ked up to Ben. "Don't break your damed
legs in this insanity," the doctor said sourly. As
was hi s manner of showi ng affection toward Ben

"I"ll do nmy best. Gve us a full two
days to get set up, and then try to contact the
Russi an by radi o. Make your nedica

peace with the man ... if possible.”

"Al'l right. | just heard about that woman ..
Rani ? I'msorry, Ben."

Ben nodded. "I intend to finish it this tine,
Lamar. |If at all possible, | intend
to settle the matter. Then we'll get cracking on

t he outpost idea."

"It's a good idea, Ben. If you can get the
Russi an and Sam Hartline off our backs, we
can try to bring some senbl ance of order back to this |and.
Productivity will naturally follow that."

"You' ve got to include God in there somewhere
Lamar," Ben said softly.

"The first two will conme about a ot easier than the
latter, Ben," he was reninded.

"Don't you start on me, you old goat."

Lamar grunted his reply. Just before he turned
to wal k back to his Jeep, he said, "Take
care, Ceneral. God be with you all." Even though



he t hought,

keeping it silent and to hinself, many of the nen and wonen
with you think God is already here.

The Rebel s were al nost staggering under the weight of their
| oads. Ben knew they were going in
t oo- heavy-1 oaded. But a | ot of
par atroopers had done so before.

He wondered, watching his people being boosted up into the
pl anes: For how many would this be the last junp?

He shook that away and notioned the |ead pil ot
over to him "Gve her all she's got," he
ordered the woman. "I want to be over the DZ just
bef ore dusk. Then you peopl e get back here, get a good
night's sleep, and start ferrying in supplies to us
first thing in the norning."

The woman opened a map and pointed to pre-narked
| ocati ons.

"That's it. Thank you, Jean."

"Yes, sir, Ceneral."

He | ooked at Sylvia. The wonan was al nost
buri ed under the | oad of equi pnent carried. "You
ready to go head hunting, Lieutenant?"

She nodded, her eyes | arge under the protective
pl asti c headgear. Once on the ground, that would be
di scarded and a bl ack beret would take its place.

"Let's do it."

The cold wi nds how ed through the open doors of the
pl anes. Conversation was very nearly inpossible. Sone
of the sticks of junpers would be going out the side,
others would junp fromthe rear. All would be on static
['ine.

And Ben woul d be the first one out of the |ead plane.

Usi ng a headset, Ben stayed in constant
conmuni cation with the pilot. "Anyone heard anything from
the ot hers?" he asked.

"Ceneral McGowen and his people are on the ground and
nmovi ng, " she radi oed back. "Just got that word."

| ke had made it.

"Col onel Gray's people are down and all right,"
she conti nued.

Dan and his Scouts were okay.

"First Battalion is in position along the
border. The Scouts and the woods-children were off-I|oaded.
It all went without a hitch."

"Very good. How much further to the Dz?"

"Forty mnutes, sir."

"Advi se us five mnutes before jump off."

"Yes, sir."

Ben | ooked up at the junpmaster, Janes
Ri verson. The huge ex-truckdriver fromthe
boot - heel of M ssouri was yet another who had
been with him since the outset. Ben held up four
fingers and then nade a circle of thunb and forefinger
Ri ver son nodded.

The minutes ticked by. Those who wait for conbat
can attest to howtricky time can be. It can
seem ngly drag or speed up

The sun was di pping dramatically toward the western
hori zon.

Ben's headset cracked. "Five minutes,



sir."

"Stand "em up and hook 'em up!" Ben shout ed
to Janes.

The red |ight cane on.

"Check equiprent!" Janes shouted.

Equi pnent was checked.

"Stand in the door!" Janmes said to Ben

The webbi ng was | owered; the door yawned into enpty
space.

James sniled and gave Ben the thunbs-up
signal. Ben returned the snile and added a w nk.

James grinned.

Ben positioned hinmself in the door, hands on the
sides of the door, ready to pull hinmself out. His
boots were together. H's heartbeat quickened. The wi nd
how ed around him

The green |light came on. Janes sl apped
Ben on the butt and hollered, "Go!"

Ben |l eft the plane, boots together, |egs
slightly bent. He grunted as the static line
pul | ed himup short, jerked out the chute,
bl ossom ng above him Another grunt as the slight
openi ng shock seem ngly pulled himback toward the
sky.

The ground was comi ng up fast.

The sky was filled with chutes.

The ground met Ben's boots. He was too
heavily | oaded for a stand-up | anding, even with the slitted
dash chutes. He rolled and popped his harness
free, running, gathering up the silk, trying to keep
his feet out of the shroud cords. Shouts filled the
dusky air as section |eaders called for their teans
to gather around them

The drop had been very nearly letter-perfect, the
Rebel s | anding sone twenty mles east of
Interstate 5, between Reddi ng and Red Bl uff.

"Scouts out!" Ben call ed.

The recon teans took off at a run, headi ng
west .

"Points forward!" Ben call ed.

The poi nt people ran forward.

Ben waited for three minutes, then called,

"Force march, route step. Let's go!"

There was no silly, sophonoric growling or
cl appi ng of hands as the lines surged forward-this was not a
gane. The Rebels did not need
cheerl eaders. They were, to a person, professiona
warriors. Their arena was a battl eground. The stands
were filling with stars, silently watching; there would be no
cheering when a Rebel died froman eneny bullet,
or mne, or wire, or silent anbush. These were not
paper tigers. And neither were their eneny.

Both sides were fully conbat-tested.

The Rebels force-marched for fifty-five
m nutes, rested for five mnutes, then noved out.
That was the pattern they would follow until Ben
called a halt.

They halted three nmles fromthe Redding airport
at a signal fromthe recon teans.

Ben keyed his wal kie-talkie. "Talk to ne."



"I PF personnel control the airport.”
"How many additional people do you need to take them out?"
"None!" the terse reply cane back into Ben's
ear. Ben grinned. The recon team | eader had sounded
insulted that Ben woul d even ask that.
"Take them out, Sergeant. Silently."
"Yes, sir."
The | PF guard was bored. Hi s boredom was about
to end. So was his life. Silly having to maintain such
security at this place, he thought. It was so
secure a gnat couldn't penetrate their
out si de def enses.
He was still thinking that as a great gapi ng wound
appeared in his throat. His blood gushed hotly
down his chest. The razor-sharp knife edge w thdrew
and his dying body was |owered to the tarnmac.
Anot her sentry never saw the black wire
| ooped around his throat. He felt only the panic
as air to his lungs and brain was shut off tightly.
He dropped his AK assault rifle. O her
hands grabbed it before it could clatter to the cenent and
alert the other |PF nenbers. be
The guards on the east side of the airport were
qui ckly and silently taken out, their bodies |owered to the
ground, or to the tarmac, or to the cenment. It was done
wi th about as nuch noise as a soft summer breeze
A deadly, knife-w elding, black-tinted
wi nd.
The Rebels that stealthily performed their deadly,
bl oody work did not attenpt to take any
prisoners; they did not have the additional personne
to guard prisoners, and they knew the | PF people would go
to their graves w thout giving up any worthwhile
i nformati on.
And because of that, they died.
But the recon people knew, in al
probability, their luck would not hold one hundred
percent that night. And when they were discovered, the night
woul d suddenly turn noisy and very bl oody.
"Hapy- Haoer!"
a voice yelled in Russian.
And the night rocked and rolled with gunfire.
A Rebel tossed a grenade into a room
filled with | PF personnel. The | arge fragnmentation
grenade bl ew, scattering bits and pieces of
| PF personnel all about the room The Rebe
stuck the muzzle of his M 16 through the
screen-less, open w ndow and
fini shed what the grenade had not.
Ben had started his people forward the instant he had
given the orders to secure the airport. The
Rebel s at the point were running across the tarmac when
the shouted Russian words reached theirs ears. The
Rebels forced tired legs to churn a bit faster
to get themthere a few seconds earlier.
"Try to contain the west side!" the recon | eader
shouted the order. He keyed his wal ki e-tal kie and
asked for Rebels on the north and south sides of the
airfield. Box the |IPF personnel in.
One IPF man nade it to the radi o room and



got off part of a nessage to the |IPF

headquarters on the coast, near the King Muntain
Range, sonme one hundred and fifty mles away.
"Rebel s attacking airport. Need hel p.

Al most overrun by-was

A bullet to the head ended the nessage before it could
be conpl et ed.

Striganov was furious.

"What
airport?" he screaned

"I don't know, sir," the radi o operator
said. "lI'mcontacting themall now. "

Striganov waited, and paced the fl oor

At the airport in Red Bluff, the battle was
al nost over. The small contingent of |IPF personne
were overrun by Raines's Rebels. Half a dozen
very val uabl e cargo pl anes were seized along with tons
of supplies: food and weapons and anmo.

Ben stepped into the bl oody radi o room and
slipped on the headset, sitting down at the
radi o. He could nanage a few words in
Russi an, and hoped the upcom ng transm ssion was
brief.

"Red Bluff!" the voice cracked out of the
speaker .

"Red Bluff," Ben radi oed back

"Are you under attack?"

“"Nyet."
"Have you heard of anyone under attack
by Rebel s?"
“"Nyet."
"Stay alert, Red Bluff."
" Da. "

The set went silent.

Ben | eaned back, a snmile on his face. By the
time Striganov learned the truth, the airport's
supply depot woul d have been stripped bare and the
pl anes ferried back to the forward base canp of the
Rebel s.

The speaker crackled again. "Red Bluff."

Ben recogni zed the voice. Striganov.

"Red Bluff," Ben radi oed.

"This is General Striganov. |Is everything al
ri ght?"

"Da, cynapb."

"Speak English, you fool."

"Yes, sir," Ben replied, muffling his voice
with a handkerchi ef.

"The airport is secure?"

"Yes, sir. Very quiet."

Ben coul d hear the Russian's sigh. "Very
well. Go to full alert for the remainder of the night.'

"Yes, sir."

The set went silent.

Ben | eaned back in the bl ood- and
brai n-splattered chair and | aughed.

Chapt er Ei ght

Ben told the radio operator to get on the
scranbl e horn and order a planel oad of pilots
to be at the airfield by dawn, to ferry captured



aircraft back to the base canp.

He ordered half his personnel to rest for an
hour, the other half to start | oading equi pnent on the
pl anes and trucks and ot her vehicles found at the
airport.

He called his platoon | eaders together. "How many
did we | ose?"

"One dead, three wounded."

"Bury the dead. We'll send the wounded back
with the planes in the norning."

Ben | ooked toward the south. He wondered how
| ke was doi ng.

I ke was cutting a throat, the hot blood of the
Russi an | PF man bathing his right hand in thick
sti cki ness.

"Yuck!" lke muttered, |owering the
body to the ground. He wi ped his blade clean on the
Russi an's

shirt, then wi ped his hands cl ean

The sout hernnost out post of Striganov's | PF
forces had been neutralized wi thout a single Rebe
getting so much as a scratch

He turned to his XO "w'|
neutralize everything between 101 and Interstate 5,"
he said. "I don't wanna get trapped with the
ocean to our backs and no place to cut and run
Six-man teans ..." He | ooked at a wonan
sergeant and grinned. "Six-person teans. Cet
"em noved out pronto. We're gonna be stretched
pretty thin, but what the hell? So is everybody
el se.™

"How about the civilians?"

"They're either with us, or agin" us," Ilke
draw ed. "And if | have to explain that, you're in a
heap of trouble, boy."

H s XO grinned. He was just old enough to remenber
that TV conmmercial. He saluted and left.

I ke's eyes turned toward the north. He
wonder ed how Dan was doi ng.

"My good fellow, " Dan said, |ooking at the
| PF colonel. "You mnmust realize you are
in a perfectly dreadful situation."

The Russian's eyes were as cold as his heart.

Dan held out the map his Rebel s had seized from
the colonel's quarters. "These outposts you have Xed.
They are still operational ?"

The Russian said something terribly vul gar

"How crude! And to the best of ny know edge, physically
i npossible. Is that all you have to say, Col onel ?"

It was.

Dan turned to Tina Raines, Ben's daughter
and a longtinme nenmber of Gray's Scouts. "Shoot
him"

Ti na shot the Russian between the eyes, the .45
slug swelling his head before it exited out the back
renoving part of the man's brain as it travel ed.

Dan spread the map out on a table and studied it.
"This is going to nake our mission infinitely
easier." He began assigning teans to sectors.

When he was finished, his teams fanning out, he turned



to Tina. "We haven't got enough personne

to neutralize all these outposts, so |I'mgoing to have
to contact our northern teans. W test the nettle

of the woods-children now "

"They'll stand," Tina opined.

"Ch, | have no doubt of that. It's these
underground people I'ma bit uncertain of."

He was thoughtful for a few seconds.

“I'f I could just
see
them perhaps 1'd feel better.”

"You want to bet they're not |ooking at us?" she
tossed the chall enge at him

“I think I'Il pass, Tina." But he did
| ook around him at the dark forest with its deep
ti nber.

Di d sonmet hing nove in there?

Dan wasn't certain. But he thought his eyes had
pi cked up a flash of earth-col ored cl othing
flitting through the vegetation

"l saw it too, Dan," Tina said

"Yes. But
what
did we see?"
"A friend," she said, adding, "I hope."

Dan pi cked up his submachi ne gun. He
| ooked at Tina. "Good luck, Tina."

She smled and wi nked. "Yeah. Let's go kil
a

commi e for nmonme."”

Dan | aughed, loud and I ong. "Were in the
worl d did you ever hear that, Tina?"

"I read it, back when | was just a kid." Tina
was every bit of twenty-three

" Oh?"

"Yeah. In one of Dad's books."

The young | PF sol dier was so frightened he forgot his
Engli sh and spoke in Russian.

Gray's Scout | ooked at Ro and Wade and the
ot her woods-children who had captured the young | PF
sol di er. The young people's eyes were as cold as a
gl aci er.

"He's asking for mercy," the Scout said softly.

Wade gl anced up at the Scout. "Mercy?
Ask hi m how many children, both male and feral e, he
has had sexually. Ask hi m how many nen and wonen not
of his race or col or he has hel ped capture and
transport to the Russian for butchering."

The | PF sol dier could speak perfect English.
He dropped his eyes, refusing to neet the eyes of
Wade or any of the others around him

"Ask him" Ro said, "how many tines he's
killed men and wonmen and children who refused to accept the
| PF*'S demands. Ask hi m how many of Ben
Rai ne's Rebels he has killed. And ask him
if he will tell us the location of every |PF
out post in our sector?"

The Russi an sol di er shook his head.

Ro met the Scout's eyes. "Wuld Ben
Raines let himlive?"



"No," the Scout replied in a | ow tone.

Wade reached down, jerked the soldier's head
up, and with one quick cut sliced the man's throat. The
body fl opped on the ground and then was still.

The Scout's face and eyes remai ned
i npassi ve. He had been warned just how savage

t hese young people could be, and that they all, to a person, had
good reason to hate the I PF and any warl ord.
"We' || rest here for atinme. Wile we're taking
a break, I'Il assign sectors."” He wal ked
of f.

A young girl stood off to one side, but close enough
to have seen the entire execution and its nmethod. She was
anong the youngest of the woods-children. She was el even. The
carbine she carried was very nearly as |arge as she.

Her name was Lora. She did not know her |ast nane.
She did not know if she even had a | ast nane.

She was dressed in patched jeans and a man's
flannel shirt, way too big for her, the
sl eeves pinned back. She carried a .38
caliber pistol in a holster belted around
her slimwaist, right side. A very sharp hunting
knife in a sheath on her left side.

She had joined Ro's group of woods-children when
she was eight, after being seized and raped repeatedly
by a gang of roam ng outl aws. She had nanaged
to escape fromthem after a particul ar savage ni ght of
drinking and lust. Wth her blood streaking her inner
t hi ghs, so sore she could hardly wal k after being raped
and sodom zed, Lora had slipped away fromthe
sleeping circle of men and nmade her way deep
into the tinber of Kentucky.

But not before she killed the man who had | ast taken
her. She had calmy and viciously, with all her

strength, driven a sharpened wooden stake through his
right eye, penetrating the brain.

Lora shoul der-slung her carbine and wal ked of f
to sit by herself in the shade of a huge old tree. The
butt of the carbine al nost dragged the ground as she
wal ked.

Seated on the ground, she ate sone berries she
had picked that norning and sipped water from her
canteen. Then she opened her rucksack and took out
a ragged magazi ne she had found back in one of the
buil dings at the airport in the old
Tri-States.

It had such pretty pictures init.

Pictures, in

col or,

of kids about her own age, she guessed. But they were
dressed so fine, and all of them seemed so happy.

And they were so clean, with shining hair and pretty rings
on their fingers. They had little gold and silver and shiny
things on the bottompart of their ears.

She wondered what those things were.

But what really grabbed her attention and held it,
was the fact that none of the kids carried a gun

Not even a knife.

That seened very odd to Lora

And sone of the girls wore fancy dresses.



Lora thought she night have had a dress one tine in
her life. She seemed to have that menory. But she
couldn't bring the menory into full light of

consci ousness. But she thought she had had a dress on
soneti nme.

Maybe it was Before.

No. She had been told that was ... twelve
years ago. And Lora only had el even years.

So it had to have been After

Oh, well, she thought, suppressing a sigh. It
didn't matter.

She didn't know anythi ng about Before. Just After. And
now that could be called Here

Sitting al one, she turned the page. Mre
pretty pictures of smling and | aughi ng kids.

Lora could not understand why they would all be so
happy.

She wi shed she could read the words.

She coul d make out some words. But she wasn't too
sure she understood what they neant. She had seen the
funny-1ooking word TV many tinmes. She w shed she
knew what a TV was.

And a noving star. Or sonething like that.

Movi e
star, that was it.

Now she wi shed she knew what a novi e star
was.

Stars were up in the heavens. Everybody knew t hat.
Stars were far away and untouchable. Wiy woul d anyone
want to be far away and unt ouchabl e?

Wl |l ... Ben Raines was untouchable, but he
wasn't far away.

It was all so confusing.

The ot her woods-children had told her that when things were
better, Ben Raines was going to have themall attend
school where they would all |earn many things.

Lora thought that m ght be fun. Maybe.

"Let's go!" the shouted conmand reached her

Lora carefully replaced the magazi ne back

i nto her rucksack and stood up, slinging her carbine.
She | ooked down at her ragged tennis shoes.
She'd have to find a new pair pretty soon.
Soon as they cane up on a house she'd | ook
Maybe she'd find a pair the rats and mice
hadn't chewed on

She took her assigned place in the short
col um and noved out.

The plane fromthe old Tri-States had | anded and t he
pilots were busy inspecting the newy acquired
aircraft. Jean wal ked up to Ben

"They're in fine shape, General," she said.

"And we found an old Puff-believe it or not-in
the far hanger."

"Al'l the guns operational ?"

"They seemto be. W'Ill check them out when we
test fly the plane.™

"Fine. Get the planes back to a safe zone
as quickly as possible. 1've asked Dan's
Scouts to hit every airport they can. Striganov
seens to have set up posts at airstrips. That's



good for us if it holds true. |I'mtaking
my contingent straight up the interstate into Redding as
soon as you people get airborne. W'l
reconnoiter the area and if possible hit the
airport just before dark. | sent recon teans out before
dawn, in seized vehicles. They'll be reporting
back any mi nute. Get cracking, Jean."
She saluted and turned to |eave.
Sylvia wal ked to his side. "Recon teans
just radioed back, Ben. They report only a
smal | force of |PF personnel at the airport
in Redding. And the airport has been cleaned up and
is fully operational."
"Thank you, Sylvia. You heard it, Jean
Get the planes back and stand ready for ny cal
to return.” Ben grinned. "Pretty soon now,
we're going to have nore planes than pilots, huh?"
She returned the grin and said, "At |last count,
Ceneral, we've got about a hundred and fifty
peopl e who are, or were, qualified pilots. Checked
out in everything fromprops to jets. You're going to have an
air force before you knowit."
"Il make you the first commander of it, then," Ben
sai d.
"For the first time in history,
"That rmay well be what we're al
trying to do." Sylvia said.
"What ?" Jean asked
"Trying to keep history fromrepeating itself."
"Very profound, Sylvia," Ben said.
"Ch, I'mjust full of surprises,
Ceneral ," she replied
Ben gl anced at her, smling.
Jean left before it could get mnushy.
Chapter N ne
Early that norning, before dawn, Ben had ordered the
residents of Red Bluff-those that could be found-rousted
out of bed. |PF synpathizers were quickly pointed out
to the Rebels.
And just as quickly di sposed of.
Ben and his Rebels had no synmpathy for those who
would willingly surrender their freedom And no use
for them And no place for those types within the ranks
of the Rebels.
The handful of survivors found in Red Bl uff,
less than two hundred in all, were armed with
weapons taken fromthe | PF garrison and told they
had damm wel | better get ready to fight. To the
death if it came to that, and that it might just come to that.
Ben's Rebels pulled out, with Ben's Jeep
| eadi ng the columm, his Scouts ranging far
out in front of the main colum. Sylvia driving.
"Isn't this awfully brazen, Ben?" Sylvia
asked. "Just driving right out on the interstate in
broad open dayli ght ?"
"No. We're driving vehicles with I PF
markings. If Striganov has spotter planes
out, the pilots will think
it's a colum of their own people. | would think our
great est danger would come from Americans al ong the

Jean said drily.



road; maybe with a sniper rifle."
Sylvia nuttered sonething under her breath that Ben
ignored with a snmle. It sounded suspiciously I|ike,
"Smart -ass!"
Ben halted his columm on H ghway 273, just
west of the interstate, and waited for another report from
his recon team Redding was about five or six tines
the size of Red Bluff, so the airport would be nuch
| arger, and probably with a much | arger contingent of
| PF personnel assigned to guard it. Wile they
wai t ed, Ben studi ed maps taken fromthe slain
| PF guards at Red Bl uff.
"Curious," he nmuttered. "But typical of the
arrogant bastard."
"Who?" Sylvia asked.
"Ceneral Striganov."
"What' d he do?"
"Put his back to a wall of raging ocean. He
m ght have a spectacular view, as |I'm sure he
does, but he cut off a valuable escape route.”
Ben thought for a nmonment, then said, "No, he
didn't."
"What do you nean?"
"I'f by some chance we do trap himin there, he can
wal k right out of there. He could put the wonen and children in
front of him knowi ng we wouldn't shoot through themto get
him O he'd stay put and start killing hostages
if we tried to rush him"
"He's ruthless enough to do it, too."
"Tell me." Ben's thoughts were flung through a
m st of bloody events, back to when Hartline and the
Russi an had tied naked men and wonen to the front
of tanks and trucks and Jeeps and APC S, and
used the hel pl ess nen and wonen for cover while they
advanced on Rebel -hel d positions. And mxed in
wi th the advanci ng nercenaries and | PF forces were several
hundred el derly people, stripped naked and forced to jog
and trot ahead of and mingled in with the advanci ng forces.
If the elderly couldn't keep up and fell down,
they were run down and crushed by the vehicl es behind them
Ben sighed and lit one of his rare
cigarettes. "Yeah," he said. "Tell me about
Hartline and the Russian."”
"You say contact is poor fromthe Red Bl uff
end of the transm ssion?" Striganov asked his
radi o operator.
"Yes, sir. It's the atnosphere again. That
radi oactive belt must be di pping cl oser again."
"Then it would affect
bot h
ends of the signal
fool I'"
Striganov shouted. "Goddam, 1'm surrounded
by
i di ots!
Get Red Bl uff."
Wth shaking fingers, the young woman operating the
radi o keyed her m ke and called Red Bl uff.
But in the tine the | PF had occupi ed northern
California, the Americans had |earned a | ot of



Russi an. And the man Ben had left in charge of the
civilians in Red Bluff, George, had

grinned and agreed when Ben had given himinstructions
as to what to do when his base was contact ed.

Ceorge smled and keyed his m ke
" Da

Red Bluff..." He paused for severa
seconds between

each word, as if his radio was faulty.
"Kaxkb ...
bee ... tyt."

He hoped the other end woul d understand that everything was
qui et here.

Striganov cursed as he listened to the man's
voi ce break up. "I don't like it. | just don't
like it. Start contacting the others, all of them Chart
their responses and have it sent to ne as soon as you are
finished."

"Yes, sir."

Reddi ng reported that everything was quiet. So did
Youreka and A d Station. Yuba City,

Marysville, Ooville, Paradise, and Chico
all reported everything nornal.

But when she tried to contact anything south of
H ghway 20 and north of Hi ghway 299, she
once nore experienced that odd breaki ng-up of
transmi ssi ons.

Strange, she thought.

But everything was all right in Susanville, Lake
Al manor, in the Pumas National Forest, and
Grass Vall ey.

She checked a few nore | ocations and called her
relief operator, walking to Genera
Striganov's quarters in the newWy built command
post .

She coul d hear the gruntings and the whinpering cries
bef ore she reached his office door. She for certain was not
going to interrupt the general's fucking. The general was
getting as bad as Sam Hartli ne.

She felt certain that was the young girl, Jane, in
there with him He probably had her bent over a
desktop and was screw ng her butt.

The woman sighed. The general didn't used to be

this way, she renmenbered. He had al ways been such
a proper man. A gentleman, even

Except with the mnorities, of course. But who
cared a whit about then?

It was not until he becane associated with that
pig, Sam Hartline, that General Striganov
became so ... perverted with his sexual appetites.

The girls kept getting younger and younger

The sounds of a bl ow reached her. The sounds of a hand
sl appi ng naked fl ash.

"Stop your whining, you bitch!" Striganov's
voice carried to her. "You know you like it. Reach around.
Spread the cheeks further apart. That's it.

Good. "

Hi s gruntings picked up in tenpo.

The radi o operator shook her head and wal ked
away, out of earshot. Walked to the secretary's



desk and sat down on the edge of the desk. The two
worren' s eyes met for an instant.

The secretary said, "It is not for us
to criticize the general's activities."
"No one did."

"The ook in your eyes did."

“I'l'l remenber to be nore careful.”

The girl screaned and the secretary's hand shook as
she Iifted her teacup to her Iips.

The radi o operator sniled and put the needle
to her friend. "You nmust renenber to be nore careful
Val . Your enotions gave you away."

"Wat ch your mouth, Hedda. | outrank you
remenber. "

Hedda | aughed. "He'll be calling for the nedics
now. He probably split her."

The secretary's intercombuzzed. "Yes,
sir."
"Call the nedics to come get this stupid bitch,"
Striganov said. "Yes, Ceneral."
"And where is that dammed Hedda?" " Standing
ght here, sir," she said with a wi nk at
Hedda
"Gve me a few minutes, then send her in
"Yes, sir." She | ooked up at Hedda.
"Take a seat.

He'll shower before he buzzes ne again. He'l
want to

wash the bl ood away," she added bitterly.

"The radio roomfirst,"” Ben told his people.
"We've got to take those people out but |eave the
equi prent intact. The |longer we can keep up this

r

farce, the better off we'll all be."
"About fifty IPF nmen there, sir," Ben was
i nf or ned.

"Al'l right." Ben spread a map of the
airport-conplinments of the IPF back in Red
Bl uff-on the hood of his Jeep. "This is how
we'll goin."

"Have you made contact with the Big Lake outpost?"
Sam Hartline asked the man in the radio room

"Yes, sir. But it's very poor; breaking up

badly. | can just make himout."
"Contact the Munt Shasta outpost."
"Yes, sir."

Mount Shasta was contacted, the signa
clear and loud. Everything was five by five. Ckay.
Bori ng

Hartline's cold green eyes held a thoughtfu
['i ght

for a few seconds. "Get ne Cenera
Striganov's CP."

The general canme on the horn

"Ceorgi? Is everything all right down your
way ?"

"So far as | can tell, yes. W' ve had sone
difficulty reaching some stations. But you're conming in very
clear. It's baffling."

Hartline agreed. Baffling. But ... naybe not.

He said as much to the Russian.



"Expl ai n, please?" Striganov radioed
back.
"W know Ben Raines is on the nove, right?"
"Yes. But there has been no sign of any
Rebel s in our sector. And our network of
out posts woul d have picked up any unusual
novenents. No, it's too soon for Ben

Rai nes. "
"Don't be too sure, CGeorgi. |'m going
on full alert; sending out recon."”
"Very well. I'Il do the sane. Keep
in touch."

Hartline turned to his radionmen. "Contact our
peopl e on the border. Tell themwe're going to ful
alert. Tell themto be very careful. Ben Raines
is on the prow ."

"In
our
territory?" the radi oman was startl ed
Hartline nodded his handsone head. "I think so.

My guts tell me it's comng down to the wire."
Late afternoon began settling softly into dusk as
Ben's Rebels, one by one, attracting no
attention fromthe woebegone-| ooki ng people scattered about
Reddi ng, nmoved into position around the airport.
"Fol ks around here |l ook like all the fight's been
ki cked out of them" Rebel observed.
"Sure | ooks that way," his partner agreed. "I
haven't seen anyone so far I'd trust."
"I think what we're seein' is the |osers;
they'd be | osers war or no war."
"Then where are the others?"
"Watchin' and waitin', |1'd bet."
The Rebel's wal ki e-tal kie, clipped onto
his web belt, crackled softly.
"CGo ahead," the Rebel spoke.
"This is Raines. |'ve just been inforned there is
a very active resistance force of Americans working out
of Redding. They know we're here and will be linking up with
you poi nt people very soon. Leader's name is Harris."
"Ten-four, Ceneral."
"Over to your right, Mc."
Mac | ooked. A man was standing in the doorway of
what had once been a drugstore. He waved the
Rebel s across the street.
They approached hi m cauti ously.
"I"'mHarris," the man announced. "Man
are we glad to see you people.™
"I's that right?" Mac asked. "You look like you're
bi g enough to kick ass and take names. Wy didn't
you?"
Harris snmiled bitterly. "1've got about
seventy-five people in nmy group. Seventy-five out
of three thousand. That tell the story?"
Mac was sorry he had spoken so sharply. But
whi | e he knew what the Rebels were doi ng was necessary,
he, like so many Rebel s, including Ben Raines, was
getting damm tired of fighting other peoples' wars
for them
"Yeah, Harris. It does. Sorry |



popped of f at you."
"I understand. Believe ne, | do. Many tines
I"ve had to just grit ny teeth and wal k of f before
shot some of the roll-over crybabies around here."
"Many synpat hi zers around?"
Harris spat on the littered, dirty
si dewal k.
Mac and his partner got the message.
"What do you want ne and ny people to do?" Harris
asked.
"Lay back and stay out of it. Wen we're
finished, | imagine General Raines will put you in
charge. Then you can deal with matters the way you see
fit."
"Wth pleasure.”
Mac and his partner waited on the outskirts of
Reddi ng, waited with Harris in the |looted shell of the
drugstore in the small shopping center ... or what
had once been one. Mac and his partner were just one of
many two-person teans scattered in a | oose
circle around the airport. If any |IPF people
managed to escape the initial attack on the
airport, they would be cut down by the Rebels
encircling the area.
"You speak any Russian?" Mac asked
Harris.
"Some. |'mno expert. But | picked up sone
while a prisoner of the IPF."
"How d you get away fromthenf"
"Broke and ran one night. They shot ne."
He lifted his shirt; his stomach was pocked with
bull et scars. "They thought they'd killed mne.
Left me and took off chasing the other guy who
broke out with me. | nmanaged to crawl into a ditch
before | passed out. My people found ne before norning. |
just nade it. Charlie didn't. He died pretty
dammed hard, so | was later told. Never again wll
| allow ny freedomto be taken from nme. Never!"
the word was spoken hard.
"And 1'Il kill any person who tries."
Mac sm |l ed through the gathering gl oomat his partner.
Harris would do to ride the river wth.
"Any weak links in your group?"
"None. But there was ... for a long time. | kept
wonderin' why the | PF knew every nove we were
gonna make. We'd change hideouts; they'd be
right there. Lost a lot of people durin' that tine. Better
than twenty-five percent of ny group bought it.
That's how | got captured. After | got on ny
feet, | started sone hard checkin'. | found out who
it was and killed him W' ve had no nore
| eaks. But it was a dammed hard thing for me to do."
It was a story the Rebels were accustoned to hearing.
"Friend of yours, huh?"
Harris | ooked at him "Yeah. He was ny
brot her."
Chapt er
Ten
Li ke silent ghosts in tiger-stripe and lizard
canpb, the Rebels nmoved al ong the buildings of the



Reddi ng ai rport. Those | PF personnel who
happened to be on foot patrol, or just
unfortunate enough to be outside while the Rebels were
nmoving into position, met silent, abrupt death with
bl ack wire or darkened bl ades. Their bodies were
dragged out of sight and dunped.
Swiftly and softly, the Rebels took their
positions, all of themjust a bit nervous about this
raid. For the general was personally |leading this attack
"Damed fool!" Sylvia whispered to him as
t hey crouched inside the tower, on the tarmac. "You' ve
got nen and wonen thirty years younger that you and |ke
personally trained to do this sort of work. Wat are you
trying to prove?"
Ben's smile flashed in the night. He | eaned
cl ose and whi spered, "Are you trying to tel

me |'mover the hill, kid?"
Sylvia flushed and bl ushed. She knew damm
wel | Ben was far from being over the hill. In nore ways
than one. Then her eyes w dened in shock as Ben
| eaned closer still and blew softly in her ear
"Ben! Quit! Shit!" she whispered. "You're
i nsane! "

Ben ki ssed her cheek and chuckl ed softly. "Are
you trying to tell ne this is not the place for romance,
ki d?"

Sylvia could but shake her head and sigh. Al
her life she had heard stories about how totally
unpr edi ct abl e General Ben Rai nes was.

She could damm wel | believe it now

Ben | ooked up at the tower. "Into the jaws of
death, Into the nouth of hell, Rode the six
hundred. "

"What' d you say, Ben?"
"Tennyson. You ready?"
She | ooked at him "For
what ! "
He chuckl ed. "My daughter, Tina, is fond
of quoting sonething she says she read in one of ny

books. Kill a conmie for monmie. | swear |

don't renenber

ever

witing anything like that. But it's a good phrase for this
ni ght."

Ben and Syl via | ooked up as footsteps sounded
on the stairwell above where they crouched inside the
tower building. A man had stepped out of the tower area
to have a snmoke. Hi s lighter flashed in the darkness, for a
monent illunminating his face. H s face was
cruel -1 ooking. He wore the insignia of a mgjor
on his collar points. He turned his back to the
stairs and stood | ooking out a small w ndow.

Ben handed Syl via his Thonpson and drew his
| ong- bl aded knife, the edge honed
to razor-sharpness. Ben had shaved with it nore than
once.

He slowy clinbed the stairs toward the
Russian. On his hip, for this mssion replacing his
.45 caliber Colt Arny automatic, he
carried a Colt Wodsnman



automatic. If he mssed any of his targets
in the tower, his repair people mght be able to fix what
.22 slug caused. But with a holl ow point .45
slug? ...

And he was not going to give the Russian any chance
to struggle during the conventi onal
hand- over-the-nout h, knife-across-the-throat business.

Ben swung the heavy knife, decapitating the
man. Bl ood splattered on the walls and fl oor
as the man's head struck the floor with a sticky
t hud. Ben grabbed the body and slowy lowered it to the
fl oor.

He notioned for Sylvia to stay put. Ben
renoved a gas mask fromits container and slipped it
over his face, checking it. It worked. Ben had never
liked the damm things. He slipped a conbination
irritant gas and snoke grenade from his web belt
and gl anced down at Sylvia. He nodded at her.

She returned the nod and lifted her
wal ki e-tal ki e, speaking just one word:
Go!"

Ben pulled the pin, released the spoon, and jerked
open the door, tossing the grenade inside with his
left hand. His right hand was full of Colt
Wodsman. He shot one |IPF man in the chest
and another in the face, then stepped inside, closing
the door behind him

The roomwas filled with snmoke and the shouted al arns
of the | PF personnel. One blindly bunped into Ben
and Ben stuck the nuzzle of the Colt into the wonan's
throat and pulled the trigger.

There had been four people in the tower when Ben had
stepped inside. Two had been shot before the gas and
snoke erupted, he had just shot the third-now where was
the fourth?

Ben heard choking cries fromacross the room He
i nched his way toward the source. The nman was trying
to operate the radi o, but he was blinded by the
irritant, tears stream ng down his face. Ben
spun hi maround and shot hi m between the eyes.

The tower was secure.

Ben shot each of the four in the tower in the head,
maki ng certain they were going to stay down, then began
opening all the wi ndows. He stepped out onto the
stairwel |l and renoved his mask, closing the door
behind him He stood in the thickening blood fromthe
Russi an maj or and grinned at Syl vi a.

She glared up at him "You worry the hell out
of me, you know that? You ... you ..
asshol e! "

Ben | aughed at her.

A few of the | PF personnel got away fromthe
wrath of Raines's Rebels, fleeing into the night.

Safe, but only for a very short tine.

No matter which way they ran, they ran into nore
Rebel s, lying in anbush.

Mac, after listening to Sylvia, and only then,
turned to Harris and said, "Take out the rest of the
IPF in town."

"Way didn't you tell ne this before?"

a



"Because | didn't trust you,'
bl unt.

"Believe nme," Harris said, "I know the
feeling."

It had taken themyears to reach America, for
Anerica had not been their destination of choice. Just the
t hought of Anerica still left a bitter, ugly taste
in their nmouths. They had traveled first to France, or
what was left of it, and then to Spain,

there again, what was left of it. They had lingered for a
coupl e of years in each place, gathering their own,
recruiting others, accepting theminto the Faith, then
novi ng on, always novi ng on

And al ways gai ni ng strength.

They had noved to the island of Corsica, finding it
and overwhel ming the small garrison of French
Forei gn Legion troops still there. They had
tortured and nutil ated and raped and killed, |eaving
behind only a | onely, blood-stained renm nder of a
pl ace that had virtually escaped the horror of the
final war that very nearly w ped out earth.

From Corsica they had traveled to South
America, finding sone areas hot fromradiation, others
reverting back to barbarism They had found
recruits in every place they visited. And ships.

They had travel ed around the Horn and back,
| ooki ng, al ways | ooking, but never really satisfied with
what they found.

Then they | ooked toward the United States. They
set sail for Florida. But Mam was a mness.

They had no desire to dock there.

They sailed north and reached the Georgi a coast.
They anchored off Wassaw |Island and sent teans
into Savannah to | ook the situation over

They found the city al nost deserted.

A week after they landed, the city was totally
desert ed.

Any Anmericans found there were killed. Qutright,
if they were lucky. The unlucky ones were tortured
and raped. And then killed.

"We shall travel no nore," the |eader of the
thirty-thousand-plus-strong force said. "I find it
darkly

anusi ng that we have cone full circle and now find
ourselves here in the nost hated land in the world."

H's fellow officers agreed

The 1slam c Peoples Arny, the | PA was
made up of the survivors of every terrorist group
known to exist before the world blew up. The PLO
Baader - Mei nhof, Rengo Seki gun (j apanese
Red Arny), YPR, Black Septenmber, Al so
Fat ah, PFLP, Dev Gench, TPLA, the
Li beration Front, the Sociali st
Patients-Collective, the DA, the Red
Cell, German Action Goup, and others.

As maggots tend to gather on the unattended dead,
terrorist groups have a way of gathering like lice on
t he unwashed.

The conmander of the | PA was a Col onel Khansin.

Hi s idol was Mianmmar Kaddafi .

Mac's reply was



The gunfire had | ong di ed away; every nmenber of the
| PF stationed in the Redding area had been accounted for
No prisoners had been taken
Harris and his people were nowin control of the city.
And not all of the citizens liked it.
A fat, obviously well-fed and well -cared-for
man was shoved in front of Ben. "John Stoggen,”
Harris informed him "Big buddies with the |oca
| PF mgj or."
"Wuld you like to see your buddy now?" Ben asked
hi m
"Yes," John said. H's voice trenbled. He
stank of fear.
"Al'l right," Ben said. "Excuse ne for a
nonent .
["1l be right back."
Ben returned in a nonment, carrying sonething in his
| eft hand. He held the dripping head of the mgjor
up to John. "Here's your buddy, now, Stoggen
Say hello."
John Stoggen fainted on the tarnac.
Ben tossed the head to one side.
Harris swall owed hard. He had heard that
General Ben Rai nes was one hard-assed man. Now
he knew for certain. "Stoggen was responsible for the
deaths of a lot of good people, General. Men and wonen.
And a coupl e of young people, as well."

