AVBUSH!

Ben Rai nes's eyes caught the glint of
sunlight off metal or glass in the tall grass
by the side of the overpass. M ght be a sniper up
there, he thought. He turned back to Big Louie.

"What about it?" Ben asked.

Louie's lips grew pouty. "Utinmatuns,
general ? That's not a very nice way to begin a
rel ati onship."

The man standi ng beside Loui e suddenly turned,
stepping to one side, a novenent that put him
directly in front of Ben.

A moment | ater the sound of a rifle booning reached
t hem

The slug hit the nman's battle harness, and an
expl osi on nonentarily deafened Ben just as the
man in front of himseemed to disintegrate before
Ben's eyes.

Then the rifle cracked agai n and somet hi ng smacked
Ben on the back of his head, dropping himinto darkness
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| leave this rule for others when |I'm dead.
Be al ways sure you're right-then go ahead.
Davi d Crockett

If life had a second edition, how | would
correct the proofs?

John O are

BOOK ONE

Chapter 1

The young man listened to his nother's scream ng
har angue, but paid scant attention to her shrieking.

It was al ways the same. Everything bad that had happened
was the fault of Ben Raines. Ben Raines was the

G eat Satan. Ben Raines this and Ben

Rai nes that and Ben Rai nes nust die.

The young man had known for sone time that his nother was very
nearly a basket case. But she was still his nother
and- What was that old saying? Blood is thicker than
water, or sonething like that.

The young man stepped further back, in order
to better inspect the crowd who listened with rapt
attention to the woman's words. The expression on their
faces was one of |ove and devotion and fanaticism

Hell, they're just as crazy as she is! the young
man t hought .

Poor, m sguided, foolish people.

The young man | ooked at the new additions to his
not her's arny. Those scabby, savage motorcyclists
who had cone roaring in fromthe west, after being soundly
defeated by General Raines. He had listened to his
not her speak to them when they first arrived.

Sarme old shit.

The young man backed further away fromthe nob

and shook his head sadly. He thought: You nade a
nm st ake, Mbdther, when you insisted | be educated.

When you insisted | |earn | anguages and study the
writings of the ancient intellectuals. Patrick

Henry said it, Mdther: | have but one |anp by which ny
feet are guided, and that is the |anmp of

experience. | know no way of judging the future but
by the past.
And if | stay with you, Mther, I'll soon be as

crazy as you are. And you, Mother, your babblings, are not



t he answer. Your hate has consuned you
He saw nmovenent to his right and just to his rear
He cut his eyes. An old man notioned to him
He wal ked to the old man.
"I see your nmotorcycle is ready for the
road," the old man said. "You' ve made up your
m nd t hen?"

"Yes."
"Good. It's past time for you to get away from your
not her, before she poisons you, |ike she has done so many."

"I fear | shall never see you again, old man."
"You won't. The cancer is growi ng. Sonetimnes the
pain is alnost too nuch to bear. | think I only
lived this long to see you gone and free from your nother."
"I's he really nmy father, old man?"
"Yes. O that | amcertain. You have his eyes,
his intelligence, his bull headedness, and his drive
to organize; to pull sonething better for all out of the
ashes of this horror we've been living in for
years."
"Should I, when we neet, tell himthe
entire truth, old man?"
"Ch, yes. Don't try tolieto him He'd
see through that instantly."
"I's he really a god?"
The old man hesitated. "I... don't know
| rather doubt it; but | can't be sure.” He
gri pped the young man's thick, strong arm "Go now,
boy. Turn away
and never | ook back. And rmay the true and only
CGod ride with you."
The old man linped painfully into the tinber.
The young man wal ked swiftly to his
nmot orcycle and cranked it into life. He toed it
into gear and rolled out. He did not | ook back
"How woul d you have changed history, GCenera
Rai nes?" a young Rebel asked Ben
The Rebel s were bivouacked by the shores of a
small | ake in Central Kansas. They had
pul l ed over early in the day to nake some nuch needed
repairs to sonme trucks.
"That's a very interesting question, son," Ben said with a
[ augh. "What time frane in history are you speaki ng
of ?"
"Ten years before the Geat War,
Rebel sai d.
Ben started to ask, "Which Geat War?" But he
knew whi ch one the Rebel meant. The world war that brought
the entire world, free and otherwise, to its knees.
The war from which the world had never recovered.
How woul d | have changed history? Ben silently
mused. He hid a smile, thinking: | would have shot
every goddammed | i ber al
But he knew he woul d not have done that, for while Ben
Rai nes sonetimes | eaned so far to the conservative right
some wondered how he managed to wal k upri ght,
figuratively speaking, Ben shared many of the libera
views. The difference was, Ben backed up his
views wi th gunpowder.
"What do you know about that tinme before the G eat War?"

anot her young



Ben asked, |ooking at the young Rebel who had
asked the question. The young man coul d

not have been much nore than ten years old, if that
ol d, when the world coll apsed.

Several hundred Rebel s, including Ike
McGowan, had gat hered around. |ke had been with
Ben fromthe outset; had been with him working beside him
when Ben's dream the Tri-States, had becone
reality. The ex-navy Seal was just about Ben's age;
both nen's hair peppered with gray.

| ke wi nked at Ben

The young Rebel said, "I know that it was a tinme of
great confusion. OF a lot of people being rich and a ot of people
bei ng poor, with not nuch in between."

Ben al so knew the young nman had no real know edge of what
being rich or poor neant. The dollar had not been in
use for sone time. And within Rebel-held territory,
no one went hungry, or went in rags, or
| acked proper housing or fuel to keep warm But
out si de of Rebel-controlled territory in this,
what was left of America, roam ng gangs of thugs
and punks and killers ruled. Men and worren and chil dren
lived in daily fear for their |ives.

Again, Ben had to hide a smile. Hell, he
t hought, maybe that nuch hasn't changed in this, the
second decade after the Great War, and the government
smashing of the Tri-States.

"I't was a confusing time," Ben said. And the gathering of
Rebel s, young, mi ddl e-aged, and old, fel
silent in order to better hear the words from CGenera

Raines. "It was also a tine of great greed. The

phi | osophy of many was: G ve nme nore noney for

| ess work. | want everything ny nei ghbor has.

Many conpanies literally priced thensel ves out of existence
while the quality of their nerchandise went to hell in a

bucket. Not all people felt that way, but enough
did to tip the bal ance.

"It was a tine when the crimnal had nore rights than the
| awabiding citizen." Don't they ever get tired
of hearing this? Ben thought. How nany times over the years
have | made this sane speech? A hundred? More?
Probabl y.

"The United States was surrounded by nations who
call ed thensel ves our friends, but not so secretly hated
us. Britain, and in some respects, Canada,
stayed with us to the end. If the germcarrying bonbs had
not come, we would have probably had to fight a war with
Mexi co. Communi sm had al ready crept up to that
nation's southern borders. Qur United Nations was
not hi ng nore than a cancerous wart sitting in New
York City. Al anyone woul d have had to do was count
the votes against us every tinme a vote was taken, and they
coul d have seen what was happeni ng. Many of the so-called
Third Wrld nations wanted our noney, our aid, and
then turned around and farted in our faces every chance they
got."

Ben took that tinme to roll one of the few
cigarettes he all owed hinself daily. Piss-poor
cigarettes they were, too. Good tobacco, if there
ever was such a thing, was no nore. Like coffee, a free



ride, welfare, Legal Aid, the

ACLU, unions, the stock market, Genera

Motors, apple pie, and the girl next

door-all gone. \Wen the government crunbled, it was
the end.

"What would | have done?" Ben asked the question. "It
was so conplex, and yet so sinmple. | -- his

"Ceneral ?" an aide interrupted. "Sorry,
sir. But we've got conpany."

Ben ground out his hand-rolled snoke and stood up
"Where and how many?"

"Comin' fromthe east, sir. Half a dozen cars
and trucks. Scouts say four people to each car, the
trucks are full of people.”

"How far away?"

"Couple of mles out, sir."

Ben picked up his old Thonmpson SM5 know ng
all eyes were on himas he did so. "Let's go
see what we've got, people.™

"Pitiful," lke said. "No matter how many
times | see it, it's still pitiful."

The nen were beaten down; the eyes of the wonen
frightened; the kids dirty and probably hungry.

"l know," Ben said.

"We don't nean y'all no harm" a man
spoke from out of the ragged group. "But we'd be
much obliged if y'all had sonme food for the kids."

"Al abama?" Ben asked the nan.

"South Carolina," the man replied. "W
don't | ook |ike nuch now, sir, but we was doin' al
right until Khamsin and his people blowed in. W had us
a coop farm nice gardens, ever'thing. W'd fought
out | aws, notorsickel gangs, white trash, and
bl ack trash and you name it, and we'd pulled through al
right. But Lord have nercy! That Khansin and his bunch of
heat hens was just too nuch."

Al'l the Rebels gathered around had noticed the
bl ack fanmily anmong the whites. One good thing had
cone out of the horror of germand nuclear war: Blind
prejudi ce, anong nost, was a forgotten thing.

Fromthe intelligence Ben had recei ved about Khansin
and his troops, the residents of South Carolina were
i ndeed having a bad tinme of it. Ike had just
returned from Khansin's HQ where the ex- Seal
had led a small teamin to rescue his |adyl ove,

Nina. During the raid, the so-called invincible
Khansin, The Hot Wnd, had been wounded in his
Li byan ass.

Ben said, "You people get sonmething to eat. W'l
talk later." He notioned Col. Dan G ay
to one side. "Find out as much as you can fromthese
peopl e, Dan. They seemlike fairly decent folks
to ne."

"My first inpression agrees with that, general," the
Engl i shman said. "This would be a fine place to start
anot her outpost, right, sir?"

"You're reading ny mnd again, Dan," Ben
replied with a grin.

Gen. Ben Raines's |latest dreamwas to build
a series of outposts across the Iand, stretching from east



to west, and eventually, fromnorth to south, each outpost
about a hundred miles apart. The outposts woul d be

staffed by civilians, with a small contingent of

Rebel s to beef them up. Mybe then, yes,

only

then, could the nation begin the slow, painful process of
pulling itself out of the ashes of ruin and war and desperation

It damm sure was worth a try. The people
certainly had nothing to | ose and everything to gain.

Since the Great Wrld War, no country had been
able to pull itself out of the rubble and form even a senbl ance
of wor kabl e gover nnent .

No one except Ben Rai nes and his Rebels.

Tri-States had worked. It had not worked to the
satisfaction of all, but it had worked to the
satisfaction of all those who lived within its
borders. But then the struggling government of the United
States, with all the fury and intol erance of a
government toward any type of change, had smashed
the Rebel s' dreans.

Shortly after that, Ben Raines and his Rebels
had taken over the government of the United States,
and Ben had been installed as president. It was to be
a

short tenure, for after the horror of germ and
nucl ear warfare, there followed the pl ague that
threatened to conpletely w pe out hunmanki nd worl dwi de

But the human spirit is difficult, if not
i npossi ble to crush, and many nore people than Ben and his
Rebel s first thought survived through the di sease-carrying
rats and fl eas.

But there was not a stabl e governnment anywhere in the
entire world. The world, the countries of the world, the
government of those countries, large to tiny, from
Russi an to Monaco, were no nore.

Ben had not travel ed outside the boundaries of the
United States since the Great War, but he had
no reason to doubt the stories that had drifted to him
The stories were appalling. Many people around the world had
reverted back, in such an amazingly short tine,
to barbarism Even in what remained of the
United States, warlords had risen out of the rubble and
ruin, to claimall sorts of territory,
to ensl ave the people, to rob and rape and | oot. There were people
within the borders of the United States who had
reverted back to the caves, calling thensel ves the
Under ground People, rarely venturing out during the daylight
hours. Al sorts of cults and so-called
religions had sprung out of the ashes, preaching al
sorts of sem-religious bullshit. Mst of it
hate filled. And a lot of the hate was directed
toward Ben Raines and his Rebels.

The far Northeast was out of bounds for anyone,
human or otherw se cons far as Ben knew. That
area of the country had taken several nuclear hits,
along with a few other cities. Mst had died fromthe
germ war f ar e.

And there were nmutants that roamed the | and, products
of the germ and chem cal and nucl ear bonbs. Part
human, part aninmal, and God al one



knew what el se. Geat hairy beasts, the
adults as large as the biggest polar bear, and
twi ce as dangerous because the nutants had sone
capacity for thought and reason.
There was danger anywhere one ventured. No one
dared to go unarnmed. To do so, to be unprepared,
to drop one's guard for even a nonment, in this now
savage | and, was to court death-or worse.
And in South Carolina, waiting to spread like a
wildfire, was the Libyan, Khansin, The Hot
Wnd, and his thousands of troops. For now, Khansin
and his people were contained; Ben's Rebels and the civilian
fighters along the borders of South Carolina were
hol di ng The Hot Wnd, allowing it to bl ow within that
state, but preventing it from spreading.
But while some of his people nay have been kiddi ng thensel ves,
Ben Rai nes knew that Khanmsin and his troops could
break out wherever and whenever they chose to do so. Wy they
had not done so was sonething that still puzzled Ben.
But he knew that before he could really, effectively
start his outposts across the |and, Khansin had to be
dealt with. And dealt with in extrene prejudice.
In other words, kill the son of a bitch!
"Now | think I'ma good Christian man,
Ceneral Raines," the spokesman with the group from
South Carolina told Ben. "But | worship the
God | choose. That dammed bunch of heathens that's
took over South Carolina is forcin' people to forsake
Jesus Christ and God Al nmighty to worship
Allah. Now, | ain't knockin' anybody's

religion, but 1'll worship ny God,
not somebody else's God. And I'Il fight for that
right, sir."

The man was ragged, but there was steel in his

words, and the weapons they all carried were old, but
wel | cared for.

Ben held out his right hand and the man shook it.
"You're nmy kind of man, sir," Ben told him
"Are there any nore foll ow ng behind you?"

"Not many nore, General Raines."” The nan had
gotten over his shock upon | earning that he was in the
conpany of the | egendary and faned Gen. Ben Rai nes.

Ben | ooked at his map. The col um was just north
of Great Bend, Kansas, a snall city that had,
before the Great War, a popul ati on of about sixteen
t housand. Ben had briefed the newconers of his plans
of form ng out posts across the country. The people from South

Carolina were all imediately interested and eager to be a
part of it.
"It won't be easy," Ben told themall.
"And it will be lonely and dangerous."
"You lead, sir," the spokesman said. "And
we'll follow"
Ben smled. "Let's go!"
Chapter 2
Not hi ng.

A strange, alnost eerie silence greeted the
colum as they rolled up to and stopped at the
outskirts of Geat Bend, Kansas.

Ben got out of his truck and stood alone in the



center of Highway 56. He listened intently, but
could hear only the lonely sighing of the hot, late
sumrer wind as it whispered dark and bl oody

secrets fromtines past.

| ke joined Ben, and Ben was glad that the man had
fl own back from Base Canp One after Nina's
rescue to rejoin him

"Eerie," lke said.

"More and nore we're seeing this," Ben said, his voice
soft in the heat that reflected up off the roadway.
"Peopl e forsaking the towns to head for the deep country.
Splintering off into groups of two and three
famlies. But they don't realize, even now,
they're committing suicide by doing that. Seems |ike

they'd know by now that the only strength is in |oyal
nunmbers. "

"They' ||l probably realize it," lke said
sourly. "Right before they die."
"Hell of a way to find out," Ben said.

"Sergeant!" he called. "Get a flag fromthe
truck. Dan! Send your teans in to recon
the town."

"Ri ght away, sir!"

The [ ong col um waited under the sun. A hour
passed before the recon team | eader radi oed back
"Not hi ng and nobody, sir. The town, as far as
we're able to deternmine, is deserted.”

"Cordon it off,"” Dan," Ben ordered. "Then
begi n a house-to-house, buil ding-to-building
search. Let's be sure of what we've got."

He notioned for an aide to cone over. "At Dan's
orders, start the other teans in to |abel and store
anything that's useful. G"

"Yes, sir."

Ben turned to the man from South Carolina. "Are
you in contact with any of the people com ng up behind you?"

"No, sir. But they know the route. That was
prepl anned. "

"Any mal contents anong then? Bigots,
| aggards, anyone |ike that?"

"No, sir. W copied our form of existence from
you, general. Fromthe old Tri-States
phi | osophy. Everybody works. If they don't
work, they don't stay. We take care of the old and
sick. But abl e-bodi ed people work."

"We'| | stay here with you for a couple of
days," Ben told him "If you've survived this
| ong, you know sonet hi ng about defense. We'll upgrade
your weapons, |eave you plenty of anmp and the wherew t ha
to produce nore. Then we'll push on. For this first

wi nter, food mght present a problemfor you. You
m ght be eating a | ot of gane, but | suspect
you're used to that."

The man grinned. "G owed up on it, general

W'l start farmn' and putting in gardens cone
spring.”
Ben sighed. "Well, it's a start. W m ght
be able to pull it off. God knows, we've got
to try."

"I't's never gonna be the way it was, is it,



general ?"

"Not in our lifetine,'
pr obably never again.
Ben was awakened by the guard conmander just after

m dni ght. "We got conpany, general."

Ben pulled on his boots and slipped into his
amo harness. He picked up his Thonpson and said,
"Who are they and how many of then®?"

"Identity unknown, sir. At |east a couple of
hundred of them out there."

"Have they made their intentions known?"

"They're either awfully arrogant or extrenely
stupid, Ben." lke's voice cane through the
dar kness. "They think they're slipping up on us.

Qur forward posts reported them nmoving into our area
about forty-five mnutes ago. | decided to let you
sleep until we were sure what they were up to."

| ke had noved cl oser, and Ben coul d see the
smle on the man's lips. "And exactly what
are they up to?"

"We captured one of them Dude |ooks |ike
somet hi ng out of one of those old punk-rock novies.

O all the things | have to remenber from back in the
'80's, it would have to be that shit."

"They are rather unforgettable," Ben said drily.
"Warl ords type?"

"Right. Are you ready for this, Ben?"

"Gve it to nme."

"They follow sone guy calls hinmself Zorro."

"Does he wear a mask and a cape?" Ben
asked with a smle.

The young guard did not have the foggi est idea what
Ceneral Raines and General MGown were talking
about. Zorro was a new one on him

| ke | aughed. "Let's hope not. |'d be
| aughing too hard to shoot him™

"You're in our territory," the young nan told
Ben. "And for that, you all will die."

Ben sat and stared at the odd-I|ooki ng young man.

H s head was shaved, all except for a strip of hair

down the center of his head. And that was col ored orange
and green. He wore high-topped boots, |eather

britches, and a sleeveless T-shirt.

"You're the goddamedest thing |'ve ever seen
since the days of Alice Cooper, boy," Ben
told him "Do you know who we are?"

"I amnot a female!"

"Nei ther was he. Answer ny question

"You are invaders in our territory. You will all
die."

The young man's body odor was getting a bit
much. Ben wondered if the young nan had ever been
i ntroduced to soap and water. "My name i s Ben
Rai nes. "

"You lie!" the young nman shouted. "Ben Rai nes
does not exist. He is a nyth. No man can do
what he is said to have done. You're an inposter!”

"Sorry to disappoint you, boy," lke said. "But
you're lookin' at the real article."

Ooviously, the stories about Ben being a god either

Ben sai d, thinking,



had not reached Zorro and his group, or
el se they sinply chose not to believe them
The young man spat in Ben's face.
Ben backhanded t he strange-I|ooking young man cl ear
out of his chair.
Wth the young man staring up at him blood | eaking from
a cut lip, Ben said, "You' ve been treated
pretty good in this canp, boy. If you' d been
wounded, we'd have patched you up; if you're hungry,

we'll feed you. But if you ever spit in ny face
again, I"Il kill you!"
The sounds of gunfire split the still night air.

The yanmmrering of M60's and .50 caliber
machi ne guns hamered and chugged.

The young man had jerked on the floor as the guns
erupted. Ben had neither blinked nor noved, but just
continued staring at him

"Cease fire." Dan's voice roared over the
noi se. "Cease fire. Someone's out there with a white
flag."

Ben turned to the young Rebel who had captured
t he-what ever the hell he was, and Ben wasn't al
sure. "If he noves, shoot him son."

"Yes, sir!"

Ben stepped out of the building with ke just as a
runner came panting up. "One of those
funny-1 ookin" people has come up with a white flag,
general . Says he wants to talk with our |eader."

"Well..." Ben had to fight back a chuckle
"Take me to him"

"Ben," lke said. "This is getting
ridiculous! Wiat's with these peopl e? Have they been
freaki ng out on old novies?"

"I don't know, lke. But their guns are sure
real ."

"For a fact."

Both nen cane to a sudden halt at the sighting of

the truce-flag bearer. Ike had to choke back
a laugh. But his stifled hunmor was infectious: Ben
had to cover his nmouth with a hand to keep from | aughi ng.

O d Doc Chase appeared in the night and stood
with his hands on his hips, glaring at Ben and Ike.
"I't's not funny! It's tragic. And you bot h ought
to be ashamed of yourselves!"

The young man with the white flag was dressed al npbst
identical to the young man guarded by the Rebel. Wth a
coupl e of exceptions:

He wore a bl ack nask over his eyes and had
on a long bl ack cape.

Perhaps it was because of the Iong and brutal fight that
and his Rebels had just endured, defeating the
Russi an, Striganov, and Ben finally killing his
ol d adversary, Sam Hartline. Pent-up
enotions and wire-tight nerves, perhaps. Watever the
reasons, Ben and | ke sat down on the curb by the
littered street and |l aughed until tears were rolling
down their cheeks. The two men were so weak from | aughing
at the sight they had to | ean on each other for strength
as their laughter wound down.

O her Rebel s had gathered around, nost of them

Ben



young, too young to know anything about Zorro. They thought
the flag-bearing person was dressed a bit oddly; but
fromthe way CGeneral |ke and General Ben were
| aughi ng, you'd have thought they'd just heard the funniest
joke in the world.

"You're laughing at ne!" the orange-haired,
caped young man screaned

Ben waved at him "No, son. Not you. | would
explain, but I think it would take too long."
Chuckl ing, Ben got to his feet, hel ping |Ike
up. "Anybody hurt in all that gunfire?" he

cal | ed.

"None of our lads and | assies!" Dan G ay
cal | ed.

"But we dropped a dozen or so of ... whatever
in the world these nisbegotten fol ks m ght
be. "

"Zorroettes!" |lke burst out, and both he and

Ben started | aughi ng again.

Now Dan started chuckling. Soon his chuckling
had grown into full-throated | aughter

The younger Rebels stood sniling at the antics
of their senior officers, but they didn't really know
what was goi ng on.

CSM Janes Ri verson wal ked onto the
scene and stood for a noment, sniling and shaking his head.
He | ooked at the caped young man, anger on his
unshaven face. "You foolish young man," Jamnes
told him "Do you know who your people attacked this
ni ght ?"

"No. And | don't give a shit, neither."

"CGen. Ben Raines and the Rebels."

That shook the young man down to his high-topped
boots. His face paled in the di mnoonlight.
"Ceneral Raines does not exist," he said, his
voi ce very shaky.

James pointed toward Ben. "Ceneral Raines,
meet ... Zorro." Then Janes started | aughing.

"Stop laughing at ne!" the young man screaned.
"I comrand you to stop it!"

Ben wal ked to the young man, stopping a few
feet fromhim "Wat is it you want
Zorro?" He managed to keep a straight face.

"I want my brother's body. You have it."

"No, | don't have your brother's body. But
| do have your brother. He's very much alive. But
what do we get out of this exchange?"

“I"11 ... allowyou to live."

"That's big of you, son. Now I'll tell you
somet hi ng. You can have your brother, and wel cone to
him | hope to God you both go somewhere and take

a bath. Preferably with soap. A group of

Rebels will be resettling this town, this area. And

amgiving the orders that if they see anyone with

hostile intentions, they are to shoot them on the spot.

Do you understand that ?"
"You have no right to come in here giving orders to ne!"
"Now you listen to me, you ... Holl ywood

reject.” Ben felt certain the young man had

absolutely no i dea what Hol | ywood neant.



He pointed a finger at the caped and masked young
man. "Do you have farns, gardens, windnmills to pul
wat er up?"

Zorro shook his head.

"Do you have school s, hospitals, newspapers,
libraries?"

He shook his head again.

"I figure you for about twentysttwenty-two years
ol d. That neans you had tine for some schooling before the
bonbs cane. And you had ten years after that for
education. Ri ght?"

Zorro glared at him

"Can you read, you bastard!" Ben |ost his tenper,
as he so often did with people who seemed hell -bent on
wasting their lives, and nore inportantly, the lives
of others; who seened content to just exist. In Ben's
mnd, and in the mnds of all who followed him in this
age of no-free-ride, no one had the right to just
exist. If there ever was to be another Anerica,
everyone had to work toward that goal

"I can read," the young man replied sullenly.

"How many of your followers can read?"

" Sone. "

"Are you making any effort to teach thenf"

The silence answered Ben's question

"You stupid young fool!" Ben's voice | ashed out
at him "Even the Underground People are teaching their young
to read and wite and figure. Wthout education, you're
doonmed. And you're dammi ng those who follow you."

"W get by."

It's worse than trying to teach soci al
codes and manners to a redneck, Ben thought. "Bring
Zorro's brother out here," Ben said.

The young man was | ed out.

"What's his nanme?" Ben asked Zorro.

"Lash. "

| ke started | aughing. Ben struggled to keep a
straight face. "I don't
even

want to know how he got his nane. Now listen to ne.
If you and your followers want to live in peace with
us, that's fine. If you want war, that's fine. But
if it isthe latter, I'lIl w pe you and all that
follow you fromthe face of the earth, then I will stack your
stinking, ignorant bodies out in the prairie for the
buzzards to eat. |Is that understood?"

"Under st ood, Ben Raines."

"Get out!"

VWen the two young nen were gone, escorted
by Rebels, Dr. Chase wal ked to Ben's side
"You're getting harder, Ben."

"Yes, | am Lamar. And I'Il tell you
why. If we- you, ne, lke, Cecil, all the
Rebel s-we don't get a grip on the handl e of
this thing and start twisting it around, we will have nothing
to | eave our children. Nothing except
savagery, barbarism and years of ignorance.
Education is the
only
way we're going to pull out of this nmess. And don't



you think for an instant that Zorro what's-his-nane
doesn't know that. He knows it. But he's smart enough
to know

that with education, his followers would | eave him

"Lamar, | have hated ignorance all my life.
In every one of the books | wote, under whatever nane,
somewhere in those books, | nade ny coment about education

being i nportant. Now, nore than ever, we've got
to stress education."”
Chase waved himsilent. "Don't |ecture

me, Raines. Hell, | agree with you. But what

| eader shi p have people like this ... Zorro had to foll ow?
None! And

you

know

that."

"That's their problem Lamar. Al that shows ne
is that they're ignorant to the core, and worse,
proud of it."

The doctor, another Rebel who had been with
Ben fromthe outset, having net him outside
the ruins of Denver a few nonths after the G eat
War, stared and glared at Ben in the di mnatura

[ight of night. "Wat would you do with people like that, Ben?"

he asked softly.
Ben returned the stare, letting his eyes speak
silent, cold words.
"l see," Chase said.
"I"'mglad you do," Ben replied. He turned
around and wal ked up the silent, Utered street,
to his billet for the night.
Dan Gray stepped out of the night to stand by Dr.

Chase. "If Ben's dream could come true,
Lamar, we could all lay down our guns and live
i n peace."

"Layi ng them down on the ground that covers the
bodi es of those who chose not to read Themi stocl es,
Aeschyl us, and Pi ndar, Dan?"

"You' ve read them yet you're here," the
Engl i shman said softly.

"Yes," the doctor said quietly. "I
suppose you're right. But | amso weary of war."

"And you think Ben Raines is not?"

"Dan, |I'msure he is. But |I'm wondering
if he knows that on this night, he nade a norta
eneny of that Zorro-type?"

"He knows."

"I have this uneasy feeling that he did so with
careful deliberation.”

"Your feeling would be correct, | should
i magi ne."

"For God's sake, Dan!"

"It isn't so awmful, Lamar. So one or ten
or twenty dies in order to sal vage two or
t hree hundred. You've seen Ben do it before. Wy
shoul d his actions on this night offend you so?"

"I'n other words, Dan-you can't make an
onel et wi thout breaking some eggs?"

"Somet hing |ike that, doctor."

"Perhaps it's time for ne to stay behind, Dan. To run



nmy hospital and care for the sick at Base Canp
One." The words were not phrased in question form

"That is a question only you can answer, doctor."

"You think it's going to get worse before it gets
better, don't you, Dan?"

"Mbst assuredly, doctor.”

"Vell, to hell with it!" Lamar Chase said.
"Someone has to tag along to | ook after that damed
long | ean drink of water. Mght as well be ne."

"I thought that woul d be your answer."

"You're all going to die!" The angry
words sprang out of the night. "If you stay here,
you're all going to die. Die! Die! | am
Zorro, suprene |eader of this area."

"Hol d your fire!l" Dan called. "Pass the
word," he ordered. "Let the fool sign his own
death warrant."

"What price peace, Dan?" Lamar asked.

"One | ook at the graveyards of the world should

answer that, Lamar."

The doctor and the warrior parted. The ni ght once
nore grew silent.

Not quite as silent as a graveyard-but close.
Chapter 3

The outline of Great Bend gradually faded in the
rearview mirror of the last vehicle in the |ong
colum. Everyone in the Rebel colum felt a
smal | sense of loss; they had all left friends behind
in the prairie outpost, and all wondered if they would
ever seen them again.

The Scouts were ranging nmiles in front of the
colum, and as was his custom Ben drove at the
head of the columm, in his pickup truck, alone.

"W have conpany, general," a Scout radioed
back. "On both sides of the col um.

Mot or cycl es and dune buggies. | think
it's the caped-terror and his bunch." Ben pulled
over, halting the col um.

Ben's smile contained no hunor as he | ooked
at the battered, rusted, and bent road sign:

Chase 6 nmles. He lifted his mke to his
lips. "Is there anything in Chase?"

"Nothing, sir. It's a ghost town. That's where
we' ve pul | ed over."

"How many people you need to pull this off?"

"One platoon, sir."

"You listening to this transm ssion, |ke?"

"Ten-four, Ben. |'ve got a platoon
| eader nmovi ng out now. "

"Keep me informed."

"Ten-four, Ben."

Ben sat in his pickup, listening to the silence
buil d around him Mst of the vehicles in the I ong
col um had shut down their engines. Ben was not
particularly proud of what he was doing. But he'd
done it too many times in the past to expect to |ose
much sl eep over it.

To kill the snake, one had to cut off the head.

In his side mirror, Ben could see I|ke
wal king slowy up to him Ben got out of his truck



and waited on the cracked highway for his friend.

"You and Dr. Chase have a few words |ast night,
Ben?"

"Not hi ng serious. Chase has al ways been a good
bal ance point for nme, lke. | really expect this
run to be his last. I'd like to see himslow down.
Maybe stay back at Base Canp One and run
his hospital. As a matter of fact, | think
"Il suggest it comin a very tactful way. He'd
be nmuch nore valuable to us as a teacher."

Noddi ng his head, |ke said, "Qughta pop anytine
now. "

"Yeah. Chase thinks | enjoy this, lke."

"No, he doesn't, Ben. He's just tired of
this endless war. | think he'd Iike to try another way
of settling things-like with this bunch of kids-but he knows,
down deep, that what you're -
we're-
doing, is the only way."

"I wi sh sonebody woul d show me anot her way,
lke. If it had just a chance of succeeding, 1'd
damm sure try it."

Two quick rifle shots split the | ate sunmmer
air. They cane fromthe rear of the convoy. I|ke
lifted his

wal kie-talkie to his lips. "lke.

What ' s that shooti ng about ?"

VWiile Ike was |istening, Ben's ears could just
pi ck up the very faint sounds of heavy gunfire; his
eyes seeing bl ack plunes of snoke rising from out
on the seeningly endless prairie.

I ke | owered the wal ki e-tal kie and | ooked at
Ben. "Zorro and his brother, Ben. Rear guard
caught themtrying to plant charges under one of the fue
trucks. They're both hard hit."

"Conme on."

I ke got in the passenger side, and Ben pulled
off the road and onto the once wheat and corn-filled
| and, now | ong grown over with weeds and wld
runners. As they drove, Ben's radio
crackled. Ben lifted the mke to his |lips and
said, "G"

"W broke the back of Zorro's boys and
girls,” one of Dan Gray's Scouts
reported. "We foll owed your orders and took a
| ot of prisoners, general."

Ben had broken one of his rules this day and al |l owed
the taking of prisoners. Solely for the sake of
Dr. Chase. Ben wanted to prove a point, but
he hoped to hell his point was never made. He al so
feared it would be made-the hard way-in this
deadly crap shoot.

"Hol d them there," Ben radi oed.

The two young nen lay in the center of the old
hi ghway, Dr. Chase and his nedi cs working on them
Chase | ooked up as Ben wal ked over to the
bl ood-spl attered spot on the highway.

"Both these boys are gut-shot,"” Chase said.

It was not spoken reproachfully; just stating a fact.

The Rebel cradling the 7mm Magnum | ooked



at Ben.

"Ni ce shooting,"” Ben told him

The sni per sm | ed.

Chase nmuttered somet hing under his breath.

"Are they going to live?" Ben asked.

"You know better," Chase replied w thout | ooking
up. "One has a shattered spinal cord and the
other's guts are torn apart. There is nothing | can
do for themexcept try to ease the pain."

"Put themin the back of nmy truck and we'l
take themup to the next town. By the way,
doctor-the nanme of the town is Chase. Do you
suppose that's prophetic?"

"Why take them there?" Chase asked, ignoring
Ben' s questi on.

"I want the prisoners to see that the
caped- avenger and his sidekick are nortals."

"You
ordered prisoners taken?" Chase asked.
"Cetting soft, Raines?"
"No, Lamar. You seemto think there is hope for

peopl e such as these." Ben pointed to the dyi ng young nen.

can have your chance."

"You nean that, Ben?"

"l saidit, didn't I?"

Chase | ooked long at him Finally, the doctor
sighed. "Put themin the truck," he ordered.

The Rebels had killed or wounded about a third
of the attackers. They had the others sitting in a
vacant lot of the tiny deserted town, their hands behind
their heads, fingers |aced.

"See to the wounded," Chase ordered his nedics.

"Personally,"” Ben said, "lI'd drag Zorro
and Lash out of the truck and dunp their bodies in the
street, doctor. But this is your show, you handle it the
way you like."

"Thank you so rmuch, Ben." The sarcasm was rat her
thick in his voice. "But how do you know t he boys are
dead?"

"l just |ooked."

A medic confirned it.

"Put themon the sidewal k," Chase ordered

"Charlie Company," Ben ordered. "First and
second pl atoons. Stack arns here." He
pointed to the sidewal k.

Chase paid no attention to the orders. Ben | ooked
at |ke.

"Everything set, |ke?" he whispered.

"Right. And | hope to hell this doesn't
backfire, Ben."

"You and me. Since we're going to be right in the
mddle of it."

"You peopl e!" Lamar shouted at the prisoners, young
men and young wonen. "Look at your |eaders and tel
me what they died for?"

The eyes of the prisoners | ooked at the bl oody
pair on the sidewal k. "They died fighting for our
right to claimterritory,” a young worman sai d.

"Il give you that nuch," Chase conceded. "But
what have you been

"You



doi ng
with this clained territory?"

"W don't have to do anything with it,"’
said. "It's just ours."

"I'"ve seen no signs of farns or gardens or
anything like that," the doctor said. "Where do you
get your food?"

"People pay us tribute to live here."

Ben smled, and his smile annoyed Chase.

Doing his best to ignore Ben's smle, Chase
asked, "Suppose you were given the chance to better
your sel ves, woul d any of you take it?"

Ben and | ke picked up very quietly on the
furtive gl ances that passed between the prisoners.

"How do you nean, "better ourselves"?" a young
man asked.

"Have an education. Live in ... relative
peace. Wrk and build and plan for the future. That's
what | nmean.”

Several of the prisoners exchanged soft whispers.
One of them who squatted near a stack of weapons
cut his eyes to the weapons, very quickly, and then | ooked
back at Chase. "Can | stand up?" he asked.

"I hurt my leg and it's cranpin'."

"Of course,"” Chase told him

| ke very quickly clicked his CAR-15 off
safety. James Riverson shifted positions, a
seem ngly harm ess nmovenent. But the muzzle of his
M 16 was now pointed toward the | arge group of
pri soners.

Dan Gray and Ben very briefly | ocked
eyes as the Englishman turned. Now t he rnuzzl e of
hi s automati c weapon was pointed directly at the
front row of prisoners.

The young man stood up, rubbed his |leg, and took
a step toward a stack of weapons. Just one step, but
it put himvery close.

"Wirk?" the young man said. "Wat kind of work you
tal kin' about?"

"You have to work to live," Chase said patiently.
"It's wong to force people to give you tribute if they
don't want to give it."

"Who says it's wong?" a young woman asked,
rising to her feet.

She scratched her head, and Ben could practically
see the fleas hoppi ng about on her head.

The snell of unwashed bodies was rank in the still,
breezel ess sumer nor ni ng.

"CGod says it's wong," Chase told her

"Not our god," the young woman said.

"What God do you worshi p?"

"That one," she said, pointing to the bl oody body of
Zorro.

"But he's dead!" Chase said. "That should tell you
somet hi ng about your choice of whomto worship. Doesn't
it?"

"Naw. " She shook her head. "We'll just find
anot her one."

"I's it that easy?" Chase asked.

"Sure. W have a dance-thing. The one who dances

a young nan



the I ongest is the chosen one."

"A ... dance-thing?" Chase said slowy. "Can you
read?" he asked her.
"What for?"

"So you can teach your children!" Chase's voice held
a definite note of annoyance.

"Why do that? Readin' don't put food in our
bellies. It don't protect us fromthe rain and the
cold. It don't do nothin'."

Many of the prisoners were now standing, and several had
nmoved much cl oser to the stacks of weapons.

The Rebels did not order themto get back on
t he ground. Many of the Rebels had turned their backs
to the prisoners, seemingly uninterested in the
pr oceedi ngs.

"Suppose we turned you all |oose?" Chase
asked. "Wat would you do?"

"What do you want us to do?" a young nan asked.

"If 1 didn't know better,"” Ike nuttered,

"I'"d swear he had sone experience talking with a
soci al worker."

"I want you to nmke somnething of yourselves," Chase
told him "To help us in rebuilding the United
States."”

"You nean, laws and rules and all that shit?" the
young woran asked.

Chase | ooked at Ben, a hel pl ess and annoyed
l ook in his eyes. Ben shrugged.

"To have any ki nd of workable, productive
soci ety," Chase said, "one nust have rules and
laws. Wthout them you have anarchy."

Ben had clicked his Thonpson off safety.

| ke and Dan had seen the novenents of the
prisoners toward their high-topped boots and
suspected they had knives tucked in there.

"Have what?" the young worman asked, taking yet
anot her step toward the stacks of weapons. She was
wi t hi n reachi ng di stance now.

Ben cut his eyes upward. Several Rebels were
on top of a nearby building with M 60 machi ne
guns. Ben carefully eased his finger onto the
trigger.

"Anarchy," Chase persisted. "Law essness."

"Ch, yeah," the young wonan said. "W sure
don't want none of that. That'd be terrible."

Chase | ooked at the young woman.

"Everything I've said. It's just a big joke to you
isn't it?"

She shrugged. She woul d have been a pretty wonan
had she cl eaned up and got the fleas off of her

But now she wasn't going to have tine to do anything.
Except die.

"You got your way of life, we got ours," she
said. "You're not going to change, and we're not going
to change."

"That's a pity,
to try."

"Big Louie is waitin' for you fol ks *bout
a hundred niles further," she said. "Sone of you
m ght make it to his turf. |I hope so. He

Chase said. "But | had



likes to burn people alive."

"Sounds like a perfectly delightful fellow "
Chase said. "But why would you think that just some of us would
make it?"

Scream ng, the young wonan | eaped toward the stack of
weapons. The slugs fromDan's M 16 stopped
her in md-air, flinging her backward, dead before she
hit the concrete.

The prisoners charged Dr. Chase and Ben and
| ke and Dan, knives in their hands.

It was carnage. And it was over in |less
than a m nute.

Twenty-odd of the prisoners had not noved fromtheir
spots on the vacant |ot. When the gunfire
started, they sinply hit the ground and stayed there.

VWen the gunfire had echoed away and the gunsnoke
had cl eared, Ben |ooked at those who had el ected not
to fight, and thus stay alive.

"If | decide to turn you | oose, what are you
goi ng to do?" Ben asked.

"Gt amay fromthis spot just as fast as | can," a
young man said. "I mght join up with another gang.
| mght not. | ain't sure. But one thing I am
sure of. | ain't gonna fuck around with you people no
nore."

"Clear out," Ben said. "And | don't ever
want to see you again."

The last glinpse any one had of the young nan, he
was | oping across the plains. He did not | ook back

"How about the rest of you?" Ben asked the group of
young nen and women.

"Just let us get away from here and you," a young

woman said. "I know ne a fell ow down in New

Mexi co wants me to cone live with himand rai se
sheep. | figure nowis a dam good time to do just
that."

"Your religion nust not be too strong." Chase

couldn't resist one nore shot at it.

She | ooked at him "What religion, you old
fart? Stealin's just easier than workin', that's all."

Chase shook his head and wal ked back to his
vehi cl e.

"Aren't you going to patch up the wounded, Le-nmar?"
Ben called after him

"Fuck "em " Chase said.
Chapter 4

The colum pull ed over early that day and nade
canp, while recon patrols were sent out to check
on Big Louie's whereabouts.

"He's pretty close," lke said. "Wat's
left of Kansas City is gonna be hot for
anot her threestfour thousand years."

It was |ate afternoon, and Dr. Chase, Ben
| ke, Dan, and a few other Rebels were sitting in
the shade of a tree, drinking a concoction called
Rebel Rouser-homenmade whi skey, actually.

And Lamar Chase was hitting the sauce harder
t han anyone el se.

"What a blind, stupid, idealistic old foo
|'ve becone,"” he said.



"That's bullshit, Lamar," Ben told

him "You just got tired of it all. Al the killing
the whole nine yards. W all do at one tine

or the other."

"Yeah," lke said. "You got the that's it, |
quit, |I'mnpovin" on' syndrone."

"Sam Cooke," the doctor said, refilling his
cup with booze.

"What ?" | ke said.

"Who?" Dan asked.

"Goddam, Lamar!" Ben said. "You are
gettin' old. O drunk. O both. | don't
even renenber that one."

"Sam Cooke recorded that," Lanmar said. He
humred a few bars.

Dan grimaced. "l hope it sounded better
than that."

Lamar, quite uncharacteristically, gave the Englishman
the finger.

After the laughter died down, |ke said, "I
wonder what this Big Louie is going to turn out
to be?"

"Ch, another loser, | should imgine. Don't
you agree, general ?"

"Sure. Just like Zorro and Lash and all the
ot hers we've encountered over the |ong and
bl oody years we've been together. It really wouldn't
have nade any difference. War or peace; prosperity
or depression; full working government or
anarchy-they' d have been | osers of one type or
another, no matter what."

"Rai nes, do you really believe that?" Chase
chal | enged.

"Certainly. How many people did you know back when the
wor |l d was whol e, nore or |ess, who fucked up everything
they tried to do? Wien they lost a job, it wasn't
their fault; it was sonebody else's fault. If
they |l ost at cards, sonebody cheated. If they got
a ticket, the cops were picking on them Wen they
got caught cheating on their income tax, they'd lie
to the examiner; and they could lie so well, they actually
believed it thenselves. If they nade a hundred thousand
dollars a year, they'd live on a hundred and ten
t housand. And when they went bankrupt, it was never their

fault. Losers. This situation we're all in now
is just perfect for them It was nmade to order. They were
losers in a land of plenty, and they'll be

losers until the day they finally do the world a
favor and die."
"You really are a jaundiced bastard, Raines!"
La-mar said. "What a perfectly horrible
opi ni on of humanki nd you have." He tossed back
anot her belt of Rebel Rouser.
"You're a mnority of one, Lamar," Ben told
hi m
"Ch, of course | anml" the doctor cheerfully
admtted. "I just like to hear you rant and rave, that's
all. I"'msure as hell not going to tell you that
you're right. You're such an insufferable martyour as it
is."



Ben | aughed. This small group he had around him
nowt he only one person m ssing being Ceci
Jefferys-could al ways be counted on to tell himthe way
it was. Wthout pulling any punches.

"I didn't ask for this job," Ben said with great
i ndi gnati on.

"Ch, God!" Lamar said. "Here he goes
again."

Dan excused hinself, |leaving to go check on the
guards and to see if any intel had been received on
Bi g Loui e.

The colum had |l eft H ghway 56 just east of
Marion, Kansas, angling south on H ghway
77 for a fewnles, then once nore headi ng east on
H ghway 50, picking that up at Florence. They
wer e canped al ong the banks of the
Cot t onwood Ri ver. Chase's nedical people had
tested the waters of the little river and found no contani nation
fromradiation. Kansas City was hot, but |like so many
of the cities around the world, the bonbs were of the "clean"
variety: killing the people, but |eaving the buildings standing.

The convoy was goi ng east on their present route
only as far as the junction with H ghway 75, about
fifteen mles past Enporia. If they didn't
encounter Big Louie by then, to hell with it. They would
cut south down to Hi ghway 54 and continue on east,

avoi di ng Kansas Gity.

Dr. Chase poured another cup of Rebe
Rouser and said, "Wat about the next outpost, Ben?"

"lola, |I'"mhoping. Scouts report about
two hundred and fifty or so people in and around that area.
They seemto have sone organi zation. But they've been
havi ng some trouble with roving gangs. Probably this
Big Louie character. W'll neet with the people in lola
and see if we can't punch Big Louie's
ticket. See about setting up an outpost there."

A Rebel said, "Seenms |ike whenever we put one
gang out of business, three nore pop up."

"It's going to be that way for a long tine to cone,
I"mthinking," lke said, eyeballing Lamar as he
knocked back the booze. "Andw t ht he exception
of Zorro and his bunch of nitwits, the gangs
seemto be getting smarter. You agree, Ben?"

"Many of them yes. The really smart warl ords know
we're after them and they' re doing their best to avoid
us. W can't let up, either. W're going to have
to keep the pressure on."

Lamar | ooked at his cup. "It's never going
toend, isit, Ben?"
"No, Lamar. It isn't. | thought for awhile
it would. | thought for awhile it would take us two,

maybe three years to clean up the country. Then we
could all settle down and live out our lives in

rel ati ve peace. | was wrong."
"You're not the only one who was wong, Ben,"
| ke said.

Ben | ooked at his friend.

| ke poured a short two-fingers into his cup
Hs smle was both knowi ng and sarcastic. "You
renmenber all the talk shows and books and



magazi nes back in the late '70's and
'80's-all that crap about how the mlitary sucked
and how peace advocates were al ways

bl abberi ng about
t hey
woul d be the ones who would build a better
society if any major tragedy ever occurred.
And
their
way was the only way. Just a nore articulate
ext ension of the peace and | ove bullshit of the
'60's." He knocked back a belt of booze.

"Well, guess what, folks? Were are they
now? Guess who is out here trying to put this nation
back together again? Ad soldiers. Surprise,
surprise! And where are the peace and | ove and | ay
down your weapons advocates? In the grave, |
guess. | sure haven't seen any lately. But
nore than likely, any who survived are high up in
the mountains or in the deep woods, in little-bitty
conmunes, keeping a very low profile. And not doing
one goddam thing toward rebuilding this country. But
what galls ny balls is this, and you all know I'm
speaking the truth: When we get this outpost system
conpl ete, coast to coast, and sone senbl ance of |aw and
order, you just wait and see-here they'll come, whole
bunches of the little mouthy bastards and bitches, all of
them saying, "Ch, we're so happy to see you
bi g, brave people. Is it safe now? Can we come out
and join you folks?"' You wait and see if it
doesn't happen that way."

"Wait a minute, Chase," lke said. "I'm
not done yet. And if we |let those asshol es in,

they won't be in fifteen mnutes before they' Il start
sneaki ng around behi nd our backs, making all sorts of
snide little conments. Like, "Well, we have | aw and

order, now, so why don't we put sone controls on
those terrible guns? And isn't the death penalty
terribly harsh? Wiy don't we do away with it?"
And that sort of bullshit. Fuck "em Fuck
"emall!”
Chase | ooked at |ke. "Jesus Christ,
McGowan! Who pul | ed your string? Wat brought on
all this crap?"
was ' Cause | can see the light at the end of the
tunnel, Lamar. That's why. And | want
to make ny views known, up front, and right now.

The light's still a long way off. W've got a

| ot of bloody years ahead of us; but we're

gonna make it. We'll stretch this outpost system
fromcoast to coast, and then we'll start workin" it
north to south.

Us!

Not those other asshol es-

us!

W're the ones going to make it work, with our

bl ood, and our sweat, and our pain. W got
graveyards stretchin' from Georgia to California,

M chi gan to Texas. And those Rebels didn't

die so a bunch of goody-two-shoes types can conme in



and spew their verbal poison

"That's it, 1'mdone. Me and Dan talked this
over the other afternoon. That's why Dan left a while
ago; so | could say it. And ... | ain't thrown

stones at anyone here. Don't think that at all
| just wanted to clear the air."
I ke rose and left.
Ben carefully rolled a cigarette and lit it.
He took a slow drag and exhal ed, his eyes on
Dr. Chase. "First time lke's made a speech
that long in years."
"But he's right, you know. "
"I know. "
"And sone of those people he described will certainly
surface. "
"I hope they don't get near lke. He'd
probably shoot them"
"And you, Ben? What about you?"
“I'"d probably help himdo it. O at |east
want to help."
Chase shook his head. "Going to beconme very
i nteresting around here very soon." He poured anot her
cup of Rebel Rouser and downed it.
“Lamar, are you going to sit here and get drunk?"
"That is nmy intention."
"You're going to have a hell of a headache in the
nmorning, old friend."

"Nonsense! | never have hangovers."

"How | ong has it been since you were | ast
dr unk?"

"Ch ... twenty years or so." Ben smled
"Cood | uck."

"What's the matter with Lamar this norning?" Dan
asked Ben.

"He isn't feeling well," Ben said.

Lamar was sitting in front of his tent, a cup of
coffee on a small canp table in front of him
Usi ng bot h hands, he managed to get the cup to his
mout h and take a sip without spilling too rmuch of it.

"Wrse crap | ever tried to drink," Lamar
bi tched. "Al nost pure chicory."

"Wuld you like to have a bit of the hair of the dog that
you?" Dan called cheerfully.

Lamar gl ared balefully at him "How would you Iike
to be circuntised without benefit of anesthesia?" the
doct or grow ed.

Laughing, the two nmen wal ked toward the
comuni cati ons truck

"Anything on Big Louie yet?" Ben asked the
young wonman Rebel manning the truck jamred ful
of el ectronic gear.

"I"ve been putting together bits and pieces as
they come in, general. | got the |last transm ssion
about twenty minutes ago. Want me to read what
|'ve got so far?"