"Do what you want to with him" Ben said. "I've
spoken with several people about you, Harris. They seem
to think you're a good man. |I'm putting you in charge.
W'l outfit you with our tiger-stripe or lizard
canmies. |'Il meet with your people in the norning."

"Yes, sir." Harris saluted and left.

"Ceneral ," a Rebel approached Ben.

"We've just been in contact with Base Canp One.
They want to know if you' ve ever heard of a
Col onel Khansi n?"

"Khanmsi n? No. Wy?"

"Well, sir, it's kind of confusing and not, as
yet, confirned, but a small group of people cane
to Base One a couple of days ago. They're from
south Georgia. They claimthat a |large force | anded
i n Savannah about a nmonth ago. They're comranded
by this Col onel Khansin."

"How | arge a force?"

"About forty to fifty thousand nen."

Ben stood stunned for a nonment. "Forty or fifty
t housand?"

"Yes, sir."

"They rmust be mistaken. Do you have any idea how
many ships it would take to transport that many nen and
suppl i es?"

"No, sir."

"I don't believe there are that many ships stil
seawort hy, anywhere. Khansin," Ben said.

"Yes, sir. The people said it nmeans a hot wind."

"Wonderful ," Ben said drily. "Back in
1941, it was a divine wind. Now sixty years
| ater we have a hot wind to contend with."

"Divine wind, sir?"



"Pear| Harbor, son.

"I ... don't know that | ever heard of that
pl ace, sir."

Ben smiled. "Well, believe it or not,
wasn't born then either, son. But | do knowa little
somet hi ng about history."

"Yes, sir."

"Cet Base One on the scranbler. Tell them
| said to send out some recon teans; try to find out
what in the hell is going on down in Georgia."

"Yes, sir." He saluted and left.

Ben | ooked for his XO "Let's get this
airport cleaned up and the bodi es di sposed of

A shot cut the darkness.

Ben had a hunch that John Stoggen had
col l aborated his |ast.

"... Get Cecil on the horn and have hi m get
our pilots back here to ferry these planes out.
Let's start inventorying supplies and noving it out
for shipment back and caching in this part of the country.™

"Yes, sir."

Sylvia came to stand by Ben's side. "A hot
wi nd, Ben?"

"That's what the man said." "Forty or fifty
t housand
troops, Ben?"

"That's what the man said."”

"Ben, we can't fight that many troops."

"Something tells me we're going to have to do it
kid."

Chapt er
El even

Once again, Raines's Rebels had | ucked out,
in more ways than one. They had uncovered severa
tons of supplies: food, clothing, guns and
amo, wal ki e-tal kies, and pl anes.

The Rebels outfitted Harris and his people, then
waited for the pilots fromthe old Tri-States.

VWil e they waited, Ben radi oed back
to Cecil, asking if Dr. Chase had attenpted
any contact with General Striganov.

"Not yet, Ben."

"Tell himto forget it. We're on a roll out
here and | don't want to tip our hand."

"Ten-four. What about this Col onel Khansin
busi ness, Ben?"

"Bring me up to date."

"I just spoke with Base Canp One not half
an hour ago. They're convinced those people are telling the
truth about the IPA"

"About the what, Cec?"

"The Islamc Peoples Arny. It was the children

with them that convinced our people they're telling the truth.
Seens the kids all say that several times a day,
these ... whatever the hell they are, stop whatever
they' re doi ng, spread sonme sort of mat, and squat
down, as the kids put it, and pray. Al in the
sane direction."

Ben's sigh was audi ble over the mles. "I
t hi nk, Cec, we've got big trouble."



"I think you're right, buddy. Even if the
|PA'S force is only a quarter of what is
claimed, we're in trouble."”

"It never ends, does it, Ben?"

"It certainly appears that way. Talk to you
later. Hold down the fort."

Ben signed off. He turned to Harris.
"Maintain this charade for as | ong as possible,
Harris. | don't think we can continue playing
radio interference for very nmuch longer. Striganov is
probably suspicious by now, and |I'm sure
Hartline is. But if we can keep this up for another
twenty-four hours, we'll have shaved the odds down and
gai ned a |l ot of ground. The nore outposts we can
seize, the nore Striganov is going to have to split his
forces to regain them™

"But won't that also cut down the size of your
personnel ?" Harris asked.

Ben sm | ed. "Perhaps,"”
nore about it.

Ben had no inclination to discuss his battle plans
wi th anyone-not even his own people. Yet.

The northernnost | PF outpost in California,
| ocated at Youreka, just a few miles south of the
O egon

border, lay quiet under the springtime sun. It was
a small outpost, but a vital one. It was also a
| onely post for the soldiers stationed there. Before the
bonbi ngs, now nore than a decade past, the town's
popul ati on was about six thousand. Now it was down to about
two hundred nmen, wonen, and children

The I PF lieutenant in charge of the Youreka
station had nonitored all the requests of Genera
Striganov's radio operator; and listened to the
garbl ed responses from sonme stations. It was puzzling,
but, to his mnd, nothing to get alarmed about. It
probably was that radioactive belt that had hovered
over the earth for years.

He stepped outside the building for a snmoke and a
breath of air.

The silence got his attention. He
| ooked around him

There were usually some townspeopl e about, begging for
food or asking to see sone friend or relative that had
been seized by the |PF.

he said, and would say no

O some local woman willing to sell herself for
better treatnent.
Sonetimes a man or boy willing to do the sane.

That al ways amused the |ieutenant. He held
Americans in contenpt. The mighty Eagle. Now
claw ess, its people groveling about, willing to suck a
cock for a can of beans or spread her legs for a
package of cigarettes.

O part of the cheeks of nmale or femal e ass
for a good butt-fucking.

He wondered where the people were on this bright, beautifu
nor ni ng.

He woul d never know the answer to that.

He heard a
t wang



and lifted his head just as the fiberglass,
field-pointed bolt, fired froma crossbow, hit
his chest. He knew a few seconds of very intense
pain as the point hit his heart, shattering it. He
dropped to the ground, only seconds away from dyi ng.
An attack, he thought. Agai nst
us!
Here? | npossi bl e, he thought. Not fromthese cowardly
Aneri cans.
Then he di ed.
The Eagle had risen, silently screanming its
rage.
Li zar d- canoed Rebel s rushed the out post,
| eapi ng over the body of the arrogant |ieutenant. The
poi nt man reached the door and slipped inside,
darting to his left; other Rebels quickly entered the
bl ockhouse; they carried .22 automatics, the
pi stol s silenced.
Two Rebels stepped into the radio room They
lifted the silenced .22's and shot the two people in the
roomin the back of the head. They cl osed the door and
pul | ed the bodies out of the chairs, taking their place
behi nd the wall of equipnent.
O her Rebel s were going about their deadly work,
silently and efficiently.
The Rebel s assigned to the small
barracks-room found a half dozen |IPF
personnel sleeping in their bunks.
The Russi ans never awakened fromtheir sleep
In less than two minutes the bl ockhouse was
secure and in Rebel hands.
The section | eader opened the door to the radio
room "Can you change to our frequency and
scramnbl e?"
"Yes," he was told. "Just as soon as
change out sone parts. Take nme about five
m nutes. "
"As soon as you do, inform Eagle One we are
secure here."
The radi o operator nodded his understandi ng.
Sone two hundred and fifty nmiles south of
Your eka, in Wodl and, Rebels fromlke's
contingent slipped quietly and unseen around the |PF
conpound. The snall band of Rebels was heavily
out nunbered and lke had told themto forget about
sal vagi ng any of the radi o equi pment; just knock out
the installation and let the chips fall where they may.
O in this case, the bodies of the |IPF
per sonnel inside the compound.
At a signal fromthe section | eader, a Rebe
lifted a 66mm rocket |auncher, sighted it
in, and put the rocket through the wi ndow of the radio
room The room exploded in a cloud of nortar
brick, wood, blood, and pieces of human
bodi es.
Rai nes' s Rebel s gave no quarter
to the I PF forces inside the conpound. If Ben and his
Rebel s were to build something constructive out of the
ashes he would play the fiddle and call the tunes.
He had turned his theory into fact back in the



Tri-States. He had proven that a society can
exi st without crimnals or crime. For if you
don't have one, you won't have the other

And Ben's phil osophy was instilled into the hearts
and minds of his Rebels.

I ke's contingent hit the | PF hard, taking no
prisoners. In less than half an hour, the
battle was over; all that remained was the dust and
snoke that lingered |ike a bitter rem nder over the
conpound.

"Radi o Eagle One that Wodl and is ours,"
the section | eader said.

The Rebels now controlled nine of the IPF S
out posts, stretching from Youreka down to the Napa
Val | ey.

Then Ben abruptly called a halt to it,
confusing all his teans and team | eaders, including
| ke.

It was | ate afternoon when I ke finally got through
to Ben.

"Cease and hol d, Ben?" he questioned.

"Yes. | want to discuss it, but not over the
air. There is always a chance our transm ssions could
be descranbled. 1've already spoken with Dan. You

bot h have access to snall planes and people to fly them"
He gave | ke map coordi nates. "Meet ne
there in the norning. W'll go over the plans.
"Il see you then."
Ben signed off.
| ke scratched his head and | ooked at his XO
"What's up, |ke?"
"Wth Ben, you just never know. But whatever it is, the
Russian and Hartline ain't gonna like it, you can
bet on that."
" Anot her out post cannot be reached, Ceneral,"
Hedda reported to Striganov.
"You nean the signals are garbled?"
"No, sir. Silent."
Ceorgi turned slowy in his chair. He sighed
deeply; a man in frustration. "Raines," he
said. "He's making his nove. | was wong and
Hartline was right. But where is the son of a bitch?"
"Hartline?" Hedda asked, confused.
"No! Goddanmit, woman.
Rai nes. "
Hedda wi sely chose to remain silent.
"He's pulling something. But what ?-other than the
obvious. Raines is a wlf. He's circling,
not yet showing ne his plan. Just as sure as | commt
personnel to one place, the guerrilla bastard is
going to pop up in another. | know how his nind
wor ks. "
Wong. He did not know how Ben's nind worked.
He just thought he did. Arrogant people always think
they're much smarter than they really are.
"Yes, sir," Hedda said. She would never
admt it to the general, but she was very frightened of Ben
Rai nes and his Rebels. They were savages.
Brutal Vikings. Ben Raines and his Rebels
paid no attention to the rules of warfare. They were



all, to a person, thugs.

"Contact Hartline," Striganov ordered. "Have
himfly down here first thing in the nmorning. W have
to start planning our strategy. W cannot all ow
Rai nes to get the upper hand, in
anyt hi ng. "

"Yes, sir. WIIl that be all, sir?"

"Yes."

When Hedda had cl osed the door behind her
Ceneral Georgi Striganov's face tightened as
he jerked out a map of his
| PF' - CONTROLLED territory and

qui ckly scanned it. Wth a col ored pen, he
carefully Xed each outpost that had a garbl ed
signal, and the one that had gone silent.

He stared at the map. He coul d make no sense
of any of it.

There were two hundred and fifty mles between the
northern out post and the southern outpost. Raines just
didn't have that many nen.

O did he?

Striganov | eaned back in his chair, his nind
busy. Perhaps Raines had recruited nore people ..

Yes!

That had to be it. Just as he had recruited-or rather
Hartline-those warl ords, Ben Rai nes had probably
done the sane.

But that would not be |ike Ben Raines. Raines hated
even the thought of warl ords.

But would he use themas a |last resort?

Yes, Striganov thought, he probably woul d.

The end would justify the neans.

The Russian carefully noted each position he
had marked on the map. Rai nes woul d be the strongest
south of H ghway 20, he felt. At l|east four
of his outposts, probably five, had been
knocked out there. So it reasoned that Raines would be the
weakest at Youreka ..

No!

Bi g Lake. Rai nes woul d have teans spread out
north and south along Interstate 5. Big Lake
woul d be stretching it thin for Raines, out of his supply
route.

Big Lake would be the first outpost the |IPF would
retake. But first he and Hartline would nonitor the

transm ssions comng fromthe outposts. Raines would
make a m stake; he would slip up. Striganov
was sure of that.

And then the | PF woul d pounce.

He smiled. It was a good plan.
Chapt er
Twel ve

"Sneaky, Ben," |lke said. "Real sneaky.
But it's risky, buddy."

"I know. But |'ve already sent for Cecil and his
battalion. There is an airstrip here"-he
punched the map-"just a few nmles fromBig Lake.

The strip is big enough to handl e tw n-engi ned cargo
pl anes. Cecil's bunch will slip into position
al ong the sout heast side. Dan, your bunch will take



the north side, formng the top of the

triangle. My people will be in position on the west
side, form ng the west angle of the scal ene. Wen the
| PF people enter, then I'Il close the box. If

we do this right, we can really cut the odds down."
"I like it," Dan said. "It's dirty and nmean."
He | ooked at | ke and grinned.
"You woul d," lke said with a grunt and a grin. "But
then, so do I."
"CGet your people into position and out of sight. For
fact, Striganov is going to nake some fly-bys
in recon aircraft.”
"And start transmitting between the outposts we've
captured?" |ke asked.
"Right. But warn your operators not to make it too
obvious. Just chitchat. Lots of Rebels between
101 and Interstate five to the south. Lots of people
at the border. We're waiting for fresh troops
to arrive. But it's lonely as hell at Big
Lake. Keep it sinple and plain. Let drop
once or twice that we've got two pl atoons

at Big Lake. | don't really know
Striganov's m nd-no one knows anot her's ni nd- but
if I were in his boots, I'd send at |east a

full battalion into the Big Lake area, just to be
on the safe side. Wat do you peopl e think?"

"Just to add a bit of spice to the tea," Dan
said, "I would suggest a conversation or two about sone
green troops nmixed in with the regulars at Big
Lake. Since it's so isolated, and the danger of
attack so slim that would be a good place for new
troops."

"Yes," Ben said. "Good idea. But not too
obvious with it."

"Right, sir!" the Englishman said cheerfully.

"I like it," lke said.

"Move out," Ben ordered.

"I don't like it worth a shit!" Sam
Hartline said.

"State your objections,” Striganov said.

"You can't trust that goddammed Ben Rai nes!
I"'mtellin' you, Georgi, he's pulling sone
crap on us. It's not like himto put up with all this
braggi ng his people are doing on the air. It's like ..

well, he's trying to goad us into doing something
stupid.”

"Ch, | agree with that. But you've listened to al
t he

tapes we' ve nade. Soneone put a stop to any
mention of those green troops at Big Lake.
Rai nes, |'d wager."
Hartline sat back down and cal ned hi nsel f,
mentally, silently, going over Striganov's
plan. It had nerit, he was forced to admit that.
But Hartline felt he knew Ben Raines far
better than Striganov did. He should, he thought,
hiding a smle, for the two men were alike in a |ot,
wel I,
sone
ways.



"What are you thinking, Sanf"
"A mxed bag of thoughts, Georgi. I|'ll

admt that | |ike nost of your plan. Al right, then
we'll have a go at it."
“I'I'l order recon teanms in and we'll do a
fly-by. Tomorrow norning all right?"
"Fine."
The Rebels had worked furiously all day and
well into the night. Teans had begun arriving at the

Big Lake site only a few hours after the
neeting of Ben, |ke, and Dan had broken up
Cecil and his reserve battalion had | anded and were
digging in along the eastern borders of Big Lake.
Machi ne gun enpl acenents, nmortar pits, and
bunkers were al nost finished. Booby traps were being
laid out; O aynores were going into place.
Artillery was anchored and canoufl aged.
And then they waited.
Ro and Wade had received their orders. It was up
to them and their young charges to see that no nenber of the
attacking I PF forces nade it past the
triangle's northern angle alive. At the
Bi g Lake site, Ben watched the young boys and
girls of the woods-children as they received their orders.
If there was any fear in them they did not allow it
to show on their faces. They stood inpassively.
And it al nost broke Ben's heart.
| ke was standi ng by Ben's side; he picked up on
his friend' s silent feelings.
"I don't like it any nore than you do, buddy," he
said. "But if they didn't receive an assignment,
they'd go off on their own and naybe get maul ed.”
"You and nme, lke, we've seen a |ot together
But 1'Il be dammed if |'ve ever seen anything
to conpare with this sight."
"Ki ds have fought in every war since the beginning of tine,
Ben." He sighed, a sign of frustration
Dan joined them "Those children should be in school. This
shoul d be the happiest tines of their lives."
Ben gl anced at him smling. "Do you want to be
the one to order them out of here?"
Dan grunted, rememnbering when he had first
encountered the woods-children. He had offered one little
sweet -1 ooking girl of about nine or ten a candy
bar. The child had bitten his hand to the bone, kicked him
in the shins, grabbed his AK-47, and took off into the
ti mber, |eaving Dan hoppi ng around on one foot,
cussi ng.
"Thank you, but
no!"
he said flatly.
Ben and | ke managed to contain their |aughter, both
of them knowi ng what Dan was thinking. Dan had |ost his
cool. Ben's eyes found a little girl, standing
by herself, apart fromthe other children
Her carbine was alnost as tall as she was. But he
had absolutely no doubt that she could, and had, used
it. And used it expertly, too.
He left Ike and Dan and wal ked to the child. As
he approached, he could see the fear build in her



eyes.
CGoddammit! he silently cursed. Way are these

children afraid of

nme?
But he knew.
And knew t hat he nust, at all costs,

put a halt to the nyths that were growi ng daily about him
But how?

He knelt in front of her. "I'm Ben
Rai nes. "

"Yes, Ceneral, | know, " the girl said, her
voice small in the great living cathedral that was the
wi | der ness.

"Call me Ben."

She shook her head. "That is not permtted.”

"Nonsense! If | pernmt it, who can
challenge it?" Wong way to go, Ben, he
cautioned. But it was too late; he had said it.

She shook her head, not replying.

"What is your nane, girl?"

"Lora."

"Al'l right, Lora. How old are you?"

"I ... think I have el even years."

Jesus God! Ben thought. Eleven years old
and a warrior. "Your parents?"

She shook her head.

"Brothers, sisters?"

"I ... think I had sonme. But they're dead,
["msure."

"Lora, how would you |ike a job?"

"A job? But | have a job."

"What ?"
"Fighting for you."
"Yes, well " Ben cleared his throat and

shifted his weight. Damm bad knee was begi nni ng

to ache. "I have another job for you. I'd like for you

to be ny aide."
"l don't know what that neans."
"Well, it would be a very inportant job. |

woul dn't ask just anyone to do it. You would assist ne;

be with nme-nmost of the tinme," he added. "Wuld you |ike that?"
"Yes, Ceneral."

"Call me Ben."
She shook her head.
"Well, we'll... work on that part of it." He
stood up. I'mediately his knee felt better. He
hel d out his hand and Lora slipped her small, and very

dirty, hand into it.

Ben and Lora wal ked to Dan and lke. "This is
Lora." Ben said. "She's going to be ny aide."

"Sure she can handle it?" |lke said
straight-faced, |ooking at Ben. "That's a
high-falutin' job."

"Ch, quite," Dan said. "Very responsible
position for one so young."

"I can do it," Lora said, |ooking at
Dan.

Dan | ooked at the child. She sure | ooked
famliar. Great Scott! Dan thought. This is the
child that



assaul ted ne!

| ke was | ooking off into the distance, scarcely able
to keep his laughter |ocked up

"Don't | know you?" Dan asked, kneeling

down.
"You might," Lora said.
"Yes," Dan said. "I do believe we have net
before.™
"You still got that candy bar?" Lora asked.
"No," Dan said, ice in his voice. "l ate

it."
"CGood," the girl replied. "Bad for your teeth
anyway. "
Dan stood up, drawing hinself to his ful
hei ght. "l mpudent girl!"
"Blow it out your ear," Lora told him
Dan wal ked away, muttering.
| ke wal ked away to a tree, |eaning against it,
| aughi ng so hard he could not see.
Syl via wal ked up and | ooked first at Lora,
then at Ben. "Who's your friend, Ben?"
"My new aide. Lora, this is Sylvia."
Al'l the Rebels had been forced to harden their
hearts toward the sights of the aftermath of total
gl obal war. Dan's defense was a sel f-inmposed
col dness; but he ached just as nuch as the next person
"She, ah, needs a bath," Ben said. "Wuld you
see to that, Sylvia?"
"Sure." Sylvia put an armaround the child's
sl ender shoulders. "You'll get used to Ben
Lora. His bark is worse than his bite."
Lora had no idea what she was tal ki ng about.
" Speaki ng of
bites!"
I ke yelled, then burst into fits of |aughter
Dan wheel ed about. "How would you |ike a good thrashing,
you ...
dirigible!"
Cecil wal ked up, catching the |last part of it.
"What in the world is going on, Ben?" Sylvia
asked.
"Ch, Dan just recalled a rather biting menory.
Then Ben started | aughi ng.
Syl vi a wal ked away, shaki ng her head, | eading
Lora
off to a bath and a change of cl ot hing.
"Men!" she said. "They are the strangest things.
Lora sneaked a peek back at Ben Rai nes.
Funny, she thought, he doesn't | ook Iike a god.
But then, what do gods | ook Iike?
Chapt er
Thirteen
Striganov and Hartline did a quick fly-by of the
Big Lake area. It |ooked just as Striganov
expected. Unchanged. But his soldier's eyes could
see a few things out of place. New gun
enpl acenents; a truck that did not belong to his
| PF t eans.
"Home," he told the pilot. "W've seen
enough. "



"Green troops or not," Hartline said. "It's
going to take a full battalion to dig them out of
there."”

"I want this to be a total defeat for Ben
Rai nes," Striganov said. "I want this to be
hum liating for this so-called god anmong nen."

"He's a god, all right." Hartline | ooked
down at the land. "He's a goddamed nui sance.

But, in a strange way, |I'll be sorry to see
himkilled. "

"He has been a fine adversary,"
Striganov agreed. "But there will be others."

Sone of the Russian's bubbling confidence was begi nni ng
to rub off onto Hartline.
"I feel better about this upcom ng operation
Ceorgi," Hartline said with a smle.
"Ki ck- ass-and-take-nanmes tine."
"Crudely put but certainly fitting the
situation. Sam have you been receiving any ... well,
rather odd transm ssions fromthe east |lately?"
Hartline was silent for a nmoment, staring out the w ndow
of the expensive twi n-engined aircraft. He turned
to Striganov. "Cone to think of it, yes. My
operators keep saying they're picking up sone
forei gn-1anguage transm ssions they think are
originating from South Carolina or Georgia. But
they can't make any sense out of them"
"Have you heard any of thenf"

"Yes. It's Islamic. | don't speak
it."
"What about this "hot wind' that will blow over the
| and? What do you make of that?"
"l don't know. | haven't heard that one. The
only thing |I've heard about is sonme guy who calls
hi nsel f Col onel Khanmsim... or sonmething like that."
"Yes. Well. A
khansi n

is ahot wind. It originates in the Sahara and
blows in the spring.”

"How i nteresting," Hartline said, totally
uni nt er est ed.

"You m ght becone nore interested when you learn the
troop strength of this Col onel Khansin."

" ch?"

"Somet hing in the nei ghborhood of thirty to fifty
t housand. "

That got the nmercenary's attention very quickly. He
stared at the Russian. "Did | hear you right?"

"Two divisions. Yes."

"Jesus God! Rai nes has maybe, at the
nmost, five thousand Rebels, and that's stretching it.
And he's

been ki cking our ass every time we neet."

"Don't remind nme. Besides, all that is about
to change. | think Raines is rapidly becom ng a
secondary matter. | want joint teans of
| PF recon and nen from your conmmand sent east. As
soon as possible. | want this Col one
Khansi n checked out. They will have to go in by vehicle.
Si nce Raines seens to have effectively grounded



what remains of our air force." "You' ve
reached that conclusion, too?" "Yes. | tried this
nmorni ng to reach our people at Redding and Red Bl uff.
More unintelligible garble.” He sighed. "Wll,
we fell for it for a time. And now we're paying for our
folly. Dearly. | don't know how many people we've
lost. But it will not happen again. W nove agai nst the
Bi g Lake Rebels in two days, Sam Get
your people ready and in place.”

Ben felt the Russian had fallen for it. He
was ni nety-five percent sure of it. But he knew
he was taking a very large ganble. A ganble that woul d
cost the Rebels in blood should it fail.

Therefore, it nmust not fail.

He | ooked up from his studying of maps as
Sylvia and Lora entered his squad tent. At first
he didn't recognize the young girl.

She was cl ean, her hair freshly washed and shi ni ng.
The Rebels had found clothes to fit her, from her
feet up. She no longer |ooked like a ragamuffin.
Sylvia grinned at Ben.

"Here's your newest aide, Ceneral."

Ben smled at the woman and the girl. "Good
afternoon, |adies."
Lora grinned, proud of herself. "I look |like one

of themkids in the pitcher-books!"

"Ch?" Ben said. "What, ah, picture book
is that, Lora?"

"I left it in my pack. But | found it back
in ... wherever it was we got on them pl anes. Found
it inabuilding. It was all right for me to have it,
wasn't it?"

"Of course."” Ben had noticed the child still carried
her carbine. "Were'd you get that rifle, Lora?"

"Took of f a guy about a year back. He
didn't have no nore use for it."

" Oh?"

"Yes, sir. | killed him"

VWen she was ten years old. Jesus Christ,

Ben thought. Jesus and God al one only know what
this child has gone through. "Was the man, ah, bothering
you, Lora?"

"Tryin' to rape ne."

It was obvious she did not wish to discuss it, so
Ben didn't push it. "Have either of you had | unch?"

Syl vi a shook her head. "W haven't had
time. Lora, ah, well, it took some tinme to get
her cl eaned up. She, ah, had fleas. Anmong ot her
tiny vermn. If you know what | nean."

Ben knew. Lice. He resisted an inpul se
to scratch. It was a problemwth all the
woods- chi | dren.

It was not that they shunned baths, for they didn't.
But to a person they preferred the ground to a bed. The
open starry sky to a building or tent. And back
at the base canp, they all had dogs. Which they
slept with.

Ben grinned as Sylvia scratched first one arm and
then the other.

"I"'mglad you think it's so funny, General,"



she said sourly.

"lI've been there, Lieutenant," he told
her. "We all have. Renenber the fleas and rats from
not that | ong ago?"

She shuddered as she recalled that particul ar
horror. "Only too well."

"Well, on that happy note, let's have sone
[ unch. "

The |1 PA was pushing their lines of control out of the
Savannah area. And they were savage and nurderous
in their advance. Those nen and wonen and children they did not
kill were taken prisoner, to be used as sl aves on
the farms they planned to put back into production
And since wonmen had becone a val uable comodity,
wor | d-wi de, wonen under forty were spared, taken
prisoner, and carefully guarded. Al npst
all the very young were spared. They woul d be schooled in the
Islamic way and after a tinme accepted into the
| PA'S society.

The 1slamc Peoples Army now was in firm
control of everything between Interstates 20 and 26, from
Col unmbi a back to the coast. Their advance had
stopped at the Georgia line-for the time being.

There had been pockets of resistance, but those were
few and very ineffective against the overwhel m ng nunbers
of the IPA. Only a few Aneri cans had
escaped, and those headed straight for Ben Raines's
Base Canp One in north Georgia, bringing with

t hem what ever they could hurriedly grab and carry on
the run. And they brought horror stories. Stories
of rape and torture and nurder.

Terrorismin the twenty-first century.

Sonet hing el se that Ben and his Rebel s woul d soneday very
soon have to deal wth.

But for now, Colonel Khanmsin and his |PA
seened content with the land they had seized. They woul d
spend some time indoctrinating the people they spared, and get
the I and back in shape for production. Wen that was
done, then they would nove out to claimnore |and in the nane
of All ah.

"Everybody ready?" Ben radi oed
to his commanders.

Everyone was in position and ready to go.

The Rebels were dug in tight, their positions
deep and expertly canoufl aged. Machine gun
enpl acenents were angled to afford the best possible
field of fire against approaching troops. And the
bunkers had rabbit holes which would allow the
Rebels to slip out and away.

They wait ed.

The first recon teans from Striganov and Hartline
noved close to the western perineter of Big
Lake, approaching on either side of an old,
once- st at e- mai nt ai ned road. They noved
cautiously, very alert for mnes and booby traps,
for the team| eaders had been warned about Ben Rai nes and
his Rebels. They had been warned to expect
anyt hing; for Ben Raines did not adhere to conventiona
rules of warfare. Ben

Rai nes was nean and dirty and vicious; a man



thoroughly trained in the art of guerrilla warfare.
They were arned to expect anything.

They found not hi ng.

And the recon teans of Hartline and the Russian
could not understand this devel opment. It confused them What
was happeni ng here? Where were all the dirty
tricks they had been warned to expect? And where in the
name of Lenin were the Rebel s?

The team | eaders radi oed back to the stagi ng areas of
t heir commanders, asking, Wat was goi ng on? Wat to do?

Advance cautiously, cane the order.

The recon teans noved out. And out. They encountered
not hi ng human. Birds were singing and squirrels were
chattering and barking happily in the tinber. And that was
a sure sign no Rebels were about. The recon
teanms began to relax a bit.

But human eyes wat ched them watched them from
bunkers and deep brush and heavy tinber. The
Rebel s remai ned notionl ess, breathing shallow, eyes
unbl i nki ng. They wait ed.

Fromthe north the recon teanms canme, encountering the
same thing as the teams who cane in fromthe west.
Not hi ng. And as their conrades had done, they radioed
back to the staging area for instructions, not understanding the
not hi ngness of the deep tinber.

Striganov snmiled as he turned to Sam
Hartline. "Ben Rai nes has becone what |
knew he woul d, Sam "

" Ch?"

"Overconfident. | knew it would happen. The
man

has had things go his way for too long. H's people have
becore | ack; discipline has softened. They think
we're still falling for the garbled transm ssions."

Hartline agreed with the Russian, but dammed if
he'd give Striganov the satisfaction of know ng

it. "I"'mordering ny people in."
"It's time," Striganov agreed. He nodded
at an aide. "No prisoners. Kill themall

Wpe themfromthe face of the earth."

The orders were given and the conbi ned forces of Sam
Hartline and the Russian noved out. One force fromthe
north, one force fromthe west.

But Ben had suspected a trick, and he ordered
his people to hold their fire and keep their positions, their
heads down. Remain silent and unseen.

Lora stood with Sylvia in Ben's bunker
wat chi ng the man.

"What's the hang-up, Ben?" Sylvia asked.

"What are we waiting for?"

Ben listened to his headset for a nmonment, not imediately
answering. "I thought as rmuch,"” he spoke into his
m ke. "Let them cone on."

He turned to Sylvia, conscious of Lora's
unbl i nki ng eyes on him "Striganov and Hartline
have comitted only about twenty-five percent
of their troops. They're holding the others back."

He smiled a warrior's smle; the snile of a
hunting tiger about to taste the hot blood of prey.
"We'll let themcone; play their gane. They'l



learn a hard | esson about ne. And | think a very
deci sive one in our favor."

"You knew t he eneny was going to do this?" Lora
asked.

"I suspected it," Ben replied, |ooking down
at the child.

"You knew," she said flatly.

"Al'l right; have it your way, then. | knew. "

" How?"

Ben softened his hunter's smle as he | ooked
at the child. "I"'man old soldier, Lora. There

are things one | earns over the years."
She nodded her head. He knew, she thought. He
| ooked through all the silence and knew. She would tel
the others about this.
Ben's headset crackled. "The underground peopl e have
hal ted their advance, General. How in the hell did
t hey
know
to wait?"
"I don't know," Ben spoke into his
m ke. "They sensed it, probably. How many of them
have you spotted?”
"Fifty, maybe. If I've seen fifty,
there are probably five hundred nmore | can't
see. "
"I agree. Stay with it. Ike?"
"Here."
"Cecil ?"
"Here."
" Dan?"
"Here, sir."
Al were on scranble, on a high-band
frequency. "Let those few conpani es conme on
| et them get deep. Wen they neet no resistance,
the others will be forced to follow Striganov and Sam
know better than to permt too nmuch di stance between their
forces. O |I'mbetting they do, at least. Hold
what you' ve got."
The commander of the point company of |PF nen
radioed to Hartline's point conpany, advancing
fromthe north. "I have heard no gunfire."
"Hell, there isn't anything to shoot
at!"
Hartline's conpany commander radi oed back, know ng
both Sam and the Russian were nonitoring the
transm ssions. "So far as | can tell, all of
Rai nes's men are in the conpound area. Wat in the
fuck are we waiting for?"

Samturned to CGeorgi. "W can't let rmuch nore
di stance between conpanies.”
"I know. | believe your point man is

correct. Raines has nade a fatal m stake
by bunching up his nen. Commit your troops." He
turned to his radio operator. "Go! Go! Go!"

And the rear compani es surged forward.

"Let them cone," Ben said, after receiving the
message fromhis forward observers. "Let them get
deep and link up with the forward conmpany. Steady now,
people. Keep it steady and cool. Just hold what you've



got."

"My people are getting edgy, Ben!" Ilke
radi oed.

"Tell themI|'m cal mand confident, I|Kke.
To all conpany conmanders and section | eaders, this is
Raines. I'Il personally shoot the first person who
opens fire without my direct orders to do so. Is
t hat under st ood?"

Perfectly. And they all knew Ben Raines
meant every word.

The Rebels waited. The woods-children
wai t ed. The underground peopl e waited.

"West angle clear and free," a forward
observer radioed to Ben

"North angle free and clear," Ben was i nforned.
"Close it off," Ben ordered. "Plug it up."
"I PF and Hartline's nen about a mile fromthe
conpound, " Ben was infornmed. "Destroy them" Ben
ordered. And Lora | ooked at Ben, love in her
eyes.
Chapt er Fourteen

El ectrically controlled O aynores were

activated, filling the air with expl osions that nmained
and killed. Mrtar rounds were dropped down the

t ubes,

t hunki ng

into life, popping up and out, fluttering their way
to death-creating explosions. Artillery began poundi ng
the I PF and Hartline's nen. 152mm
155mm and 8-inch how tzers began spew ng out their
| ethal rounds. They were joined by 81lmm nortars.
Parts of once-living human bodi es were flung
high into the snoke and noi se-shattered air of the living
wi | der ness.

Fifty-caliber machi ne guns began hanmering out
death for those who escaped the initial
onsl aught of mnes, nortars, and heavy artillery.
For those men and wonen of the IPF and Hartline's
nmer cenari es who staggered through the torn earth and snoky,
hellish air where they had been trapped, the
woods- chil dren and the underground people were waiting in the bush and
deep tinber, with knives and axes and bows and arrows
and guns.

Caught by the totally unexpected, the I PF and
nercenaries ran, not so rmuch in fear, as in confusion

and panic. They ran to escape the expl oding and
yamering fury and ran right into booby traps. Swi ng
traps with sharpened stakes, tripped by wire or
cord, slamed into bodies, chest-high, the stakes
driving through, bloody tips protruding out the back
Knees and ankl es were broken when running feet
stepped into punji pits. The pits were filled with
shar pened st akes, the stakes janmi ng through boots or
shoes, or puncturing the flesh of calf, |eaving the
vi ctim pinned, unable to nove. Those trapped
remai ned there ... until they were found and shot.

The cool earth of the wilderness, shaded by tal
trees and flowering shrubs, was now littered with the dead
and the dying and badly wounded. Screans of those in nore
pain than they could endure ripped the charged air;



pl eas for nercy were abruptly ended by pisto
or rifle shot.

The rules of this battle and any upconi ng
battle were being laid down by the Rebels. They woul d
give no quarter to the eneny, and they expected none.

"Cease firing all artillery," Ben ordered, from
hi s deep bunker.

The big guns fell silent.

"All nortar crews down," Ben ordered

The last of the projectiles fluttered to earth and
expl oded. The nortars fell silent.

"Search and destroy," Ben ordered.

The hunters becanme the hunted as Rebels |eft
their holes and bunkers and | ocked in conbat with the
nmercenaries and the | PF.

It was a tribute to Ben's planning that not one
eneny made it out of the Big Lake area. Ben had
so carefully placed his people that any who tried to

escape found thensel ves faci ng not one, but three,
lines of Rebels to cross, each circle of
Rebels formng a smaller | oop fromthe outside of the
perimeter in.

And not one eneny made it to within a mle of Ben's
bunker .

Long before the noppi ng-up was concl uded, Ben stepped
out of his bunker for a visual. Snoke stil
clung close to the ground and a few fires had been
started by the explodi ng rounds.

"Cet people working on putting those fires out,’
ordered. "Watkins was a snoke-junper, wasn't
he?"

"Yes, sir," an aide said. "Up in what
used to be Wom ng."

"Contact himand put himin charge. Wo is he
wi t h?"

"Second Battalion."

"CGet moving."

"Yes, sir." The young man di sappeared into the
bunker, to contact the ex-firefighter

Ben wal ked down the slope to | evel ground,
causing Sylvia and his aides no small anount of
nervousness, even though nost had seen Ben wal k
calmy into the heat of battle nmany tinmes before,
seem ngly unconcer ned.

Ben stood for a noment, his old Thonpson
submachi ne gun in his right hand. The sounds of
gunfire could still be heard around the snoking
battlefield. A scream of anguish cut the
air, ending with a gunshot for punctuation

Ben began wal ki ng toward the nearest battle
area. A dozen Rebels, in lizard
canpb, ran to join them formng a protective box
around hi m

"Don't you have anything better to do?" Ben asked
a young sergeant.

"No, sir," he replied.

Ben let it slide. He knew these Rebels
had probably been ordered to himbefore the battle,
either by Ike or Dan or Cecil. To order them
away would only get themin trouble with one of the three.

Ben



He wal ked into the body-littered, snoking
battl e area, stopping often to | ook at the uniforns
of the dead and dying. A mixture of |PF and
Hartline's nercenaries. Something was wong, but Ben
could not imediately dredge it up to visual nental

light.
He wal ked on, stepping around or over the gorier
nmesses made by parts of human bodies: still-steam ng

twi sted ropes of intestines; a severed human head,
the eyes wide open in pain-filled shock; a

boot, with the foot still encased within the |eather; a hand,
a hand, still gripping an AK-47; a torn-open
torso.

He wal ked on, still trying to figure out what was

wrong-if anyt hi ng.

But he knew sonet hi ng was.

Then it cane to him He turned to a Rebel with a
radi o. "Contact the other comuanders. Ask themif
they' ve seen any of the warlord' s nen mxed in with these
regulars. Qur intelligence stated their dress was
oftentines bizarre. They don't wear any type of
standard uniform™"

None of the others had seen anything other than
regul ar troops.

"What does it mean, Ben?" Cecil radioed.

"It means, | think, that while we won this
battl e, one of our recently taken outposts,

I'd guess Youreka, was hit by the warlords."

"W only left a squad there, Ben," Ike
radi oed, the sounds of gunfire mingled in with his words.

"Striganov pulled a fast one," Dan said.

Soneone screamed in pain in the background of his words.

"Not the Russian; he's too conceited,"” Ben
said. "This was Sam Hartline's doing. Bet on
it."

"Then our people at Youreka are in for a very bad tinme of
it," Dan opined.

"To say the least," Ben signed off.

Sonny Boy wal ked up and down the thin |Iine of
Rebel s he and his nen had taken at the Youreka
out post. Sonny Boy and his nen | ooked I|ike
a scriptwiter's nightmare of a twenty-first
century motorcycle gang. They dressed in
what ever suited their personality.

Bi zarre would be too tame a word.

Thei r headgear ranged from Nazi hel nets
to berets. Some wore conbat boots, others cowboy
boots. Some had chai ns | ooped and wound around their
chests and wai sts. Sone wore only vests with no
shirt. Ohers were dressed in |eather from ankle
to neck.

To a man, they were dirty, lice-infested, ugly,
and vicious. Hartline had pronmised thema free
hand to deal with the enemy in any way they saw fit,
"The enemy" bei ng anyone opposed to Cenera
Ceorgi Striganov.

But they had been getting bored. Life in the
Nort hwest was getting too tane.

Until now.

This particular bunch of outl aws rode

j ust



not or cycl es

exclusively. This was Sonny Boy's bunch.

Ski nhead' s bunch rode notorcycles, drove
souped- up dune buggi es and chopper bikes.

Gizzly's bunch rode notorcycles and
drove souped-up pickup trucks.

Popeye' s gang rode notorcycl es.

About five hundred strong in all, they were, to a
person, a very odious crew. In nore ways than one.

Sonny Boy wal ked up and down in front of the
captured Rebels. When he grinned his nouth was
filled with rotten and bl ackened teeth. H's breath woul d
fell an ox.

He stopped in front of a wonan Rebel
"Looki e here, boys. This here is prine
pussy."

The woman spat in his face

Sonny Boy reached out, grabbed a breast, and
twi sted harshly.

She screanmed as pain bent her al nbst double.
Sonny Boy brought his open pal maround and sl apped
t he woman, knocki ng her sprawling. Reachi ng down,
he jerked the field pants from her and shredded her
panties. He jerked her to her feet and threw her
to his men. Several caught her, their hands roaning
her body.

"Take turns with "er," Sonny Boy said.

"I wonder if it's possible for a woman to be
fucked to deat h?"

In less than a m nute, Reba began screaning
as the rape began.

Sonny grinned as he stared at the only ot her
worman in the Rebel team "My, ny, ain't you the
pretty one. You gonna be nmy woman, bitch."

The woman stared at him her face inpassive.

"Thi nk you're tough, don't you?" Sonny Boy
asked.

She shrugged.

Sonny Boy's nen | aughed, their |aughter bringing
a flush to his face. "You'll be beggin" ne
to quit "fore it's all over, bitch," he said.

She stared at himin silence.

"You got a nane, bitch?"

"Sally."

"Ain't that pretty? You be nice to ne, now
Sally, and 1'Il be nice to you. You fuck up with
me, and I'll stick a grenade up your ass, you
under stand? And don't nod your goddamm head,
speak! "

"l understand."

"Good. Hope for you yet." He waved toward his
peopl e. "Take them nen prisoners. Hartline wants
to torture them see if he can get anything out of
them™

Reba screaned as two nen took her at once,
front and back.

Striganov was silent, deep in savage thoughts,
as he rode back to his command post by the raging sea.

He shoul d have known better, he kept thinking. He
shoul d have known better than to try and second-guess



Ben Raines. For every time he did ... he failed.

And Georgi Striganov did not like to fail.

But what galled himnore than Ben Rai nes
destroying two full battalions of his people ... was
Sam Hartline sending those cretins in to seize the
out post at Your eka.

Sam had suspected Ben Rai nes was goi ng
to pull something. But if so, why hadn't he voiced
stronger objections?

Unl ess? ..

No, that was unthi nkabl e!

O was it?

Striganov tried to clear his head of those thoughts.
But they persisted.

Was Samtrying to pull sonething? If so, what could
it be? For he lost men in the battle with Raines,
too. Although not nearly as nany as Georgi did.

Ceorgi would have to give this sonme thought. A lot of
t hought. But he could not believe Sam Hartline would be
stupid enough to try sone sort of coup. They needed each
other to continue the fight against the comon
eneny: Ben Rai nes.

"Qut post at Youreka on the horn, General,"

Ben was i nfornmed

"It's pretty bad. They're raping Reba."

"They call us?"

"Yes, sir."

Ben wal ked to the communi cation truck. The
battl eground was nearly void of |iving beings, the
Rebel s pulling out, leaving the dead silent, for the
earth to claim

Ben gl anced at his watch. Hartline would have had
time to get there by car

"CGet themon the horn,"” Ben ordered.

"Hell o, Ben," the cheerful voice of Sam
Hartline cracked through the speaker

"Hartline," Ben replied, wthout the cheerful ness.

"You won one, Raines," Hartline said. "Going
to come get your worman warrior?"

"Doubtful," Ben said honestly.

"You're a hard nan, Ben. 'Bout as hard as
me. Hell, maybe you're harder. God knows
I'"ve tried to kill you often enough.”

Ben coul d hear faint screaming in the background.
But it was not a wonman's scream ng

"That's one of your Rebels, Ben,"

Hartline told him "One of ny boys is burning
his feet off. | don't think he likes it very
nmuch. "

Ben cursed; got it out of his system before he
keyed the m ke. Keeping his voice |evel, he
said, "Wat do you want, Hartline?"

"Why, just a friendly chat with an old eneny, Ben
That's all."

The scream ng of the burning Rebel becane | ouder

Then Ben heard Reba screani ng

"I opened a window just in case you wanted to get
a better ... ah, picture, shall we say, of what
i s happeni ng here."

"l could have done without it, Hartline."



"Ch, | wouldn't want you to miss a thing, Ben
Ch, by the way, the woman you had in the cabin,
Rani Jordan? | suppose you know by now t hat
she's dead."

"I know. "

"I tortured her to death, Ben. O course
fucked her, too. Several tines. In severa
di fferent ways."

Ben sai d not hi ng.

"Alot of ny, ah, newer coll eagues had a
whack at her, too. They're anxious
to nmeet you, Ben."

"Ch, we'll neet, Hartline. Bet on that,"

Ben assured him

"Ch ny, Ben! | wish you could see this. It's
very entertaining. Two of nmy nmen are doubl e-teani ng
Reba. Poor girl doesn't appear to be
enjoying it. |

wonder why?"

"Where is Sally?"

"Sonny Boy cl ained her for his woman.

He's such a delightful nan, Ben."

"One of your warlords, San®"

"That's a big ten-four."

"I'"'mlooking forward to neeting themall, Sam"™
Hartline chuckled. "I know what you're doing,
Ben. Ch, I'll tell you their names. Sonny
Boy, Gizzly, Skinhead, Popeye. N ce
boys, all."
Just before Ben signed off, he said, "I'm going
to kill you, Hartline. That is a promse."

Chapter Fifteen
"You know what's going to happen now, don't you
Ceor gi ?" Sam asked t he Russi an.
They were enjoying a late dinner in the Russian's
| ovel y home near Pepperwood, just off
H ghway 101. The Russian insisted on living
as luxuriously as possible, considering the conditions
around them Not two miles away, people were just barely
clinging to life.
VWhen Striganov and his IPF first | anded on
American soil, after years in Iceland, Georg
had treated the Aryan race quite differently.*
But all that had proved too expensive in terns
of food and clothing and nedi cal treatnent.
Now anyone who did not willingly enbrace the
Russi an' s | opsi ded phil osophy was | eft
to fend for thenselves, as best they coul d.
"No. You tell me, Sam" Striganov said.
"Ben Raines is going to pull out all the stops
now. He's going to hit us fromall sides. He's
going to use
*
Anarchy in the Ashes
every tactic he knows, and believe me, he knows
themall."
"Stand up and slug it out across battlefiel ds?"
t he Russi an asked, a hopeful note to his
Voi ce.
"You know better.'

Sam waved away the of fer of



dessert. But his eyes took in the trim
little ass of Jane as she noved around the table to serve
t he Russi an.
"You may eat now, Jane," Ceorgi told the
girl. "Then take your bath. 1'll be al ong
shortly."
"Yes, sir," Jane said.
"Cute little cunt,"” Sam said, watching the young
girl leave the room
"She is conming along quite well. She responded
to me the other night."
"You don't say?" He shook his head. Wo
gave a fuck whether the wonan enjoyed it or not?
The inmportant thing was the nan getting his nuts off.
"Were there any survivors?" Ceorgi asked.
"No. At least not that | know of. He kicked the
shit out of us, Georgi."
"W | ost the battle, not the war. Did you get
any information out of those Rebels you seized at
Your eka?"
"Naw. Burned one's feet off. He was stil
cussing me when | got hot and shoved a bayonet
up his butt." Sam sighed. "I never saw a nman
or woman | couldn't break. But these goddamed
Rebel s are a breed apart."
"I wish you had told ne you were going
into Youreka, Sam"
"Spur-of-the-mnute thing." He | ooked at the
Russi an. "Do you object?"
"Ch, no. | was curious for a tine, though.”
Sam | aughed. "CGeorgi, if | ever decide
to pull anything. 1'Il just shoot you first and be done wth
it." "That's so conforting to know, Sam"
"Gve ne the final tally," Ben said.
"Ni ne dead," lke told him "Twenty-one
wounded. Two seriously. Pilots have already flown the
badl y wounded back to Dr. Chase. W buried the
dead where they fell."

"The | ads performed quite well, General," Dan
said. He | ooked up, feeling Tina and Sylvia's
eyes on him "And the |lassies as well, of

course." Dan | ooked over at Lora. She
stuck her tongue out at him He made a face
at her. She gave himthe finger.

Muttering under his breath, Dan rose fromthe table and
poured hinsel f another cup of tea.

"That isn't very nice, Lora," Sylvia
gently adnoni shed the child. She spoke around a
smile.

| ke had to hide his face behind a big hand.

"Yes, ma'am" Lora said.

"Any word from our recon teanms heading to South
Carol i na?" Ben asked.

"They're well on their way, Ben," Ceci
said. "But | don't like the sounds of what's shaping
up down there."

"Nor do |I." Dan sat back down. "I
think when we finish with the Russian and Sam
Hartline-and | intend to finish it, once and for

all-we are really going to have a fight on our hands."



"And badly out nunbered," Tina said.

"Let's tal k about our present situation," Ben

brought them back to the present. They would deal with the
future when it arrived

"Are we going to retake the outpost at
Your eka?" Syl via asked. She had been present
when Ben had spoken with Sam Hartline. She had
heard the pai nful scream ng of Reba. She wondered
if Reba was dead by now. She felt it would be the
best thing for her.

"Probably," Ben said. "But don't think that
we'll ever see Reba or Sally alive again. The
odds are hard agai nst that happening."

No one present expected to see the wonen again.
Not ali ve.

"What bothers nme the nost is that we have
no good intelligence on these warlords ..."

"Ask the kids," Lora spoke up

"What do you nean?" Ben asked, |ooking at the
girl.

"The kids who live in whatever area the warlords
operate out of. Adults like young girls. G ownups
like the warlords and themwho ride with them | mean. The
kids can tell you all about them"

"We'll send Ro or Wade in," Ike
suggest ed.

"No," Lora quickly spoke. "Send girls
in. Some girls out of Ro or Wade's group
Boys will tell nore to girls than to other boys.
"Il go in."

Sylvia put an arm around Lora's shoul ders.

"No, | don't think so, Lora. You have to stay
here and hel p us. Right, Ben?"

"Right. Who woul d you suggest, Lora?"

"I"l1l go pick themnow " Before anyone woul d ask
any further questions, or object, the child was gone,
t aki ng her carbine with her.

Dan shook his head. "Kids fighting wars.

Gener al ,

are you seriously considering sending young girls

into eneny territory? To face the

possibility of capture and rape and ... other
forms of perversion?"
Ben sighed. "I don't know, Dan. You |istened

to Wade and Ro's verbal report this afternoon, did you
not ?"

"Yes," the Englishman said softly.

Al present had. They silently recalled the
words fromthe young nen.

"We kilt ten tines ten of the enemny, General
Sonme we shot with bullets, some we kilt with arrows.
Most of themwe just cut their throats."

A girl of about twelve stood off to one side,
slow y honi ng a big-bl aded knife back to razor
sharpness. Blood fromthe enenmy had splattered her
cl ot hi ng. She seemed oblivious to it.

A boy of perhaps thirteen, maybe younger-wi th the
woods-children it was hard to tell ages; they were al nost
al I undernouri shed-stood by the girl, sharpening his
knife. Like the girl, his clothing was stained with



bl ood.

"I done three nyself," the girl said proudly.
"Come up frombehind them Barry, here, got two."
She | ooked at the boy by her side.

Dan broke the silence around the table. "Yes,"
he said with a sigh. "I see what you nean,
General . But not Lora. | ... ah, rather like the child.
I would not like to see harmcone to her."

Al'l knew Dan was fond of Lora. But the
ex-Sas man had little firsthand know edge of dealing w th kids.
And ki ds knew his gruff manner was only a
bl uff.

"No," Ben said-and he knew he was being un-

fairly prejudiced with the statement-"certainly not
Lora."

Lora returned, bringing with her three girls.
The girls appeared to be very unconfortable in the
presence of Ben Rai nes. Ben asked themto be
seated and then | ooked hard at them

"Did Lora tell you anything about why you're
here?" he asked.

"Yes, sir," one replied. "W're ready
to go."

"What are your names?"

Judy, Kim Sandra.

"Your ages?" Ben asked.

Judy was twelve, Kimand Sandra thirteen

"Have you killed before?"

Al had taken life.

Ben | eaned back in his chair. He did not like this,
not one bit. He had not |iked the idea of
conmmitting the woods-children to any type of action; but
knew no way to keep themout. They had come to him
originally to fight, and that they were going to do. \Wether
General Ben Raines liked it, or not.

"Have you spoken with Ro or Wade about this,
girls?

They had. But they took orders from Genera
Rai nes. They woul d go wherever the general chose to send
t hem

"I don't choose to send you on this mssion,"

Ben told them "I don't like it at all. Not one
bit. If you go, it will be solely voluntary on
your part. | personally wi sh you would all refuse."

"Why?" Ki m asked.

"For heaven's sake!" Dan said, considerable heat
in his voice. "Because you're al
chil dren,
that's why.

You should all be back in Georgia, attending
school, going to parties, dancing, getting all
ga-ga over the boys. Not running around in the woods
slicing throats."

The trio of girls sat in silence, |ooking at

Dan.
Lora came to Dan's side and put a
smal I, and clean, hand on his big shoulder. "Mster

Dan, we don't know nothin" about no dancin'.
Ain't none of us ever been to no party in our life.
And there ain't nothin' about boys to go ga-ga over.



What ever that neans. All we knowis fightin' to stay
alive. W know what plants in the woods to eat,
and which ones not to eat. W can catch fish with our hands
and build traps to catch rabbits. W can hunt and
make shoes and jackets out of the skins of aninals.
We know how to catch snakes and skin and eat them
The woods is our hone, and when it ain't ra*',
the sky is our roof. We know things about gettin' by that
none of you grownups do. We ain't afraid, none
of us. What is there to be afraid of? Can't no
man do nothin' to us that ain't been done before. Front
or back."
Dan | ooked at Kimand Judy and Sandr a.
They met his gaze with hard, w se, know ng eyes.
Dear God, the Englishman thought. Did You know
what the aftermath of this evil would bring? Surely, You
did. But by all that is Holy, I will never understand
why You permitted it. Here |I sit, in the wlderness
that was once Anerica, listening to three children speaking of
getting pronged with less enotion than if they were
di scussi ng how best to dress up dolls.
Dan | eaned over and, quite unlike him kissed
Lora on her cheek. "All right, child. I don't
under st and,
but I will accept your words." He | ooked at the
girls. "Go with God, children."
| ke stood up and cleared his throat. Wen he
spoke, his words were pushed out with a husky tinbre.
"Il get them equipped with radios." He
quickly left the room
Then the girls shocked everyone in the room
except Lora, when Judy said, "If we get in
atight, don't send no people in after us, sir. You
treat us just like you would any ot her Rebel."
“I'"ll bear that in mnd," Ben said. "But you
keep in touch with us by radio. Ike will show you how
to operate the equi pnent you'll be going in with.
want you in and out fast. Do you understand?" They
under st ood.
"No heroics, girls. Stay down and out of
sight as nuch as possible. Do you hear ne?" Dan
asked.
They nodded their understandi ng.
"Go get sone sleep,"” Ben told them "You'll
be nmovi ng out before dawn.™"
The girls left.
Ben waited until he was sure they were out of
ear shot before he expl oded.
"Shit!
Goddanmi t, what have | done?"
Sylvia came to his side and put a sl ender
hand on his shoulder. "You're doing what you have to do in
order to defeat an evil, Ben. You have to | ook at
it like that. None of us like it, but it has to be."
"They' || be back," Lora spoke with the confidence
of the young. "The underground people will help themon their way
and while they are inside the warlords' territory."
" Speaki ng of the underground people ...?" Ben said.
"They vani shed as quickly as they cane," Tina
said. "l never even got a glinpse of any of



them But they sure did do sonme damage to the |PF

troops."

"Bows and arrow and kni ves and axes?" Ben
asked.

"Yes," Dan said.

"I want to neet with them" Ben said. "I've

got to convince themto surface and rejoin the human
race; that their way is wong."

"They will not listen to that kind of talk," Lora
sai d. "They worship you, but not your ways. They are
content to live the way they do."

Sonetimes, Ben noted, the girl spoke as though
she possessed nuch nore education than Ben knew she
did. He wondered about that.

"I would still like to neet with sonme of them"

"Per haps someday," Lora said.

"You know where they live, don't you, Lora?"

Ben asked.

"I'f you don't ask ne that, sir, | won't have
to tell you alie."

Ben nodded and did not repeat his question. An
under ground society, he nused. A society of nen
and worren and children who, in slightly nore than a
decade, have reverted to the caves. They shun nodern
ways and nodern weapons. Yet they have survived;

i ndeed, grown.

Is this where we, as a nation, are headi ng?

No! he thought. Not as long as there is breath
left in me to fight. W cannot exist as a nation
by goi ng backward

Ti na seenmed to know what he was thinking. "Dad?"

He cut his eyes to her

"Let themlive as they see fit."

"I have no intention of bothering them Tina. They
are our allies; | wouldn't harmany of them I
simply want to talk with themand try
to understand why they did what they did."

"As Lora said. Maybe soneday."

But Ben doubted that day woul d ever arrive.

Chapt er
Si xt een
VWil e Georgi Striganov and Sam Hartline
sat back in their still-safe areas and |icked their wounds

and nentally massaged their brui sed egos, Ben
Rai nes was issuing orders and sending out teans to weak
havoc within the | PF - CONTROLLED territory.

I ke's people returned to the area just north of
Val |l ej o, spread out, and began slowy inching their
way north, liberating towns and freeing the
residents fromthe yoke of General Striganov's
| PF.

The woods-children, mxed in with Gay's Scouts,
remai ned around the Big Lake area; they would begin
wor ki ng their way slowy westward.

Ben's conmand woul d head south to the Lake Al manor
area and then cut west, slowy fighting their way
west war d.

Cecil's conmand woul d no | onger be held in
reserve, for Ben knew that after the Big Lake
massacre, the Russian and Sam Hartline would



pull out all the stops in their efforts

to halt the advancing Rebels. Cecil's
Rebel s woul d free any captive towns east of
Interstate 5 and west of H ghway 395, with
Interstate 80 their southern stopping point.

The recon teans sent out to South Carolina were
wor ki ng their way southeast, but the going was slow, and they were
neeting sone resistance from Sam Hartline's
east ern-based warl ords-trash and thugs and outl aws the
nmercenary had recruited nonths before, know ng that
Rai nes and his Rebel s woul d be nmovi ng westward after
hi m

The recon teans radi oed this new devel opnment
back to Ben.

"Way didn't they hit us on the way west?"
Syl vi a asked.

"Probably because they were ordered not to,'
told her.

"Then the Russian planned this out very carefully,
didn't he?"

"Not Striganov. Striganov is a very vain,
arrogant man, with very little inmagination. He's a good
field coormander, as long as it's restricted
to book-type war: the nmovenent and pl acement of great
armes. No, this is SamHartline's work. Like
me, Hartline is a mercenary; a man
thoroughly trained in the art of guerrilla warfare,
deception, counterinsurgency-that type of warfare.
Samrealized we'd be comng after him so he pl anned
ahead, and didn't call his middle troops off
even when he thought he'd killed me some nont hs
back. And that in itself gives me sonme very persona
i nsi ght about Sam Hartline."

Sylvia | ooked at him waiting.

"The man is afraid of me. And that's both good
and bad. If he didn't have any fear in him
toward me, he m ght do sonething carel ess and reckl ess.
But now he's going to be very cautious. W stung
themvery badly the other day up at Big Lake. The
Rebel s

put some serious hurt on them And both
Striganov and Hartline will be cautious fromthis point
on. That's bad for us, for fromnow on, we'll be
engaging in pure guerrilla warfare: hit hard and
run like hell. But fromthis point on, they'll be
waiting and ready for us. And that's not good news for the
Rebel s. "

"Ben ..." She leaned forward, closely facing
him "Wat are we going to do with the ... people
Striganov has experimented on? \What happens
to them when we free thenP"

Agai n, Ben sighed. That was a question he'd asked hinsel f
many times. Fromthe scant intelligence he had on the
Russi an's experinent stations, |located all up and
down the California coast, and extendi ng
into Oregon, they were each a chanber of horrors.
Just as bad, maybe even worse, than anything
H tler and his goons had envisioned in their mad m nds
and then inplemented back in the 1940's.

Ben had no idea what he and his Rebels would

Ben



encount er when they opened the gates and doors and cells
of the IPF S experinment stations.

But he knew one thing: he was not | ooking forward
toit.

"W've done it!" Dr. Vasily Lvov
told General Striganov, excitement in his
voi ce. "The cross-bred babi es have an anple

degree of intelligence to performas workers. |'ve
tested them and know it for a
fact."

For a tinme, the bitterness of being maul ed by Ben
Rai nes's Rebels left Georgi. He rose
fromhis chair and waved Lvov toward the door
"Let's go see them"

They were hideously ugly. But Striganov already
knew t hat, having seen pictures of the
cross-bred babies. What both shocked and amazed
hi mwere how big they were and how fast they were grow ng. They
were going to be huge.

Ceorgi knew little about science, but he did know
t hat humans and animals sinply could not produce a
baby together. Something to do with chronpsomes, he thought,
if he renenbered his coll ege days correctly.
But he had never been interested in those classes.

Now he wi shed he had paid nore attention

"How?" he asked Lvov.

"By altering the reproductive system by the use of
deoxyri bonucl ei ¢ aci ds-was

"The
what ?"

"DNA, " Lvov the scientist replied, very
patiently. The general was a great |eader of nen, but
a total ninconpoop in a laboratory. He
drew a deep breath and began expl aining the
procedur e.

CGeorgi waved himsilent. "Enough. You're
giving ne a headache. My God, these infants are

huge.
How much bigger will they get?"

"That, | cannot say, General. But | suspect
they will grow to manmot h sizes. Their weight
proportionate to their height. | want to put one

to death and study its brain," Lvov said calmy.
"Fine. Whatever it takes to further the breed.
What is the gestation period?"
Idiot! the scientist silently fumed. Count
on your fingers. Use your toes if you have to.
"Four nonths and fifteen days."
"Why exactly half the time it takes a human
fermal e, Vasily?"
"l don't know," Lvov admitted. "W're
wor ki ng on that."

"Because they're half human?" CGeorgi said.
"It's a ... bit nmore conplicated than that,
Ceneral ." Vasily Lvov hated it when the general

asked a question he could not answer.

"That's probably it," Georgi said. "Half
human. "

Lvov rolled his eyes but elected to keep his
mout h shut. He al nost said: You stick to guns,



"Il stay with science. Wsely, he kept that
unspoken thought to hinself.
"Yes, Ceneral. That's probably it."
CGeorgi | ooked at him "OF course it is.
He | ooked at the hideously ugly infant.
"Born with a nouthful of teeth, too. Very
good work, Vasily. How about the nothers?"
"Unfortunately, we were forced to take the babies
by Caesarean. There was no way the nothers could birth
normal ly. Some did not survive the birthing."
Ceorgi waved that aside. "The wonen are
expendable. It's the infants that matter. Do you need
nmore wonen?"

"Always. | have ... other experinents in mnd."
"And they are?"
"To inmprove the breed, CGeneral. 1'd like to have

sone bl ack wonmen, Ceneral."

Ceorgi stared at himfor a nonent. "We're
trying to elimnate the black race, Vasily."

"And so we shall," Vasily said snoothly. "But
how about a worker race that is totally controllable? The
perfect slaves. How does that sound?"

"How coul d a basically inferior breed be
perfect?"

Again, Vasily Lvov |aunched into a stream of
scientific jargon that flew right over
Striganov's head. Again, Ceorgi waved him
silent. "Enough. | shall see to it you get your
Negro wonen. |s there anything el se?"

"Not that | can think of, General."

Striganov nodded and | eft the
nmedi ci nal -snel i ng building. And as soon as he
di d, Ben Rai nes popped back into his nind.

If General Georgi Striganov had an
obsession, it was Ben Raines.

At the beginning, he did not hate Ben Rai nes.

As a matter of fact, he had rather |iked the man.
He was intelligent, well-read, enjoyed the finer
things of life, and was a good sol dier.

But all that had soon changed as Ben Rai nes and
his Rebels seenmed to bl ock every effort the Russian
could come up with toward perfecting the master race.

Even a few weeks ago, Striganov did not
hat e Ben Rai nes.

But now he hated the nan.

Despi sed him

Ben Rai nes had to be stopped.

Striganov | eaned agai nst the outside of the building.
But, goddanmmit -
howl

Col onel Khansin turned his cold, dark
eyes toward the man who now stood before him
"Speak!" "Well, like | done tole the other
feller I come up on

"l amnot that other
feller”
Khansin said, his English flaw ess, without a trace
of any accent. "You

will tell me exactly what you told him™



"Ckay," the man said. "Can | sit down?"

"No. "

"I"'mtared."’

"What you are, | believe, is an idiot.

Your |life nmeans nothing to me, American. Have you
ever seen a human bei ng skinned alive?"

The man swal | owed hard. "No, sir."

"Wuld you like to experience it? Personally?"

"Cod, no!"

"Then speak!"

"I know how to get to Ben Raines."

Khansi n | eaned back in his chair. He stared
hard at the ragged American standing before him
Fiftyi sh, he guessed. He sighed. Khansin
really did not have much interest in Ben Raines-not at
this time. Ben Raines, fromwhat he had been able
to gather, was a nalcontent and a troubl emaker. A nman
who had a snmall force of people, perhaps five or six
t housand strong, who ran about |ike a nodern-day Robin
Hood, preaching all sorts of strange dogna.

Ben Rai nes was obviously a fool

But, Khansin thought, perhaps he should listen to what this
whi ni ng wi np standi ng before himhad to say. It m ght sonmeday
be useful.

So he listened as the man droned on and on
Khansin finally cut himoff with a curt slash of his
hand.

"Enough of your prattling. | thank you for your
i nformation. Go get something to eat and stay cl ose.

m ght wish to speak with you again."

As the man left, one of Khansin's cl osest
ai des entered the office. Wat he had to say
caught Khansin's

attention and held it.

"We have underestinmated this General Ben Raines,

Col onel . Badly underestinmated him"

"El aborate, please.”

"Ben Rai nes was once President of the United
States. For a brief period of tine. Before the
di sease-carrying rodents came and very nearly w ped out
t he popul ation."

Khansi n nodded.

That

Ben Raines. Hi s people had been at sea during that tine
of death. And at that tine, Khansin had not been
terribly interested in settling in the

Anericas. The climate was terrible.

"More, please.”

"Right now, Ben Raines is fighting in the west,
fighting a General Striganov and some mercenary naned
Sam Hartline."

"I amfamliar with Hartline. W used him
about fifteen years ago. In Lebanon. He's a
good soldier, but his brains sonetinmes are located in his
cock. Put himaround a worman and he forgets
everyt hing except what is between his |legs and what is
bet ween her legs. Go on."

"Ben Rai nes and his Rebels have |ost a few
battles, Colonel. But they have never lost a
war . "



Khamsin's eyes | ocked with those of his young aide.
"Never ?"

"Never."

"Conti nue. "

"Many people believe the man is a god."

Ben | ooked at the blood that stained his hands. He
l et his eyes drop to the warm body of the dead |PF

soldier with the sliced throat. He w ped his
bl ade clean on the IPF man's battle shirt
and sheathed it. Lifting his right arm Ben waved his team
forward. They rushed silently past the
now- cool i ng body of a forward sentry.

Soon, the small towns surroundi ng Lake
Al manor woul d be free of the yoke of the Russian
Stri ganov.

Ben and his Rebels began with the easternnost town of
West wood.

"About a dozen heavily armed and bunkered-in
| PF people there," a recon teamreported back

"Don't risk your asses with heroics," Ben
ordered. "Blow them out of there."

Mortar teans were rushed into position, the tubes
checked, the bubbles Ieveled, and what was to pass for
ai m ng stakes sighted in. The snmall conplex of the
| PF erupted in snmoke as the 81nm rounds
fluttered true.

Any | PF personnel who escaped the initial
attack were shot down as they tried to flee.

Rai nes's Rebels noved on to O ear Creek
and bl asted the equally small contingent of |PF people out
of their holes.

"The survivors want to surrender, General,"
he was i nforned.

Ben nmerely | ooked at the young man.

He got the nessage.

No prisoners.

Ben had preached it and thought he had it drilled
into the heads of all his people: Wien in war, whether one is
fighting a cause, a faction, a nation ... it must be
made clear fromthe outset, before the hostilities
begin, to the conmon soldier and to the | eaders, this

is howit will be: I will kill your nother and father, your
sister and brother, your dogs and cats and horses and
cattle and sheep and pigs. | wll poison your
wat er, burn your houses to the ground. I will Kkill
your kids and your wife; | shall show no nercy
to anyone or anything aligned with you. | shall inflict
so much personal grief and pain and suffering and
outrage, that, to a person, you will have but two choices:

surrender or die.

"They are trying to surrender, Ben
sai d, standing by his side.

"But they wanted to fight a nmoment ago, kid. And
that is not the way | play the game." He gave the
orders. "Destroy them™

He turned to Sylvia and waved t he young nman
away. "Don't ever question an order of m ne again,
Sylvia. Not ever."

She flushed but said not hing.

The Rebels nmoved on to Canyon dam and found

Syl via



the | argest contingent of |PF people thus far
They were spread out over several acres, in a
heavi |l y bunkered and fortified conpl ex.

Ben studied the situation through |ong | enses.

Lora stood by his side, |ooking at him
wat chi ng every nove he made. Sylvia and some of the
ot her Rebels had found the snallest canp uniform
around and cut that down even smaller to fit her. But
they could not find any combat boots to fit her tiny
feet. She wore tennis shoes.

Ben | owered his binoculars. "For some reason, as
yet unknown, this conmplex is very inportant to the
| PF. Judging fromthe antennas it could be a relay
station. Watever it is, I"'mnot going to | ose people

taking it. Bring up a tank. W'll take a
break while we're waiting."

VWiile they waited for the tank to runble its way from
the northern part of the | ake, the Rebels rested as they
ringed the conpl ex and wait ed.

Two MBOA1l main battle tanks runbl ed
up. The lead tank's commander stuck his head out of the
cupola. "Yes, sir?"

"Take it down," Ben ordered, pointing. "Then
gun it with white phosphorus.”

"Yes, sir!"

The tanks | urched around and pul | ed back
a few hundred neters.

Ben ordered his people down

The 105mm guns began bel ching out their |etha
projectiles. They corrected aimand settled
down to met hodically destroy the conpl ex. Ben ordered
a halt to the shelling and ordered in WP rounds.

The conpl ex was soon burning; those who survived the
initial shelling were now on fire, and screaming to their
bur ni ng deat h.

The Rebels that ringed the conpl ex sat or
squatted or stood with inpassive faces. This was
not hi ng new to nost of them They had heard it al
bef ore, many tines.

The scream ng soon di ed away.

“"Mop it up," Ben ordered.

But as he suspected, there was nothing to nop up

The Rebels noved around the [ ake to Al manor
There, they found a hastily deserted |IPF conpl ex,
the food on the tables still warm

As before, the Rebels were gathering nmore weapons and
amo and ot her equi prrent than they could

stagger with. But |ooking at the citizens who
remai ned in these small towns, Ben deci ded not
to trust them and therefore, not to armthem

"They're pitiful, Ben," Sylvia
sai d.

"They're losers,"” Ben said harshly. "These people
we' ve found so far are, | suspect, the very types
who pi ssed and noaned and sobbed about crimnals' rights
a decade or so ago. They bl ubbered and snorted
about all the bad ol' guns in the hands of citizens,
and were oh-so-happy when the asshol es in Congress
finally disarmed Americans. Now | ook at them
Slaves to the | PF, and probably, before



Striganov cane, slaves to any warl ord who
happened along. | would die before | becane a
slave to any person. You may feel sorry for them
if you wish. | feel nothing but contenpt and disgust."

He | ooked at Lora. "How do you feel about
them girl?"

"I don't trust them" she said. "I've been
in the hands of nen just |like them They are no better than
the eneny we are fighting."

"CQut of the nouths of babes," Ben said, and wal ked
away, Lora by his side, her carbine
shoul der - sl ung.
Chapt er Sevent een

Ben and his contingent rested and spent the night at the
northwestern tip of the | ake that night, near the
deserted town of Chester. The |IPF had
been in Chester, but abandoned it quickly as the Rebels
began their |atest noves. Here, as in the other town,
t he Rebel s found huge anounts of supplies.

And a small band of citizens that Ben didn't |ike
and didn't trust.

Ben called the | eader of the surviving group to his
conmand post for that night.

"Name?" Ben said shortly.

"Reed. Harry Reed. | sure am gl ad
to see you and your people, General. You're here to stay;
to protect us?"

"No. "

Ben's curt reply startled the man. "I beg
your pardon, Ceneral ?"

"Why don't you peopl e protect yourselves?"

"Way ... we don't have the training for that. W

Ben tuned the man out, letting himrattle on
Sane ol d song, different jukebox. Reasons,
expl anations, rationalizations. Put themall together and
t hey

boil ed down to the same thing: Excuses.

"Shut up!" Ben told him

The man ceased his prattling, stopping in
m d- sent ence, standi ng before Ben, his nmouth hangi ng open.

The ol der Ben got, the | ess patience
he had with those who woul d not help thenselves. And it
was
"woul d not." Not "could not." Ben had and woul d conti nue
putting his life on the Iine for the elderly and the very young
and the hel pl ess. Just as he had done back in ..
'88, he thought, with those elderly p.*

But he had nothing but contenpt for people |like Harry
Reed.

"How many people in this area?" Ben asked.

was "Bout a hundred and fifty, or so."

"You nmean you don't know how many?"

"Naw, sir."

"How many chil dren?"

"Bunches. "

Bunches. Marvel ous. "Before the | PF
arrived-bearing in mnd they only got here about a year
ago-di d you have school for the young?"

"Never got around to it. Al ways sonething el se
to worry about." Harry was finding his balls and beginning



to stand up to Ben-verbally and in his stance.
For when he had tried to sit down, when first entering
t he house, Ben had told himto get up and remain

st andi ng.
"Do you have gardens ... vegetabl e gardens?"
"Sone fol ks do. | never had nmuch | uck

with them nyself."
*Qut of the Ashes

"What do you do with your tinme?"

"Scrounge around. "

"Before the IPF arrived?"

"Same thing. Way you asking ne all these questions?
| ain't your eneny."

"I don't know whether you are, or not. | am
trying to deternmine if you're worth ny attention."
"Say what ?"
"Harry, give ne a couple of reasons why I
shoul d
hel p you."

"We're human bein's."
"I's that a reason or an excuse, Harry?"
Harry's eyes became hard as they | ocked with

Ben's eyes. "I don't think I like you very much,
Ben Rai nes."

"I don't think I'"lIl lose much sleep over
it, Harry."

"You was a witer before you becane what you are now,
ght, Ben Rai nes?"
"That is correct."
"And before that?"
"Some people called me a nercenary. | was
not. What | was, was a soldier of fortune."

"I's there a difference?"

"Yes." Ben had no desire to discuss that great
di fference. People who didn't know the difference between the
two were very naive

"And before that?"

"I was a paratrooper, a Ranger, a G een
Beret, then a nenber of the Hell-Hounds."

"I never was even a Boy Scout."

"That's your problem"

"Sir?"

"W're about the same age, Harry. G ve or
take a

few years. W both grew up in the days of the
draft and the volunteer mlitary. If you didn't
elect to serve, don't blame me for it. If you
chose not to | earn weapons-as a civilian-that's your
problem not mne. How did you feel about guns

r

back when the U 's. was flourishing ... back when you
and others |ike you had sonebody el se to do your fighting for
you?"
"You ... to was Harry bit off the unspoken
scat hi ng.

"Go ahead and say it, Harry. I'mnot going
to shoot you for it."
"Fuck you, Raines!"
Ben | aughed at him
Harry picked up a straight-backed chair,
slamed the legs to the floor, and sat down, glaring



at Ben, daring himto say sonething about his being seated.
I nstead, Ben said, "Answer ny question, Harry."
"l despi sed guns, Raines."
"I bet you didn't like cops either, did you
Harry?"
"l didn't have nuch use for them"
"But you'd call one if you got in trouble, wouldn't
you, Harry?"
"I did on several occasions. Wat's the point
of all this, Raines?"
"You, Harry. How |l ong have you lived in this area?"
"I came here just after the bombings. | was in
busi ness in Davis."
"And you just scrounged around for food and cl ot hi ng?
No gardens, no schools for the kids, no
organi zation, no form ng of any type of defense?
Is that right, Harry?"
"Yeah. "
"And now you people want me and nmy Rebels to pick
your asses out of the ashes of war, dust you off, feed you
and fight your battles for you, right,

Harry?"

"I"ve heard for years what a horse's ass you
really are, Raines. | guess the runors were
true.”

"They may be, Harry. | may well be a
horse's butt. But | haven't been sitting around
feeling sorry for nyself."

"So what are you going to do with us, Raines?"
"Not hi ng," Ben said softly. "Except take every
kid |l can find and all the hel pless and elderly and
transport them back to our base canp. The rest

of you people can go straight to hell."
"You're just going to

| eave
us?"

"Yeah. "

"But you're supposed to be sone sort of savior
You' re supposed to be ... to be going around the

country, hel ping people!"

"Who want to hel p thensel ves," Ben corrected.
"And | don't recall running for this so-called
position of mine, Harry. | never asked for this
job."

Harry stared at Ben for a long nmonent, his
expression unbelieving. "WIIl you arm us,
at |east?"

"Wth a
gun,

Harry?" Ben said, his words laced with sarcasm

The red crept up Harry's neck, coloring his
face.

"What are you going to do with a gun, Harry? Shoot
yourself in the foot?"

Lora wal ked into the room a pistol belted
around her wai st. She | eaned her carbine against a
wal | and sat down in a chair.

Harry | ooked at her, then at Ben. He opened
hi s

mouth to speak, then closed it.



"Yeah, Harry," Ben said. "She's carrying
guns. "

"WIl you arm us?"

"I"ll leave some of the |IPF S weapons and
amo for you, Harry. But when push cones to shove, you
people will never use them The next time some crazy warlord
and his men roll through, you'll all run and hide.
You'll let your wonen get raped and you nen will drop
your pants and bend over. | would help you, Harry.
But there are too many obstacles in the way. You
don't like authority, Harry. People like you question
every order given you by people who are trying to help. You
want |ots of things, Harry. But you don't want
to work for them | saw that the instant | drove
into town. The place is filthy. You don't | ook
like you've had a bath in a nmonth."

"There isn't any goddammed
soap!"
Harry fl ared.

"Then nmake sone."
" Make
it? How?"

Ben rubbed his tenples with his fingertips. "Can you
read, Harry?"

"OfF course | can read! | was a very successfu
busi nessnman back in Davis."

"There is a library in town, Harry. |
drove past what is left of it. It looks like it
hasn't been used in years."

Harry's face was flushed a deep red.

"When did you last read a book, Harry?"

Harry | ooked |ike he was ready to expl ode. He
stuttered and sputtered and nanaged to say not hing.

Ben nmomentarily forgot Lora was in the room
"You're a dunb not her-fucker, Harry."

Lora | aughed.