"Pl ease."” Ben accepted a cup of tea from
Dan's batman, Carl, and sat down. Some of the
Rebel s liked the strong chicory-thick crap that
now passed for coffee. Ben did not. Ch, he'd
drink it if there was nothing el se, but he preferred

bi t



tea. And the Rebels had warehouses full of tea.
It seens that in their

haste to | oot coffee, thousands and thousands of tins
of tea were passed over, as well as warehouses
full of it.

"Big Louie," the woman Rebel read.

"Age forty-eight, approxinmtely. Real nane

unknown. Until recently controlled territory from
Nebraska line to Topeka, south. West

to Manhattan. Now has included everything east of the
ol d Kansas Turnpi ke to the M ssouri

line ..."

"Very enterprising chap," Dan said, nibbling on a
cracker.

"Yes," Ben agreed. He | ooked up as Ike
entered the truck.

"What's wong with Lamar this norning? | said
hell o and he told me to go screw nyself."

"He has a slight hangover," Dan said.

"Shall | continue, general?" the woman asked.

"Please. Sorry for the interruption.”

She gave lke a dirty look. He grinned
at her.

She brought Ike up to date and said, "Big
Loui e had approxi mately three thousand nmen and
wonen under his conmand. "

"Three
t housand! "

Ben bl urted.

"My word!" Dan said.

"Where in the hell did he come up with three thousand
peopl e and where in the hell has he been hiding themso we
didn't pick it up?" |ke asked.

"Here we go again," James Riverson spoke from
t he open door.

"I'mafraid so, Janmes," Ben said.

"Go on, young lady," he told the radio
oper at or.

"The Scouts have picked up information that indicates
Big Louie is a college graduate with a
degree in economcs fromthe University of
Kansas. Knows this area as well as, or better,

t han anyone. Served in the Marine Corps.

Oficer. Captain. Runs his

or gani

zation with mlitary precision. H's people are extrenely
wel | arnmed. Has ensl aved the Potawatomn,

Ki ckapoo, Sac, and Fox Indians. Uses

them as forced | abor on his farns. Extrenely
successful with farm ng and ranchi ng. Has reopened
school s and nany area hospitals. Restored
electricity and many social services." She

| ooked at Ben. "The last part says that his idol
is CGCen. Ben Raines."”

Chapter 5

"He's a warlord! Has ensl aved entire
tribes of Indians and uses them for forced | abor
And | am his
i dol ?"

Ben ki cked a canmp chair over. "Were does this



son of a bitch think he's com ng fronP"

The entire Rebel contingent had made thensel ves
busy in other parts of the canp when Ben started
yelling. Al except |ke, Dan, Lamar, and
James. They sat and watched and waited while Ben
vented his spl een.

Lamar grimaced as Ben yelled. He took
two nore aspirin.

"Where is this bastard' s HQ?" Ben yell ed.

"Topeka," lke told him

"Well, the guy nust be crazy! Wat was it that
girl with the orange and green hair told us? That he
liked to burn people alive!" He pointed a finger at
Dan. "I want as much intel as your Scouts can
get ne. Troop placenment, |ocation of farns and
ranches, condition of the people inside his territorial
clainms, the whole ball of wax."

"Ri ght away, sir."

"I"'mglad the kids aren't here," Ben said,
cal mng down a bit. "They'd want to go in there as
nmy eyes and ears."

He thought of Lora and wondered how she was getting
al ong. He had grown very fond of the little girl.

"I ke? Tell the people to eat and sleep and check and
clean their weapons carefully. | want a ful
report on our amo situation. Anything that
we mght need flown in from Base Canp One,
order it done so, imediately."

| ke nodded his head. "Damm sure can't have a
two- hundred-nile gap in our outpost system can
we, Ben? Especially one running right smack through
a warlord's territory."

"We sure can't, lke."

| ke wal ked off, shouting for his aides.

"Ki ck-ass time again, huh, Ben?" Janes
asked.

"Looks that way, James. How s noral e?"

"Hi gh. O course, they thought they were going hone.
But they'Il follow you anywhere you | ead, Ben."

"Explain the situation to them Janes."

The command sergeant mgj or nodded and wal ked off, a
huge man, so big his M 16 | ooked |Iike a toy
in his hands.

"Want a drink, Lamar?" Ben said, his good
hunor returning-slowy.

"Hell with you, Raines! You gonna start barking
orders at ne, too?"

"I'f I have to tell you what to do, you old goat,
I"min real trouble."”

"I"'mtoo short of everything for a full scale
battle, Ben. I'Il get on the horn
to Base Canp One and tel

Cecil to start shipping me supplies. Were's the
LZ going to be?"

"I don't know, yet." He |ooked at a map
of Kansas. "We're sitting right on the edge of
Big Louie's territory. | don't want to go
as far south as El Dorado; that'd put us too far
off center. Well, shit on it! We'Ill knock
down the tel ephone poles and Iand themin the road.



On Fifty-six, somewhere between Herington and
Council Gove. Tell Cec I'lIl call in

the LZ in the norning; soon as | have Scouts
check it out."

"And away we go," Lamar said, rising fromhis
chair and groaning from his hangover

"Jacki e G eason," Ben said with a grin.

After Lamar had gone, alternately bitching and
nmoani ng, a young Rebel touched Ben on the arm

"Sir?"

"Yes, son?"

"Who' s Jacki e G eason?"

The young man had crossed into Indiana, nmet up
with a group of pretty nice people and stayed with themfor a
day, listening to themtalk.

Gen. Ben Raines, they had heard, was
returning East, victorious after his defeat of the
Russi an and the nercenary, Sam Hartline. They were
on their way to Ben Rai nes Base Canp, in
North Georgia. Wuld the young man |like to conme al ong?

No. He thought he'd head west. Any idea
where Ben Rai nes ni ght be about now?

Col orado. Maybe as far as Centra
Kansas.

The young man pul | ed out before dawn. Headi ng west.
He carried a .45 autol oader on each hip.

A knife on his side and another one in a sheath on
his right boot.

He was square jawed and tanned, very heavily
nmuscl ed. Hi s hair was dark and curly. His eyes
could be warmor friendly, or deadly cold. Usually
t hey were expressionless. The young nan was quite handsome; but
in the pretty-boy manner. Hi s was a rugged
handsoneness.

He wore no riding helnet; only a red
bandana tied around his head. A bandol eer of clips for
hi s weapons was slung over one shoulder. dips for the
weapon he carried in a | eather boot on the
not or cycl e.

The weapon was an ol d Thonpson subnachi ne
gun.

Khanmsin sat in his headquarters in South
Carolina and listened to his field conmanders as they
reported. The Libyan terrorist-turned-genera
sat on a pillow The wound in his ass, conplinents
of Ike McGowan, still bothered the man.

"We could break out at any tine we wish," a
man sai d. "The Rebels' positions al ong our
borders are thinly manned. "

"So they woul d have you believe," Khansin said. "But
behi nd them they have heavy artillery, mssiles, and
rockets. Ch, they'd let us break through. Then as
soon as we were inside their territory, they'd put
us in a box and destroy us. You all are far too
confident. The bl ack person commandi ng these troops
while Ben Raines is out West is Ceci
Jefferys. And Raines did not put himin charge
t hanks to sone renewed program of racial
equality. General Jefferys is in command because he
is an excellent soldier. No,

not



brothers, no. The Rebels are accustoned
to facing and fighting and w nning agai nst superi or
nunbers." He | ooked at an open folder on his
desk. "Each Rebel is trained and mentally
conditioned to neutralize five of the eneny. Kindly
bear in nmind that the people who initially set up the
Rebel s' training programwere Special Forces,

Rangers, Marine Force Recon, Seals,

SAS, and French Foreign Legi on personnel

And kindly bear in mnd that six,

Si X

Rebel s w eaked havoc upon this very HQ killed
several hundred of our best troops, and stole a
pri soner from under our noses. Six!"

And wounded nme in the ass! Khansin thought
bitterly.

How huni | i ati ng!

"Ceneral Khanmsin," a comuander said. "Allah
has bl essed The Hot Wnd."

Allah is not down here getting His butt
ki cked, Khansin thought. Then he silently said a
short prayer, asking for forgiveness for his thoughts.

"It is useless to send coded nessages to our
scouts in the field," another conmander said. "The
Rebel s break the codes routinely."

"Do we have any intel on who is in charge of that
section?" Khansi n asked.

"A person by the name of Lansky," he was inforned.

"Naturally," Khamsin said. "WII|l we forever be
cursed with those wetched peopl e?"

No one offered a reply to that. Another
si x thousand years certainly seemed feasible.

Sister Voleta sat alone in her house. She
had

gradual | y gotten over the shock of her only
son's | eaving. Now, |ooking back, she realized that
she shoul d have seen the signs.

He was just too nuch like his father: too opinionated,
bul | headed. He never wanted the power she could have
given him too concerned about the needs of others-and he
had consistently rejected her teachings. This was not the
first time he'd left her

Even when the world was whol e the boy had been too
curious about what |ay beyond the next hill. He
possessed a brilliant mind, but she could never
channel it exactly to her liking. Stubborn little
bastard! she thought.

But in her own crazed sort of way, she did
[ ove him

But she didn't wish himwell at all

For she had a pretty good i dea where he m ght be
heading. And if the two of them ever got together- she
didn't like to think about that at all. The
possibilities were just too staggering in scope.

She answered the knock on her door

"The old man is ready," she was inforned

"CGat her everybody," she ordered. "I want them
all to see what happens to traitors."

"The old man is singing sone Christian song.

He has no fear."



"He'l | have plenty of fear when the flames sear
his flesh, and his singing will take on a different note.
| assure you of that."

"We had best curtail any further burning,"
Big Louie said. "W have been di scovered by Ben

Rai nes and his Rebels. | suspect themto cone
charging in

here at any time. Pity. | do so like to hear the
scream ng. "

"Yes, sir, Your Mjesty," the aide said,
bowi ng. He left backing up
Most of the intel received on Big Louie was
correct-as far as it went.
Big Louie did earn a degree in
economni cs. However, he never received it. Wen he
| earned that he had failed to maintain a four-point
grade average, he tried to burn down the
admi ni stration buil di ng.
He was not convicted of that. The only witness to the
crine died in a dormfire.
Big Louie was in the Marine Corps.
But he was not an officer. He was a buck-assed
private. He was di shonorably discharged after he
burned down a barracks. He did sone stockade
tinme for that, too.
He changed his name and went to work on Wl
Street for a brokerage firm He was charged wth
i nsider trading and al nost cane to trial. But all the
evi dence agai nst himwas destroyed by fire. Including the
man who caught him
Then the Great War erupted worl dw de.
Big Louie soon learned that a great gift of
gab was not enough to keep himalive. One had to be tough
and hard as nails. For the very first time he was gratefu
for his Marine Corps training. H's only regret was
that he hadn't paid nore attention
And he soon | earned that many people were willing to do
anyt hi ng,
anyt hi ng,
to stay alive
And if you threatened to set themon fire,
ever ybody
was willing to do anything to stay alive.
VWen the Tri-States had finally opened their
borders to the outside, Big Louie was anong the first
to go in and | ook around-being very careful to stay out
of trouble while inside those borders. Ben
Rai nes and his Rebels weren't |ike the | aw outside
of Tri-States. Fuck up inside
Tri-States and the law there would either shoot you right off
the bat-or wait and hang you | ater
And they didn't have any crime within those borders,
and that fascinated the crazy mnd of Big Louie.
The whol e world was staggering around trying to create sone
senbl ance of order out of the ashes, and Ben Raines and
his people were just as content and orderly and happy as that
in the rug
It was, to Big Louie's mnd, and to the minds of
nost everybody else, flat, flippin' inpossible
to do what Raines and his people had done.

bug



But by God! They had done it.

Bi g Loui e soon began to recogni ze and
appreci ate what Ben Rai nes had done. And he
began to realize that if one didn't go quite as far as
Rai nes had gone, and sort of reversed some of it, that
woul d work, too.

If one took a certain type of person-not the
type that Ben Raines had selected to live in
Tri-States, but the | ess desirable types-and
prom sed them free nedi cal care, schools for the
ki ds, enough to eat, and other soci al
anenities, why the silly shits would do al nost anything
for you in return. Including turning their heads
to certain, shall we say, extrenes or excesses
on the part of those in command.

After the second and seemingly final collapse
of the government of the United States, Big Louie
put his plan in operation. And it just tickled himto no
end to discover that it really would work.

And what was so sinple and amusi ng was that anyone who
didn't |ike what Big Louie did-why, just

set themon fire and listen to them holler

And Big Louie had one very |arge and very dark ace
in the hole that only he and a very few ot hers cl ose
to himknew about. And if Ben Raines fucked around
with himtoo nuch, why he'd just push the button and
let thembirds fly!

Big Louie sat on his throne and | aughed and
| aughed at that.

Yep, ol' Ben Raines was the bull of the
woods, all right-and he could go on being bull of the
woods; as long as the woods he was bull of
wasn't anywhere near Big Louie's territory.

"What we've got, general," Dan G ay
said, "is a collection of sone of the nost despicable
people in the world gathered around this Big Louie
character."

It was not yet dawn, yet Ben and his comranders had
been up for several hours, going over gathered
material on Big Louie.

And no one had found a thing to |like about the man or many
of the people who resided within his territory.

"Let's give themthe benefit of the doubt," Ben
said, adding, "for the nonent, that is. This Big Louie
character has, or so it seens, set up a workable form of
government, conplete with shops, stores, trading
areas, farnms and ranches, and his own currency backed
by a gold reserve. Fashioned, in a way, after our
Tri-States. Ckay, we all see that on the
surface. Let's dig for some dirt."

"The first spadeful contains the fact that he has
ensl aved four different Indian tribes," Dan
sai d.

"Playing devil's advocate,"” Ben said, "I
see the next

shovel containing the fact that he has set up
school s and hospitals and sonme sort of a
food-for-all program”

"He ki dnaps woren to keep his arny happy,"

Chase said.



Ben couldn't think of anything el se good
to say about the nman, so he kept his mouth shut.
"He burns fol ks alive for anusenent,"
| ke said. He | ooked up as the sounds of rain
hitting the canvas overhead intensified. "Shit!
Cec said his weather people say this stormis gonna | ast
two or three days. And the pilots ain't rea
thrilled about flyin' some of our old birds in bad
weat her; gonna be a lot of lightning with this storm"
"Let's get back to Big Louie," Ben
suggested. "Anybody got anything el se good to say
about the man?"
No one did.
"Dan," Ben said. "W're not going to be able
to do nuch until this storm blows out of here and we get
resupplied. So tell your people to get me sone
prisoners. See if they can't penetrate just
i nside the borders and jerk sone fat cats out of the
ni cer hones. Caution themnot to kil
anybody-unl ess they absolutely have to. W stil
don't have any really solid evidence to go on about this
Big Louie character. And I'mnot going to conmit our people
on hearsay."
"Ri ght now, general," Dan said, and left the
tent.
A runner entered the big tent just as Dan
was | eaving. "General, a nessage just canme over the
horn from Base Canp One."
"G ve nme the high points, son
"One of General Jefferys's roam ng patrols
net up
with some fol ks fromlIndiana. They said there has
been a maj or shake-up at this Sister Voleta's
canp. A defector. Really shook the wonman up
bad. The defector is supposedly headi ng west,
to find you."
"I's that it?" Ben asked.
The runner hesitated. "No, sir.
"Well, who is this person?"
"Your son, sir."
Chapter 6
The heavy storns and rains were still south of the young
man's position as he barreled on westward. He
crossed the top of Mssouri and nade it
i nto Kansas before the rains hit him forcing himto seek
shelter. He pulled under a carport, dried off,
t hen checked his notorcycle. He carefully
i nspected the interior of the house and found it Utered
with rat shit.
He cl osed the door behind himand set about making his
canp on the carport. After carefully
i nspecting the skies, the man decided that this storm
woul d not blow away in a few hours; it had settled
over the area. He nmade up his mnd he would stick
around until the storm had bl own past.
Ben Raines Bl ackman built a small
fire and cooked a rabbit he had shot while
| ooking for a place to hole up fromthe weather. He
carefully buried his trash, unrolled his sleeping
bag, and spread it out on the floor of the carport.



He then field-stripped, cleaned and oiled his

weapons. Taking a bar of soap fromhis kit, the young

man stripped and stepped out into the warmrain and bat hed.
He dressed in clean clothing

and | ay down on his sl eeping bag.

He was close to Ben Raines now He could
sense it. And he coul d sense sonething el se, too:

Troubl e. There was sonmething in the air besides wind and rain.
Buddy, as his nother had ni cknamed hi m when a baby, was
by no means clairvoyant; just a very intelligent and
observant young man. Hi s nother and her friends were, he
knew, a bit around the bend, nentally speaking, but they
had school ed Buddy well in the art of survival

He had been schooled in all forns of marti al

arts; he was an expert with nearly any weapon he

could get his hands on; he knew what

plants to eat in the woods and which to | eave al one; he
could build a shelter frompractically nothing.

He was very nearly sel f-sufficient.

Li stening and watching the rains fall, Buddy I|et
his thoughts drift back to his nother and her whacked- out
beliefs. He should have pulled out a long time back
he knew that. Much of what his nother did was totally
repul sive to him

However, she had never involved himin anything he
felt was wong. She had shiel ded himfrom her baser
actions.

O course, he knew what she was doing, and just the
know edge of it nmade himan accessory-but perhaps he woul d be
forgiven for that.

On sudden i nmpul se, Buddy rose fromthe
sl eeping bag and rolled his notorcycle into the
utility roomat the back of the carport, hiding it
fromfromwhon? He wasn't sure. It just seemed like a
good nove to nmake at the tine.

He rearranged his sleeping bag, placing it behind
some piled-up old boxes on the carport. He
deci ded agai nst maki ng sonme tea and put out his small
fire.

There was just sonething about this area that was maki ng Buddy very
wary.

The stormblew in that afternoon, raging in full force,
pushing every living thing into shelter. There could be no
flights from Base Canp One until the storm
blew itself out.

But the stormwas a wet blessing to Dan Gay's
Scouts, who had slipped into the territory clained
by Big Louie. The storm hid any slight noise
the skilled guerrilla fighters m ght nake.

One Scout team |ed by Ben's daughter, Tina,
cane upon a fine, well-kept home just outside of
Manhatt an, Kansas. Ti na peeked through a
wi ndow and smiled at the sight. A fat man, his
equally fat wife, and two fat teenagers were
wat ching a novie froma VCR

"Those at the slickest-lookin' folks I've
seen in along tine," a Rebel whispered to Tina.

"Well fed for a fact," Tina whispered back
"I don't think they're going to |ike being marched through this
weat her." She sm | ed.



"You're breaking ny heart, Tina."

"Yeah, poor babies," another Rebel said.

The Rebels stood in the pouring rain and driving
wi nds and wat ched as a young woman wal ked i nto the den.
The woman was carrying a tray of snacks and
dri nks.

"CGet over here, you bitch!" the fat teenager
shouted at her. The woman cringed at his voice.

"Hurry up. |I'mhungry."

The young wonman obviously did not nove fast enough
to suit the fat boy. Wen she had placed the tray
on a table, the fat boy rose fromhis chair with a
grunt and sl apped her.

"Nice kid," Tina nuttered.

"That woman is wearing sonme sort of a dog

collar," said one of the Rebels.

"I think they used to call them choke chains,"
anot her Rebel said. "But that one appears to be
wel ded toget her."

The extrenely fat girl waddled to her feet and
ki cked the young woman in the butt. The nother and father
t hought it all very anusing.

"I want her now " Fat boy said.

"I wanna watch!" Fat girl said.

The father waved his hand and the boy hooked a | eash
onto the choke chain, forcing the womman to crawl al ong
on her hands and knees. She was silently weeping.

Fat girl foll owed Fat boy out of the room

"What a delightful famly," a Rebel said,
di sgust in his voice

"You ready to bust up their party?" Tina
asked the group.

"Yeah. Let's do it before I puke!™

Ti na assigned nmenbers of her squad to their
pl aces. Sonewhere in the house, they could hear the sounds
of scream ng

"Now " Tina spoke into a handy-talkie. A
Rebel kicked in the back door at the sane
i nstant Rebels were pouring in through the front door

Tina placed the nmuzzle of her M 16 against the

neck of the man. "You wiggle and I'll bl ow your
head off."

"How dare you burst into my house!" the man
blustered. "I'Il see you burned alive for this!"

Fat boy and Fat girl were herded out into the den
a Rebel poking the boy on his bare ass with the
muzzle. Fat girl was baw ing. The young woman
weari ng the choke chain was struggling into her clothing.
"How do you get that chain off of her?" Tina asked
the man.
"You don't. They're wel ded on at the
prison. \Who are you crazy peopl e?"
"CGet up," Tina told him
"I must certainly will not!"
Ti na popped himon the nouth with the butt of her
rifle. Blood flew and teeth popped under
the inpact. "Get up, goddamm you!"
Moani ng and hol di ng his busted and bl eedi ng nouth, the
man got to his feet, swaying slightly.
"CGet Fat boy sone clothes,” Tina said.



"She | ooked at the man's wife. "Get up!"

The ol der wonman jumped to her feet. "They're
Ben Raines's Rebels,"” she told her husband.

"Right," Tina told her. "Now shut up." She
| ooked at the young woman. "Are you a slave in this
house?"

"Yes, ma'am |'ma half-breed Indian
My not her was white, ny father was Fox."

"Pack a few clothes,” Tina told her.

"We're getting you out of this place. W'll cut
that chain off back at canp."

"You can't do this to us!" Fat boy wailed. "His
Maj esty said we was all safe here.™

"Hi s Majesty?" a Rebel blurted.

"King Big Louie," Fat girl said, stil
bl ubberi ng. She wi ped her snotty nose with the back
of her hand.

"Well, guess what?" Tina said. "H s
Maj esty lied!™

"I ncredible,” Ben nuttered. "He's been
getting away with it for nore than three years,
and we didn't even know about it."

"Forcing minority wormen into prostitution,” Dan
said. "O for that matter
any
worman who tries to resist Big Louie's
orders.”

"My God, Ben," Lamar said, |ooking at the
captured man and his wife and fat kids. "This
Loui e has

gat hered the scum of the earth inside his borders.”

"I resent that!" the man said. He was tired and
haggard | ooki ng, but was recovering some of his bluster
"We only enslaved the Indians and ni ggers and ot her
inferiors.” The words were slightly slurred due
to his swollen nouth.

"I'f you open your nouth again,"” Ben told him
"without ny telling you to do so, you're going to | ose sone
nore teeth."”

The man cl osed his nouth.

"CGet them out of ny sight,"” Ben ordered.

"Al'l except for the wife. How are they coming on the
| ady' s chai n?"

"It's off," Ike said, entering the tent. "The
nmedi cs are checki ng her out now "

The man and his fat-assed kids were herded
out of the tent. Fat girl was still blubbering. It was not a
very appeti zing sight.

Ben sat down, facing the wonman. "You have
pr obably guessed by now who | am correct?"

"CGeneral Ben Raines."

"Right. Now, how much of what your husband said was
truth, and how nuch of it was bullshit?"

"He told you the truth ... as far as he took
it."

"Well, lady, you pick it up where he left it
off."

"And what do | get if | do? And he isn't
ny husband. "

"The ki ds?"



"His. What do | get out of telling you what
I know?"

"You can wal k out of this camp alive. W'l
t ake you down to the Okl ahoma border and turn you
| oose. "

"That isn't rmuch, general."

Ben smled at her. "Considering that you have taken
part in enslaving people against their

will; taken part in burning people alive, and God
only knows what else, do you want to hear the
alternative?"

"I can probably guess it."

"Start tal king."

"The man | was living with is not representative
of nmost of the people living under Big Louie's rule. And
neither are those |ard-butted kids representative
of the young people. Big Louie patterned his kingdom after
your old Tri-States. Sam that's the man | was
living with, was the exception. Mst others are very fit
and well trained. Everyone is arned, arnmed well, and
knows his or her assignment in case of trouble. There
is about thirty-five hundred people within Louie's
boundaries. And they will fight. They have a way of
life that suits them and they will defend it. And if you
think I'mkidding, general, you'd dam wel |
better think again."

"That jibes with the latest Intel, Ben," |ke
said. "lIt's not going to be a piece of cake."

"Regul ar army or police force?" Ben asked.

"Ch ... probably three hundred and
fifty," she said. "That's not counting the guards at the
prison farmwhere the slaves are processed."”

"How | ong have you been with Louie?"

"Three years. My real husband was killed
fighting warlords."

"And you don't think it's wong what
you' re doi ng?"

"No," she replied without hesitation. "It's just
the way things are. The strong dom nate the weak."

Ben stared at her. "You're in ... your early
forties, I'd guess.™

"Pretty good guess."
"That woul d make you about thirty when the G eat War
cane."
" Anot her good guess."
Ben had to give the woman this rmuch: There was no
fear visible in her eyes, her voice, or her
manneri sns. "So | don't have to | ecture you on
decency or |laws or noral codes."
"I hope not. You're dreaning, Ben Raines.
You and your arny will never bring conditions back to what
they were. The whole world is a jungle, Ben
Rai nes. Dog eat dog. For God's sake,
man-if there really is a God, which | doubt-Big
Louie is just one of probably two hundred or nore
war |l ords and self-styled kings. And that's just the ones that
| know of. Probably tw ce that many scattered
around the country. | work in conmunications, general
W know al nost everyt hing you people are planning to do. If you
stanp out Big Louie, the next day you'll be



fighting anot her warlord, and then another and

another. It'll never end. Wiy don't you and your people
just go on back to Georgia, do your little thing with
Khansi n and his rag-heads, and then settle down in

your own little spot? Let the world take care of itself.
Who do you think you are-Don Quixote or Sancho

Panza?"

"You' re an educated woman. "

"I have, had, a Masters, yes. And | was a very
good teacher. What's that got to do with the price of eggs,
now?"

"You don't teach in Big Louie's school s?"

She | aughed at that. "Not hardly. | never |et
hi m know | was a teacher."

" \Npy ?"

"Because | wasn't planning on staying around that
| ong. Then Sam of fered nme security." She
smiled. "You see, Ben Raines, not
t hat
much has changed about 1iving."

"What's this Big Louie I|ike?"

"Quite mad. He enjoys inflicting pain on people;
likes to hear them scream But he isn't a raving
lunatic. He is usually quite lucid. And he is
a genius. Hell, he built something out of nothing,
didn't he?"

"By ensl aving others."

"Mnorities, General Raines. Indians,

greasers, Jews, niggers. The strong will survive,
CGeneral Raines. It's the way of the world, and it always
has been. | don't have to tell you that. O |

shoul dn't have to tell you. People put up with Big
Loui e' s excesses, general. Every time he starts
going off the deep end, so to speak, the doctors
jack himdown with Thorazine and let himfloat for a
few days. He's a joke, general. The man who
really runs things is naned Ashley. | don't know
whether that's his first name or his |ast name."
"Why do people put up with Loui e?" Ben asked.
"Because they're
confortabl e,
general. They live in nice hones. They have
plenty to eat. They're safe. W have
electricity, running water ... all the things we
had before. Currency, shops to spend it in. Just |ike
before. And no taxes."
"And sl aves."
"That's right, general. Slaves. And down near
Ponca City, Okl ahoma, there is another
pl ace very simlar to Big Louie's. And they have
sl aves. And over near Fayetteville,
Arkansas, there is yet warlord s headquarters ..
with slaves and whores and all the so-called abuses
you' ve got your ass up over your back about. You're
fighting a losing battle, general."
Ben turned to a Rebel sergeant. "Arrange for
this ... lady and her fanily to be transported
down to the Cklahoma Iine. Turn them | oose down
there. No weapons."
"You don't give us weapons, general," she



sai d.

"You' re condemming us to death."

Ben's smile was not pleasant to view "You
want me to just shoot you here?"

She stood up and wal ked to the flap of the big
tent. "l guess we'll take our chances out there.
You're a hard not her-fucker, Ben Raines."

"So |'ve been told, lady. So |'ve been
told."

Chapter 7

Ben interviewed the other prisoners taken by Dan

Gray's Scouts. Their stories were nuch the sane.

And under pronpting, the nane Ashley surfaced in each

i nterview. And not much about the man proved to be in the
| east admirable.

VWen the [ ast prisoners had been
i nterviewed, then transported nmany mles away,

Dr. Chase said, "This Ashley appears to be the
real power behind the throne, Ben."

"Yes. But who in the hell is he? Were does
he live? No one seens to know. "

"They might be lyin', Ben," |ke said.

"I don't get that inmpression. But | do get
the feeling that everyone, including Big Louie, is very
much afraid of this Ashley. But why?"

"And | get the inpression that he knows you,

Ben, " lke said.

"Yeah. | picked up on that, too. But |
don't recall ever knowi ng anyone nanmed Ashl ey.
Wait a minute! Wait just a minute." He was

t houghtful for a noment. "No. Hell, no. It couldn't
be. "
"Somet hi ng, Ben?" Lamar asked.
"Just for an instant, that nane rang a little bell in
nmy head. But it slipped away as quickly as it
cane. |
just don't know
anybody

naned Ashley. O course, it might not be his rea
name. "

Qut side, the rain picked up, slashing
agai nst the squad tent. "It's supposed to clear out of
here in a couple of days," |ke said.

Ben nodded his head. "Was that woman right,

I ke? Am |, are we, dream ng? Do we have any

ki nd of a chance of restoring sone normalcy to this nation?"
| ke, Lamar, Dan Gray, and Janes

Ri verson all stood silently for a nmonent. The

rain and wind | ashed at the tent. Ben | ooked at

each man.

"Yes," lke finally said. "Not like it used to be.
Never that; not in our lifetinme. But, yes, Ben, we
can do it. But we're all going to be fighting for the rest
of our lives to do it."

Ben sighed. "Sometines | get so discouraged."”

The flap of the tent was opened. A Rebel stepped
in, the woman Ti na and her team had rescued ri ght
behi nd hi m

Ben stood up and smiled at the wonman.

"Mss. You look a lot better without that collar



around your neck."

"First time it's been off in nonths,"” she told
him "Are you planning on maki ng war agai nst Big
Loui e and hi s peopl e?"

"Yes."

"I wish to join your armnmy, Ben
Rai nes. "

"Al'l right. But 1'd like to know your nane."

"Deni se. Denise Vista."

That brought a smile to the lips of all the
Rebel s.

"Somet hi ng anusi ng about ny name?" Deni se asked.

"Not at all, ma'am" lke said. "Vista was
the nane of the capital of the old Tri-States.
Brought back a |l ot of nenories, that's all."

"I see," the wonman said softly.

Deni se was perhaps five-five, very nicely
proportioned, and had dark brown hair, dark eyes,
and an olive conpl exion

A survivor, Ben thought. She's tough.

"Deni se, what do you know about a nan called

Ashl ey?"
"Very little. 1've seen him two, no, three
times. He's tall, perhaps forty years old.

Speaks with a heavy southern accent. He's the rea
power behind Big Louie."

"Where does he |ive?" Ben asked.

"I don't know. It is whispered anong the
sl aves that he has several hones, not all of them
within the boundaries claimed by Big Louie. He is
al ways arnmed, and al ways has many bodyguards with
him"

Ben shook his head. He felt |ike he should know this
Ashl ey person, but could not put a face to the nane.
Perhaps it would conme to himin tine.

He was conscious of the woman's eyes on him
Ben met her gaze. "A question, Mss Vista?"

"You don't | ook Iike a god, general."

Ben | aughed. "I'mno god, M ss Vista.

I"'mjust a very nortal man, with nore than ny share of the
normal human weaknesses. "

"Not all gods take the sanme form GCenera
Rai nes, " she sai d.

"I know little about gods, Mss Vista. So |
al nost never argue the subject."

"I see," she spoke softly, her voice just
audi bl e over the storm "Wll. Do you have any ot her
guestions for me, general ?"

"Not at this tinme."

"Where do | sl eep?”

"The corporal there will show you to quarters, mss.
Soneone wi Il check you out with weapons and outfit you with
uni forms tonmorrow. Good night, Mss Vista."

"Good night, general." She turned, stepping out
into the rainy night, and was gone.

"Very attractive woman, Ben," Dr.

Chase said, a twinkle in his eyes and a slight

smle on his |lips. Chase knew Ben wel |l and

could see the stirring signs of interest within the man.
Ben turned, facing him "Oh? Yes. |



suppose so. | hadn't really noticed."

| ke | aughed, wi nking at Dan. "Ben, |
sure amglad you fight a whole ot better than
you lie."

The sounds of a sl ow nmoving vehicl e woke Buddy
froma sound sleep. He slipped fromhis sleeping
bag, pulled on his boots and | aced them then
pi cked up his Thonmpson, easing it off safety.

He crouched in the darkness of the carport, waiting.

The headlights of the car appeared, dimy at first,
cutting through the heavy rain. The car slowed, then
pulled into the drive. Buddy waited behind the wooden
boxes, silent and unseen. And deadly.

Buddy wat ched through a small openi ng between the
crates as two nmen got out of the car, both of them
armed with M16's. They stood for a moment, outlined
agai nst the glare of headlights.

Not very professional of them Buddy thought. How
easy they would be to take.

But he waited, sensing that these men were not a part of the
Rebels. Fromall he had heard, the
Rebel s were the nost professional and well-trained
arnmy operating anywhere in the world.

"Long ways out," one of the nen said. "You reckon
some of them goddammed | ndi ans ki dnapped t hem
f ol ks?"

"I can't see that, Jack. W got them
I njuns beat down to nothing. They so whi pped out they
near - abs ask perm ssion to shit."

"Some of them squaws got sone fine pussy,

t hough, " his partner said.

"Li ke a nigger; that's all they good for."

Raci sts, Buddy thought. But who are they and what
do they represent? O who do they represent?

"You got your flashlight?"

"Yeah. "

"You take the left side, I'll take the right.

Be careful; can't see crap in all this rain."

Buddy laid his SMs aside and silently
pul | ed out his |ong-bladed hunting knife. The
knife was a full fourteen inches long; a battle
kni fe. The bl ade was honed to deadly sharpness. He
carefully slipped out the rear of the carport, between the
house and the utility room He waited by the corner
of the house.

The man who had taken the right side of the
house appeared, ghostlike in the night storm noving
carefully, his weapon at conbat ready.

Buddy gri pped the handle of his knife, holding the
bl ade against his leg to prevent any glint of I|ight
of f the heavy bl ade.

The man stepped closer. Now he was muttering
to hinmself, his words drifting out of the storny air.
"Fucki n' Ben Raines and his Rebels. | hope
they do try to pull sonme shit in here. I'll cut that
bastard's head off and stick it up on a pole so's
peopl e can see Raines ain't so dam tough."

Buddy stepped out and swung the heavy bl ade. The
man' s head pl opped wetly to the soaked ground.

Bl ood arched fromthe severed neck, mngling with the



torrents. The eyes were still open on the head, staring
at not hing, seeing only darkness.

Buddy grabbed the body before it could hit the ground
and possibly alert the other man. Quickly, Buddy
laid the M 16 to one side and slipped next to

t he house. He raised the bl oody knife,
wai ting.

"Jack?" The voice canme just a few feet from
where Buddy was pressed agai nst the house. "Jack? Can
you hear ne?"

Jack could not answer, and the questioner woul d never
utter another word.

Buddy' s knife flashed in the rainy night. The
bl ade struck the man on the back of his neck and
cane out just under the man's chin. The head spun in the
wet night and sl opped to the ground, as bl ood
squirted.

Buddy qui ckly took the men's weapons and all their
ammuni tion. He cut off the nmotor and headlights
of the car and searched the vehicle. He found severa
days' rations of food and took that to add to his own
supply. He stood for a noment in the rain,
oblivious to it, and listened, all his senses working
har d.

He coul d not see, hear, nor sense anything that
m ght alarmhim

Buddy searched the yard and found two | ong pol es,
al nost identical in length. He went back to the
bodi es and recovered the heads, sticking one on each
pol e, then sinking the poles deep into the wet earth,
about five feet apart. The bug-eyes open, the
faces grimacing in that |ast hot noment of pain, the
heads stared sightlessly fromtheir height.

Returning to the car, Buddy found a pad and pen and
wr ot e:
Conpliments of B.r.b. Now you have two of
us to deal with. Have a nice day.

Buddy had w apped the weapons up in his piece
of canvas and secured themto his notorcycle with
rope. He rode through the night before braking at an
old rusted and warped road sign. H awatha 9.

Usi ng the headl anp of his nmotorcycle, Buddy
checked his maps. He was undeci ded as to which
direction to take. He was very wary of this country he

was in; something was very wong around here. But he
wasn't sure about it. Was this an area controlled
by sone warlord or self-styled king? Possibly, he
t hought. That woul d explain the hate he had heard in that
man's voice; the hate directed toward Ben
Rai nes. For all knew Ben Rai nes could not and woul d
not tolerate warlords and their oppressive neasures.

Buddy smiled as the rain slicked his handsone
face. He was sure that when those heads were found,
probably around daylight, someone was going to want to do
some headhunting of their own.

Buddy deci ded that the next house he came to,
one that |ooked occupied, he'd just find out what was
goi ng on.

It was a nman and a worman, both of them about
Buddy' s age, he guessed. He squatted in the



dar kness of their bedroom and | ooked at the
sl eeping couple. He had silently, moving like a
slight soundl ess breeze, inspected the house. It was
enpty except for the couple.

The man | ooked rough and nean, the wonman
| ooked-cheap, the word came to him He really was not
sure what that neant, but he'd read it in one of Ben
Rai nes' s books. What al ways bot hered hi m about it
was, what does a cheap woman do to get that way?

Baf f1ing. Perhaps he could ask Ben Rai nes about that
soneday.

He pl aced the muzzle of a .45 against the man's
cheek. The man opened his eyes as Buddy jacked
back the hammrer.

"Do you want your brains splattered all over
your worman's face?" Buddy asked, his voice
| ow.

"I don't want my brains splattered
nowheres," the

man whi spered. "How the hell did you get in
her e?"

"Your |ocks are silly. Awaken your wonan and
advise her if she wants to live, she will open her
mouth only when | tell her to do so."

"“I''mawake, " the woman whi spered. "My
CGod, Gene! What's goin' on?"

"I reckon this felloww Il tell us when he's a
mnd to."

"This part of the country,” Buddy said. "Is it
controlled by a warlord? And tell ne the truth if you
want to live."

"Big Louie runs it," Gene said, his voice
soft in the darkness of the bedroom "I don't know how
in the hell you nade it this far alive."

"Big Louie. Ah!" He had heard his nother
speak of Big Louie. They shared a comon interest:
They both like to burn people alive. "My father is
cl ose by. When he hears of Big Louie,
shoul d i magi ne he will take the appropriate action
It would not be wise for either of you to remain. Unless,
course, you have a death w sh."

"Your father?" Gene said. "There ain't nobody
strong enough to come in here and push us out, boy.

Buddy grinned. "Wanna bet ?"

"Yore daddy nmus' think he's a rea
war - hoss, " the woman whi spered. "Wo m ght he
be?"

"Ben Raines."

"Ch, Jesus CGod!" the wonman gasped. "That
can't be. He's "way to hell and gone out West."

"Not anynore. He killed the
nmercenary, Sam Hartline, and defeated the
Russi an, Striganov. Do either of you know a man
naned Jack, who was on patrol tonight, a few
mles east of here?"

"Yeah. W both know him He lives a few
mles on up this road. How do you know hi n®?"

"I just killed himand his partner. | cut their
heads

of f and stuck themup on poles."

of



The woman started squalling, jerking around on the
bed. Gene grabbed her and shook her until she shut
up.

"Ben Raines is your
f at her ?"

Gene asked.

"Yes. Now, the problemfacing me is this: What
to do with you two?"

"Mster," Cene said. "You cone into this house,
movi n" |ike a damm ghost. Afore that, you killed two
of the best manhunters | ever knowed ..."

Buddy kept his expression bland. He had seen
CGene carelessly drop his right hand off the bed and onto
the floor. The man nust think | ama fool
Buddy t hought .

" and stuck their heads up on
pol es. You just give ne and baby a chance, and
we'll clear this area faster than you can blink."

The nuscles in Gene's right arm bunched
slightly. Probably, Buddy thought, as his hand
cl osed around the butt of a weapon. Buddy had
renoved the nuzzle of the .45 fromthe man's cheek
when t he wonan had begun holl ering and jerking around. The
muzzl e was now only a few inches from Gene's
si de. Buddy waited.

"Yeah," the woman said. "W be gone faster
than you can kiss a duck."

"I have absolutely no intention of ever kissing a
duck, " Buddy i nforned her

"Well, then, partner," CGene said. "Kiss
this!"

Bef ore Gene could lift the pistol off the carpet,
Buddy's .45 had barked three tinmes, the boom ng
loud in the quiet, night-filled house. The force
of the heavy slugs turned the man slightly to one
side, blowing a large hole in his side. Gene
fl opped on the bed as one bl oody armwas flung
across the woman's bare stonach.

Wth a scream of fear and rage, the wonman | unged
at Buddy. Buddy whapped her on the side of the
head with the heavy .45. The woman dr opped
i ke a stone, not unconscious, but addl ed.

Moving swiftly, Buddy rolled the woman up
in a blanket and tied it cocoon-Ilike around her, using
strips of torn sheet.

She was fully consci ous now, |ooking at the young
man. "Now what ?" she asked.

"Be silent. | amthinking."
"This is awful unconfortable. You tied it too
tight."

"We all have our little difficulties to bear throughout
life."
The woman call ed hi ma nunber of very
unconpl i nent ary nanes.
Buddy waited until she paused for breath and
said, "However, if you feel your present dilemm
is too great a burden, | can fix it."
"How, you asshole!"
Buddy lifted the .45 and snil ed.
She shut her nouth and silently stared at him



"Did your man hold a position in the warlord's
arnmy?"

She nodded her head.

"What rank?"

"Company conmander . "

"He was close to Big Louie?"

"Nobody is close to Big Louie. Nobody
exceptin' Ashley."

"Where is this Ashley person?”

"Your guess is as good as m ne about that, handsone."

Buddy i gnored the "handsone" bit. He knew
what was on the woman's mind: Survival. He
made a qui ck but thorough search of the house, finding

detail ed plans on what unit was to go where in
case of attack fromthe outside. He discovered a
map showi ng all heavy gun positions.

A slight noise turned him around.

The wonman had struggl ed out of her bonds and was
standing in a doorway, pointing a pistol at him

"Ben Rai nes's son, huh?" she said, a
smirk on her lips. "I think Big Louie will
| ook favorably on me for this."

"Providing you can get me to him™"

"Ch, I'll get you to him Even if | have
to shoot both | egs out fromunder you."

Buddy hurled hinmself to one side just as the pistol in
her hand started cracking.

Chapter 8

Ben came awake with a start, his heart pounding,
sweat bathing him He | ooked around the big squad
tent. It was enpty.

What had awakened hi n?

He didn't know.

Ben lay on his camp bed, listening. He could
hear nothing alien in the night. The rain had | essened
somewhat. Wiere it had been pouring down in torrents,
now it was only a quiet pattering on the canvas.

Silently, he slipped fromhis bed and dressed,
pul ling on his boots and lacing them He picked up
hi s Thonpson and noved to the flap opening, pushing it
asi de and steppi ng out.

He stood for a nmoment, snelling the clean
fresh-washed earth as the light drizzle bathed his
face, waking himfully.

He felt better, but that feeling of alarmwas still with
hi m

Moverrent to his right turned his head. He wat ched
as his daughter, Tina, wal ked toward him

"Coul dn't sleep, Dad?" she asked.

"Somet hi ng woke nme. Somet hing strange. | don't
know what it was, or is. You?"

"Somet hi ng woke me," she admitted. "Like you,
don't know what."

"Let's walk to the communi cations truck," Ben
suggested. He | ooked at his watch. Four o'clock
Time to get up anyway. A natural
dawning, at least. |If anything good ever came out of a
wor | dwi de di saster such as the survivors had
experienced, it was the return of God's tine; void
of man's fiddling with it, called daylight savings.



The Rebel on duty | ooked up as Ben and
Tina entered. "Just talked with Base Canp One,
general. Storm s gone and the stars are out. The birds
will be flying today. They'll bring all the equipnent we
asked for."
"Good! Have you found Big Louie's radio
frequency yet ?"
"Yes, sir. Just the usual radio chatter
Not hi ng much happening in there."
"Stay withit."
"Yes, sir."
Qut side, Ben waited while Tina got them
cups of hot tea, and then father and daughter sipped and
tal ked in the pre-dawn darkness.
"I never placed much credence in the
supernatural, Dad. |If supernatural is the
right choice of words. But | awakened with the oddest
feeling."
"What kind of feeling, Tina?"
"Li ke, well, a part of me is ... How do |
say this? It was a feeling of danger,
Dad. But the danger was not for me. Does that make
any sense to you at all?"
"Yes. Yes, that was the sensation | experienced
at waking. Wiat do you think it neans?"
"The report that your son is on his way out here,
Dad. Is he your son, Dad?"
Ben sighed. "Tina, | just don't know. It's
certainly possible. | renenber the wonan.
renenber the party and what happened afterward. It's
certainly feasible that the young man is my son
W'll just have to wait and see."
She grinned up at him "God, but | bet you
were a randy bastard!"
"Watch your nouth, girl," Ben said with a snile
"You're not too big to spank.”
Laughi ng, Tina tossed hima nock salute and
wal ked away into the darkness.
Ben stood for a tinme, alone in the mst and the ink of that
time just prior to the first silver fingers of dawning.
Are you ny son? Ben projected his thoughts through the
dark. Are you out there? And are you in trouble?
The woman screaned and pulled the trigger again.
Buddy felt a lance of pain rip his leg, followed
by a warmrush of blood. Buddy rolled, banged
against a wall, and came up with a .45 in his
hand.
The wonman yelled at himand pulled the trigger
The slug struck the wall close to Buddy's head.
He leveled the .45 and triggered off two quick
rounds. The woman grunted and dropped her pistol
Cocked, it discharged when it hit the floor, the slug
striking the woman just under the chin, traveling upward,
t hrough her head, and exiting out the top of her skull.
She fell to the floor, trenbled for a few
seconds, then was still.
Buddy linped to a wi ndow and | ooked out. The rain
had stopped, only a very light mst now falling.
He waited for a full sixty count. No
headl i ght s appeared; no shouts of alarmcut the



ni ght. Turning away fromthe w ndow, |eaving the house
dar k, Buddy found the bat hroom closed the door

and switched on the lights. The expl osi on of |ight
startled him He was not accustoned to electric
lights. They were so bright.

He funmbled in the nedicine cabinet and found
i odi ne and bandages. Renoving his trousers, Buddy
i nspected the wound. Not too bad. The slug had
taken a chunk of flesh fromhis upper thigh, then
travel ed on. Buddy bathed the wound in water, then
gritted his strong, even teeth as he poured
i odi ne onto the wound. He blinked his eyes a
couple of tines and carefully bandaged t he wound. He
pul l ed his trousers back on and took the bottle of
i odi ne and fresh bandages. He turned off the
lights in the bathroom stood for a nmonent in the
dar kness, allow ng his eyes to adjust, then stepped out
into the hall.

The house reeked of bl ood and deat h.

Buddy made anot her search of the house, |ooking for
anyt hing that m ght shed nore light on Big Louie and his
forces. He could find nothing to add to what he'd al ready
f ound.

He did find several hundred rounds of .45
cal i ber amunition, in clear plastic bags. He
took those. He had spotted a Jeep parked by the
side of the house, and even though he hated to part with his
not orcycle, the Jeep would afford hima bit nore
protection and, with its four-wheel capabilities,
coul d take himthrough places where the bi ke m ght bog
down.

He | ooked at the woman, sitting on the hal
floor, her legs spread obscenely w de, her
ni ght gown hi ked up to her waist, two bullet
holes in her chest. Her eyes were open, staring wde
i n deat h.

Buddy wal ked into the bedroom to stand over the

bl ood- soaked bed. He turned away and wal ked
out of the house to the Jeep. There, he transferred
all his gear fromthe notorcycle and covered it with a
cammo tarp he had found folded in a utility

room
The Jeep started at the first try, the engine
runni ng snmoothly. The gas tank was full, and there

were two five-gallon gas cans secured on the
rear of the Jeep. Letting the notor warm up
Buddy checked the spare gas cans. Full
Wal ki ng back to the drivers' side, Buddy gl anced
into the back seat; one final check before pulling out.
There was a knapsack on the floorboards. He
checked it. Heavy with spare clips and amo for an
M 16 and ei ght or ten grenades.

"Well, now," Buddy said, smling in the nmisty
night. "The odds are inproving in ny favor."

He | oaded the M16's he'd taken fromthe
headl ess nmen and laid themw thin easy reach. He
backed out of the drive and | ooked up at the sky. It
woul d be breaking dawn very soon. Best to hunt a
hol e ri ght now.

Buddy clicked on the radi o nounted under the dash



of the Jeep and began searching the bands. He

heard chatter that was alnost mlitary, except that they
used ni cknanes. He knew that was not any of

Rai nes's Rebels. He carefully searched the

frequenci es.

He smiled as he heard, "Recon four
to Eagl e base."

He knew that General Ben Raines was often
referred to as the Eagl e.

"CGo, Recon four."

"W're between Del aven and W/ sey. Have
secured a portion of Fifty-six for an LZ
Pl ease advi se the general ."

"Ten-four, Recon. WII do. Eagle base
clear."”

Buddy checked his old and well-creased road
map. He was well north and sone east of that area.

And

fromthe comuni cati ons just overheard, CGeneral Raines
was sone di stance fromthe just secured | anding zone. But where?
North, south, or west of it? Not east of it, for that
woul d put the general inside of Big Louie's
clainmed territory.

Buddy reached around behind hi mand took out two
grenades fromthe knapsack, laying themon the seat
besi de him He had nmade up his mind. There
was a | ake just west and south of his present position.
He could make it before dawn. He'd go there and rest
and hide; listen to the radio. Wen Ceneral Raines
arrived at the LZ, Buddy woul d know.

The young man had a funny feeling in the pit of his
stomach, and his nouth was dry just thinking about neeting
Ceneral Raines. He would not deny the truth: He
was afraid of Ben Raines. Mst people he had ever
tal ked with about Ben Raines adnitted that they, too,
were afraid of him

Buddy had fought outlaws, warlords, crazed people, and
mutants. He had killed many tinmes in defense of
his life. He had, of course, known fear many tines.

But not this kind of fear. This kind of fear was
different.

Buddy put the Jeep in gear and pulled out,
gl anci ng once nore up at the sky. It |ooked like the
dawn was going to bring a beautiful day.

The feelings that both Ben and Ti na had awakened with
had vani shed, both of them experiencing the lifting of
tensi ons just about dawn. Although they were not together at the
time, each knew.

The ol d prop-job planes from Base Canp
One had left at five o' clock, their time. They should be
| andi ng, barring any unforeseen
difficulties, late that afternoon.

Ben gathered all his commanders in his big tent, around
a table, a map of the area spread out.