"Harry, you can make soap by boiling plain oFrom
ordinary kitchen fat with wood |ye; you can get that from
| eachi ng ashes of hard wood. You go

scrounge
around and find coconut oil, or linseed oil
soybean oil, or other vegetable oil. Add that,
it'll take the sting out of it. Then take a bath,

Harry. You stink!"
Harry was crying as he rose fromhis chair and
stunbled to the door. He turned around and said, "You
ain't got noright to treat me like this, Ben Raines.
The Good Book says the nmeek will inherit the earth.”
"Six feet of it, Harry." Ben w nked at
him "Hang in there, Harry."
Chapt er
Ei ght een
I ke's Rebels were nowin firmcontrol of
everyt hing south of Hi ghway 20 down to the Bay area
of San Franci sco. And | ke was just as tough as
Ben in his treatnent of those who would not hel p thensel ves.
He had no pity for them
He was highly conpassionate toward the very young and the very
ol d; but anything in-between who grovel ed and al | owed
thenmsel ves to be enslaved, he brushed aside with



cont enpt .

In Santa Rosa, a once thriving city,

I ke found that cults had sprung up, worshi pping
everything fromsalt and pepper shakers to billy
goat s- and anyt hi ng and everythi ng i n-between.

But out of every bad situation, there is usually sone
good-if one |l ooks for it.

| ke and his Rebel s | ooked.

Just a few miles northeast of the city, Scouts
reported a large colony of people, living in
wel | - kept houses, with neat fields, huge
gardens, and herds of

cattl e and sheep and hogs.

And a | ot of guns.

"Say again," lke spoke into his m ke

"Quns, sir. Lots of guns. And the peopl e | ook
i ke they know how to use them"

"How many peopl e?" |ke asked.

"Countin" the kids, close to a thousand, I'd
guess. "

"W're on our way. See if you can nake
friendly contact with them™

"Yes, sir."

The community stretched for several mles, with lots
of space between houses, so the residents would not fee
hemmed-in. The | awns were neat and
wel | -kept, spring flowers just beginning to bl oom

But what really caught lke's eyes were the four
mssile silos he'd seen spread out over the four
mles or so. Agrin began crinkling his face.

Now he knew how and why these people were |left alone.

But ol d soldier that he was, or sailor, as the
case was, he also knew these people were, in al
probability, running one hell of a bluff.

But he'd play it their way for a tine; see what
devel oped.

As his colum rolled past the homes, wth
I ke's Jeep in the |l ead, the people had stepped out of
t heir homes, watching. Watching with no apparent fear
Al were heavily arned, and very capabl e | ooki ng.

"Pull in right up there," Ike ordered his
driver. "Looks |ike some sort of community center.”

| ke stepped out of the Jeep and slung his weapon,
| eani ng agai nst the Jeep, watching as a well-built
man wal ked toward him The nan appeared to be just
about the sane age as lke, fiftyish, and in good

physi cal shape, with cl ose-cropped hair and
bi g, work-hardened hands. |ke guessed hi m about six
feet tall.

"I"'mlke MCGowen," |ke said. "Comrander of
this contingent of General Ben Raines's
Rebel s. "

The man grinned. "You people finally decided to check
out the west coast, huh. Good. dad to see you
"' m John Dunni ng. The people sort of put ne in
charge around here. Fromwhat radi o messages we have
intercepted, you people @re kicking the hell out of the
| PF and those nercenaries. Welconme to our little
conmunity, Ike."

John and | ke shook hands.
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"Tell your people to park and rel ax. And get ready
for a good home-cooked neal. You're safe here,"
John sai d.
"Yes," lke said drily. "I saw the ..
ah, silos."”
John caught the twinkle in lke's eyes. H's
own eyes tw nkled. "You doubt we would use them
| ke?"

"Ch, you'd probably use them ... if you had
any activated missiles in there to use."
"Well, let's put this way, |lke. W have a

| ot of electronics people who cane here from
Silicon Valley after the bombings. They can be quite
convi nci ng;

wer e

qui te convinci ng when the IPF cane in here. If

you get mny drift."

"I get it, John. But you're playing a
dangerous gane. What if Striganov calls your
bl uf f 2"

"Then we fight with what we have, lke," the
man's reply was sinply stated.

"One nore thing, John. How do you know | am who
| say | an®"

"Because our peopl e have been tracking you and

Ben and Dan and Cecil since you first cane
to California. Well, not exactly
our
peopl e. But people who are aligned with us agai nst the Russian
and the nercenary."

"The under ground peopl e?"

"Yes."

| ke sighed. "But how in the hell do you neet wth
t hen? They refuse to nmeet with us.”

"That is a problem" John admitted. "But
we' ve overcome that by working out a series of drops.
W | eave nessages for them they | eave nessages
for us."

"What is their problem John? Wiy do they
live the way they do?"

John shrugged heavy shoul ders, packed
with muscle. "Call them dropouts, | suppose.

They just reject things nodern. They feel that the
anci ent ways were the best. They have tiny,

wel | - hi dden gardens in the tinber. They trap

hunt, fish, and |ive underground. And before you ask
| don't know their numbers. | would guess in the
hundr eds. "

"That many?"

"Yes. And they are either good friends, or vicious,
terrible enenmies. Luckily for us, we started out
befri endi ng some of them They always returned the favor
in sone small way. Then sone of our children became friends
with some of their children. It just grew fromthere."

John opened the door to the |arge comunity
buil ding. Ike stepped in. He could smell the
aroma of fresh-cooked food. Men and women were
busy setting plates and silver on |long tables.

"Looks |ike we were expected, John."

John smiled. "Yes. W'l| talk as we



eat. | feel the
time has come for us join up with General Raines."
"Ch, little girlie!"™ the man panted, hunchi ng
between Kim s w de-spread legs. "That's the
tightest I've had in a long tine."
The hal f-dozen nen fromthe warlord
Popeye' s group had grabbed Ki mas she scouted
ahead of her friends just inside O egon.
Bird bent his head and began licking Kims
ni ppl es. She accepted the assault on her with
stoicism She had al ready spotted her friends novi ng
up, silently, through the tinber by the roadside.
"Move around sone, Bird," an outlaw said.
"Let her get on top so's | can screw her
butt.”
Hurry up, gang! Kimthought. Please
hurry.
Bird shifted, getting on the bottom his
gross nakedness on the grass, the girl on top
He pull ed her head down to his slobbery lips and
i cked at her nouth.
Ki m al most puked in his face fromthe stink of his
horri bl e breath.
She felt the cheeks of her buttocks being
spread apart. She | ooked up as a third nman
dropped his dirty trousers to his ankles and
stepped out of them He stroked his hardness and gl ared
at her through nean little piggy eyes.
"I'f you bite nme, you'll die hard," he said.
" Real
hard. You understand?"
Ki m nodded her head and then screaned as the outl aw
behi nd her penetrated her tightness.
Wiere were her friends?
"Hey!" through the foggy mist of pain that filled
her she heard an outlaw say. "Were in the shit
is Tiger?"
"Prob'ly sitting out the woods jackin' offl"
anot her man | aughed.
Then somewhere in the bright |ight of pain, Kimheard
a man scream
"Jesus God!" the man how ed.
"What the hell's that?" the outlaw behind her
pant ed.
If there was a reply, he never heard it. Something
smashed into the side of his head, dropping him
i nto unconsci ousness, knocki ng hi m backwar d.
At the same tine the outlaw standing in front of the
girl caught the butt of an AK-47 on the
side of his head. He fell to the ground like a
dropped sack of potatoes.
The outlaw called Bird | ooked up fromthe ground
from beneath Kimsmack into the nuzzle of an
AK-47. Lifting his eyes, he | ooked into the
face of Judy.
Kimrolled away from hi mand began
gat hering up her torn clothing, getting dressed as
best she could with what she had left.
"You kids got yourselves into a peck of trouble,"”
Bird said. "Y all know that?"



Judy reversed the AK and smashed the butt into the
man's mouth, shattering what remrai ned of his front
teeth, top and bottom Bird squalled and
roll ed on the ground, holding both hands to his
bl eedi ng nout h.

"Cet sone rope,"” Kimsaid. "These the only
ones left alive?"

"Yeah," Sandra said. "W killed the others.

You better clean yourself up," she said, |ooking at
Kim

"You don't wanna conme up pregnant."

"I can't get in no fanmly way," Kim
told her. "I was raped when |I about seven or
eight. Tore ne up bad. Add Dr. Chase
done told me | can't never have no kids. But |
do wanna wash."

"Stream over yonder," Judy said, jerking her
head to the south. "W'Ill get "emready for you."

"What the hell you gonna do?" Bird npaned the
guestion, his nmouth bl eedi ng.

"You'll find out," Sandra told him the
words hard out of her young nout h.

The girls poked and pushed and prodded Bird to a
tree. There, they tied himsecurely, his back
hard agai nst the bark of the tree.

"What's them oPeopl e boys" nanes?" Sandra
asked, pointing to the outlaws on the ground.

"That' n over yonder is called Big Dave.

The other one is called Daddy."

Bi g Dave and Daddy were spread-eagled on the
ground, their ankles and wists tied to stakes driven
deep into the earth. Wen they awakened, they inmmediately
knew they were in for a very bad tine.

They were to soon di scover just how bad a tine.

Kim stood between Bird and the two men staked out on
the ground. She had a knife in her hand. She had
started a small fire burning in the clearing. One
of the outlaw s knives |lay anong the coals, the
bl ade turni ng cherry-red.

Judy opened a map and held it out for the nen
to see.

Sandra said, "Tell us the location of every warlord
Sam Hartline has. How many nmen in each spot.

Nanme nanes. "

"Fuck you, girlie!" Big Daddy said with a
| augh.

Sandra | ooked at him She smiled. But her
smle was totally without mirth. She | ooked at
Kim "Cut it off," she said softly.

Bi g Daddy began scream ng and before Ki mwas
finished he'd passed out fromthe pain. Wen it was over,
the girl picked up the knife fromthe fire, holding
it by the stag handl e, and seared the wound between his | egs,
closing it.

Sandra glanced at Bird. "You'll tell us
everyt hing you know, won't you?"

"CGod, yes! If you pronmise not to do that to nme!"

"Ch, | pronise | won't do that to you," the
girl said. She turned to Big Dave. "How about
you, mster?"



"Anything you say, girl," Big Dave said,
fear causing slobber to leak fromhis mouth. "I'1]
tell you anything you want to know. "

"Mwve Bird," Sandra told the others.

"Separate the nmen so they cannot hear the questions or
answers. Then we'll conpare what they say.”

Bird was untied and noved a hundred yards fromthe
st aked-down Dave. The | ocations of the warlords were
conpared, found that they matched, and were marked on the nap.

Daddy was still unconscious on the ground. The
odor of seared flesh clung close.

"All the answers match," Kim said.

"And so do the numbers of nen," Judy said.

"And Daddy is still out," Sandra said. "Shoot the
other two. Well turn Daddy | oose. He
won't know t hey have tal ked."

"But he'll never rape another girl,"'
said, grimsatisfaction in her voice.

And deep in the nowuncontrolled and wildly
gr owi ng

ti mber, hidden anong the shrubs and bushes, those
under ground peopl e who had been tracking the young wonen nodded
their heads in agreenent with what had been done.

It had been a just sentence. They woul d have done the
same. Rape was not tol erated anong their society.

Crime was virtually nonexi stent anong their
menbers. It sinply was not tolerated.

The under ground peopl e had taken another chapter fromthe
book of Ben Raines, enulating what he had done
in the old Tri-States.

He had wi ped out crime sinply by not tolerating
it.

The underground people squatted and lay silently in the
deep tinber, watching the young people. They were curious
now as to what they planned to do.

The girls had the information they had been
sent to find. Now what were they going to do?

"Do we go on?" Judy asked.

"Let's vote on it. That's the way I'm
told it used to be," Kimsaid.

"When was that?" Judy asked.

"Before."

"Ah," she said.

They voted, agreeing to continue; they m ght pick
up nmore information useful to the general

The girls picked up their weapons and packs and
noved out.

Into the unknown and the ashes of what used to be.

Bef ore.

Chapt er
Ni net een

"The man's plan m ght have sone nerit,"

Khansin's aides told him

Ki m

"Perhaps," Colonel Khamsin said. "It is for a
fact that Ben Raines nust be renoved. Wth him out
of the way, we will have no opposition; nothing standing in

our way of total takeover."
"Do you suppose the man is telling the truth?"
"Yes," Khansin said after a nmoment of thought.
"I think he is. | believe him But"-he held



up a warning finger-"we nust nove slowy
and with much caution. W nust think this out very carefully.’

"Perhaps it would be best to wait," another aide
suggest ed.

"Why?" Khansi n asked

"Let the fight go uninterrupted in the west.

Let Raines and the Russian thin their ranks during
the war. That would help us."

"Yes," Khansin agreed. "But we need to have people
out there, watching. Have you sent out patrols as
request ed?" That was directed to a young wonan.

"Yes, sir. They reported back that they are
hal f way

to their objective."

"Very good. Keep the man in canp. Gve him
new cl ot hi ng and food and | odgi ngs. G ve hima
woman for entertai nment. Watch himat all tines.

Be friendly, but firm Let's nove on to nore
pressing matters. How are the farns | ooki ng?"

"Excel l ent, Col onel."

"The peopl e working thenf"

"We've had ... ah, some trouble with a few of
them™

"And? ..."

"We shot them"

"And now?"

"The rest seemto have accepted their fate and are
falling into line quite well."

"Resi st ance groups?"

"Afew We're elimnating themone by one."

"See that you get themall. Quickly. Do not |et
t hem spread, " Khansin ordered. "Rebellion nust
be crushed brutally and swiftly."

"Yes, sir."

"Di smissed. "

But Khamsin, along with the other terrorists who
made up his army, forgot one little item This was
Anerica. Battered, bruised, on her knees, but
not yet down for the count. Anericans have al ways been
stubborn types, slow to anger, but when angered, many
Ameri cans have a tendency to shove back when shoved;
to reach for a gun when all else fails-or sonetines
before anything else is tried.

More resistance groups than the Islamc
Peopl es Arny thought were formng. They were formng al ong
t he borders of Georgia and Fl orida

and North Carolina.

Under the direct command of teans of Rebels from
North Georgia. From Ben Rai nes's Base
Canp One. They were getting training in guerrilla
warfare and the use of automatic weapons.

And their ranks were growi ng; slowy, but steadily.

They were not yet strong enough to make any maj or
noves agai nst the | PA. But soon, they hoped.

Soon.

Striganov stood before a wall map of
territory controll ed-or once controlled-by his people.

Dam! he silently cursed.

How does one stop the silent wi nd? he thought.

Then he shook his head. Stupid! he berated



hinself. Silly and childish to conpare Ben Raines with the
wind. The man is a nere nortal

A chill touched himlightly.

O is he?

This time the Russian was successful in pushing that
t hought fromhim He nmore closely studied the map.

He began replacing tiny red flags with bl ue
ones, denoting territory lost to Raines and his
Rebel s.

Great CGod! That nany?

"Yes," he nuttered.

Everyt hi ng south of H ghway 20 was now i n Rebel
hands. And infornmants near Santa Rosa reported
t hat one Rebel conmander just brazenly drove his
colum right through the city and up to that settlement of
mal contents outside the city.

No doubt that arrogant John Dunning and his

peopl e would be linking up with the Rebels.

More probl ens.

Striganov had felt fromthe outset that those silos
hel d not hi ng but rusting, inoperable mssiles. But he
woul d not take the one-in-a-mllion chance that they
contained the real thing. The Russian would not risk nore
radiation in the air. He felt John Dunning was
bl uf fi ng.

But? ..

The al ternative was unthinkabl e.

Wth a sigh, he turned away fromthe map and sat
back down behind his desk

He rubbed his tenples with the tips of his fingers.
Wiere in the hell was Ben Rai nes now?

"They' ve pulled out, General," a recon
patrol reported back to Ben. "Chico,

Par adi se, and Oroville | PF outposts are
abandoned. "

"Did they | eave anything behi nd?" Ben radi oed.

"Looks like they left behind a | ot, Ceneral
They seenmed to be in quite a hurry to clear out."

"The civilians?"

A short pause. "Pretty well beat down,

General . "

"I"'mon my way." Ben handed the m ke back
to the radi o operator and checked his maps. About an
hour's drive down to Chico. "Let's go," he
or der ed.

Chi co had once been a progressive little city
of about thirty thousand. Now, to Ben's eyes, it
appeared that no nore than three to four hundred people
survi ved.

And they were a sad-looking lot.

"Jesus!" Ben nuttered, his eyes taking in the
dirty,

ragged, and woe- begone-| ooki ng bands of men and
worren. They stood in silence, staring at the Rebels
t hrough eyes sunk deep into their heads.

Sylvia and Lora sat in the back of the Jeep
Ben on the passenger side, front seat, his
Thonpson in his lap, muzzle pointed to the
out si de.

"What is it with these people out here, General?" his



driver asked. "The survivors in the m dwest and the
south act ... well,
different.”

"How do you mean, Chuck?" Ben knew what he
meant, but he wanted the young man to put his thoughts
into words.

"Well, you take those folks we found in
M ssouri and Tennessee and Ceorgi a and
Arkansas. They were fightin' the IPF with everything
t hey had avail able. Many of them chose death over
slavery. It's just ... different out here.”

"But yet lke reports a |large col ony of people
south of here who stood up to the Russian," Ben
rem nded the young man.

"Yes, sir. But how many of those kind have
we
seen?""'*

"It's about fifty-fifty, Chuck."

"That don't tell me the why of it, though.”

"It's all in how you're raised, Chuck
St at es- back when we had states that resisted the
government's attenpts to disarmthe citizens. They
fought, sometines violently, the nove toward gun
control. But others advocated the disarmng of
citizens. | renmenber reading about a nman here in
California who killed a rattlesnake in his
front yard. Killed it with a gun. The courts
ordered himarrested and fined him"

"Are you serious, Ceneral ?"

"Sure am | came down pretty hard on
Harry Reed the other day. Maybe
shocked hi m enough for himto survive, but | doubt it.
Harry was brai nwashed. Since he was old enough to watch
TV or read a newspaper, he was bonbarded with people
saying things like it's society's fault that we have
crimnals, that guns are evil and the death penalty
is wong."

"Ceneral ," Chuck said. "Good people don't steal
t hi ngs. Asshol es steal things."

"You and | know that," Ben said. "How old were you
when the bonmbs canme, Chuck?"

"El even, | think, sir."

"And you' ve bl ocked out npst of the horror, right,
Chuck?"

"Yes, sir."

Ben nodded. Many of those he'd spoken with had done
the sane. Ben didn't blame them Sonetines he
wi shed he coul d.

"Pull over there to our patrol," Ben said,
pointing at a Jeep parked curbside, a group of
men and woren gathered around it.

"Probably beggi n® for food," Chuck
nmuttered. "Goddamm, are they hel pl ess?"

"No, " Ben said.

"Then they're fools."

"Fool i sh, at the very least,’
agreed in part.

Ben sat in his Jeep and | ooked at the people, standing
silently, | ooking at him They knew who he
was, and Ben could sense the mixture of fear and

Ben



resentment emanating fromthem directed toward him
Wy himand not ne? drifted the silent vibes.
"Well, the big bad wolf is gone," Ben
shattered the
silence. "Now what are you going to do?"
A man broke fromthe crowd and wal ked up to Ben
"Are your people going to stay and hel p us?"
Ben checked his tenper and bit back a
smart - assed reply.
"No," he said with a sigh. "That's doubtful at this
tinme."
"Then what are we going to do?" the man asked.
"How about hel pi ng yoursel ves?" Ben of fered.
"Gve us the neans and we will," the nan said.
Hope for themyet, Ben thought. "Wat's your
name?"
"Ceorge WIlianms. You're Ben Rai nes?"
"Yeah. \What do you want ?"
"Quns," George said, a firmess in his
Voi ce.
Ben waved one of the recon team over
to his Jeep. Wien he spoke, it was as if
Ceorge was not present. "These peopl e know anyt hi ng about
guns, Ji nmy?"
"From what they told ne, Ceneral, no."
Ben arched an eyebrow. He | ooked at
Ceorge. "Yeah, Ceorge. You can have your guns
and ammo. "
"But you and your people are not going to stay and hel p us,
are you?"
"Not at this time, no."
"Ceneral, can | tell you sonething?"

"Sure. It's still a free country. Wat's
left of it."
"Ceneral, we both hold vastly different
political views. As you have a right to yours, | have

aright to mne.’
"That's right, Ceorge."
Ben t hought of another CGeorge, the civilian
he'd net briefly back in Red Bluff and
left in charge. That CGeorge had been tough and
capabl e | ooki ng, not
willing to be enslaved by any person. Ben had
left himin charge.
He | ooked at the recon man. "Don't waste
too nmuch tine on them"
"Yes, sir."
He told Jimy, "Let's get out of here.”
Chapt er
Twent y
"Now both themgirlies is dead," an outl aw
reported to Sonny Boy. He cocked his dirty
head to one side and stared at the warlord. "I thought you
was gonna keep that wonman Rebel for yoursel f?"
"Too damm nuch trouble,” the warlord grunted his
reply. "BEver' tine | wanted to stuck it up her
ass | had to pract'ally whup her half to death. It
wasn't worth it. I'magettin' bored, Snake.
Al this doin' nothing is makin' ne edgy. You?"
"Yeah. How cone Hartline don't just cut us



| oose and |l et us go kick the ass off of Raines and
t hem Rebel s?"

Sonny Boy shook his head. "I don't know
Al that shit we've heard about Raines and them peopl e of
his'n don't add up to what |'ve seen about them
I think Raines is runnin' a bluff. That's
what | think."

"You think we could take "em Sonny Boy?"

Snake asked.

"Hell, yes! Snake, you go get the rest of the
boys on the horn. W gonna have us a
sit-down. And | don't give a shit whether
Hartline likes it or not."

But before Snake could turn away, a shout cane

fromthe gang's radi o operator. "Popeye's
on the horn, Sonny Boy! Wants to talk to you
Says it's inportant.”

"Comi nThat What the hell? he thought.

Sonny Boy |istened through the headset, his face
first paling, then turning red, as anger overrode
shock. "Yeah," he said. "W can't have no nore of that
shit. You right. Look, you call Skinhead and

"Il call Gizzly. W'll have us a neet
tomorrow at noon." His eyes lifted to a dirty map
tacked to the wall. "We'Il neet at old Fort

Kl amath. Yeah. I'mw th you, Popeye. Looks
like it's gonna be up to us to kick the ass off
Rai nes and his people. R ght. Is Daddy gonna make
it?"
He listened for a nonment |onger, then signed off.
"What's up, Boss?" an outlaw called
G ease asked. He scratched at his lice-infested
crotch.
"Some of Popeye's boys was out on the prow
two, three days ago. They cone up on sone little
pussy. Twelve, thirteen years old.
They got her down when sone nore little cunts showed up.
Seens like these little girlies done killed them boys
that wasn't bangin" the kid. They killed Bird
and Big Dave, and then cut the pecker off of
Daddy. C osed the wound with a hot blade and | eft
him"
"Jesus!" G ease said.
"Cet me Gizzly on the horn. W're
all gonna have a sit-down tonorrow at noon. |'l]
take the lieutenants with nme. Rest of you guys
hang tough."
"You reckon themthat done it to Popeye's boys
is out of Ben Raines's people?" an outlaw asked.
"Hell, yes. And I'mtired of fuckin' around
wi th Raines and his bunch. W're gonna settle this
t hi ng
once and for all. Kick his ass back east of the
Muddy. "
"We can do it, too!" an outlaw called Tony
sai d.
"Damm right!" Snake said.
"I sure would like to find themgirlies that done
it," Sonny Boy said dreamly. "I like to listen
tolittle girlies holler. W could have us sonme fun with



them™
One nenber of Striganov's | PF was
definitely not having any fun with Sandra, Judy,
and Kim His fun days were over. His heart stil
punped bl ood, but the bl ood was gushing out of the
knife-inflicted wound in his throat. His friends were
spread-eagl ed on the cracking concrete of the old
hi ghway, their weapons stacked to one side.
The recon patrol had been returning to their
O egon base when they cane up on a
hal f - dozen boys and girls trying to make it out of
| PF' - CONTROLLED territory. The recon
menbers had had their fun with the girls, and were
sodoni zi ng the youngest boy when the trio of woods-children
suddenly charged out of the tinber by the side of the road.
Twel ve-year-ol d Judy | ooked at the ragged
bunch of children. Her young-old eyes flicked from one
to the other. No weapons except for an enpty
kni fe sheath on one boy's belt. "Were's you
ki ds goi n?" she asked.
"Runnin'." A boy said. He appeared to be the
ol dest. Maybe fourteen years ol d.
"Runni n'
wher e?"
"Just gettin' out," a girl said. She was trying
to cover her nakedness with the torn rags of
clothing ripped fromher by the |IPF nen.
"How cone y'all ain't got no guns?" Kim
asked.
"There ain't no guns to be had,"” the girl said.
"W | ooked, too."
"You didn't |ook very good," Sandra said. "You
got to know where to | ook."
The girl started crying.
Judy wal ked to her and sl apped her across the
face, rocking her head. "Shut up," Judy said.
"That don't do no good. You oughta know that by now If
you ain't tough, you better get tough. If you
don't, you're gonna die out here. You wanna
cry, do it at night, where nobody can see or hear
you. That's the way it's gotta be."
The children | ooked at the gun-toting
twel ve-year-old with shock in their eyes. They had,
to a person, never seen anything like this tough little girl.
"I don't know what the hell to do with you
ya'l'l," Judy said. "We can't take you with us; but
you don't act |ike you can survive by yourselves."
"We can survivel" a girl said hotly.
"I don't know how," Judy said, |ooking at
her, standing there crying. "You ain't got no weapons.
And to nme, that means you ain't got no
smarts. "
Kim and Sandra let Judy carry the verba
bal I .
"You trust adults,"” Judy said. "That's a
bad m stake. If they ain't wearin'
tiger-stripe or lizard cammnies, you can't trust
"em You can trust the underground people, but the odds are,
t hey' ve seen you but you ain't seen them"
"Who?"



"Never mnd." One of the | PF recon team

chose that tinme to leap to his feet and attenpt to run

Judy

shot himin the back, severing his spine. The man
fell to the broken concrete and lay still.

Judy turned her eyes back to the kids. "You
got names?"

Larry was the youngest boy. Eight years old.

Mary was the girl she'd been speaking to.
Twel ve years old. The girl's shirt was torn
open. No buttons.

"Your first time?" Judy asked.

Mary shook her head.

"Then you oughta know you ain't gonna die fromit.

you're stupid tryin" to fight them You fight them
and they'll hurt you real bad or kill you

Gve it tothemthen wait it out "til you get a
chance to run."

Lisa was twelve. Already her breasts were as ful
as a grown woman's. She was shapely with a grown
worman' s face and body.

"You in trouble right off,"” Judy told her
"Wear | oose shirts so's the nen can't see how
big you are. And get jeans that's too big for you
Cut that long hair off. Try to nmake yoursel f ugly.
If you don't, you gonna get junped every tinme you
turn around."

Li sa started crying.

Rich was the ol dest. Fourteen. But small for his
age. He was scared, and | ooked it.

"You just left some city or town, didn't you?"
Judy asked him

Ri ch nodded.

"I figured it. You don't know nothin" about
stayin' alive, do you?"

"My parents just got taken away fromne. By the
I PF. | don't know where they were taken. They hid
me in the basenent."”

"You'll never see them again," Judy said
bluntly.

"So forget them | can't even hardly
renmenber nmine, and if you tune up and start
bl ubberin', 1'm gonna knock the crap outta
you. "

Rich tightened his face, holding back tears.

"You gotta get tough, boy," Judy told
him "O die. | bet your parents protected
you, didn't they?"

"Yes."

"They didn't do you no favors, boy. But you
hang around with us, you'll grow up fast."

Ann was thirteen; |ooked younger than that.

Carol was twelve. Pretty and very innocent
| ooking, with blond hair and big bl ue eyes.

Judy wal ked over to Kim and Sandra.

"What are we gonna do with them girls?"

"They got crap for brains,"” Sandra said. "They
could get us killed."

"Do you vote to | eave thenP" Judy asked.

"Naw, " Sandra said. "I wouldn't feel right

But



doin' that."
Judy | ooked at Kim

Kim shrugged. "Hell, we can't |eave them But
Lisa's gonna get us in trouble. | just knowit.
You all know how nmen feel about big-titted
girls.”

"Rich ain't got no guts,"” Judy said.

"Maybe he just ain't found themyet," Kim
of fered. "Hi s nomma and daddy kept hi m safe.

Hell, it's his ass, girls. He'll either grow
up or get dead."

Judy shook her head. "A big-titted kid
and a boy with no guts. They've all been
protected, all their lives. Ckay, we all
voted to go forward for Ben Raines. If we do that,
we got to take themw th us."

Sandra stepped out of the tight group and tossed a
knife to Rich. The knife sparked on the concrete.

"Pick it up and cut his throat," Sandra nodded
at the I PF man.

"Me?" Rich asked.

"I ain't talkin' to the goddamm road, boy,"
Sandra told him

Ri ch backed away fromthe big-bladed knife.

"I can't do it."

Li sa bent down, picked up the knife, and
wal ked to the spread-eagled | PF man. She
grabbed himby the hair and jerked his head back
Bendi ng down, she sliced open his throat, then
dropped the knife and threw up on the concrete.

The woods-children | ooked at each ot her
An unspoken nmessage passed between them

Li sa woul d do.

Wat ch Rich.

Kimlifted her AK and finished the remaining
| PF menbers. She slung her AK and said,

"Let's go."
Chapter Twenty-one

"There it is," Sonny Boy told the
bi zarre-1 ooki ng gang | eaders and their lieutenants
and bodyguards gathered at Fort Kl amath.

"What does Hartline have to say about it?"
Gizzly asked, standing up and stretching. A huge
man, six and a half feet tall, weighing al nost
t hree hundred pounds, sonme of it gone to fat, but nuch
of it still nuscle.

"He don't. | didn't talk to himabout it."

"I"'m"bout tired of Hartline and that
slick-1o00kin" Russian," Popeye said.

"Both of "emact like their shit don't stink. They
just too damm high and mghty for ny tastes."

Popeye was a freak; |ooked |ike a freak, and
knew it. There was not hi ng, absol utely nothing,
attractive about the man. H's forehead was | arge and
knotty, his eyes bugged out. He was skinny with a
pot belly. Both arms had been broken
and set badly; they were crooked. One eye was
brown, the other blue; both

were crossed.

Popeye had no redeem ng qualities. None.



They all shared that in comon, but Popeye was the worst
of the lot. He could kill man, woman, or child with
absolutely no renmorse. He could have sex with
man, woman, or child, and enjoy it equally.
"Let's pull out," Skinhead suggested. "Hit
the road and fuck with Ben Raines and them Rebel s
of his'n."
Ski nhead was bal d. After the bonbings, all his
hair fell out. He was short, stocky, ugly, and
not only was he vicious |looking ... he was
vicious. He was also stupid. His 1Q night hit
85 if he was | ucky.
"That your vote?" Sonny Boy asked.
"Yeah." Ski nhead sl obbered down the front of his
dirty shirt. Skinhead sl obbered a
| ot-especially during sex.
Sonny Boy | ooked at Grizzly. "You?"
Gizzly nodded his big head. "Yeah. I'mwth
Ski nhead. "
"Me, too," Popeye said.
"Hartline ain't gonna like it,"
Sonny Boy rem nded themall.
"Fuck Hartline," Popeye said.
As a matter of fact, Hartline had no
objection to the warlords pulling out. As a matter of
fact, he thought it to be a fine idea. As a
matter of fact, he was sick to death of the
not or cycl i sts.
Filthy, ignorant |ot.
"I think that's a grand idea, Sonny Boy,"
Hartline told the warlord. "I knowit's been boring
for you around here. | was about to suggest that you boys
take to the field and nake trouble for Ben
Rai nes. "
"You was?" Sonny Boy asked.
"Of course. You and your people are far too val uable
to sit around just doing nothing."
And besides that, you all, to a man, stink |like hogs and
I'"mgoing to have to de-louse ny office after you | eave.
"Yeah? Well, you right," Sonny Boy said.
"I'f I mght make a suggestion?" Sam said
with a smle.
"What ever flips your dress up, man."
Sam resi sted an inmpul se to shoot the bastard
ght between the eyes.
"Don't try to nmeet the Rebels
head-on. As good as you are, they're too strong;
you'll be heavily outnunmbered. | woul d suggest
anbush. Hit and run. And by all neans, take as
many of the Rebel wonmen as possible. Do with them as you
see fit."
was 'At 'airs a right good idea,’
spoke up.
Ski nhead nodded his head and sl obbered his agreenent.
Popeye' s eyes bugged out and he grunted.
Hartline managed to hide his grinmace of disgust.
Sonny Boy stood up and the others foll owed
suit. "We'll be seein"” you, Sam" he said.
"I''m so looking forward to it," the nercenary said
with a sigh of relief that they were finally |eaving

r

Gizzly



"How "bouts themol" boys back east of
here?" Gizzly asked.

"We' |l hold themin reserve for the time being."

The warl ords trooped out.

Sam cal |l ed for an aide.

"Yes, sir?"

"Take those four chairs outside and burn them"
he ordered. "Then find some bug-killer and spray
my office." He scratched his head. Jesus, he
had f| eas.

At the end of the week, Ben ordered a
halt to his rapidly advanci ng Rebels. They were
nmeeting practically no resistance, and that worried
Ben.

He called for a neeting of his field comuanders.
They nmet in Redding, in what was left of a notel
near the airport. Harris was there; the man Ben had

left in charge at Redding. George from Red

Bl uff. John Dunning from Santa Rosa. And a
Pete Ho from Uki ah. Dan had flown in fromthe
northern part of the state. |Ike and Cecil

The neeting room had been cl eaned up, and a | arge
map of California was nailed to the wall. Ben
stood up, a stick in his hand for a pointer

"Look at the territory we've taken," he
said, placing the stick on the map. "We contro
everything from H ghway 20 south to the Bay area.
Everything north of Hi ghway 299 to the O egon
line. Practically everything east of Interstate 5.
And none of us has net enough resistance to stop a
flea. Why? Gve me sone input."”

Dan studied the large map for a nonment. "I
t hi nk, General, we are being suckered. But for what and
why, | haven't a clue."

"I got the sane feelin'," lke said. "W
recon teanms report that fromthe
coast...8he rose and wal ked to the map-"fromright about
here"-he punched a blunt finger at Fort Bragg and
traced it over to what had once been state and
nati onal forests and parks

area, " to here, there are heavy concentrations of
| PF troops. Too goddamm many for us to punch
t hrough. Why? Way woul d the Russian nass his troops
t here?"

Cecil walked to the map, studying it for a nmonent.
"I have reports that |arge nunbers of troops are
massi ng just south of H ghway 299. From the coast
to Weaverville." He | ooked at Ben. "I told
you about that, Ben."

Ben nodded his head. "Yes. So Striganov
doesn't want us to flank him Either fromthe north
or south. \What options does that |eave us?"

"Strai ght ahead, " John Dunni ng said.

"That's right," Ben said. "Right into the w | derness
areas. Take a | ook, people. Fromnorth to south between
H ghways 20 and" 299. Trinity Nationa
Forest, Six R vers National Forest, Yolla
Bolly W/ derness area, Mendoci no Nationa
Forest. That's where the Russian wants us. He's
trying to play our gane."



"Ceneral ," Dan spoke. "There is
no way he could effectively cover that much ground.
He's got us outgunned, but he doesn't have that many
troops. That's about five hundred mles deep
and at its w dest point, about two hundred miles
west to east. He can't have that nany nen."

"No, he doesn't," Ben agreed. "But he
knows we coul dn't possibly hack our way through the
wi | derness; that would take us forever. We'd have to use
exi sting roads. That's where he's set up anbush
sites.”

"You have a plan?" Pete Ho asked.

"Ch, yes," Ben said with a smle. "W hold
what we have taken thus far. W rest, we eat,
we sl eep, and we do not hi ng-not hi ng except stay very
alert. Either

Hartline or Striganov will become inpatient.
One or the other will bust |oose and do sonething."

A Rebel wal ked into the meeting room
"Ceneral, our listening post at Iron Gate
Dam just received a nmessage fromthe kids up in
Oregon. The warl ords have broken | oose from
Hartline and are heading out. Five, six hundred of
them Looks like, fromthe direction they' ve taken
they're going to head east, then cut south, cone up behind
us."

Ben gl anced at Cecil. "It's your baby,
Cec. Take off and good luck. If you need
hel p, get on the horn."

Cec nodded, gathered up his aides, and quickly
left the nmeeting room

"How are the girls?" Ben asked.

"Seemto be fine. They report picking up a
hal f -dozen nore kids. | told Iron Gate
to tell themto hold their position and wait for further
orders.”

Ben nodded. "Tell themto get back across the
line into safe territory. No point in them staying
up there."

"Yes, sir." The nman hesitated.

"Somet hi ng el se?" Ben asked.

"Yes, sir. lron Gate reported that the
girls have mixed it up with two patrols. One
patrol of outlaw bikers loyal to Hartline, and the
other a regular IPF patrol. The girls left
one bi ker alive-after they cut off his privates and
cauterized the wound with a heated knife bl ade. They
killed all the |IPF bunch."

"Jesus!" Ben nuttered.

lke's snmile was tight. "You renenmber the first
rule of guerrilla warfare, Ben
Don't get taken prisoner by the wonen."

"Only too well,"” Ben said. He thanked the
nessenger

and waited until the man had left, closing the
door behind him He turned to face the group of
field cormanders. "Any questions?"

"Do you suppose Cecil will need sone help with
t hose outl aw bi kers?" John Dunni ng asked. "They
can be terribly vicious."



The Rebels in the roomsm | ed.

"Yes," Pete Ho said. "That bunch, the ones
aligned with Sam Hartline, cane through Ukiah
above five nonths ago. Their |eader, of that bunch
was sone cretin named Popeye. At the tine, ny
group of resistance fighters was up in the hills,
knocki ng heads with the I PF. When we returned,
victorious, | might add, the town had been
| ooted, nen and wonen killed, and several young girls
taken prisoner. W never saw the kids again.
"Il offer ny people to assist General Jefferys."

Dan turned his head so the civilian freedom
fighter could not see his grin.

Harris, out of Redding, said, "It was
Gizzly's bunch of bikers who rolled through our
town. They're much worse than any
| PF people | ever saw. They kill and torture for
no apparent reason. Fromwhat | am able to understand,
Ceneral Jefferys only has a battalion of
Rebels. | don't nean to second-guess you
Ceneral Raines, but | think he's going to need sone
help in dealing with these outl aw bikers."

| ke could not contain his |aughter.

The civilians | ooked at the ex-Navy
SEAL, not understanding the |aughter; not knowi ng the why of it.

Ben waited until lke's |laughter faded.
He faced the group. "People, listen to ne. You are
all now a part

of the Rebel organization. So |l et ne be
terribly blunt. I want you all to understand the
Rebel phil osophy; let there be no m sunderstandi ngs
concer ning what we do and how we do it. W don't
take prisoners, people. W
do not
t ake prisoners. Ever."

Ben let that sink in, his eyes flicking from one
civilian to anot her.

"Never?" Pete Ho asked softly.

"Not any nore," Ben told him

"What do you do with those who offer to surrender
CGeneral ?" George asked

"Once the fighting starts, George, it's too
| ate. The eneny can surrender en masse, or not
at all. Those are the rules I've laid down.
Striganov and Hartline knowit. And the sane rules
apply to any Rebel. You'd all better know t hat

going in."
"I don't know whether | could shoot any unarned
man," Harris said. "I mean, |'ve never done

it."

Harris was suddenly very much aware of Dan
Gray's extrenely cold eyes on him The
unbl i nki ng gaze nade the man very unconfortabl e.

"Unl ess the people are standing stark naked in front of
you," lke said, "how do you know t hey' re unarnmed? Then
there is this to consider: these people are your enenmi es. They
have, to a person, conmitted acts so hideous as to be
unspeakabl e. They have taken oaths to destroy the
Rebel novenent. Striganov wants a pure
Aryan nation. \Were does that |eave you, Pete?"



The Chi nese-Anerican lifted his shoul ders and
spread his hands silently.
"Hartline wants war," Ben picked it back
up. "And he'll switch sides faster than a
shake can strike. Samis
pure nercenary. He is not a soldier
of fortune. The side that can offer himthe nost is the

side he'll choose. These warl ords and out!| aw
bi kers are scum They don't care if the country
ever rises out of the ashes of destruction. | have nore

feelings for a roach then | do for them

"You all wondered why | ke was |aughi ng a nonent
ago. He was | aughi ng because Cecil will deal with this
filth and trash and scumin the same manner that
we've dealt with themover the years-with extrene
prejudi ce. No negotiating with them No deal s.
No pity. No mercy. W just shoot them out of the
saddl e. On sight.

"The Rebel dreamis to rebuild this nation. To have
school s and hospitals and churches and libraries.
To once nore be able to produce. To build sonething for
future generations. Qutlaws and warl ords and roam ng
gangs of thugs and punks and di ckheads have no
pl ace in that society we dream of. None at
all. W didn't tolerate themin the old

Tri-States, and | will not tolerate them now. "
Ben | ooked at the group of civilians; |ooked
at themall. Gave each nan a full ten

seconds of unblinking stare.
"You are either one hundred percent for the Rebe
novenent, or you are one hundred percent
against it. That's the way it has to be, for now, at
least, and that's the way it's going to be. Gve that sone
t hought, people. For I will not tolerate traitors."
Ben wal ked out of the room
Chapter Twenty-two
Ben stood al one outside the notel neeting
room his thoughts junbled and disorgani zed. Then, one
by one, he began separating them and assi gni ng
positions of numerical inportance within his head.
Sane old story, he thought, remenbering the
conversation back in the nmeeting room

People still cling to the concepts of |aw and order as it
exi sted back in the days when the nation was whol e. They
simply cannot, or will not, accept the glaring fact that the

entire world, as far as we know, is in a state of
anarchy: dog-eat-dog, the strong roll right over the
weak, the |l aw ess reign unchecked until they are
shot dead.

Soneti mes, even though he knew it was not true,
Ben felt |like a man al one.

The feelings expressed back in the nmeeting room
could be boiled down to what Ben had called for years
t he Sol di er Syndrone.

Al the nice pretty people want a nice
pretty society. But they won't fight
for it. The Sol dier Syndrome. You go fight ny
battles for nme; and then, when you' ve done it... go
away, "cause we don't want your

ki nd around here.



You're not nice |ike us.

And no, we don't want to hear about the terrible,
awful things you had to do to nmake us safe. Just make us
safe, and then go away.

Those so-called "nice people" just cannot, still, after all
that's happened, they still cannot understand that one sinply
does not attenpt to pet a rabid ani mal.

One sinply destroys it.

Ben turned as the door opened. Dan and |ke
stepped out to join him

"I think they'll stand, General," Dan said.

"But they don't like it," I|ke added.

Ben nodded. "Sometines | just want to give up
Just pull back, claimterritory, rebuild
to our liking, and to hell with the rest of the people.”

"l know, Ben," Ilke said. "I know. "

"It would be a grand thing," Dan said. "A
si mpl e house, a garden, a |ady, perhaps sone children
| could work the | and, have sone cows for neat and m |l k. And
toget her we could live peacefully. It would be a grand
thing," he said wistfully.

"We had it in the Tri-States," |ke said.

"And 1'd be lyin" if | said |l didn't mss
it."

Ben | ooked at his close friends. "Do either of you
ever think about the fact that we've been fighting other
peopl es' battles, off and on, for fifteen
years? And it never seenms to stop. |Is this our
destiny? Is this our hell? Is our phil osophy
so alien to others? O is it so sinple it's

conpl ex? What in the hell is it that people are clinging
to?"

Bot h nen knew Ben did not expect a reply,
SO

nei t her offered one.

"Shit!" Ben said.

| ke grinned and clasped his friend' s shoul der
"Destiny, Ben? Hell? Maybe it is. But
maybe it's just that we're all so goddamed
har d- headed we won't give up on a dream You
ever think about that?"

Ben snmiled and hitched at his web belt.
"Well, boys, let's follow that dream"”
So we beat on, boats against the current, borne
back ceaselessly into the past.

-F. Scott Fitzgerald
Chapter Twenty-three

The Rebels waited and rested. They cl eaned
equi pment, spent hours pouring over maps of
territory assigned them once they were inside
| PF' - CONTRCOLLED territory. They waited for
weird fromBen Raines to strike

But there was only silence from Ben

The men and wonen of the Rebels would see himat the
nost unexpected times and places. Always with Lora
with him sometines with Sylvia. Sylvia no | onger
shared Ben's bl ankets. No one knew what had
happened between themto cool the brief affair, and no
one was going to ask the general. Lora, who stayed with
two Rebel wonen at night, had nothing to say on



the matter; the child could be as taciturn as Ben

The outl aw warl ords had yet to nake their
appearance. |If any of them had the sense God
all owed an idiot, they would have turned around and headed
east, putting as much di stance between thensel ves and Ceci
Jefferys and his people as time would let them For years the
outlaws had called the tune as they rampaged about the
ravaged and torn land, killing and rapi ng and mai m ng and
torturing at will.

There sinply had been no organi zed force | arge
enough to stop them

Most of the survivors still clung-as Ben and his
Rebel s were constantly being rem nded-to the concept of
| aw and order that had died with the nation

In other words, they were waiting for someone el se to do
it for them

That sonmeone had arrived, in force

Now, all the outlaws had to do was tangle with that
force. Just one tine.

"Contact has been successfully made,"
Col onel Khansi n was i nf orned.

"And? ..." the col onel asked.

The ai de shrugged expressively.

"Don't give me gestures!" Khansin
berated him "Speak to ne."

"The persons contacted were very interested. But they mnust
have sonme tine to think about it."

"How much time?"

"CQur radio contact was brief, Colonel. That
was not discussed."

"Very well. What el se?"

"Qur scouts' report confirnmed any fears we
may have had concerni ng Ben Rai nes and his Rebels.
They are wel |l -trained, highly disciplined,
extremely well-armed, notivated, and quite large in
nunmbers. "

"How | ar ge?"

The ai de sighed. Dealing with Khanmsin was, at
times, difficult. "The Rebels are spread out
over a large area, Colonel. There are severa
thousand Rebels in the west. At least a
battalion left in reserve

up in what was once known as Ceorgia. About a
conpany of Rebels helping to train resistance
fighters on the borders that surround our territory.
Four or five thousand Rebels in all. And that is
not counting the underground people and various other civilian
groups aligned with Ben Raines. W have no way
of knowi ng how many those m ght be."

"What el se did Hartline have to say?"
Khansin did not fully understand these underground people or
what they represented. But he felt that anyone who
lived in caves and tunnels could not ampunt to very mnuch.
So he di smissed them

"He | aughed a lot, so our scouts reported.”

"That woul d be |ike Sam"

"I's the man a fool ?"

"Hardly. Just very arrogant."

"Hartline said he could put Ben Raines in a
box anytinme he wanted to. He refused



to el aborate on that."

"That also would be like Sam And it al so m ght nean
he does not have
any
plan. Wth Sam Hartline, one nust always be very
careful. He can speak with glibness out of both sides
of his nouth."

"The nmercenary is demandi ng a great deal

Col onel . "
"Now we get to it. Well, speak."
"A state."
"Hartline wants an entire
state!™

"Yes, Colonel."
"What state?"
"He says he'll think about that and let you know.
He said to tell you to ..." The aide hesitated.
"To tell me what?"
"To keep your britches on. He'll get back
to you." The aide waited for Khamsin's expl osion
Khansi n | eaned back in his chair and | aughed.
"How very much like Sam It is good to know he has not
changed over the years. He is still an
unscrupul ous bastard."
"Can he be trusted, Col onel?"
"No. But in this particular matter, he
will do what he says."
"How can you be sure?"
"Because there is no other force on earth, that | know
of , larger and stronger than ours. Sam Hartline
fell in with the Russian because he believed the
Russi an had the manpower to defeat this Ben
Rai nes. Hartline obviously now believes that

Raines will defeat the Russian. Hartline

al ways

wants the winning side. As long as we renain
victorious, Hartline will keep his word."

"Hartline, it is reported, has a very powerful
group of mercenaries behind him"

"No doubt."

"W wait?"

"What el se can we do?"

"We can kick the ass off that bunch of
pussi es," Skinhead said. He | owered his
bi nocul ars and | ooked at the other warl ords.

"Sure | ooks that way," Popeye said, his
eyes bugging out. He flapped his crooked arms like a
vul ture

Gizzly and Sonny Boy exchanged gl ances.
"Maybe not," Gizzly said.

"What'd you mean?" Popeye asked.

"Looks too easy," Sonny Boy told
hi m

"I think it's a setup,"” Gizzly stuck in
his two cents' worth. Sone native warning device
alarmed within him

"Shit!" Popeye said. "Samsaid there was a
ni gger commandi n' this bunch of Rebels. | can't
bel i eve you guys is scared of sone goddam
sanbo. "



"That ni gger down yonder was Vi ce- Presi dent
of the United States," Sonny Boy reni nded them
all. "And he's Ben Raines's
second-i n-comrand. That nmakes hi m have sone
smarts. "

"I don't like it," Gizzly said, once nore
| ooki ng t hrough bi nocul ars at the Rebel canp
| ocated in the small valley below the ridge. "And
there's sonmething else, too."

"What ?" Popeye asked.

"How cone Sam was so goddamm anxi ous to get
rid of us? | never have trusted that slick bastard,

noways. 1'd like to know what he's got up his
sl eeve. "
"I agree," Sonny Boy said. "W |eft

in a big rush all hepped up and rarin’
to go. Now we've all had sonme tinme to think about it."
He gl anced at Popeye. "Sone of us have thought about
it, that is. And | don't like what |'ve been
thinkin." his

"So what are we gonna do?" Skinhead sl obbered
t he questi on.

"Back off," Gizzly said, his voice |ow

"To where?"

"Let's head back an" link up with Piano
and his boys. W'Ill conpare notes about Sam
Hartline."

"How many guys is Piano got?" Popeye
asked.

"Three, four hundred. Buck's runnin' about
two fifty or so. If we was to link up with them
that'd give

us more'n a thousand nen. Nobody coul d stop us
then. ™

About five hundred neters away, two
Rebels lay in the tinber, watching the warl ords through
bi nocul ars. They waited until the outlaws had
pul | ed out. Picking up her wal kie-tal kie, the
Rebel pressed the tal k button

"They're not buying it," she spoke softly.
"They're pulling back."

"Keep themin sight and wait until our forward
team reports back," she was told.

They waited in the tinmber for fifteen mnutes.
They listened as the forward team |ocated some five
mles east of their position, radioed in.

"They're all leaving," the forward teamreported.
"Headi ng straight east. Must be five or six
hundred bi kers and chopper riders and dune buggi es
and pickup trucks. Never seen such a ness.”

"They' re | eavi ng no one behi nd?"

"No. They appear to be riding with a destination in
m nd. "

"They made us," Cecil said. "They snelled a
trap and bugged out."

"Shit!" his XO sumed up all their feelings.

Cecil laughed at his XO S di sgusted one-word
summation. "There'll be plenty of fighting in the near
future," he said.

"l guess so, sir. But when is Genera



Rai nes going to
do
sormet hi ng?"

"Only Ben knows that. And so far, he's not
tal king. But bet on this: he's worrying i deas around
in his

head |i ke a dog with a bone.™

"Goddammi t!" Ben said, |ooking at his bare
hook. "Stole ny bait again.”

Lora | ooked up as they sat on the bank of a
smal | creek. She smiled at him "It's
easier to catch themw th your hands."

"For you, maybe. But this is so rel axing. And
fun."

Lora thought about that for a nonent, watching as Ben
put a fresh wormon the hook. "If it's so nuch
fun, why do you cuss?"

Ben stuck his pole into the ground and |lay back on
t he bank, I aughing.

"Now you' re having fun," Lora said. "Laying
down. But not fishing."

Ben ruffled the child s hair. "You think too nuch,
Lora. Be a kid for a while."

A Rebel stationed sonme distance behind Ben, in the
brush, cleared his throat. A rem nder to Ben that no
matter where he went, he was never alone. A ful
squad of Rebel s acconpani ed hi m whenever he
st epped out of the house he was using for a command post.

Worse than being a damed ki ng, Ben thought.

"l don't know how to be a kid, Ben," Lora
said. After several weeks of Ben trying
to get her to call himby his first name, she had finally
agr eed.

"Yeah, | know, Lora. Soneday the fighting will be
over. At least, this fighting. And when that's over, you
young peopl e are going back to Georgia. There, you'l
learn to read and wite and have fun. That sound okay
to you?"

"What ever you say, Ben."

Ben could tell she felt sonme degree of
exci tement about that, but would not [et her feelings show.
She' d been through too nany di sappoi ntnments in her young
life.

"I promise you it will get better, Lora.
promnm se."

"Ckay, Ben. Ben?"

"What ?"

"There's a fish on your hook and your pole is out
in the mddle of the crick."

Ben jumped up, and in his haste slipped down the
bank and fell into the creek, face first. A dozen
Rebel s canme rushing fromall directions, weapons
at the ready.

Lora sat on the bank and cl apped her hands,
| aughing at Ben's antics. "Now we're havin'
fun, Ben!"

Chapter Twenty-four

"What's he waiting on?" Georgi
Striganov nuttered, nore to hinself than to his officers
gat hered at his conmand post.



"Perhaps he's afraid of us?" a young |PF
| i eut enant suggest ed.
Striganov | ooked at the fresh-faced officer
There, he thought, stands a fool! But Striganov
did not like to dress down fellow officers in the
presence of brother officers, so he said nothing.
"The man is like an old |obo wolf," a
senior officer said. "He can sense many things the younger
wol ves have yet to learn." He | ooked at the young
i eutenant as he said the |ast.
The young |ieutenant fl ushed.
Striganov hid his smle. No need
to personally berate the young man; the mgjor had done
it for him quite well.
"He's playing a waiting gane, sir," the
grizzl ed, battle-hardened nmajor continued. "Cat
and nouse, so to speak."
"But who is the cat and who is the nouse?"
Striganov tossed the question out.
A question no one chose to answer.
"On another matter, sir," a
captain said. "There is sonething odd going on in
Oregon. ™
"Odd? Wth Hartline, you mean?"
"Yes, sir. Qur people up there report that
Hartline left his base canp for several days.
Wien he returned, he was, well, different."”
"Different? My God, give nme sonmething nmore to go
on than different."
"Well, sir, he's spending a lot of tine with his
conmuni cati ons people, for one thing."
Striganov was inmedi ately suspicious. Sam had not
been in radio contact with him he knew that. "Any
i dea who he m ght be contacting?"
"He's using hamradi o equi prent with speci al
scranbl ers. Qur people are busy trying to break it down
now. But they have pinpointed the |location of the returning
transm ssions. South Carolina."
Striganov turned in his chair, gazing at
not hi ng. He had known it was bound to happen, soneday.
And that day had dawned.
Sam Hartline was selling out.
"Somet hi ng wong, General ?" the major asked.
"Yes," Striganov replied, his back stil
to his men. "SamHartline is turning on us. It
does not surprise ne. Disappoints ne,
yes, but cones as no surprise."
"Do you wish to send in a Kteam GCeneral?" the
maj or asked.
"Not yet. Let's let Samdig his own
grave."
"Alot of radio between Oregon and South
Carolina, Ceneral," Ben was inforned.
"Can you maeke it out?"
"Bits and pieces. W know for certain
Hartline is talking with the commander of the Islanic
Peopl es Arnmy. Not talking to himdirectly, but
the nessages are directed to this Col onel
Khansi n. "
"So the Hot Wnd is beginning to blow, " Ben



said. "Any further word fromour recon teans?"
"Yes, sir. They're in place along the
border of South Carolina. Teans from Base
Canp One are working with resistance fighters.
Recon reports everything is shaping up, but they're
not very large in nunbers. Not nearly strong enough to try
anything head to head with the I PA"
"How about those outlaws and warl ords that pulled out of
her e?"
"They're linked up with those outlaws Hartline
put between us and the M ssissippi. They're
pretty carel ess about radio security. W can, so

far, track every nove they make. And ... sonething
el se, sir. | think, our intelligence people think
Sam Hartline is going to turn on the
Russi an. "

Ben nodded his head. "It would be |ike Samto do

something like that. Sam wants on the wi nning side.
Al ways. What el se?"

"Your name keeps cropping up in these radio
transmissions, sir. And, sir ... General
Jefferys has ordered nore security around you, at
all tinmes."”

"CGoddammi t!" Ben expl oded. "I've got a
squad around nme now. | can't nove w t hout bunping
into sonmeone. "

The Rebel said not hing.

Ben cool ed down a bit. "I"'mnot yelling at

you, son. Just letting off alittle steamin general."
"Yes, sir."
"James Riverson will be in charge of your

security, sir," Ben was inforned

"James is getting entirely too goddamed
old for this business,"” Ben bitched.

The young Rebel wondered how ol d Ben Raines
was. Somewhere around fifty, he thought. He
hoped when he was that old he would be as active as
Ben.

"Sir? lke radioed in. H's people are getting
restless.”

"I"'msure," Ben said. "And he's getting
too goddamm ol d for this mess, too."

Agai n, the Rebel said nothing. |ke MGowan was
like a bull, commandi ng just about as much respect as Ben
Rai nes.

Suddenly, Ben smled. The young Rebel watched
hi m cl osel y.

"Let's go stick sone needles into the IPF"

Ben said. He slung on his battle harness and
pi cked up his old Thonpson. "Like right now,
boy. "

"Al'l right," Ben told his hurriedly gathered
conmanders. "Striganov wants us to bring the fight
to him Fine. W'll do just that. Alittle at a tine.
He wants the whol e sandwi ch-we'll give him
crunbs. "

| ke, Cecil, and Dan began smiling. They
had known all along that Ben would not stand and slug it out
with the Russian. The Russian had the superior
nunbers.



Ben was goi ng back to his origina
plan: a dirty little guerrilla war.
"l ke," Ben said, "send your teanms in fromthe
south. Dan, your people will come in fromthe north. 1"l
cone in fromthe east. Cec, once again |'m asking you
to stay in reserve."
Cecil nodded his understanding if not his |iking.
Ben gl anced at his watch. Noon. "We'll
junp off in twenty-four hours. They'll be
expecting us to strike either at night or at dawn.
I"mbetting they won't be expecting us at high
noon, broad daylight. Carry short rations.
We'll live off captured | PF supplies and the
| and. What you won't be carrying in rations, nmake it
up with explosives and anmmp. Until we
establish sone sort of front, we won't have any
heavy support. So our first objective will be
to clear the roads and get some heavy support in behind
us. It's inportant we all strike at
precisely the sane tine. Wthin seconds of each
other. Good luck; God be with you all. Take
off."
Al'l had noticed that Sylvia was conspi cuously
absent at the briefing. And all wondered why.
But no one was going to ask
VWen the room had enptied, James
Ri ver son canme to Ben's side. The huge
Rebel towered over Ben. The two nmen had been
friends for years, since back in '88, and there was no
mlitary formality between them
"Ri sky, Ben," James said. "Leaving her behind
with all the hard evidence we have agai nst her."
"I think I'm probably doing the same thing
Striganov is doing, Janes."
" Ch?"
Ben wal ked to a wi ndow and gazed out si de.
Summer was in full bloomin the wilderness. It was
a gloriously beautiful day.
James waited, not verbally pushing Ben. He woul d
get to it when he was ready.
Ben gazed at the beauty of nature now
uncontrolled by man's interference. He turned
to l ook at James. "We're absolutely
certain now that she has met with people from Col one
Khansi n' s | PA?"
"Yes, sir. She was followed on two
occasi ons. "
"But we still don't know why she was neeting with them
do we?"
"No, Ben, we don't."
"All of a sudden she cool ed toward ne.
And | don't know why. Way in God's nanme woul d she
be nmeeting with representatives of sonething as odi ous
as the | PA?"
"There again, Ben, | don't know. But | damm
sure don't trust her."”
"I share your feelings, Janes."
"What are you and the Russian doing, Ben?"
Ben's face hardened. "Letting a traitor
dig their own grave."



Chapt er
Twenty-five

None of the commanders told their people, not yet, but they
knew t hat once Ben started this push there would be no
turning back for any of them

Two things awaited them victory or the
grave.

Cecil returned to his battalion in the
eastern part of the state. lke returned to his people
waiting just south of C ear Lake and began noving them
out in small teans, toward the IPF'S nain
battle lines. Dan headed back north and began

breaking up his people into teams, sending them out toward the

northernnost | PF lines. As |ke was doing,
Dan's peopl e would be noving into position on both sides
of the I PF |ines-whenever that was possible. That
part of the operation was iffy, for if only one
behi nd-the-1ines team was di scovered, the entire m ssion
m ght well be jeopardized.

Ben had al ready begun sendi ng teans west of
Interstate 5, noving themtoward the heavy tinber and
dense wil derness areas.

Ben found Lora and knelt down in front of

her, taking her hands. "I'Il be back. You | ook
after things around this place, okay?"
"Ckay, Ben."

"Keep your eyes on Sylvia, Lora. And
don't trust her too far."
"She's a traitor, Ben,"
"I know. "
"I thought she liked you, Ben. | mean ..
liked you a lot."
"So did I, Lora. Wen did you first
suspect her?"
"When she started taking long wal ks in the woods,
by herself. The underground people foll owed her; sonme of their
kids told me about it."
"Why didn't you tell ne?"
"Because you al ready knew. "
Ben snmiled. "Wat did she do in the tinber,

the girl said.

girl?"
"Met with dark people.™
"Dark ... like Cecil?"

"No. Not that dark. But darker than a good sun
tan."
Menbers of the Islanic Peoples Arny. But
why? Why woul d she do it?
Ben had to find out the why.
"I wonder what they tal ked about?" Ben said,
directing the question as nuch to hinmself as to the child.
"I don't know. They never could get that close.

But ..." She hesitated, then nmade up her m nd
"The underground peopl e know where the dark peopl e are hiding.
can kill them whenever you want them dead."

And Ben realized then that for all his grand dreans of
schooling for Lora and the others Iike her, and taking
into consideration how nuch he |iked her and she liked him
Lora woul d never give nore than a part

of herself; the larger part would remain true to the
silent code of the wilderness. Her future was as

They



surely set in place as Ben's. Her formative
years were behind her, her destiny outlined.

"You'd like to go back to your friends, wouldn't you
Lora?"

"A big part of ne would,"” she said quickly.

"How about school and parties and havi ng
fun |ike other kids, Lora?"

"You don't miss what you never had, Ben."

"I want you all to learn to read and wite,

Lora. Al of you."

"And if we do that for you, Ben?"

"Then the choice of what you want to do and how you
want to live the rest of your lives will be up to you."

"It's that inmportant to you?"

"Yes."

She nodded her head. "All right, Ben. W'l
do it. For you."

And Ben knew where they woul d go, probably en
masse, once the rudimentary teachi ng was concl uded.
Back to the tinber.

He ruffled her hair and stood up

"You're al ways going to have to have eyes and ears for
Ben Raines,” the child said. "That will be us."

"You take care, Lora."

"See you, Ben."

In his Jeep, Ben |ooked at his driver. "I
would I'ike to see what type of societies will flourish
a hundred years fromnow. | certainly think it will be
very interesting."

James Riverson wal ked up to Ben's Jeep
and smled at him "The spokesperson for the
woods- chil dren pass along their w shes, Ben?"

"Sure did."

"I wondered when they'd tell you. And how. Their
life may be hard, Ben, but it's one they've
chosen. "

"Maybe | can save a few of them by education.”

" Maybe. "

"But you wouldn't bet on that, would you, Janes?"

"No, | wouldn't, Ben. How much did Lora
know about ... the person we discussed?"

"A hell of alot nore than | did. O any
of our intelligence people.”

"I thought she m ght. Don't worry about her
Ben. The person in question won't be able to trick
Lora. That is one sharp cookie."

"One sharp cooki e?" Ben | aughed. "That
expressi on dates you, Janes."

James joined in the |aughter. "After we kick the
ass off the Russian and kill Hartline, what
t hen, Ben?"

"Then we stick the Hot Wnd on ice."

"The bi kers and outl aws and warl ords?"

"We deal with them too."

"Never stops, does it, Ben?"

"Well, ol' buddy, if you'l

recall, we started this back in ... '88 or
'89. Hell, | can't renmenber what year it
was. "

"History will, Ben," the huge Rebel said

you,



gently. Janmes Riverson was one of the gentlest and
nost easygoi ng men Ben had ever known. Until he
got mad. Then he was awesone.

"I hope you're right about that, James. But if it
is to be recorded, people are going to have to know how

to
read
it."

"Qur people will know how to read it, Ben. Qur
grandkids and their kids and so on up the line. You've
seen to that."

O her Rebel s had gathered around the Jeep, standing
quietly, listening to the exchange between the general and the
hi ghest ranki ng sergeant in the Rebel arny.

Ben had offered James officership many, many tines
in the past. He always refused it, feeling and know ng
he coul d acconplish nore as a conmmand sergeant mgjor.

"That isn't enough, James. Education is the key
to wi ping out savagery and barbarismand it's the only
way to bring this nation back fromthe ashes. And | will
destroy anyone or anything who tries
to prevent me fromacconplishing that." He w nked at
James. "Head "em up and nove 'em out,

Sergeant Major."

"That dates

you,
Ben!" Janes said with a | augh.

He noved away, yelling orders

"What' d the sergeant nmjor nean by that,
General ?" Ben's driver asked

"That was a line froma very popul ar TV show of
years back," Ben explained. "I think dint
Eastwood used to star init."

The driver blinked. "Wwo is dint
East wood?"

Ben and his people rode as far as they dared and then
st epped down. From here on in, they would wal k.

"Recon out," Ben ordered.

The recon teamnms began novi ng out.

Ben | ooked up at the sky. It would be ful
dark in another two hours. They could cover a |ot
of ground in that tine. Ben took a sip of water fromhis
canteen and squatted down, his team commanders gathered
cl ose- by.

"No point in going over it again," Ben said. "You
all know where you're supposed to go and what

to do when you get there. But I'Il tell you now, this is
one hell of a gamble. If the Russian has
troops that |I'munaware of... well, we m ght

find ourselves in a box with lid nailed down."
"Seens |ike everything we do is a ganble,

Ceneral ," a Rebel captain said. "I think
we've all got to be pretty good odds-mekers
by now. "

Ben stood up and pulled his Thonpson off
ri ght-shoul der sling. "Let's go, gang."

As the recon teans had reported, there were no
| PF troops between Interstate 5 and the edge of the
great wil derness area. The Rebel s force-narched
until four o'clock in the nmorning. That put Ben's



teamless than two mles fromthe tiny town of
Paskenta, on California state road A9.

Ben called a halt, put out guards, and told the
rest of his people to get some rest.

Five hours later, Ben's eyes popped open
It was rare for Ben to sleep nore than four or five
hours at any stretch. And he sel domt ook
naps.

He bat hed and shaved with cold water out of a canp
bucket and began applyi ng canmoufl age creamto his
face. Black, green, and bark brown.

Fi nished with his face, he painted the backs of his
hands.

As he wal ked the silent canp, he noticed that
t hose

Rebel s who had slept their fill were busy with
face paint. Getting ready.

Movi ng up to his forward outpost, Ben slipped
into the ditch beside the Rebel nmanning it. "Seen
anyt hi ng?" Ben asked.

"Nothing lately, sir. But someone is on the
roof of that building just to left of that old gas station.'

Ben took his Steiner Commander binoculars fromtheir
case and sighted the building in. The 7x50
gl asses brought it in close. He did not have
to worry about sun glinting off the lenses for it was stil
nmorni ng and the sun was to their backs. Exactly as Ben
had pl anned it.

"Damm! " Ben cussed.

"What, sir?"

"They' ve got an electronic |listening device
mounted up there. It looks Iike a good one, too. Those
t hi ngs can pick up sound froma mnmle away. Maybe
even farther than that. Depends on the make.

Shit!"

He once nore studi ed the building through the
| ong | enses.

"How s that ditch running up to the right of the
bui I di ng?"

The sentry's eyes twinkled and a smle cut his
young face.

"Yeah," Ben said, smling. "That's what |
figured."

"They're just to the left of that clunp of trees,
CGeneral . They went in about two hours ago."

"Type of grenades?" Ben asked. He was not the
least irritated that some of his people had taken the
initiative. Raines's Rebels were taught that.

"Fire-frag, sir."

Probably the nost |ethal hand grenade every
pr oduced.

The fire-frag is a conbination of fragmentation and
i ncendi ary.

"Pray they don't get detected," Ben said.

"Everybody has to junp off at precisely the
sane time." He |ooked at his watch. "Sweat-out
tine," he said.

Striganov was in a rage, storm ng around the
of fice, shouting and insulting anyone who happened to have
the misfortune to cone near him



H's XO stood at formal at-ease in
front of the general's desk, waiting out the tirade.

CGeneral Georgi Striganov finally wound down
and sat down heavily in his padded | eather desk
chair. H's face was flushed, his blood pressure
up.
"How?" he said to his XO "How does the
son of a bitch know these things?"

"Ceneral Raines?" the XO asked.

"Who the fuck el se am | tal king about, you
idiot!" Striganov screaned.

It was at that nmonment that the XO realized that what
he had been fearing for sone nonths was true. General
Striganov was borderline i nsane. He had
suspected, but now he felt his suspicions were
true. The XO was a sol dier, one hundred
percent the Universal Soldier. But he preferred
the type of soldiering that conforned to the Geneva
Convention. Rules to follow He did not |ike
torture or other maltreatnment of prisoners.

Especi ally against fellow officers. That was

unconsci onabl e. And the perversions the general had so
recently begun to enjoy. Sick. Sex with nere

children. Sick. Sick. Sick.

But he had been with General Striganov for
years.

And his thoughts of betrayal made himill.

But somet hing had to be done.

But what ?

Perhaps a neeting with General Raines? ...

"... CGoddanmit, pay attention to ne!"

Striganov was screani ng.

"Yes, Ceneral. | was thinking ...

"When | want you to think, 1'll tell you."

"Yes, Ceneral."

"W are al one now. We can expect no help
fromHartline. It's confirmed that he has gone over
to the wog. W& know there has been a pull-out of
Rai nes's troops. So he's going to strike. Question
is, where?"

"He'll use guerrilla tactics, sir!"

"Nonsense! He'll hit us hard at one point
and try to break through. | know that. | know how
Rai nes's mind works."

"Yes, sir." | have to confide in sonebody, the

XO thought. W have to stop the general before we |ose
everything we've fought too hard to attain.

But who?

Striganov rose and wal ked swiftly to a wall
map of California. He punched a spot. "There!
Right there is where that dammabl e Raines wl|l
strike."

Wong, the XO thought. You're wong. You're
| osing your grasp of reality, Georgi. And sonething
has to be done. Quickly.

But Striganov was giving orders. "Mve
everything fromthe coast to Weaverville north to forma
line fromCrescent City to Youreka, west to east.
Order artillery out, imediately. Then | want you
t 0- was



"No!" the XO screaned. "No, goddamm you
no." He funbled for his sidearm pulling out the
pi stol.

"What ?" Striganov said, turning, his face
paling in shock. "How dare you!" he shouted.

The XO jacked back the hanmmer on the pistol
"Listen to me closely, Georgi. You're sick

You' ve got to have help. | respect and adnire
you, Conrade, but |'ve watched you deteriorate,
mental ly, over the nonths. Please, Georgi, |et

me hel p you."

"Put that gun down! Put it down and we'll
say nothing about this outrage. But do it now "

"I can't!" the XO S voice was choked with
scarcely controlled emption. It was tearing his guts
out to disobey the man he had served for so many
years.

Striganov took a step toward his desk, his hand
outstretched for the button panel

"Don't do it!" the XO shout ed.

"You won't shoot me," Striganov said.

"I will if I have to. Don't nake ne wound
you, Ceorgi. Please. |'m begging you."

The office door suddenly banged open, startling
bot h nen.

CGeneral Georgi Striganov's executive
of ficer pulled the trigger
Chapt er
Twent y- si X

"One nore hour,
wai ting."

He | ooked at his watch.

It was a minute later than the last tine he'd
gl anced at it.

Twi ce he had detected novenent on the
rooftop through the long | enses. Those troops up there
nmust be roasting beneath this hot sun, he thought. But that was
good. They would not be as attentive with sweat running
into their eyes.

He wondered how | ke was taking the waiting.

"CGoddammit, | hate waiting!"
| ke bitched.

I ke and his team were poi sed on the nort hernnost
finger of Clear Lake, just outside a small town.

An | PF out post had been spotted and pi npointed.

But unlike Ben's team |ke had managed, due

to the terrain, to get close enough for their small 60 nm
nortars to be effective.

He gl anced at his watch. "Come on, cone on!"
he nuttered.

He wondered how Dan was taking it

"Thank you," Dan said to his batman. "There
is nothing Iike a good hot cup of tea to refresh one.

Pl ease join ne, Carl."

"Thank you, sir. | believe | shall."

The two Englishnmen sat on the ground and si pped
their tea.

Dan's team was | ocated between Big Bar and
Hel ena, waiting for the time to plunge deep into the
Trinity w | derness.

Ben nuttered. "I hate



The former SAS nman stretched out on the coo
ground and closed his eyes. "Awaken nme in thirty
m nutes, would you, Carl?"

"Certainly, sir."

The slug fromthe XO S gun caught Jane in the
center of the forehead, busting out the back
splattering brains all over the wall. The girl
hit the carpet, trenbled once, then lay still.

"Ch, ny God!" the XO shouted. "I
didn't nean-was

He never got a chance to finish it. Striganov
| evel ed his own pistol and shot the man dead.

The roomfilled with men and wonen.

"He went insane," Striganov said, holstering
his weapon. "After all the years we spent together, he
turned on ne, tried to kill ne. Poor
Jane." He shook his head.

The bodi es were renoved fromthe room

Striganov repeated his original orders.

"Full scale,” he told the officers. "W stand
and slug it out with

Ben Raines. As men of honor shoul d do.
Prof essi onal s. Mve out."

"Sirl" Carl's voice brought Dan w de
awnake.

Dan gl anced at his watch. "Carl, 1've just
cl osed ny eyes."

"The entire northern Iine of IPF troops are
nmovi ng forward, sir."

"Are you serious, Carl?"

Carl handed Dan his binocul ars.

"Look, sir."

Dan | ooked, then paled slightly as the |enses
pi cked up the northern nmovenent of a couple of thousand
men in conbat gear, half-tracks and tanks and
nmotori zed artillery nmoving behind them

"Lady Di's bustle," Dan nuttered. "Wuld
you take a |l ook at that."

Carl frowned at this disrespect toward royalty.

Dan waved his second-in-conmand over to his
side. "Order all the lads and | assies to hunt
a hole and to keep their heads down. Pick areas where
the foot troops and the vehicles are not likely
to go. Moyve!"

Dan sniled at Carl. "Come on, Carl.

W've got to get to a radio."

Monentarily safe in tinber on a snall
rise, Dan raised Ben's radi o operator
"Cet CGeneral Raines right now" he said.

Ben |istened, disbelief clouding his features. But
he knew Dan too well. If the Englishman
said | PF troops were advanci ng en masse, they
were. "How many, Dan?"

"At least three battalions, sir. Wth
tanks and artillery with them™

Ben could hear the runble of tanks and
nmotorized artillery over the air, through the niles that
separated them "Jesus, Dan! They nust be right
on top of you."

"Cl ose enough to permit me the indignity of snelling



them" Dan said

Ben grinned at the Englishman's cal mess. "I
don't know why Striganov is doing this, but the odds
have suddenly swung in our favor. Dan, |'ve
ordered the battalion north of you down. You swing in
behind the I PF troops. Hit them hard, Dan."

"Yes, sir." Dan clicked off.

Ben radi oed | ke, bringing himup to date.
| ke I aughed. "And a good time is gonna be had
by all. Good |uck, Ben."

"Same to you, buddy. Look at your watch,
l ke."

"Twel ve straight up, Ben."

"ol "

ke turned to his XO. "Drop the little
bi rdi es down the tubes."”

Ben punched the talk button on his
wal kie-talkie. "Hit '"emhard!"

The rockets
t hunked
out of the tubes.

Two hundred niles to the north, fire-frag
grenades were tossed onto the roof.

The attack was on.

"W are meeting no resistance," the commander of the
| PF''S nort hernnost troops radi oed back
to CGeneral Striganov. "W have not even
seen
t he eneny."

"Fool!'" Striganov screaned into the m ke
"Of course the Rebels are there. \Were el se
coul d
t hey be?"

Al in your crazed mnd, the grizzled major
t hought, but did not vocalize. He had heard the
XO had been killed by Georgi. That somethi ng
terrible had happened. That the young girl, Jane, was
dead. That the XO went insane and tried to kil
Ceorgi. That Georgi had, all that norning,
ranted and raved like a ..

Li ke a ...

Madman!

From his APC, the major made up his nind
"Halt advance!" he ordered through his headset.

The thinly spread colum ground to a halt.

The foot soldiers dropped to the ground,
t hankful for the respite, however brief.

Less than a thousand yards away, a nortar
team from Dan's conmand had | evel ed the bubble on the
tube. H s team had panted and sweated and cussed the
115- pound 81mm nortar through and over terrain that
woul d have made a npose stagger

Now t he canmi e-pai nted faces, streaked with dusty
sweat, grinned. Now it would be worth it all.

"At the max we're gonna have tine for three
rounds before that Russian can react and nove," the
Rebel said. His teamwas the best in the Rebe
arny, able to get off one round every 3.05 seconds.
"HE," he ordered, "followed by WP, then a
frag round, then a W. Do it."



It was luck, with nore than a tad of skill. The
first round landed ten feet fromthe APC. It lifted the
arnored personnel carrier off the ground and dunped it
wrong side up. The second round | anded on top
of the APC, sending bits and pieces of seared

and smoking netal and fried flesh all over the
sil ence-shattered | andscape.

There were three battalions of |PF troops
spread over a ninety-mle stretch. Two ful
pl atoons of IPF infantry were close to the
APC when the attack started. The | PF
troops had no way of knowi ng how | arge a force was
attacking them O how small a force.

Had they known that only a handful of Rebels
stood between them and victory, they woul d have taken the
initiative and easily overrun the Rebel's
posi tion.

I nstead t hey pani cked and ran.

The | eadi ng edge of the battalion of Raines's
Rebel s, noving swiftly fromthe north, had
barrel ed down existing highways, the battalion
split, one section com ng down H ghway 96, the
other columm rolling south on H ghway 3. That
colum turned west at Weaverville and smashed
t hrough to Junction City, catching the |PF forces
by surprise in a flanking novenent.

They left the | andscape littered with dead and dyi ng
nmenbers of the |PF.

The west ernnost col um of Rebels split up
at Hoopa, taking a secondary hi ghway and
nmeeting the | PF troops just north of Hi ghway
299.

Usi ng sappers, they blew the bridge over the
Redwood Ri ver and bl ocked H ghway 299,
trappi ng several platoons of |PF troops. The
| PF troops could do nothing except
retreat back to the south.

Leaving only a snmall force of heavily armed and
wel | -dug-in Rebels north of the Redwood, the
remai nder of the notorized colutm headed east on
299.

Wth tanks spearheadi ng, the Rebels blasted and
smashed through the thin lines of already confused and
denoralized | PF troops; those | PF troops
now | eader less and in a panic.

The | PF troops, neither trained nor skilled
in guerrilla warfare, found that whatever direction they
turned, they faced some new hi deousness fromthe
Rebel s.