"As usual ," Ben said, "we're going to be
spread thin. If we had nore people, it would be a very
sinmple matter to destroy this Big Louie. W'd
just put himin a box and squeeze it tight. But we
can't do that. But what we can do is terrorize those
living in his territory; those who willingly accept and



take part in the slavery and torture. And fromall the
intel we've received, that is just about everybody.
W're going to hit and burn and run, freeing al

sl aves as we do so.

"This Big Louie has very thin control of the area
south of H ghway Fifty-four. The people we tal ked
with say Louie's people are struggling to get a toehold
in that part of the state. Dan has teans in that area
now, quietly talking to the people and raising a little hel
with Big Louie's people. The survivors are joining
our ranks. |I'mgiving command of that area to Tina;
she' Il be |l eaving as soon as the planes arrive and
she and her people can resupply.™

Dan nodded his head in agreenment. "She's earned
her command, general ."

The ot hers gathered around nodded their heads
in accord.

"Dan," Ben said. "You and your group will work
north fromH ghway Fifty-four. In a curve
Run your teams fromlola east to the M ssouri
line, then curve your eastern groups north and work
them westerly."

Dan studied his map for a nmonment, marking in his
peri meters.

"W're going to have to cache supplies inside
eneny territory. \Where you put themis your
busi ness. W obviously can't carry enough on our
backs for a sustained operation. |Ike, as soon as you
and your

peopl e get resupplied, take off north, to the
Nebraska |ine. Wen you get nmy word to junp off,
stri ke south.

Ever ybody
stay well clear of Kansas City.

"I'"'m spreadi ng ny people along the old Kansas

Tur npi ke and pushing eastward. W're | eaving them

lots of holes to escape; that's fine. | don't
give a dam if they all run. Chances are
they' Il never regroup. But one thing for certain: W

have to kill Big Louie and this Ashley person
That's it, gang. Now all we have to do is
wait for the planes.”

"Ceneral Khansin. Many planes have taken off
fromthe Rebels' Base Canp."

"Headi ng in which direction?"

"West, sir."

"Heavily | aden?"

"They appear so, sir."

"Resuppl yi ng General Raines out West.
He's found himanother windmll to tilt. D d
Ceneral Jefferys leave with the planes?"

"No, sir. No troops left."
" Damm! "
Khansin hit the desktop with a balled fist. He
was thoughtful for a moment. Then he sighed and shook his
head. He swiveled his chair and gazed out the w ndow
for a noment. Wthout turning around, he asked, "What
is our |latest estimate on the Rebels in North
Ceor gi a?"

"An estimate is all it would be, general



There are new arrivals daily. And Cenera
Jefferys keeps shifting his troops around, meking it
i npossible for us to tally them"

"Your best estimate, then."”

"Between two t housand and forty-five hundred.”

"And here |I sit with ny divisions,"

Khansi n sai d,

a bitterness in his voice.

"The men will follow The Hot Wnd, sir."

The wind bl ows hot fromhell, too, Khansin
t hought. He rose fromhis chair and wal ked to a | arge
map. He | eaned closer and peered intently at
several spots along the Savannah River
"Gat her your best, your
very best
assault troops. Start theminfiltrating
into Georgia. Very small teans, carrying as mnuch
hi gh expl osi ves as they can. Have them spread out,
east to west, all across the top third of the state,
stayi ng south of this highway." He tapped the |ong
line indicating Interstate 20. "Myve the teans
out one hour apart and start themimediately. In
seventy-two hours, and if they're careful, it wll
take that long for the plan to be discovered by Rebe
intelligence, I can have a thousand troops in
Ceorgia. Tell themto seize transportation from
civilians. Kill the civilian nen, of
course," he added, al nbst as an afterthought. "And the
worman and children, too, if they present nuch of a
problem Every twenty hours, double the size of the
teans." He began pacing the room grow ng
excited with his plan. "Yes. Yes. Not one thousand
men in seventy-two hours, but five thousand nen."

He | ooked at his XO An intense,
fanatical light was shining in Khansin's eyes.

The XO wai t ed.

"Perhaps," Khansin said, "if Allah smles
upon us, when Ben Raines returns fromhis
adventures in the West, he will find his precious
Base Canp One not hing nore than snoking ruins and
his so-call ed undefeatable arny in headl ong retreat,
panic and fear in their eyes, and their wonmen here!"
He thunped his desk. "Toys for our |oyal
troops to play with at their |eisure.™

Khamsi n rang for coffee.

The dark bitter coffee poured, Khansin lifted
hi s

cup. "To victory!"

The general and his XO toast ed.

A bit prematurely, some mght say, for they
were forgetting a nunber of very inportant things.

Li ke about three thousand Rebel troops, under the
conmand of one Cecil Jefferys.

Chapter 9

"What's wrong?" Cecil asked the radio
oper at or.

"Sorry to have disturbed you, sir," the Rebe
conmuni cations officer said, "but | wanted you to hear
this."

Cecil listened. "I don't hear a thing."



"That's right, sir. Nothing. |I just scanned al
the frequencies The Hot Fart uses ..."

"I believe that's The Hot W nd,
lieutenant," Cecil said with a smle

"Yes, sir. Hot Wnd, hot shit, whatever

He's still a lunmp of camel turd. But the silence

i s what bothers ne, general. Al of a sudden, about
two hours ago, all the chatter stopped. | nean,
there is

not hi ng

being said."

"And you' ve been searching the bands ever since?"

"Yes, sir. Total dead silence.”

"I's the equi prent working properly?"

"Yes, sir. | called the engineer in and had her
check it. Then we contacted several of our [ong
range recon patrols; one of themup in Onio.
Everything is five by five, general."

"I think The Hot Wnd just blew out whatever
surprise he nmight have had in store for us,

i eutenant."”

He turned to a runner. "Cet the XO over
here, right now "

"Yes, sir!"

"What do you think it is, sir?"

"l don't know. But whatever it is, it isn't
good news for us. I'mvery glad you picked up on
this, lieutenant. Go to Code C and tell any
patrols close to hone base to get back in here,
pronto."

Hs XO at his side, Cecil said
"Everybody up, Joe. Red alert. But keep the
hustl e and bustle down to a mininum and no tal king
about it. Mark and his brother, Al varo?"

"They' ve got their people down near the Interstate,
general . Just east of the Cconee National Forest."

"I don't want any unnecessary chatter on the
air, Joe. Send a light plane down to their
canp. Advise themthat Khansin is up to sonething.
What, we don't know. Yet. Tell themto go
to full alert. But do it quietly."

"Yes, sir."
Many of the Rebel conpany commanders had gat hered around
the two nmen, standing quietly, |istening.

Cecil looked at them then briefed them
"CGet your people together, but do it easy.
Quickly, but calmy. Full battle gear, five
days' rations. Get your people ready."

The CO S saluted and left.

Back in his command post, with his senior commanders around
him Cecil stood and stared at a | arge wal
nap.

"I'f I were the Libyan," he said, "I would
hit us full force. He's got thousands of
conbat -ready troops; he could overwhel mus wth
nunbers. It's amazing to me that he hasn't already
done it. For sone reason, he's very hesitant. But
then | have to consider that

Khansi n was schooled as a terrorist; Abu's
student and his best. And because he is basically a



terrorist, that makes him several things. A
fanatic in his mnd, totally ruthless, and a coward at
heart. The troops he has is all he's got
right now So Khamsin is not going to personally
die for Allah. Not if he can help it. But he wll
send a couple of thousand to their deaths, in order to gain
what ? A toehol d? Yes. Certainly. But

where? And usi ng what net hods?"

Ceci| stepped back fromthe map and sat down at
his desk. "A few thousand nen, slipped into our area
in very small teams, to be used as ..
sappers!™”

Col onel WIlians | ooked at Cecil.
"Li ke "Nam general ?"

"Yeah," Cecil said. "But nore than sappers,
Joe. Men schooled in the art of sabotage. There
are no comuni cations lines to cut-not anynore. So
their m ssion would be nultiple. Terror, sure. But
nore than that. They'd be good troops. Some of, if not,
his best. If they could get inside our territory,
we'd have a full-scale guerrilla war on our

hands. "
"And if Khamsin's troops could establish a
front," Joe said, "it would be only a matter of

time before his main forces would roll right over us. Like the
Tri-States," he added softly. Joe had been
a conpany conmander back in those days, gradually
clinmbing the rank | adder to becone second in command
of the eastern-based Rebels. Joe was a good solid
sol di er, one hundred percent |oyal to Ben
Rai nes, | ke McGowan, and Cecil Jefferys.

"Yeah," Cecil said. "Like the Tri-States,
Joe. "

The planes were, at first, only tiny dots in
t he blue sky. Then they took shape, did a
fly-by of the LZ, and began setting down
on the ol d hi ghway.

Ben shook hands with the pilot of the first plane down.
"How are things back at Base One?" he asked.

"Well, general, they were fine when we |left. But
the | ast conmmuni cati on we recei ved was, well, odd."
"Qdd, how?"

"Ceneral Jefferys came on the horn. Said a
front was nmoving in, probably fromthe south.
Advi sed us to stay out here. Said the old birds were
too valuable to risk getting caught up in a
hail storm GCeneral Raines, | checked the weather
shack just before | eaving. There are no systens anywhere
back East. And there sure as hell isn't any
hai l . "

"Khansin is making a nove, Ben," I|ke
said. "Cec isn't sure where or how, that's why he
said 'probably fromthe south.” his

"And the hail is lead,"” Ben said. "Wuat else
did he say?" he asked the pilot.

"Well, odd again, sir. He said due to w nd
di st ur bances, conmuni cations would be difficult.
Hell, sir. There was no wi nd when we took off.
It was dead calm"

"The Hot Wnd," Ben said. "GCet



unl oaded, " he told the gathering knot of
pilots. "Cone on, |lke."

They wal ked to a comuni cations van. The engi neer
had just finished rigging an antenna. "Can you get through
to Base Canp One?" Ben asked.

"Yes, sir. No sweat." In half a
m nute, he had contacted the Rebels in
Ceorgia. "Stand by for traffic fromthe Eagle.'

Seventy mles away, straight north, Buddy
laid by his Jeep, tucked away in a clunp of
trees, and |i stened.

Ben took the mke. "This is the Eagle. Get
me the Hawk."

The Hawk nust be General Jefferys, Buddy
t hought .

Cecil came on the horn. "Afternoon, Ben," he
said cheerfully. "How s the weat her out there?"

"Very nice, Cec. | hear you have a slight
problemw th the wind out there. That right?"

"Definitely picking up, Ben. The
tenperature, too."

The Hot W nd.

"Well, Cec, | guess all you can do is
pl ug up any holes in the buildings."

"That's about it, Ben. Ch, | think we'll
ride out the storm | believe a
surprise party was initially planned for me, but I
got wind of it. | guess that blewthe
surprise.”

Ben and I ke smled. "Yeah, | hate to hear
that, Cec. | forgot about your birthday."

"Yeah, ne, too. Ben. But they're giving ne
nmy present anyway. Soneone found an unopened
carton of Canels."

| ke | aughed al oud.

"They could be bad for your health, Cec."

"That's what | keep hearing. But |'ve got a
carton of Luckies in reserve, just in case."

This time, it was Ben who | aughed. "I heard that,
Cec."

"What in the hell are they tal king about?" Buddy
sai d al oud.

"Don't hurt yourself blowi ng out all those candles,
Cec," Ben said.

"I shall do nmy best not to, Ben."

"I'f you don't need the birds back, Cec,
I'd like to keep them out here.”

"I think that would be best, Ben. You m ght need
them You take care, Ben."

"Same to you, Cec."

"He doesn't sound too worried,"
I ke said. "O course, | never knew hi mwhen he
sounded worried about anything!"

"I'f he needs help, he'll holler. That's
why he told the pilots to stay here. Wth these
pl anes, we can junmp in a battalion back
home, if it comes to that." Ben was silent for a few
seconds, his brow winkled in thought. He turned
to Janes Riverson. "Janes, break out all those
chutes we used back in California. Have the



riggers unfold, stretch, and dry them Then

repack." He | ooked at lke. "If Cec

calls, lke, you and your people will fly back and junp
in. Understood?"

"Right, Ben. But that's going to | eave the north
wi de open."

"Can't be helped. For the time being, if we can push
Big Louie and his assholes north of Interstate
Seventy, it'll have to do. And we may | ose Base
Canp One. | won't risk destroying everything
we' ve managed to acconplish for a piece of ground
Not when the entire nation is open to us."

"I wasn't going to bring that up. | hoped you
woul d. "

"Cecil feels the same way, |ke. Besides,

he has seal ed orders he'll open if
conditions warrant that. W'll nove
into Louisiana. |'ve had a small teamin that

area for over a year."

I ke grinned. "Cl ose-nouth bastard, ain't
you?"

Ben returned the smle. "Yep."

Teans fromthe Islamc People's Arny, the |PA
were nmoving into Georgia, heavily | aden with
expl osi ves. And General Khansin, alnost drunk
with the thoughts of victory, had increased the nunbers
novi ng across the Savannah River. A small
observer team of Rebels, located just south of
Augusta, had been forced to retreat before being
overrun. They got off

one terse nmessage to Base Canp One.

Hundreds of troops crossing river. Mist pul
back.

Anot her team of Rebels, also forced to pul
back fromtheir position further south, got off this

nessage
Faced with several battalions of |PA troops.
Cannot contain them Pulling back. WII link up with

ot her recon teans and comrence guerrilla warfare agai nst
eneny. Good | uck.
Cecil radioed back to all recon
units pulling back fromthe river
Negative on guerrilla tactics for tine being.
Pull into deep cover and keep your heads down.
Mai ntain radi o silence. Have plans for you people
[ ater. CGood | uck.
To all roam ng recon teanms between Interstates
85 and 20, Cecil radioed:
Hunt a hole and stay |low. Do not engage eneny
unl ess absolutely necessary. Miintain radio
silence. CGood | uck
Mark and Al varo pulled their people back deep into the
Cconee National Forest and dug in. They kept
their heads down and waited for orders from Genera

Jefferys.
"Joe," Cecil said to General WIIians,
"I think, like the old comrercial used to read, we are

in a heap of trouble."
"I think, sir, that you are right."
Ceci|l thought of the sealed orders Ben had given



him But he wasn't ready to open them just yet. For
he had a strong suspicion what they contained. He
knew t here was no way he was gong to contain The Hot
Wnd's troops. Not outnunbered forty or fifty
to one. Cecil had been playing games with
Khansin's recon people, constantly shifting
troops around the area. He had | ess than a thousand
regul ar Rebels at Base Canp One.

He silently counted his numbers. Mark and
Al varo had about two hundred and fifty people. Counting
all recon teanms, there m ght be an additional two
hundred and fifty. Perhaps fifteen hundred nen and
worren, and ki ds, among the untrained.

Ceci | sighed.

Bl unt old soldier that he was, Joe summed
it up. "It's fucking inpossible, general."

"Yes, | know, Joe. But |I'mnot going

to roll over and run away just yet. Joe* order
the untrained civilian wonmen and all kids under the
age of fourteen out of here. Send them across the line,
into Alabama." He hesitated. "One pl atoon
of Rebels with them C ear the hospital of wounded.
Send them too. Order the notor pool to get every
vehicle that will run ready to do so. That's just in
case. Fully fueled. Fill tankers and get
themrolling west. Start stripping this place right now,
but load trucks and pull out only at night. \ar
lights only. Let the civilian wonen drive the
trucks."

" Cener al ?"

"Yes, Joe?"

"Let's send the old soldiers with the
civilians."

Cecil smled, remenbering. He nodded his
head. "Fine, Joe."

Buddy | ay on his sleeping bag in the deep
timber and let his thoughts drift back to his nother
As a child, when conditions were normal, she had been a
good mot her. School s, nice clothes. Then after the
bonbs cane, she had left himwith the dd Mn
returning only occasionally to visit him Sonetines,
Buddy had thought, she must have forgotten he was alive.
The A d Man had really raised him And then
Buddy found out why she waited years to see him

He pushed that from his m nd.

But years back, when the A d Man was younger, he
had taught Buddy to survive. He taught him
to use a knife, a bow and arrow, to nake deadly
traps, taught himabout all types of weapons-and
mai nly, Buddy had | ater |earned, kept himaway
from his nother.

And it was only a year back that Buddy had
| earned the A d Man was really his grandfather

Dawn.

Ben stepped out of his tent and al nost collided with
Denise. At first, he did not
recogni ze the wonan. She was dressed in lizard
canmi es and beret, her dark hair pulled back and
tied. Her field pants bloused into boots. She
wore a .38 belted around her trimwaist. A



hunting knife in a sheath on the other side.

She saluted and said, "Reporting, sir."

Ben tossed her a salute and said, "Never
salute an officer in a conbat zone, Denise
That's a good way to get sonebody kill ed.
Sni pers. "

"Ch! Sorry, sir."

"That's all right. Just don't do it again.
Reporting for what, Denise?"

"As ordered, sir."

Ben blinked and scratched his head. "I didn't
order you to report to ne."

"No, sir. Ceneral McGowan did."

"To do what ?"

"Well ... | don't know, sir. He just said
that you needed an aide and told ne to report first
thing. So here I am"

Looki ng around him Ben saw Dr. Chase
| ke, Dan, and Tina all standing together, giggling and

trying not to look in his direction

Even Carl, Colonel Gay's
bat man, was smiling, looking in every direction
except at Ben Rai nes.

"Asshol es!” Ben sai d.

"Just |ike opinions, general,"’
straight face

"What's that?" Ben asked, |ooking at her

"Everybody has one."
Chapter 10

A runner fromthe conmmunicati ons van reached Ben
nearly out of breath. She handed Ben a fol ded
pi ece of paper. "This just came in, sir. From
Ceneral Jefferys.™

Ben opened the paper.
W1l hold I ong enough to allow civilians to | eave area.
Believe it is inmpossible to contain |IPA troops
for very long. Good | uck.

"Bad?" | ke asked.

Ben handed the paper to him Ike read it and said,
"Shit! It nust be bad for Cec to send sonething like this.
You want me to get my people together, Ben?"

Denise said with a

Ben shook his head. "I don't know, I|ke,"
he said with a sigh. "I think this nessage is coded.
For Khansin's benefit. | think Cec has
somet hing up his sleeve. | think he wants

Khansin to believe he's in panic."
| ke was thoughtful. "You may be right. He sure
didn't ask for any help, did he?"
"No. And he wouldn't hesitate to ask. But |
can't contact himabout it without tipping his hand ... if
he's hol ding a good hand, that is."
"Just a few hours ago he was not worried at
all," lke nused aloud. "Ben, there is no way
for Khamsin to have noved that many troops into position this
soon. His troops are not concentrated; they're
all over South Carolina."
"Very well." Ben made up his mnd. "It's
Cecil's show, we'll let himopen and cl ose the
curtains as he sees fit. If he needs us,
we're only a few hours away."



"I wonder if he's opened those seal ed orders
yet."

"I doubt it. He'd have said. Al right, Ike.

W' ve got two fronts, as usual. Let's
start taking care of this one."

Em| Hte had been down for a year, but far from
bei ng out. The former used-car sal esman from
Chat t anooga was al so known as a con man from severa
other states, and for awhile he had even been known as
Father Emi |, earthbound enissary of the Great CGod
Bl onm

It had been a pretty good scamfor as long as it
worked. Until those Ninth Order asshol es had
screwed it all up. And then those totally brutish
nmer cenaries canme charging in. And they
real ly
fucked things up.

But eventually they had left, leaving only a
smal | nunber of Emil's former converts behind. But
they were the hard-core Father Eml| followers, totally
loyal to him And conditions being what they were,
worldwide, it didn't take Emi| |long to put together
anot her scam One thing Emil could do, and do well,
was tal k very convincingly.

And he had tal ked enough to gat her about two hundred
new foll owers. O course, he knew they were al
yo-yos-sonme of themtotally around the bend; but that
didn't matter, not as long as they waited on him
hand and foot and catered to his every need.

He had convinced his followers that the Geat Cod
Bl oom who had once sat by the side of the
Al m ghty, had deserted them allow ng those brutish

repugnant types to enter their lives, as
puni shnent .

Now Bl omm was back, stronger than ever on the
side of Father Em| and his flock. But,
he cautioned his robed troops, "Don't expect

mracles fromnme. | cannot deliver mracles.
Al I can do is tell you what Blommtells
ne. "

In other words, get off my ass and cool it with the
demands for me to turn water into booze, and all that
ot her hokey shit.

They believed it. Sure, they believed it.

Made as nuch sense as sone of those religions that were
alive and kicki ng back when the world was nornal -nore or
| ess.

Just to keep his followers guessing, Eml| would
occasionally fall on the ground and thrash around, speaking
in tongues. Then he'd get up, brush hinself off,
and do his rendition of the Mashed Pot at oes, the
Funky Chi cken, the Dog, and the Twi st.

Hell, they loved it!

Silly shitsl!

And, Enil suspected, nore than a few knew it
was all a scam He knew he was comic relief
to many of the growi ng nunbers. But he deliberately and
very carefully kept those in the mnority. They handl ed the
tribute to Father Emil-and got nore than their share of the
pussy, too.



Emi| had settled in North
Loui si ana, had hima real nice church (used
to be a Baptist church) complete with a little band that could
really cook with Christian rock and Roll. Enil
had rewitten several hymms, putting themto the
tunes of "Shake, Rattle, and roll,"
"Don't be Cruel," "Money, Honey," and
"Pissin' In The Wnd." To nane just a few
The flock really got down and boogi ed when
Emi| would pull his robe up past his knees,
signal the band to start jammn', and Em| would start
belting out in song.
Hot damm! but he loved to see those sisters
strut their stuff, prancing up and down the aisles,
shaki ng their noney-nmakers and shouting in tongues.
But this new group was just a tad different fromthe |ast
group Em | had forned. This time, he had vowed, no
one was going to come along and fuck it up
This time, everyone was arnmed. And well trained in the
handl i ng of the guns. And Enil and his enforcers conthe ones
who knew it was all pre-planned bullshit-saw
toit that the farms were productive, the robe

factories worked well, and everybody stayed in

['ine.
Al in all, Eml thought, it was working out fine.
If that fuckin' Ben Raines would just

stay away.

Buddy stayed in deep cover, close to his
Jeep, listening to the radio and thinking.

Now t hat he was away from his nmother and coul d think wthout
interruption, he was nore than ever convinced the worman was
stark, raving mad. And he was well aware of, and had
been for sone tine, that the dd Man had
deliberately let his nmother think himdead for many
years.

But why, only a couple of years ago, had the
A d Man taken himto his nother? That puzzled
Buddy.

And it just may be he'd never know.

The radi o began crackling, and Buddy stopped his
thinking to concentrate on the radi o nmessages.

"Topeka One to Chanute. Cone on
Chanute. "

"Chanute here."

"Are you under attack, yet, Chanute?"

" Under
att ack,

did you say?"

"Ten-four, Chanute."

"Hell, no. We're not under attack. Wat's
goi ng on, Topeka?"

"Stay alert, Chanute. Ben Raines and his people
are about to pull sonething."

"Hell, they've been out there threestfour days.
They- was

A new voi ce took over the mke. A strong
voice, with a heavy southern accent. "Do not question
orders, Chanute. Just do as you are told. Is that
under st ood?"

"Yes, sir!"



Ben knew that accented voice. He was sitting in
his vehicle, Denise by his side, |istening. And
said aloud that the voice was famliar to him

"An ol d friend?" she asked.

"I don't think so."

"An ol d eneny, then?"

"That would be nore like it, |I'mthinking. But from where,
the thing that puzzles ne."
“"I't will come to you, general."

"Ch? You sound very sure of that, Denise. Are you
all omi sci ent?"
"Possessing infinite know edge, general ? Ch, no.
Are you surprised that | know the neaning of that |arge
wor d?"
"Yes," Ben said truthfully, as was his way.
"Mbst your age didn't have the time for nuch
formal education.”
"I had to teach myself after the bombs cane. But
then, | have always enjoying reading ... even your rough
tough nen's adventure books."
Ben had to smile. "Were did you find copies of
t hose?"
"Ch, here and there."
"Uh- huh. Getting back to the nysterious voice
we just heard? ..."

"And why | think it will come to you? ..." She
trailed it off as he had done.

"Yes."

"Way ... You're a god, aren't you?"

Ben gl ared at her, and then started |aughing. He
had a strong suspicion they were going to get along very
wel I .

| ke approached the vehicle and said, "I'm
pullin' out, Ben. | should be in position by late this
afternoon, if all goes well."

Ben got out and stretched. Denise got out and
stood a few feet away fromthe nen, watching as
Col. Dan Gray and Capt. Tina Raines
j oi ned the nen.

"Al'l teams ready?" Ben asked.

Sitting on G

"Not a whole hell of alot left to say then,"
Ben told them

Dan pulled a nmap out of his case and spread it
on the hood of the vehicle.

I ke said, "Me and nmy gang will spread fromright
here at Marysville east to Sparks and work south from
there."”

"My teans will be spread from El gi n east
to Baxter Springs," Tina said. "Qur territory
will be everything between the state line up to Hi ghway
Fifty-four."

"I"mtaking everything fromFifty-four up
to Interstate Thirty-five," Dan said

"And |'mtaking everything between Thirty-five and
Seventy," Ben said. "And that included Topeka."

"You are taking the lion's share, general," Dan
said, just as Dr. Chase joined the group

"Of course, he is," Lamar said. "The old
bastard still thinks he's a young buck."

is



I ke cleared his throat. "He's about the sane
age | am Doc."

"Well, that makes you a niddle-aged fart,
too, MGowan," Lanmar popped right back. "You
want me to maintain my field hospital right where
we are, Ben?"

"For the time being, Lamar, | think that woul d be best.
The LZ is secure and set up ..." Ben
paused, thoughtful. "But if Cec noves the big
hospital 2 ..."

"And he's probably doing that right now " Ike
said. "Your energency orders were to head for
Al abarma, Ben."

Ben | ooked at Lamar and rai sed one eyebrow in
guesti on.

Interesting gesture, Denise thought. Froma very
interesting man. O course, even in the short tine
she'd been in canp, she had heard a | ot of canp
gossi p about General Raines. About how he did
love the ladies. Oten.

Woul dn't hurt ny feelings a bit, she
silently rnused.

"W can handl e anything that comes our way, Ben,"
Lamar assured him "But you know that we're
practicing nmedi cine on probably a Wrld War
Two | evel out here in the field. There nmight be a
probl em wi th whol e bl ood; but we'll just have to wait and
see about that."

"There is really a great hospital in
Topeka, " Denise said. "It's well staffed and
wel | equi pped, so I'mtold."

Al eyes swung toward her

"I"'msorry. | did not mean to interrupt."”

"You didn't," Ben said quickly. "That is very
val uabl e intelligence. Anything you can think of, tel
us."

She nodded her head. "I probably don't know
that rmuch.”

"And you probably know nore than you think you do,"
Dan said. "That is usually the case. Wat is the
nane of this facility?"

"The nedical center."

"Locati on?"

She told him

Ben smled. "We'll try to keep it intact and
t ake what ever nedical supplies they m ght have
stored, Lamar."

"I"'msure that will be an effort for you, Raines,"
Lamar said with a smle. "Not blow ng things up."

"There was a man who stayed on the Potawat on
Reservation for a time," Denise said. "A very old
man. In robes. He carried a great stick with
him A staff, | suppose you'd call it."

Ben felt a chill spread over him Looking
at the others, he knew they were experiencing the sane
sensati on.

The Prophet.

That old figure that occasionally popped up-
seemingly at the same tinme in many different places.
Ben remenbered the first time he had seen the nman who



called hinself the Prophet.

Littl e Rock, a couple of years back, when
Rosita had been by his side.

Looking at the others, Ben knew that they, too,
were nmonmentarily lost in nenories.

"Heads up, general!" a Rebel called.

Ben and Rosita turned. Ben heard her sharp
i ntake of breath.

"Dios mo!"
she hi ssed.

A man was approaching them angling across the
street, stepping around the litter. It was the man in the
dreans Rosita had been having. Bearded and

robed and carrying a long staff.

The man stopped in the street, and Ben | ooked
into the wildest eyes he had ever seen

And the ol dest, he thought.

"My God!" soneone said in a whisper. "It's
Moses. "

A smal|l team of Rebels started toward the
man. He held up a warning hand. "Stay
away, ye soldiers of a false god."

"It is Mdses," a woman said, only half
in jest.

Ben continued to stare at the man. And be stared at in
return. Burning eyes, savage, but yet sad.

Eyes filled w th know edge.

"I hope not," Ben said, and
hi s
statement was given only half in jest. The robed
man was disturbing to Ben. "Are you all right?" Ben
called. "W have food we'll share with you."

The robed man replied, "I want nothing from
you." He stabbed his long staff against the broken
concrete of the street. He swung his dark, piercing
eyes to the Rebels gathered protectively around
Ben, weapons at the ready. "Your worshipping of a
false god is offensive." He turned and wal ked
away.

@unfire spun them around. Then the radio
crackled with the news that a patrol had found a
famly unit of mutants and the great beasts had
attacked them The Rebels had been forced to kil
themall. Ben and his patrol went to the building that
had housed the nutants and were wondering what to do with the
only survivor, a small mutant
baby, savage and hi deous | ooki ng.

"Here comes Nutsy!" a Rebel called into the
basenent .

"Who?" Ben asked, then realized the Rebel was
referring to the old man in the robes.

The ol d man appeared at the shattered basenent

door. "I amcalled the Prophet," he
announced.
Ben said, "My nane is-was
The Prophet waved himsilent. "I know who you
are." He pointed his staff at Ben. "Your life
will be long and strife filled. You will sire many children,
and in the end, none of your dreams will becone reality.

| have spoken with God, and He has sent ne



to tell you these things. You are as He to your people, and
soon com n your measurenment of tine -- many nore will cone
to believe it. But recall H s words: No false

gods before Me." The old man's eyes seened

to burn into Ben's head. "It will not be your fault.
But it will Iie on your head."

The old man turned and wal ked back into the
street.

The Rebels were silent for a nmonent until another
Rebel stuck his head into the doorway.

"Sure is quiet in here," he said.

"What did you make of Nutsy?" soneone asked
hi m

"Who?"

"The old guy with the beard and sandal s and the robe and
big stick."

The Rebel had seen no one answering to that
description.

"Well, where the hell have you been?"

"I been sittin' right outside this door, in a
Jeep! And there ain't been nobody wearin' robes
or sandals and carryin' a big stick come out of this
bui | di ng. What the hell have you guys been
doi ng-snokin' some old | eft-handed cigarettes?"

Later, Ben spoke with a Rebel sergeant,
Buck Osgood, who had just pulled in from
Arizona. Buck told Ben he had seen an old
man who call ed hinmself the Prophet.

"When did you see him Buck?"

"Ah, last week."

"I'n Arizona?"

"Yes, sir."

"The date?"

"Ah, the ninth, sir."

"Ti me, approxi mately?"

was "Bout noon, | reckon."

"That's the sanme tine and date | saw him" Ben
tol d the young sergeant.

"I didn't know you were in Arizona then, sir.

"l wasn't, Buck," Ben said. "I was in
Littl e Rock."
Chapter 11

Ben brought Denise up to date on the old man
called the Prophet. The others listened in silence.

The woman took the telling w thout any apparent
di sbelief or shock. "My people are not as skeptica
or as frightened of spirits as your people, general," she told
him "Those fromthe other side often walk this earth
years after their passing. Perhaps the old man is a
messenger from God. Who can tel | ?"

"I's the old man still at the reservation?" Ben
asked.

"Ch, no. One day he just vani shed. No one
has seen himsince. O if they have, they are
keeping silent about it."

Ben nodded and put the old nan called the
Prophet out of his mnd. "Let's roll, gang."

"We' || crush Ben Raines like a bug!" Big
Louie said. "This tinme he's nmet his Waterl oo."

“Uh- huh, " Ashl ey draw ed.



"Ashl ey, nmy good fellow " Big
Loui e said, leaning forward. "Don't you realize
what this neans?"

"I know that we've got one hell of a fight
| ooki n" smack at us."

"Ch, pish-posh! You sinply don't understand these
mlitary types, Ashley. They have no imagi nation
None at all. They go right by the book. They're
totally predictable. | tell you, we are going
to defeat Raines quite handily. And then, ny good nan,
with that overblown | egend rotting in the ground, the nation,
the entire
nati on,
will be ours for the plucking." He giggled. "And al
those |l ovely young girls for the fucking!"

Ashl ey nodded his head. Mght as well agree
with the silly perverted bastard, he thought. G own
wonen intimdated Louie. So he used little
girls. So he could intimdate them O young
boys. It really didn't make that much difference
to Louie. But this time, Louie was flat out wong about
t he upcoming fight. The | egend of Ben Rai nes
m ght well be a bit overblown, but the man damm
sure wasn't.

"So you think it's going to be a cakewal k, huh
Loui e?"

"You forgot to say Your Majesty," Big Louie
sai d.

The ook in Ashley's eyes w ped the grin right
of f Louie's face. "I'monly joking,

Ashl ey," Loui e whined. "You know | don't demand
that from you."

"You silly bastard!" Ashley hissed at him
"Do you have any idea how fuckin' ridicul ous you
| ook?" Before Big Louie could reply, Ashley
said, "Sittin'" up there on that goddammed t hrone;
maki n' peopl e bow and scrape to you. You bear one thing in
m nd, you goofy fag: | put you up there, and | can
jerk you down any damed tine | please.™

Big Louie pursed his lips, |ooking very nuch |ike
a fat fish, and stamped his slipper-clad foot.
"And you're forgetting that | saved your life, you
ungrateful oaf!"

"Yes, Louie," Ashley replied wearily.
"How can | ever forget? You keep constantly
rem ndin' ne."

"You' d have died if it hadn't of been for ne,
Ashl ey!" Loui e screamed, slapping his hands agai nst
the arns of his great chair. "And this is the way you
repay my bravery and ki ndness!"

Ashley at first looked irritated, then
began | aughi ng. "Bravery? You? Brave? You
tossed a rubber inner tube to me when that dammed
boat sank in the M ssissippi. Let's don't
make any nore of it than it really was."

"I nursed you back to health. Renenber?"
Loui e asked coyly.

"Don't bat your eyes at nme. |'mnot one of
your playmates, Louie."

"I would certainly be anenable to that, Ashley,"



Loui e si nper ed.

"I can't think of anything nmore disgusting than that.
Don't push your luck, Louie."

"Ch, Ashley. Don't let's quarrel."

"Stop sinmpering!" Louie was all tw sted
sexually, no one in their right mnd would ever question that; but
to take Louie lightly would be a fatal m stake.

He might not be the bravest man in the world, but he was
bot h dangerous and devi ous. He had killed many,

many tinmes; often for very little reason-that any sane
person coul d see.

"You think I'mw ong about this Raines cretin,
don't you, Ashley?"

"No." And Louie's face brightened. "I
know
you're wong, Louie."

Loui e | ooked crestfallen.

"And here is sonething else, Louie: You run your
little kingdom That's fine. But the mlitary is under
nmy conmand. They take orders from
ne."

He watched Big Louie's face nmottle with

anger. "Go ahead and sull up, Louie. Wn't

do you a bit of good. Besides, Louie, you don't I|ike
conbat. You

m ght get your pecker shot off in conmbat."

Loui e grimaced and crossed his legs. Daintily.

Just as the first teams were getting into position in
Kansas, Gen. Cecil Jefferys was watching the
first trucks begin rolling out of Base Canp One
in North Georgia. Luck was on the Rebels’

side on this night, for the noon was fat and full, and
no other lights were necessary for the drivers to see their
way.

Cecil stood by the side of the road, giving each
vehicle a salute as they passed his position
These were the nonconbatants pulling out: the old, the
very young, the untrained, the wounded. And with their |eaving,
Cecil felt a weight slip fromhis shoul ders.

"Gve "emhell, general!" a wounded
Rebel called fromthe back of a truck.

"WII do," Cecil returned the call.

"See y'all in Al abama, general," another
Rebel call ed.

Ceci | waved.

The | ong, snakelike colum rolled and rumnbl ed
its way west.

There woul d be a dozen convoys | eaving that night, each
one at least a mle long, |leaving a half hour
apart.

And so we do it again, Cecil thought, standing by the
road, feeling the cool night wind fromthe passing
trucks, cars, and Jeeps fan him the breeze
touched with the odor of gasoline and diesel, the snell
of oil and rubber.

We tear it all down, all the refineries, the
hospitals, the factories-and bug out. God, when
will it end? he silently questioned. Are You up there,
God? Are You listening? What are we doi ng wong
with our



soci ety? Wiy can't we just settle down in one
spot and live in peace?

Cecil took off his beret and bowed his head. The
nmoonl i ght touched the salt and pepper of his hair.
There had been no gray in his hair when he and Ben
and | ke had conme together, to build the
Tri-States. Al of themyoung nmen not that many years
back. Young nmen, of all races, creeds,
nationalities, comng together to forma governnent, a
country, a society.

And it had worked. A society free of bigotry
and prejudice. A society with full enploynent;
where no one went hungry; no one was deni ed nedi ca
care; where one could go to sleep at night with the doors
unl ocked and not be afraid; where the elderly were cared
forwith | ove and comnpassi on.

It was al nost perfect, Cecil thought, standing by the
road with his beret in one hand and an M 16 in the
other. Not perfect in the minds of those who |ived
out si de our borders; but perfect for us who lived
i nsi de
those borders. And isn't that the way it should be?

Cecil did not expect the heavens to open up and
give hima reply. He had asked these questi ons many
ti mes before.

But he did long for an explanation as to why a
decent society, which nmeets the satisfaction of
all who live within its borders, can't exist free
from out si de pressures.

He had been waiting many years for that answer. And
he was no closer to an expl anati on now t han
fifteen years ago.

He raised his head at the sound of boots on the
gravel. Putting his beret back on his head,

Cecil |ooked at Col. Joe WIIlians.

"Sons of bitches want a fight, huh

Joe?"
"Looks that way, general."
"Well, then ... let's just give themthat,

Joe. A dirty, stinking, no-holds-barred run
for the money."

Joe grinned in the night, waiting for Ceci
to conti nue.

"No quarter, no mercy, no prisoners.
Travel light, hit hard, then run like hell and
circle around behind the cock-suckers!"

Joe and Cecil had been together for a long time. And
Joe knew Cec never used profanity unless he
was very angry. And the big ex-Geen Beret was very
angry.

Cecil notioned Joe to follow him and the two nen
went into a building. There, Cecil spread a map
of CGeorgia on a table. "They're comng at us fromthe
south and the east, Joe. W're going to take
casualties. But we've got to buy some tine for those
| eaving for Al abama. So, in order to do that,
we' ve got to create confusion, panic, and doubt.
Wiat's the latest intel on Khansin's
troops?"

"They aren't rushing toward us. They cane across the



river in a hurry, then for sone reason, they slowed
to a craw. Many units even stopped their advance.
| don't know why they did that. They sure as hel
weren't neeting nuch resistance. Fromthe east, they're
about thirty-five mles inside Georgia. Fromthe
sout h, they've advanced just about that distance north of
Interstate Twenty."

"CGet on the horn. Tell Mark and Al varo
to start raising hell with the invaders. Hard, fast,
deadly, and then run like hell."

"Yes, sir."

"Start mning the roads and bl owi ng the bridges,
Joe. Wherever our people can |lay booby traps, do it.
Make them very enticing. W' ve got tons of
expl osives. So let's don't skinmp a bit.
Start jamming their

conmuni cations. We've got a few people who speak
Arabic; not well, but enough to do the job. Get them
to start issuing false orders to the troops in the
field. See if we can't get some of The Hot
Wnd's people running around in circles.™

"Yes, sir."

"We've got supplies cached all over the
northern part of the state, Joe. So our people can take
off traveling light, except for ammo and
grenades. Load 'emup, but don't overl oad

them™"

"Yes, sir."

"Al'l right, Joe. You're in charge of the eastern
section, |'ll take the southern section. Let's

start noving them out."
Cecil held out his hand and Joe shook it.
"Watch your ass, old friend," Cecil said.
Joe squeezed Cecil's strong and thick upper
arm "Same to you, old friend."
Buddy gat hered up his gear and packed the Jeep
He wanted to be ready when General MGowan and
his people started formng up in this area. And fromthe radio
transm ssions he'd been nonitoring, the forward
recon teans were very cl ose.
Buddy cl eaned and oil ed his weapons and checked his
amo pouches. That done, he fixed a cold supper
and squatted by the dark outline of the Jeep, eating
slowy as the sound of approaching vehicles grew
| ouder. He renmined very still in the night. He had
chosen his position well, and knew that unless
someone literally wal ked into the Jeep, the odds of his
bei ng di scovered were slim But, he cautioned hinself, these
were Raines's Rebels, and they were al
prof essi onal soldiers, the recon teans picked and
trained by the former SAS man, Col. Dan
G ay.
They were the best in the world; even his nother woul d agree,
reluctantly, with that.
Moving as silently as a cat, Buddy slipped
full length on the ground, |ooking under the Jeep
He watched as the | ead vehicle stopped and severa
peopl e got out. In the noonlight, he could see
tiger-stripe and lizard battle dress.
"It | ooks clean." The voice drifted to him



"Yeah, but | don't like it," canme the reply.
" Down! "

The shapes vani shed, hitting the ground.

They sensed ny presence, Buddy thought. True
warriors all. No wonder ny father's Rebels
are so feared and respected. | nust be very careful
I must not be shot out of carel essness.

Buddy sensed nore than heard novenent to his right and
to his left. And knew that he had been silently and
ef fectively surrounded.

"I'f you're Raines's Rebels," he

called softly. "I amyour friend. If you are
war | ords" troops, not many will walk away fromthis
pl ace."

"And that includes you, too, partner." The voice
cane out of the darkness.
"But of course," Buddy said.
"You're pretty good, whoever you are. But you made
one m stake."
"And that is?"
"You just ate. W snelled the food."
"Then that makes you even better than | first
t hought. | have some papers | took fromsome of Big
Louie's nen. After | killed them Troop
pl acenents and so forth."
"That's nice."
The voi ce was nuch closer. Damm! Buddy thought.
| didn't even hear or sense his com ng nearer
"What's your nane?" anot her voice called.
"Buddy. And | have traveled far to reach
Rai nes's Rebels. | wish to join you."
Buddy stiffened only slightly as he felt the
cold muzzle of a rifle touch his neck. They
nove |ike ghosts, he thought. The A d Man war ned

me. He told me that while | was very good, | was not
yet in the | eague of many of Ben Raines's
Rebel s.
"My nane is Ben Raines Bl ackman, "
Buddy sai d.

A harsh burst of light flooded Buddy's
face, blinding himto all but the beam

"Jesus CGod!" a Rebel said. "He ain't
lyin' about that, gang."

Sons of the Dark and Bl oody ground.

O Hara
Chapter 1

"Forgive me for starin', boy," |ke said. "But
t he resenbl ance i s kinda unnervy."

"That is perfectly all right, sir," Buddy
said. "l understand."

"Well, you got nmanners. G ve your noma
credit for that, at |east."”

Buddy's snmile was thin. "Not ny nother, general
Thank ny grandfather for that. And he convinced ne to | eave
nmy nother's Order."

"What if that crackpo-ah, your nother, finds out
what he did?"

Buddy sighed. "She knows. | woul d inagine she
had ordered himburned at the stake."

"Son," lke said, leaning forward, "I know Ben



woul d | ove to see you; |ove to wel cone you
into the Rebels ..." He shook his head. "You
nmean, she would burn her own father at the stake?"
"Yes. She's quite insane. She is nmy nother, but
I think the kindest thing anyone could do would be to put
her out of her msery." Just please don't ask ne
to do it, he thought.
Agai n, | ke shook his head in disbelief at

Si ster
Vol eta. But the boy seens genui ne, he thought.
"Well, son, as | was gonna say ... puttin'

your nother out of her misery is exactly what Ben
pl ans on doin'. The very first chance he gets."
"Yes, | know," the young man said softly. "And
so does mny not her."
| ke nodded his head, then | ooked at the team
| eader who had brought the young man to him "Not one word
about who he is. Not a word. Get himoutfitted and

bring himback to me. He'll stay close to ne.
I want to see what he can do."
"Ceneral ... if sonething were to happen to hinf? ..."

"I plan on talkin' with the general in about a
mnute. Don't worry about it; the final word is
up to Ben. Boy," he said, |ooking back at
Buddy. "You go with Sergeant Rogers. You're now
a buck-assed private in your daddy's
Rebel army."

"Yes, sir."

| ke wal ked to his comrunications truck, telling
the operator, "Go get a cup of coffee. Cone
back in about five mnutes." He grinned.

"Don't you dare leave nme alone with all this ness
for nore than that. I'mliable to be talkin' with Mars."

VWen the operator was out of earshot, lke lifted
the mi ke and said, "This is the Shark. Get ne the
Eagle and put it all on scranble.”

Ben put down the m ke and stepped outside,
nmotioning the radio operator to once nore enter and take
over.

Not nuch shook Ben Raines. Not much at all.

But this shook him shook himright down to his boots
and toenails. So the runors were not runors at

all, but fact. Ike had just told himthat the young
man

| ooked so nuch like Ben it was frightening. In lke's
words, "Man, it like to have scared the shit out of nme!"

And |l ke also said that he was going to test the boy in
conbat. No-not boy. Young man. He'd be in his
early twenties by now

Ben snmiled. H s son. Blood son. A
buck-assed private, soldiering under one
of the toughest nmen Ben had ever known.

| ke McGowan.

Wl |, Ben thought, Buddy had damm well
better be tough, "cause if there was any rabbit in
him |ke would sure discover it.

And, the thought once nore came to Ben, the young man j ust
m ght have been sent in here to kill ne. H's nother's
hatred was so intense, that was sonething she woul d do-even if
it meant her own son would die trying to acconplish



it.

That was sonething Ben did not like to even think of. But
he knew it was sonething that had to be wei ghed, and wei ghed
very carefully. He had told Ike the sane thing.

Ben was consci ous of Denise comng up to himand
stopping a few feet away. He gl anced at her

"Yes?"

"This word, sir. Al the troops are in
position. They're settling down to get a few
hours" sl eep."

Ben nodded his head, then realized she could not see
the gesture. "Very well. Wake me at four in the
nmor ni ng, please."

"Yes, sir. Sir? Wuld you |like something to drink
bef ore going to bed? Sonme hot tea, perhaps?"

Ben again | ooked at her. Lovely in the
nmoonlight. "WIIl you join me, Denise?"

"Way ... yes, of course. That would be very
ni ce.”
"Fine." Ben snmiled. "1'd like that very nuch.”

| ke carefully went over the papers Buddy had
given him They were a godsend. If they were
accurate, they would nake the job nuch easier, for they
showed the positions of every unit in Louie' s army- or
Ashl ey' s arny-what ever. And they showed where the units
woul d fall back to in case of heavy eneny

at t ack.
The person who had drawn them up was very, very good
al nost brilliant. But it showed his, or her, lack

of understanding when it came to guerrilla warfare.
The plan hinged on massive frontal attacks
or rear assaults; classic battle plans.
And that crap had all gone out the wi ndow during
Sout heast Asi a.
I ke rang up Ben's CP and advi sed the
of ficer in charge of the plans, telling himhe was
sendi ng them over by runner imediately; just as soon as he
had t hem copi ed.
"Wuld the general like to speak with General Raines?"
"Naw. He's probably asl eep by now "
"Ch, no, sir. He's having tea with
M ss Denise Vista."
| ke said his good nights, |aughing. Sanme ol
Ben.
Tina and her teans had taken H ghway 77 down
to Arkansas City, on the border wth Okl ahomg,
and then cut east on H ghway 166. At the
smal |l and deserted town of Sedan, they began
splitting up. One team woul d stay at Sedan
until junp-off time; that team woul d head straight up
H ghway 99, clearing everything up to Hi ghway
54, which was the beginning of Colonel Gay's
territory.
There were two small towns between Sedan and
Caney. Perhaps a half-dozen famlies were
scrat ching out an existence in the two towns. They
didn't know what to nake of the Rebels.
"You folks don't | ook |ike none of Big
Loui e's people," a spokesnman said.
"W're not," Tina informed him "W're part of



Rai nes's Rebels. ™"

The crowd sol etmly nodded their heads. They
knew what that nmeant: Al hell was about to break
| oose.

"Are you peopl e arned?" Tina asked.

"No, ma'am Louie's soldiers
took our guns. Said we didn't need them Said
they'd protect us if it conme to that."

"And you just handed them over?"

The man's smile was very sad. "Wen you're
| ookin' down the barrels of a hundred rifles,
ma' am you start figurin' real fast what's the best
way to go. You know what | nean?"

"Yes," Tina said. "Yes, | do. You people just
sit tight. W're going to clear this area of Big
Louie and his crap. Then we'll return. My

dad is going to put this country back on its feet.
You want to be a part of that?"

The ragged group of nen, wonen, and kids al
began to grin. A woman said, "You just give us a
chance, miss."

"You'll get your chance," Tina prom sed

One teamwas left at Caney. At junp-off
time, if all went as planned, they would travel up
H ghway 75, clearing the way of all Big
Loui e's people. They would stop at Altoona.

The teanms travel ed on eastward. Severa
hundred people were at Coffeyville, and not all of them
were happy to see the Rebels. Those were the
civilians who

had joined forces with Big Louie. They
liked the idea of having slaves and being able
to torture and rape at their pleasure.

Just as Ben woul d have done, Tina turned that group of
peopl e over to the townspeople. The teamthat she left there
did not interfere as the newy freed townspeopl e
set about hangi ng those who had aligned thenselves with Big
Loui e.

The Rebel s nmoved eastward, stopping at the
smal | towns near the border: Val eda, Edna,

Bartlett-all deserted. Tina's team stayed at
Chet opa whil e the remai nder pushed on toward the
junction of H ghways 166 and 69.

The nost easterly team would head north, stopping
only when they reached Fort Scott. Tina's team
woul d head north on H ghway 59, securing the area
and stopping about ten mles east of Chanute. Then
three teans of Rebels would converge on Chanute,
where a large force of Big Louie's people were dug in.

"Cet a few hours' rest,"” Tina told her
people. "W roll at four o'clock.”

Col. Dan Gray and his teans barrel ed through the
ni ght, blasting the night air as they pushed eastward
on Hi ghway 54. They secured the towns of
Rosal i a, Reece, Eureka, Tonovay, and
Neal . They hit sone resistance at the town
of Batesville and took a few minutes to clear
that little town of Big Louie's crap, then rested for a
short tine.

Dan had left a team of Rebels at



Tonovay. At junp-off tinme, that team woul d head
straight north up H ghway 57/99, securing
everything up to Enpori a.
At Yates Center, Dan dropped off anot her
team they had the task of clearing the thirty-eight
mles up to Interstate 35.
Dan and his Rebel s shoved on eastward, hitting
a smal |l pocket of resistance at lola. The
Rebel s put them down hard, brutally, taking no
prisoners. They returned the town to the survivors
and armed themw th the captured weapons. Dan told the
survivors that this tine they should hang on to their
freedom
Dan's peopl e noved out east toward Fort Scott,
sei zing and securing all the little towns in their path.
At each major crossroads, Dan |left a
team One would charge north up 169 fromlol a,
anot her up 59 from Moran, the |last one up 69 from
Fort Scott, breaking it off and cutting west just south
of Kansas Gity.
Dan woul d | ead the teamthat junped off from
Moran, to link up first with Ben at Gtawa.
I ke had left snmall teans of Rebels al ong
the way as his people pushed north out of Manhattan, before
his main force turned east at Marysville. The
ex-navy Seal pushed his troops hard that night,
maki ng the crossing over to Sparks |ong before the
pre-set junp-off mark. He had left teans at
Beattie, Seneca, Fairview, H awatha, and
finally, at Sparks. Ilke would |l ead the teamthat woul d
drive south out of H awatha, pushing all the way
down to Lawr ence.
It was only then, when lke had the time to carefully
mul | over Ben's plan, that he realized what Ben
was really doing. He sat in his Jeep and sniled
grudgingly at the justice of it all
Ben had said he was leaving |lots of holes for
Louie's people to run out of. Ben's commanders had
accepted that. But now | ke knew t hat Ben had
deliberately withheld the final truth: There would
be only one hole for Louie's slave-nasters
to run for.
I ke grinned at the truth. Ben was using
classic guerrilla tactics; he was
ef fectively spider-webbing the entire eastern
sector of the state, closing off al
hol es except one. No matter where Big
Louie's arny ran, they would succeed only in
running into teans of Rebels. If those troops of
Big Louie ran from Tina, they would hit Dan's
Rebels. If Louie's troops ran from Dan
they would run into Tina's people to the south, and Ben or
I ke's troops to the north and west. If Louie's
people tried to run fromlke's teans, they would hit
Ben's teans to the south. If any of Louie's
troops tried to run to the east, they would strike
Rebel s stretching fromthe Cklahona border all the
way up to Interstate 35, and fromthe Nebraska
line all the way down to Leavenworth.
| ke | eaned back and closed his gritty-feeling



eyes. "That son of a gun!" he said. "He's
givin' themone hell of an option." He |aughed
softly in the darkness.

"What do you nean, sir?" a platoon |eader
asked him

"Ben Raines's type of justice," Ilke said.
"He's givin' Big Louie and his peopl e between
Interstates Seventy and Thirty-five a hole
to run into." Again |lke |laughed at the poetic
justice of it all.

"l still don't understand, sir."

"They can either stand and fight us, or run to the only
hole Ben's left them Kansas City. Were
they'Il die fromradiation or be killed by the human
animals that live there. What a hell of an option
Ben's left them™

"You think General Rains did that on purpose,
sir?"

"Hell, yes, he did!l Ben Raines is a
mean bastard when you make him nmed."

Denise lay in Ben's arnms, her breasts pushing
agai nst Ben's bare chest. The cot was narrow, but neither
one of them had expressed any m sgiving about the
slight disconfort.

As a matter of fact, they hadn't paid any

attention to it at all. They'd been too busy.
Deni se noticed, in the dimlight, that Ben was
sm ling.
"I's sex amusing to you, general ?"
"You will have to admit that the pleasure is fleeting

and the position ridiculous," Ben said.

She | aughed softly, her breath hot agai nst Ben's
neck. "But that is not what you were smling about.'
not a question.

Then he told her what he had done.

She lay for a tinme, silent in his arnmns.

Silent for so long Ben thought she must have fallen
asl eep.

Finally, she said, "It's a good puni shnent for what
t hey have done."

And if anyone could be allowed to say that, Ben
t hought, this woman shoul d have the right.

Chapter 2

"W have nmet the eneny," the CO of Rebe
patrol radi oed back to Base Canp One.
"Unfortunately, they ain't ours yet!"

Despite the situation, Cecil had to grin. The
pl at oon | eader, an ex-schoolteacher, could still find
sone hunor.

"Ask himwhat he plans to do about it," Cecil
told the radi o operator.

The radi o operator asked, then listened for a
monent, a grin on his face. Looking up at
Cecil, he said, "Jimy says to tell you
sir, with all due respect, that he plans on
haulin' his ass outta there.”

Ceci| laughed, then suddenly sobered, his brow
wrinkling in thought. "Yes," he said al oud. "Yes,
that m ght work." He began pacing the floor. "Ask
Jimy his location, please."

It was



"Hi ghway Seventeen, sir. "Bout
hal f way between Royston and Vanna."
"Get in touch with Colonel WIIlians, or
some of his patrols. Make damm sure it's al
scranbl ed. "
Joe's voice cane out of the speaker after the first
try. "I"'mon One forty-five, general. Com ng
up on Royston. 'Bout eight mles out."
"Damm, but he's been hot-rodding it," Ceci
nut t er ed.
He took the mike and said, "Joe, what do your
forward recon people report?"
"Hundreds of troops, sir. They punched right
t hrough our people just south of Hartwell Lake and are pouring
across."
"Hol d your position, Joe," Cecil ordered.
"Do not advance. Repeat: Do not advance at this tine.
Do you acknow edge?"
"But, sir. Jinmy and his people? ..
"Do you acknow edge ny orders!"
"Yes, sir! Holding right here.™
Cecil | ooked at the radio operator. "W
had a full platoon just west of the river on
Seventy-two, across from Cal houn Falls. Make
contact with them please."
Cont act nade, Cecil took the
m ke. "lIs the bridge mned yet?"
"Yes, sir. The sixth vehicle that rolls
over the switcher blows it. And it's all comi ng down,
sir."
"Good. | want you to take your platoon and | et
t he hamrer down getting to the town of Bownan, or
what's left of it. Set up an anbush site.
Contact me when you're in position. | want you there
fifteen m nutes ago. Push it."
"Rolling, sir!"
"You listening to this, Joe?" Cecil asked.
"Ten-four, general. |'mreading your mnd. If
we tinme this just right, we can kick some ass.”
"Right. Hang tight, Joe. Jinmy?"
"I"'mlistening, sir. Make it quick, general
| can damm near reach out and touch the bastards."”
"Run, Jimmy!" Cecil ordered. "Run as
if you're terrified. Run in panic. G ab sone
ol d weapons if you can find them and throw them away as
you' re running. Mike the bastards think you' re so
afraid of themyou' re running in blind, panicked
fear. Head
straight for Bowran. You copy this?"
"Pulling out now, sir."
"Joe? Let Khansin's people cut south
bef ore you head after them Then put themin a box and
cl ose the goddamed lid!"
"Yes, sir!"
"Bastards want to neet Allah," Ceci
muttered, his face tight with anger. "Then ||
certainly give thema dandy chance."
The Ashl ey that now stood beside his Jeep did not
at all resenble the man who had spoken to Big
Louie the day before. H's chin strap was buckled tight,



the steel pot secure outside his helnet |iner
He wore bl oused jodhpurs and hi ghly polished
riding boots. Two pearl -handl ed and ni ckel ed
.45's rested in | eather, one on each side. He
wore a Wrld War Two | ke jacket.

Patton had al ways been a favorite of
Ashl ey's. He saw the novi e about Patton
dozens of tines. Wre one cassette out. Ashley
t hought of hinself as the reincarnation of Patton. Now he
was going to prove that theory.

Ashl ey had al ways regretted that he'd never served
inthe mlitary. But his daddy had told himhe was
needed at hone, so he spread sone noney around and
got his boy out of the draft. H s daddy had said it would
be unsightly for a man of Ashley's position
to serve with rabble.

Ashl ey gl anced at his watch. Four o'clock. And
where was the nuch-1|egended and highly touted Ben
Rai nes?

A man in full battle dress approached
him "Sir?"

Ashl ey turned. "What is it?"

"W can't nmake contact with any of our people al ong
the border, sir."

"How about Chanute?"

"Everything is quiet there, sir."

"Those two nmen north of here, and the couple who were
killed ... any idea who m ght have done that?"

"Not a clue, sir."

"Dam! How about any of our recon patrol s?

What do they report?"

"Not hing, sir."

"You nmean they haven't seen anythi ng?"

"No, sir. They just don't report. And we
can't raise themby radio."

"I's everyone at their assigned positions?"

"Yes, sir."

"Very well. Stand by. You can't predict when or
where Ben Raines is going to strike. The son of a
bitch is unpredictable. | can't believe that none
of our outposts are not reporting."

"Not a peep, sir."

One could say that Big Louie's nen, who once
manned the far outposts, enforcing Big Louie's harsh
rul e, were now just sort of-hanging around, so to speak
t hose whose throats hadn't been cut by various teans of
Rebel s.

As far as no outposts reporting to Ashley's
CP in Topeka-they were unable to report. Those
manni ng the out posts now sat in silence, wondering
what in the hell was going on

The Rebel s had di scovered their frequency early
on and sinply jamred it, preventing any radio
contact at all.

Ben stepped out of his tent and | ooked up at the

starry skies. "Hey, Buck!" he called.
"You ready to kick ass and take nanes?"

"Let's go give themhell, general!" the
sergeant said.

"Janes?" Ben called



"Here, Ben," Janes said.

"Let's do it."

"W have a |l arge contingent of Rebels on the
run!" a field conmander radi oed back
to Khansin's CP. "They are fleeing in blind
pani c, hurling their weapons to one side in
their fearful retreat fromthe troops of The Hot
wWnd!"

Khansi n acknowl edged the nmessage and told the
runner to wait. He poured themall coffee. They
toasted, in what none of themrealized was a nost
premature victory toast.

Khanmsin's XO Ham d, was smiling as
broadly as Khansin and the nessenger.

"Tell our gallant troops to take as many
prisoners as possible,"” Khansin told the
runner. "l am feeling nost generous this day.

Besides, | want to parade the so-called invincible
Rebels in front of the civilians, to show themthat
not hi ng can stand when The Hot Wnd bl ows!"

Col. Joe Wllians lifted a |l eg and
farted. His driver grinned and said, "l sure am
glad we're movin", sir."

"That's what | think of that goddammed Hot
Wnd. Slow, now, slow Let themstay well
ahead of us."

The driver slowed the Jeep. Joe picked up the
m ke and said, "This is the Plug. |Is the Bottle
in place?"

"Bottle here, sir. In place. | can hear the
Chi cken headin' for the hen house now, sir.

The Big Bad Wl f is hot on Chicken's
heel s. "

"How far out, Bottle?"

"Maybe a mile and a half, Plug."

"Ten-four." He turned to his driver, at the
same time raising his right armhigh in the air, the fist
cl osed. He punped it up and down, signaling those
behind himto cone on. "Hanmer down, Matt!"

In a very short time, Joe signaled his colum
to halt and di smount. The sounds of gunfire, hard and
stuttering, drifted to them Explosions ripped the
early norning cool ness. Scream ng of the wounded
shattered the dark as heavy nachine gun fire
st accat oed.

Joe positioned his people. "Stand or die!" he
ordered. "No prisoners, no quarter, and no
mercy."

His troops dug in, their faces grim as they
set the plug firmly into the neck of the bottle.

As the brigade of Khanmsin's Islamc People's
Arnmy ran headl ong into the dark anbush in the deserted
town, one entire conpany was massacred before the others
even realized what was going on. The scream ng of the
wounded and the frightened yelling of those caught in the
hi deous and heavy cross-fires ripped the
dark pre-dawn.

They had no place to run.

The smal |l force of Rebels that had suckered them
into the anbush had cut left and right upon entering the



ruined town, falling into anbush positions. The
killing fields of fire came at the | PA from
three sides.

The commander ordered his troops to fall back
retreat, head north.

They did just that.

And ran headl ong into the guns of Col. Joe
WIllians's Rebels. The Rebels raked the

pani cked troops of The Hot Wnd with
aut omati c weapons' fire, sending themjerking and
scream ng and deat h-dancing into that |ong sl eep. Soon
the littered streets of the old town were running thick
and red with bl ood.

Close to a thousand nmen of The Hot Wnd | ay
twisted in death on the dirty and littered street.
The near - deaf eni ng cacophony of gunfire
abruptly ceased. To the uninitiated, the silence would
have seened far too | oud.

A few of The Hot Wnd's troops begged for
nmercy fromthe Rebels.

But the Rebels were in no nood to offer
mercy toward those who had started this little dance.
Col onel WIllianms settled that point with one
bl unt statenent.

"Fi ni sh them"

Singl e shots rang out in the night.

"Strip the bodi es of weapons, ammo,
grenades, and boots," came the orders from down the
['ine.

The Rebel s never |eft nothing behind that night be of
sone use to soneone |ater on. The orders of Ben
Rai nes.

"Booby-trap sonme of the bodies," Joe
ordered. "W can send a few nore of the bastards
to hell when they cone snooping around to inspect the
awesone forces of The Hot Shit!"

Joe's snmile was grim but filled with a
soldier's satisfaction. "W stung them people. But
they'Il be a lot nore cautious after this." He notioned
for his radio operator to cone over. "Cet Genera
Jefferys on the horn. Tell himI'm bl ow ng
all bridges from Augusta north to the mountains.”

He hesitated for only a second. "Yes,
sir."

That had not been an easy decision for anyone
to make, and the radio operator, as well as
all the other

Rebel s listening, knew it. Considering the tines,
once those vital |inks were gone, they would, in al
probability, be gone forever. MIIlions of
dollars of state-to-state |inks destroyed.

Joe was very conscious of Rebel eyes on himin
t he gunsnoke-filled and bl oody pre-dawn. And as
was the Rebel way, he said, "I'm open for
suggesti ons, people."

To a person, the Rebels shook their heads. They
m ght not |ike the idea of destroying those bridges, but
t he deci sion was necessary. Anything to buy thema little nore
tine. It had to be.

Wthout the bridges, Khansin's |IPA would have



to detour a hundred mles or nore to get

into Rebel-controlled territory. And the Rebels were

just aching for the IPAto neet themin the nountains consonething
all knew that Khanmsin would not allow, for his recon

teanms who had been sent into the nountains never

returned. They had di sappeared into the foggy nountains

and m sty hollows wi thout a trace.

And w t hout the bridges, the | PA would be forced
to use the remining bridges far south of
Rebel -hel d country. Tine. Precious tinme for the
Rebel s.

"Ceneral Jefferys says to bl ow the bridges,
colonel ," a runner infornmed Joe. "And may
future generations forgive us."

"They're all over the damm place, sir!"

Ashl ey was inforned by a breathl ess aide. Breathless and
pal e, Ashl ey noted.

"Who is all over the dam place, man? And
get "hold of yourself."

"Rebel s, sir! They seized towns fromthe
&l ahorma line clear up to Nebraska. W just
got a message in from Chanute. Had to be
transmtted by

CB radio, using relay points. W got
anot her message in, same way, fromjust east of
Enmporia. Them guys there is | ookin" smack
at Ben Raines and his people. Like to have scared the shit
outta themol' boys when dawn come and there they
was. "

"You nmean no one heard themsettin' up or
comn' in?" Ashley yelled.

"No, sir. Ain't nobody heared nothin'.
Ashl ey thought hard for a nmoment. "All right. Listen
to me. Carefully. These are ny orders: Everybody
between Interstate Seventy and H ghway
Fifty-four, pull back. Set up
defense |ines al ong H ghway Seventy-five.

W'll forma line so solid that no one can break

t hrough. Rai nes wants a head-to-head fight, al

right, by God, let's give it to him Order everyone
out of the southern sectors of the state. Have them pul
back to Yates Center and then spread east to Fort
Scott. Order everyone in the northern section of the
state to drop south to Interstate Seventy and stretch
from Topeka to the hot zone edge. W've got just as
many troops as Ben Rai nes has Rebels. So

let's give thema fight. Tell the men to take as

many woren and kids and ol d fuckers prisoners as

they can. If Raines wants us, he'll have to fire

into lines of civilians. That'll stop the son of a
bitch! He won't hurt them Go, man, go."

"They're pulling back, sir," Denise said,
readi ng the nmessage just delivered from comunications.
"Big Louie's troops appear to be forting up behind
H ghways Fifty-four to the south, Seventy-five
to the west, and Seventy to the north. Field conmanders
awai ti ng your orders. There's nore."

"The silly shit," Ben nmuttered. "He
didn't have enough sense to see that we were spread so thin
he



coul d have bunched his people up and punched right through
us at damm near any point." He | ooked at
Denise. "Tell all teams to push hard toward their
objectives, but to halt just outside of those
boundari es you just named. No one goes in or cones out.
I've got a hunch what he's planning; |'ve
seen it before, and it isn't very pretty."

But she was right in step with him "He's used wonen
and kids and the elderly before, general," she said. "As
shields for his troops."

"Yes. That's what |'mafraid of."

"And? ..."

Ben shook his head. "I don't know, Deni se.
W'l just have to wait and see. \What el se was in that
nmessage?"

"Ceneral McCGowan captured some of Louie's
peopl e. They told himthat Ashley's hatred for you goes
all the way back to Louisiana. Back before the
G eat War."

"Strange," Ben said. "But | still cannot place this
Ashl ey person. Should be a very interesting encounter
Wien we do neet."

Chapter 3

Mark and Al varo sent sappers fromtheir contingent in
t he Oconee Forest racing eastward across Interstate
20 to Augusta. They carried enough
expl osives to destroy twenty bridges. They had
four bridges to blow the 1-20 bridge, the
H ghway 25 bridge, the 1-78 bridge, and the
bridge that ran H ghway 28 into Augusta. At
the junction of 1-20 and State 232, the teans
shook hands and split up. They woul d regroup that
ni ght at the deserted town of Wens, just south of the
old Fort Gordon Mlitary Reservation. If
all groups were not there by 2000 hours, those not
present were on their own. Querrilla warfare is not
for the faint at heart.

Col. Joe WIIlians had sent teams of his
Rebel s north and south, |oaded down wi th high
expl osives. After they blew their assigned
bridges, they were to set up observation posts on the
Ceorgia side of the river.

Cecil Jefferys had ordered his teans to destroy
t he northernnost bridges |inking South Carolina and
Ceorgia. The only bridge that was to be spared-

Cecil just could not bring hinmself to destroy it-was the
-85 bridge. But it was to be heavily m ned and
guarded fromthe Georgia side

Cecil knew, without any doubts, thanks to many
i ntercepted nessages fromthe | PA that Khansin
did not want to mx it up with the Rebels in
t he nmountai ns; Khansin did not want to stick his
nose anywhere near the nountains-and that was not just because of the
Rebel s.

The nmountains were filled with tough, single-mn nded
fol ks, people whose basic nature, even in the best of
times, was to shoot first and ask questions later. Their names
were synonynous with | egended feuds. The Rebel s
had made an easy truce with the nountain people, sinply
because, in many ways, their own phil osophy of living was



much the same: You nmind your own business and I'|
mnd mne; but if you cone fucking around, with intentions
to harmnme or mine, I'lIl kill you

Khansin sat in his office and stared at the radio
nmessage that lay on his wi de and polished desk
The copi ed message had succeeded in souring
Khansi n's stomach and ruining his entire norning.
Second brigade wi ped out in anbush wth
Rebel s. No survivors. Do we pursue?

How? Khansin silently pondered the awful question
How coul d such a tiny force of Rebels w pe out an
entire brigade?

He sighed heavily. He | ooked at his coffee
cup. The thought of drinking nore of the bitter brew was

totally repugnant to him He turned in his
| eat her chair and gazed out the wi ndow, his thoughts
revengeful and savage. The commander of the Second
Bri gade had been with Khansin for many years. He
had been such a fine terrorist -- and also a deeply
religious man. Khanmsin had spread his rug and
prayed with the man many tines.

Such a fine and honorable man. Now he was dead
at the hands of savages.

"You'll pay for this, Ben Raines," Khansin
swore, his voice low "I swear that you will. You will
never be rid of ne. | will follow you to the snoking

gates of hell and beyond to have ny revenge."

Khansi n buzzed for an aide. "Contact al
troops in Georgia and order themto stop their
advance. Do not pursue the Rebels."

Khansin's XO, Hamid, entered the room and
took a seat.

Khansi n said, "W have a foothold in
Ceorgia. And that is good. W know that the black
general , Jefferys, has ordered his troops north
of Interstate Eighty-five ... that may or may
not be accurate information. But | would wager that the
bl ack man has ordered recon and sappers into the
area between Interstates Eighty-five and Twenty;
probably to engage in guerrilla warfare wi th our people.
And | woul d expect himto start destroying
all bridges linking the two states -- his

An ai de knocked softly on the door

"Cone! " Khansin said.

"Ceneral, the bridge at Cal houn Falls is
gone. W | ost several hundred nmen and nany
trucks. The Rebels on the other side shot those
who tried to swmto safety.”

Khansi n sl aitmed a hand down on the desk
"Savages!" he hissed. "They are savages.
There is not

one ounce of honor in the entire filthy ot of
them™

But a | ot of dedicated and hi ghly professional
sol diers, the XO thought. He kept that thought
to hinmself, however.

Khamsi n nodded at the young aide and the man |eft,
cl osing the door behind him

Ham d said, "Wt have three places left to us
to cross, general. And the first bridge south of



Augusta is said to be mned."

Khansin waved himsilent. "I know | know
all that. And | also know that if | were CGenera
Jefferys, | would have teans of Rebels on the

western side of those bridges. Just a small team

could block the bridges for a very long tine.

W could quite easily get nmen across the river in

boats, but heavy equi pnent is yet another

matter. Jefferys would like us to try an approach through
the nmountains. | have no doubt that, in tinme, we could
cut through. But at what cost of |ives?"

Ham d said nothing. He had personally led a
patrol into the nountains. The dark and foggy roads and
m sty, forbidding, green dripping terrain had filled
himw th uneasi ness. He could feel eyes on him at
all times; hostile eyes, watching, waiting. And it
woul d take but a single stick of dynamite to bring
down part of any mountain on his force. Ham d had
turned back after only a few hours into the
nount ai ns.

"A'l right," Khanmsin said with a sigh. "For the
present, we hold what we have taken. Order our
people to dig in hard and deep. Make no further
advances. 1'll |eave at dawn tonorrow to begin an
i nspection of the southern bridges. W can't nove
effectively, but then, nether can the Rebels. But
tine is on our side. W can afford to wait,

Ham d. We can only grow stronger, while the
Rebel s can only grow weaker."

Ham d nodded his head. But he was thinking, I
wonder about that. | really wonder.

Cecil had taken five hundred troops and
noved to the south. Colonel WIIlians had taken
five hundred troops and spread out al ong the
eastern border.

"What a thin brave line," Cecil said al oud.

"I f Khansin ever discovers just howthin ..."

He trailed that off into silence.

"Beg pardon, sir?" Cecil's driver

asked.

"Just talking to nyself," Cecil said. He noticed
a rusted, battered, and shot-up road sign. "Is
that trash still in Athens, Harrison?"

"Yes, sir. A bunch of losers, they seem
to nme, sir. They've turned the place into kind of a
trash-can fort. Field reports say the bunch
seened to have no direction, no goals, no nothing.
| agree with that assessnent.”

"You' ve seen these peopl e?"

"Yes, sir. Wien | was working recon. Before
got hit."

Cecil knew the young man had very nearly lost his
life due to a mine. The m ne had broken his |egs.
He wal ked with a Iinp and al ways woul d. He had been
taken off of field duty and assigned as
Cecil's driver.

"Bring ne up to date, Harrison. How many peopl e
in At hens?"

"Ch, five or six hundred. But they're a
sorry lot, sir."



"Maybe they just haven't had the right person
to point out a few facts of life to them"

"What do you nean, sir?"

"Get on the horn, Harrison. Tell the

point to take us into Athens. | have an idea. It
m ght go sour, but if it works, we'll be a bit
stronger."

"What the hell is that nigger doin' out there?"
Jake asked.
Jake-no | ast nane-was the unofficial |eader
of the ragged and dirty bunch of drifters and misfits
who now i nhabited the ruins of Athens, Georgia.
Jake was big and rough and mean and ran his little kingdom

by brute force, crippling or killing anyone who
dared defy him Sone of the residents stayed on
willingly;, others stayed because they felt they had no

other place to go, and the closed city did afford sone
degree of safety. Qthers stayed because they were scared
of Jake and his enforcers.

"Ceneral Jefferys," someone told Jake.
"Ben Raines second in command. |'d go
easy with this one, Jake.™

"Ch, yeah! Well, that's a pretty fancy
title for a coon," Jake said, eyeballing
Cecil over the barricaded end of the street. "I
thank I'Il jist snatch that funny-Iookin' hat
of fen his head and then I'lIl be a general." Jake
| aughed, exposing yellowed and rotten teeth.

Hi s breath woul d have stopped a blowfly in mdair.

"Jake ..." his buddy tried to warn him off.

"Jist cool it," Jake said. |'ve done a
good job of runnin' thangs so far, ain't |?"

H's friend nodded his head.

"So's how about you just shet up and let me handle this
ni gger."

Hi s friend agai n nodded his head, eyeballing the
Rebel s who lined the street. It's been pretty
good while it lasted, he thought. But nowit's tine
to haul ass.

He wal ked slowy away. He knew that when
Ben Raines's people cone to town, they ain't totin'
Christmas presents.

Cecil stood a few yards in front of the
barri cade that blocked entrance to the small city.
Jake had not bl ocked the bypass | oop runni ng
around the city, only the exits leading into the
city proper.

The sight of Jake was nothing newto Cecil or
to his Rebels. They had all seen little two-bit
dictators many times in their travels across the
devastated | and that was once called the United
States of America

The Jakes of the world were all the same. Only the
nanes and physi cal descriptions varied from pl ace
to place. The Jakes of the world had been | osers when
the world was whol e, rebelling against all authority,
bulling their way through life, intimdating those who woul d
allowit, sucking up to those who were stronger, nore
powerful , richer, possessing some degree of
i nfl uence. One could, unfortunately, find themin



any two-bit redneck honky-tonk in any
state-when there were states, that is. And
honky-tonks. Only the rednecks renai ned.
Unf ortunately.

The Jakes of the world were easy to spot when the nation
was whol e, Cecil thought, |ooking at Jake. Just as
easy to spot now.

Cecil wal ked up to the barricades and stopped.

Jake stepped forward, shoving his face about six
inches fromCecil's. Cecil grimaced at the
man' s body odor and foul breath.

Rebel s with weapons at the ready stood |l eft and
right of the barricade. And Cecil had to snmile as the
Rebel behind the Jeep-nounted .50 caliber machi ne
gun jacked a round into the weapon and swung the
muzzl e toward the crowd of unshaven and stinking nmen and
wonren on Jake's side of the barricade.

The crowd backed up. Jake al nost swall owed his
chaw.

"Whut the hale do you want, boy?" Jake
nmush- nout hed.

"Perhaps actions will speak nmuch | ouder than words,"
Cecil said.

" Haw?"

Cecil reached over the barricade and sl apped
Jake across the nouth.

Jake did swallow his chaw

Jake coughed and hacked and spat and choked and
finally managed to find his voice. "You gawddamm
nigger! You cain't do "at to ne! Wiy, 1'll-was

Ceci| backhanded him then took a half step
closer and hit Jake in the mouth with a hard straight
right. Jake sat down in the street, blood and
t obacco juice | eaking fromhis busted nouth.

Sone of Jake's enforcers | ooked as though they woul d
very much like to do sonmething. But they weren't all that
certain just exactly what they could do. Considering the
reputation of the Rebels.

"Renove the barricades,” Cecil ordered

Rebel s ri pped down t he makeshift
barri cades.

Cecil stepped forward and j kicked Jake in the
mouth with a junmp boot. Big Jake lay on the
street, unconscious, his nouth |eaking blood. His
peopl e stood with their nopuths open, staring in disbelief. They
were, to a person, armed, but not one anmpng them nade
a nove to lift a weapon.

Oh, they wanted to. They wanted to shoot this
big bl ack bastard so badly they had to grit their
teeth hard to fight back the feeling.

But they stood as one, |ooking down the barrels of
aut omati ¢ weapons. They knew, to a person, that
if any one of them nmade just one funny little nove,
there would be a bl oodbath; and the bl ood woul d be theirs.
Even t hough they outnunbered the Rebels, the
Rebel s | ooked so hard, so professional, so |ean
and nean.

Cecil said, "Now that | have your attention, I'm
going to tell you all a story. A southern cop
told it to me, about fifteen years ago. Just before the



Great War. And you will listen to nme. In

sil ence. "
The sullen crowd | ooked at Cecil. In
si | ence.
"This cop was a very fair man, an educated nan,
and | like to think that he was representative of a good

many sout hern cops in that. But sone of his views were
controversial back then, and they made nme angry
for atime ... until | had the tine to think themthrough
calmy and rationally.

"This cop told ne that he believed with all his
heart that there were, always had been, and al ways woul d be,
cl asses of people. Yes, and he used the term ni gger
at the bottom of the black scale. And in the sane
breath, he said redneck and white trash

"That bal anced it out some, but it still nmade me very
angry comat the tine.

"This cop told ne that niggers and white trash were
exactly the sane; the only difference being the
pi gmentation of skin. He said the two groups were
i gnorant, and proud of it. They wore their
i gnorance as a badge of honor. And that they were
danger ous. Danger ous because even when given the
opportunity to inprove thensel ves, npbst would reject
it, scoffing at it.

"He told me there was only one way
to handl e those groups of people, and that was by and with brute force.
Because that's all they understood. They did not, and could
not, conprehend conpassion; they took it as a sign of
weakness and hel d conpassi onate people in contenpt.

"Just about the sane kind of contenpt | hold for
nost of you losers.”

The crowd stood in silence and glared at him Then
about half of the crowd dropped their eyes, not neeting
Cecil's hard gaze.

"This cop went on to say that he had found a very
practical nethod of handling white trash and
ni ggers. Practical, but brutal. Every time they
screwed up, he'd just beat the shit out of them He
said on his beat, that averaged about once a nonth. And
it took anywhere fromsix nonths to a year for the |ight
of understanding to start shining in that nurky cesspool they
called a brain. He said that when those particul ar
types of people get tired of wi ping the blood out of their
eyes and going to first the hospital and then to the jail,
ni nety-five percent of themw Il then begin to realize that
there are social and noral codes, and rules and
regul ations and laws that they have to follow and obey just |ike
ot her folks.

"Well," Cecil said, "I was a | ot younger
then, and a ot nore idealistic. And | thought
that police officer's philosophy was just awf ul
Then | began to ride with himon his patrol. He
was a deputy sheriff. He'd point out people to ne.
'See that punk over there, Cec?"' he'd say.
Then he'd tell nme what that particular person had
done. Horrible, terrible things. But there he was,
wal ki ng the streets, a free nman, thanks to our
judicial system He pointed out people and told ne
what they had done. And pointed out that they showed no



signs of renorse. Ever. Sone of the things he told
me made ne sick at ny stomach.

"How many of you people fall into the category | just
named?"

The crowd was dead silent.

"Uh-huh," Cecil said. "Mre than a few of
you, |'d imagine. Well, then. | guess I'm
just going to have to put that cop's philosophy to work here,
wi th you peopl e. Anyone have anything to say about that?"

"Yeah," a man called. "I think you're
nuts!"”

The Rebels began smiling; a fewin the crowd,
not

real |y understandi ng what was about to go down, sniled
nervously.

"I don't think I"'mgoing to like this very
much," said a man fromout of the crowd.

"I think," Cecil said, his voice carrying
firmto themall, "that you are right."

Chapter 4

"What will nmy father do if this Big Louie or
Ashl ey person decides to use old people and wonen and
children for shields?" Buddy asked.

"l don't know," lke said. "I'd hate to have
to make that decision.”

"What woul d you do?" the young man persi sted.

I ke was silent for a time. Then he | ooked at
Buddy. "Freedom sonetines cones with a high price
tag, boy."

Then | ke wal ked away, |eaving Buddy to sit
by hinself in the shade of a truck. Buddy had noti ced,
since joining the Rebels, that unless ke was with him
he was usual |y al one.

It wasn't that the other nen and wonen were unfriendly-for
that was not the case at all. The others would answer his
qgquestions, greet him all the small social
anenities; but they did not include himin their
smal | groups, sitting and chatting of little things.

And for a short time, that bothered Buddy. Then he began
to understand it.

The others did not know where Buddy stood
in the

schene of things. Only that he was, without a
doubt, and w thout begin told, Gen. Ben Raines's
son. And that al one nade hi m soneone special. And
until they found out a bit nore about him Buddy was
going to have to settle for his own company.

Buddy | ooked around himand spotted that very pretty
young woman who was part of Ilke's personal team
Ri si ng, Buddy wal ked over to her.

She smled up at him "Buddy. Getting a
l[ittle junpy about the upcom ng fight?"

"No," he replied honestly. "I've been in
firefights before. This one shouldn't be different fromthe
others. May | sit down?"

"Sure."

He sat on the ground beside her. "You know ny nane,
but I don't know yours."

"Judy." She inspected the young man with her
bl ue eyes. No doubt about it, she thought. He's



just about the best-Iooking guy in canp.
Buddy was aware that he was being given the
once-over. He endured it silently.
Judy took in the nuscul ar arns and shoul ders.
The thick wists. The big chest and trimwai st.
She |l et her eyes linger on his face. A
strong, square-jawed face. Eyes that gave away
very little of his inner feelings. Looking into those eyes,
Judy felt a mixture of strange enotions. The
stronger enotion was that she was | ooking into the eyes of
General Raines. And the face. This was what Ceneral
Rai nes woul d have | ooked |ike as a young man.
Buddy had been given tiger-stripe battle
cl othes, but he chose not to wear the black beret of the
Rebel s. He wore only a dark red bandana
tied around his forehead, over the mass of dark curly
hai r.
He isn't just good-I|ooking, Judy thought. He's
sensati onal - |1 ooki ng.
"You haven't seen your father yet?" she asked.
There were ot her enptions she was experiencing as she
| ooked at Buddy. She tried to ignore them She
failed mserably.

"Not yet. | would imagine he's allow ng
General McCowan to test ne; to see if I'm
worthy of being a Rebel. | can't fault himfor
that."

Judy wasn't about to conment on any of the general's
decisions; if, indeed, that was what Ben Rai nes was
doi ng. "l guess you've wondered why people are kind of
i gnori ng you?"

"Yes. | have given that sone thought."

"And? ..."

"They're unsure of me. And a bit leery of
nme. | don't blame them Then, too, | amthe
son of Ben Raines." He smled. "The
general 's bastard son."

"That doesn't bother you? That ... |ast
st at ement ?"

Buddy shook his head. "No. A child cannot chose

its father. | had nothing to do with it. He will either accept
nme, or order ne to |eave."

"You talk Iike an educated person. | w sh |
had nore education. | was entering ny first year of

college in the Tri-States when the government
decl ared war on us. Hasn't been nmuch time for studying
since then. Except the study of war, that is."
"That is probably a good thing to study, considering
the tines. But the Add Man, ny grandfather, sawto it
that | was educated, and educated well. He shiel ded
me fromny nmother and her insanity for years. He was the
one who convinced ne to | eave, and to seek out ny father."
Judy touched his strong arm "I think there has
been enough of this standing away from you, Buddy. Cone on."
She tugged at him "Let's go neet the others.”
And for the first time, Buddy felt he was being
accept ed.
"Quy's nuts!" a nman said.
Cecil laughed at the voice. "Nuts? Ch,
I mght well be slightly nad. | think that



anyone who pursues the dreams of putting this nation

back together again mght be suffering froma
hunpt y- dunpty syndrome. But it's certainly

better than what you peopl e are doi ng-which is absolutely

not hi ng. "
"Qur right," a womman called. "Ain't it?"
"No," Cecil said. "I don't believe it
is. I don't think anyone has the right to just sit

back and watch a once-productive country sink
further into a terrible norass.”

"A whut?" a nan call ed.

"A norass, you ignorant bastard!" Ceci
replied, a definite edge to his voice. Ceci
had never had much patience with people who voluntarily
chose to wallow in ignorance. "Al'l right!" he
shout ed. "Enough tal k. The draft has now
officially been reinstated.”

"The whut ?" the sanme voice asked

"The draft! Surely you know what that means?"

"You mean, lak bein' forced to join up with some arny
and play sol dier boy?"

"And girl," a woman Rebel called, sniling
as she spoke.

"That's your ass, honey!" a woman shouted from out
of the crowd.

"Who said that?" the wonman of ficer said, stepping
forward to stand beside Cecil.

The civilian woman suddenly decided to play
the arny ganme: stay |ow and don't call any
attention yourself. The crowd becane silent and sullen

"Li eut enant Mackey," Cecil said to the
worran by hi s side.

"Yes, sir."

"You're in charge of this ... new contingent of
Rebels. See to it that they are given quick
physi cal s, | ong soapy baths, haircuts, and
i ssued field clothing."

"Yes, sir."

"Now, you wait just a goddamm minute!" a man
said, stepping fromthe cromd. He carried a rifle and
very quickly placed the weapon on the ground as the .50
cal i ber machi ne gun was swung in his direction
"Don't get no itchy finger, man," he pl eaded.
"I ain't hostile none a-tal." He | ooked at
Cecil. "General, you cain't just come in here and
draft us! That ain't right none a bit. You
ain't got the authority to do that!"

"Bi g bl ack sucker shore |ooks like to ne
he's a-gonna do "er though," said a voice from out
of the crowd.

Cecil's eyes found the man who had just spoken
He waggled a finger at the man and his nouth. "Cone
over here.”

H s eyes downcast, the man reluctantly
wal ked out of the crowd and up to Cecil.

"What's your nane?" Cecil asked.

"Billy Bob Manning."

"Well, M. Billy Bob. Let ne
assure you that I amnot a 'big black sucker."
hi s



"No, sir. | reckon you shore ain't."
"My name is Gen. Cecil Jefferys.”

"Ckay. "

"Yes, sirl!l"

"Yes, sirl!l"

"How ol d are you, Billy Bob?"
"Forty-two ... sir."

"You' ve seen service tinme?"
"Shore ... Yes, sir!"

"What branch?"
"Marine Corps, sir."

"Then you certainly shoul d understand military discipline

and bearing and courtesy."

"I"'mafraid | shore do, sir," Billy
Bob answered mournful ly.

"Billy Bob?"

"Yes, sir?"

"You are back in the mlitary," Cecil inforned
hi m

"Lord have nercy," Billy Bob said, adding,
"sirl"

"Be-bop-a-lula and shake rattle and rol
to you, too," Em | Hite said, concluding the
religious services for that day. He managed
to walk to the front of the church w thout tripping over
hem of his robe. He smled at each of his
foll owers as they trooped out.

Late sumer, and hotter than the hinges of hel
in North Louisiana.

One of Enmil's "deacons" notioned for him
to wal k around to the side of the church.

"CGod, what is it?" Em| bitched, w ping
away the sweat. "This robe is burning me slap
up. "

"Some of your, ah, flock is getting antsy,
Brother Enmil. They would |ike some sort of
mracle to prove that you haven not |ost contact, again,
with the Geat God Bl omm "

Em| stared at him "Brother Mtthew, have you
| ost your fucking mnd? The only mracle I've
performed lately is getting a hard-on | ast night.
| thought we went all over this crap before.
|-don't- do-miracles!"”

"Can't be hel ped, Em | baby. There's a new
kid on the bl ock."

"Now what does that nean?"

"Francis Freneau and his Joyful Followers of
fe are canped just across the Boeuf River."
"Who?"

"Franci s Freneau and-was

Em| waved himsilent. "I heard you

aw eady! What kind of scamis he runni ng?"

was "Bout the sanme kind you are," Brother
Matthew said drily. "Only difference is, his is
a lot nore sophisticated."”

"l resent the hell out of that!"

"It's true. Francis wears a white robe

all the time. And it's clean ... all the tine.
He had about a hal f-dozen real cute chicks
runni ng ahead of him wherever he goes, sprinkling

Li

t he



flowers and grass and that stuff in his path.
It's really neat. And Francis has this little bel
with him"

"So I'lIl get a cowbell. Big deal! And
some of these broads we got around here need to run
some. Lose sonme lard. In case you haven't
noti ced, sonme of themare really draggin" a |lot of
ass."

"No, no, no, Enmil. This Francis
Freneau really speaks fromthe Bible. The folks dig
it."

"Well, what the hell do you think I'm speaking
from... nost of the tine?

Gone Wth The W nd?"

"You gonna be gone with the wind if you don't
spruce up your act, Eml. I"'mtellin' you
You' re losing converts. Didn't you notice a few
peopl e m ssing this norning?"

"Hell, | never pay any attention to that crap
| just figured they were drunk or sonething. Listen!"
He held up a finger. "What in the hell is that
god- awf ul sound?"

Matthew | i stened. "Sounds |ike a |ost calf
bellowing for its nmother, don't it?"

"l know what that is," Eml said.

" Bagpi pes.

Bagpi pes and ... tanbourines. Last tinme |
heard bagpipes | was at this broad' s house in
Knoxville. W stayed drunk for a week.

Wke up, | thought | was havin' the d.t.8s.
Turned out to be sone old novie on TV.
@unga Din,

or sonething like that."

A fat man in a robe rushed up to Em| and
cl apped his hands while he did a little jig. "On,
Brot her Emi| contome quickly! Francis Freneau
and his Joyful Followers of Life have cone to visit.
Isn't that just
grand!"

"Yeah," Emi| said sourly. "Just friggin"
wonder ful . "

The happy messenger went tripping off, clapping
hi s hands and singing, stopping occasionally to do a little jig,
hi s sandal s ki cki ng up dust as he danced.

Then Brother Emi| got a glinpse of
Francis Freneau and felt a little sick at his
st omach.

"Quy | ooks like Arnold Schwarzenegger in
drag. I'min trouble, Matthew "

"I tried to tell you, Eml. You know who he
is, don't you?"

"Well ... he does | ook sort of
famliar." Em| shrugged. "Another con artist,
like ne, | guess. What el se?"

"Yeah. But this one used to be a magician."
Em | | ooked harder. Damm! but he | ooked
famliar. Em| felt weak kneed. He could just
see this handsone guy taking
al l
his flock with him Em | knew that nmpost of his



foll owers were on the unstable side anyway. So if
this rmuscul ar son of a bitch started pulling
cucunbers out of his ears and proclaimng hinmself to be
King Tut, nost of Em|l's flock would split.
"Amracle," Eml| said. "I gotta cone
up with a mracle. Either I do that, or |I'm back
hoei n' the weeds outta greens and butter beans for
something to

eat." Francis sure did look fanmliar
t hough.

"Yeah," Matthew said. "And don't forget us,
Emil. If you go down, we go with you."

"Then come up with sonething, Brother Matthew.
Don't just stand there with your face hangi ng out

t hi nk!"
Ben was sitting in the shade of a truck, deep in
t hought. Hi's recon teams had reported Louie's
t hugs were roundi ng up many wonen and kids and el derly
peopl e. The recon teans had managed to intercede in sone
of the gatherings-up, but were spread too thin to save many.
Ben just did not know what to do.
"Uneasy is the head that wears the crown, Ben?"
Dr. Chase said, wal king up
Ben | ooked up and tried a smle. "I guess
so, Lamar. I'mdamed if | do and dammed i f
| don't, no matter which way | turn this tine."
"Well, you want a soundi ng board to bounce sone
t houghts off of, Ben?"
"It mght help. Pull up a piece of ground
and nmake yourself confortable.™
The doctor sat down beside Ben, plucked a
bl ade of grass and stuck it in his nouth. Finally,
he said, "Can we just bypass this fight, Ben?"
"I gave that sone serious thought. But what comes after
that, Lamar?"
Chase knew what Ben neant; but he knew that
Ben wanted to say it. "Wat do you nmean, Ben?"
"W back away fromthis fight, Lamar, because of the
t aki ng and using of wonmen and kids and el derly for
host ages, where does it end? The news wil |
surely spread all over this shattered nation

W'l |l be putting every wonan, every child, and every elderly
person still alive in jeopardy."
Lamar nodded his head. "I agree, Ben. But

| don't have to like it."
"Neither do I, buddy."
"So? And?"
"I try to arrange a nmeeting with this Big Louie
and Ashl ey. \Whoever the hell Ashley is."
"CGood luck," the doctor said.
Big Loui e waved a sheet of paper under the
nose of Ashley and giggled. "Gen. Ben Raines
wi shes a nmeeting with ne." He did not nention that
Ben wanted to see Ashley as well. "A
nmessenger delivered this only nonents ago." He
| ooked at Ashley's battle dress and giggl ed.
"And you say that | |ook funny? George C.
Scott, you ain't."
Ashl ey ignored that. "This neeting comvhere is he



suggesting it take place?"

"On neutral ground. He will be on one side
of Interstate Thirty-five comthe west side. And
I, and ny entourage, shall be on the other side. W
shall neet in the nmedian. |1've ordered ny purple
robe cl eaned and ironed. | wonder,
t hough, should I wear ny white punps or my bl ack
ones?"

Ashl ey stared at Big Louie, disbelief in his
eyes. Here was a chance to kill Ben Raines,
by ambush, and this fool was concerned only about his
goddammed shoes.

"Now listen to ne, Louie. W've just been handed
a fantastic opportunity.”

"Ch, | know" Louie gushed. "At last |
get to neet Ben Raines. Do you know that some consi der
the man to be a god?"

"Loui e, goddanmmit, stop sinpering for a nonent and

listen to me. We can kill Ben Raines, and it'l|
be easy."
"Kill Ben Raines!" Louie shrieked,
horrified. "Wy, | have no intention of killing
Ben Raines. I'mgong to offer hima chance to join

us. What do you think about that?"

Ashl ey stared hard at Big Louie. There was a
very strange, odd light in the man's eyes; a
glint that had not been there a couple of days ago. A
bit of spittle oozed out of one corner of
Louie's nouth. Louie started hunming a little
ditty.

Then it cane to Ashley.

Bi g Loui e had gone off the deep end.

Never too stable-at least in the years that Ashley
had known him -Big Louie had finally tiptoed over
into yo-yo | and.

And a plan, springing |like a |arge dangerous panther
in the night, |l eaped into Ashley's brain. The plan
cat-footed about in the nman's head.

Wy not? he thought. It'll work. Kill two
birds with one stone, as the saying goes.

"Why, Louie, Your Mjesty," Ashley said

with a smle. "I think it would be grand for you to neet with
Ben Raines and of fer hima chance to join with us.
Yes, indeed, Louie. Alovely idea. I'm

sorry that | didn't think of it."

Big Louie | eaned forward and touched Ashley's
shoul der with a soft and perfumed hand.

Ashl ey fought to suppress a shudder.

"My dear boy," Louie said. "I thought of it
because it is my duty to do so. It is ny obligation
to the masses inferior to ne. After all, | amthe

ki ng, you know. "

"Yes, Your Majesty," Ashley said, bow ng.
"Of course. May | take ny | eave now?"

"Yes, yes, yes!" Louie waved a hand.
"Run al ong and play sol dier boy. |
have royal arrangenents to null over. 1'lIl call
you when | have them conpleted.”

Ashl ey backed out, bowi ng as he went. In the
hal |, he | ooked at one of his bodyguards.



"He's flipped out." He jerked a thunb toward the
Royal Room as Louie called it. "Cone on

W've got a lot of work to do."

Chapter 5

"He agreed to it," Ben said. Col one
Gray, lke, and Tina had been call ed back
to Ben's CP. Dr. Chase was busy with his
doctors, tending to the needs of those civilians the
Rebel teanms had managed to west fromthe hands of
Bi g Louie's nen.

"Bet on one thing, Ben,'
trap of some sort."

"No doubt. But probably fromthe mnd of this
Ashl ey person. Not fromBig Louie."

"Why do you say that, Dad!?" Tina asked

No one had yet brought up the subject of
Buddy. Ben had not nentioned it, and until he did,
no one el se was going to say anything about it.

"Listen to this," Ben said, lifting the letter, which had
been handed to a forward recon team by a bearer under a
white fl ag.

Tina sniffed at the paper. "Snells like
expensi ve perfune."

"Chanel ," Dan said. "Froma
man?"

"Quiet," Ben said. "Listen
To his Majesty, the suprene general of forces,

Ben Rai nes

lke said. "It's a

| ke swall owed a bit of chew ng tobacco and
began coughi ng.
"Serves you right for sticking that dreadful ness in
your mouth," Dan said, smiling. "Do continue,
general . Pardon this oafs interruption.” He
whacked I ke on the back a couple of tines.
VWen the | aughter had subsi ded, Ben read on
I

Ki ng Louie The First, do hereby accept your kind

offer of a nmeeting. | amso looking forward to it. Being

men of like mnd ..

Ben rolled his eyes at that.

I

am certain we can reach sone understandi ng which shall enable us to work
out this small difficulty without the use of force. Do

gi ve sone serious thought to joining ne and together

we can sit side by side on the throne of greatness and

certainly rule the world.

"That fellow " Dan said, pointing to the letter,
certainly bonkers!"

"At least," Ben agreed.

"When is the neeting?" Tina asked.

Ben | ooked at the letter. "Tonorrow, at noon. At
the Csage City exit, just off the Kansas
Tur npi ke. "

"Just up the road," lke said. "Still no clue as
to who this Ashley person is, Ben?"

Ben shook his head. "No." He cut his eyes
to Tina. "Met your half-brother yet?"

The question caught her off bal ance. "Ah, why, no,

is



Dad, | haven't."

Ben smled. "There are no secrets in any
arny, lke. That much has not changed."

"Sure hasn't," Ike said. "But hell,

Ben. He | ooks just like you."

Ben nodded his head. "Go see him Tina.
want himat the neeting tonorrow at noon."

"Dad? ..."

"Do | have to make that an order, girl?" Ben
asked, cutting his hawk-1ike eyes at her

"No, sir!"

Ben smled and the young woman returned the smle
"Report to nme at |least two hours before the neeting.
| want your opinion of him"

A m schi evous | ook passed over the woman's
pretty face. She stepped forward and ki ssed Ben
on his tanned cheek, tweaking hi munder the chin.
"Yes, Daddy," she cooed, then ran out of the CP
before Ben coul d catch her

After the laughter had died down, Ben cleared his
throat and, red faced, said, "Now you both see why
nepoti smis such a |ousy idea."

"Yes, Daddy!"
| ke and Dan shouted in unison

Toget her, they ran out of the CP, with Ben throwing his
spare boots at them One of the boots just mssed
Deni se, who was bringing Ben a nmessage from one of the
recon units.

"Be careful in there, love!" Dan called over
his shoulder. "Big Daddy is a bit testy today."

Gggling like a pair of kids, the ex-Sas man
and ex-Seal ran out of sight, straight to the
hospital, to tell Dr. Chase what had just gone
down.

Shaki ng her head, Denise entered the CP, after
pi cking up Ben's boots fromthe ground.

Ben gl ared at her.

"You could hire that face out to frighten little children
general ," she told him

Ben grow ed at her.

"Shall | call Dr. Chase to have you checked for
rabi es?" she asked innocently.

Ben glared for a monent nore, then smled. He

wal ked to the door and told his guards, "I do not
wi sh to be disturbed."”
"Yes, sir."

Ben cl osed the door and picked the worman up in

his arms and carried her to the bedroom |I|aying her
gently on the bed.

"Do all generals behave like this?" she asked.

Ginning as he unbuttoned his shirt, Ben said,

"I'f they get the chance.”

"Gve nme your left, left, left, right,
left!" Lieutenant Mackey called out the
cadence.