Those bastards and bitches that made up Ben
Rai nes's Rebel arny just sinply did not play
the gane of warfare fairly.

And what in Cod's nanme-God's nane?-were children
doing in war?

God' s nane?

That thought seared through the mnds of many |PF
troops as they ran in panic, searching for soneone
to tell themwhat to do.

But there was no one.

So the IPF ran and sweated and di ed.



| ke's team knocked out the small force
of | PF personnel and stormed across the battle
lines. Al up and down H ghway 20, from Fort
Bragg on the coast to N ce, the Rebels surged
across the line and into IPF territory.

| ke stepped around a corner and came face
to face with a young Russian. Lifting his submachi ne
gun, lke sent the Russian into the arns of that
shrouded bony gentl enen.

Swi ngi ng his weapon, on full auto, Ike
cleared the street of all living things and waved his
teamforward, ejecting the enpty clip and sl appi ng
horme a full, fresh one.

He grabbed his radio operator and told him
to get Ben on the horn.

"Ben! I'mgoing to skirt the heavy tinber and
ram up the coast on 101. Can you pul
Cecil's bunch in?"

"Affirmative," Ben radi oed back, the sounds
of gunfire and explosives loud in I ke's ears
t hrough the headset. "Pull all your civilian
fighters up fromthe valley and spread them al ong

H ghway 20. That'll close off the south end of the
box. 1'lIl have Cecil's gang spread al ong the
edge of the wilderness, closing off the eastern escape
hole. 1'll put Dan in charge of
everything up north and we'll start the squeeze. You
copy this?"

"Ten-four, Ben. CQu."

"I copy your transm ssion, General," Dan

radioed in. "Carrying out orders."

"Ten-four, Dan."

“I'"'m nmovi ng now, Ben," Cecil radioed.
"We'|l plug it up fromthis end.”

"CGo!" Ben spoke into the mke. "Go, o,
Go!"

"Now | see why you wanted out,'
to Sam Hartli ne.

The nen sat nonitoring a radio. They coul d not
understand any of the Rebel transm ssions-they were al
scranbl ed-but they could understand the frantic radio
nmessages from | PF.

"Yeah," Sam said. "Striganov flipped out.
|'ve been wat ching hi mover the nmonths; especially
the last few nonths. | could see it coning
Striganov is finished. Raines waited himout and
he's going to

wi n." He reached over and flipped off the radio.
"Fuck him" Sam said. "Khansin may be a
goddammed wog, but at |east he's stable.”

"But can he be trusted?"

"No," Sam said, then sniled. "But then, neither
can |."

They all got a good | augh over that.

"How about the kid your patrol just captured?
What' s his name?"

"Richis all I know. | think he's a
fag."

"The girls got away?"

"Every one of them One of ny boys said one young

a nercenary said



chick had an ass and a set of tits you wouldn't
bel i eve. But |ooked to be just a kid."

"Shane," Hartline said. "CGood-I|ooking, young,
tight pussy is getting hard to find. Bring the kid
in"

Hartline watched as Rich was shoved into the room
He could go either way, Hartline thought. Just a little
push and he's queer all the way.

"Has he been searched?"

"Al'l the way, Sam"

"He's cl ean?"

"Right."

"You guys | eave us alone. | wanna talk
to Rich."

Sam and the boy were alone. Rich refused to neet
Sam s know ng eyes."

"CGet naked, boy," Samtold him

Ri ch stripped and stood before Sam He had a
slight erection.

"I thought so," Sam said. He unzipped his
trousers and exposed hinself. "You ever seen a cock this
bi g?"

Ri ch shook his head.

"Come here, boy. You give ne sone good head.

And then you and ne are goin" to have a little chat.
Aren't we, Rich?"

"Yes, sir."

"Come here, boy. Let's get to know each other."

Chapt er
Twent y- seven

Ben called a halt to it at five o' clock. His
Rebel s had the IPF on the run, and it was a near
rout.

| ke and his peopl e had advanced nore than sixty miles
up H ghway 101. Wth the IPF on the run
Ben's forces had driven all the way through the
wi | derness area and linked up with Ike's troops at
what remnai ned of a town call ed Cunm ngs, about
thirty mles fromthe coast. Cecil and his troops
had begun the dangerous job of nopping up behind Ben
Dan Gray and his troops had driven
down and retaken towns all the way down to H ghway
36. Hi s people had taken two of Striganov's
research centers

"How do they | ook?" Ben had radi oed.

"Di sgusting. Sickening," he was told. "What do
you want done with the |IPF nedical people we
capt ur ed?"

Ben's first thought was to shoot them Then he realized
that they might best be kept alive. They were the ones
who had done this to the humans they'd captured. He
wanted to talk with them see what Kkind

of people woul d do-whatever it was they had done-to anot her
human bei ng.

"Keep themalive," he ordered. "I want
totalk to them"
"Yes, sir."
"What do the ... those experinented upon | ook |ike?"
"It's ... they're babies, sir. The

doctors told us they were perfecting a worker race.



They aren't human, but they aren't animal, either
Sir, what are we going to do with thenP"

"I don't know, son. | just don't know. "

"Sir?" Dan's voice broke out of the speaker

"CGo ahead, Dan."

"The woods-children tell me the underground people
will take the ... ah, babies. Care for them
Rai se them"

| ke sat | ooking at Ben and listening, sucking
on a pipe stem Wen Ben | ooked at him I|ke
l[ifted his shoulders in a "don't ask
me"
gesture.

"You're a lot of help,’
bitched at him

"Beg pardon, sir?" Dan spoke.

"Not you, Dan. Ilke."

"Ch, yes, quite. Fatso."

| ke al nost swal | owed the pipe stem

Ben signed off quickly.

Vasily Lvov had ordered the | oading of those
patients-so-call ed-and the babies fromthe two nedi ca
centers close to Striganov's command post.

Then he went to see the general

"It's over now, Georgi," the scientist said
softly but bluntly.

Ben good-naturedly

"No," Striganov said. "I shall defeat Ben
Rai nes. "
"Sonetinme in the future, | amcertain of that,"

Lvov said. "But not now Georgi, we only have
two full battalions left us."

Striganov | ooked at the doctor, inner pain
visible in his pale eyes. "Two?"

"Two. "

"But | had eight full battalions,

Vasily. And two in reserve.”

"Yes, | know. And it's very doubtful Raines's
Rebel s destroyed themall. But they are in a
panic; a rout. When we get settled, they'l
join us. Just |like before. Renenber, Ceorgi?"

Striganov sighed. Yes, he thought. Just |ike before,
when Ben Raines and his Rebel s slapped us down
to our knees.

Goddam
t he man!

God?

Then it came to General Georgi Striganov.

My old friend was right. | amsick. Mentally
sick. "Vasily?"

"Yes, Ceneral. | am here."

"Where will we go?"

"Canada. "

"You' ve thought much on this." It was not phrased as
guesti on.

"Yes, Ceneral. | have that."

"Vasily, is Ben Raines a god?"

“I ... | don't know, Georgi. | rather

doubt it. But | can't be sure. Do you believe in
Cod, GCeorgi ?"
"I ... | think I mght, Vasily. Sone



form of higher power, at least."

"Truth time, Georgi?"

"Of course.”

"l always have."

"I"'msick, Vasily."

"I know. But you're not very sick. You've been under
trenmendous pressure. But you're going to get
well. We need you, Georgi. And | nean that.
Not as a scientist; you don't know beans concerning that
area. But as a | eader, we need you."

Ceorgi nanaged a smle. "I suppose |
have been a very large pain in the ass, haven't I,
Vasi | y?"

The doctor returned the smle. "At tines,
Ceorgi. At tines."
The two nmen enjoyed a rare nonent of hunor.
Vasily said, "I'mgoing to give you a shot,
Ceneral. You will not remenber the flight to Canada.
It's very doubtful you will renenber very much for severa
days. I'mgoing to keep you sedated. You're going
to rest, you're going to eat, and you're not going
to worry about anything. Do | have your perm ssion, old
friend?"
"Yes." He stood up and rolled up his
sl eeve. "I'mready anytinme you are."
Ben had been asl eep for several hours when
James shook his shoul der, waki ng him
"Ben. Lots of planes taking off and | eaving from
the | PF HQ near the coast."
Ben qui ckly dressed and stepped outside, walking
to the makeshift radio roomin a deserted notel
He picked up the mc. Dan was on the other end.
"Where are they headi ng, Dan?"
"North-northeast, General. Al of themtaking
and mai ntaining the same heading. My | ads at the
border report the course is true."
"And |l assies,"” Ben said with a smile
"Ah, yes, sir. Must'n forget the | adies.
Your orders, sir?"
"Go back to bed and get sone sleep. W' re not
going to do anything this night. Continue nopping up and

advancing at first light. I've got a hunch
Striganov is bugging out for Canada. Al berta
or Saskatchewan. W'll find out soon enough

"Il bet. Thanks, Dan. And good night."

"CGood ni ght, Ceneral."

Ben stopped on his way back to his bed. He
| ooked toward the north. "I wonder what that
goddammed Hartline is up to?"

"Hel | o, baby," Sam spoke around his grin.
"My, aren't you a little thing. Wat's your nane?"

"Lisa."

"Pretty nane for a pretty girl. W' re going
to have fun, baby. Just you and ne."

She cut her eyes to Rich. There was a smirk
on his face. "You told."

He shrugged.

"Ch, don't blame him pretty baby.
Rich just found something he liked better than
pussy."



"The others got away," Lisa told Rich
"Kimfigured it was you who tattled. They'll get
you, Rich. They'll get you."

"You wanna watch this, Rich?" Sam asked the
boy.

"I wouldn't miss it for the world,"” Rich said.

"It isn't Rich's fault," Ann said to the
others. "He can't stand any type of pain. And he
is what he is because of his parents. | grew up with
Rich. W were neighbors."

“I"'mnot blam ng himfor what he is,"
Kimsaid. "W have boys and girls |like that among our
group back in the safe territory. They fight right
al ongside the rest of us. Sone of them have gone to their
death silently. So could Rich. My hunch is he
never had any pain put on him He's just weak
all the way through. And I'Il tell you sonething el se
he is."

The ot hers waited.

Kimfinished. "He's dead!"

Col onel Khamsin had difficulty sleeping that
night. Finally, in the hours just before dawn, he
ki cked off his thin covering and got up. His recon
teans to the west had reported a | arge-scale
battl e yesterday. And now many pl anes had been
taking off fromthe Russian's |ocation

VWhat did it nmean? Was the Russian | eaving?
Had he been defeated? O had Ben Raines been
def eat ed?

It was so like Sam Hartline not to radio and inform
himas to what was taking place.

When this was over and done, Khansin felt the best
thing he could do would be to kill Sam Hartli ne.

Wth that thought in mnd, Colonel Khansin
returned to his bed and sl ept soundly.

Ben was not prepared for the sight that greeted
himat the experiment station near Striganov's
of fi ces.

He wal ked outside and vomited his lunch on the
ground.

"Jesus CGod!" Ben said. "Wat kind of
creatures are those in there?"

"A near-perfect worker breed," one of the
captured | PF doctors said.

Ben | ooked at him

"And if you peopl e had not cone neddling along with your
and m ghty-and ill-thought-out, | m ght add-ideals of
races being equal, we would have succeeded in perfecting
the breed.”

Ben resisted an i nmpul se to shoot the bastard where
he st ood.

"Why were these few |l eft behi nd?" Ben asked.

"They probably didn't have roomfor them™

"Where did Striganov go?"

"l do not know, General Raines. But if I
may make an educated guess? ... Thank you
I woul d suggest Canada."

"Al berta, Saskatchewan?"

"Probably. It would be a fertile area where
crops would grow. General Striganov has

hi gh



admitted on nore than one occasion that this area
was wrong; that he nade a mi stake coming here.”

"Listen to nme, whatever your nanme is ..."

"My name is-was

"Shut your nouth!™"

The Russian's mouth cl anped shut. Tightly.

He wasn't accustoned to being spoken to in such a
crude manner. He was a scientist, not sone
grunting soldier. But he decided he'd best
kept those thoughts to hinself.
Thi s Ben Rai nes was a savage-| ooki ng nman.
Such nean eyes!
"How many wonen | eft here are pregnant with these
t hi ngs?"

"I'l'l have to examine them sir."

"Fine. Good. You do that. And then you will abort
them Is that understood?"

"Yes, sir."

"And goddamm you, they'd better all survive.

Do you under st and
t hat ?"

"Sir! As a doctor and scientist, | cannot
gi ve any guarantees as to-was

Ben sl apped him first open-pal med, then a
savage backhand. The man fell to the ground,
nmoani ng and hol di ng his busted and bl eedi ng nout h.

"Bear this in mnd, then,

Doct or.

For the rest of your life, and that m ght be very short, you
are going to |l ook after these unfortunate nen and wonen you
sliny bastards and bitches used as gui nea pigs.

So don't screw up, Doctor. You can't afford

it. Understood?"

"Yes, sir!"

"Move your ass!"

Hartline was oblivious to the girl's pain-filled
cries and the bl eeding where he had ripped her with his
savage attack.

He rose fromthe floor where he had taken her in
a nmaddened |ust, and | ooked down at her

"You'll see, baby," he said. "It'Il get
good to you after a tine."

He threw back his head and | aughed. "Tel
me, Lisa, baby. You still think Ben Raines is
a god?"

"Yes," she noaned.

Sam pi cked up his belt fromthe dresser and began
beati ng her nakedness.

Seated in a chair, R ch watched in wet-1lipped
fascination. "Hit her again, Saml" he yelled.

"Hit her harder!"

Life is eternal; and love is imortal; and
death is only a horizon; and a horizon is
not hi ng save the linmt of our sight.

Rossiter W Raynond
Chapter Twenty- ei ght

Ben stood firmwth his initial orders: no
prisoners from anong any | PF troops.

The order was really not necessary, for no | PF



troops offered to surrender. Now Ben's Rebel s
had t he unenvi abl e task of nmopping up after the swft
victory.

And any conbat vet can tell you that mnopping up can
be pure hell.

And not hing was heard from Sam Hartline. It was as
if the mercenary did not really give a damm what
happened south of the O egon border

But Ben wasn't buying that. He knewfelt,
rather-than Hartline was up to something. Trouble was, Ben
didn't know what .

Ben wasn't about to knock heads with Hartline

yet. Hartline's mercenary arny was just about as
|arge as Ben's force of Rebels. And they were
wel | -rested and just as well-equi pped as the
Rebel s.

So what were they waiting for? Wiy didn't they
stri ke and strike hard?

Ben didn't know.

As Ben stood by the stone fence on the bluffs
over | ooki ng the Pacific Ocean, his thoughts

kept turning away frominpending war to the sight of the
ragi ng ocean. Huge waves battered the coastline,
smashing with a seemngly organized fury. Ben
wonder ed what had caused such climatic changes in
the Pacific; and where did all this fury
ori gi nat e?

Standi ng by the stone fence, it was inpossible to carry on
any type of normal conversation. So when |ke
approached him Ben stepped away from nature's
frenzy and wal ked with his friend to a spot where they could
talk without having to scream at each other over the
how i ng wi nds.

"That's a hell of a sight back there, isn't it,
Ben?"

"Yes. And if it keeps up, that witer who
predicted the fall of California is going to be
correct. The coastline can't take nany nore years of
this."

"The babi es are gone, Ben," lke said
quietly.

"Waen?"

"Early this nmorning. Wade and Ro each cane
to a center and asked that all personnel |eave. Wen
t he personnel returned, the babies were gone. What
do you reckon the underground people will
do
wi th t henP"

"Rai se them | suppose, lke." And once
agai n, the thought canme to Ben that in a hundred years, the
i nhabitants of earth would surely be a sight
to see. And he wondered if, at that tinme, it would be
cal l ed the Ashes of Peace, or the Ashes of
Si | ence?

He would like to viewit.

"The areas clean, |ke?"

"Clean as a whistle. All the way fromthe Bay
area to the Oregon line. If there are any
pockets of IPF folks left, damed if we
can find them"



"Probably in the heavy tinber. Hell with
them™

Ben said. "Any word fromthe girls | sent
into Hartline's territory?"

"The original three are okay. One of the kids
t hey picked up got taken prisoner
By Hartline's nmen."

"Agirl?"

"Yes. And a boy. The boy first. The girls
thi nk the boy betrayed them They're not |eaving unti
they get the girl back and see the boy dead."
Ben sighed. "How old was the girl taken?"
"Twel ve, maybe thirteen. Cute kid, so
m r adi oed back. "
"You can bet that Hartline has used her badly."
“I'"msure."
" Ben?"
Ben cut his eyes.
"Cecil just sent word that Sylvia is in
cahoots with sone | PA people. It's firm"

"I suspected as much. It's the why of it that
puzzles me."

"Me, too. But | have no idea."

"I"ll deal with her very shortly. Lora?"

"Learnin' her ABC S. Sone of Doc
Chase's peopl e took her in. Ben, you know she's
gonna go back with her own kind, don't you?"

"Yes." But the word cane hard; Ben had grown
terribly fond of the child.

"I damm near forgot what | cane over here
to tell you, Ben. The civilian | eaders
are here. You wanted to talk to them renmenber?"

"Yes. Conme on, walk with me. We'll talk
al ong the way."

Wal ki ng al ong, Ben said, "W |ucked out again,
| ke. ™

"I know. We'd have had a hell of a battle on
our hands if the Russian hadn't of flipped out.
O what ever happened to him™"

"We're not going to be so lucky with Hartline.
| feel that in ny guts.”

"You ain't alone. That plus all those bikers and
war | ords between us and Base Canp One."

"We're going to stay right here until we can
figure out what Hartline has on his mnd.
want our people rested and ready to go." He smiled.
"As soon as we can deterni ne where we're going, that
is."

Ben met with the civilian | eaders in the warm open
air of California sumer. He was mldly
surprised to see George WIllianms from Chico
in attendance. The man | ooked fit, was dressed in
decent clothing, and was standing a little taller than the
last time Ben had seen him

CGeorge shook hands with Ben, away fromthe others.
"l guess you got to me, Cenera
Rai nes," George admitted. "I don't
agree with all you say or stand for, but for a time, yours
is the only way. | finally got that through my thick
head. "

Ki



"Good to have you with us, George."

Ben shook hands with the other George, from Red
Bluff; Harris from Reddi ng; Pete Ho from
Uki ah; and John Dunning from Santa Rosa.

"We'|| be leaving this area in a short time,’'
told the gathering. He watched their faces
closely. No one seemed at all surprised by the
announcenent .

"By now you all know that General Striganov is
gone. W& have reason to believe he and what is
left of his IPF went to Canada. It's doubtfu
that he'll return. But SamHartline is still very
much around.

We're going to deal with Samin due tine. But
et me warn you all of a new danger. Col onel
Khansin and his Islamc Peoples Arnmy have | anded
in South Carolina. And | nean his
arny.

He has thousands of men and wonen. You may think because
you're all some three thousand mles away, you have
nothing to fear.

"You're wong."

Ben |l et that soak in.

"We have reason to believe SamHartline and his

Ben

peopl e have linked up with this Khansin. My people will deal with
Hartline. Mdst of you are not ready to join us as

regulars. Not yet. But in time you'll be called upon

to assist us. I"'mnot going to fight all your

battles for you

"I"'mgoing to leave a small force of Rebels
behind. They will train you. And people, you'd better
goddamm wel | get ready for sone hard training.
What you'll be receiving is a conbination of Ranger
SEAL, Marine Force Recon, and G een Beret
training, with a touch of Special Air Service and
French Foreign Legion training tossed in for good
nmeasure. Wien mny people get through with you, you'll all be
able to fight a grizzly with a stick ... or you'll be
dead. One or the other."”

Pete Ho raised his hand. Ben nodded at him
"Ceneral, sone of ny people mght not want to take part
in this. Wiat happens then?"

"Are you referring to abl e-bodi ed nen and wonen,
Pet e?"

"Yes, sir."

"That won't cut it, Pete. W
don't allow shirkers. One is either one hundred
percent for the novenent,

or one hundred percent against it. It has to be that
way. That answer your question?"

"And those who won't fight?" Pete persisted.

"You run themout," Ben said flatly.

"That's pretty hard, General."

"Hard tines, Pete.”

The warl ords and outl aws had gathered in
Colorado. Calling thema notley crew woul d be
understating the matter. This gathering was the | argest neeting
of malcontents, trash, scum and human filth
to come together in years. One would be hard-pressed to find
one redeeming quality in the entire force.



Their names were what one might expect from nen of such
| ow degree: Booger, U ah Jack, Pisser
Stud, Big Luke, Flash, Long Tongue ..
and so it went.

Sone had roaned the country together for nore than a
decade, raping, robbing, killing, having their way
wher ever they chose and however they wanted it.

But they were always careful to abide by one hard and fast
rule: Stay away from areas controlled by Ben
Rai nes and hi s Rebels.

Now they felt they were strong enough to tackle
Ben Rai nes and his Rebel s-and come out on top.

"You trust Sam Hartline?" Piano asked
Gizzly.

"No. Least not no hundred percent. He knows
that we know he's usin' us. He also knows he can't do
much of nothin' about it. W got to have hiny he's got
to have us."

"How "bout these here Arabs you was tellin" us
about ?" Buck asked.

"Col onel Khansin. A Hot Wnd."

"So's a fart," Booger said.

"Lemme put it another way," Gizzly said.

"Khansin i npresses Sam Hartline."

That was enough to sober the outlaws. Sam Hartline
m ght be a nercenary, but he was no dunmy. If
Khansi n had enough beef behind himto inpress Hartline

wel |, that was good enough for the outl aws.

"And now we do what? ..." Booger asked.

"W contact Hartline and wait for word. \Vay
| figure it is Hartline will use us to nop up
what's left of Raines's Rebels.”

"Sounds good to ne."

The rest of the outlaws gathered around | aughed. "Just
think," one said, straining his brain. "There nust be four
or five mllion pussies left in the
States."”

" So?" Skinhead asked.

"Wthout Ben Raines and his people standing in our way,
hell, man! They're all ours!"

"Yeah!" they breathed.

"I like it!" Skinhead sl obbered.

"I don't like it, Ben," Cecil said. "You're
deliberately setting yourself up for a lot of trouble.™

"Readi ng between the lines, Cec," Ben replied,
smling, "it would be a good plan if | weren't
pl anning on leading it. Right?"

Cecil muttered something extremely vul gar under
hi s breath.

"I must concur with General Jefferys, sir,"

Dan said. "You are needed here. Not traipsing about the
countrysi de, shooting outlaws."

"I got to go along with them Ben," |ke said.

"Let nme take the unit out after the outlaws.” "I
shal |l go!" Dan said.

"No, I'lIl go!" Cecil said.

"I"'mleaving in the norning," Ben put an end
toit.

Chapter Twenty-nine
Ben started sending his unit out in the darkness of



night. As quietly as possible, running
wi thout lights. He had ordered his Rebels to bandage
various parts of their bodies; to |linp and stagger as if
badly hurt. To be helped into the waiting trucks.

He knew Hartline had | ong-range recon
teans watchi ng the base canmp through | ong | enses. And
he knew Khansin's peopl e were cl ose-by, watching
Maybe t hey woul d think the badly wounded were being
trucked back to Base Canp One.

Maybe it would work | ong enough for Ben's unit to get
close to the outl aws.

Maybe.

Ben and his personal teamwould be the last to pul
out. Just nonents before |eaving, Ben wal ked
to Sylvia's quarters.

She was sitting in a chair, as if expecting him

The man and wonan | ooked at each other in the
sputtering light of a camp lantern

"l cannot tolerate a traitor," Ben broke the
si | ence.

"How | ong have you known?" she asked.

"I"ve suspected for some tine."

"But you don't know or understand why | did it, do
you, Ben?"

"No. I'd like to be able to say |I'm not
particularly interested. But I'd be lying."

"W had sonet hi ng good begi nni ng, Ben."

"Usi ng vernacul ar before you were born: You blewit,
kid."

"It isn't too late, Ben."

"I could never trust you, Sylvia. Not ever again.
You see, kid, | knew soneone |ike you years ago.
Back when the nation was whole. | fell hard for her.
The only difference being, ours was a purely
Pl atonic rel ationship. Do you know what that means?"

"Yes."

"As a matter of fact, you look a lot |ike her
You have many of her mannerisns. Perhaps that's why |
felt something for you | haven't felt in a |ong,
long tinme."

"You must have | oved her a great deal, Ben

Menori es took Ben wi ngi ng back over the
years. She slipped into his nmind, as she did from
time to time. He had never spoken of her, not
to anyone-ever. He had been about twenty years ol der
than the girl-and even though she was in her twenties,
she was still a girl. Agirl in a wonman's body.

And he | oved her then, alnpbst as strongly as he
| oved her now.

The tough ex-sol di er and
ex-sol dier-of-fortune-turned-witer had
fallen asshol e over el bows in |ove.

If she had asked for the stars and the noon, Ben would
have sonmehow gotten them for her

Yet, so it seened, to Ben, every time he turned
around, she was crapping all over him

Ben al most drank hinself to death over a period of a
few nonths ... until he slowy began w sing
up and realizing what the young worman really was.
Greedy, grasping, ungrateful, petty,



petulant. A very pretty but shall ow person

And she had taken himlike a school boy enduring the
pain of first |ove.

And it still hurt.

Ben | ooked at Sylvia. "How nuch have you told
Khansi n' s peopl e?"

"Troop strength. Placenment. Plans for the
future. Everything | knew "

"Wy, Syl via?"

"They have ny father."

"How do you know it's hin | thought you told ne
he was dead?"

"He fits the description. It's him"

"Why didn't you just cone to ne and tell nme?"

"l didn't think."

"That's right ..." He alnost called her
by another nane. She didn't think either. Only of
now. Never of the future.

Ben felt he was reliving the past.

"You' ve probably gotten sone Rebels
killed, Sylvia. Have you thought about that?"

"l don't
care
about that. It's nmy father."
"If he fell in with Khanmsin, then he nust be a

sorry bastard. "

She did not reply. But Ben saw her right hand
nove ever so slowy toward her right boot. She
carried a knife there.

"You know what happens to traitors, Sylvia,"
he said softly.

"I love you, Ben."

"You're a liar."

Just like ... her.

"How do you know that? You can't be sure."

"I'"ve been here before, kid. Unfortunately,
| know your type very well."

"Asshol e!" she hissed at him

"We all have one."

"Aren't you afraid of dying, Ben Raines?" she
asked him

"Not particularly.” He snmiled. "But it always
seens to conme at such an inconvenient tine.

Doesn't it, kid?"

She canme up fast, the doubl e-edged dagger in her
ri ght hand.

Ben shot her right between her flashing green eyes.
The .45 slug tore out the back of her head,
| ashing the wall behind her with fluid and gray matter
bits of bone. Sylvia slunped to the floor

Ben wal ked out of the house just as Rebels cane
runni ng.

ke was the first to reach Ben. Ben cut sad eyes
to his friend

"Tell the underground people to destroy the IPA' S
forward recon team Ike."

"Ckay, Ben. Jesus, Ben! \Wat happened
in there?"

"A twenty-year-old one-sided |ove affair just
ended, |ke."

and



"What ?"

Ben wal ked away, the .45 in his hand. |ke
noticed two things about his friend, as Ben wal ked into the
vel vet of night.

The man seened to be a bit |onelier

And Ben Rai nes was crying.

"What the hell's he up to, now?" Sam
Hartline said, nore to hinself than to the other nercenaries
gathered in Hartline's comuand post.

"Pullin" his wounded out, |ooks like."

"Maybe. But why didn't he fly them out?

That's what he usually does."

No one had an answer to that.

"Anyone spotted Rai nes today?" Hartline
asked.

"Qur guys had to pull back. Things were gettin'
too hot. The recon team from Khansi n bought it
early this norning. Qur guys got a little edgy and
nmoved deeper into the tinber."

Hartline nodded his handsonme head. "Those weirdos
that live in the caves?"

"Yeah. "
Sam Hartline wal ked to a wi ndow and | ooked out.
"Raines is up to sonmething. | just don't know what.

But what | don't want to do is butt heads with
himjust yet. We might be able to take him but it would
cost us. And Oregon just isn't worth it."

"You want me to contact Khamsin?" Sam was
asked.

Hartline shook his head. "Not yet. Let's
find out where that convoy went first. See if you
can get ahold of those bikers. Ask them no,
tel
them to keep their heads up, stay alert. Raines
is about to pull sonething. Sneaky son of a bitch."

"How s Ri ch?" a nercenary asked, a snile
on his face.

Hartline | aughed. "He has just about outlived his

useful ness. Any of you guys want hinP"

No one did.

"I hate to just shoot the little bastard. He gives
great head," Hartline said. "And he's |ike a whipped
dog. He'll do anything you tell himto do."

Hartline dismssed Rich with a curt wave of his hand.
"I"ll keep himaround until | get tired of

fuckin' with him" Sam | aughed. "I been tryin'

to get himto pork Lisa, but he won't do it."

Sam had | eft her alone for a couple of days, and
some of the soreness had eased within her. Lisa had thought
of and rejected a dozen plans of escape. Ri ch was
al ways with her, watching, ready to tattle.

"You're a fool, Lisal" Rich spat the words
at her. "Wy don't you be nice to Sanf? He'd
make it a lot easier on you if you'd just be nice
to him'

"Li ke you're nice to hinP" Lisa's words
wer e scor nf ul

"Il slap you!" Rich hissed.

"Il kick your ass, too!" Lisa backed
hi m down.



"He'll get tired of you, Lisa, if you

don't start being nice to him Then he'll give you

to his men. You'd like that, wouldn't you, bitch?"
"No, | wouldn't, Rich." Her snmile was not

nice, filled with knowi ng. "But you would."

"CGod, | hate you!"

"Rich, if we worked together, we could get out of
here.”

"Why should I? I've got it made here. | have
plenty to eat, nice clothes to wear, | can bathe every
day in hot water and good-snelling soap. Sam
i kes nme."

"Sure, Rich. Just as long as you suck him off,
that is."

"I know you hate ne."

"Rich, | don't hate you for what you are.
That's your business. Your right. You can stay here or
| eave. That's up to you. |I'mjust asking you to help ne
get out. WII you?"

They both heard Hartline enter the fine house.
Ri ch junped up and ran out of the room

"Saml Saml" Rich yelled. "Lisa's
trying to get me to help her escape!"”

Sam wal ked into the room and | ooked at Lisa.
"You stupid bitch. You don't know what side your
bread is buttered on, do you?"

Lisa sat on the floor, |ooking up at him

Samslowy renoved his belt. "Strip,

baby. | guess I'mgoing to have to break you like a
goddammed horse. "
Li sa nade up her young mind. "I'Il die

first," she said.

"That's a distinct possibility, baby," Sam
told her. "But if | can't break you, then Il
give you to ny nen. And if you think I'mkinky, you
haven't seen anything yet."

Lisa junped fromthe floor and tried to run out the
door. Rich tripped her, sending her sprawing.
She felt her jeans being ripped fromher and Sam s
| aughter ringing in her head.

"l gave you a chance, pretty thing," Sam said.
"l guess you were born to like it rough.”

She was jerked to her knees and the | eather began singing
and poppi ng agai nst her flesh.

"W get to anbush a convoy of wounded
Rebel s," Piano said to Gizzly.
"They'l|l be here in a couple of days. And they're
headin' right for us."

"How many?"

"Hell, what difference does it make? For
chris-sakes, they're all shot up. Piece of
cake."

"Any wonen with "en?" Big Luke asked.
"Sure. And about a platoon of Rebels
escortin” them Let's start gettin' set.”
"I"mgonna enjoy this," a biker said. "That
goddammed Ben Rai nes has been a pain in the
ass for years. | was down in Arkansas when hi m and
them Rebel s rolled in. Run me and ny boys
out. Didn't even give us a chance. |'m gonna



really like this."
"Did they fall for it?" Ben asked Janes.
"Scouts report they did. They're getting
i nto ambush position." He pointed to a spot on a
map of Col orado. "Right there."
"How many?"
"About three hundred of them The others have spread
out north and south."
"They picked a pretty good spot for it,
conceded. "Have they nined the road?"
"Negative, Ben. They've got sone
dynam te and grenades, but no mnes that our
observers can detect."
"Strai ght bang-bang, shoot-"em up
anbush, huh? They nust think we're idiots."
"I don't know what they think, Ben. | would
i magi ne nost of themare very stupid and
very arrogant. And that's a bad conbination.”
"Lucky for us, though. Al right, Janes.

Ben

Send First
Pl at oon to the north, Second Platoon to the
sout h.
How about those vehicles we found?"
"They'll run I ong enough to get the people there."

"That's all that matters. Tell our teans
to skirt the outlaws north and south and get
into position on the east end of the highway. Wait for
our signal."

"Why are you doing this, Ben?" Janmes asked.

"Why the bikers first?"

"Saving the best for last, Janes. Hartline is
going to be a tough nut to crack."

"You really want to kill him don't you, Ben?"

Ben nodded. "Hartline doesn't know it. But he's
a wal ki ng- around dead man."

Chapt er

Thirty

The outl aws had i ndeed chosen a fine place for
an anbush. |If the person they w shed to anbush had
not been Ben Raines, that is.

Ben was often referred to by his enemes as being a
sneaky son of a bitch. The latter was totally
incorrect. The former sumred it up quite well.

The outl aws and warlords and their notley crews had
gat hered on both sides of the interstate, carefully
hi dden anong the rocks and brush on each sl opi ng
side of the carved-through mountain. They lay in wait with
aut omati ¢ weapons and grenades.

They had only one small problem Ben Raines
wasn't about to drive through the anbush site.

Ben had halted the colum | ess than two
mles fromthe anbush site and ordered his people out to have
lunch. Sitting by the side of the road, in the shade
of the trucks.

"OfF all the stupid, shitty tines to stop and
eat!" an outl aw | eader nanmed Fl ash said, | ooking
at the halted convoy through binocul ars. "Jesus
Christ! Here we

sit up here, sweating our balls off in the sun
and them fuckers is



eating!"

"It ain't fair," another biker said. "W
didn't bring no food with us."

"Well, that ain't ny fault!" Flash said
irritably. "How the hell did I know we was
gonna be up here this | ong?"

None of them could hear or see the Rebels high
above them quietly getting into position. None of the
outl aws could see or hear the Rebels who had
circled around and were now getting into position on the
east side of the interstate, about five hundred
neters east of the anbush site.

The outl aws were now, unknowi ngly, in a deadly
box. And the lid was just about to expl ode.

Literally.

Ordering his people to not so nmuch as gl ance in an easterly
direction, Ben sat by the side of the road and ate
[ unch. James Riverson sat beside him

The wal ki e-tal kie between the two nen clicked
twi ce, then clicked tw ce again.

"First Platoon is in place and everything is
go," Janes said.

Ben nodded and chewed his food carefully.

The wal kie-talkie clicked three tinmes, then
repeat ed the signal

"Second Pl at oon ready," James
sai d.

Ben finished his l[unch and buried the trash in a
hole dug with his knife bl ade. No Rebe
dunped trash indiscrimnately; the land was littered
enough wi thout adding to the ness.

"Start the fireworks," Ben said softly.

Janes |lifted the wal kie-tal kie and sai d,
ng

The tops of the cut-into nountain exploded as high
expl osi ves were detonated. Tons of rock were
lifted up and dropped down on the anbushers,
crushing the Iife out of those caught in the rocky
onsl aught .

Ben carefully rolled a cigarette-one of the few
he all owed hinself daily-and |listened to the panicked
scream ng of the outlaws who survived the initial
bl ast and rolling boulders as they ran fromthe reverse
anbush, running for their bikes and dune buggi es and
choppers.

But the Rebels had been there first, and had done a
l[ittle work on the vehicles.

The first chopper to be cranked exploded in a
massive fireball, hurling chunks of hot
metal and fried parts of human bodies high into the
air. The expl odi ng vehicles touched of f
ot her fuel tanks, and soon the depot was an
al nost-solid area of flane.

Qutlaws ran fromthe raging inferno, their clothing and
flesh on fire. They ran how ing and shri eki ng,
rolling on the rocky ground, attenpting in vain
to put out the fire that covered their unwashed bodi es.
They screamed their way into the darkness of death.

And Ben Rai nes sat by the side of the road and
cal My smoked his hand-rolled cigarette.



Hi s hard facial expression did not change as
he slowy puffed.

Those outl aws who had elected not to run toward their
cached vehicl es escaped the hideous burning death
of their buddies.

They were shot to death by Rebels Iying in anbush
bl ocki ng all avenues of escape. They were shot from
the front, the back, or the side.

The Rebels offered no quarter, and expected

none.

One unwashed outlaw, the stink and stains of a
recent rape and nurder still on his clothing, threw up
his hands and hollered, "I quit! | give up."

He was shot between the eyes.

Let me get out of here! another panicked
outl aw t hought, his breath ragged as he ran from
pl anned nurder and assault and rape. |I'Il be
good! he thought. The same thought that thousands of others |ike
hi m had t hought back through the years.

And few had ever carried out once safe from whatever
di l emma had faced them

He rounded a bend in the rocky path and cane
face to face with a woman Rebel, a CAR-15 in
her hands.

CGood- | ooki n" cunt, he thought.

"I surrender, baby," the outlaw said.

She smled at himand hope filled the outlaw
He wondered if she'd be any good in the sack?

He wondered if she liked it up the ass?

Those were the | ast thoughts he ever had.

She lifted her CAR and shot the outlaw tw ce
in the chest. She spat on the rocky ground and
trotted off.

Ben sat on the ground and yawned. He had seen
the outlaw carefully edging his way toward Ben's
| ocation. Ben had clicked his Thonpson of f
safety and waited as the outl aw nmade hi s approach

James was readi ng a worn paperback he'd found
back in a nanel ess town the convoy had rumnbl ed through

The outlaw s boots grated on rock. Janes
froze.

"Easy," Ben whispered. "l've been watching
himfor a couple of mnutes."

"How s he armed?" Janes whi spered.

"Pistol in his hand. How s the book?"

"Good. You want hin®"

"Yeah. I'Il let himget alittle closer.”
"Damm, Ben! |'m supposed to be guardi ng you
remenber ?"

"Read your book."

"Somehow | seemto have | ost ny concentration.”

Ben chuckl ed softly. "Here he cones. He's
about to make his play." i

The outlaw i nched cl oser. Ben's fingers tightened
on the Thonpson

"Taking his sweet time," Janmes nmuttered

"And he hasn't got much of that left him" Ben
replied.

Janmes snil ed.

The outl aw brought his pistol up and jacked back



the hamrer. Ben lifted the powerful old Thonpson
submachi ne gun, leveled it, and pulled the trigger
hol ding it back
The .45 caliber slugs took the outlaw in the
chest, raking himfromleft to right, making little bl oody
dust puffs as the slugs inpacted. He was
flung backward, armnms outstretched, his pisto
droppi ng fromsuddenly lifeless fingers.
Ben and Janes rose and | ooked around them
listening. The battle appeared to be over

"Call in our people,” Ben said. "Let's get the
hell out of here."
High up in the still-dusty air of the slope, the
outl aw Fl ash lay unnoticed and very, very still. And he

wasn't about to nove until these crazy bastards and
bi tches got |ong gone outta there.

Fl ash was so frightened he had both pissed and shit

his jeans. He wore no underwear.

Dust, dirt, and small rocks covered him As
long as he didn't nove around, he'd be safe.

H gh above him he could see the buzzards circling.

Fl ash suppressed a shudder. He hated

buzzards. He had seen how the bastards tore at

dead flesh, and he knew they always went for the eyes and
ki dneys first.

Fl ash just wanted to cry.

And Fl ash hadn't done that in nore than twenty
years. Not since he'd stood before that judge in
juvenile court. After Flash had killed his sister

Fl ash had put on quite an act that day. Flash
had bl ubbered and snorted and w ped snot
away with the handkerchief the judge had ordered given
him Stupid old bastard. Since he was a
juvenile, Flash had spent three years in a
country-club prison and then wal ked out, a free
nman.