After the group had been bathed and inspected and
curried and given physicals, the force had been
cull ed down considerably. Qut of the initial six
hundred nen and wonen, three hundred had been
deermed physically fit to be a nmost unwilling



unit of the Rebels.
And at this, the first full half day's training, the
entire new unit was playing alligator
Their ass was dragging out their tracks.
"Conpany ... halt!" Lieutenant Mackey
shouted the wel come words.
The nen and wonen sl umped to the ground, too tired
to even try to seek sone shade fromthe mercil ess heat.
"Pi ss-poor -1 ooki ng bunch,"” Cecil said
to Lieutenant Mackey, a grin on his face.
"I sure won't argue with that, general,"
Mackey said, al so grinning.
A medi ¢ approached them "Jake wants to see
you, general."
"Ch? | gather, then, his jaw is not broken?"
"No, sir. Just bent a little." Al laughed at
the old army joke. The nedic said, "He did
| ose a couple of teeth, though."
"I imagine that Jake is a bit upset, is
he not, son?"
The nedi c | aughed al oud. "Yes, sir. He
says j ust
any ol' tine you feel lucky, he wants
to chall enge you to a fight for |eadership."
Cecil smiled. He knew all about that. He
renmenbered those fromhis days as a Green
Beret. "Ch? Is that right?"
"Yes, sir. And he demands the right to let his
foll owers know that."
Cecil nodded his head. "Very well.
Harri son?" he called, |ooking around for his

driver.

"Here, sir."

"WIl you please bring this Jake person to the parade
ground?"

The parade ground was an ol d hi gh schoo
footbal I field.

"Ri ght away, sir."

Jake was escorted to the parade ground, a
Rebel on both sides of him He | ooked at
what were once his people, spraw ed in near exhaustion
on the field. Hi s eyes found the remainder of his
peopl e-the culls- that Cecil had ordered placed in the
stands. Jake | ooked at Cecil. Jake's jaw
was slightly swollen, and one |lip was cut, but when
he spoke, his words were clear

"“I' m a-gonna whup your ass, spade!"

"Real [ y?"

"Yeah. "At air's a purdee fact,
boy. "

"And what do you think that will acconplish

shoul d you be instrunental in succeeding in that highly

unlikely bit of braggadoci o?"

" Haw?"
"What will it prove?" Cecil said with a sigh
"Hit'Il prove whut ever'body el se aw eady

know. That |I'mthe better nan."

Cecil smled. "Surely, God must have had a
sense of hunor."

" Haw?"



"Not hi ng, you cretin. Very well. How do you want
this fight?"
A sly look crept into Jake's eyes. "You
really gonna fight ne, boy?"
"Ch, yes. Mst assuredly."”
"You dunb ass! | never knowed a nigger in ny
life that had no sense.”
"Surely a startling revelation is just around the
corner, Jake."
"Whut ever 'at neans."
Cecil started to tell him He decided that
actions woul d speak | ouder than words.
Ceci| stepped back and renoved his web belt,
laying it to one side. He | ooked at his Rebels,
now all gathered around. "No interference, people. If
Jake wins, we pull out. If Jake
| oses, he joins the group and takes orders just like
any ot her buck-ass private." He cut his
eyes to Jake. "Is that anmenable to you, Jake?"
" Haw?"
"I's "at awmrat with chew?" Cecil
mush- mout hed. He could not contain a small snile
Sonewhere in the ranks of the newy drafted
menbers, a wonan's | aughter reached out, taunting.
"You shoul d be able to understand that, Jake!" she call ed.
Jake's face nottled and flushed with anger
"Yeah, | understand hit, awat. You ready
to fight, boy?" he asked Cecil.
"Ch, quite!l" Cecil responded cheerfully.
Jake danced a bit, balled his big hands
into fists, and stepped forward, tossing out a quick testing
fist.
Ceci| stepped inside the punch and pl anted one
on Jake's chin, staggering the bigger and stronger and
younger man.
Ceci| stepped to one side, dodgi ng another of
Jake' s punches.
Jake snapped a left, catching Cecil on the
shoul der. The punch stung, and Cec knew he woul d
never be able to stand up and slug it out, toe to toe, with the
man. At |east, not yet. That point was
further enphasi zed when Jake popped Cecil on
the side of the head with a I eft hook. The bl ow brought
stars into Cec's vision, and little birdies chirped.
Ceci| sidestepped and brought his el bows in
close, his fists up, protecting his face and
belly and dancing a bit until his head cl eared.
Then he heard Jake's breathing. He smled.
If he could keep Jake noving and sw nging, all the
whil e protecting hinself, he could wear the bigger man
down and then beat the shit out of him
Al t hough Jake was younger and stronger, he was very nuch out
of shape.
"You stand still and fight, you black son of a bitch!"
Jake yelled, the frustration evident in his voice.
Just to let himknow that he hadn't forgotten him
Cec popped Jake flush on the mouth with a short
left. Jake's head snapped back, and the bl ood
flew fromnewy busted lips.
Cec danced back, his head clear of little



bi rdi es, keeping Jake moving. "You know what they
say, Jake!" Cecil taunted him "W got
rhyt hm "

"You ni gger ape!" Jake hissed, panting for
breath. He stepped in, wanting to mx it up
nose to nose.

Knowi ng he was taking a terrible chance, Cec gave
the man his wi sh, for a couple of short, hard bl ows.
Cecil hit himwith a right to the stomach and a hard | eft
to the jaw.

Cec stepped in close and brought his right fist up
in a vicious uppercut. Jake's teeth slamed
t oget her.

Jake's knees buckl ed for just a couple of
seconds, and his eyes glazed over, blood pouring
from his busted nouth.

That was all Cec was | ooking for. He stepped in and
began battering the man, smashing himw th conbi nati ons of
lefts and rights. Cecil's big hard fists turned
the man's face into bl oody pul p. Both of
Jake's eyes were swollen and cl osing, blood
dripping fromhis nouth; the big man was staggering.

"Gve it up, Jake," Cec panted.

"You're finished. Don't nmake ne kill you."

"Ain't no goddamm ni gger gonna do 'at,"

Jake hissed at him the words whistling through broken
teet h.

Jake swung at Cec and Cec stepped to one
side, grabbed the man's wist and forearm and tossed
hi m over his hip. Jake | anded hard on the ground,
on his butt, the breath whooshing out of him

Cec knew he should end it right there sinply
by kicking the man in the head. But he didn't want
it like that. Even though he had been shown ot herw se
hundreds of times down through the |ong years, he
wanted to prove that cop wong. Just one tine.

Cecil waited until Jake had craw ed
to his feet, standing there, swaying. Cec stood, his
fists raised, waiting.

"You're not an aninal, Jake. You're a
human being, with a brain that can think and reason and
| earn. Cone on, Jake. Help ne prove that
cop wong."

"Whut cop?" Jake panted the words. "I
hate cops as nuch as | do niggers. Especially
coon cops. Wwut'd you thank about that, black
boy~?"

"Actually," Cec said, "I've always thought that a
m snomer, since | amnore cinnanon col ored than
bl ack. "

"You smart-assed coon!"

"Ch, cone on, Jake! Join us. Fight for the
side of reason and right and freedom™

Jake's grin was bl oody and savage and
unrepenting. "lI'mrat. My daddy was rat. And
hi s daddy was rat."

"Ri ght about what, Jake?"

Jake swung a feeble fist and Cec brushed it
away, shoving the nman back down to the dirt. Jake
sat hard



"Ever'thang | know, " Jake munbl ed.
"Coddamm teachers tried to teach ne otherw se, but
| knowed better. | knowed they was wong and ny daddy
was rat."

Jake sat on the ground, unable, or so it
seenmed, to get to his feet.

Cec knew he was taking a terrible chance with
Jake; that he should end it. But unlike Ben
Cecil still clung to the faint hope that there was good in
even the worst of nen.

Al though at tines that belief was sorely tested.

"One thang for shore," Jake said. "The only
good nigger is a dead one!" He canme off the ground
fast, and Cec knew the man had been faking it,
gat hering his strength.

Jake tried to grab Cec in a bear hug, his
arms around Cecil's waist. Cec tw sted, breaking
the hold, at the same time hamrering on the nman's
neck and kidneys with his fists. Jake's hold
slipped away, and Cec slung himto the ground.

Jake slid on his face, his bl ood
marking his trail.

Proved right again, M. Deputy Sheriff,
Ceci |

t hought. Someday maybe 1'11 get it through ny
head.

Jake craw ed to his feet, a very tough and very
pure redneck. Wiite trash clear through, but he stil
refused to give up. He raised his fists and
| unbered toward Cec.

Cecil planted his booted feet and started his
punch chest high, twisting his body. He put
everything he had left in the punch: a solid
straight right, with no detours and no curves. The
fist caught Jake flush in the mouth. Jake's
feet flew out fromunder him he was out cold before he
hit the ground.

Cecil stood over the beaten and bl oody man,
shaki ng his aching right hand. Ben was right, he thought. It's
in the home. There is living proof of it. But howin
the hell do we conbat what is taught in the hone?

O is that a noot point now?"' Surrounded by the
devast ati on of war.

Cec sighed. He had fought Jake with his fists
only because he had wanted to. Not because he had to.
Cec was well schooled in the art of
hand-t o- hand conmbat. He could have ended it very quickly
by using any number of martial arts nmovenents, and
he knew nost of them But he also knew that a
certain class of people would not have been inpressed by that
victory. They woul d have accused himof "not fighting
fair."

O sonme such shit as that!

Cecil walked to the front of the very quiet group
of men and wonen resting on the parade field. He
faced them trying to make eye contact with as nany of
t hem as possible. Many would not nmeet his stare.

"CGet on your goddamed feet!"
Ceci |l roared.
The crowd quickly rose fromthe ground.



"You do not sit in my presence," Cecil infornmed
them "Unless | give the orders to do so. Is that
under st ood?"

The crowd collectively nuttered its
response. Everybody but one. Hi s voice rang out
I oud and clear, in Marine Corps boot canp
remenbrance. "Yes, sir!" the ex-Mrine shouted.

"I can't hear all of you!" Cecil shouted.

"Yes, sir!" they said.

"I still can't hear you!"

"Yes, sir,"
the crowd roared.

"That's nmuch better."” Cecil smled. "Now,
is there any doubt in anybody's mnd as to just
exactly who is running this outfit?"

“No,
sirl™

"That's good." Cecil's eyes found the
ex-Marine. "Step out here.”

The man quick-timed to face Cecil. "Yes,
sirl™

"What is your last nane, Billy Bob?"

"Manning, sir."

"Well, M. Manning, you are now a Top
Kick in Ben Raines's Rebel army,"” he

i nforned the astoni shed man. "You will act accordingly. It's
going to be up to you to appoint platoon sergeants and
squad | eaders. | shouldn't have to tell an

ex-Marine to make your choices wisely. It's
going to be a big conpany, Sergeant Manning. You
t hi nk you can handle it?"

"Yes, sir. No sweat, general."

"Fine. Tell me this: Wiy did you stay with

Jake?"
"I ... don't know, general." Manning's
reply was softly given. "I left
twostthree tinmes. But alone, out there ..." He
jerked his thunmb. "It's tough. | think after you talk
to some of these people, you'll find that we were planning a

revolt against Jake and his nmen. It just got to be nore
than a ot of us could take."
Manni ng shook his head. "There isn't any
| aw
anywhere. And people need | aw and order, don't they?"
"Yes, they do, Sergeant Manning. They
certainly do. Al right, Mster Sergeant
Manni ng. The conpany is all yours. Run themthrough
a fewmnutes of PT; don't let themstiffen
up; and then march them down to that creek." He
poi nted. "For a bath. Then get them back up here for
chow. "

"Yes, sir."

"Billy? What woul d you suggest | do with
Jake?"

“I'f I was you, sir?"

"Yes."

"I"d shoot him He'll never forget or
forgive, sir. And he'll never be no part of this

outfit. He's gonna hate you for the rest of his
life. He'll be schemin' and plannin' on a way



to kill you. Don't never trust him
general . "

Cecil nodded his head. "Thank you, Billy.
See to your conmand. "

"Yes, sir."
Billy turned to | eave, and then stopped, turning
around, | ooking at Cecil. "General ? The near

t hree hundred you and your people culled out? They was the
bad ones."

" Ch?"

"Yes, sir. I've knowed nost of themol'
boys and gals for nost of their lives. They never was
any good. Drunks, dishonorable discharges fromthe
service, thieves, back-stabbers, womani zers,
gane poachers, outlaws, two-tinmers ... you nane
it. What you' ve got here, in this bunch ..." He
jerked a thumb at the lines of men and women, standing
at ease. "ls not a bad bunch of people. Dam
near every one of themwas a decent, hard-working man or
worman. " A curious | ook crept into his eyes.

"What puzzles me is

this: How d you and your Rebel s know which ones to cul
and whi ch ones to keep?"

Two faces came to Cecil's mind. That
deputy sheriff and the face of Ben Raines. Both
of them thought alike on one particular
subject. "We've had a |l ot of practice,
sergeant. Down through the years. And | had a good
teacher in the subject of human behavior."

"Ch? Who was that, sir?"

"Ben Raines."

Chapter 6

He was pointed out to Tina, and as she drew nearer
to the young man, she had to smile. This, then, was what
her adopted father had | ooked Iike as a young nan.

Buddy gl anced up as the officer approached him
He stood up. New to this, he didn't know whet her
to salute or not.

"Relax," Tina told him "I'myour sister
Ti na Rai nes."

Buddy smiled and held out his hand. She shook it.

Brot her and sister stood for a nmonent, |ooking at each
ot her.

"The general adopted ne, |ong years ago,"

Tina said, clearing up any doubts that m ght be
lingering in Buddy's mnd. "Wien | was just a little
girl.”

"Where is the general ?"

"Cetting ready for a neeting tonorrow. | ... don't
think he's quite ready, yet, to neet you. It was quite a
shock for him"

Buddy smiled. "Yes, | bet it was. He
send you up to check on nme?"

"Yes. And to bring you to neet himtonorrow norning."

"Well ... what do I call you? Captain?
What ?"
"Tina will do. O sis," she added, smling.

The young man and young woman put their arns around
each other. Both of them began to softly weep
"Sounds good to nme, Ashley,"” his men told him



"I't"ll be an easy shot fromthis spot." He
punched a dirty finger at the map spread out on a
tabl e.

"Wth Ben Raines out of the picture," Ashley
said, "the Rebels will be conpletely denoralized and
frozen in their tracks. They won't know what to do.
I want all of our troops ready to go at ny
conmand. The wonen and kids and old people in front of the
poi nt teans. Just as soon as Ben and Big Louie
go down, nmove out and hit the bastards with everything
we' ve got. Remenber this: The first strike is
going to be the nost inportant one. And once we
start, we cannot, we nust not, stop our nomentum Al
right, men, nove out and get your snhipers in position
Good luck to you all."

The field conmanders nmoved out quickly.
Ni ght was fast approaching, and the nen had to be
briefed and the gunnmen in position before dawmn. Al the
field cormanders of Big Louie's arny were smling,
one thought uppernmost in their mnds: It wuld be such a
relief to get that idiot Louie dead and in the
ground.

Why Ashley had put up with the silly prick was
somet hi ng that none coul d under st and.

If they could pull this off, the entire United
States could easily be theirs for the taking.

And Ashl ey had prom sed themall the women they
coul d ever crave.

VWen the conmand post had enptied, Ashley sat
down and propped his highly polished boots-shined by a
slave, certainly not by Ashley-up on a table.
He smiled, thinking that he really wi shed he could be the
one to line up Ben Raines in the cross hairs of the
scope and pull the trigger. He would like to see the
expression on Ben Raines's face as the bullet
struck himin the center of the chest, exploding his
heart.

And forever stilling that bastard!
"CGod, | hate you, Raines!" Ashley
muttered. "I despise you with all ny heart."

For a few hot nmonents, Ashley let the
hate wash over him enjoying the venonous sensation
The nonent he had dreamed offor years was now only
hours away.

And Ashl ey could hardly wait.

VWhat woul d be appropriate for the body? Strip it
naked and hang it up by neat hooks? That m ght be
nice. He'd have to give that some nore thought.

That would certainly draw sone attention

Ashley sat with the hate bubbling within him He
renmenbered, recalling with startling accuracy, each
detail of the humiliating beating he had received at the
hands of Ben Raines so many years in the past. But the
menory still burned as hotly in his brain, the
flames of reniniscence blazing just as intensely as
they did twenty years back.

The days he'd spent in the hospital, thanks
to Ben Raines, the | ooks he'd received fromthe
nurses- trashy little bitches; half of them
ni ggers. Disgusting.



And his reputation as quite a good fighter had
plumreted after that. Ben Raines had used all that
tricky stuff on him Man didn't fight
fair. But what coul d one expect froma damed
M dwest er ner ?

And for a time, Ashley let msty
nmenories take

hi m wi ngi ng back in time; back to when |ife had been
so good, and he and his nmomy and daddy and sister had
lived the good life. No matter that there had been
poverty and hunger all around them They had al
i nherited the money; it was theirs, to spend it on whatever
one damm wel | pl eased.

Then the awf ul ness of the bonbs that carried the deadly
germs spreading all over the |and.

And Ashl ey had | ost everything. Everything.

He had, for the first tinme, been on his own. He had
to learn survival. But he'd gone too far with it,
and became an outlaw. Wat the hell? No | aw
to speak of. Except the law of the fittest. And
Ashl ey becane fit.

It wasn't until about a year after the G eat War
that Ashley | earned what finally became of his sister
But by then, he was well on his way toward beconing a
warl ord, and his sis was doing quite well-no point in
upsetting any apple carts.

So he had never seen her again.

But he kept up with her. And when the government
finally noved agai nst Ben Raines and his damabl e
Tri-States, Ben Raines had sent out his Zero
Squads; sonething that no one thought he woul d
ever do.

And his sister had been killed. By that goddamed
lowife son of a bitch Ben Raines.

And Ashley's hate had only intensified after
t hat .

Sitting, thinking, Ashley wondered, since he'd
later found out that his sis had traveled with Ben
Raines for a time, if Ben had ever screwed his sis.

Surely not. That thought was just too disgusting
to ponder. Besides, sis had been much too nuch the
lady to ever allow soneone of Ben Raines's ilk
to get into her pants.

A coupl e of years after his sis had been kill ed,

Ashl ey had teaned up with Big Louie, adding his

own small arnmy of thugs and outlaws to Big
Louie's troops. And for a time, they all had it
pretty dammed easy. Ashley had all the pussy
he coul d stand; servants to wait on him catering
to his every whim

O course, he had to put up with Big Louie;
but that was not that difficult. Just let the fool sinper
and have his perverted pl easures and Loui e was happy,
t hi nking that he was running the show That gave Ashl ey
anple time to subvert Louie's arny, weeding out those
who were truly loyal to the fool

Then Ben Rai nes just had to come along, tilting at
windmills Iike the damed idealistic bastard that he
was.

But maybe, Ashl ey thought, |eaning back, his hands



behi nd his head, just maybe Ben had conme along at a
nost opportune tine.
Ashley smled. He firmy believed that if
Ben Raines were to die, the Rebels would
disintegrate, falling apart w thout Raines's
| eader shi p.
Onh, sure. Ashley had heard all those silly
runors about Ben Rai nes being sone sort of god.
How ridi cul ous! He was a god, all right. A
goddammed neddl i ng asshol e. Ben Rai nes was
pure flesh and blood just |ike anyone else. But if
the Rebels even remptely believed that garbage,
the sight of their wonderful god being shot dead before their
eyes woul d be so denoralizing to themthat their ranks would
crunmbl e. And then Ashley would have had his revenge and be
rid of the do-gooder bastard Rai nes once and for all.
Dam! but that thought was so good it was al nost as good as
Sex.
He felt hinself gaining an erection. He rubbed
his crotch and thought about all those cute little girlies
he had stashed away, willing to do anything
to serve him
And sone of them just barely into their teen years. Hot
little bitches!
He stood up, his hardness a throbbing painfu
pl easure, and exited out the back door, heading for his
house. He'd think about killing Ben Raines while
getting a blowjob fromthat cute little blonde. That
woul d make sex even better
"I"ve been frightened of a fewthings in ny life,
Tina," Buddy admitted. "But | will freely
admt to you, that at this nmonent, | am scared half
to death."
She | aughed at him "Wy, Buddy?"
Buddy turned and poi nted. "Because of that."
The tall figure of Ben Raines stood out,
| eani ng agai nst the fender of a Jeep. Ben was having a
cup of tea and smoking a hand-rolled cigarette.
"He's just a man, Buddy. Your father. And there
is no doubt of that. You two | ook enough alike to be
scary."
Tina did not tell Buddy that she had already net
with Ben a coupl e of hours before.
Ben turned his head, |ooking at the pair.
"Here it comes," Buddy muttered.
Tina | aughed at him Together, they
wal ked toward Ben. And then the father and the son who had
never seen one another were only a couple of feet
apart.
Fat her and son stared at one another. Tina stepped
to one side, to stand beside the man she called her
Uncle I ke. She felt the same affection for him
as she did for the man she called her Uncle Cec.
"You want sone hot tea, boy?" Ben asked, his
voi ce gruff.
Buddy was afraid the man woul d hear his knees
knocki ng; and he was certain that they were. He opened
his mouth to speak. But nothing canme out
except an unintelligible squeak
Buddy felt |like a fool



Ben smled. "Early norning is when ny voice
does that. That's why a long time ago, | started
using honey in ny coffee instead of sugar. Honey
snmoot hs out the throat."

Buddy found his voice. "Yes, sir. 'l
renmenber that. If | ever find any coffee, that
is," he added.

Ben | aughed. "Save sone for me when you do. About
that hot tea? ..."

"Ch, yes, sir. That would be very nice. Sir,"
he added.

Al most before the words were out of his nmouth, a cup of
steani ng tea was placed on the hood of the Jeep.

Ben waited until the younger man had sugared and
stirred the tea before saying, "How did you | eave your
not her ?"

"Quite insane, sir.

"Her arny?"

"Nunbers, sir?"

Ben nodded.

"Several thousand, sir. A very l|large group of
nmot orcyclists had just joined prior to ny |eaving.
| believe that they had been a part of Sam
Hartline's arny before that."

"Grizzy, Sonny Boy, Skinhead,

Popeye, and Pi ano anong t henf"

"Yes, sir. That's the bunch."

"Then your nother has taken up with scum" Ben said
flatly.

"Yes, sir. | know. Most of the people who foll ow
her are nothing nore than savages."

Ben | ooked at Buddy's weapon. The old

Thonpson | ooked to be in fine shape. "Interesting
weapon you carry, boy."

The son nmet the father's steady gaze, "I find that
it does the job, sir."

"Yes. | agree." Ben | ooked at his watch;

plenty of time. "Tell nme about yourself, Buddy."

And for five full mnutes, Buddy told Ben of
his past-as far back as he could renenber-and about his
grandfather raising him shielding him letting his nother
think himto be dead

He concluded by telling Ben of his belief that his nother
probably ordered the O d Man burned at the
st ake.

Ben stared at him then shook his head. "Her own
f at her ?"

"Yes, sir. But he would go to his death singing
Christian songs. He was dying of the cancer."

"Then he is a brave man."

"Was, sir."

"You know t hat someday |'m going to have to fight your nother
and her army?"

"Yes, sir. | know. And so does she. The people
she has gathered about her might well be savages,
but they have professional soldiers, ex-nercenaries,
training them She will be hard to handle. And | don't
mean to be disrespectful in saying that."

"I"'mglad to have that word, Buddy. What woul d you do
if I should order you to take part in the action agai nst



her ?"
"I would go. | would not want to; but | would
foll ow your orders."
"And if | ordered you to kill your nother?"
"I don't believe |I could kill my own nother
sir. I know she is evil, and that she deserves
to die, but not by nmy hand. Not unless she was trying
to kill me. And even then ... | just don't know. "
Ben smled. "You just saved your life, son."
"Beg pardon, sir?"
"I'f you' d said anything else, | would have had you
tossed out of ny sight. 1'd have known you were lying."
"I spoke the truth, sir."
"Yes, | believe you. I"'mnot a very enotiona
man, Buddy. Never have been. Perhaps that is a
fault of mine. | don't know Wat |I'mtrying
to say is ..." He blinked away a slight m st
in his eyes and cleared his throat.
Buddy put a strong young hand on his father's
shoul der. The two men | ooked at each other just as the
sun broke through the overcast skies that had put a
pall on nost of the morning. The sun bathed the
countryside in all of God's brilliance.
"I'"'mglad to be with you, Father," Buddy said.
"I only hope that | never do anything to make you
feel ashanmed of ne."
Ben nodded his head and snmiled. He did not trust
his voice just yet. He put his right hand on his
son's shoul der and squeezed.
Boy was as solid as a damed rock
"Come on, boy," the father said. "Let's get sone
[ unch. "
"Ah ... sir?"
"Yes?"
"Do you object if Tina and, ah, soneone else
joins us?"
"Of course not. Who is the soneone el se?"
"A young |l ady from General MGowan's comand.
She befriended ne when the others were reluctant to do
so. "
"Handsone scoundrel takes after his father in nore ways
than one," Tina said, snmling. "Half a day in
canp and he's got the best-Iooking wonan
cornered."
"Pay no attention to your sister, boy," Ben
told
him "She exaggerates at tines."
And the famly, plus one, wal ked off to have |unch
Francis Freneau didn't pull any
cucunbers out of his ears, but what he did was just as
bad. He sang religious songs with such
a pure, sweet, fine tenor voice he dam
near had Em | weeping; nost of the others were bl ubbering
and snorting with joy.
And then Em | recognized him
"I knewit!" Eml said. "I knewl'd
seen that sucker sonewheres before."
He | eaned over and whi spered in Brother
Matthew s ear. "I know that son of a bitch! That's
Stanl ey Ledbetter. He had a finance company in



Chattanooga until the state put himout of
busi ness; he was runnin' two sets of books.
Then he popped up in Atlanta, selling phony
stocks and bonds out of a boiler room He just got
out the state with his ass intact, the cops right on his
tail. Then he got hima face lift out in
California and was working the schools with a two-bit
magi ¢ act. Anong ot her things, he got busted for
screwn' the little chickies and was about to stand trial when
the bonbs cane."
"Hush up," Matthew said, awe in his voice.
"Ain't his singin' beautiful?"
Em | whacked Brother Mtthew on the side of
his head with his fist. "Goddanmit, Matthew, |isten
to ne!"
"Coww " Brother Mtthew said,
hol di ng the side of his head. "Shit, Brother
Em |, that hurt!"”
"Then pay attention, you dunb ass!

know
that guy calls hinself Francis Freneau."
"So what ?"

"He's a fraud!"

The | ook Enmi| received from Brother Matthew was not
a pl easant one. "And you ain't?"

"That's neither here nor there you dunmy! You and a few
others got a pretty cushy job with me, working this
scam You think Ledbetter is gonna keep you
on?"

The two of themwere joined by a few nore of Emil's
Enf or cers.

"Ledbetter?" Brother Carl asked.

"Yeah. Stanley Ledbetter."

Br ot her Matthew t hought about that for a nmonent. He
finally nodded his head in agreenent. "W gotta cone
up with a spectacular nmiracle, Brother Eml.

That's the only thing that's gonna save our asses.”

Em|'s face brightened. "You got sonething in
m nd?"

"No. "

"Wonderful ," Em| said. "I'm
surrounded by yoyos."

"W can al ways shoot the son of a bitch," Brother
Carl suggest ed.

"No, no!" Em| said. "I am opposed
to violence. Unless it just absolutely has to be.
It'd be so nmuch better if |I could best himat his
own game."

"How?" Brother Roger asked.

"I'f I knew that, you dummy, | wouldn't be
standing here listening to Stanley Ledbetter bell ow ng
songs! "

"How cone he's got all them good-I ookin'
chi ckies and we get stuck with the dogs?" Brother
Carl asked, a wistful note in the question. H's eyes
were on a shapely brunette standi ng besi de Francis
Freneau, her eyes gl azed over in reverence as
Franci s crooned.

O course, the joint she'd just toked on m ght have
had a little bit to do with it.



was "Cause he's got a dick like a
donkey," Enmi| said. "He was into porno flicks
for a couple of years. You could use that thing of his for a
flagpole; I'mtelling you." Em| started
smling and hunmm ng and snapping his fingers.
The others waited in silence. They knew
that when Emi| started behaving like this, an idea was forning
in his head.
Either that, or he'd gotten off into the nushroons
agai n.
"I wonder if the other guys with himare all
hung |i ke Stanley?" Em | asked.
"According to Sister Linda they sure are," Brother
Carl said.
"You mean, sone of my flock have al ready begun
to betray me?" Eml| said.
"They been slippin" crost the Boeuf River
for nore than a week, now," Brother Roger said.
"W was afraid to tell you, Brother Em|l."
"Echoes of GCethsemane!" Enil npaned.
"The Judas bitches have shown their true colors."
"Naw, " Brother Mtthew said. "They're just
lookin' for a better screw, is all."
"Cretin!" Em| glared at him "Never nind.
| have a plan. 1'Il be gone for a few days.
['"lI'l be in Monroe, looking for ... something. |
m ght have to go as far as Shreveport to find it. |
don't know. You'll come with me, Brother Carl."
"What are we looking for, Brother Enil?"
Em| smiled. "That will be ny secret for atine."
"Are you going to find a mracle,
Brot her Emi|?" Brother Roger asked.
"I better,"” Enmil| said grimy.
"Qur people are being forced to fall back,"
Khansi n was inforned. "The Rebels have
booby-trapped nearly everything that can be wred
to explode. Qur hospitals are rapidly filling
up with the wounded and mai ned. "
"How are you getting them across the river?"
"We're not. That would take too long. We're
setting up field hospitals south of Interstate
Twenty. "
"Have the Rebels tried to stormthe hospital s?"
"No, sir. They have not. They are not known for doing
that."
"How nobl e of them" Khanmsin said bitterly.
He turned in his chair to gaze out the wi ndow The
bitterness in his soul had manifested itself in his nouth.
H s tongue held the taste of copper.
"Di sgusting!" Khanmsin said. "W have conquered
hal f the known world, and are halted in our tracks by a
band of rag-tag Americans. Disgusting!" he
r epeat ed.
Khanmsi n knew perfectly well that his forces
out nunbered the Rebels by at |east twenty-five
to one; yet his forces, since the start of the
i nvasi on, had known only defeat. It was humliating
and appal li ng. Khansin had conquered al nost the whol e of
South Carolina with ease. Then Ben Raines and his
Rebel s had stepped into the picture, and that ease



had turned to agony.
And what was worse, Khamsin did not know how
to stop the tide of defeat. Little two-bit units of
Rebel s were stopping his superior and nost elite
forces at every crossroads. Qut-gunned and
out - manned, the Rebels were drawi ng bl ood at every
encounter, and then the shadowy bastards just seermed to nelt
into the |l andscape. And woe be unto any who
attenpted to foll ow the Rebels. For al nost every tine that
happened, those who foll owed were never seen again.
Ham d wanted to say to Khanmsin: W have the
state of South Carolina. Let's be content with it.
Li ve here and grow stronger before we try Genera
Rai nes.
But Hamid did not say that. He kept his nmouth
shut. The Hot Wnd gave the final orders.
Hami d carried them out.
Khansi n sighed heavily and turned in his chair.
"Reinforce ny orders, Hami d. No advance. And
" Once nore he sighed, the unspoken words sour
on his tongue. "Order all units
to pull back south of Interstate Twenty. And
tell themto be careful in doing so. Touch nothing; it
m ght bl ow up. Do not,
do not
engage the eneny unless a confrontation is forced upon
them W're going to have to rethink our plans.”
"Yes, sir." Hamid quietly left the
room | eaving Khansin alone with his bitter thoughts.
Ham d silently cursed the day the | PA | anded
on these hostile shores.
"Good jumpin' Christ!" Ike said, |ooking through
bi nocul ars, eastward across the Kansas

Turnpike. "I don't believe what |I'm
seein'. But there it is. Wiatever the hell "x"
is."

He | owered his binocul ars and | aughed.

Ben lifted his binoculars, |ooked, blinked,
| owered the field glasses and rubbed his eyes. He
lifted the glasses to his eyes and | ooked agai n.
"That's got to be Big Louie."

Tina lifted her field glasses and took a
| ook. She quickly | owered the binoculars and turned
away, giggling.

Dan peered through his lenses and said, "My word! It
| ooks like a purple blob. CGeneral, do
you see anyone that you recogni ze?"

"Not a soul. If this Ashley person is there,
| sure don't know him or remenber him"

"You don't suppose they are one and the sane?"
| ke questioned. "Big Louie and Ashl ey?"

"I certainly would never forget a sight |ike
t hat "
Ben sai d.

"One wouldn't think so,” Dan nuttered, then he
too turned away to hide his |aughter

"Ch, yoo-hoo!" Louie called, standing across the
four lanes of concrete. He was resplendent in his
purpl e robe and white patent-|eather punps.

"I want to hear Dad say, "Yoo-hoo,""



Ti na said.

The entire Iine of Rebels closest to Ben al
began | aughi ng.

Buddy turned away so the general would not see him
| aughi ng.

"Very funny," Ben said, eyeballing his kids and
his field coomanders, all of whomwere either |aughing or
red faced trying to suppress |aughter

"I say, general," Dan said. "l have this
| ovely pink sash | was saving to give to a | ady
back at Base Canp One. But
considering the gravity of this nmonentous neeting, | could
loan it to you. You'd | ook perfectly precious wth
it tied about your waist."

That did it. Everyone started | aughing.

Ben took the ribbing with a smle on his face.

When the | aughter had subsided, he asked, "What
do you hear fromthe Scouts, |ke?"

"Not hi ng, Ben. They've been searching the other
side through long | enses since dawn. |If anyone's
over there, they're well hidden."

"I say!" Big Louie called, waving a hand.

"Are you there, Suprene Commander Rai nes?"

"Yes!" Ben shouted. "Right here ... Louie."

"I's the terrain firnP" Louie called. "If
not, 1'll have some of nmy bearers carry ne across for the
nmeeting."

Ben sighed. "Just think," he said. "Al | ever

wanted was to wite books."

"Do you want ne to have sone Rebels tote you
across, Ben?" |ke asked.

"l kel

"Just a suggestion, suprenme commander."

"Jesus," Ben muttered. "I don't believe
you'll have to utilize bearers, Louie!" Ben shouted.
"The sun has dried the ground fairly
well."

"Ch, good!" Louie shrieked. "Shall we begin our
trek toward an everlasting place in history,
general ?"

"By all nmeans, Louie. Here | cone."

"What for nme! Wait for nme! One, two,

t hree,
go!"
Loui e stepped out on the concrete.

One man was with him his entourage |eft behind.

"Come on, boy," Ben said to Buddy. "Let's
assure your place in history, too."

"Yes, sir."

Fat her and son began the wal k across the | anes of
hot concrete. Big Louie was carefully mincing his
way toward them

"Has it occurred to you, Father, that this m ght be sone
sort of setup?"

"It has occurred to me, boy."

"We're certainly going to be w de open out
here.”

"That we are. Any suggestions?"

"If shooting starts, head for the |low place in the
area between the |anes.”



"The nedi an."

"Sir?"

Ben thought hard for a few seconds. Buddy was
probably about six or seven when the Geat War
cane. He had probably never heard the term

"medi an" before. "It's called the nmedian."
"Ch. | knew that, of course, fromreading
hi ghway

signs. But why is it called that?"
"Because mnedi an neans mddle."
"I see. Well, if shooting starts, we head
for the median. That will give us the best protection from
gunfire conmng fromthe east."
"CGood thinking." Ben sniled.
"Thank you, sir. Although | would imgi ne that had
al ready occurred to you."
Buddy noted Ben's smile.
Loui e had stopped on the shoul der of the northbound
| ane.
"Why i s he stopping there?" Buddy whi spered.
"So he can command the higher ground,"” his father told
him "That way, he can | ook down at us."
"Ah! He really believes hinself to be a king,
doesn't he?"
"I't would appear that way. But that's good, Buddy.
Let hi m have the high ground. He presents
the better target. If it is a setup, he just
m ght take lead intended for us."
"Unless we are all the intended targets,"”
Buddy sai d.
And that was sonething that Ben had not thought of. He
gl anced at his son. "Wiy would you say that, boy? And
sl ow down; give us a few nore seconds to reach
him"
"Well, the man is obviously a fool. Perhaps
the real power behind the throne is weary of him And this
way he, or she, we really don't know, do we,
could not only get rid of Louie, but the inmedi ate eneny
as well. And that's you, Father."
"Very good, Buddy. Excellent. Head's up
son. "
"Yes, sir."
"My dear Ceneral Raines!"™ Louie gushed.
"At last, two of the world' s great |eaders cone together
to forge our places in the still-to-be-witten history
of
this devastated | and."
"Louie," Ben said.
"And who is this handsone lad with you, Genera
Rai nes?"
"My son, Buddy."
"Ch ny, you are a nagnificent specinen,
aren't you?" Louie eyeball ed Buddy.
"A good enough specinen to have killed four of your
followers north of here,"” Buddy said.
"Ch?" Louie's voice softened. "Don't you
feel that was a bit overly dramatic ... putting
two of their heads up on pol es?"
Ben | ooked at his son. Buddy hadn't told
hi m about this.



"It got your attention, didn't it?"

"Yes, it did, Master Buddy. OCnh, ny,
yes, indeed."

"I thought it might. But you came to speak to ny
father, not to nme."

"Yes. Thank you for remnminding nme, young man."

"What's on your mind, Louie?" Ben opened the
dance.

"A man of few words, eh, general? Very well.
You and | joining forces. That's it as succinctly as
| can put it."

"I don't think our philosophies will work
wel | together, Louie. | don't believe in
sl avery-anong ot her things."

Loui e waved his hand. "Very minor details that can
be worked out at a | ater date, my dear
CGeneral Raines. The inportant thing is that we
cease this little war between us, before it gets conmpletely out
of hand. Don't you agree, sir?"

"That's easily accomplished, Louie. You just
di sband your arny and turn | oose the slaves and the wonen
and kids and ol d people you've taken for hostages, and then
we'll talk."

"Ch, ny! Has Ashley been a naughty boy
again? | wish he would consult ne before he goes off
on these little tears of his."

Ben's eyes caught the glint of sunlight off of
metal or glass. In the tall grass on the
side of that overpass. M ght be a sniper up there,
he t hought.

"So you didn't know that Ashley did that,
Loui e?"

Ben shifted as he spoke, with Buddy follow ng his
nmoti on. Now Loui e was al nost directly between Ben and
Buddy and the overpass.

Louie sniffed daintily. "I never becone
i nvol ved in such nundane nmatters."
"Ch, | see," Ben replied. "You're that

sure of Ashley, are you?"
"I"'msure of this: Ashley hates you and has for
years. Wiy, would you believe that he wanted
you killed during this neeting?"
"What a naughty, naughty boy!" Ben said.
Buddy | ooked at him oddly.
"What does he hate nme, Louie?"
"Ch ... | don't
know
Sone silly little school boy matter of eons ago."
He waved his hand. "Forget about Ashley. You're
talking to
ne."
"Sorry, Louie. But | like to be Iiked
by everybody. "
This time, Buddy's | ook was not just odd as he
gl anced at his father. It was downri ght astonished!
Ben | ooked at hi mand w nked.
"Well, what about it, Louie?" Ben said.
Louie's lips grew pouty. "Utinmatuns,
general ? That's not a very nice way to begin a
rel ati onship."



"Sorry, but that's the way it is. Take it or
| eave it."
Loui e stanped his punp-clad foot. "You're just
not being a very nice man!"
"That's the breaks, king."
Loui e began junping up and down in the
m ddl e of the highway, waving his arnms and shrieking to
hi gh heaven. H s actions startled the man with him
The sound of the rifle boom ng reached themjust as the
slug tore through Louie, exploding the heart.
The man with Louie turned in panic, stepping
to one side, that moverment putting himdirectly in
front of Ben.
The rifle cracked again. The slug hit the
man's battle harness. Mrre rifles booned and
spat just as Ben and Buddy hit the earth of the median
"Snoke!" | ke shouted, his voice reaching Ben
and Buddy. "G ve them cover snoke."
An expl osion momentarily deafened Ben and
Buddy, just as the nan who had been with Louie seened
to disintegrate before their eyes.
Then somet hi ng smacked Ben on the back of his head,
droppi ng himinto darkness.

Chapter 7
The |1 PA has stopped all forward nmovenent, "
Col onel WIllians radioed to Cecil. "At

| east fromthis side."

"That's what ny scouts have reported, too,"
Ceci| radi oed back. "Wat do you make of it?"

In Khansin's comruni cati ons conplex, his radio
peopl e were struggling to understand the nmessages, but they
were unabl e to unscranbl e the transm ssions.

Finally, one of themthrew his headset to the table.
"lIt's no use," he said. "W can't unscranble
it."

"Ceneral ," Joe radioed. "My guess is that
we're fighting the type of war this Hot Wnd can't
fathom And that's surprising to ne, since he was a
noted terrorist back in the '"80's. | just don't
know what to nake of it."

He's unsure of hinself, Joe. He thought that he
could come in here and just walk all over us. But that
uncertainty won't last |ong. Khamsin may
wel | be the world's biggest asshole, but he's no
dunmy. So we've got to keep him off bal ance."

"How, sir?"

"By doing what is not expected of us and by keeping
up those tactics. Joe, start sending out false

transm ssions by wal ki e-tal ki e between your units
about us planning a major invasion into South
Carolina. His listening posts on the other side of the
river will pick up those wal kie-talkies. W're
going to start infiltrating troops into South Carolina
bet ween Augusta and Savannah, and al so through the nountain
passes of the Sunter National Forest. Got it?"

"Yes, sir."

"I"ll radio back to Base Canp One and have
all the spotter planes we can put up into the air
flying all over the place. W'Ill start sending
ground troops into the areas by day, and novi ng them back



out at night. Lots of rattling and bangi ng tanks
and APC S and trucks during the nove-in. No
noi se conmi ng back out at night. Got it?"
Joe laughed. "I got it, general. If we can
pull this off, we'll have that son of a bitch running
up and down the state until his tongue hangs out."
"That's the idea, Joe. Good luck to you."
"Luck to you, sir."
Cecil turned to the operator. "Any word from
General Rai nes?"

"Nothing, sir. | think we're being janmed fromthe
west. What do you reckon is going on out there?"
"I wish |l knew | really wish | knew"

Ben opened his eyes and blinked a couple of tines.
H s vision cleared and he could see a group of people
gat hered around him

| ke grinned down at him "Good thing your head
is so hard, Ben."

Groaning, Ben tried to sit up. Hands pushed
hi m back down. "You just keep your ass right where it
is, Raines," Dr. Chase told him
"You took a pretty good lick on the noggin; so just
lie still for a tine."

"What happened?" Ben asked. Jesus! but his
head hurt.

"Near as we can figure," lke said, "that guy
wearing the battle harness took a slug into his
amo belt. Slug must have hit a grenade. It
expl oded his ammp and all the grenades around him
Literally blew himapart. Piece of shrapne
conked you on the noggin."

"Bi g Louie?"

"Dead. Must have been a setup all the way."

"That poor sad foolish man," Ben said. "He

was crazy."

"Yeah. Well, his troubles are over now, " Dr.
Chase sai d.

| ke said, "I ordered our people in and to hit them
hard. "

"The civilian hostages?" Ben asked.

I ke's eyes clouded briefly. "They're
gonna take sone hard hits, Ben."

"One of us had to nmake that decision. Were's
Buddy?"

"He's all right, Dad," Tina said. "He
t ook some shrapnel in his back, but his
wounds are mnor. Judy is taking care of him™"

"Yeah," Ben said, smling. "I just bet she
is. W have any word from Cecil as yet?"

"Not a peep, Ben," lke told him "I
t hi nk Khansin's western peopl e have found our
frequenci es and are bl ocking them Not nuch we can do
about that."

"Let's clean it up here and then get the hel
novi ng east. That goddammed Ashl ey wanted a
fight. Al right. Gve it to him"

"Yes, sir!" Ike said.

Lines of profanity rolled through Ashley's
brain, coming so hard and fast his tongue would not have

handl ed t hem had he attenpted to verbalize the



filth.

And it was all directed at Ben Raines.

Ashley's field conmanders, all of them even the
top soldier, Colonel Wst, reported that the
squeeze was on from Raines's Rebels. And they were
squeezi ng hard.

Ashl ey could not understand how t he Rebel s seened
to know the exact | ocation of everyone of his conpanies.

Was that goddamm Ben Rai nes sone sort of
nystic?

Ashl ey sighed in frustration. How coul d that
damed fool with the rifle have m ssed Ben Rai nes?

An easy shot like that. Incredible.

The only good thing to have come out of the whole affair was
that Big Louie was dead. At |east that nuch to the good
had been acconpli shed.

But had it been worth it?

Ashl ey still hadn't made up his mnd about that.

He wasn't even certain that to continue fighting was
worth the effort. For Ashley knew, deep in his
heart, that eventually Ben Raines was going to w n.

The only bright spot in the whole ugly ness was
that Ashley's troops were hol ding the Rebels
out side of the areas claimed when Ashl ey ordered the
pul | -back. O course, that wasn't necessarily
due to their bravery. One of his listening posts had
intercepted a transnission that brought it all hone
to Ashley and his nmen: Ben Raines was going to push them
back into Kansas City.

That was Raines's plan. And that bit of news had
been quite enough to drive sone steel into the backbone of his
men. Nothing like a little directed fear to turn cowards
into fighting heroes.

Agai n, Ashl ey sighed, wi shing there was sonme way he
could get out of all of this and still save face. But

he coul dn't come up w th anything.

He | eaned back in his chair, deep in thought.

No one really knew exactly what Kansas

City was like. O really, what it was |like from Fort
Smith all the way up to Kansas City. That

narrow corridor had taken both germ and so-call ed

cl ean nuclear hits during the Great War. And that
zone had been decl ared hot by the governnent.

Back when there was a government, that is. Back
before the rats and fleas and deadly gerns had threatened
to wipe out civilization entirely.

For a tine, Little Rock had been rul ed unsafe;
but that had proved to be false information. And a dozen
areas between Fort Smith and Kansas City had al so
proved out to be safe.

But Kansas City proper, and for about thirty
to forty miles in any direction extending out fromit,
and the dozens of tiny towns along a two hundred and
fifty mles strip running north to south -No one
really know. And damm few had the courage to even
venture into those areas. And fewer still ever came out.

But reports that had filtered back fromthose areas
all held one bit of like information: There were sone
strange creatures roam ng about, both ani mal and
human. O sub-ani mal and subhuman woul d be nore



like it, probably. Ashley didn't know for
sure; he'd never been into those areas.

But he had seen some of the creatures that had been
shot and carried back out. They were not pl easant
to ook at.

Those witers, directors, actors, and
makeup peopl e who had put together the science fiction
novi es had pretty well pegged it right with their
descriptions of what nmight follow after a nucl ear
war . God-awf ul -1 ooki ng men and wonen and young

peopl e, sone with no hair, others with chal k-white
eyes; some wth hideous buns on their bodies,
ot hers grotesquely m sshapen. But they all shared
this in common, for whatever reason: They hid fromthe
light and came out only at night, to scavenge for
f ood.

Al in all, those areas contained some hideous forns
of life, and if Ben Rai nes thought he was going
to drive Ashley and his troops into those areas-the nman
had best rethink his plan. For to a person, nale
or female, Ashley's people had said, |oudly and
clearly, that they would rather die than be driven or
pushed back into those unknown fear-produci ng areas.

Even t hough no one anong them actual ly knew nuch
about the people who lived there.

But they did know that Ben Raines's
Rebel s were not in the habit of taking prisoners.

So what choice did that |eave any of Ashley's
peopl e?

None. None at all. Stand or die. That's
all that Raines had |left any of them

Al right, then. So be it.

Wth a sigh of resignation, Ashley stood up
put on his helnmet, picked up his M 16, and
wal ked outside. He notioned for an aide to come
to him

"Yes, sir?"

"Where is the force of Rebels conmanded directly
by Ben Rai nes?"

"At the junction of H ghway Seventy-five and
Interstate Thirty-five, sir. Col one
West's troops are | ooking them square in the
face. And I'mglad it's Wst and not me," he
added.

Ashley's smile was thin. But he knew what the
man neant: Col onel West and his nmen were the best
Ashl ey had. Hi s own people were not even in the sane
bal I par k.

And he al so know that Col onel West did not
particularly care for him Wat the hell was the
matter with these professional soldiers,
anyway ?

Damm hi gh and m ghty bunch of noralistic
asshol es.

But he knew, with a sinking feeling, that if Wst and
hi s bunch could not contain Raines, it would all be over
very quickly, for his own people would fold up Iike a house of
cards.

Ashl ey said, "The dividing line is H ghway
Seventy-five?"



"Yes, sir."

"And in the other areas, our people are hol di ng?"

"Yes, sir," the man said, snmling grimy.

"They don't have much choice in the matter, do they,
sir?"

The | ook Ashley gave the man was sharp, but he
did not chastise him For after all, the aide was
correct. They had absolutely no choice in the
matter. None at all

"You ever been in or close to the Hot Zone?"

Ashl ey asked him

"Close to it, sir. | sure as hell wouldn't
want to go in there."

Ashl ey nodded his head. "It's that bad, is it?"

The aide was silent for a nmonent, his brow furrowed,
rememnberi ng.

VWen he spoke, his voice was soft. "It's
awful, sir. Them so-called cl ean bonbs that the
Russi ans used did save the cities; | nean,

the buildings and all that, but they sure screwed up
any survivors. Really fouled up their mnds and

bodies. |'ve seen sone of them | don't never
want to see no nore of them Not ever. | guess no
one really knew what them bonmbs was gonna do,
huh, sir?"
"l suppose so. But those ... people, for want of a
better word, they can still produce? |'ve heard
t hey can have of f spring?"
"Ch, yes, sir. |I've seen sonme of the kids.

Sone of themkids is teenagers, now They're sone
better lookin' than their parents, sone of them and sone
of themis worser lookin'. Themreal ugly ones have
a ... well, culture that's set apart fromthe
others."
"A cul ture? What exactly do you nean?"
"It's kinda hard to explain, sir. Since
ain't really never been that up-close to none of them
And what | know is just secondhand information."
"Do try," Ashley urged

"Well, they get along, sort of, so I'm
told. But they don't live together, none of
them like no famly should. As soon as the kids is

ol d enough to get by on their own, the parents drive them
of f. Kinda |ike animals, you know?"
"Urmm How many of these people would you guess live
in the Hot Zone?"
"Cod, sir. | don't have no idea
Hundreds of them Maybe thousands of them It's that
way in all the pockets of the country that was decl ared
hot by the government. Ain't nobody been in them
areas in ... well, since the bonbs cane.
Near' bouts fifteen years ago."
"I see," Ashley said. At least this conversation
was taking his mnd off the i medi ate and cl ear danger known as
Ben Raines. "Yes. But Kansas City,
unlike a few other cites on the continent, is not
still dangerous, right?"
The ai de thought for a nonent. "You nean, sir, like in
hot fromradiation fromthe bonbs that was fired?"
"Precisely."