Thanks to the alnost-total asininity of juvenile
laws ... back then. Before.

Only thing Flash had ever regretted about the
whol e mess was that his sister had died before he could
fuck her again.

Stupid cunt.

Fl ash heard the Rebel trucks crank up and
begi n movi ng out, backtracking around t he now bl ocked
hi ghway. But Fl ash wasn't about to nove-not just
yet. Ben Raines was such a sneaky son of a bitch
he probably left people behind to shoot any outl aw who
m ght have survived.

One of the fewtimes in his life Flash was right.

Flash lay very still for nore than thirty mnutes after
the battle. He counted seven shots that shattered the
dusty stillness, and knew that seven of his buddies had
bought it.

Goddam
t hese Rebel s! Flash thought. They just don't,
by God, play fair.

"Let's go!" Flash heard a nan shout.

Fl ash heard two vehicles crank up and
drive off. Still, he lay quietly for another
hour. Only then did he nove.



Three hours later, after jerking a pair of jeans
of f a dead outlaw and changi ng out of his own shitty
jeans, Flash stunbled into the outlaw s base canp.
He was worn out, alnost hysterical with fear. He
babbl ed out his story.

"Ever ybody
i s dead?" Piano shouted at the nearly exhausted
Fl ash.

"Ever' body," Flash confirmed it.

"W gotta change out psyco ... psycol..
way of doin' things," Long Tongue sai d.

"I agree with whatever it was he said," Utah
Jack | ooked at Long Tongue.

"Don't panic!" Booger shouted down the sudden
babbl e of voices. "Now, goddanmt, just ever' body
hold it down for a mnute."

The gaggle of human filth quieted down.

Anot her outl aw | eader, nicknanmed Pisser, said,
"You got a plan, Booger, |I'd sure like to hear
it. "Cause |'mabout a mnute away from
pul lin" ny boys out and gettin' the hel
away fromthat area.”

O her | eaders, including Uah Jack, Stud,

Bi g Luke, agreed with Pisser. Loudly and
pr of anel y.

"Now, boys," Gizzly said, calmng the
group, or at the very least, quieting them "Ckay,
we took a lickin'. No doubt about that. But since
ol" Flash cone staggerin' in, | been thinkin' . And
"' mthinkin" our

big mstake is that we don't act |ike Ben
Rai nes. "

"What do you nean?" Piano asked.

"I mean the mainest thing is, we got to think |like
Ben Raines. We can't just say "okay" to the first
plan we cone up with. We got to really study a
bunch of them"

"I think I know what you nean," Utah Jack
said. "We're screwin' up by each of us actin' on
our own. |Is that part of it?"

"That's right!" Gizzly said. "The mainest thing
is, we got to start actin' like soldiers!"

"Does | get to be a general ?" Skinhead
sl obbered t he question

"No," G&izzly dashed his hopes. "But you do
get to be an officer."

"I thought a general was an officer?" Skinhead
dr ool ed.

"It is,"” Piano said. "Now shut up."

"They's degrees of generals," Gizzly said.

"But another mminest point is this: there can't be but one
top general. One nman givin' the orders.”

"Who is that gonna be?" Popeye asked.

"W're gonna have to vote," Gizzly said.

"But | got another idea to do first."

"Whut ?" Sonny Boy asked.

"Let's get the hell outta this place!"
Chapter Thirty-one

Not one Rebel had been wounded in the ambush
No |l oss of life anong the Rebels.



"That's the way | like it,"” Ben told Janes as
they rode the deserted state highway in
Col or ado.

They were circling, trying to pick up the trail of the
out | aws.

They were on Hi ghway 9, now just a fewmles
outside of Kremming. "Pull over here," Ben
told James. "Let's wait for the scouts’
report."

The convoy halted near the banks of the Col orado
Ri ver, on the south side. Ben and
James wal ked down to the river's edge

The men stood there for a noment, silent, each with their
own t houghts.

James broke the silence. "How are we goi ng
to handle Hartline, Ben?"

Ben shook his head. "I don't know, " he
admtted. "But | think we're going to have to slug it
out with him"

"I don't have to rem nd you that he's got us
out gunned. "

Ben nodded his agreement. "Yes, and it's going
to

be costly for us. I've thought of and discarded half a
dozen plans. Including the use of planes."

"They woul dn't have a chance. Hartline's got
plenty of SAMS."

"Sure does." Ben sighed. "Long-range
i ntel says he's naking no plans for a bug-out.
| didn't think he would. What he's planning on
is these outlaws knocking a hole in our ranks.

That's why |'mnot going to jack around with them But this
anbush was easy. | have a hunch they're going to get
cautious; smarten up sone."

"As nmuch as they're capable of,
gri nni ng.

"Col onel, our western patrol has gone
silent," Khansin was inforned.

"How | ong have you been trying to reach then®"

"Al'l day, sir."

Khamsi n shrugged. "They have met All ah. They
have done well. Have you tried to contact Hartline?"

"Yes, sir. He says his eastern-based
war | ords have anbushed Ben Rai nes, and probably
inflicted heavy casualties on the Rebels."

"Probabl y? Sam doesn't know for certain?"

"Apparently not, sir."

"Samis getting careless. W're going to have
to be very careful in our dealings with Sam Hartli ne.
From what our, ah, newest convert has told ne,
General Ben Raines and Sam Hartline are old
enem es. That gives ne sonme cause for alarm
What has the wonan told you?"

"Not hing, sir."

"Are you certain she has anything to tell us?"

"Yes, sir. One of our patrols stole her out
of the Rebels' base canp in CGeorgia. She is
the wife of one of the Rebels now fighting in the
west . "

"Ch. Interesting. Truly his wife, blessed

James said,



by All ah?"

The | PA nmenber shrugged. "Who knows, sir.
These renmai ni ng Anericans are such a godl ess
bunch. "

"What is her nane?"

"Nina. She is the wife, or m stress,
what ever, of one | ke McGowen."

"l ke McGowen?" Col onel Khansin's brow
furrowed in thought. "That is one of Ben Raines's
field conmanders and cl osest friends."

"l believe so, sir."

"l
know
so. Have you tortured the woman?"

"Yes, sir."

"Cease it at once. See to her wounds and then
bring her to nme."

"We' || have to carry her, sir. She cannot wal k.
W have pulled out all her toenails."
"Then carry her. | know a way to split Ben

Rai nes's western forces."

"Yes, sir. Right away, sir."

The outl aws had vani shed, seem ngly dropping off
the face of the earth.

Ben called a halt to the search and ordered his people
to di snount and rmake canp for the night. "Told
you they'd smarten up," he said to Janes.

"They' ve tasted sone of the hell and misery they've
caused over the years," Janes said, quite unlike the

big man. "And they don't like it."

"Very good, James. But don't worry, ol
buddy. W're going to give some nore hell and

msery. "
"l never doubted that, Ben."
"Let's get sone rest. We'll find them and

start rooting themout in the norning."

"And you're sure that's where Lisa's being hel d?"
Ki m asked.

"I"'msure," the ragged little boy said. "I've
been in there four, five tinmes begging for food.
seen her twce."

"And the last time was? ..." Judy asked.
"Yesterday. | flashed her a signal and she
wi nked at nme. She was wal ki n" ki nda funny,
t hough. "

The girls exchanged knowi ng gl ances, shaking their
heads in disgust.

The smal | boy picked up on the exchange.
"You all don't have to talk around me. | been where
she is. | know why she's wal kin' that way."

Sandra put an arm around the boy's
shoul ders. So thin. "Wat's your nanme, Scooter?"
she asked. "I nean, besides Scooter."

"l don't know no other name. | been called
Scooter all ny life.™

"How many years do you have?"

"Nine or ten, | think. But | really don't
know. | been travelin ever since | can
r enmenber. "

"No bl ood kin?" Judy asked.



"Not that | know of," the ragged boy replied.

"Can you shoot that pistol you're carryin ?" Kim
asked, | ooking at the .22 caliber revol ver
bel t ed

around Scooter's waist.

"I sure can. Sone grownups tried to bugger ne
last month. | kilt two of "em'fore the others
run of f."

"You wanna stay with us?" Sandra asked.

"That'd be nice," Scooter said, |ooking up at
the taller person. "W gonna get your friend away
fromHartline?"

"Yes. And it's gonna be dangerous doing it.

The boy shrugged. "Livin" day to day is
dangerous. That ain't nothin' new Do | get
to meet Ben Rai nes?"

"Probably. Soon as we get Lisa outta
there." Kimlooked at the conpound bel ow the heavily
ti mbered knoll where they were hidden

"I gotta tell you all sonething," Scooter
said. "Hartline is ten tinmes worse than the
Russi an. The Russian was bad enough. But

Hartline will grab you and torture you just for fun. t
heard sone of his men talkin' one time. They said Sam
Hartline is crazy. | believe it. | seen

what he donme to a friend of mine a few nonths
back. Ri ght before Ben Raines shot himup."

"Agirl?" Judy asked softly.

"You know it," Scooter replied. "Wen he got
done with her, he just throwed her out in the road." He
poi nted. "Right down there. Conme dark, | dragged her
back in the tinber and tried to care for her. Me and the
under ground people. W couldn't do nothin' for her. She
bled to death. She was about ny age, but real little.
Pretty. Hartline split her open. You know what
I nmean?"

The girls knew

"I'f you want your friend to live," Scooter
continued, "we gotta get her out of there. Hartline
will do it

to her ever' way he can, then he'll give
her to his nmen. | know some girls, and one boy, who
went crazy after sone time down there. You know what them
nmen done to themafter that?"

The girls waited.

"They used "emfor target practice. It was
awful . "

Judy was drawi ng the conpound area on a dirty
pi ece of paper. It was an anazingly accurate
drawi ng, right down to the Il ast detail

"You got it?" Sandra asked.

"l got it."

"Let's get back to the others. W gotta
plan this out real good."

Sam Hartline | ooked at the sobbing girl on the
bed, the runpl ed sheets stained with sweat and bl ood.
He had beaten her practically unconscious but stil
she would not voluntarily submt to him

He had to fight her every step of the way. Not that that was
very difficult-it wasn't. It was just becomn ng



annoyi ng.
Sam Hartline coul d never-even back when the world was
whol e, understand why wonen thought so rmuch of their pussy.

Hell, it was there for screw ng; what was the big deal ?
He | ooked at the sobbing girl. "I've about had

you, bitch," he snarled at Lisa

"Coupl e nmore days, if you don't shape up, I'm

gonna toss you out that goddamm door and let ny
boys have you. Can't you understand that |
l'i ke
you?"
Lisa lifted her tear-stained face.
"Li ke
me? If you liked me, you wouldn't hurt nme. Can't
you be tender sonetines?"
Hartline's great booming |aughter filled the
room
"You
hur t
ne! "
"What the hell's that got to do with the price of
eggs, baby?" He stood naked before her. "Hell,
if I hadn't liked fighting so nmuch, | could have been
a porn star. Made mllions."
"What's a porn star?" she asked.
Hartline | ooked at her in disgust. "Aw,
shit!" He turned and dressed, then slammed the
door on his way out.
Lisa painfully rose fromthe bed and wal ked to the
bat hroom running a tub of hot water. Easing
her way into the soothing and calning |iquid,
she heard the door open and cl ose. That woul d be
Rich. He would sit on the commpde seat and smirk
at her.
But she could put up with Rich. She didn't
hate him she just felt sorry for him
Ben slipped out of his blankets and | ooked at the
hori zon. Just breaking dawn. For the first time, he
al l owed his thoughts to return to Sylvia.
O all the things in this world-or what was left of this
wor |l d, he anmended that-he could not abide a traitor
He could tolerate many things, but never that.
Ben's radi o people had heard from one recon team
sent east to Khamsin's borders. Sylvia's
betrayal had cost one teamtheir I|ives.
One entire squad gone. Loyal lives
snuf fed out; people who were willing to lay down their |ives
for freedom
Gone. Because of a traitor
He pushed the woman from his thoughts. He would not
t hi nk of her again.
He hoped.
Janes River son cane to his side
"Recon reports finding a band of outlaws about ten
mles fromhere, Ben."
"Cet the people up, James. Let's go
to work."
Chapter Thirty-two
The smal |l band of outlaws knew what hit them
of course. There was little doubt in their 'rids about that.



But they didn't have much time to think about it.

Ben hit themwith a fury he had not experienced in
years. And he knew what had brought it on. He
had finally reached the Iimt of his understanding. He was
weary of people who wanted sonething for nothing. Tired of
i gnorance and peopl e who wore that un-enlightenment as a
badge of honor. He was fed up with those who demanded
alife of terrorismand barbarism 1nsisted upon
it. Ben was reaching back to the days of the
Tri-States; bringing it the forefront.

And he knew, now, the Tri-States"
phi |l osophy woul d rise again. He realized that his
days of wandering, alone, throughout the ashes of what had

been, were over. Here was where he was needed, and so here was

where he woul d have to stay.

Leading the fight as long as there was breath left in
hi s body.

A dirty, unshaven, wild-eyed outlaw nade
the mistake of trying to escape by overrunning

Ben's position surrounding the canp.

Ben rose fromhis conceal nent and laid his
Thonpson on the ground. Ben felt the years |eave
him a new yout hfulness fill him A man who for
years had done hard exercise after he realized he
could no longer take his body for granted, Ben
smled as the outlaw slid to a halt.

Ben smiled at the unarmed outlaw. He lifted
his fists. He knew t hen how he was going to take out
Sam Hartl i ne.

Wth his bare hands.

"Il kill you!" the outl aw pant ed.

"So conme on, then," Ben chall enged him

The outl aw | unged at Ben, both fists sw nging.

Ben tripped him sending the outlaw sprawing on the

dirt. Ben kicked himin the side and the outl aw

yel ped in pain. Ben's training would have had hi m ki ck

the outlaw in the head, shattering the skull and ending it,
but Ben wanted this fight to last a while |onger.

Ben stepped back, his hands open in the narti al
arts fashion. "Is that the best you can do?"

The outl aw roared of f the ground, attenpting
to butt Ben in the stomach with his head and grab himin
a bear hug. Ben sidestepped and kicked the outl aw
on the knee with his boot. The outlaw, dressed in
| eat her and chains, screamed in pain and fell to the earth,
bot h hands hol di ng hi s knee.

Ben kicked himin the mouth. The outlaw s head
snapped back as he slunmped to the ground, al nost
unconsci ous.

Ben wal ked to himand took out his canteen
enptying the contents on the outlaw s head. "Get
up, you bastard!"

The outl aw grabbed Ben's |l eg and jerked, putting
Ben on the ground. Ben rolled over and over, coning
up sone ten yards fromthe outlaw, who was still trying
to get to his feet and shake the feathers out of his
foggy, pain-racked brain.

Scream ng his hate and rage, the outlaw charged
Ben. Balling his hands into fists, Ben nmet him
head-on and toe-to-toe. Ben staggered the heavyset



man with a chopping right to the jaw then followed that with a
short |eft hook-that glazed the outlaw s eyes.

Ben hit the man in the center of his face with a

vicious right that flattened the outlaw s nose and sent

bl ood flying.

Ben | aughed at the man.

Dimy Ben could hear James Riverson's
voi ce. "Let them al one," the sergeant najor
ordered. "The general's gotta do it his way."

"Why?" a Rebel questioned.

"Because he's Ben Raines, that's why,"
was Janes's reply

Ben hammered at the man's stonmach with hard
fists, punishing the man. Blood fromthe outl aw s
nmout h sprayed Ben

"G me a break," the thug panted.

"Al'l right," Ben said, then broke the outlaw s
neck with a hard karate chop

The outlaw fell to the ground, dying. He | ooked
up at Ben through confused eyes. He seemed to want
to say sonething. But before he could, death took him And
that surprised Ben, for he had seen |ots of people
live along time with a broken neck. Then he saw
the pink froth leak fromthe outlaw s mouth. Either he
had ruptured the man's stomach-which

wasn't unlikely-or he had shattered a rib
and the rib had punctured a lung. O nicked the
heart.

Ben took several deep breaths. "Report,"
he sai d.

"The outlaw canp is wi ped out. W suffered
two wounded. No dead," Janes reported. "How
do you feel, Ceneral ?"

Sonmewhere down the line, Ben had lost his black
beret. He took out a cammi e bandana and wi ped the
sweat fromhis face, then tied the bandana around
his head, |eaving the ends dangling. "Good," Ben said.

James sniled. "Now you | ook |ike Ramnbo,

Ben. "

"Who the hell is Ranbo?" a Rebel asked.

Ben and his Rebels nmade a wide circle, at
one point noving deep into Womni ng after the outl aws.
The Rebels found a hal f-dozen outl aw canps,
destroying them Kkilling perhaps, in their two-week
pursuit, an additional three hundred outl aws,
not counting the several hundred killed in the botched
anbush on the interstate.

They hamrered strai ght across the center of what had
once been known as Nevada. Wen they reached the
base canp in Reddi ng, Ben was net by a
grimfaced I|ke.

| ke brought Ben up to date. Quickly. "This
goddammed Khansin's grabbed Nina. Sent ne a
nmessage, through Hartline. Hartline found it
amusi ng. "

"I just bet he did," Ben said. "lke, can you
push aside your enmptions as the highly trained
SEAL you are?"

| ke stiffened. "You know damm wel |l | can
Ben. "



"You'll be doing what you were trained to do,
years
ago, lke. Fighting a dirty little guerrilla
war with the only supplies that you can carry with you."

"l know, Ben."
"And you know that Ni na may be | ong dead?"
"I know. "

"How many personnel you want ?"

"Two platoons,"” |ke said quickly.

"You' ve thought this out carefully?"

"Many, many hours."

"Al'l right, Ike. Call Base Canp One
and get as many pl anes out here as you think you'll need
to transport your people east. They'll |eave i mediately.
Either way it goes, lke, stay out there. Start
hel ping train resistance fighters and put the needle
into Khansin. We'll never be strong enough to take him
head to head, so we're going to have to hit and run
M ght as well get used to it."

"Sam Hartline?"

"I'l'l take care of Sam Hartline. And
know just how I'lIl do it. I've given it nmuch thought.
I know how to pull the arrogant son of a bitch out of
his fortress."

| ke cocked his head to one side. "How, Ben?"

"W're going to have a funeral, ol
buddy. Wth lots of weeping and wailing and noani ng and
sl ow wal ki ng and sad singing."

"A
funeral !
Wiose?"

Ben smled. "Mne."
Chapt er
Thirty-three

The transport planes roared in and settled
down on the runways |ate the next day. The
pilots slept for a few hours, then took off again
in the dead of night, carrying | ke and his hand- pi cked
t eans.

Ben made hinself confortable inside his command post and
stayed put. He ordered Dr. Chase and his people
to start scurrying back and forth between the hospital and
Ben's command post.

Cryptic messages began filling the air between
t he base canp and the outposts now manned by Rebel s.
From Youreka to the rocky raging coast of California
t he nessage went out:
THE EAGLE | S DOM.

In Oregon, Sam Hartline studied the
nmessages as they cane in. He was not sure what
they nmeant; and until he was certain, he was
going to stay put.

"It could nean only one thing," one of his field
conmanders pointed out. "Ben Raines is down."

"But from
what ! "
Hartline questioned. "He and his people kicked the shit out of the
outlaws. If he'd been wounded, we woul d have been
i nforned, right?"

The commander shrugged. "Maybe, maybe not.



But Ben Raines is down, Sam Bet on
it."

"You wanna bet your life on it?" Sam
chal | enged.

The conmmander hesitated. "Yeah, Sam | do.
The boys is gettin' restless. They got to have sone
action or they're gonna go stale.™

Hartline expelled a | ong breath. "Yeah,
know. But you been with ne a long time. You know how
sneaky Raines can be. This could be a trap.
VW'll wait a few nore days. | want every
i ntercepted nmessage on ny desk within mnutes after
decoding it, understood?"

"Right, Sam"

Sam Hartline | eaned back in his chair, his
eyes on the ceiling.

If Ben Raines was down, hard hit, and I|ke
McGowen gone back east, all that commanded the
Rebel s was that nigger, Cecil Jefferys. And
Sam had never seen a spook that was as smart as a
whi te nman.

He sat for a long time with his thoughts. None of them
very pleasant for anybody, especially Ben
Rai nes.

Sam punched a button on his desk. An
ai de stuck his head into the door. Sam never used
worren for anything in his army. Except to fuck
That's all they were good for

"Yes, sir?"

"I want a fly-by," Sam said. "Four of
t hem Beginning at 0600 in the norning. Another at
0800, another at 1000, and the |ast one at
1600. "

"Yes, sir."

"Where's Lisa?"

"Qut back, sitting by the pool. CGuards are
posted at all four corners.”

"Good. |'m gonna take a nap. Wake ne
in a hour."

"Yes, sir."

Sam went into a bedroom and cl osed the
door.

Guards were around the pool, at staggered intervals.
One of them sort of staggered as the knife bl ade
entered between ribs, the long blade rammng into the
heart. Young hands | owered the cooling carcass to a
chair and set himin quietly. Young feet noved
around the wall that encircled the pool, slipping to the
next guard. Kimdrove the bl ade of her dagger
into the man's throat, the needl e point pushing out the
ot her side, dripping bl ood.

At the same instant, Judy's knife took out
the third guard, and Sandra's dagger plunged deep
into the back of the fourth man. Scooter and Mary and
Larry hel ped | ower the bodies to the concrete.

Li sa was already noving, on the run toward the friends
she had thought she woul d never see again.

Ri ch chose that tine to walk out to the pool area. The
boy stood, his mouth open in shock

Sandra's knife flashed end over end in the hot



air of sunmer.
Rich uttered one word before the knife point hit
himin the center of his chest.
"No!" the boy said.
He fell to the concrete
"I wasn't gonna kill him™"
Sandra said. "W talked it over. But it's too
| ate now. Cone on, Lisa, let's get the hel
outta here.”
Ri ch could hear themtal king through a m st of pain.
"There's sonet hing you oughta know," Kimsaid to Lisa
Ri ch |i stened.
"Ben Raines is dying."

Chapt er
Thirty-four

"Well, the little bastard was |loyal to me after
all,"” Hartline said. "You just by God never know. "

"So Ben Raines is really dying," a mercenary
said. "Ain't that a kick in the. ass?"

"Yep," Hartline said. "But this tine, we're
going to be the ones who kick ass."

"It's about goddamm tine."

Everyone, including Hartline, [aughed at the
truth in that remark. For years, Raines's
Rebel s had been kicking ass all over the
battered nation. And a lot of the time, the asses kicked
were Sam Hartline's nercenaries.

"Never have been able to understand Raines," Hartline
was fond of saying. "The man was a nercenary in his
time, just like me."

Ben Rai nes had never been a mercenary.

He had been a soldier of fortune for a tinme, after his
time in the Arny. But never a nercenary. A mercenary
will fight for any flag, any politica

i deol ogy, regardl ess of the savagery of that
particul ar regine.

A soldier of fortune will alnost always fight with those
wagi ng war for denocracy-nmany times for no

pay, other than personal satisfaction

There is a lot of difference between a nercenary and a
sol di er of fortune.

As nuch difference as between Sam Hartline and Ben
Rai nes.

"What do you want done with Rich's body?"

Sam was asked

Sam | aughed. "Dunp the little shit in the ocean!"

The word spread like a raging, unchecked woods
fire: Ben Raines is dying.

In |l ess than a week, the runor had spread
all across the torn nation: Ben Raines is dying.

Only a few of Ben's nost trusted Rebels
knew the truth. The majority believed himto be
near death.

Sam Hartline's fly-bys confirned it. The
spotters reported | arge groups of Rebels
gat hered around Ben's comrand post standing and
sitting quietly. Witing.

But still Hartline was not certain; not yet convinced in
his owmn mind that it all wasn't sone clever ruse on
Ben's part. Sneaky son of a bitch!



"Wait," he told his people. "Wen the bastard is
cold in the ground, that's when we'll nove."

Then the word cane, buzzing out of the radios:
THE EAGLE | S DEAD.

Hartline sent a teaminto California, ordering
themto get as close as possible and check it out.
Report back.

They reported back, grimsatisfaction in their
report: Ben Raines is dead. The Rebe
nmoverent is in chaos. Ben Raines is being buried
i n the norning.

And Sam Hartline | eaned back in his chair and
how ed his | aughter.

"Cet the boys ready," Hartline ordered.

"We're gonna kick those Rebels clear into the
sea."

On the South Carolina border, a young Rebe
captain said, "W can't get nuch accurate intel
out of there, Ike. This Khansin, whoever he is and
wherever he cane from is one hell of a top-flight
sol dier. But we have found out one thing that's
firm™"

| ke | ooked at him

"He's got three divisions,

the captain

finished it.
"Shit!" lke breathed. "I hope you're

tal kin' short divisions?"
"Alittle over thirty thousand personnel, I|ke."
| ke shook his head. "I don't suppose

there's much point in talkin' about artillery and
tanks, right, Captain?"

"He's got it all, lke."

"You know where this puts us, don't you?" I|ke
asked.

"Between a rock and a hard place, |I reckon."

| ke nodded. "Well, me and Ben have been in
tougher spots."” But he couldn't recall a one.

"Ceneral Raines? ..." the captain started
to speak.

"Let it slide, son," lke quieted him
"Just believe."

"Ckay, sir."

| ke | ooked back at his teans. They were split
up into twenty 6-person teans. "It's still up
toyall,"” ke drawmed. "I ain't orderin'

nobody in that don't wanna go. I|s that
under st ood?"

The nmen and wonen of the Rebels squatted and stared
in silence at him "Let's go," lke said
softly.

Cecil had called his section | eaders, conpany
conmanders, and pl at oon sergeants together. Dan G ay
stood beside the tall, well-built black man with the
sal t - and- pepper hair.

Dan knew what was going on in Cecil's nind
for the same thing had been buzzing in his mnd since Ben
had told them of his plan.

Ni nety-nine percent of the Rebels believed Ben
to be dead. Now, with hard intel that Sam Hartli ne
and his arny was on the nmove toward the Rebels



st ronghol ds, Ben was suddenly going to appear

And that was only going to further the myth that Ben was
larger than life. Not quite human.

A god.

"One of the risks of this plan," Ben had said, just
hours before his "funeral."

Cecil stood on a raised platformand | ooked
at the Rebels in the room

"What do we do now, Ceneral ?" a senior
sergeant asked.

"We follow Ben Raines,"” Ceci
sai d.

A |l ow nurmur spread around the room Ceci
let themtalk for a nonment before waving themsilent.

"Rebel s," he announced. "Let nme try
to explain. Al that has happened over the past
week was just a ruse. A plan of Ben's to pul
Sam Hartline and his arny into our territory. Ben
is very nuch alive and well."

"No!" a Rebel shouted. "That's not true."

Ben wal ked out of a side room his appearance
bringing the roomto a dead sil ence.

He clinmbed up beside Cecil and | ooked at the
shock- nunbed crowd. "As you can all clearly
see," he said. "I amvery much alive and doing quite
well."

The Rebels stood and stared at him

"l apol ogize for tricking you," Ben said.
"I"'msorry to play with your enotions in this manner
But we had to pull Hartline and his people out of their
stronghol d. W've done that. They're on their way
right now Qur forward recon teans report the
nmer cenari es have neared the border and are barreling toward

us." He looked at Cecil. "Join your
battalion, Cec. Cose it off behind us. Good
| uck."

The nmen shook hands and Cecil quickly left the
room A light plane would fly himto his
battalion, |ocated on both sides of
Interstate 5, near Youreka.

Ben | ooked back at his Rebels, still staring at
hi min open-nout hed shock. "Wait until noon before
breaking the news to your sections that I"'mstill alive.

That will put Hartline and his people south of Cecil's
position. They won't be able to turn back even should
t hey hear the news.

"Now you listen to me, people. W' ve got a hard
fight facing us. And it's just begi nning. W have no
choice in the matter. W have to fight, and we have
to win. First against Hartline, then against Col one
Khansin and his IPA. And we're going to take
| osses. Plenty of them Hard | osses. W're
going to lose loved ones and close friends. But it's
either that, or live as slaves. | refuse to bow
down to any person. That's why we're Rebels.

"There isn't going to be nmuch rest for us. It's

goi ng
to be one fight after another, for God only knows
how many years. |1'mnot |ooking forward to it, and

know t hat none of you want to fight for the rest of your



lives." Ben sighed. "Maybe sonmeday we
can all settle down and live in peace. | have
to keep that hope alive. But |, and you, must keep

this thought in mnd at all tines: W are all that stands
bet ween freedom and slavery. It's up to us. No one

el se. Get with your teans and prepare to fight.

Move out!"

The roomenptied, with nost of the Rebels
gl anci ng back over their shoulder to | ook at Ben

Ben was calmy folding and tying a camie
bandana around his forehead.

He | ooked at Colonel Gray. "Let's do
it, Dan."

Chapter Thirty-five

The news cut through the canp like a bullet. Even
t hough no menber of the Rebel Arnmy that was present
when Ben appeared out of the grave had spoken of it,
sonehow t he ot her Rebels knew

The sonber cloud that had invisibly covered the
canp lifted and a fresh new spirit filled the men and
women of the Rebels.

Cecil and Dan had already received orders from Ben
as to how the attack was to be carried out, and they had
i nforned their people | ong before Ben nade his exit fromthe
grave. Now the canmp hummed with a new, fresh
nel ody; a warlike song to be sure, for
war was all that many of, these Rebels had ever known,
many of them having been with Ben since back in '89.

Ben wal ked anong the Rebels as they feverishly
br oke canp, noving out to pre-assigned positions.

He spoke to as many as possible, stopping to chat with a
few of them

"This time we finish SamHartline, Charlie."”

"You bet, General!"

"Ki ck- ass-and-take-nanes tinme, Wes."

"Ri ght, General!"

"Watch your butt now, Claire. It's tine for
you and Eddi e to be thinking of having sone babies."

"Ch, General!" she blushed. One of Dan
Gray's Scouts, Claire was as good a sol dier
as any in Ben's command.

"Bob, you got your lucky coin with you?"

"Dam right, General! This tine we finish Sam
Hartline once and for all, right?"

"That's right, Bob. Sinon, you were wounded about
two weeks ago. What the hell are you doing with this
bunch?"

"Cettin' ready to kick the hell out of that
schtoonk, Hartline, that's what."

Ben | aughed. "G ve himhell, Sinon."

And so it went, up and down the lines of
trucks and Jeeps and the lines of tiger-stripe or
lizard camm ed men and wonen who nade up
Rai nes' s Rebel s.

A thin line, the thought cane to Ben. How few of
us there are. But we have grown, he thought, his eyes
finding the two Georges from Red Bl uff and
Chico. Harris and his people from Reddi ng. Pete Ho and
hi s bunch from Uki ah. John Dunni ng and severa
hundred fighters from Santa Rosa.



Sone of the newer fighters would be mxed in with Ben's
regul ar Rebels; others would be held in reserve,
just behind the Iines, to take the place of any Rebels
wounded.

Ben wat ched hi s people nove out. The tanks and
artillery had noved out early that norning, when the first
news of Hartline's advance reached the base canp.

Lora wal ked up to him and kicked Ben on the
shi n.

"Omv Jesus Christ, Lora. What was that
for?"

"It isn't nice to have people think you' re dead and
gone, Ben Raines. | cried a whole bunch over
you. "

"Yeah? Well, you just brought tears to ny eyes,
too. | guess that makes us even."

"Ch, yeah. Well ... guess so. Ben?"

"What, Lora?"

"I never did Iiked Sylvia. Never trusted
her." She slung her carbine and turned to go.

"Wait a minute! Were are you going, Lora?"

"To join ny friends. There's a fight com ng up, Ben
Rai nes. "

"
know
that, Lora. How about staying here with ne?"

She sniled, and as she did, Ben saw the
wi sdomin her young eyes. "It don't pay to get
too close to people, Ben. More likely than not, you're
gonna get hurt when you do that. "You really I|iked
Sylvia, didn't you, Ben?"

"Yeah, | did, kid."

"Lots of times, Ben, the people you want, don't
want you. Ain't that the truth?"

"That's the truth, Lora. You be careful out there."”

"Ch, I'lIl be careful, Ben." She wal ked
off, a very small and very brave Rebel, her black
beret cocked to one side of her head.

Ben felt eyes on himand turned to | ook at
Dr. Chase. "Lanar."

"Goddamed shanme when ki ds have to fight
wars, isn't it, Ben?"

"Yes, it is, Doc. You want to be the one
to tell those kids they can't fight?"

"I think not. How s your shin?"

"It hurts."

Chase chuckl ed then | ooked at Ben. "I rather like
t hat bandana tied around your head, Ben."

n G]?ll

"Yes. Makes you | ook nore |ike the damed
rogui sh pirate I know you are."

He wal ked off, |eaving Ben sputtering.

Hartline abruptly halted his columm
hal f way between Youreka and Mount Shasta. He had
suddenly devel oped a very uneasy sensation in his
guts.

"What's up?" one of his conpany conmanders radi oed
to Sams APC

"Bad feeling," Samradi oed back. "Check
t he communi cation truck. See what they' ve been



recei ving the past few hours."
In a few nonents, Sam got his reply.
" Not hi ng. "
" Not hi ng?"
"Not a peep, Sam"
"I don't like that worth a shit!"
"Hell, Sam The Rebels are in nourning!
They don't even know we're on the way."
"Don't be a jerk, Benny. Raines may be

dead-and I'mstill very dubi ous about that-but the Rebels
aren't stupid. They might relax their guard some, but
not much. | got a feeling we're heading into a

trap. Put out guards. You guys neet ne up
here pronto."
Hartline's field conmanders gat hered around his
APC. Al but one.
Sam | ooked around him "Were in the hell is that
goddammed Harri son?"
No one had seen Harrison
"He was in the drag, wasn't he?" Sam
dermanded.
"Last tinme | saw him he was."
"Don't just stand there. Go check himout."
Ral ph cane back, his face a bit pale.
"He's gone. His driver's gone. Everything is
gone. "
"What do you nean
everyt hi ng
is gone?" Hartline yelled. "Were's his Jeep!"
"I"'mtellin" you, Sam It's gone!"
"That goddammed Ben Rai nes has done
it to me again," Sam bitched. "That sorry, no-good,
lowlife, sneaky son of a bitch has screwed ne
agai n!"
"Sam " the excited yell cane fromthe middle
of the long colum. "Sam"
But when Sam turned around and yelled, "What?"
no one answered.
Angry, Samran back to the center of the
wel | - spaced main colum. He had split the
colum up into three parts. Wth a nmle between each
col um.
Sam jogged up to a nmercenary. "Al right,
asshol e! What do you want? What'd you yel
for?"
The nere | ooked at him "Huh?"
"I said, what did you yell for?"
"I ain't yelled jack-shit, Sam" the nere
pr ot est ed.
Sam | ooked around hima bit nervously. He
began edging his way back to his APC. There, he
crouched down, his back to the steel place. "Raines
is playing with us," he said.
"Ben Raines is
dead. "
one of his senior commanders said, exasperation in
his voice. "CGoddammit, Sam you're paranoid
about Ben Raines."
"Yeah, a ghost can't hurt you," another nere
sai d.



From deep in the tinber, there cane a
hol | ow soundi ng | augh.
One of the younger mercs | ooked around him his eyes
wi de, his face pale.
"CGet the columm outta here!" Samyelled
No sooner had the words left his nouth when an
expl osion to the north of themrocked the |and.
Sam jerked up his mke. "Wiat the hell was that?
Rear col umm, answer me!"
"Bridge is blown," cane the weary reply.
"Next road leadin' anywhere is 97 to the north.
And scouts reports that road is closed. Next
hi ghway is 89. And that ain't gonna do us a
damm bit of good."
"I'f I want a goddammed scenic route
mapped out, lra, I'll ask you for it!" Sam
shapped.
He tossed the m ke to the seat. He rubbed his
face, deep in thought. He frowned as | aughter
once nore cane fromthe dark tinber.
Sam frowned and once nore picked up the
m ke. "lra?"
"Ri ght here, Sam™
"Are you cut off fromBattalions One and
Two?"
"Al'l by ny | onesonme, Sam "
"Dig in and hold what you've got, Ira.
"Do | have a choice, San®"
Hartline chose not to reply. He picked up a
map. "Chances are, Raines sent the sanbo north
with one battalion. Ira can keep hi m busy.
We've still got Battalion Five east of us and
Battalion Four to the west. W' ve got
Rai nes out gunned and out - nanned. Smart-assed
bastard may have planned this too carefully. He
may have cut it too fine for his own good this tine."
Once nore, fromthe dark tinmber, came that taunting
| aught er.
"I know what that is now " Sam said, visibly
rel axi ng. "The underground people. They don't use
guns. They have bows and arrows and spears and shit |ike
that. Long as we don't get in the deep tinber,
we're all right."
"San? W're sittin' ducks out here in the
m ddl e of the damm road."
"Yeah, | know. Tell Battalions
Four and Five to hold what they've got. Advance
only at my orders. Wiat's in the next town?"
"Nothing. It's deserted.”
"You hope," Sam said sourly.
Chapter Thirty-six
| ke and his personal team had entered South
Carolina just north of Mount Carnel, where the
Ceorgi a-flowing Broad Ri ver nmerged with the
Savannah River. In typical Navy SEAL
fashion, Ike and his people entered eneny territory at
ni ght, by water.
"Damm al ligators probably in here," one
t eam menber bi t ched.
"Beats the hell outta "Nam" |ke put



an end to it. "Let's go."

Dawn found lke and his teamhiding in a deserted
house near what had once been the small town of
Bradl ey. They woul d spend the hot daylight hours
resting, then nove out again at night.

The Rebel s" nmain probl emother than staying
alive-was that they were not sure exactly where N na
was bei ng hel d.

But | ke knew how to find out.

"W grab sonme | PA dude and get the information
out of him" he said.

"That could get bloody," a Rebel said.

I ke's smile was as savage as the | PA
"I'msure it will,"” he said.

Nina |istened to Col onel Khansin's talk,
her face inpassive. She hurt, but not as badly
as a couple of days ago. She could hobble about, with the
aid of canes. She could not wear shoes or sandals,
because of her swollen feet-where her toenails had
been renmoved with wire-pliers.

The savages of the | PA had broken parts of her
body, but not her spirit. Nina did not think they could do
that. She really did not know why there were torturing her
For she knew very little about the Rebel novenent. She
knew t here were Rebel outposts scattered throughout the
Sout heast, but did not know exactly where they were.

And she had told her interrogators as nuch.

That al one did not cause the pain to stop. Rather, it
i ncreased, for they felt she was |ying.

And, of course, they had raped her. N na had
endured it silently. She had been raped before. Before
she nmet lke, and had fallen in love with the man.

| ke! she thought, staring at Khanmsin's dark
evil face. Were are you, |ke?

" So you see, Mss," Khamsin was saying.

"The men and wonen of the | PA are not that
different fromyour Ben Raines and his Rebels. W
both strive for the sane things. Peace,
productivity, |law and order. Don't you see?"

"BLI VET!" N na sai d.

"l beg your pardon?"

"BLIVET. It's sonmething |ke taught ne.
It's an old nmilitary expression.”

"I'mnot familiar with it. It nmeans? ..

"Ten pounds of shit in a five-pound bag!"

Khansin's eyes turned even nore dark and evil.

He rose from behind his desk and cal my wal ked around
to Nina's side. He slapped her out of her chair.

Khansi n reached down and grabbed N na's bandaged
feet. He squeezed her toes, |aughing as she
screamed fromthe pain.

"Scream little bird," Khansin said, his voice
taunting. "Perhaps your |ke McGowen will hear you and
come to your rescue."

"Wong," she whispered. "Rebels are
expendabl e. No matter how nuch | ke cares for ne,
he won't risk people coming after me." N na knew t hat was
not true, but maybe she could give Ilke a fighting
chance to get through to her

She felt he was on the way. Perhaps very near. But



she woul d never tell that to this canel-hunper.

Khansi n st epped back, regained his conposure,
and gestured for her to get back into the chair. She
did, slowmy and painfully, alnmost falling as she fought
the pain in her tortured feet.

She sat and stared up at him defiance in her
eyes.

Khansi n wat ched the woman. He knew, from
years of active terrorism that anyone and everyone
could be broken. But sonetines, one had to weigh
careful ly what would be gained by it.

Khansi n bel i eved the worman knew very little about the
Rebel movement. So therefore there was little use in
conti nui ng her physical disconfort.

Khamsin felt a stirring in his groin as he stared
at the fair-skinned woman. He felt hinself begin
to thicken as passion took him

He wal ked to her and picked her up effortlessly,

pl acing her on a bunk. "I will not hurt your
feet, little bird."

I won't die fromrape, she thought. Conme on,
| ke- hurry!

| ke wi ped the blood fromhis knife, sheathed it, and
tossed a ragged bl anket over what just vaguely
resenbl ed a human body lying on the dirty,
rat-droppings-littered floor of the house.

He | ook at the two renaining | PA menbers.
They stared at himwith sonmething very close to horror in
their dark eyes.

And sonething el se, lke picked it up. Fear

"What are you thinkin', partner?" |ke asked the
younger of the captives.

"That you are a savage!"

| ke | aughed at him "M, a savage? You
sinmple son of a bitch! Bastards |ike you have been
wagi ng a war of terrorismsince before you were born
boy. You've killed innocent people, men, wonen,
kids, all over this world. You' ve raped,
ki dnapped, tortured, nmained, and killed; and like
some of those nuts that used to wage war in Ireland, you
don't even know what you're fightin' for."

"Qur honel and,"” the young | PA man said.

One Rebel [aughed. Like Ike, he was ol d enough
to remenber the terrorismof the 1980's. "Wy in the
fuck don't you go back to your honrel and, then, and
| eave us the hell al one?"

"We are claimng this land in the name of Allah."

| ke knelt down in front of the young man, his
knife in his hand. "You wanna neet All ah
boy? Ckay. But

| guaran-dam-tee you, boy, the
journey's gonna be a | ong and pai nful one."

The I PA man spat in lke's face.

"Gag "im" lke ordered.

"This is as far as we go," Hartline radi oed.
"We formbattlelines here. And here we stand and
slug it out. Dismount and dig your holes. Tanks and
artillery, Station up."

And that decision was to be Hartline's |ast and
fatal one. The nercenary had the Rebels



out nunbered three to one. He could have ranmed through al nost
any point in Ben's thin lines. And by doing that, could
have had the Rebels in a box, closing it with flanking
novenent s.
But his caution overrode his solid mlitary
backgr ound.
And as he dug in, Sam Hartline wondered
what had happened to those remaini ng | oud- nmout hed warl ords.
Sonny Boy, Gizzly, Skinhead,
Popeye, Piano, and the others were canped far fromthe
battlelines. At this juncture, they wanted no
nore of Ben Raines. They all knew they woul d
rebuild their ranks; the battered nation was full of
sorry peopl e who wanted sonet hing for nothing, and who woul d be
nore than willing to join the outl aws.
They had never gotten around to voting on a
top general. Running for their lives fromthe
Rebel s, that had slipped their ninds.
For now, the warlords and outlaws woul d sinply
wait. And stay far away from Ben Rai nes and his
Rebel s.
"Ben?" Cecil radioed. "Looks |like you were
right-again. We're going to stand and slug it out with
Hartline."
"Not yet, Cec." Ben radioed his reply.
"What we're going to do is annoy the hell out of
Hartline. W've got the tinme; it's on our side
in this operation. So we're going to pick and prod at
Hartline and his nen. W're going to put the needle
to them Al day, and all night. A war of nerves.
They're not going to get nuch sleep, Cec. And sone
of our people will be so close to them that when they relax their
guard, they get their throats cut."
Cecil's chuckle was grim "Ben, you are a
real bastard, you know that ?"
"Yep."
"Doesn't bother you at all, does it?"
"Nope." Cecil l|aughed and signed off.
Hartline's people dug in, deep and solid. They
wai t ed.
And wai t ed.
The I ong hot days began to nelt into each other
Every fifteen nminutes, on the dot, a round from
nmortar or tank or artillery would crash into or very
near some position manned by Hartline's nen.
And with every hour that passed, Ben's Rebel s becane
nore secure and dug-in; noving several yards
closer, tightening the deadly ring around the mercenary's
bunkers.
Hartline's nmen could only nove about at night,
for Rebel snipers had the range, and they were
dead- accurate.
Sone peopl e m ght have questioned Ben's tactics, wondering
why, if he had Hartline boxed, didn't he just
starve the nercs out?
In terrain such as both sides were holding, that's
only done in the novies. Hartline and his nen could have
slipped out during the night, with many of themmaking it.
But they woul d have been forced to |l eave their artillery, their
vehi cl es, their heavi er machi ne guns and | arger



nortars.

Hartline had dug hinself into a safe hole, but not
a very enviabl e one.

And the waiting game was beginning to tell on
Hartline's nen.

"What the hell are they waiting on?"
one nercenary CO asked Hartli ne.

"For us to screw up," Samreplied calmy.

"Once we show the first signs of cracking, Ben's
people will be all over us like ants to honey."

"Well... why don't we pull sonething |like
Rai nes done? Fake it?"

"Because Ben wouldn't fall for it," Sam
grudgi ngly conceded. "He's too goddamed smart
for that."

A sniper round blasted into the |og-enforced bunker
of Sam Hartline. The CO wi nced; Sam stood
i npassi ve, his eyes staring at nothing.

"Jesus!" the CO whined. "Them people are tough with
themrifles."

"Yeah. XM 21'S."

The young CO | ooked at him waiting for
expl anati on.

"Accurized M 14's, using an ART
scope. Back in 'nam 800, 900-yard
first-round kills were common with that weapon. They're
good. "

Dusk was spreadi ng her dark skirts over the |and.
Sam cal | ed for as many section | eaders as coul d nake
the run to his bunker to cone on over.

"Boys," the mercenary admtted, "I
screwed up. Staying in this place is |ike fucking for
virginity. | hate to say it, but we're gonna have
to bust out. Raines is not going to stand and slug it out with
us."

Even though the risks were awful, the nercenary
section | eaders knew what Sam was sayi ng was the
only way any of them were going to survive.

"Where's the bust-out point, Sanf"

Sam poi nted south. "Strai ght ahead. As near
as | can figure it, Raines's people are spread
pretty thin all around us. The nigger's up north with
Third Battalion. They can keep the nigger
busy. 1'lIl take First Battalion and cut
west, link up with Fourth Battalion. You take
Second Battalion and cut east, link up with
Fifth Battalion. As soon as that's done,
we'll start inching back toward the border. Wth any
ki nd of luck, we can hook up with Ira's boys."

"When do we bug out ?"

"M dni ght . "

Chapter Thirty-seven

"Somet hi ng wong, Dad?" Tina Rai nes asked,
wal ki ng up to Ben's side.

Ben shook his head. "Nothing tangible,

Daughter. It's just that | think we've

held Hartline in a box just about as long as we're
going to. He's an arrogant prick, but a good
soldier. He'll admit he made a mistake in

digging in."



"And then? ..."

"Well, if I were in his shoes, |1'd order a
bust-out. Question is, where and when."

Tina wai ted, knowi ng her dad had given this
consi der abl e t hought .

Ben said, "Sams got a battalion to the
west, one to the east, and one that's pull ed back
into Youreka. He's got his battalion and one ot her
dug in. Now, he could do any number of things.

He could retreat back to Youreka and bust through
Cec's lines, linking up with that battalion. But

he'll quickly reject that because of those bl own

bri dges.

"Sam coul d bust out to the south, then swi ng around and
join the western group. But that would put his back to the
sea. He won't do that. If he noved

both his battalions to the east, that would nean he'd
sacrifice the western battalion. And he won't
do that because he needs those people.

"I'f I were Sam 1'd split ny forces, one
battalion to the west, one to the east, link
up, and begin retreating back toward the O egon
bor der. "

"Then you think he'll be coming straight out of the
chute, heading south, then split east and west?"

"That's what 1'd do."

"And you want us to do? ..
open- ended.

Ben grinned. "Wy, open the gate, dear. Just
give himall the space he needs." Ben's
smle broke into a wide grin.

"Until he splits his forces, that is,
said. "And then we hit them hard."

"That's it, dear."

"But you don't know for certain when he'll try
to bug out, do you, Dad?"

"No, not for sure.”

"But you have a feeling it'll be soon, right?"

"Li ke ... tonight, daughter."

"What el se do you have up your sleeve, Dad?"

Dan Gray had joined the group, standing quietly
and |istening. The Englishman began to snile.

Ben | ooked at Dan. "You finish it, Dan."

"I never presume to know what is in another
man's mnd," the ex-Sas man said prinly.

"Horseshit!" Ben replied.

"You' ve been hanging around | ke too |ong,

Ceneral . How crude. Very well. | would draw the
Rebel s back several hundred neters; put them

deep in the tinber. Then just as soon as Hartline's
peopl e passed,

and | mean within seconds, | would nove the
Rebel s into the abandoned bunkers, reposition the
nortars and other artillery, and use the nercenaries"”
own weapons against them That's what 1'd do."

"But suppose Hartline has booby-trapped his
bunkers and artillery and tanks?" Tina asked.

"No time," Ben said. "This would be a snap
decision on Samis part. | know he called a
nmeeting early this afternoon. In his bunker. | ordered a

She left the question

Ti na



doubl e bi no watch. Those behind the |ong | enses report
no unusual activity. Any type of behavi or

ot her than what we've grown accustonmed to would be a
dead give away on Sam s part. Dan, start

pul ling the Rebels back. G ve Sama chute

to use. He may fall for it, he may not. |'m
betting he will."
"Yes, sir."

Ni na fought away her feelings of suicide. She
had been a survivor all her life; she was not
going to quit now.

She had t hought once Khansin had his way wth
her-how | ong had it been?-a week, she guessed-then
he woul d | eave her al one.

It was not to be.

The man was worse than a goat. She had
endured the assaults as silently and stoically as
humanl y possi bl e.

The only thing about her that had inproved was her
feet. Mdst of the pain was now gone, but her tortured
toes were still very tender.

She heard footsteps in the hall. A guard
knocked on her door. N na swung her feet off
the bed and

carefully slid her feet into house slippers.
"Yes?" "The colonel is ready for you, wonman."

"Charmed, |I'msure,"” Nina nuttered. |ke
she

t hought. \Where are you, |ke? Please,
| ke- hurry!

I ke was less than two niles away. He and
his team had been in the Colunbia area for severa
days. They had slipped in at night, noving
carefully, and just as carefully mapping out Col onel
Khansi n' s headquarters, where N na was being hel d.
The | ast nenmber of the | PA patrol that
| ke had questioned had broken under 1ke's knife,
spilling his guts-literally.
| ke and his team had noved out for the Col unbia
area before the terrorist's body had cool ed.
"Ckay, gang," lke said. "It has to be
toni ght. W' ve already pushed our luck too hard. One
nore recon of the area is not only usel ess, but risky.
W go in at mdnight."
I ke and his teamwere on the second floor of an
ol d warehouse. |ke knew how they were going to get
Ni na out; but then getting away was quite another matter
| ke | ooked at his radio operator. "You got
the other teans on the horn, scranbl ed?"
"Yes, sir."
"Tell them at
exactly
m dni ght, on the dot, | want diversion strikes
all along the borders, as nany as possible. |
wanna shake Khansin's people up. For fifteen
m nutes, mininum get our people on the borders
to throw everything they' ve got into South Carolina.
That's all the tine we're gonna have, people. Fifteen
mnutes to get in, grab Nina, and get out."
| ke glanced at his team "Let's take it from



step one, people."

"I"'mat the gate," a Rebel said.

"I drive the truck," the second Rebe
sai d.

"I carry Nina," a big Rebel said. "In
case she's been tortured and can't wal k."

"I start the fires," a woman Rebel spoke
quietly.

"And you and ne," |ke said, |ooking at another
Rebel . "We bust her out."

The radi o operator was busy transmitting
| ke's orders.

| ke glanced at his watch. "Let's go."

Ben gl anced at his watch, then at Tina.
"Everybody pulled back, girl?"

"Yes, sir. Hartline's got a hole w de
enough to stanpede cattle through."

He shoul d be nmaki ng bug-out any second.™

H s wal ki e-tal ki e crackl ed.

" Speak, " Ben said.

"Buggi ng out, sir," came the whispered report.
"And traveling pretty light."

"Keep your head down," Ben ordered.

Up and down the lines of pulled-back Rebels,
the scouts radioed in to Ben. SamHartline and his
men were buggi ng out.

Ben | ooked at his daughter. "It won't take
Samlong to realize he's been had. But by then
"' mhoping, he'll be past the point of no
return. But either way, we can still kick the shit out of
him"
"Conna finish himthis tine, Dad?" Tina
asked.

"I"'mgoing to give it my best shot, girl."

"Too easy," Hartline whispered to his aide.
"That goddammed Ben Raines is up to something. But
dammed if | can figure what it is."

"I feel like |I'mbeing watched," one of his nen
whi spered. "And | heard somet hi ng nove behind ne about a
m | e back."

"Yeah, ne, too," a mercenary said. "But it
sounded |ike they, whatever it was, was movin' back the
way we cone."

Then the light bulb of full understanding clicked on
in Sam s head. "That sneaky son of a bitch!" he

grow ed.
He halted the snakelike colum and stood for a
nmonent, listening. He could just detect the sounds of

breeches opening and cl osi ng; the sounds of tank-nounted
howi t zers bei ng raised.

And Sam Hartline
knew,

Ben Rai nes had bested hi magain.

"Matt?" Sam called softly.

"Ri ght here, Sam What's up?"

"Every man for thenselves," Sam Hartline gave the
orders. Gave themw th a bitter, copper-like taste in
his nouth. The taste of defeat.

And Sam Hartline took off running, running as
if the hounds of Hell were snarling and biting at his



ankl es.
Ben Raines lifted his wal kie-tal kie.
"Quns facing east?"
"Yes, sir," came the quick response.
"Quns facing west?" Ben asked. "Yes, sir.
Locked and | oaded." "East and west," Ben said.
"Have your forward observers pinpointed your targets?"
"Yes, sir," came the dual reply. "Comence
firing."

lke's teamhit the gates of Khansin's command
post fifteen seconds after nmidnight. They had
sl apped G4 onto doors and buil di ngs and
operational vehicles as they nmade their way to the
conpound.

The charges began blowi ng just as lke and his team
opened fire and began tossing fire-frag
grenades about the conpound.

The news of the attacks al ong the border had just
been rushed to Khansin when |Ike's team began their
assault. The conpound erupted in confusion and snoke
and expl osi ons and gunfire.

A team nmenber had driven two
deuce-and-a-half trucks into the only street that
had not been bl ocked off. The Rebel backed off,
roll ed a grenade under each truck, then ran |ike
hel | back to the conpound to join in the fight. The
transport trucks blew, blocking the street with
fire and hot nmetal and snoking gl ass.

The attack had been so sudden, so totally
unexpected it had caught the IPA with their pants
down-or off, as the case was, with many of them
sl eepi ng.

ke tripped a running | PA troop. Wth the
bl ade of his knife against the man's throat, he
snarl ed, "The woman prisoner? Were is she?"

The man spat in lke's face.

Wth the point of his knife, |Ike dug out one of the
man's eyes. lgnoring the scream ng, |ke
repeated the question

Wth his eyeball dangling down the side of his
face, and the blood spurting, the |IPA
troop answered | ke's question

"Shoulda told me that in the first place, stupid!"
| ke kicked the man on the side of the head,
knocki ng himout, but allowing himto live. For a tine
| onger.

I ke ran up the outside stairs of what had
once been a walled office conplex and kicked in the
door. He grinned at N na.

"Hel | o, baby! Ready to go hone?"

Chapter Thirty-eight

Ben hated to do it, know ng that unless his people set
backfires to check the burning woods, half of
California mght well be w ped out. He
hesitated, then called for WP rounds.

The night sky erupted in flanes as the white
phosphorus rounds expl oded, as the fires
caught, the sap in the trees ignited, burned, and
expl oded. And Hartline and his nen were caught snack
in the mddle of the raging nmael strom with absolutely



no place to run

Samliterally stunbled into a |lifesaving hole in
the ground. The soft earth under his boots gave way and
he fell about five feet into a slanting cave.
He slid another twenty-five or so feet before
reaching bottom He carefully put out his
hand, feeling the rocky surface beneath him No bat
shit. Good. Sam hated bats. Filthy fuckers.

Using his flashlight, Saminspected the cave.
About ten feet high at the wi dest point, perhaps
eight or ten feet wide at the w dest point,
narrowi ng down to no nore than several inches w de

One way in, one way out. Fine with him

Then he wondered why the snoke fromthe fires was not
entering the cave. He craw ed as far as he could
deeper into the cave. Air fanned his face, com ng out
of the small crack. That explained that. The updraft
kept the snoke out.

Sam curl ed up on the floor, making hinself as
confortabl e as possible, and went to sleep.

Khansi n had hurled hinself to the floor when the first
expl osi on sounded. Wen automati c-weapons fire
began raking the conpound, he craw ed under his desk
But he left his ass exposed.

A grenade bl ew just outside his main office,
sendi ng ragged shards of glass flying in al
directions.

A long jagged piece hit Khansin square in
one cheek of his buttocks, penetrating severa
i nches. Khansin howl ed in pain and rage and
frustration. Wien he reached back to pull the
gl ass out, he sliced his hand open, to the bone.

On his knees, the Libyan cursed Ameri ca,
Ameri cans, and especially Ben Rai nes.

By everything that was holy, Khansin swore to soneday
ki1l Ben Raines.

But the pain in his ass overrode his prayers and he
wondered where in the shit his nmedics m ght be hiding.

"You won't want ne no nore, lke," Nina

said. "I'll leave and let you find yourself a whole
worman when we get back."

"Grl," lke said, looking at her. "Wat in
t he holy

billy-hell are you tal ki ng about ?"

"That camel - hunpi n' bastard used me pretty
bad, Ike."

I ke grinned at her in the darkness of the
canvas-covered bed of the truck. "You reckon he
wore it plunmb out, baby?"

"l ke!"

"Then don't worry about it, baby. Tell you
what. When we get back, how s about you and ne
gettin' hitched?"

"l ke?"

"Yes, baby?"

"I love you."

"Is that a fact? Well, dip ne in shit and
call ne stinky!"

"I'f you folks will quit all that romancin' up
there," a Rebel called fromhis post by the tailgate.



"Here comes a whol e bunch of those
canel -j ockeys. "

"Ridin canels?" |ke called.

"I w sh!"

| ke picked up his CAR-15 and joined the
guard. "How about us start rollin' out somne
surprises for themfol ks, Ed?"

The Rebel grinned and held up both hands ful
of fire-frags. "Like these?"

"How di d you guess?"

"Cease firel" Ben ordered. "Cease fire!"
The ni ght becane eerily quiet, except for the
poppi ng of trees as the sap expl oded. Fires
ringed the interior of the battleground. And the cl oudy
skies cracked just a bit and a |ight

m st began falling. After only a few noments,
the mi st changed into a sprinkle, then a downpour
Ben | ooked up, the rain streaking his face, and
smi | ed.

"Thanks," he said.

Dan Gray cane to Ben's side.
"I"ve ordered the troops to start nopping up
General . "

"Fi ne. Have you any prelinms on troop
| 0ss?"

"W | ost no one. It appears that Hartline
suffered approximately ninety percent |oss of his

battalions. We'll probably never know for
sure. "

Ben nodded. "I'mgoing to get sone rest. Take
over, Dan."

"Yes, sir."

The Englishman wat ched as Ben wal ked away,
back to his command post for some much-needed sl eep

A Rebel approached Dan. "Sir?"

"Yes, son?"

"Ceneral Jefferys was just on the horn. He
reports that his people are kicking ass north of here.
Your peopl e have engaged the other battalion and have them on
the run. Looks |ike we won, sir."

"Thank you. Keep me informed and don't disturb
t he general ."

"Yes, sir."

"Carl?" Dan call ed.

"Here, sir!" the batman said.

"A bit of tea would be nice. Perhaps a
cracker or cookie to go withit."

"Ri ght away, sir."

Dan sat down on a log and rested, waiting for
his early norning refreshment. He wondered how
| ke was doi ng?

"Sir!" the shout cane fromthe cab of the truck.

"Co ahead!" |ke hollered.

"Qur teams have smashed across the border and put the
| PA on the run. They're waiting for us just five
mles up this road. As soon as we pass,
they' Il blow the bridges over the Little Lynches and
Lynches Rivers. After that, we're hone free."

"Right!" lIke | eaned back and | et the weariness
flow over him N na was |ying on a bl anket,



| ooki ng up at himthrough the darkness. "W made it,
babe, " he said.

She wi nked at him

Khanmsin lay on his stomach and endured the pain as
t he doctor stitched up his buttock.

"I sinmply cannot believe that many Rebel s nmade
it across our borders, penetrated our security, and
successfully executed this raid,"” Khansin
spoke through gritted teeth.

Khansi n's XO had dreaded this noment. "There
weren't that many Rebels, sir."

"There had to be a full battalion,” Khansin
sai d.

"Six, sir," the XO said

"Si x
battal i ons!"
Khansin cut his eyes to the XO, disbelief in the
evi| darkness.

"Ah, no, sir. Six ... people.”

Khamsi n began roaring his rage. "Six! Six
men did all this?"

"Five men and one wonman, | believe, sir."

Khansi n began poundi ng his clenched fists on the
operating table, screaming his fury.

The XO waited until his col onel had
exhausted his fury-hopefully. "They were |l ed by Ike
McGowen. That's the former U.s. Navy SEAL,
sir."

Khansi n said some very unconplinmentary things about
| ke McGowen.

Ceneral Georgi Striganov was awakened from a
sound sl eep by an aide.

"Sir? A great many confusing radio reports from
California. It seens sone great battles have been
t aki ng pl ace there."

Striganov | ooked at his bedside
clock. It was time to rise anyway. In the few
weeks he had been in Canada, Striganov was
feeling better than he had in nmonths. He had
pl aced hinself in the capable hands of Vasily Lvov
and had followed the doctor's orders to the letter

He dressed and wal ked out to where the aide was
waiting in the hall. Striganov foll owed the aide
to the radio room took a seat, and began |i stening.

It soon becanme apparent that Sam Hartline was
fini shed. Now Ben Raines's Rebels were nopping
up, and Georgi Striganov knew what the
Rebel s did when they "mopped up."

They t ook no prisoners.

Sam Hartline was through

But had Sam escaped?

The radi o reports gave not a clue. And
Striganov knew Ben Rai nes well enough to know that the
conmander of the Rebel Arny did not boast. If the
reports said one thing, take it as fact, for it
was.

Striganov |istened and sipped hot tea unti
t he

radi o messages becane repetitive. He
left the radio roomand went to his office. He



sat down behind his desk and all owed hinself a
few nonents of quiet neditation.

He woul d stay in Canada; God forbid crossing
t he border back into Anerica for a long, long tine.

I f ever.

Lvov entered his office and sat down before the conmander
of the IPF.

" Somet hi ng, Vasily?"

"Intercepted radi o messages from South
Carolina, Georgi. Sonme of Ben Raines's
Rebel s struck hard at the conmmand post of the |PA.
Heavy damage was inflicted. Col onel Khansin
escaped serious injury."

"How many Rebel s struck?"

Lvov smiled. "Six," he said softly.

CGeorgi | aughed, this laugh holding real mirth.
"Khansin is |l earning just how vicious the Rebels
can be, correct?"

"I't would appear that way, Georgi. Have you
consi dered Khansin's proposal ?"

"Yes. And | have rejected it."

Lvov sighed with relief.

"I amweary of it all," Georgi said.

"Tired of war. Tired of fighting CGenera

Rai nes. And tired of constantly being bested by the
man. No matter where he goes, the man

gains strength. I amweary of letting slip the

dogs of war."

"Ceorgi ?"

Russi an eyes met, | ocked.

"l have ordered a halt to all hunman
experimentation. | have instructed nmy people to focus on
non- aggr essi ve experinents. A way to produce
better crops,

nmedi ci nes. How do you feel about that?"

"I feel aload lifting frommy back
Vasily. That's how | feel. | do not w sh
to make enem es of those Canadi ans remaini ng. W
shall work with them be friends with themas we shoul d have done with the
Anericans.”

"I have destroyed those nutant babies,

Ceorgi .’

"CGod forgive us all, Vasily."

"I wonder if it's too late for that, old friend
And believe nme, | have given it much thought of
late.”

"As have |."

"Ben Rai nes?"

"In time | shall approach him by radio," he
added drily. "And extend the dove of peace to him
I can only hope he will accept.”

"He probably will. But if you do that, bear this in
m nd: Ben Rai nes makes peace with no force who w |l
not fight side by side with him"

"I think it's past tinme we did something decent
for a change, Vasily."

The two nmen rose and shook hands.

"To a new way, Ceorgi."

"No, Vasily. Just a better way."

Chapt er



Thi rty-nine

By | ate afternoon, it was apparent to all that Sam
Hartline's nercenaries were no nore. Those renai ning were
running in wld-eyed panic fromthe troops of Ben
Rai nes. Pani c because they knew they coul d not
surrender; fear because they knew there was no pl ace
to run; terror because they each knew death was all that
awai ted them

They engaged the Rebels in spotty conbat, and
di ed. Even though the nmercenaries and the Rebels were just
about equal in nunmbers, the Rebels were fighting for a
just cause, with a definite goal in mnd; the
nmer cenaries fought only for booty and rape and
torture and joy in killing.

And they died for it.

Ben left the canp and wal ked the
battl eground, his usual conpl enent of Rebels
surrounding him He could still find grimanusenent in
all the attention paid him

Better get used to it, Ben, he thought. This is
the way it's going to be-from now on.

The rain had put out nost of the fire; sone trees
still smoldered and snoked. And the Rebels were

soon filthy fromthe soot and ash

Ben rempoved his canmp headband, poured water on
it fromhis canteen, and washed his face and neck
retying the camp bandana around his forehead. H s
Thonmpson was on sling.

Broken bodies littered the forest. Sone had died
from gunshot wounds, others fromthe heavy shelling of the
ni ght before, still others had no marks on them Either
snoke got them or they died of fright.

Ben's wal ki e-tal kie crackled. "Go," he
spoke into the nouthpiece.

"l ke made it back across the border, General
Ni na is okay. Reports are that Khansin got
shot in the ass."

"CGood," Ben | aughed the reply.

They wal ked on, their boots nmaking little noise in
the ashes of fire and war. A slight noise turned
Ben's head. He waved the patrol
qui et and down. Ben wal ked toward the source of the
smal | noi se. Crouching down near the mouth of a
hole in the ground, Ben could hear the sounds of soneone
clinmbing up, clawing at the rock and dirt beneath the
surface of the earth.

Ben signaled for his patrol to remain where they
were. He squatted and waited.

Sam Hartline's head popped out of the hole, his
eyes darting left and right.

Like a large rat.

Samturned in the hole, and Ben placed the
muzzl e of his Thonpson between the nman's eyes, the
nmet al pressing agai nst flesh

"Hell o, Sam" Ben said. "I can't tell you
how | ' ve | ooked forward to this day."

"Wsh | could say the sane, Ben."

"Very slowy, Samvery slowy, pull yourself out of
that hole. And there better not be anything in your hands
except skin."



"I"'mnot a fool, Ben." Hartline pulled
hi nsel f out of the hole to stand before Ben. "You going to give
me a fighting chance, Ben Rai nes?"
Ben laid his Thonpson aside and snil ed.
"Qddly enough, Hartline, I am"™
"You're a fool, Raines! You can't
take me with your hands."
"We're about to find out, Sam"

"Mnd if | linber up a bit, Ben? It's
been sort of cold and cranped sl eeping on
rock."

"Hel p yourself, Sam |1'mfeeling rather
magnani nmous this norning."

Nei t her man noticed when a Rebel lifted his
wal ki e-tal ki e and spoke very quietly. Since
neither man took his eyes off the other, they did not
notice the woods filling with Rebels unti
several hundred had gathered silently.

Sam stretched and di d several deep knee
bends, flexed his arns, and shadowboxed for severa
seconds.

"How s it going to be, Raines?" Hartline
asked.

"Rough- and-t unbl e- anyt hi ng goes, barehanded."

"And if | wn?"

"You won't," Ben said flatly.

"Let's assune."

"One of those Rebels will shoot you dead."

"Well, goddam, Raines! You're giving ne
a hell of an option, aren't you?"

"I"ve giving you a |l ast chance to do sonet hing

you' ve never been able to do before.”

"Wat ?"

"Best me in anything."

That stung Hartline. He flushed, then grinned.
"Rani had sone good gash, Raines. You should have
heard her screamwhen | took her |like a dog."

Ben did not change expression

"I heard another of your women turned on you
Rai nes. Made a deal with the Libyan. Wat'd you
do with her, slap her on the wist and tell her she's
been bad?"

"I shot her between the eyes-personally.”

Hartline narrowed his eyes.

"You
shot her, Ben? You killed a broad? | thought you
were the last of the great romantics ... wonen on a

pedestal and all that shit."
"You pays your npbney you takes your chances,

Sam "

Hartline grinned. "Yeah, | guess you're
right, Ben." He studied Ben for a nmoment. "You'l
never beat Khamsin, Raines. | know himfromyears
back. He was Abu's right hand. Until the world
bl ew up."

"I'll beat him Sam"

Hartline nodded his handsome head. "Maybe. W
gonna talk all the damm day, Rai nes?"

"No," Ben said, then took a quick step forward and
hit Hartline flush on the jaw with a hard right



cross. The bl ow knocked the nman backward and down
into the soot and ashes. Ben stepped forward and ki cked
Hartline in the side with his boot, sending the man
rolling on the sooty earth.

Hartline sprang to his booted feet quick as a
big cat. He grinned at Ben, the bl ood | eaking
froma cut

somewhere inside his mouth. "Sneaky bastard, aren't
you?"

"Yep," Ben agreed, and ducked a roundhouse
swing fromHartline. He grabbed the man's arm and
flipped him Hartline |landed on his back on the
earth, sending great clouds of ash and soot bill ow ng.
Just as he was getting to his feet, Ben kicked him
| ow, just above the left kidney. Hartline squalled
in pain and rolled, comng up on his hands and knees.

Ben stepped in to give the nercenary a knee in the
face and Hartline grabbed Ben around the knees and
dunped himto the ground. Sam was i rmmedi ately on top of
Ben, straddling him pounding at Ben's face with both
fists.

Ben wor ked one arm out fromunder Sams |eg and
grabbed Sam's genitals in one strong hand,
cl anpi ng down hard and twisting with all his strength.

Hartline screanmed |ike a panther and dropped both
hands to Ben's wi st.

Ben rolled over, still holding on, and worked his way
to his knees. He lifted Hartline' s buttocks
and | egs off the ground and then suddenly rel eased his
hol d and stood up. Sam was huddl ed on the ground,
in a painful ball.

Ben stood for a nonent, blood | eaking fromhis nouth and
nose. He caught his breath just as Sam sl owy
got to his booted feet. The two nen went at
each other with fists, hamering at each other, al
t houghts of their many skills in the martial arts
forgotten.

Thi s had once been known-back when the nation was
whol e, before-as Okl ahoma oilfield,
bar e- knuckl e, slug-it-out type of fighting.

Hartline hit Ben in the wind with a solid left
t hat staggered Ben. Ben responded with a vicious hook
to Samis jaw, the punch driving the man back.
Ben stepped in and hit the man in the face with both
fists, a junmping type of punch. Hartline went
to the ground, spun, and kicked Ben on the
knee with a boot.

Ben fell to the earth and rolled, narrowy m ssing
Sam s boot ainmed at his face. Ben grabbed up
a handful of ash and soot and flung it into Sams
face, nonmentarily blinding the man.

Ben got to his feet and went to work, slashing at
the man with both fists, left and right conbinations, to the
body and to the face. Sam was staggering now, his eyes
gl azed. He backpedal ed, shook his head, and cane
up with a knife in his hand, jerked fromthe sheath on his
web belt.

Ben stepped back and pulled his own Bow e-type
bl ade. He feinted with his left hand and Hartline
swung his blade in that direction. The bl ades



cl anged and echoed through the charred woods. Each nman
was as good as the other with the blade, and it did not take
either of themlong to realize that.
Sam stepped in close and tried for a gut cut.
Ben si dest epped and swung his heavy knife,
cutting Samfromtenple to point of jaw Sam
yel l ed and dropped his guard for just one second.
That was all Ben needed.
Ben drove the point of his knife into Sam s
stomach, driving it into the hilt. Ben stepped back
Sam s fingers opened, his knife
droppi ng from suddenly nunbed fingers. Sam Hartline
sank to his knees, his eyes mrroring his
di sbelief that this could happen to him
"You ... you killed nme!" Sam said, bl ood
pouring out of his nouth.
"Sure | ooks that way," Ben panted.
Samtried to pull the blade from his nangled
stomach and guts. But he did not have the strength. He
lifted his eyes to Ben. "You gonna bury ne right,
Ben?"
" Nope. "
"You owe nme that much. W're ... soldiers and
all." H s voice was getting weaker.
"You're a disgrace to the profession, Sam
I"mjust gonna |let the buzzards have you."
"You ... to was Sam never got to finish it. He
fell forward on his face and chest and stomach, the force
of his fall-driving the knife bl ade deeper into his
guts.
Hi s fingers dug into the soot and ash, claw ng as
life began | eaving him
"You ... to was Sam once nore whispered.
Ben wai t ed.
Sam Hartline never spoke another word. His
| egs trenbl ed and his body jerked in
spasns of pain. Blood poured fromhis mouth, staining
the dirty ground.
Ben wal ked to Dan, standing by Tina. He wi nked
at his daughter and shifted his eyes to Dan. "G ve
the orders, Dan. Let's go hone."
Chapter Forty
"You peopl e don't have enough numbers to sway what wl|l
happen one way or the other,"” Ben told the
civilian freedomfighters fromCalifornia. "So
it would be best if you stayed out here. But that doesn't
mean | mght not call on you."
"W'll roll as soon as you call, General,"
John Dunni ng assured Ben
Sone of the materials taken fromthe Russian and from
Hartline were given to the new Rebels in the west.
Muich of it was tied down on trucks and readied for the
trip back east, to Base Canp One.
Ben ordered the mles-long colum out in
sections, with ten nmles between each section. It was an
awesone sight in the early nmorning mst, this eastward
trek of Raines's Rebels. Thousands of nen and
worren, hundreds of trucks and Jeeps,
APC S, tanks, gasoline transports,
notori zed artillery.



In Uah, Ben ordered the colum
to halt for repairs and rest. The newest vehicle
anong the many was fourteen years old; that was the |ast
year the United States of Anerica had ever
produced anything. Parts for the vehicles were no
problem millions of themlay

all over the nation; but the vehicles did break
down often.

Ben set up his command post in what renained of a
notel, after having it cleaned free of rat shit and
other debris. He ordered his radi o operator
to make contact with Base Canp One and got |ke
on the horn.

"l ke? Congratul ati ons. How s Ni na?"

"She's fine, | think. The |IPA used her
pretty badly, Ben. Physically, she's
okay. "

"What are we going to be up against, |ke?"

"More than we've faced since the government
assaulted the Tri-States, Ben.* The IPA
are all seasoned fighters. Fromwhat | got out of
prisoners, fighting is all they' ve been doing for
ten to twelve years."

"Do you have any hard intel on the warlords and
outlaws still alive?"

"Only that they've pulled in their horns
and are sonewhere up in the m dwest, gathering strength.
They won't be as easy to take the next tine,

Ben. "

"I know. There is always something to contend with. But
it's Khansin and his people that I'm concerned with at the
nmonent . "

"Ben? Renenber Sister Vol eta8"**

"How could | ever forget her? Don't tell ne
she's popped up agai n?"

"Ch, yes. Wth her son. You ready for this? Ben
Rai nes Bl ackman. "

Ben's reply was a grunt.

*Qut of the Ashes
* *
Bl ood in the Ashes
"Yeah, | knew you'd be thrilled. Anyway,
Sister Voleta and son have a comune up in
M chi gan. Accurate intel is hard to get, but it
was reported to ne that she's got about a thousand or so
peopl e. "

"You're just a regular fountain of glad tidings,
| ke. ™

| ke's | aughter boomed over the niles.

"Yeah, | know. Sam Hartline is really dead,
Ben?"
"He's dead."
"That's good news. Hi s nmen?"
"Most of them destroyed. |'m sure a few of
those remaining will pop up around the country, but Sam s

arny is only history."

"I wish | could tell you something about the
Russi an, but he's keeping | ow "

"I"ll see you in about ten days, lke. Hold
the fort."



"What's the word?" Gizzly asked the
trail-worn biker who had just roared into canp..

"This kookie Sister Voleta's got a hel
of an outfit, Giz. She clainms to be
religious, but man, she's one nean bitch. She and
her son run the place. Ben Raines
Bl ackman. "

"Are you serious?"

"She clainms the guy is Ben Raines's
son. "

Gizzly and the other warlords sniled. "Let ne
guess. This Sister Voleta is claimn' that her
son, Ben Rai nes Bl ackman, has sone of the
powers that the real Ben Raines is supposed to have,
ri ght?"

"You got it."
"And she wants us to join her group. | gotta
ask, \Wy?"

"Protection. That's it sinple. If we
wanna link up with her, all we gotta do is
abi de by her rules. W don't have to pray with them
or any of that shit. And the rules is easy.

W'l be her army-or at least part of it. Giz?
Don't sell this bunch short. They did better
fightin' Ben Raines a couple years back than

we just done."

"So | heard," Gizzly said, scratching his
bushy beard, his fingernails seeking,
unsuccessfully, a flea. "W'll vote on
it."

Two hours later, the outlaws were riding toward

M chi gan.
"We shoul d strike
now "

Khansi n's XO was unusually blunt with the conmander
of the IPA. "W could easily take Ben
Rai nes's Base Canp in Ceorgia."

"Not hi ng worthwhile is ever done easily,"
Khansi n remi nded the man. He tapped a huge
pile of papers on his desk. "After studying all this
intelligence about Ben Raines, | have
di scovered that in battle, for every Rebel killed,
five of the opposing side are destroyed. Rebels
do not surrender. They mght, rarely, be overrun and
taken, but they never surrender. They fight to the death.
They are fanatics. W all saw, or heard,
firsthand, what the Rebels can do." Khansin shifted
unconfortably on the pillow beneath his ass. He
grimaced in pain. "No." He made his mind
"We shall wait." He nopped his sweaty face with a
handkerchief. Silently, he cursed this m serable
climate. "Those are ny orders."

"Yes, sir," the XO said, and left the room

Ben and his Rebels nade their way slowy
eastward. And once nore, Ben was amazed at the
nunber of survivors they encountered al ong the way.
He was forced to upgrade the nunber of people who had
survived the war, the disease, and the savagery and
bar bari sm of the past decade

But the majority of those Ben saw were not



doi ng

anyt hing. They were not striving to rebuild, were doing
not hi ng-that Ben could see-to struggle out of the ashes.
He knew that there must be thousands of men and wonen,
living off the beaten path, so to speak, who were

rebuil ding the country and their lives. Their

own personal little part of the country, that is.

But how to pull themall together?

A question that Ben and the Rebel s had been attenpting
to answer for years.

And sonmetinmes Ben felt he was no closer to the
sol ution than when he had started.

But he knew that was not true.

Wth a sigh, Ben knew he woul d have to postpone his
dream of a chain of outposts stretching coast to coast.
The first step in rebuil ding.

Soneday. Al ways soneday.

For now, his Rebels had to face the dark, evil
threat of Khansin. The Hot W nd.

The Hot Wnd now bl ew over the cooling ashes,
finding a spark in the ashes. Igniting it.

And only one thing stood between the Hot Wnd and
total enslavenent of the survivors of war.

Ben Rai nes and his Rebels.