"No, sir. Only a couple of cities here in
America took hits fromregul ar atom ¢ bonbs

And them
areas is gonna be hot forever, | reckon. But
these ... people, | don't know what to call them I

think they're called the N ght P. Yes,
sir. That's it. The Ni ght People, they don't bother
no one, unless you wander into the areas they' ve clainmed for

their own. Then they'll kill you, or use you for
sl aves, or sonething a hell of a |lot worser than
that."

Ashl ey thought he knew what was neant by that | ast
bit. He sat down on the steps and notioned the man

to sit with him "I've heard runors about this for
years; | always dism ssed it as claptrap. But,
then, it's
truel™

"Ch, yes, sir. It's sure enough true, al
right."

"Then the runors, facts, now, | suppose,

that used to come out of those areas, that tal k about these N ght
Peopl e having sone sort of programto breed out the
sickness ... that's true? And that's the "worser”
t hat you nenti oned?"

"Yes, sir. As far as | know, sir. But there
again, no one knows for sure. | doubt if Ben
Rai nes even knows."

The [ ook the man received from Ashley told himit
was time to shut his nouth.

That was further enphasized when Ashl ey
abruptly stood up and wal ked away wi t hout
even a second gl ance.

But Ashl ey was not angry with the man for throw ng Ben
Rai nes's nane at him He hardly even noticed
that. Ashley's mind was working fast and furious on a
plan to keep from bei ng pushed back into the ugly
enbrace of the Night P

"They' re hol ding us, Ben," |ke radi oed
to Ben. "And you're facing the top soldier of the
bunch. A Col onel West. | know about him
He's a good soldier."

"I just spoke with Dan and Tina; they're
reporting the sane thing. Fear seens to be the great
nmotivator, lke. Ashley's men nust have heard
some radi o chatter about us driving themback into the
hot areas."

"Orders, Ben?"

"What do you think, |ke?"

"Well, Ben, Big Louie is dead. Al the
I ndi an reservati ons have been returned to the tribes.
If we push on, we'll win, no doubt about that, but
a lot of innocent people are going to get killed in the
process before we get to Ashley. You wanna try
to talk with him Ben?"

"I can try. Dan? Tina? Are you nonitoring
this?"

They were.

"Suggesti ons?" Ben asked.

"I think we need to get to Base Canp One,
general ," Dan said. "W're going to be confronted



with two-bit warlords Iike Ashley forever, it seens,
Khansi n needs to be dealt with right now "

"Al'l right," Ben said to his field commanders.
"We' ve seized enough weapons from Ashl ey's peopl e
to rearmthe citizens. All we can do is hope that
they' Il keep their freedomthis tinme. Hold your
positions and cease all actions imrediately. [l
try to make contact with Ashley."

Ben didn't tell any of themof the plan he'd
been nulling over.

He wasn't sure Ashley would go for it.

"Msfits," Billy Bob said, disgust in his
voi ce as he spoke to his conpany of Rebels.

but

"That's what Jake called us just before he pulled out.

You people feel like msfits?"
"Msfits!" a woman yelled. "Hell, no.
Jake took all
the misfits with him"

The conpany growl ed their displeasure at being called

msfits.
"l know that |I'msure as hell no
msfit,” Billy Bob said. "I feel better
than | have in years. | feel like | finally got

some purpose, sone direction in my life. But |
tell y'all what. Let's just keep the nane of
msfit. By God, we'll wear it proudly.
Let's be the best damn bunch of fighters in al
of Ben Rai nes's Rebel arny. How about it?"
"Ben Raines's Msfits!" a man call ed.
"That sounds damm good to ne. That's us, then. The
Msfits!”
The conpany roared their approval over their new
nane.
Billy Bob stood back and | aughed with t hem
The M sfits had been forned.
Billy Bob | ooked over at Cecil and
Li eut enant Mackey and wi nked.
"I't's working, sir," Lieutenant Mackey said
to Cecil. "They're beginning to take sone pride in
t hensel ves. You give me two nonths and 1'll have the
best damm unit in the Rebels."
"Il give you a week," Cecil replied.
"And that is going to be stretching it, lieutenant."
Mackey | ooked at the general as if he'd | ost
his mind "A

week!"

"Five working days, lieutenant. Then you and your
conpany go on the line. Khamsin is not going to fal
for our ruse nmuch longer. He'll put it all together
Believe it. Think you can do it, |ieutenant?"

She si ghed and shook her head. She caught
Billy Bob's eye and notioned hi mover.
"Yes, ma' an?"
She informed himof Cecil's orders.
Billy Bob al nost swall owed his chew of
t obacco.
Cecil sniled at the man's antics.
"Good God Al mghty!" Billy Bob
bl urted.
"What can we acconplish in five days,



Ser geant Manni ng?" Mackey asked.
Billy moved his chaw over to another spot in his
mout h and said, "Well, we ain't gonna have no
spit and polish parade ground types by then. But I
figure they' Il be pretty nuch of a unit. Y al
are forgettin' this: They all got conbat experience of
one sort or another. It's just that they ain't never
had it in no regular outfit. But we can work it out.
Can | make a suggestion, general ?"
"Certainly, sergeant."
"Them that take to the M16 let "em
have it. But themthat would rather have their .3030 or .308
or what-have-you, let 'embe. That's the weapon
they're famliar withand that's the one they' ||l perform best
with. We got good rel oadi ng equi pnent here, and
we' ve been doing it for a long tine. How about it,

general ?"
Cecil thought about that for a noment. It would certainly
be a strangely armed unit, but what the hell, it was

a strange bunch to begin wth.
No doubt about that. None at all
"I like it," Mackey said.
"Al'l right, Sergeant Manning," Cecil said.
"W can provide .223 and .308 amp. A
| ot oi our people prefer the M14. But the .33 and
.243 and .270 amo is another story. That's
going to be up to you people. And it's going to take a | ot

of ammunition; | don't want anyone to be
caught short and endanger the life of soneone el se.
What do you say ... can you do it?"

Billy Bob grinned. "W can do it, sir. You
just watch us go."

"Well, get going then, sergeant. Tine's
a-wasting!'

Jake had taken his rejects and culls and |eft
the area. But not under his own power. The man
had been so thoroughly beaten by Cecil that he was
unable to walk. His followers had placed the big
man in the bed of a pickup truck after lining the bed with
old mattresses for his confort. And the fleas.

Cecil had seen himoff amd threats and nuch
profanity from Jake.

Cecil's Rebels and the new M sfits had
stood by, listening to Jake.

"You ain't done with ne yet, coon," Jake

told Cecil. "You gonna regret the day you cone
into ny territory and started shootin" off your big
fat nmouth. It ain't over. | pronise you that."

Cecil stood a few feet fromthe truck and | et
Jake vent his rage.
"You can have all them pussies and candy-asses you

pi cked, nigger," Jake verbally boiled. "I'm
glad to be rid of them And I'Il tell you this: The
next time we neet, you bush-ape, |'m gonna
spit on your grave."
"Yes, | saw that novie a long tine ago,
Jake. "
" Haw?"

"Never m nd. Are you all through, Jake? Running
t hat ignorant nouth?"



"I'f I wasn't all busted up

i nside, you burr-head," Jake blustered, "I1'd
git up outta this truck and kick your ass!"

"You just won't learn, will you, Jake?" Ceci
sai d.

"I got learnin'! And you ain't got no right
to call me ignorant."
"\What ever "l earnin" you have, Jake, it was wasted

on you."
" Haw?"
"You're a fool, Jake. Ben Raines is right
and that deputy sheriff was right. People of your ilk will never

change. You're ignorant and you're proud of it.

|'ve offered you a chance to do sonet hing decent for once
in your life. You refused it. To hell with you,

Jake. "

Jake lay on the mattresses and gl owered at
Cecil through eyes that were swollen al nost shut. The
man's mouth was puffy and his jaw swollen. "Wy shoul d
I change, nigger? |'ve done pretty well the
way | is."

"And you really believe that, Jake?"

"Hal e, yes, | do!"

Shaki ng his head in disgust, Cecil stepped away
fromthe truck and faced the conpany of men and wonen who
had chosen the name of Msfits. "Any of
you people want to go with Jake?" he questi oned.

No one nmoved fromthe ranks. Not one person even
changed expression. Only Billy Bob Manni ng
smi | ed.

Jake painfully raised hinmself up on one el bow
to glare at the rows of nmen and wonen. "You're be
sorry," he said. "And that's what you is ..

Sorry! Cowards and trash. |I'm plunb ashaned

| ever called any of you friend. But they'll come a day
when ever' one of you will regret what you' ve done. No
one turns his ass to Big Jake lak y'all done

and gits away with it. You'll see. | pronise you

that."

Cecil again faced Jake. "Hear ne now,
Jake. And pay close attention to me. Against the
judgenent of a lot of people, I'"'mletting you | eave.
But | have this bit of advice for you: Find you a little
pi ece of ground and plant a garden. Live very
qui etly and peacefully. Miintain a very | ow
profile. G ve up your plans of ever setting up
another warlord state.

And do everything that 1've told you many many mnil es
fromhere. For | warn you now If | ever see you
again, I'"Il kill you, Jake."

Under the bruises of his face, Jake
flushed. "Big talk, coon. But | don't think
you got the balls to kill nme."

Cecil laughed at him "That makes you a bigger
fool than | first thought, Jake. You think I'm
joking. Believe ne, | amnot. | don't have nuch
of a sense of hunor when it cones to rednecks and white
trash, or people of ny own color who think |ike you do.
| have offered you a chance to join us. To fight with us, and
not agai nst us. You've all chosen to turn down ny



offer. Al right. So be it. Now get out!"

There was sonething in Cecil's voice that caused
Jake to remain silent. Cecil's eyes were flat
and cold, hard | ooki ng. But Jake's eyes burned
with a wild hate that woul d never fade.

And Cecil knew in his heart that soneday, perhaps very
soon, he woul d have to kill Jake.

Jake waved his hand, and the driver tried to crank
the pickup. It would not start. The driver ground the
battery down to nothing. Jake lay in the back and
cussed.

"Cet a nule,"” Cecil ordered. "Get it in
harness and pull this weck out of here."

No one could find a nule. Cecil |ooked at
the sullen nmen and wonen who chose to foll ow Jake.
"Push it out of here," he ordered.

Pushi ng and sweati ng and cussing, a group of nen got
the pickup rolling while Jake lay in the back
shouting orders and profanity.

"You made an eneny, general," Billy Bob
said to Cecil.

"Yes, | know, sergeant. And |'m ashaned
to say that | believe | did it deliberately.”

"Yes, sir."

Cecil glanced at the sergeant. He couldn't
tell if the man was nerely extending mlitary

courtesy or agreeing with him

"You shoul d have shot him general,"” Billy Bob
said. "But | reckon you know that you're gonna have
to kill him soneday."

"Yes. | know that, too, sergeant."”

Just as Jake's pickup truck rounded a
corner, Cecil watched as the man lifted his right
fist and extended his mddle finger to him

Quite unlike Cecil, he smiled and returned the
gesture.

Chapter 8

Deni se stepped into Ben's CP. "Ashley is
on the radio, general. Says he wants to talk
to you."

"That was quick," Ben said, |ooking up
"Must not take Ashley very long to ook at a
hor seshoe. "

"Beg pardon, sir?"

Ben sm | ed and shook his head. "O d joke,

Deni se." He stood up and notioned her out ahead of
him Together, they wal ked to the radi o shack.

The young wonman behi nd the maze of equi prent handed
Ben the mke. "He's on the horn, sir."

Ben pressed the key. "Ashley. Wat can | do
for you?"

"You wanted to talk to nme, Raines?" said the
voi ce fromout of the speaker. "Not the other way around.
What's on your m nd?"

Ben listened to the voice. It was just vaguely
famliar to him But still he could not place it. "I'd
like to put an end to the fighting, Ashley. How about
you?"

“I"'mlistening, Raines."

Was that a note of relief in Ashley's voice?



Ben t hought so.

"Are you famliar with a Libyan naned
Khansi n?"

"lI've heard the nanme. What about hi n®?"

Ben took a deep breath, then keyed the m ke
"We're both in trouble if he gets a
firmer toehold in Arerican. Are you in
agreenent with that?"

Sil ence on the other end. Then Ashl ey said,
"Yeah. 1'lIl agree with that." Wat the hell was
Rai nes getting at?

"I'"ve got a proposition for you, Ashley.
Gve it sone thought, if you will."

"Lay it on me, Raines."

"Il level with you, Ashley. |'ve got about
three thousand troops with nme. You've got just a bit
less than that. So listen to ne. How about us putting
hostilities aside and head east, link up to fight
this Libyan. How about it, Ashley?"

The offer was so totally unexpected, it caught
Ashl ey conmpletely off balance. He sat in
stunned silence for a |long noment. He was al nost gi ddy
fromrelief, but didn't want to appear too
anxi ous. Finally, he said, "You' re fucking
serious!"

"Yes, | am Ashley."

"But | just tried to kill you, Raines! What
kind of crap are you pulling?"

"No crap, Ashley. I'mon the |evel
Are you familiar with the old saying about politics
maki ng for strange bedfell ows?"

"Yeah," Ashley said slowy. "And the same could
be said for war, right, Raines?"

"That's about it."

"And if | take you up on this offer? And we
ki ck this Libyan's ass. \Wat then?"

"Ashl ey, | honestly don't know W're
going to have to tal k about that."

In his own radio room the mke off, Ashley
grunted, thinking: The son of a bitch is honest, if
not hing el se. He | eaned back in his chair, his mnd
wor ki ng hard. He knew Raines was totally correct

about the Libyan. Crazy ex-terrorist had
ki cked ass all over the world before comng to the shattered
l and that was once called the United States of
Aneri ca.

And anot her thought cane to Ashley's mnd:

United we stand.

"Well," he nmuttered, "it's a way out of this
box I'min. | can always split the scene once
out of here."

He keyed the m ke. "Raines? How do you know
I won't turn on you? Maybe join up with the
Li byan?"

"l don't."

Ashl ey sighed, recalling his daddy's
words: A man who has no honor has not hing,
son. O course, Ashley renenbered, his daddy
underpd the hel p and was a fucking crook. "Wll,

Rai nes," he said, the m ke open, "I wouldn't do



that. For the sinple reason that | don't trust that
rag- head any nore than | do you."
"l understand."
"And sonet hing el se, Raines: You have to know that |
hate your goddammed guts!"
"I think you ve made that abundantly cl ear
Ashley." H's reply was very dry.
"And if | take you up on this deal, Raines,
| don't want to see your goddammed ugly
face. Ever! | mght just decide to hell with it and
shoot you on the spot. Is that understood?”
"Perfectly clear, Ashley. But would you
object to clearing up one little matter?"
Ashl ey | aughed, knowi ng what was com ng. "Wat is
it, Raines?"
"Why
do you hate me?"
Ashl ey chuckl ed. The son of a bitch really
didn't remenber him Good. "Don't you just |ove
a nystery, Raines. Let's just say this: You

whi pped ny ass once. But you'll never do
it again. Enough about that. W' ve got a problemwth
| ogi stics."”

"We can work that out. You want ne to take care of
it?"

"Suits nme."

"How about your nen, Ashley?"

"What about then®"

"WIl they fight?"

Ashl ey paused for a nmonent. "All right,
Rai nes. You seemto be leveling with me, so Il
give it to you straight. First Battalion is commanded
by Col onel West. They're solid
professional-all the way. That's what he and his nen
do for a living. Fight other folk's wars. Second
Battalion is average. Third Battalion
is the pits. That answer your question?"

"l appreciate your honesty, Ashley."

"Fine. Just don't put any of theminto a
position of having to take orders from some dammed
ni gger."

"I"ll certainly keep that in mnd. I'll be
back in touch with you first thing in the norning. That
right with you?"

Anot her pause from Ashl ey. "Yeah. Fine.
If I'mgone, Colonel West will be in
charge. "

Ashl ey signed of f.

Ben laid the m ke aside and | ooked up at
Deni se.

"You're a man of many surprises, general."

"Not really,” Ben said with a smle. "There is
al ways the chance that Khansin's nmen will Kkill Ashley.
If that's the case, then | won't have to do it."

She | aughed al oud. "How about a devi ous nan,
general ?"

"“I've sure as hell been called worse."

"It was a good nove, Ben," lke said. "I
didn't even thing of doing anything like that.'
smled. Tina | ooked at himcuriously. "Wy

Ben

all



are you smling, Dad?"
"He had no choice in the matter, people. He
knew damm wel |l he didn't have a snowball's
chance in hell of winning this fight. Al | did was
give himan out."
"And a chance to save face," Dan added. "A
fine nove, general."
"Don't conplinent himtoo nuch," Dr. Chase

said. "It'll go to his head."

When the | aughter had di ed down, Ben said, "But
| still don't know who the man is. The
voice is sonewhat famliar. But | just can't put

a face to it."

"You think this mght all be a game to him
general ?" Dan asked.

Ben shrugged. "l hope not. But hell dam
sure find out when his troops face Khansin that
it's not a very funny joke. If this Ashley
actually leads his troops."

| ke nodded his head in agreenent. "Yeah
I've thought along those sane |lines, Ben."

Dan said, "lI've seen some of Ashley's
troops who were solid professional. Qthers that were
good for no nore than cannon fodder."

"Does anybody have any additional information on
this Ashl ey person?" Ben asked.

"About your height, Dad," Tina said. "A bit
heavi er. Just about the same age."

"Comes fromthe Deep South," Chase said. "What
ki nd of accent did you detect while speaking with him
Ben?"

"Loui siana or M ssissippi, I'd
guess. "

"Great fan of Patton," Ike said. "But
unli ke Pat-ton, not a very good solider. From what
we're able to learn from questioning both
civilians and captured troops, Ashley is
pretty much of a showboat. Pearl -handl ed
forty-fives, shiny helnet, riding britches ..
t he whol e nine yards. A very cruel man, from what
| can gather."

"Have to be cruel, or crazy, or both, to hook
up with Big Louie and then plot to kill him
Ri ght ?" Ben stood up. "Have all hostilities
ceased?"

"Not a shot being fired, Ben," |ke said.

"Good." Ben held up a piece of paper
"According to this communi qu@l was just handed, a few
m nut es ago, Ashley has put Col onel West
i n charge. Now whet her that means Ashley has pulled
out, | don't know. I'mto neet w th Col onel
West in Topeka in a few hours." He gl anced
at lke. "How did Buddy perfornP"

"Top soldier, Ben. Very smart. Cautious,
but not too. Hi s grandfather nust have been quite a soldier
He sure taught the boy sone good noves."

"How are the troops accepting hinP"

"Fi ne and dandy, Ben. They all seemto |ike him and
nost ook to himfor orders.” Ilke smled and
braced hinself. He had a strong hunch what m ght be



conm ng at himfrom Ben

He was right.

Ben gl anced sharply at his friend. "You give him
any rank?"

"Nope. But he's your son, Ben. You know
damm wel|l that a | ot of Rebels-hell, nost of
themare going to | ook at Buddy in a different
light."

Ben nodded his head. "Yeah. Okay. Sure,
you're right." To Dan: "Have you observed him
Dan?"

"Yes, sir. He's a natural |eader and
natural soldier. No matter what group he
joins, they all seemto instinctively defer to him
He doesn't ask for that; it just happens. You' ve
got the sanme quality about you. He is quite fortunate
that he inherited it. And fromwhat |'ve been able
to hear and observe, he conducts hinmself admirably."

"Quite a glowi ng reconmendation, Dan," Ben

said, his tone very, very dry.

"Thank you, sir," the transplanted
Engli shman said with a straight face. "I thought it
read well nyself."

Ben glared at him 1t bounced right off of Dan

"Buddy will damm well earn any rank," Ben
said. "Just |ike anybody el se.™

"Ch, quite right, general," Dan said.

"Pip, pip, and all that," |ke said.

Ben took a step toward | ke, and Tina stepped
between them "Dad, the Rebels are putting the
| eadership role on Buddy. He isn't asking for
it. It's like Dan said; he is a natural. And a
| ot of Rebels want to follow him"

"And? So?" Ben demanded, considerable heat in his
Voi ce.

" AW,
shit,
Ben!" lke flared. "The kid deserves a team
He's that good. Buddy is as good as any sol dier
|'ve ever seen. Even as good as a |l ot of
Seal s," he added, a wicked glint in his eyes.

Dr. Chase | aughed and rubbed his hands together. "This
is going to get good here any minute."

Ben ignored the doctor. "If | decide
to give Buddy any rank, lke, that will be solely
ny deci sion to make."

Dan backed up, pulling Tina back with him
getting them both out of the way.

"Anerican special troops can be quite
boorish," he said to her. "Don't you know?"

"Ch, quite," she said, grinning. She
knew t hat Ben and | ke occasionally had to clear the air
bet ween them But they both knew the other's
capabilities when it cane to gutter fighting, and
no bl ows had ever been | anded.

Yet .

"That's your ass, Ben." lke stood his ground.
"That woul d be solely
ny

deci sion to nmke."



"What the hell do you nmean?" Ben roared.

"You assigned Buddy to ne, oh great suprene
commander, GCeneral Poo-bah! And if | decide
to give hima team that is ny decision to make. And
it's already done been decided. | gave hima
recon teamthis norning and told himto have at it."

"Wthout consulting me!" Ben yelled.

"I don't need to consult you!" Ike returned
the yell. "I give folks grade all the
goddamm tinme."

"Well, Buddy is not just anybody! O have you
forgotten that?"

"No, | ain't forgot jack-shit! | don't
gi ve a good goddam if he's your son or the
great-great grandson of Cochise. If he can do the
job, that's all that counts."

Dan, Tina, and Dr. Chase stood smling.
They'd seen this little drama unfold many tines in the
past. Denise sat on a canp stool and remained
very still, not knowi ng what to make of all this shouting between the
general s.

"I"msurprised you didn't give the kid a
fucki ng di vi si on,

Gener al
McCGowan! "
"Vell, by God,
Gener al
Rai nes, | just mght do that someday. Thanks for the
suggestion. But for the time being, | gave hima

pl atoon to ranrod, and he's doin' a damm fine
job of it, too. Nowif you don't like it, shove it
up your tush!"

Chase burst out | aughing.

Both I ke and Ben gave the doctor hard
| ooks.

Dr. Chase said, "Both of you are behaving like
children."

"Who the hell asked you!" Ike yelled, beating
Ben to the words.

"I think a cup of tea would be nice right about
now, " Dan suggest ed.

"You know what you can do with your tea?" lke told
hi m

"Drink it, preferably,” Dan replied.

"That ain't exactly what | had in mnd,"

I ke told him
"Al'l right!" Chase put an end to the bickering.
He glared first at Ben, then at lke. "I've a

good mnd to exercise ny authority as chief nedica
of ficer and relieve both of you of conmand and put your
asses in the hospital for observation. And you both,
by God, know that | can and will do just that."

"That m ght not be a bad idea, doctor," Tina
said, smling. "They are showi ng signs of stress,
woul dn't you agree?"

"What the hell do I have going here?" Ben said.
"Arevolt?"

Deni se stood up. "May | pl ease say
sormet hi ng?"

Everybody | ooked at her. She had sat so



quietly, they had forgotten she was anong them

"A voice of reason would certainly be wel cone
here," Dr. Chase said

"Of course, you may say sonething, mny dear,"

Dan told her. "But don't be too al arned.
They' ve been doing this for years."

"Well," Denise said. "It seenms to ne that you
Ceneral Raines, are concerned nore with saving face
than you are the welfare of your son. It m ght
reflect badly on you if Buddy should fail in his
| eadership role. And you, Ceneral MGowan, should
have i nforned General Raines of what you planned to do.
As for Buddy, | thought that field pronotions went
on all the time, in any arny. That's all | have
to say. Now if you'll excuse nme, | have to make
some preparations for the trip to Topeka. Thank you for
allowing me to speak." She turned and wal ked
out si de.

Chase jerked a thunb toward the departing

Denise. "I like her. Nothing like a bit of
reason am d chaos." He turned and foll owed
Deni se out si de.

"Come, ny dear." Dan took Tina's arm
He | ooked at Ben and Ike. "Ta-ta, all!"
he said cheerfully.

Ben rode in an open Jeep up the Kansas
Turnpi ke toward Topeka, Denise driving. Qut
of pure spite, Ike had assigned Buddy and his
team as point for Ben

Ben pointed at the Jeep a few hundred yards
ahead of themon the cracked old
turnpi ke. "Doesn't that boy know how to wear a
beret?" he bitched, referring to Buddy's headgear
a dark red bandana. He | ooked at Deni se.

"What's so damm funny?" he asked, noting her
smile.

"Y. You act like a big ol' bear with a sore
paw. You're so proud of Buddy you're about to bust.
But the only way you can show it is to sull up and act
ticky."

"Ticky? | am behavi ng
ticky?"

"Uh- huh."

Ben grunt ed.

She | aughed al oud.

Ben smled, his nood lifting. "lke and | have
to clear the air every now and then, Denise. Don't
worry about us. | just don't want Buddy to fal

flat on his face, that's all."

"I think, Ben, that if Buddy gets in over his
head, he's the type who will admit it and call for
hel p."

"Yeah, | think so, too. He is a
good- | ooking kid, isn't he?"

Her laughter rang out in the open air of late
summrer. "Yes, Daddy."

"Ceneral Raines," the man said, holding out his

hand. "I1'm Col onel West."

Ben shook the of fered hand. He inspected the man.
In his late forties, Ben guessed. Stocky and



appearing in good physical shape. Very conpetent
| ooking. "M ght as well get right to the point,
colonel. Clear the air."

The | egendary Ben Rai nes, Wst thought. Big
nmean- | ooki ng bastard. Be interesting serving under him
"Yes, sir. | expect there will be some changes
nmade. "

"A few, for sure. But nothing you can't work with.
Where is Ashl ey?"

"Pulled out, sir. Left last night. Took
hi s personal conmpany with him" He did not say he
was gl ad to see the ponpous bastard | eave.

Ben smled. "Ashley appears to be a very
el usi ve type."

"And he hates your guts, general," West
told himbluntly.

"For reasons | have yet to fully understand. How
about you, col onel ?"

"How do | feel about you?"

"Yes. Let's be perfectly honest with each
other. Qur lives mght well depend on
it."

"All right. Let's put it this way, Genera
Raines. | don't like niggers, |I don't like
spies, | don't like Jews, | don't I|ike
Indians. | think white people are the superior
race; all others are inferior. But |I'msmart enough
to know that there are exceptions to every rule. And | have
respect for those exceptions."

"CGen. Cecil Jefferys?"

"One of those exceptions | nmentioned. | have the
ut nost respect for him | would certainly take his
orders.”

"That's good to know. You probably will be taking
orders fromhim Go on, colonel."

"l don't believe that inferiors should be
m streated."'

"But you endorsed the slavery that went on here.”

West shrugged. "I took no part in that. Although
| certainly knew it was going on."

Ben smled. "Just follow ng orders, Col onel
Vst ?"

"That's one way of putting it, Cenera
Rai nes. "

"Go on."

"I didn't like everything that Ashley
did; and | sure as hell didn't like
anyt hi ng
that fag Louie did. But for ne and nmy men, it was the
best game in town. So to speak. Ceneral, I'lI
cone right up front and say that | don't believe that
| could ever live under your rules; the way you and your
Rebel s believe. But for this operation, I'll take
orders and carry themthrough to the best of ny ability."

"Thank you, colonel. That is certainly clearing
the air, all right. But let's get it all said.
Anyt hi ng el se?"

"Yes, sir. | ama professional soldier
|'ve been a soldier since | was seventeen
Thirty years, sir. | think we're about the sane



age. Gve or take a few years. Ashley
m ght well be a borderline nut case, but he's
a good organi zer. He needed an arny, | needed
a job. That's all there is to that."
"I appreciate your candor, colonel. |
didn't believe Louie or Ashley were calling
all the shots."
West sniled. "Louie was a poor, pitifu
fool, general. Ashley is a piss-poor
soldier. But like | said, he's a good organizer
a good nanager. | let Ashley think he
was calling the shots-and to his credit, he did cal
a fewbut First Battalion is all mne. They
are the top soldiers. Solid professionals.
Second and Third Battalions are, well
. He nmoved his right hand, pal mdown, from side
to side.
[ffy.
"I get the picture, colonel. Al right.
O the Second and Third, which is the best?"
"Second, " he answered quickly. "The Third
is a bunch of losers.”
Ashl ey had been honest, Ben thought. "Go on
col onel . "
"The only reason Second and Third fought as
wel |l as they did was out of pure fear, general. They
didn't want to get pushed back into Kansas
City." He smiled. "Neither did I."
"The Hot Zone?"
"It's called that, general. But that's a
m snoner. The area is not hot. And ny conplinents
on a dammed fine field plan, general
Eventual l y, you woul d have broken through my lines and the
Second and Third woul d have fol ded up."
Ben nodded his head. "That's all behind us,
col onel . You say Kansas City is not
hot ?"
"Not as far as radiation goes, general.
guess those so-called "clean bonbs" the
Russkies cane up with really worked." He sniled
a smile that only another soldier would have understood.
"Real shanme that none of themgot to see it."
Ben returned the rough smle. Despite what
the man represented, he found hinself liking this
Col onel West. He made no excuses for what
he was.
"The reason | mght be staring, colonel, is
this: You don't speak or conduct yourself |ike a man who
coul d condone the burning alive of another human being.
Feel free to correct me if I"'mwong in that
assessnment, Col onel West."
West grimaced and shook his head. "Barbaric,
general . Good CGod, don't put ne in that
category. Neither | nor nmy men had anything to do
with that. Ch, we

knew
about it; we can't be excused for that. O forgiven, if
there is a God. | am a sol dier, general

A mercenary, if you wish, but still a soldier.

Certainly the universal soldier. |I'mnot ashaned



of it. Ashley and Louie offered good food

and gear, confortable surroundings for ne and ny nen. And

since the collapse of the government, noney is
useless. So it's the small anenities that now

count." West grinned. "And, Ceneral Raines,

speaking of that, | believe you did a bit of nere
wor k yourself, did you not, before becoming a witer?"

Ben t hrew back his head and | aughed al oud at that.
"l sure did, colonel. | sure did. Cone
on, Colonel West. | want to nmeet your nmen.

As phil osophi es go, we mght be far apart. But

as soldiers, we think alike. You' d better watch
me, colonel. I'mawfully persuasive. | just

m ght have you coming over to nmy way of thinking,
voluntarily, if you' re not careful."

Col onel West grinned. "Don't count on it,
general . Personally, | find nyself liking you as a
man, as a | eader of troops. But | do not believe
in the mxing of races.”

"Ch, we're going to have a good tine, colonel!™
Ben said. "I can just see it. | do love a spirited
debate. "

Chapter 9

The M sfits had been issued Rebe
uni forms, brought in fromthe North. And nuch
to Cecil's and Lieutenant Mackey's
delight and surprise, the Msfits were begi nni ng
to look and act like a mlitary unit. They had a
long way to go, of course, but they were getting there.

"It's a mracle," Lieutenant Mackey
sai d.

"They just needed some direction in their lives,"
Cecil said. Maybe that deputy sheriff was only

hal f right, Cecil thought, clinging to part of his dream

He said as nmuch al oud

Mackey | ooked at him "You're forgetting about
Bi g Jake, aren't you, sir?"

"Thanks for bringing ne back to reality,
lieutenant. No, | haven't forgotten about that
cretin. But we salvaged this nuch, didn't we?"
He pointed at the Msfits.

"They weren't human filth to start with, sir.

Cecil sighed. "I suppose not."

Since no one in the Rebel Arny, from command
to private, gave a flying flip for any type of
cl ose-order drill, that was not stressed. Wat was
bei ng taught,

in the hot, exhausting days, stretching fourteen
to sixteen hours at a time, was teamwrk, the care of
weapons, stealth, guerrilla tactics-as much as coul d
be taught in five days-and pride.

And Billy Bob and Lieutenant Mackey
drove thensel ves just as hard as they drove the
Msfits.

And they found thensel ves getting a bit closer than
sergeant and |ieutenant should. But since that was not
the rules in the Rebel arny, they just let nature
take its course.

And May, Lieutenant Mackey's
ni ckname-she refused to tell anyone her real nane-as

agai nst



Cecil said to her once, "Had a real nice shine
to her, now. "
Si nce Li eutenant Mackey never really knew
how to take CGeneral Jefferys, she kept her nouth
shut. The general had sort of a weird sense of
hunor .
But he cleared that up on the fourth day of training.
"Hadn't you better tell Billy Bob that your nother
was hal f bl ack, May?"
Now May knew what Cecil had meant when he
chose the word "shine."
"He knows," she said.
Cecil smled and needled her. "And you nean
to tell me that Georgia Cracker doesn't
care?"
"Said he didn't. He said there
wasn't a Georgia anynore. No
Mason- Di xon line. No Anerican flag.
No not hi ng, except for people. He said it was way past

time to bury the hate, and anyone who still carried it.”
"Well," Cecil said. "That Cracker is quite a

phi | osopher, isn't he?" Putting the needle

to her.

"Ceneral ," May said, standing up straight and
| ooking Cecil smack in the eyes.

"Yes, |ieutenant?"
"Don't you ever call Billy a Cracker
agai n!"

Cecil smled. "Al right, Muy. |
surely won't." Cecil wal ked off, whistling
"Love Is A Many Spl endored Thing."

Billy Bob had slipped easily back
into his former role as a Marine Corps sergeant.

And the man was proving to be invaluable. And not just with
May. The M sfits, to a person, all liked him

and, so far, at |east, he had experienced no

di sci pline problens.

Jake, so it seened, had taken his pack of
| osers and dropped out of sight. But Cecil had a
gut feeling that Jake had not gone far and they would
nmeet again.

Khamsin's nen were being kept busy running up and
down the South Carolina side of the river, reinforcing
units here, pulling people out of position there, all due
to the seem ngly never-ending talk of Cecil's
upcom ng "invasion."

The Rebel s had intercepted several radio
nmessages between Khanmsin and his field commnders, and
Khansin, to put it mldly, was highly
pi ssed-of f. "Son of a bitch!" Khansin shout ed,
al t hough the use of profanity was forbidden in the teachings of
his religion. Terrorismwas all right, but
profanity was not. "I1'm beginning to believe,

Hami d," he said, calmng hinself, "that there never was
any invasion planned."

"What do you nean, sir?"

"It's atrick on the Rebels' part. They're
buying time and that's all they're doing. There is no
i npendi ng invasion." He spun around to face the w ndow
of his office. He could scarcely conceal his rage.



"The bl ack general has made fools of us,
Hami d. And | won't soon forget or forgive
that." He turned slowy
to l ook at Hamid. "But why did he want a
little nore tine?"
"Waiting for reinforcenments, perhaps?"
"Perhaps. But if that is the case, why is he
shifting the location of his base canp? And we know from
recent fly-bys, what was call ed Base Canp
One is now nearly deserted; everything is being noved
west . "
"Then he has sonething else in mnd," Hanid
sai d. Hami d's specul ati ons posed no threat
to Mohanmed the Prophet.
"What ?" Khansi n asked.
"l don't know, sir."
Khansi n cursed again, silently.
"But our recon teans reported that he is
training a group of people in the city of Athens."
"They saw this with their own eyes?"
"No, sir. They captured a civilian
woman and tortured the information out of her, then killed
her." Torture was all right, too. Sort of like
bonbi ng abortion clinics for God and fucking for
virginity. "A warlord named Jake
somet hi ng-or-the-other had lived there for a year or so. This
Ceneral Jefferys came in, whipped the warlord

Khanmsi n waved the man silent. He was thoughtfu

for a noment. "WAit, wait!" he said. "I don't
under st and sonet hi ng here. \Wat do you nean,
Hamid ... he

whi pped

t he warl ord? Wi pped hi m how?"
"Wth his fists, sir."

"A

gener al

fought a person with his fists!"
"Yes, sir."

"How crude. Go on, Ham d."

"The woman told our recon teamthat Jake
chal | enged General Jefferys to a fight, sone sort
of winner-take-all affair. One would have to assune
t hat

type of thing is quite common in this primtive |and,
even before the Great War. Then, with several hundred people
wat chi ng, the general beat this Jake person
unconscious with his fists. Then General Jefferys
threw out about half of the inhabitants; they left with
this Jake. These peopl e have such strange nanes. The others
were forned into a new unit of the Rebel arny.”

"To be used as what ?"

Hamid lifted his shoulders. "That, | do not know,
sir."

Khanmsin smiled. "Conditions are beconi ng
desperate for General Jefferys,
Ham d. That is surely the reason for his taking on
of green troops." He walked to a | arge wal
map and stared at it for a long noment. "Wat do our
teanms report about Atlanta?"



"A place to avoid at all costs, sir. It
is inhabited by what are called the Night P."

Khanmsi n nodded his head. He knew about those people.
"The survivors and the offspring of the bonbings. The
same in Europe and South America as here. Then
it's true; they're noving into the cities across the
[ and?"

"Yes, sir."

"Very well. Advise our field patrols
to stay away fromthe larger cities. Those people are
surely unclean. W'll have to deal with them of

course, but not now One step at a tine for us.

Ham d, start nmoving our people into Georgia, using the
southern route. Bring themup and formthem al ong
Interstate Twenty, east to west."

"How many troops, sir?"

Khanmsin stared at the map for so | ong Ham d
t hought he had forgotten his being there. Khansin

turned and announced dramatically, "All of
them Hamid. W are going to take Georgia!"

"Found it!" Em| yelled, holding up
a snal | box.

"What is it, Brother Em|?" Brother Carl
cried happily. \Watever pleased Em | surely
pl eased the Great God Blomm So everything was just
hunky- dory.

"A mracle, Brother Carl." They were standing in
the rubble and litter of what had once been a fine
hospital in Mnroe, Louisiana. |In what
used to be the nut wing.

Brot her Carl |ooked at the box.

"That's
a mracle, Brother Em|. You could have fool ed
me. It looks |ike a box!"

Em | | ooked at Brother Carl. The guy was as
| oyal as a cocker spaniel and a damm good
bodyguard, but a little bit short when it cane
to brains. "Qur great and magnificent Bl omm
instructed me to cone to this place. | amacting on
Blonmi s orders, Carl. And this package and its
contents are to be our secret. Wien it's tinme for ne
to informthe others, Brother Mutthew and Brot her
Roger, Blommwill let ne know Is that
under st ood?"

"Ch, yes, sir, Brother Eml. |
gotcha. "

Em | gl anced out a broken window Still about an
hour before full dark. He didn't want to get
caught inside the city limts at night. For even
inthe small cities, that group of nisshapen and
deformed and totally weird bunch known as the N ght
Peopl e had gat hered. Wy they chose the cities was still a
nmystery to Emil; but he knew firsthand, having al nost
been captured by them that you dam sure didn't
want to get trapped inside the cities after dark

For that's when the N ght People cane out to prow.

Em | bounced the package from hand to hand and
smled. Stanley Ledbetter aka Francis
Freneau, was about to di scover that when it cane to running
scans, he was up against a master of the trade.



Em | chuckl ed softly.

"What's in the box, Brother Em|?" Brother
Carl said, hopping up and down. "Huh? Huh?

Cone on, tell ne,
pl ease!
You know | get the hives when | get nervous."

"It's a drug, Carl. The Great God
Bloomtold me where to find it."

"A mracle drug, huh?"

"Sort of, Carl."

"Does it make you feel good?"

"It ain't gonna make Francis Freneau
feel worth a shit."”

"l don't understand, Brother Emil. Does it
cure the hives?"

"No, Carl. It's a drug that doctors used
to give ... certain people. It reduces the sex
drive."

" Huh?"

"It neans," Emil said with a sigh, "that if you was
to take some of this stuff, you wouldn't be able to get
hard-on. "

"Chh!" Brother Carl said, grabbing at his
crotch. "Why woul d anybody want to take sonething like
t hat ?"

"I don't think anybody ever took any of this
stuff voluntarily,"” Em| patiently
expl ai ned. He | ooked at the expiration date on
the box. Qut of date, naturally, but that was no big
deal. He'd just triple the dosage. And then he'd
see what Francis could do with a linber fire
hose.

Not hi ng, he thought, smiling. He could just sit there
and | ook at that donkey dick

"You're so snmart, Brother Emil," Brother
Carl said. "I don't know what |'d do
wi t hout you to guide ne."

Emi| smiled. "Carl, stick with me, kid, and
we'll soon have all the ..." Nuts and
fruitcakes and cult followers and banana cream

pies " worl d at our feet. When word of this
mracle gets around, we'll have it nade, Brother
Carl . "

"Qohhh!" Brother Carl gushed all over
Em | .

Em | patiently brushed the spittle off the
sl eeve of his robe.

Carl tugged at the robe after taking a | ook
outside, "let's get out of here, Brother Eml.
W don't wanna get caught here after dark."

Em | nodded. He knew that a | arge hospital
conpl ex woul d be an ideal spot for the N ght People
to hole up in during the daylight hours. They were
probably the ones who trashed the place, |ooking for
nmedi ci nes. Poor nisshapen and tw sted bastards woul d
take anything in hopes of relieving their condition.
But Emi| knew the only thing that would hel p them was
deat h.

Em | put the package into his knapsack and
slipped it over his shoulders, adjusting the straps.



He picked up his rifle.

"Let's split, Brother Eml."

Both of them breathed a sigh of relief as they
wal ked out of the hospital and into the sunlight of late
sumer. Both of them held their weapons at the
ready, fingers just off the trigger. They wal ked
to Emil's car, a twenty-five-year-old bl ack
I i nousi ne. They got in and | ocked all the doors.

Emi| cranked it up and checked t he gas gauge.

"Crap, Brother Carl. W' re al nost out of
gas."

Carl | ooked out the dusty w ndow and shuddered.
Dusk was no nore than fifteen or twenty mnutes
away. "And we used all the gas we had in the can
Brother Eml."

"We'|l try that old station up there," Enil
sai d, pointing.

But the storage tanks were dry.

"What are we gonna do, Brother Enil?"

Carl asked.

"Don't panic," Em| said. "There are lots
of stations in this burg."

"But we ain't got nuch time "fore dark!"

There was panic in Brother Carl's voice. And for
good reason. He knew what happened to people who were
taken by the Night P

"Steady, Brother Carl." Emil tried to calm
the man's fear. "Blonmis with us."

Em | believed that about as nuch as he did in
sweet potatoes lining up and doing the can-can

They pulled into another station, the lim just about
runni ng on funes. The storage tanks were enpty.

The fuel needle indicated they were slap out of
gas.

And the shadows were creeping around them andwi ththe shadows,
hooded figures could be seen

"They're out there, Brother Em|!" Carl
whi sper ed.
"I see them Carl,"” Em| replied. Hs

heart was beating so fast and so hard he thought it m ght
bur st .
"CGet us a miracle, Brother Eml," Carl
urged. "You can do it. Call on Blomm"
Poor sinple bastard, Enmil| thought. Well,
Carl's saved ny ass nore than once. Now it's
tinme for me to save his.
"Stand by ne, Carl," Eml| heard hinself saying.
"I"1l get us out of this mess."
Carl was too frightened to even reply.
Emi| and Carl sat in the lino and watched as the
hooded figures drew cl oser.
Em | pissed in his underwear.

Emi| |owered his wi ndow and stuck the nuzzle of his
automatic rifle outside. "You cone any closer
and I'Il blow your asses off!" he shout ed.

The I'ine of hooded figures stopped their advance.
Several of them huddl ed together, their voices lowin the
dusk; too low for Em| to hear what they were
whi speri ng about .

"Back off, | say!" Eml shouted. Wat the



hel | ? he thought. Mght as well give it a try.

"I amthe earthbound spiritual nmessenger of the G eat
God Bloom | conmand you all in his name to carry
your asses on outta here!"

"That's tellin" "em Brother Eml, k"

Carl whispered. "Blom || strike 'em down."

For the unpteenth time since he started his present
scam Em | wished to hell he had thought of something
el se. Blommwas getting a bit wearing. Not
to mention hard in keeping up a good front.

"W conme with peace and | ove in our hearts,"” said
a femal e voice out of the gathering purple shadows.
"W nean no harmto anyone."

"Yeah?" Emi| shouted. "That's what Kong said
to what's-her-nanme, too. Drop them hoods so | can
see your faces!"

The Iine of robed and hooded peopl e pushed back their
hoods. Em| |owered the nuzzle of his rifle and
clicked it to safety. The nen and wonen were
unbl em shed. The nen handsone, the wonen beauti f ul

They were not the Night P. Those creeps

coul d haunt graveyards. And probably did.

"What's your problenP" Enmil asked. "Don't
you have no better sense than to prow around cities in
t he ni ght ?"

"Qur bus broke down," a woman said. "The
old engine finally gave up the good fight. There are
but six of us."

Em | counted. There were six of them He could have
sworn there were sixty. Fear in the night can play
tricks on a person.

"I'f you are going east, would you be so kind as
to give us a lift?" the spokeswoman requested.

"W are not going far."

"You got any gas?"

"Plenty of fuel, neighbor. W'Ill give you
gas for a ride."

"I"'monly goin" about forty-five mles,"

Em | said.

"That woul d be wonderful ," the woman said. "That woul d
put us precisely at our destination.

You' re so kind. The night can be fearful, can it not?"

"Bet your ass," Eml| nuttered. He | ooked
at the woman. And speaki ng of ass-

"Ckay," Emi| said. "Let's get you al
| oaded up and this buggy gassed up."

They wor ked quickly, for full night was upon them
Emi| noticed that all the newconers, despite
their talk of peace and |ove, were heavily arnmed. But
inthis day and tine, only a fool wasn't.

Wth the softness of the chickie pushing against him Enil
cranked the linmo, nowwith a full tank of gas, the
| uggage on the rack on top. It headed out into the

ni ght .

"See the Night People, over there!" Carl said,
poi nti ng.

"Screw "em" Em | said, driving past the
dar k

outline of what had once been a shopping mall.
He was soon on the highway.



Everyone breathed a | ong, collective sigh of
relief.

"It could have become very ugly back there," a man
spoke fromthe back seat. 'The Ni ght People are
organi zing, all over the |land. They have a system of
radi o hookups that stretch all over the
| ower forty-eight. They will soon be a force to reckon
with, I amafraid."

"They hate and despi se everyone who is not I|ike
them" the chickie beside Enm| said. "And where once
they were to be pitied, now they have turned savage and
hateful . They are becom ng increasingly dangerous."

"Blommwi || protect us, won't he, Brother
Em | ?" Carl asked.

"The Good Book says the Lord hel ps those who
hel p thensel ves," Em| stated. Or sonething like that.
Pretty profound, anyways.

"Bl onm®?" the chickie by Eml| said. "I
don't think I've ever heard of Bl omm"

"Nor |, Sister Susie," a man spoke from
t he back seat. "We worshi pped with Brother
Fl adstool out in California for a time; but then the
Russi an and his troops cane al ong and we had
to flee for our lives. Remenber, Sister
Susi e?"

"Ch, yes, Brother Wlliam It was after that
we went to Arizona and for a time worshipped with the
Rever end Mugwan, and his Sun, Mon, and Stars
Church. But we becane dissatisfied with East
I ndi an nystics and are now | ooki ng for sonething nore
gentle."

"Wonderful!'" Em | cried, alnost |osing contro
of the linmb as Sister Susie's softness pressed
against him He had a hard-on that was throbbing like a
bass

drum "I know just the place for you to settle."

"Ch, wonderful, Em|!" Sister Susie
cried, clapping her soft little hands together. "I'm so
glad we'll all be together."

"Ch, well be close, all right," Eml
prom sed. Bet your ass on that, chickie.
She put her hand on Enmil's thigh. "Tel
me, Em |, how | ong have you been with Francis
Freneau and his Joyful Followers of Life?"
A back tire on the linmo blew out with a bang!
Chapter 10
Col onel West and his three battalions of
troops took the northern route. They cut up
to Hi ghway 36 at St. Joseph, M ssouri and
then foll owed that due east. Ben and his troops cut
south of Kansas City, then gradually began wor ki ng
their way east, taking the southernnost route of the two
arm es.
Before they left, Colonel Wst told Ben
"Louie is runored to have sone old ICBM S
fully functional, general."
Ben al nost choked on his tea. "Nukes?"
"That's what Ashl ey thought. That's why he was al ways
SO0 secure. He was even going to use them agai nst you."
Col onel West was smling.



"Why are you sniling, colonel?"

"You know anyt hi ng about gui ded m ssiles,
general ?"

"No. "

"Well, on these, sir, you don't just push a
button and the birds fly. It takes a sequence of
events to launch. Here's the way it mght work: Your
PAR, the

Perimeter Acquisition Radar, would gather
initial trajectory data on targets and then
transmit that to the Fire Coordination Center. The
FCC woul d then sel ect the nost appropriate
mssile site to respond, and then transmt the
collected data to the MDC, the Mssile
Direction Center |located at that site."

"Good Cod!" Ben said.

"Ch, there's nore, sir. Believe ne. It is not

and cannot be a one-man show. Besides, | |ooked at one
of the mssiles. They aren't 1CBMS. They're
Spartan. "

"Shorter range."

"Yes, sir. And this particular Spartan was
designed to explode in the exo-atnosphere.”

"Qut si de the atnosphere.”

"Hopeful ly. "

"What do you nean, col onel ?"

"Well, sir, these birds haven't been checked
in years. And Louie was a genius. |'ve heard that

he monkeyed with the gui dance system on sonme of them
Maybe he did, nmaybe he didn't. | just
don't know. "

Ben thought for a monment. "Is it possible,
colonel, for Louie to have ... hell, rewired the
syst en?"

"To nmake it a one-nan show?"

"Yes. "

West sighed. "It's possible, general. |
think. And that screwball just m ght have done it."
"Any idea which direction they were programed

to fly?"
"No, sir."
"But you don't believe they're nuclear, right?"
"No, sir. | do not believe they are."

"Wuld they blow up by thensel ves?"
"It's possible, sir. You see, general, the
firing sequence is alnpst entirely
aut omat ed t hrough the Data Processing System
But,
Loui e coul d have found a way to hook into or bypass
that, because they're all capabl e of havi ng nmanua
i ntervention at any point deened necessary."
"Deened necessary by ... whon?"
"Maybe by Louie."
"CGod help us all!l™
"That's it, people!"™ Cecil shouted at Mackey and
Billy. "Both of you, over here."
Leaving the Msfits to grab five on the
field, Mackey and Billy trotted to Cecil's
side. "Wat's up, general ?" Lt. Mackey
asked.



"We're noving out. Khamsin's people are crossing
the river, using the bridges just north of
Savannah. His first teans are racing toward
Interstate Twenty, to beef up those already there."

"Where do you want us, sir?" Mackey asked

"Right here," Cecil said, punching a spot on the
map |laid on the hood of a pickup. "You'll be
about fifteen nmiles east of Atlanta."

"Why there, sir?" Mackey asked.

"Because it is close to Atlanta, May. And
Khansi n's people, so our reports
i ndi cate, are avoiding Atlanta. The chances of
your Msfits mixing it up with a stronger force are
| essened there.”

"The Ni ght Peopl e?" My asked.

Cecil nodded his head in silent agreenent.

"What's that, sir?" Billy asked. "What's
the Ni ght Peopl e?"

"You haven't heard of then?" Cecil asked.

"No, sir. But then, that's easy to explain.
None of us have left this inrediate area in nmore than a year
and a hal f."

May expl ai ned about the N ght P

Billy listened and chewed his chaw sl owy. "That
m ght account for the strange radi o transn ssions we
i ntercepted ever" now and then. WIld, crazy
talk."

"Frequency, sergeant?" Cecil asked.

"Hi gh band, sir. Just about off the scale.”

"I"ll order a listening teamto start nonitoring
t he high band,"” Cecil said, as nuch to hinself as
to Billy and May. He | ooked at May.
"We're getting reports fromall over the country
about these N ght People banding together, always in the cities.
They could be a problemin the future."

A runner cane panting up. "Sir!
A forward recon team from General Raines just
radi oed in. They must be east of Khansin's
jamm ng team General Raines is on the way,
sir. And he's linked up with a Col onel West;
that's that nercenary. West has three battalions with
him Contact says to | ook for a nman naned Ashl ey;

he'll have about a conpany of men with him He's friendly
and will be working with us to fight Khansin."
"What's Ben's | ocation?" Cecil asked.
"Still a couple of hundred miles west of the Big
Muddy, sir."
Cecil thanked the runner and di sm ssed him
"It'"ll take Ben a good five or six days

to get here, the roads being what they are. W're
going to have a tough go of it until Ben gets here."
"And spread pretty thin," Mackey said.
"Razor thin," Cecil agreed. "So let's be
damm sure we're razor sharp." Cecil shook
hands with May and
Billy Bob. "Mve out, people. And good I uck."
Cecil wal ked to his conmmuni cati ons vehicle.
"Cet me Colonel WIllians," he ordered.
Joe on the horn, Cecil said, "How s it
| ooki ng, Joe?"



"Quiet here, general. Too dam
quiet. My scouts report a lot of troop
nmoverent across the river. Al heading south. Is the
bi g push on?"

"Looks that way, Joe. You're certain there is
no novenent north?"

"Not unless the IPAis goin' way inland and then
cuttin' north."

"I don't think they want to try the nountain
route, Joe. Al reports indicate they're
com ng across at Savannah." Cecil thought for a
nmonent, then nade his decision, and silently prayed
it was the right one.

"Joe, |leave a team guarding the
| -Eighty-five bridge and start the rest of your people
headi ng south. Link up with me in Athens."

"Movi ng out now, sir."

Cecil wal ked back to his vehicle and began
studying his map. He felt, for several reasons, that
Khansi n woul d not put nany troops west of
Atlanta. For one, the area between Atlanta and the
Al abama line had turned wild, filled with thugs
and outlaws and warl ords. Khamsin would not want to mXx
it up with them not just yet. Another reason was that he
woul d surely know that Ben was on the nove, and he woul d
not want his people to get caught in a box, wth
Cecil's Rebels to the east, and Ben's peopl e com ng
hard fromthe west.

Smiling, he closed the map case and once nore
wal ked to communi cations. "Get ne Mark and
Al varo."

"Mark? Scranmble this. The push is on from
Khansi n. Get your people up and nmoving. Move them
south of Interstate Twenty, slip into the woods just
east of Sinclair Lake. Slide in there and stay

low and quiet. I'"'mgoing to pull my people into the area
you're leaving. CGot all that?"

"Yes, sir. What's the drill on this nove?"

"Khansin's people will want to punch a hole in the
center of our lines. Fine. W'll let themthink
they're doing that. I'lIl fall back and |l et them

think the line is broken. As soon as they pour across
t he hi ghway, you and your bunch plug the hole. I'lI
keep falling back and split my bunch, putting
t hose troops of the I PA who have crossed the line in a
squeeze, if we have any kind of luck at all
we can destroy a battalion."

"Yes, sir!"

"Ben is on the way, Mark. W' ve got
to hold until he gets here." Cecil brought the
man up to date on Ben and Col one

Vst .

"Move out, Mark."

Cecil |ooked at the worman behind the naze of
el ectroni c equi prent. "Pull everybody north
of Interstate Twenty. Everybody. | can't risk

losing a single person in guerrilla action.”
"Yes, sir." She reached for the nmi ke and began
transmtting in code.
Cecil |ooked toward the west. "It's gonna be



cl ose, Ben. Real close."

"I"mbeing forced to detour, general," Col one
West radioed to Ben's columm. "We' ve got
some bridges out on Thirty-six. |I'mcutting

south to Interstate Seventy."
"Try to avoid St. Louis, colonel. Some very
strange people are now i nhabiting the nation's cities."

"Ten-four to that, general. I'mlooking at a
map now. | can't figure out where to cross the
Muddy. "

Ben checked his map. "Try either the northern or
sout hern | oop, colonel. You mi ght have to cross at
Alton."

"Ten-four, general. |I'll get back to you."

Ben | ooked at Buddy. "As many bridges as
possi bl e have to be saved, Buddy. Roads
can be patched up and mai ntai ned. But once the big
bri dges are gone, they will not be rebuilt; not in our
lifetimes."

"Yes, sir."

"Haven't seen you since we pulled out of
Kansas, boy. Everything going all right?"

"Fine, sir. Ceneral MCGowan reassigned
me to your colum."

"How considerate of him" Ben said drily.

"Yes, sir."

Ben | ooked t he young man over for any sign of
rank. He could find none. "Exactly, boy,
what is your position in this arnmy?"

"Sort of a roaming recon team sir. |
don't have any rank."

"I's that your idea, or |ke s?"

"Sort of a mutual agreenent, sir."

"I see. Doesn't that present sone
difficulty in your giving orders?"

"No, sir. | have experienced no problens as
yet."

Ben was conscious of Tina and Dan standi ng cl ose,
smling. Denise was sitting behind the wheel of the
Jeep, |ooking straight ahead, but smling.

"Bi g goddamm j oke," Ben groused.

He gl ared at Buddy. "Well ... go roam and
recon, boy."

"My teamis doing that, sir," Buddy
responded. " Sergeant Mjor Riverson
assigned me as your bodyguard."

"I amjust delighted that everyone is so concerned wth
ny wel fare."

"Yes," Buddy agreed, straight-faced. "It
must be quite an honor to be so well-thought-of."

Ben stared at the young nan. But he couldn't tel
i f Buddy was putting himon, or not.

"Let's roll!" Ben ordered. He | ooked at
Buddy. "You take the |lead, boy," he said to a very
startled Buddy. "I'Il ride with Dan for an hour
or so."

"Sir!l ..." Buddy opened his mouth to protest.
Then closed it as Ben cut himoff.

"I"'mputting you in charge of the colum, boy.
What's the matter. Don't you think you can handl e



it?"

Buddy's face tightened. "I can handle it,
sir."

"Then get to it," Ben said gruffly. "If you
hit a snag, holler. 1'll be a couple of
mles back with Colonel Gay."

Buddy turned away.

"Boy!" Ben said.

Buddy slowy turned around. "Yes, sir?"

"I got something | might as well get said.

Now i s as good a tine as any, | suppose.”

Buddy braced hinmself. He knew it had really
irritated his father when General |ke had given him
a team Now he felt sure his father was going to make
a fool of himby taking that teamaway fromhim or
somet hi ng wor se

But he had cone here to be withand to serve his father

what ever his father decided, he would accept it.

Suddenly, Ben smled and extended his hand.

"Wl comre home ... Captain Raines."
Chapter 11

"I can drive ny own vehicle," Buddy
bi tched to Deni se. She had insisted upon driving him

"No, sir," she said. "General Raines
signaled for me to drive you."

Buddy nodded his head. He wasn't about to argue
that. "You're | eaving behind any famly, Denise?"

"A few cousins. My imediate famly was killed
fighting Ashley and Big Louie."

Before he could reply, the radio in the Jeep
crackled. "Recon One to Eagle.™

Buddy | ooked at the radio. "That's your call
Buddy, " Denise said. "You're in charge, now "

"I'"'mnot the
Eagl e! "

Buddy protested.

"Recon One to Eagle. Cone in, Eagle."

"Take the call." Ben's voice popped out of the
speaker. "Little Eagle."

Deni se | aughed al oud.

Buddy reddened and then | aughed. "All right,
Father," he said. "I can play ganmes, too."

He picked up the m ke and said, "This is Little
Eagl e, go ahead.™

There were a few seconds' pause before the recon
team responded. "Little Eagle, the highway is
bl ocked your side of Norwood. Qutl aws.

They're

demanding a tariff to pass. Orders?"

"Stand by," Buddy said, then consulted his nmap.
O rather, his father's map. The point of the colum was
about five miles from Norwood. He picked up the
mke. "This is ... Captain Raines. My team
up front. On the double.”

In the center of the colum, Ben sat with Dan
both nen listening. |ke had wal ked up
to join them

"You just gonna sit there, Ben?" |ke asked.

"Yep. It's Buddy's show. "

"You're a hard bastard, you know that, Ben?"

So



"What woul d you do, lke, if that were your son up
front ?"

| ke munbl ed sonet hi ng under his breath.

"What was that, |ke?" Ben asking, smling. "I
couldn't quite catch it.”

"I said I'd probably et himhandle it!"

"Just wanted to be sure, lke."

Buddy had ordered Deni se out of the Jeep. She
refused. "I'myour driver, captain.”

Buddy t hought he mi ght know just a tad how his father
felt at times. "Fine, Denise. Let's go."

They stopped a few hundred yards fromthe bl ocked
hi ghway. Buddy had sent two squads |eft and
right, out of sight of the nen behind the barricade.

"There is a bullhorn on the fl oorboards,
back seat,"” Denise told him

"Thank you." Buddy got the bullhorn and
st epped out of the Jeep

Lifting the bullhorn to his Iips, Buddy
pull ed the trigger and said, "You men behind the
bl ockade. What do you want ?"

"This here's a toll road, boy," a man shouted
back. "You don't pay, you don't pass."

"We can al ways backtrack, captain," Denise
sai d.

"Nobody owns the highway system " Buddy
told

her. Lifting the horn to his lips, Buddy said,
"I have three thousand troops behind ne."

"You a goddam lie!" the man shout ed.

"And there are troops all around you," Buddy
i nformed the man.

" Anot her goddamm lie, boy!"

"You do not own this road!" Buddy shouted through the
bul | hor n.

"I took it fromthem goddamm MCoys, and now
Il own it. So fuck you, soldier boy, or whatever
the hell you is!"

"Troops left and right!" Buddy shout ed.

"Clear the road!"

The quiet nmorning stillness was shattered by the
vi ol ent sounds of gunfire. The men standi ng behind the
bl ockade were knocked backward to the roadbed, their
bl ood soaking into the highway as two dozen
M16's and M14's rattled and spat death.

Wen the gunfire ceased, Buddy said,

"Mop up and post guards on both sides of the
road." He wal ked back to the Jeep and lifted the
mke to his lips. "This is Little Eagle. C
Conpany, first and second pl atoons, up to ny
position, pronto."

| ke | ooked at Ben. "Ain't you gonna get
on that horn and ask hi m what went down, Ben?"

" Nope. "

"Ain't you the least bit curious about what
happened?"

"Yep."

"Ben Raines, you are a plunb exasperatin'
asshol e! Anybody ever tell you that?"

"Yep."



VWen the first and second pl atoons from Charlie
Conpany arrived at Buddy's position, he told
themto range east, up the highway, securing the way
east for the colum.

"How secure, captain?" a platoon sergeant

asked.
Buddy | ooked at the man. "Whoever you encounter will
either be our friends, or they will be dead. Is that

under st ood, sergeant?"
The Rebel grinned. "Yes,
sirl™
He was not quite out of Buddy's hearing range when the
sergeant said, "W don't have to worry none about
him people. That's Ben Raines all over again.
Let's roll!"
Buddy wal ked back to his Jeep and picked up
the mke. "This is Little Eagle to O d Eagle,"
he said with a snile. "You may advance now, Fat her
| have secured the area.”
Dan was | aughing so hard he fell out of the Jeep
I ke and Tina were roaring, tears running down their
faces.
Ben sat quietly, shaking his head and smling.
When the | aughter died away, he said, "I sure
set nyself up for that one, didn't |?"
And a few miles outside of Topeka, the
clock that Big Louie had set before his fateful
nmeeting with Ben Raines started clicking.
Loui e mi ght well have been crazy, but he was not
stupid. He had known for sonme time of Ashley's
deceit and subversion. Louie wanted to | eave sonet hing
for the masses to renenber himby in case this neeting with
Ben Raines turned out to be a trap and he did not
survi ve.
He had entered the silo and worked for nmore than an
hour, resetting and reprogrammng the firing
and gui dance systens. But Louie was going to be just a
bit short and south of his goal of dropping one in on
Khansin in South Carolina. Besides, while Louie
had been brilliant in sone areas, he was quite stupid
in others. This type of nmissile was not built
to expl ode on | and contact.
But no matter. It would certainly help a
fellow that Louie would have | oved.
Far away. In Louisiana. Wen the clock
finally reached its firing point.
Don't | ook back. Sonebody m ght be gaining

on you.
Sat chel Pai ge
Chapter 1
We still have radio contact with Cecil ?" Ben

asked his radio operator.

"Yes, sir. He's diggin' in for a fight. The
last word | got was that Khansin's people are really
pourin' into CGeorgia."

"Setting up a line along Interstate
Twent y?"

"Yes, sir."

Ben nodded and turned to Buddy. "Assenble your
teans and get ready to nove out. You'll be driving



t hem hard, Buddy. C ear the way for us

all the way to Sikeston, Mssouri. W'll

pick up Interstate Fifty-five there. W'l

take that down to Jackson, M ssissippi. From

there, the colum will cut straight east. | want us
to come up under Khansin's troops. We'll hit

them fromthe south. Mowve out, boy, and good Il uck."

"Yes, sir." Buddy trotted off, shouting for his
t eans.

"lke," Ben said. "Get in touch with Col one
West. Tell himto push hard. I want himto |ink
up with Cecil in Georgia."

"Ri ght now, Ben."

Ben stood and watched as Buddy and his teans
pul | ed out, heavily arnmed, carrying as much amop

and food as they could. Buddy was in the | ead Jeep
the ties of his dark red bandana tailing in the w nd.

"Damm boy just won't wear regul ation
headgear, " Ben said, smling.

Ben saluted his son, and Buddy returned the
gesture.

Then the teans were out of sight, pushing as hard as
road conditions would all ow

" CGodspeed, boy," Ben nurnured.

"You sure this is going to work, Brother Em]l?"
Brot her Matthew asked.

"I"'mpositive," Eml| assured him "You
just nmake damm sure this gets in the nen's water
supply, and then | eave the rest to Blomm"

Br ot her Matthew | ooked rat her dubi ous about the whole
thing, but finally he nodded his head. "Just the nen's
wat er suppl y?"

"Just the men's."

"Look, Emil. Don't hand ne none of that
Bl omm shit. The Great God Bl onm has about as
much power as a pickle."

Em | | ooked frantically about him "Shush
Don't say that too |oud, you idiot. Somebody
m ght hear you that isn't supposed to."

"This scam better work, Enmil. "Cause if
it don't, I'msplittin"."

"I't"1l work. It's gonna take four or five
days, maybe even a week, but it'll work."

"I hope you're right, Eml. For the sake of
all of us, | hope you're right."

No nmore than | do, Em| thought.

After Brother Mtthew had wal ked away, Emi |
| ooked heavenward; actually, he was | ooking nore west
than up. A bit north by west to be exact. Wich

was all right, as it would later turn out.

"Bl omm Zeus, Aphrodite ..

sonebody,

give me a little bitty mracle. "Cause
holy shit, | don't wanna have to go back
to hoein" butter beans! | got it made here.

Cone on. Just a little teeny weeny mracle.
Pl ease?"
There is someone on the radio who is requesting
to speak to you, general," Khanmsin was inforned.
"Who is it? Can't you see |'m busy?"



"My apol ogies, sir. But the person is very
insistent."

"Nanme?"

"He says his nane is Ashley, and he has
news of Ben Raines."

Khanmsin gl anced at Hamid. "It could be a
trick," Hamid said.

"And it could be worth hearing,"” Khamsin countered.
"Al'l right," he spoke to the nessenger. "Tell this
Ashley 1'Il be along presently.”

"Yes, sir."

But inpatience and curiosity got the better of
Khansin, and he was | ess than a m nute behind the
nmessenger in entering the radio roomat his HQ

"“I'"m having troubl e holding the frequency,
sir," Khamsin was told. "The distance is
not that great, only a few hundred nil es. But
he's on very | ow band and keeps slipping away."

"Get himfor me," Khansin ordered.

"I"l1l keep this short, general," Ashley said.

"I don't want the Rebels accidentally stumnbling
onto this transmi ssion. You ten-four that?"

"I understand,"” Khanmsin replied. "Can you switch
to a scranbl e?"

"I'f they'll mesh, sure."
"We'|| let the radio people on each end work on
it. 1'll talk to you monmentarily."

The radi o operators finally settled on a
hi gher band, one that could be scranbled to both party's
equi pnent .
"Now t hen," Khansin said, taking the mke. "You
may speak freely."
"Don't be too sure of that, general," Ashley
told him "Raines has the finest radio
equi prent in the world. They'Il find us, and | ock
onto us and unscranble. Believe ne, | know So
everything we have to say, we'd best say this go-around and
save the rest for a face-to-face. Ten-four?"
"Perfectly."
"Raines is headin' your way wth about
thirty-five hundred conbat-ready
Rebel s. Three of ny battalions are with him
but only one is going to fight with Raines. You understand
t hat ?"
Khansi n | ooked at Hamid and both nen

smled. "I understand," Khansin said. "But why the
generosity?"
"Sinple. | hate Raines nore than

di strust you."
"How do | know this is not a trick?"
"You don't. Yet. But hear ne out. | just
intercepted a radi o nessage from Rai nes
to Colonel West. Raines is going to take the
sout hern route and come up behind your nen, south of
Interstate Twenty. The nigger, Jefferys, will link
up with Col onel West and ny people north of the
interstate. To put your people in a box. Ten-four?"
"Yes," Khansin said. "Ten-four. Your
pl an?"
"My nmen will wait until they' ve linked up with the



ni gger and then revolt. They have their orders. That
agreeable with you?"

"Yes. But what do you want fromne for all of
this?"

"Not a goddamm thing, other than Rai nes being
dead. "

"Ch, cone now Surely you want something."

"Al'l right. You stay east of the M ssissippi

River and I'll stay west. How about that?"
"How do you know you can trust ne?" Khansin
asked.

"I don't, partner. But |'ve always heard that you
were a man of honor. Is ny information wong?"
Khansin drew hinmsel f up and bristled at the

slur. "I am of course, a man of honor."

"Then we have a gentleman's agreement,
general . "

"W have an agreenent, M. Ashley."

"We' || both monitor this frequency at noon
each day for nessages. "Ten-four?"

"Agreed."

Bot h nen signed of f.

"I have di scovered sonething, Hami d," Khansin
said. "Wth Ben Raines, there is no mddle ground.
Peopl e either love the man, or totally despise him"

"Or totally fear him" Hamid dared to say.

But Khanmsin did not take unbrage. |nstead
he smled. "Yes. You are correct, Hamd
O totally fear him™

Ben pushed his people hard, driving first east, then due
south on Interstate 55. Buddy and his
teans were driving just as hard, clearing the way of
obst acl es, both human and accidental. A
Si x-person engi neer teamwas traveling with Buddy, in
case the obstacles needed to be blown free, or a
temporary bridge built.

The long stretch of interstate between Menphis,
Tennessee and Jackson, M ssissippi yawned
before the Rebels, seeningly deserted, void of
human life. But cook fires could be seen on either
side of the

concrete |lanes as the Rebels drove south. But
they rarely spotted any hunman life.

"I wonder about people like that," Buddy said to Judy as
he pointed toward a slimfinger of snoke, edging
upward froma hone in the distance. "I wonder what
they' re doing and how they are getting al ong."

"Warl ords control nuch of this area,"” Judy said.
"But the Rebels have crisscrossed this route severa
times before. They'll keep their heads down. They
won't mess with us.”

"How can people just allow thenselves to be ruled |like that?
nmean, by outlaws and ot her human trash?"

"Roadbl ock up ahead," Buddy's radio
cr ackl ed.

"This may answer your question,” Judy said.

Buddy picked up the m ke. "Location?"

"Five miles north of the G enada Dam
exit," the point teamreplied. "It's no small
force, captain. W'll have a fight on our hands."



"Have they spotted you?"

"Yes, sir."

"Fall back and hold position. We're ten
m nut es away. "

The col um topped the hill and sl owed, spotting
the point team Signaling his people to halt, Buddy
wal ked to the Rebel squad |eader. "Did you make
verbal contact with thenP"

"Yes, sir. They say this is a closed area.

They'll allow us to pass if we give them anmo and
wonen. "

Buddy smiled. "In that order?"

The squad | eader grinned. "Yes, sir."

Buddy was silent for a nmoment. "They may have j ust
told us that they're short of anmunition. W'l
| ay back about five hundred nmeters and let the
sni pers have sone fun."

Buddy waved several Rebels forward. They were
all armed with heavy sniper rifles.

"Make things a little hot for the people down there,’
Buddy told them "Let's see how
heavy they return the fire."

The first volley fromthe I ong range shooters
knocked three outlaws sprawing, all three with
massi ve chest wounds fromthe rifles nore than fifteen
hundred feet away.

The returning fire was sparse

"Low on amo, " Buddy said. "W can't just
knock out this blockade and go on. They'll have it
rebuilt in a day and then Dad will be held up
W' ve got to take the whol e bunch out. Mrtar
teans up!"

Two nortars, each with a range of up
to thirty-three hundred yards. "Blow it out of
there," Buddy ordered.

The barricades were reduced to smoking ruins in
| ess than two m nutes.

"Clear it out and bring any still living up to ne,"
Buddy or der ed.

Three nen and one wonan were brought before Buddy.
Al were slightly wounded and dazed.

"The four of you are standing closer to death than you have
ever stood before,” Buddy told them "And don't
doubt that for an instant."”

He could tell by their frightened eyes that they did not.

"What was the purpose of the bl ockade?"

The question seemed to confuse themall

"You do not own the nation's highways." Buddy
tried another tact.

"Neely Green clainms this area for his own," the
worman spoke. "W have forned our own nation here.”

"Very admirable of M. Geen," Buddy said,

t hen

t hought he'd give themall a mld jolt. "M
father did the same.”

"Your daddy?" a man asked. "Who's "at?"

"Ben Raines," Buddy said softly.

The man peed in his dirty jeans. "Oh,

Lard!" he said.
The ot her three began trenbling.



"Where is this Neely G een?" Buddy asked.
"Grenada," the woman said quickly. "You want
me to go git himfor you?"
"How ki nd of you to volunteer. But would | ever
see you agai n?"
The woman regai ned some conposure. "Yes. Because
you don't have enough people to whip Neely."
"I amin radio contact with half a dozen
battalions,"” Buddy inforned her. "Cenera
Rai nes commandi ng. Do you think that would be enough to contain your
M. Neely?"
VWen she again found her voice, she thought that was
pr obably enough troops to do the job.
"Why are you doing this to us?" one of the men with her
asked. "We ain't done nothin" to you."
| ndeed, Buddy thought. A fair question. He
wondered how his father would reply to that. And Buddy was
consci ous of many Rebel eyes on him "If you
wi sh to set up small comunities, to band together for
safety and productivity, free of slavery and
forced | abor upon others, that, certainly, is your right.
But you do not have the right to bl ock highways and denand sone
sort of toll for others to pass.”
"You're wong," the woman told him "The
roads belong to them strong enough to take and hold them™
"And that is the feeling anong all who follow this
Neel y person?"

"Yeah. "
"You hol d sl aves?"
"Inferiors."

Buddy sighed. Wuld it never end? It seened to be
getting worse. He | ooked at the woman. "I
don't expect you to tell me the truth, but | have
to ask. How many nen hold this area?"

"Fuck you!" she told him

"Thank you, but no." He turned
to Judy. "We'll need to know sone estimate of how
many we are facing. Send in a recon tean®"

She nodded and left.

"Renove the prisoners, tie themup, and guard
them™

He turned to the squad | eader. "Set up
perimeters. They may try to hit us. As nuch as
hate to say it, we're going to have to wait for
rei nforcenents. "

"There's no crine in that, captain,
| eader said. "That's just good sense."

"But it's going to slow up nmy father's colum."
"We're used to that, captain," the squad | eader
said. "We might not like it, but we're used to it."
Less than an hour passed before the first of the

recon teans returned and reported to Buddy.
"I'"d say three to four hundred, captain. At

the minimum They're pretty well armed too. And
not a ragtag-looking bunch, either.”

Buddy went to his radio truck and called in.
"Father, we are now approximately eight mles
north of G enada. We have cl eared the southbound
| anes of a roadbl ock, but are facing possibly
four hundred arnmed men. However, | feel they are

t he squad



low on anmb. W are too snall
to launch any attack, but could hold unti
rei nforcenents arrive. O ders?"
"We don't have time to fuck around with sone
two-bit warlord, Buddy. Hold your position and
stand ready to repel any attack. Col onel
Gay will be on his way within five mnutes to beef
you up until the main columm arrives."
"Yes, sir. The col onel's approxi mate
ETA?"
"Three to four hours."
"Ten-four, sir."
He turned to find Judy | ooking at him
"My apol ogi es, Buddy," she said.
"I don't understand. Wy are you apol ogi zi ng?"
"Because | said that no warlord would nmess around with us."
"I think warlords come and go, Judy. This Neely
person was probably pushed out of his last territory
and canme here; probably killed the outl aw | eader
who was here at the tine. You had no way of know ng.
Forget it. Get the people secured tight. W've
got about a four-hour wait until Col onel
Gray arrives."
Only an hour had passed before Buddy got the
word handed down the line to him
"W're conpl etely surrounded, sir.
Bot h sides of the highway and north and south on the
interstate.”
"Kind of like the old cowboys and I ndi ans,
hey?" Buddy said, his smle tight.
"Yes, sir," the young Rebel, no nore than
sevent een or eighteen, said.
But Buddy knew he was already a conbat - har dened
vet.
"Frightened?" Buddy asked.
The young man grinned. "No, sir. This is a
pi ece of cake. | been doin' this since | was
fourteen years old. | been in so many firefights
| can't renenber themall."
"What's your nane?"
"Harris, sir."
"You' ve been a Rebel since you were fourteen?"
"Yes, sir. Me and four-five others cone up
out of East Texas to join the general."
"Where are the others who canme with you?"
"Al'l dead, sir. Fightin' the Russian
Striganov. Another got killed when the revolt
went down. Anot her got his ticket punched out in
California."
"A hard price to pay, Harris."
"Freedom don't never comne easy,
captain. | wasn't but two or three when the
Great War cane. | don't renenber nothing
"cept hard tinmes and fightin" to stay alive."
He grinned, and his boyi shness showed t hrough. "But with al
the fightin', General Raines made us all go
to school for l|earning."
"You think a ot of General Raines, hey?"
"I think he's the greatest man that's wal kin' the
face of the earth today."



Bef ore Buddy could agree with him a voice
sprang out of the woods on the west side of the
interstate. An evil voice, filled with hate and
ugl i ness.

"M ghty fine-Iookin' bunch of cunts you got
wearin' themfancy uniforns. W gonna do our
beside' to take you gals alive. Then we'll all have
fun."

No one fromthe thin and spread-out ranks of
Rebel s elected to reply vocally to that. Qut of the
corner of his eyes, Buddy saw Judy spit on
the ground in disgust.

"Yes, sir," the voice spoke. "That old
boy that come down here from Chio and took over the area
just east of here pays good for woren. "Course, ne
and ot her boys here will sanple that pussy sone
"fore we trade y'all off."

"Can you locate him Harris?" Buddy
whi sper ed.

"I got himspotted cl ose enough, captain.”

"Judy?"

"Two nmore to his right. But | want them"

Fromthe east side of the interstate, another voice
was added. "How you reckon these fancy sol dier
boys will stand up to torture, Perry?"

"I reckon they'll do sone hollerin". M ght
be a right good show "

Buddy lifted his wal ki e-tal kie. "East
side. You have that voice |ocated?"

"Ten-four."

"Ready, here?" he asked.

"Let's do it," Harris said.

"Now! " Buddy spoke into the cup

The mid-norning quiet blew apart with the sounds of
gunfire. One man on the west side of the
interstate was lifted off his knees and onto his feet
as his stomach and chest were stitched with M 14 rounds.
He stood up on tiptoes and lifted both arns.
Branches caught hi munder the arnmpits and stopped
him He hung there as the blood slowed its dripping
as his heart stopped punping.

Buddy heard the
t hunk
of a rocket being dropped down a nortar tube, the
slamand flutter as it took to the air. Screaning
foll owed the explosion; nore howing foll owed that. The
nortar crew was droppi ng white phosphorus in on
t he eneny.

Buddy lifted his Thonpson as a man darted
into view across the nedi an. The Thompson sang its
.45 cal i ber song as the big slow noving slugs
took the man in the | egs. Screaning, the outl aw
pitched face forward in the weeds and | ay how ing
until the pain dropped himinto unconsci ousness.

The
chug- a- chug
of the big .50 caliber nmachine guns joined in the
snoky noi se. The huge slugs knocked down
smal | saplings and destroyed any living thing they
came in contact wth.



The returning fire was very light.

"Fal | back! Fall back!" a man shout ed.
"We' |l wait for Neely to get here. Fal
back, goddanmit!"

Then the Rebel snipers went to work. Any flash
of color fromeither side of the interstate neant
either pain or death as the outlaws raced to get away
fromthe barrage of gunfire fromthe outnunbered
Rebel s. Firing beefed-up .308 s and
.30-jf's, the snipers calmy and coldly did
what they were trained to do.

Kill dispassionately.

"Cease fire!" Buddy yell ed.

The firing stopped.

Moani ng and yelling and weeping drifted to the
Rebel s from both sides of the highway.

Harris | ooked at Buddy and grinned. "I think
those ol' boys are gonna be a tad nore cauti ous
next time around, captain."”

Buddy returned the smile. "I couldn't have said
it better, Harris."
Chapter 2

There were no nore attacks on Buddy's Rebels
that hot afternoon. The day dragged on under the hot
stickiness of late sumrer in M ssissippi. There
were no nore taunting and threatening voices heard fromthe
woods on either side of the interstate.

Buddy wat ched as Harris slipped fromhis position
and knelt down on the shoul der, putting his ear on the

concrete. He | ooked up, grinning. "I thought I
heard sonething. Lots of vehicles comn',
captain.”

The Rebel s opened the north side of their
peri meter for Col onel G ay.
Smiling, Dan Gray stepped out of his Jeep and
wal ked to Buddy. "A problem captain?"
Briefly, Buddy expl ai ned.
Dan nodded his head. "Secure the area for a
mle," he ordered his troops. "In al
directions." He turned to Buddy. "GCenera
Raines can't take the tinme to knock out this warlord,

Buddy. We'll just secure the area until the main
colums pass. This Neely Green will just have
to keep for a tinme."

"Yes, sir."

Dan waved to his batman. "Sonme tea would be
nice," he said. To Buddy: "Your father is a few
hours behind us. W' ve experienced sone problens with the
| arger trucks. Let's go have a chat with the
prisoners you took."

The three men and one woran | ooked up at the
tall Englishman. "I say," Dan said to them
"You people are really in a frightful dilemm. And have
placed me in quite an awkward position."

Buddy stood silent, not knowi ng what Dan had up
hi s sl eeve.

The nmen were badly frightened and showed their fear. The
worran gl ared at Dan.

"What the hell are you?" she snarled at him

Dan smled. "Col. Dan G ay, madam



Formal |y of Her Majesty's Special Air
Service, now a battalion comander w th Cenera
Rai nes's Rebels. ™"
"Well, kiss ny ass!" the woman spat.
"Ain't he just too sweet?"

Dan's eyes narrowed. Buddy had been told
he did not |ike coarse wonen. "You are a rather crude
person, madam | m ght suggest, if you w sh
to continue breathing, you try to keep a civil tongue
in your head."

She | aughed at himand then proceeded to hang toget her
every cuss word she knew whi ch would have filled a
dictionary-all directed at Dan and his ancestry.

VWen she paused for breath, Dan said, "Are you
quite
t hr ough, madan?"

"Yeah, nother-fucker!" she hissed at him

Dan's bat man handed hima cup of tea and
several crackers. He gave Buddy the sane.

Dan sipped his tea and munched on a cracker
all the while staring at the female with the foul
nout h.

"They are your prisoners, captain," Dan said.

"What you do with themis your business. Personally,
I'd shoot the woman."

He turned on his heel and wal ked away.

"You're stupid,” Buddy told the wonman.

"Dan was probably going to cut you | oose. Now
| don't know what to do with you."

"Neely' Il kill you, pretty boy," she said,
grinning at him "I'mone of his wonen."

"There is no accounting for some people's taste," Buddy
told her, then turned and wal ked away.

The woman's scream ng profanity followed him

"Awesone, " Joe WIllians said to his
driver. "Matt, we nust be | ooking at three-four
t housand troops down there."

"Yes, sir," the driver said, lowering his own
bi nocul ars. "Only good part about this is that we got
t he high ground."

"Yes," Joe said. "If only we can hold it
until General Raines gets here.”

Joe's troops were positioned just north of the
interstate, running from Augusta west to Cadl ey.

A very thin line.

Cecil's Rebels were spread from
Cadl ey over to Greensboro. The area between
Greensboro and Conyers was patched together by Rebels
who normal ly did not hold conmbat positions. The
Msfits were lined up around Conyers.

An out nunbered |ine of Freedom Fighters.

Col onel West was driving his battalions as
hard as he dared. He was now pushi ng across Centra
Tennessee, on his way toward Chattanooga; there,
he woul d cut south on Interstate 75, then angle
east and south

m dway between Chattanooga and Atl anta.

During one of their fuel stops, West called in
conpany conmanders and pl atoon | eaders fromhis First
Battal i on.



"Second and Third battalions are up
to sonmething," he said, vocalizing a hunch. "I think
Ashl ey hates Ceneral Raines so much he'd do
anything to get him Including sacrificing us to neet

t hat goal .’

"The conmanders of Second and Third are sure
buddy- buddy, " a platoon | eader said. "I'mwth
you, colonel. | think we're up to our ass in
shit."

"So what do we do, colonel?" a mercenary
asked.
"I"'mgoing to split up Second and Third.
Just as soon as we hit Chattanooga, |'m going
to send the Third strai ght east, through the nountains,
order themto deploy north to south fromDillard

to Tallulah Falls. I'Il order the Second
to stand back in reserve. If they bow up at those
orders, we'll know they're up to something."

"And us?"

"That's what |'mgoing to find out right now "

West went to his communi cations van and told the
operator to get General Jefferys on the horn

"Ceneral Jefferys? Col onel West here. |
think I've got a problem sir." He laid out
his suspicions to Cecil

"What do you base this on, colonel?" Ceci
asked.

"A soldier's hunch, sir. Ashley hates
Ben Rai nes so deeply | think he'd do anything
to see himdead. And there is this: | think we're
better off without the Second and Third, even if
nmy suspicions are wong."

"They're that bad in the field?"

"The Third is the pits, sir. Useless. And the
Second is not rmuch better. And they are solidly
Ashley's nen. | don't trust them
general . "

"I'f you split them colonel, and your
suspi ci ons

prove out, you'll have them at your back."

West's sigh was audi ble over the nmiles. "Yes,
sir, | amaware of that."

"I trust your hunches, colonel. You know t hese
men in question; | don't."

"Thank you, sir. Where do you want me and ny
troops?"

"I"'mvery weak between G eensboro and Conyers.
need that area beefed up badly."

"I'"l1l push them hard, general. Wth any kind of

luck, 1'l'l be there and in position by dawn."
"Thank you, colonel. It's good to have you with us."
"Yes, sir."

Em | hiked his robe up around his knees and
began chanting, speaking in tongues as he did a
conbi nati on of the jitterbug and the twist in the dust.
Cccasionally, he would stop and point in the direction
of the canp of Francis Freneau and his Joyfu
Fol | owers of Life.

Brot her Carl began racing around the village.
"Come quickly, come quickly. Brother Eml is in the

and



spirit of Blomm and the great god is speaking
to him Come quickly, come quickly."

Eml's followers gathered around, staring in awe and
wonder as Emi| began to get down and boogie right.

"Ughum bugum and doo waa ditty titty!"

Em | shouted, working up a sweat under the summer
sun.

He suddenly stopped his gyrations and flung his
arms wide, his face to the sky. Fuckin' sun is
t ough, he thought.

"Blommis angry," he shouted. "Bl onmm
has told nme there is an inposter in our area. A
man who

speaks with forked tongue." Come on, Emil, he
berated hinself. You can do better than that. "This man
i s subverting our worship of Blomm and Bl omm
is raining down curses on this man's head."

Em | flung hinself on the ground and began hunchi ng
and twi sting and screani ng.

Sucker is good when he wants to be, Brother
Matt hew t hought. He just night actually pull this shit
of f.

The nmen and wonen, nore than a hundred strong,
oohed and aahed as Emi| thrashed about on the ground,
the dust flying, his nmouth shouting words in a tongue known
only to Em| and to Bl onm Suddenly,

Em | stopped his frantic novenents and stiffened.

Slowmy he rose to his knees and poi nted west
with a trenbling finger. "The great lie is
there!™”
he thunder ed.

"Least he got the direction right," Brother
Roger said. "Little sucker can get lost goin' to the
crapper."

Em | heard himand shifted his eyes, whispering,
"Shut your fuckin' face, ninny! | could win an
acadeny award for this performance.”

"Blonmmis calling to ne!" Enmi| shouted.

"Yes, Great Blom®? Yes, yes, | hear and
repeat your words."

Em | strung together some words from sonme 1970 rock
songs, which nmade about as much sense now as they did
then. Em| junped to his feet, nouthed sone
1980's rap, and ended with a chorus of Bo
Jangl es.

M nus t he dog.

"Ch, Blomm " Em| said, placing one hand
over his heart. "Ch, no, not Francis

Freneau! "

Em| |owered his head and slowy shook it from side
to side. "Poor Francis," he said.
"Thi nki ng he

could fool the gods."

"What about dear Francis?" a wonman called
shrilly. "Wat is happening, Brother Eml?"

"He is being punished for placing hinmself in a

godl i ke position. H's behavior will beconme nopst
erratic, and his followers wi |l be unhappy."
"Ch no!"

the | adies all shouted.



"And the nen with him too," Em| added.

"Ch no!"
"Fuckin' horny broads," Em | whispered.
"He will be stricken with sonme terrible physica

affliction. Fromhis waist down!" Emil| shouted.
"Ch no!"

Em| |lowered his head. "And there will be nothing that
anyone can do to save the poor m sguided fool."

The | adies all began weepi ng and wail i ng.

"l am exhausted," Emil said. "I nust
rest." He looked at the crowd, a sly glint in
his eyes. "It is very wearing on nme to speak with the

gods. But of course, you've never seen Francis
Freneau do that, have you?"
"No," the crowd whi spered.
"Cone." Em| held out his arnmns.
"Escort me to ny quarters and bathe and rub ny
poor aching feet."
Soberly, as if they were handling the Mna Lisa,
the crowd gently carried Emil|l to his quarters.
Ben stood with Buddy and Dan on the shoul der of the
interstate, watching his colums roll past; a
seem ngly endl ess parade of the machines and peopl e of war.
"What do you want to do with the prisoners, son?"
Ben asked.
"Turn them | oose. Let themwallow in their
i gnorance with their ignorant friends."
Ben | ooked toward Denise. "Cut them | oose
and have them guarded until the last vehicle is
past."
"Yes, sir."
"You did a good job here, Buddy," Ben told
hi m
"Thank you, sir.
"Cet your teans together and nove out. Catch up and

pass the colums. | want you at least fifty
m|es ahead of us."
"Yes, sir." He grinned. "I'Il see you in

Ceorgi a, general."
As Buddy was yelling for his teans to gather and nove
out, Ike wal ked up
“I"1l be going on ahead, Ben. Joe
Wl lians has got the easternnpst section
["lI'l come up under himand be in position."
"Al'l right, Ike. Good luck." He turned
to Dan. "Dan, follow lke. Spread your people from

east to west. ||l take this section between these nationa
forests here." He punched the map. "Just south of
Greensbhoro. Tina? Your teans will be the last in

position. Stay out of Atlanta. Spread out al ong
this line from Conyers to, say, Covington. Let's
rol 1"

Khamsin's troops struck just at dusk, using
nortars and light artillery. And had they not been so
confident of victory, they m ght have punched through the
thin lines in a spot not of Cecil's choosing. But
the troops of the I PA had never full force tasted the
fury of Ben Raines's Rebels. But on this
bl oody dusk, the last rays of the sun gone, the
troops of the I PA were about to find out why Raines's



Rebel s had such an awesone reputation

Khansin's troops cane across the interstate
charging Joe Wlliamnms's position. The troops
of The Hot Wnd died in bl oody heaps before even
reachi ng the nedi an.

Joe had armed every fourth Rebel with an
M 60 machi ne gun. Every squad had a .50
cal i ber machi ne gun. And the Rebels had mined the
medi an.

Joe, as had every conmander, brought all the firepower
his people could possibly use. And it was deadly awesone.

Then, for no apparent reason, Joe's troops
pul | ed back and shifted positions, deserting the
interstate, noving as silently and swiftly as
ghost s.

"Where in the hell are they goi ng?" Khansin
screanmed the question as soon as he got the nessage.

"They are retreating, sir! W have broken through
their lines."

But Khamsin recalled, bitterly, the last tine
his troops thought they had the Rebels on the run

That little ruse had cost hima thousand nen. He
sat in his new command post in Augusta and worried
t houghts around in his mnd.

"Two conpani es," he ordered. "Send two
conpani es after them And do it cautiously."

The | PA who struck Joe WIIliams noved
t hrough the night, pursuing the retreating Rebels. They
encountered no m nes, no snipers, no nothing. But
they did find tracks left by the Rebels as they
ran away.

They reported this back to Khamsin.

"Fourth Brigade across the Iine and pursue the
Rebel s," he ordered. "Cautiously,
cautiously, now "

Joe had pulled his people back, way back, al
the way back to H ghway 43, north of the
interstate, |eaving Rebel sappers in deep cover
behind him stretched out along a twenty-five-nile
strip of interstate.

As the troops of the | PA noved across the
interstate, into what had just been Rebel -held
territory, the Rebel sappers cane out of deep
cover and noved

across the interstate, carrying their deadly cargo of
m nes and expl osi ves.

The sappers then forned up into small guerrilla
groups and waited for the action to start.

Joe's troops were now in position, lying in
wait, north to south, along H ghways 43 and
78. That left the troops of the IPAwith the river
at their backs, the western fingers of Carks Hil
Lake to their north, and the deadly mned interstate to their
sout h.

And a half a dozen guerrilla groups waiting in
ambush in the darkness.

Cecil's thinly placed troops stood their
positions and slugged it out with the I PA across the
interstate. The odds were inpossibly against the
Rebel s, but that was something they were, to a person



used to. They held their ground and fought savagely.

And Mark and Alvaro waited with their troops just
south of Cecil's battle lines.

The hot late sunmer's night exploded in
hate and rage along the interstate. Severa
conpani es of Khamsin's | PA expecting little or
no resistance, noved confidently across the interstate
just east of Conyers. They died in bloody piles in
t he eastbound | anes. Lieutenant Mackey's
Msfits were determned to prove thenselves in the eyes
of the other Rebels. The conpany of quick-trained
Rebel s fought with a ferocity that surprised even them

The lines of Rebels, stretching thinly along the
interstate, bent and buckled, but did not break as the
ni ght attack continued to ramits assault against the
Freedom Fi ghters

"Circle now" Joe WIlians gave the
orders, speaking into the cup of his wal kie-talKkie.
"Quickly and quietly."

Rebel s sealed off the few niles between the |ast
sout h-pointing finger of Carks Hil
Lake and Interstate 20, just west of H ghway
78. Ot her Rebels nmoved just east of Hi ghway
47, putting the troops of the IPA into a box.

"Now " Joe gave the orders. "Ht them
hard. No prisoners."

The Fourth Brigade of Khanmsin's invincible
I sl ami ¢ People's Arny found thensel ves fighting shadowy
ghosts in the night; they found thenselves in a deadly
no- man' s-1and, some of themfacing nen and wonen in
vi ci ous hand-to-hand combat, facing Rebels with
kni ves honed to razor sharpness.

Sonme of Khansin's |PA ran toward the north,
toward the fingers of the | ake, and became hopel essly
lost in the naze of brush and tinmber and marsh, the
country not tended by human hands in years. Qhers
wal ked into anbushes. Entire squads were w ped out
by two and t hree-person Rebels' teans lying in
wait in the night.

O hers of Khansin's so-called superior forces
ran south, toward the interstate. They ran
into Caynores and Bouncing Bettys and
trip-wired, electronically detonated
C-4's. Brush fires sprang up into the
ni ght, set by Rebels to bl ock escape routes.

The fires grabbed greedily at the clothing
of the IPA creating running, screan ng human
torches in the darkness.

The ni ght skies along the interstate becane
brightly lighted by the dry brush and wood.

"CGet your people
out
of there!" Khansin screaned the orders fromhis CP

But it was too late for nost of the ill-fated
Fourth Bri gade.

The summrer night, normally filled with the scent of
flowers, becane filled with the odor of burning human
fl esh, excrement from death-rel axed bowel s,

and the sickly-sweet odor of death.

And once nore, the taste in Khansin's nouth was the



copper-like taste of defeat.
"Scouts just radioed in, colonel,” Wst was
i nforned. "The Second and Third have |inked up and are
spreadi ng out west to east. Looks like they' re trying
to box us in."
"Looks like I was right," West said. But he
took no satisfaction in being correct.
Col onel West | ooked at his map. Hi s
troops had angl ed south and east in order to avoid
the trashy and dangerous ness that was now Atl anta

But they still had mles to go, over roads
that were unfam liar and, for the nost part, badly in need
of repair.

"I figure three-four nore hours," West said.
"We're ahead of schedul e, but those assholes in
Second and Third worry me sone."

"That goddamm Ashl ey!" a conpany conmander sai d.
"He nust really have the red-ass toward Genera
Rai nes. "

"If I ever get that son of a bitch in

gunsi ghts," West said, "I'll put an end
to his quarrel. And you can tattoo that on your arm
Let's roll, boys."

Buddy' s teans had barrel ed past lke's
sl ower - movi ng colums and were inside Georgia | ong
bef ore dawn.

At La Grange, Buddy brought his teans to a
hal t.

"Let's find out where everybody is," Buddy
said. "String an antenna over there," he said,
pointing, "and let's get set up."

"This is Captain Raines to any Rebel unit
wi t hin

t he sound of my voice. Cone in, please.”

At Conyers, Georgia, Lieutenant
Mackey was darting fromposition to position
during a lull in the fighting. She was approached by a
runner.

"Li eutenant, there's a Captain Raines on
the horn."

"A
Capt ai n
Rai nes?" Mackey questi oned.

"Yes, ma'am Says he's Ben Raines's
son; he's the | ead recon conmmander. Has about
seventy-five Rebels with himand wants to know where
he and his people are npbst needed."

"This | gotta see," she nuttered. "All
right. Ask himif he can cone up south of us and take
sone of the strain off us."

The request was made. The runner returned.

"Says he can do, lieutenant. He'll be here before
dawn. "

Both sides facing each other across the interstate
took the time to ease back and lick their wounds and
review their situation.

And for the Rebels, it was grim

"Order our people closest to Atlanta to break
t hrough." Khansin radi oed his orders. "And do it,
without fail."



Cecil's CP heard the orders from
Khansi n and i nformed Cec.
"Start falling back," Cec ordered.
"Advi se Mark and Alvaro we are doing so and
to nove out toward us. We've got to split up and
send some people toward Conyers to beef up Mackey's
Msfits."
"There is a Captain Raines heading that way
now, sir. He's got a platoon with him Wo
is Captain Raines, sir?"
"Ben Raines's son," Cecil told the
startl ed Rebel. Cecil smiled. "That neans that
Ben and | ke and Dan aren't far behind. Any word on
Col onel West's position?”
"Last report was Loganville. They should be
getting into battle position any mnute, now
"How about Col onel WIIians?"
"He creamed them sir," the Rebel said with a
grin. "Fromlistening to radio reports, the |IPA
doesn't want any nore of Joe WIIlians."
A panting runner slid to a stop. "Breakthrough,
sir! The I PA just punched through at Barnett.
They're trying to put Colonel WIlians's
Rebels in a box."
"Coddammi t!" Cec cursed. "And | don't
have a soul to send there. Any word on
| ke' s peopl e?"
"Just crossing into Georgia, sir. They'l
t ake Hi ghway Sixteen and set up battle
lines at Thonson."
"If there is anything left there to save," Cec
said grimy. "Hang on, Joe," he said. "Just
hang on, buddy."
Chapter 3
Khanmsin's | PA did, indeed, punch a hole
into Rebel-held territory; but if they had thoughts
of putting Joe WIlians and his people in a box, they
didn't know Col. Joe WIIlianmns.
But they were about to know himfar better than they
wanted to, as it would turn out.
"Mot her-fuckers!" Joe swore, and he was not
normal Iy a profane man.
His driver and aide, Matt, glanced at himin
t he darkness. "They about to get you pissed-off, sir?"
"No, Matt," Joe said, his voice calm
"They have
got
me pissed-off."
Joe signaled for his radio operator to cone
over. Taking the m ke fromthe backpack radi o, he
said, "This is Colonel WIIians.
Al units formup north and south of my |ocation
Take everything you can stagger with, and | eave the rest.

When you're all in position, bunp ne."
"What are we gonna do, col onel?" Matt
asked.

"W're gonna charge, son!"
Matt grinned. "Yes,
sirl™
Li eut enant Mackey al nost junped out of her



boots when soneone touched her on the shoul der. She
wheel ed around, M 16 coni ng up

Col onel West grinned at her. "Sorry,
lieutenant. | wal k rather softly.”

"Softly's ass!" Mackey said. "You nove |ike
a friggin' ghost! Wo the hell are you?"

"Col onel West, lieutenant. My
battalion is in position just north of the interstate
at Oxford. CGeneral Jefferys noved ne to the east

a bit. I"lI'l explain his plan to you. Has Ben
Raines's kid reported in position yet?"
"No, sir."

"He's a good troop. Not as savvy as his
daddy, of course. But he's damm good." Hi s eyes
swept over what he could see of the Msfits. He
grunted. "Strange-| ooki ng bunch.”

Mackey grinned just as Billy Bob strolled
up. "They're doing well for only five days
training, colonel." She introduced Billy
Bob.

The men shook hands and West said,

"Five
days' training?"

"It's a long story, colonel,"” Billy said.

"I"'mnot even sure | want to hear it!" West
said, softening that with a grin. "But if they' re fighting and
standing, that's all that matters.”

He told themboth of Cecil's plan

"I ain't gonna second-guess no general,"

Billy said. "But if it don't work ... we're
all gonna be in one hell of a ness.”

"That we are, sergeant," West replied
cheerfully. "That we are. Al right, |ieutenant,
| brought a platoon with ne on this visit.

Looks like you could use a few nore people. Were do you
want then®"

Bef ore Mackey could reply, a shout rang out.

"Here they cone! Jesus Christ, there nust be
two-three thousand of them "

"How about right where we are, colonel?" Mackey
suggest ed.

"Considering the situation,"” Wst said, grinning a
soldier's grin, "do I have a choice?"

Dan and his teams were just minutes behind I ke, and
Ben and Tina only mnutes behind Dan. Al were
pushi ng harder than road conditions would allow, and the
trucks were showing it. But any vehicle that broke
down was | eft, the gear and personnel transferred,
and only a few mnutes were |ost.

| ke would travel on clear across Georgia,
followng 16 all the way. Ben woul d break off at
H ghway Forty-four, at Eatonton, com ng up under
Mark and Alvaro as they plugged the hole left as
Cecil pulled back. Dan would roll about
twenty-five niles past Ben's break-off point,
and nove north at Sparta, splitting his people, one
group going up 22, the other heading up 15.

Tina's teanms had al ready broken off fromthe main
colums and were racing toward Conyers. Those troops
of the | PA who were pushing hard at the Msfits and



at West's lone platoon. They were about to find
t hensel ves in a box with no way out.

Except deat h.

"Kill "emall but six, people!"™ WIIians
roared into his mike. "And save them for
pal | bearers. Charge!"

Scream ng their fury, the Rebels |unged out of the
ti nber, the brush, the ditches; over the hills and
across the old hi ghway, cracked and worn from years of
negl ect .

The Rebels literally scared the living shit out of
many of the | PA

The Rebel s had canoufl aged thensel ves with touch-up
paint, |eaves, tw gs, and nmud. They | ooked and
sounded |i ke sonething straight out of hell

And fought with the fury of ten times their nunber.

Teans of Rebels broke through the western |ines
of the I PA, then turned around and put Khansin's people
in the same box Khansin had designed for them

The Rebel s took no prisoners.

The western edge of Khansin's box had been
br oken, punched through at a dozen | ocations. Now there
were no clearly defined battle lines; all along
atwenty-mle stretch of highway, it was bl oody
confusi on and deat h.

Sel ected teans of Rebels began stripping the
uni forms of f of the dead | PA troops and pulling them
on over their tiger-stripe or lizard-battle
dress, then slipping into the confused ranks of
Khansi n' s peopl e.

To cut a throat or two.

Joe had given the orders for all his people, after doing
as much damage as they could, to work east and form up between
H ghways 80 and 47. If they could just hold out
until dawn, |ke and his people would be in position just
south of Thonmson. If they could just hold out.

I f.

"Little Eagle, this is Big Sister,"” Tina
radi oed. "Are you in position?"

"Ten-four, Big Sister," Buddy answered.

"I"mjust south and west of Conyers. Wat is your
position?"

"South and east of sane. |'ve got Hi ghway
One thirty-eight to my back."

"Ready to go?"

"Sittin" on ready."

"Let's do it, Big Sister."

Buddy and Tina seal ed off the south end of Conyers
and began working their teams house to house, building
to building; slow, dangerous work.

The first silver rays of sun were just beginning to slip
t hrough the darkness, giving the sky a tinted | ook

Khansin's people, now realizing they were caught in a
box, dug in and began fighting from]l ocked positions.
And that action served only to spell out their doom

"Li eut enant Mackey," Tina
r adi oed.

" Mackey. "

"You have nortar capability?"

"Negative."



"l do." West cut in on the transm ssion.

"I's this Col onel West?"

"Affirmative."

"W have a large force of I PA dug in hard.

Downt own Conyers." She checked her grid map and
gave himthe coordinates. "Can you drop sone
surprises in there, colonel?"

"Ten-four. Are you in position to act as forward
observer?"

"Ten-four."

"Keep your heads down. Mail inconing."

"Ten-four, colonel."

Downt own Conyers began expl odi ng in showers of
bricks and stone and dust as West's nortar men hit
their targets. Bodies and bits and pieces of
bodi es soon littered the already littered streets
of the CGeorgia town.

Tina lay behind the rusted ruins of a pickup
truck and called the shots in.

As the troops of Khamsin tried to run fromthe
deadly hail of rockets, Tina and
Buddy' s troops knocked them sprawling am d the
litter with well-placed rifle shots.

To their credit, none of the IPA attenpted
to surrender.

They had been briefed beforehand that the Rebels did
not take prisoners.

Tina called for a halt in the barrage

The downt own area of Conyers was destroyed
Smal | fires were caused when WP was mixed with
HE nortar.

"Northside friendlies," Tina radi oed.

"Please hold fire. W' re comrenci ng nmoppi ng
up. "

"Ten-four, southside friendlies."

Buddy and Ti na soon |inked up, standing and wat ching
as their troops ended the dreans of world conquest for any
| PA troop still left alive. Single shots
sprang out of the snmoky early nmorning mst. Rebe
snipers lay in position, waiting to drop any
| PA troop that might have escaped the deadly rain
of nortars.

The norni ng dropped from a noi sy, scream ng
battl eground into a hush, broken only by the crunch
of boots wal ki ng about the rubble.

Sout h- si de Rebel s nmet north-side
Rebel s and Col onel West's nercenaries in the
center of Conyers.

"Orders, colonel?" Tina asked West.

"Ceneral Jefferys has pulled back, opening a
hole for the I PA to push through. The troops of sonmeone
naned Mark and Alvaro are nmoving to plug that hole,
trapping the IPA. | have ny battalion waiting
just east of here. But, there are two battalions of
Ashl ey's troops noving in on us fromthe north.
Let's do this: I'll take the north side of the
interstate, you and Buddy and Lieutenant Mackey
take the south

side; we'll all work gradually east.

Ckay?"



"Sounds good," Tina said. "Let's roll."

Jake and his band of rednecks and white trash and
m screants had not gone far from Athens. Just about ten
mles down the road to a little town called
wat ki nsville. There, Jake had |icked his wounds
and nurtured his hate, all the while gathering nore
human trash about him

And Cecil had pulled his troops back and had
set up his CP about four nmiles away, in what
remai ned of a tiny town named Bi shop

As an undcld cease-fire was occurring
for atime, Ike and Dan and Ben were rolling
into position.

The troops of Khansin, who had pursued
Cecil as he pulled back, were now positioned at
t he northernnost edge of the Oconee National Forest.
The troops of Mark and Alvaro were only a few
mles behind the IPA filtering quietly through the
forest.

A hush fell for a time on the
one- hundr ed- and-twenty-five-mle stretch of
batt | eground.

"W have | ost contact with our troops near
Conyers," Khansin was i nforned

"How | ong?" Khansin asked, rubbing gritty
eyes.

"Mre than a hour, sir."

"Qur people in the northern Cconee?"

"Resting. They are only a few mles fromthe
bl ack general's position."

Khanmsin lifted his eyes, neeting the gaze of
Hami d. "I know, " Khanmsin said softly. "It
is not necessary to speak the words; | can read themin your
eyes. "

W shoul d have been content w th what we had!

Ham d's eyes said. "I do not understand
t hese peopl e, Khansin. We have conquered half the existing
worl d, fighting forces that outnunbered us ten to one. Yet
this little band of Rebels defeats us at every turn. |
do not understand it."

"Could it be true, Ham d," Khansin said, after
di smssing his aides. "The runor, the talk of Ben
Rai nes bei ng some sort of
god?"

"Only Allah could answer that question, Khansin.
| certainly cannot."

"I ssue the orders, Hamid. Al troops
fall back south. Retreat." But Khansin was
smling. "But do not scranble this transm ssion. Not this
one. After you have given those orders, instruct our
radi o people to go to the alternate frequency for one
short message."

For the first tine that day, Hamid smled. "Yes
sirl™
Chapter 4

"You no-good, |ousy, son of a bitch!"
Francis Frenau cursed Em|.

Em| grinned at him "Wy, Francis!
What an unchristian-like thing to say. |I'm ashaned
of you, ny boy."



"You asshol e!"

Em | giggled. "Are you having sone sort of
difficulty, Francis?"

They were neeting al one, just outside a small
town-or what was left of it-called Delhi.

"Difficulty!™”

Francis roared, towering above Eml. "You sorry
bastard. Hite, | don't know exactly what you
did to ne. But | know that

you

didit. And I think I'mgonna kill you for that."

Franci s was about two and a half times the size of
Emi|-in nore ways than one; the porn makers
didn't call himLong Dong as a come-on. In the
porn-flick business one has to put up or shut
up. O perhaps rise up mght be nore apropos. But
the big man stopped flat in his size thirteen
sandal s when Enmi| reached up his robe and haul ed out
a single action .45 about a foot and a half |ong and
j acked back the hammer.

"Whoa, donkey-dick!" Em| told him
"Now you listen to me. You conme swi shing and yodeling your
big ass into ny territory, trying to screw up ny
scam |'mthe one oughta be killing mad, and |I'm
gettin" there, Bong Dong."

"That's Long Dong," Francis
automatically corrected.

"What ever, you freak. You know the rules of the
gane: no con artist noves in on another's
territory. You blewit, dinosaur-dick!"

"What'd you do to ne, Hite?" Francis
demanded.

"Bl onm put a curse on you."

"Bl onml s ass! Save that crap for the stupids.
Look, you shrinp. Watever you done, undo it.

My chickies are all upset.™

"Good. Serves you right. Tell you what,
Stanley, | might be persuaded to put in a good
word for you, with Blorm..."

Franci s/ stanley rolled his eyes.

" if you'll give ne your word you'll get your
ass, and your other attachnents, outta ny
territory."

"Screw you, Hite!" Francis snarled
"Il figure out what you did; gime a little
time. And when | do, |I'll be back gunnin' for your
ski nny ass."

Qut of the corner of his eye, Eml| caught a
glinpse of Sister Susie; the chick was even nore
beautiful in the daylight. He stowed the Buntline
speci al and waved his arms. "Begone, you
spawn of evil!" he shouted at Francis.

"Begone fromthe sight of righteousness. Namely, ne!"

"Friggin' nut!" Francis said. But he
left, glaring at Em | occasionally. Em| would
pat the butt of the .45 and grin at him

"You big softie!™ Em| hissed at him

Sister Susie sauntered toward Emil.

"You're so
forceful,"



she told him "I just love a man that's sure of
hi msel f."
"Have you cone to your senses, Sister Susie?"
Emi| said, frowning at the young wonan.
"I"'msorry | was rude to you the other night.
W11l you forgive nme?"
"Bl onmwoul d all ow that, | suppose. Cone,
girl, let us sit by the creek and be confortable."
Sitting on the bayou bank, Sister Susie's
robe hiked up to md-thigh. Em| reached up under
what was |l eft of her robe and squeezed.
"Qohhh," Sister Susie said. "Tell me nore
about yourself, Brother Emil. Are you firn®"
"Damm right. Plunb rigid at the nonent."
"OO-HHH, " she said, as Em| gave her
anot her squeeze. "That's good. Al the
men across the river have suddenly become so ... so,
flexible. "
"Yeah. | bet they have."
She reached under his robe and grabbed his woody.
After that, neither one of themeven noticed the old
nossy-back "gator on the other side of the
bayou, watching them through unblinking eyes.
"I hate to say this, general," Col onel West
told Ben. "But this has turned rather
anticlinmctic."”
"It isn't over," Ben said softly.
"Khansin's got too much pride to let it end |like
this."
"What do you nean, Dad?" Ti na asked
Ben, Dan, West, Tina, and Buddy were sitting
in Ben's tenporary CP, just outside of
Madi son.
| ke had set up his CP at Thonson.
Cecil had pulled back the northern Cconee

For est.

And Khansin's troops had vani shed.

"He's up to sonmething, | believe. | think
he's goi ng

to show us that we're not the only ones who can pl ay
tricks and nake them work."
"I ama bit curious as to what happened to those

| PA troops who had followed Cecil," Dan
sai d.

Ben wal ked to a nmap and pointed to an unpaved
road | eading east out of the Cconee. "I think they

slipped out this way and then cut north. | think
they' re doi ng an end-around. Maybe a doubl e
end- around. "

Col onel West wal ked to the map. He studied
it for a moment, then nodded his head. "Sure. You're
right, General Raines. They're going to link up with
Ashley's two battalions north of our Ilines.
And if they're pulling a double end-around, lke is
in for a bad time of it."

"I'f we could just be sure that's what he's got
up his sleeve," Ben muttered.

"It's tough to have one's own gane pl ayed agai nst you,
isn'"t it, general?" West said with that strange
smle of his.



Ben faced him "And you, colonel? \Were do you
stand in all this? You don't owe ne a thing."
West shrugged his heavy shoul ders. "I ama
sol dier, general. For hire. Since nbney, as we
knew it, is useless, then I've hired out to you for the

fight alone. | |ike your Rebels, Ben

Rai nes. They're ... unique. And to a person

by God, they'll stand. | think I'Il stick around,
general . "

"dad to have you, colonel."

"So you want nme and nmy boys to link up with you
guys, huh?" Jake told the CO of Ashley's
Second Battalion. "Wiy the hell should I?"

"I, ah, understand that you had a small argument

with the nigger general, did you not?" Jake flushed.
"Maybe. So what if | did?"

"That's who we are going to fight."

"No shit! And just where mght he be, fancy
pant s?"

"About twenty-five mles away fromwhere we're

standing. And if you'll join up with us, we'll have him
out nunber ed about eight to one. So how about it?"
"I want himalive," Jake said. "I got

pl ans for that coon."
"I'f we take himalive, he's all yours,
Jake. And that's a promise.”
"Let's do it."
"Quiet," Cecil nuttered. "We opened the
door to the trap, but they didn't |like the bait.
wonder why. "
"Sir?" a Rebel said. "Genera
Raines is on the horn."

"Cec! Good to know you're still alive."
"Somet hing's up, Ben. | can feel it in ny old
bones. "

"Yeah, | know. " Briefly and quickly, Ben
told Cecil of his hunch.
"COkay, | agree with you. But I'msitting
pretty good here. |I've got Mark and Al varo just
south of ne, and we're dug in deep; good cover
I don't think those renegade battalions want
to try us in the woods."
"Yes, | agree. But Khansin still has no
telling how many thousands of troops. And they've got
to be gearing up for sonething."
"lke," Cecil said flatly.
"That's what Col onel West and | think. But
goddammit, we don't know for sure."
"What's | ke say about it?"
"He's out of pocket for about an hour.'
si ghed. "How Col onel WIIianms?"
"Fat and sassy. That's why |I'mnot worried
about mny position. Joe's people are sitting just to ny
east."
"Cec, |'ve sent out a dozen recon teans,
north and south of the interstate. Wat do you
know about a two-bit warlord named Jake?"
"I whi pped his ass about eight or ten days ago.
Up in Athens."
"He's linked up with Ashley's renegade

Ben



battalions. And they're not far fromyour position
That man carries a lot of hate for you, Cec.”

"l should have killed him"

"Next time you neet, please do. Cec, recon
teans are reporting that all signs, including
civilian sight verification, indicate that
Khansi n' s peopl e have noved east. |'mgoing to play out
nmy hunch and bet that lke's in for a bad tine of it."

"Al'l right, Ben. What are your orders?"

"I"'mgoing to |l eave Ashley's battalions and
this Jake person for you and your people to neutralize.
"1l take Joe's bunch and what |'ve got with
me and head east. Pray we're right, Cec."

"WIl do, Ben. Luck to you."

Ben signed off and turned to Dan. "Dan, we
know t hat Khansin's peopl e bugged out to the south. Indications
are that they then cut northeast. They're after Ike.
That's the only thing | can figure. |I've got
Buddy and Tina and their teams out working deep recon,
gradual | y noving toward lke's position. So here
is what we'll do." Ben's eyes touched
the eyes of Colonel West. "We'll all work
east. Al of us working south of the interstate. Wrk
slowy and m ss not hi ng,

for we don't know what in the hell we're walking
into this time around.”

Dan and West nodded in agreenent.

“I"1l |eave Lieutenant Mackey and her

Msfits," he said and snmiled, "where they are.

W' ve got to have sonebody keeping watch on the
backyard while we're gone. Order your people to get
some rest, sonme food, and to check equi prent. W'l
be movi ng out at dawn tonorrow. "

The nercenary and the Engli shman exited the CP
Ben, Deni se wal ki ng beside him wal ked to his
comuni cati ons truck

"Bunp | ke again, please,"” he told the

oper at or.
"Howdy, Ben." l|ke's voice popped out of the
speaker .
"Where in the hell have you been?" Ben asked.
"Ch, out |ookin" around," Ike said, know ng

Ben's sharpness was from concern, not anger. "Sure is
quiet for all the rush it took to get here.™

Ben told himof his hunches.

"Sounds right to nme, Ben. But |I'm
sittin' pretty good where I am Khansin, so
I"mtold, has reached our status when it cones
to heavy guns. He just ain't got "em He, I|ike
us, has got nortars running out the yin-yang, but
no | ong range and heavy shooters.”

"But he's gonna have you outgunned with those
nortars, lke. He can |lay back and do a hel
of a lot of damage."

"True. "

"I"'ve half a mind to order you out of there,
| ke. ™

"Naw Hell, we gotta face this dude
sonmetine, Ben. Way | figure it, mght as well
do it now and get it over with."



"Al'l right, Ike. Head's up, now

"Five by five, Ben."

“I'"1l be pulling out before dawn.'
soon, partner."

West found Ben sitting alone, on the steps of a
| ong- deserted house. He appeared to be deep in
t hought .

"Rat her a pensive | ook on your face, general,"”
West renarked.

Ben smled. "Pensive? An interesting word for a
mercenary to use."

West sat down and | aughed. "Wat nakes a
nmercenary, general ? You were one yourself."

"I always preferred soldier of fortune."

West chuckl ed. "Semantics, Ben Raines.

"See you

If you dip a rose in shit, you've still got a
rose, haven't you?"
Deni se was sitting a few yards away, |istening.
"I guess | was pensive, colonel. |'ve
just got this thought that Khamsin is pulling one on us.
Sone little ... elusive feeling deep inside ne.

But | can't seemto pin it down."

"Some classic mlitary nove, general ?"

"Could well be."

"Well, let's hope that in this case, history
doesn't repeat itself and this turns out to be another
Little Big Horn."

"That depends entirely on which side we el ect
to be on, doesn't it?"

Both nen were silent for a few nonments, listening to the
sounds and snells of late sunmer. The thick
snell of wildflowers and honeysuckl e; the happy
calling of the birds.

"Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull suckered
Custer, didn't they?" Wst asked.

"Yes." Ben | ooked at him "I
think you've hit on it, colonel."

"Maybe. It was just a thought."

"Colonel, if Khansin's men run, don't
follow them Not even if it appears,
especial ly
if it appears, a victory is certain.”

"Il pass the word. I|ke?"

Ben shook his head. "I don't know if Ike
is in any danger, or not. | have this little feeling that
Khansi n has decided to revert back to his
roots."

"He was quite a terrorist."

"Yes. And that nmay be what he's headi ng back
to being. |I'mthinking that Khansin's been shown he
can't beat us by sheer nunbers. He's taken sone
awful Iy heavy | osses butting heads with us. 1'd
guess he's lost a full third of his forces.™

"Yes. And that's got to be telling on the rest of
his people.”

"Maybe. But bear in mind that these people are
fanatics. To die in battle nmeans instant entry
to heaven."

West gl anced at Ben. "Oh,
shit!"



he whi spered.

"Yeah. "

West rose abruptly and wal ked of f. Ben sat
on the steps and wat ched hi m| eave.

The nercenary was back in fifteen minutes, Dan
with him

And with Dan, a full platoon of Rebels.

"Now, wait just a goddamed mi nute!" Ben
sai d, rising.

"Sorry, general," Dan said. "This is the way
it's going to be. The col onel expl ai ned what you
both feel is going down. Get used to the idea of
bei ng surrounded. "

"And you probably spoke with Ike, too,
didn't you?" Ben asked sourly.

"But of course!"” Dan sml ed.

"Wonderful ,” Ben muttered. He turned and
wal ked of f.

The platoon foll owed him En nasse.

Ben stopped and turned around. "I'mgoing to the
bat hr oom
| don't need an audience."”

"They'll turn their backs, general," Dan said

cheerful ly.
Ben wal ked off, muttering.
Chapter 5
It took Enmil a full half day to get over
the sight of that alligator, just about ready to chew off
his leg. Along with other parts of his anatony.
What had saved them both was the hot breath of the
gator on Em|'s bare ass.
"I"'mtelling you!" Emil said. "That friggin'
"gator was forty feet long if it was an inch."
Eml's 'gator was closer to fifteen feet
than forty; but still a good-sized 'gator
"I wouldn't worry about that 'gator as nuch as
I'd worry about Francis Freneau," Brother
Matthew told him "Francis has sworn to get
even. And we're running out of that stuff to put in the
wat er over there.”
"I ain't goin" back to Monroe no nore,"
Brother Carl said. "That place gives nme the
squirts just thinkin' "bout them N ght P."
"I't's not just Monroe," Brother Roger said.
"It's every city in the country."
"There isn't any nore of it over there anyway,"

Emi| said. "I thought sure he'd be gone by now
Hell, nearly all his followers are over here with
us."

"Listen!" Brother Mtthew said, holding up a
finger. "Bagpipes!"

"Here comes Francis!" Sister Susie
cal | ed.

"Wonderful ," Eml| nuttered. "What the
hell's he got up his sleeve now?"

"Them bagpi pes is givin" nme a headache,"
Brot her Carl said.

Francis clinbed up onto the hood of a rusting
old car parked by the side of the road and opened his big
arnms. "Conme gather around, my children,” he called.



"I have sonething of great inportance to tell you."

"You reckon he's got a hard-on?" Brother
Roger sai d.

Em | | ooked at Roger. "Wth him believe
me, you'd know it."

Em | and his inmredi ate group hung back; the others
gat hered ar ound.

"My heart is heavy, brothers and sisters,"

Franci s said, placing one big hand on his chest.
"An old, old friend betrayed ne. Cut ne with an
invisible knife."

"Aaahhh!" the crowd said in sympat hy.

"I trusted this man; |oved himnore |ike a brother
than a friend. But," he said and gave a m ghty sigh
"but as with Caesar, | nust say to Brother Eml,

Et tu Brute?"

"He et what?" Brother Carl asked.

Everyone ignored him Em | felt many eyes
on him Hard, condeming eyes contoning fromhis own
fl ock.

"You're a liar, Francis!" Em | shouted.

"I ain't done nothin' to you."

Francis smiled lovingly at Em|. "There
is no rancor in ny heart for you, Em . Your
feet sinmply slipped fromthe path of righteousness."

"Say what's on your nmind, Stanley," Em|

said. "And then begone with you, or I'lIl call down the
wath of Blomm"

"Ch, you will, will you?" Francis said. He
flung

his arms wide. "Call down the wath of this
Blonm then. | challenge you to do that, Em . For
you see, brothers and sisters, there is no such god as
Bl omm "
The crowd oohed and aahed and drew back, fearful
of his blatant blaspheny.
"You lie!" Em| squalled. "Blommis
real. Don't push me, Ledbetter."
"Then tell this figment of your overactive
i magi nation to strike me dead, Em | ," Francis
said. "lI"'mwaiting."
"I wouldn't do that to you, Francis. You'd have to do
a mghty hurt to me before I'd do anything like that. You
see, Francis, unlike you, I ama gentle
person. "
Francis lost a little ground with that remark. He
narrowed his eyes and stared at Enil.
"You poor fool," Francis said. "I
didn't want to have to do this. But? ..."
Francis lifted his arns and white doves flew
out fromhis sleeves.
The crowd did some oohi ng and aahi ng.
The doves circl ed, dropping some shit on the
heads of the faithful.
Francis did some of the col ored handkerchi ef
tricks: pulled a half dollar out of both ears and
juggled a few balls.
The crowd | oved it.
Francis said, "Let's all urge Brother
Emi| up here ... 1'll step down. Perhaps then



he can explain why he sent sone of his men slipping
into ny canp in the dead of night, |ike thieves,
to poison nme and ny brothers?"

"I did no such thing!"™ Enmi| shouted.

"You are not truthful, Brother Eml,"
Francis said. Reaching into the pocket of his
snowwhite robe, Francis pulled out a snall
vial and held it up for the crowd to see.

Emi| felt alittle sick at his stonach.

He felt a little sicker when Francis held out
hi s hand, and one of his men gave himthe box the vials
had come out of.

"Sister Susie," Francis said. "My dear
sweet lovely child. Does this box | ook famliar
to you?"

Susie said it did.

"When was the first time you saw it, dear?"

“In Brother Enmil's car. At night. In
Monroe. Near the hospital."

"That don't prove nothing!" Enm| hollered.
"There's boxes all over the damm pl ace."

"True," Francis said. "But one of the men who
has been poisoning ne has a small cut on the
sol e of his right sandal."

"Well, shit!" Brother Matthew said.

Em| took a deep breath. Draw ng hinself up
to his full height, which wasn't nuch, he pointed a
finger at Francis. "Now you hear ne,

Ledbetter. And bear in mnd this was your idea. |'m
going into nmeditation now. Seclusion. And I'lIl be
speaking with Blomm At high noon, two

days fromnow We'Il|l neet again. R ght here on this
spot. Then,

t hen

| shall show you the power of Blonm"

"Bul | -dooky!" Francis said.

"You'll pay for that, Ledbetter," Em| warned.
"Blommis angry; | can feel his nmighty
anger."

"Hor se-poo!" Francis scoffed.

"Be here!" Emil told him "Al of youl"
he roar ed.

"Em|," Brother Matthew said. "What are you
gonna do two days from now, at high noon?"

Emi| |ooked at him "Hell, Matthew, I
don't know. "

Ben canceled all travel orders for his
Rebel s. Hi s new orders: Hold your positions.

Dig in. Keep your heads down. And be very wary of
tricks.

The hours passed slowy and very quietly. The
Rebel s rested, ate, took nmuch-needed baths, and
cl eaned equi prent. Just |ike any army that was ever forned.
That much never changes.

The Rebel s constantly nonitored any known
frequency of Khansin. The bands renai ned
silent. If Khansin was comuni cating with his
troops, it was on a frequency not known to the
Rebel s.

"He'll strike," Ben said. "He's a very



i npatient man. That rmuch | do know about him"

"What's the word from any recon tean®?"

Col onel West asked.

"Alot of troops about forty-five mles south
of us,"” Ben replied. "Stretching fromBarnesville
all the way over to Waynesboro. | got that word
about two minutes ago. | was just about to call a
nmeeting of CO S and platoon | eaders. |'ve
ordered Buddy and Tina back in."

West sat for a time in silence. He wondered what
enoti ons Ben Raines m ght be experiencing, know ng his
two kids were out in the field with small units.

"I"ll see that the word is passed, general,"

West said. "l1'd like to see Kahnmsin's new
lines. I'mcurious about them"

"Tina and Buddy both reported that Kahnsin
has forced the people living south of us into forced | abor
canps. It looks Iike he's setting up a
per manent barrier."

"Well, that's what | wanted to know, " West said
with a sigh. "General, you are aware that east
of Atlanta, stretching south from Rome to Newnan

that area is controlled by outlaws and warl ords?"

"I"ve heard." He glanced at West,
accurately guessing what the nan was getting at.

"Well, now," Ben said softly, "that would put us in
a box, wouldn't it?"
"Both of us were wong, general," West

admtted. "And those outlaws and thugs and warl ords
over east have only to take one | ook at

Khansin's superior forces and they'll join up with
him"

Ben's | augh was short, holding no mirth. "That
son of a bitch! He suckered us, colonel. He
turned our own gane against us."

"I fail to see the hunor in it, general. W
have gotten ourselves into a bind, ny friend."

Ben waved at Denise. "Bring me ny map
case, would you pl ease?"

Ben spread the map on the ground, just as Dan
strolled up. Briefly, West told Dan about the
new devel opnent, saying finally, "Whether it's
fact or fiction, Dan, remains to be seen.”

"Let's take it fromthe east, boys," Ben said,
tracing a line on the map with a finger. "The bridges
are blown fromHartwell to Augusta. Every
one of them"

West gl anced at him and Ben expl ai ned the why of
t hat .

"You had no choice in the matter, general," the
nmercenary said. "I would have done the same thing."

"North of us," Ben said, "we've got two of
Ashl ey's battalions, the conpany that Ashley
brought east with himout of Kansas, and the group that this
Jake person has gathered around him"

Ben paused for a monent, silent so |ong, Dan
sai d, "Wat's wong, general ?"

"I see Ashley's fine hand in all of this,"

Ben explained. "I'lIl be willing to bet you all that
this stretch here, Interstate Seventy-five, running



north
and south, is being closed down by Khanmsin. And
he's probably swung those outl aws and warl ords
north and south, |eaving us one hole to run to."
"Atlanta," West whispered. "The city of the
dead. "
"And what is our fine and noble CGen. Ben
Rai nes doi ng now?" Khansi n asked Hami d
"Not hi ng, general,"” the XO replied.
"Everything, along all fronts, is very quiet."
Now it was Khamsin's turn to worry.
"What is that man up to, Hamid? It isn't like
himto sit and do nothing."
"Perhaps he now realizes the box you have placed him
in?"
"Perhaps. He certainly is not a stupid man.
Just idealistic. Those thugs east of Atlanta?"
"Fell right into line, Khansin. Qur troops
did not have to fire a shot."
"And they are being repositioned?"

"Yes, sir. Just as you ordered. They are
surrounding the city fromthe north, south, and west."
Khamsin smiled. "I will have to reassess ny first

opi nion of Ashley. His plan is a good one. But
there is one weak part of it, Hamid. Qur lines are
not as strong as | would like themto be. Raines could
possi bly punch through.™"
"Beggi ng your pardon, sir. But if that happens,

it will not be through our people to the south."
"No, | don't think so, either. But | am not
sure of the troops to the north."
"They are ... not first quality, to be sure,”

Ham d agreed. "Perhaps |, nyself, mght take a
battalion up to not only reinforce them but to keep
an eye on them"
Khansi n | ooked at the XO The nan
was no
| onger young. He sighed. "All right, Hamd
Per haps that woul d be best. May the bl essing of Allah go

with you."

"Thank you, Ceneral Khanmsin. I'll take the
reorgani zed Second Battalion and | eave at
once. "

Long after Ham d had gone, Khansin called for
an aide. "lI'mgoing to take a nap. Wake ne

i f any news comes through. Any news. No matter
how uni nportant it m ght seem"”

"Yes, sir."

But sl eep would not come to Khanmsin. He tossed in
his bed and finally, with an oath, threw back the thin
cover and rose to sit on the side of the bed.

Ben Rai nes was up to somrething. Khansin was sure
of it. But what? He checked his watch. Tine for
prayers.

Al'l good religious people need prayer. Even
terrorists.

"I"'mnot going to order anyone to do this,"
"And when | nmake ny request for volunteers, |
don't want a bunch of horseshit bravado
junping to the fore. Is that understood?”

Ben sai d.



It was.

Ben was addressing senior sergeants, platoon
| eaders, CO S and XO S, along with Ike,
Cecil, Dan, Tina, and Buddy. He had
called themto his CP

"What'd you have on your mind, Ben?" |ke

asked.
"First I'lIl tell you howit's going to be done,

and then I'Il informyou of what is going to be done.
"First of all it's going to be done very quietly.

There is going to be one team Just one. Thirty people.
Khansin wants to push us into Atlanta. Al

right. But first let's check it out." He grinned.

"I'f ny idea works, all of a sudden Khansin is

going to be

facing an enpty line, all filled with inaginary
soldiers.”

"Ever' time you start grinnin' l|like that, Ben," |ke
said, "I get a funny feelin' in the pit of ny
st omach. "

"I, of course, will lead the team general,"
Dan, who stepped forward.

"No, | will!" lke said.

"That's nonsense,"” Cecil told them "I shal
| ead the team"

Col onel West had joined the group
late. "Whatever is going down, | feel that I
should go in first."

Ben | et them squabbl e and then made up his mnd

said

He wi nked at Buddy and said, "I've decided
who will be team | eader, people."
The hubbub ceased as they all |ooked at Ben

Finally, Tina asked, "Who, Dad?"
"Mel"™ Ben announced.
Chapter 6
Ben pulled out at full dark, Buddy riding in
the Jeep with him Behind them were several trucks and
Jeeps, filled with Rebels and supplies and
amo enough for several days.
As they rolled past Conyers, Lieutenant
Mackey and Billy Bob waved at them fromthe
shoul der of the interstate. Both Ben and Buddy
saluted the pair and then drove on, entering the
dar kness.
Just about a nmile fromthe loop that circled the city,
Ben halted the short colum. "We'|l canp here
until dawn. Four guards out and in close,
two- hour shifts."
Buddy clinmbed up on top of a rusted old
truck and stared at the outline of Atlanta. "I can
see fire in there, general."
"Col onel West called it the city of the dead.”
"Have you ever seen one of these people?" Buddy asked.
"No. Not that | know of. But fromwhat |'ve
heard, they aren't pleasant to | ook upon.™
"Is it their fault? The way they are,
mean. "
"No. It isnt."
"That is what the Od Man told ne. But he
also told nme to avoid themat all costs."



Buddy clinmbed down to stand by his father

Ben sai d, "Your grandfather had seen some of these ..
peopl e?"

"Many times. He said they are bitter about what
t hey' d becone, and they hate everybody not like them |
asked himonce if there was not sone good in them"
Buddy paused.

" And?"

"He said he had not yet found any."

"l guess that about sums it all up then
doesn't it, boy?"

"And for that, we will destroy thenP"

"Only if they open the fight, son. W' re not
here as a conquering army. Now go get sone sleep.
want us standing on the edge of the city before first light."
But Ben wondered about that first remark.

"Eerie," Ben heard one of his Rebels
nutter.

And Ben coul d not disagree with the one word summati on. The
silent, w ndswept scene that |ay before themwas eerie.
And it contained yet another one-word description:
deadl y.

"They are noving around us, father," Buddy said
softly, walking to Ben's side.

"l can hear them but | can't see them"

"I caught a glinpse of a few They are
robed, their robes dark. They blend in well with the
ni ght around them ™"

Gentle fingers of silver-gray began pushing up
fromthe east, fromthe backs of the Rebels as they faced
the stark outline of what had once been called the
Hub of the South.

"Down, " Ben called, his voice soft.

The Rebel s crouched down, close to their
vehi cl es, presenting no targets to whatever | urked
in the darkness.

And no one ampng them knew for sure exactly
what type of human being noved silently around them
in the ink of night.

"The tine is against us." Al heard the voice
spring out of the nurk.

"Take them " another voice called, a harshness
in the conmand.

"The light! The light!" Athird voice was
added.

The dawning had intensified, the silver fingers
becom ng hands of silver, with just a touch of gold and
white

The Rebel s couched beside their vehicles, listening
as the scuff of sandals on concrete faded. The
mutely lighted night grew silent.

Ben stood up, easing the slight pain in a bad
knee. The road they were on becane nore clearly
defined as the dawning continued to |lighten the | andscape.

"I"d guess at |east a hundred had surrounded
us," Ben said, |ooking around him "But they're sure
scared of the light. Fortunately for us," he added.

Ben gl anced at his Rebels. They were calm
standi ng ready. Buddy was probably the youngest of the
team The rest were all in their late twenties or



early thirties, hardened and seasoned conbat vets.
Men and worren who had been with the Rebels for years.
Ben knew themall on a first-nane basis. And
knew, too, that there was no backup in any of them
They would stand to the | ast person
"Three groups,"” Ben said, walking
to his Jeep and sitting down in the passenger seat.
"Well work a block apart, maintaining radio
contact at all times." He laid his Thonpson
across his knees, the nuzzle
pointing away fromthe driver's seat. "Drive
boy," he said to Buddy.
After only a half hour, Ben realized no one
had anything to fear fromthe N ght People-not during the day.
For sone reason, as yet unknown to Ben, those who
lived for the night were very fearful of the sun. Wy that
was, he did not know. And wasn't particularly
interested in finding out. He felt sone degree of
pity for the people; but it was not overwhelmng within him
Physically scarred and nentally traumatized by the
bonbi ngs and aftermath of the G eat War and the awf ul
si ckness that canme a decade |ater, yes, surely
they were. But instead of seeking out help fromthose able
to give it, the N ght People had banded together, electing
instead to hate and despise those not |ike them Instead of
hol di ng out the hand of friendship, asking for understandi ng and
hel p, the N ght People had decided to kidnap and
God only knew what else, in order to salve
their bodi es and m nds.
"Piss on them" Ben muttered, his eyes worKking
fromleft to right. He was mapping out a route
t hrough the city.
"Beg pardon, sir?" Buddy asked.
"Look over there." Ben pointed.
The naked bodi es of a man and woman were hangi ng
froma power pole.
"Pull over there,"” Ben told him
Ben got out and wal ked closer to the bl oated and
stinking bodies. They had been tortured, and
tortured expertly, making the agony |ast a |ong,
long time. And big neaty hunks of flesh were m ssing
fromtheir bodies.
"Why?" Buddy asked, not |eaving the Jeep
"l suspect because they are normal; not affected
by the bonbi ngs or the sickness that foll owed. Now we
know what kind of pricks we're up against."
Ben got back into the Jeep. He lifted the
mke to his lips. "Eagle One to West on
tach. "
"CGo, Eagle One.™
"I"mat Eastland Road and Twenty-three,"
Ben said. "Send two platoons with several days'
rati ons and plenty of amop to nmy sector, please.”
"Ten-four."
The platoons rolled in at nine o' clock, |ed
by Col onel West.
"Just couldn't resist it, huh, colonel?" Ben
grinned at him
"CGot to go where the action is, general. Wat's
up?"



"I"ve ordered everyone to start working their way
west. Slow and easy, with no rush. They'll be working
inverted-east to west first. In other words,

Li eut enant Mackey and her Msfits will be the
last to conme out."

"I"'mw th you," West said.

"When | give the word, in about thirty-six
hours, we're going to roll through Atlanta. At
ni ght."

West arched one eyebrow at that bit of news.

He sai d not hing.

"When we start, colonel, nothing,
not hi ng
is going to stop us. Now we can't use Interstate
Twenty to get through the city; we can't use the | oops
or the bypasses. The Night Peopl e have massive
road bl ocks up damn near everywhere you want
to | ook."

"I'f you've advanced no further than this point,"
West said, "how do you know the | oops are bl ocked?"

"l don't know for sure about the northern
| oops; Two eighty-five, Eighty-five, and
Seventy-five. But both Buddy and Tina tried the
southern route getting in here. They had to circle
around. | can only assune

the sane has been done to the north."

"And you want nme and ny nmen to do exactly what,
general ?"

"Help us find the best route through the city. Right
down the heart of the city. And | don't have to tell you
why it must be that way."

West nodded. "Khansin will have spotters north and
sout h, covering those areas for any signs of novenent.
But ..." West paused, thinking. "How do we cl ear

the route of the Night People without bringing attention to what
we're doing? Gunfire is going to carry a |long
way. "
"The Night People will be sleeping during the day,
hiding fromthe light. W go house to house, building
to building. W use knives and twenty-twos;
use hol |l ow-nosed shorts. If your people have sound
suppressors avail able, use them™
"Going to be a distasteful and bl oody son of a
bitch, general."
"Yes. But if you have any doubts about what ki nd
of people we're dealing with, take your nen one
bl ock, that direction; take the first road west and have
a | ook."
West and his nen were back in half an hour. None
of them | ooked too pl eased.
"Find it?" Ben asked.
West nodded his head. "The couple ... and nore.
W found sone ... normal -appearing children who had
been tortured and di sembowel ed. Took them a | ong
time to die. | have no nore qual ns, general."
"Then let's get to work."
It was bl oody and awful and no one anbng them
liked it. But after they found nore tortured and
mutil ated bodi es of "nornmal" peopl e-nmen and
worren and little children-the job becane | ess distasteful



The Rebels and the mercenaries found a breedi ng
center in the ruins of a college. It was there that the
Ni ght People bred with normal people, nostly wonen, in the
hopes of straining out the sickness with new generations.
After the children were born, the wonmen were usually killed,
or kept as slaves. None of the wonmen rescued by the
Rebel s knew where their babies had been taken
O what lay in store for the children.

"Were the children free of the sickness?" Ben asked.

The | ooks in the eyes of the wonen gave himhis
silent answer.

"Hi deous!" Col onel West said.

"Any idea how many of these ... conmunities there
m ght be scattered around the nation?" Ben asked.

"Hundreds," he was told. "In every city of
any

si ze."

"It appears that our next foe has been |ined out
for us, general,"” Col onel West said.

"Qur
next foe, col onel ?"

West sniled. "It appears that action travels
with you, general. | like that. | get bored with
inactivity."

"Thought you couldn't live under ny rules,
col onel . "

"A woman is not the only creature on
God's earth with the right to change its mnd."

Standing anid the fresh gore, Ben grinned and
extended his hand. West shook it.

"Fat her," Buddy said. "I hate to break into such
camaraderie."” Both men | ooked at him "But
night is going to catch us right in the mddle of this
pl ace."

West sniled. "The boy is right."

"There is sonething else, too, Father,"

Buddy said. "All these people are arned." He waved

at the dead who wal ked the night. "So that tells ne

t hat occasional gunfire fromw thin the city would not unduly
al arm any of Khansin's men on the

outskirts. ™"

"Smart, too," Ben said with a | augh

They had cl eared and secured nore than half the
route Ben had mapped out when one | ook at the sky
told them dusk was about an hour away.

They pulled their vehicles into a covered parking
area and made ready for the night-and the people fromthe night
were sure to cone at them

"CGet as much rest as you can right now," Ben urged
them "I think we're going to be very busy |ater
on."

They had seen areas where the Ni ght People had, it
| ooked to them held open-air neetings. Mny
torches had been found; or pieces of torches.

And that gave Ben an idea.

"Cocktails," Ben told his people. "Find as nany
smal |l bottles as you can and fill themup with
gasoline. They won't nake as nuch noise as a
grenade, and can do a hell of a lot of damage,
physical ly and psychol ogically."

who



They soon had enough Ml ot ov
cocktails to withstand a siege. Wich is exactly
what Ben felt would be comi ng at them

As dusk crawied into full night, robed and
hooded fi gures began noving out of the nurk. They
darted fromrusted ol d abandoned cars, slithered into and out
of doorways, and appeared, disappeared, and
reappeared i n broken wi ndows hi gh above the cl osed
par ki ng area where the Rebels and the nmercenaries were forted
up.

"They have to eat," Ben said, nore to hinself than
to Col onel West, who was standi ng beside him

The col onel | ooked at himas if Ben had
taken | eave of his senses. "What?"

"They have to eat," Ben repeated. "And if they
never | eave the city ..
what
the hell do they eat?"

"You pick the dammedest tines to think about food,
Ben. "

"Where do they bury their dead?" Ben pondered
al oud. "We've not found anyplace. And if
they've killed as many people as those wonen over there told
us," Ben said, jerking a thunb toward the snall,
frightened, huddl ed-together knot of rescued wonen, "it
woul d nunber into the hundreds, right?"

"Yes, at least. Wat are you driving at?"

"The hanged and tortured bodi es we' ve found.
I think that m ght be sonme sort of cerenony; sone
sort of paganistic rite."

"I"ll go along with that. But what does that have to do
with food?"

Ben | ooked at himin the gathering gl oom "
think the N ght People are cannibals. | think they
eat any human they're ready to di spose of."

West | ooked at the hal f-eaten sandwich in his
hand, grimaced, and wapped it back up and stuck it
in his pocket. "Shit, Ben!"
Chapter 7

"They're all around us," one of Col onel
West's men called softly. He was stationed on the

second | evel of the parking garage. "I think
they're tryin' to run a board across fromthe other
bui I di ng. "

"Well, Jeff," West returned the call
"I hope you know what to do about that."
Jeff's laughter drifted down to Ben and West.
There were several sharp pops from above them as Jeff
fired, using .22 caliber anmunition
A short screamcut the night, the yowing cut
short as a robed body hit the concrete,
falling out of the second floor of the building on one
side of the parking garage.
More smal |l caliber pistols cracked
spitefully. Choked-off screans ripped the warm
ni ght. Col onel West's wal ki e-tal kie
cr ackl ed.
"They decided to try another plan," a
nmercenary's voice informed him
"They' re massi ng behind the building!" another



voi ce said fromout of the walkie-talkie.

"Fire-bonb them " West ordered

The rear of the parking garage exploded in searing
light as the gas-filled cocktails were hurled at
the charging Night P. On the heels of the bouncing
fire, the screanming of nen in pain cut at the nerves
of those inside.

Human shapes, encased in fire as the fl anmes
ate at clothing and flesh, ran helter-skelter
into the darkness. Sone nade it only as far as the
street, where they lay, kicking and howing in agony as
the flames burned |ife away.

"Bastards!" Col onel West nuttered.

A robed and hooded figure suddenly | eaped in
front of Ben; how he got inside was beside the
poi nt. He was.

Ben could snell the fetid, sour body odor of the
man as his fingers snaked their way around Ben's
neck. Ben butt-stroked the man with his Thonpson
hearing the jaw shatter as the wood sl ammed agai nst the
man's face. The robed man fell to the dirty and
oi |l -stained floor of the garage, unconscious.

"Tie himup," Ben ordered. "I want
totalk to himlater. And someone find the hole this
bastard used to get in here and plug it up."

"The third level is full of the bastards!" a
man shouted, his voice echoing around the curving
concrete driveways.

"CQuess that answers mnmy question,"” Ben said. The
reverberating sounds of weapons on ful
aut omati ¢ hammrered t hroughout the parking garage.

"Buddy!" Ben shouted. "Three or four of you
get in Jeeps, put the lights on bright, and get
up there, blind the bastards. Let's see how t hey
react to harsh light."

"Yes, sir!"

Engi nes coughed into life, the Jeeps surging and

roaring up the levels. Hows of fright tore the
garage as the Ni ght People were blinded by the headlights.

Buddy' s Thonpson chugged in rapid fire, the
bi g slugs knocking lines of stinking,
robed men spinning and spraw i ng.

"Mop it up!" Buddy shouted, fast changing
clips.

Ben lifted his wal kie-talkie. "Bring me sone
pri soners, son."

"Yes, sir."

"They're falling back, Ben," West said
calmy, as he lifted his M 16 and brought
several nore of the running N ght People down. One pulled
hinself up to an el bow, his nmouth scream ng curses at
the nercenary. Wthout changi ng expression, West shot
hi m t hr ough t he head.

The curses were abruptly and forever stilled.

"I never have liked for people to cuss nme," West said,
changi ng cli ps.

"Yes." Ben smiled. "I can see where it
makes you a bit testy."

The two sol di ers exchanged know ng gl ances.

The night settled back into a snoky, burning



stillness, broken only by the nmoaning and crying of the
wounded, the pop of fading flanes fromthe cocktails,
and the rattle of nen and wonen changing clips of
anmo.

"Report!" Ben shouted.

No one in his command, Rebel or
nmercenary, was dead; a few were suffering m nor wounds.
Not hi ng seri ous.

"Lucky," Ben said. "But you can bet those
outside aren't through with us."

"Those at the wi ndows and ranps stand back," West
ordered. "Reserve up. Get sone rest." He
shifted his gaze. "Your son coming with severa
pri soners, Ben."

Ben ordered canmp lanterns lit in what was
once an office of some sort, and the N ght People were
brought in, a sullen bunch. Buddy and Col one
West sat with Ben in the room

Al three stared in shock as the hoods were jerked
back, exposing the face of the prisoners.

Their faces were twi sted and scarred; some were m ssing
i ps and nose.

One made the nistake of spitting at Ben

Ben rose to his boots and knocked himto the
floor. He reached down and jerked the man to his
sandal s, shoving himhard agai nst a wall

"Bring the others in," Ben ordered. He lined
them up against a wall. "You all have ny synpathies
for what has happened to you. The G eat War was not your
fault. What happened to you, initially, was certainly
not your fault. But that does not give you the
right to attack people w thout provocation, to torture and
rape, and to subsist on human flesh."

The Ni ght Peopl e exchanged gl ances at that renark,
and Ben knew he'd been right in his assunptions.

"Fuck you!" a scar-faced man hi ssed at
Ben.

"So you don't deny that you live on human
fl esh?"

"We deny or admit nothing," another man
told him "Qur way of life is none of your
busi ness, Raines."

"You know ne?" Ben asked, surprise in his
Voi ce.

"We know of you,'

the man said. "Qur | eader has

said you are our greatest eneny, and you will, soneday, be
destroyed. "

"A lot of people have tried to do that," Ben said,
sitting on the edge of a battered old desk. "I'm
still here.”

The stinking bunch glared at Ben. The one who
seened to be the spokesman said, "Kill us and have

done with it, Raines. Qur lives are scarcely
worth living, so it doesn't really matter."
"In addition to all else that you nmay be, not mnuch
of it worthwhile, you're also a liar. No
man wants to die. If you wanted to die so
badly, you wouldn't be trying to inprove your |ot.
The sullen, smelly bunch glared at Ben
"Eaters of human flesh," Ben nuttered. "I



don't know what to do with you."

"Keep them here until dawn, good light, and then
throw themout in the street," Wst suggested. "It would
be fitting."

"No!" one shouted. "Well burn forever if you do
that."

"Who says you will?" Ben asked.

The spokesman hesitated, then said, "The
Judges. "

"And who m ght they be?"

"They who judge."

"Are you being a smart-ass?" West asked.

"The Judges are the men and wonmen who sit on the
council,"” the N ght Person told the mercenary.

"They rule all who follow the night."

West shook his head and grimaced. "W had enough
kooks and whackos and crackpots and nuts before the
war. But what cane after boggles the mind."

Ben asked a dozen nore questions, but received no reply
to any of them It was obvious that the prisoners
bel i eved they were going to die and had nade
ready for it. "Buddy, take themto a secure room
and |l ock themin. W'I| decide what to do with them
later on."

VWen they were gone, West said, "Wat are you

going to do with them Ben?"

"I don't know. Suggestions?"

West shrugged. "Kill themnow or kill them
later, | suppose. But | have never enjoyed
shooting unarmed nen. What we did today and will be doing
tomorrow wi th the sl eeping Ni ght People was necessary, | guess.
It's all come down to a matter of survival for us
all. Was war ever fun for you, Ben?"

"What an odd question at this tine, col onel
Fun? 1 don't know whether that noun fits, or not.

But maybe it does. For the sake of argunent, 1'I]

say yes."

West smiled. "War is what it's all conme to,

Ben. This is it." He slapped the pal mof his hand

down on the desk. "All conmputers and their banks of

know edge; all the statesmen and intellectuals, and

witers and thinkers and doers. Wll," he sighed,

"the machines are rusting and the trillions of words are

gat hering dust. The statesnen and the thinkers and the teachers
all gone. It's all cone down to you and ne and

| ke and Cecil and Buddy and Ti na and

Dan. Mbdern day cavenen. Wth automatic

weapons instead of clubs.”

"West, you're a frustrated intellectual. You
know t hat ?"

The nercenary | aughed, the sound echoing in the small
concrete room "You're correct to a degree, you
know, but don't let it get out. That would ruin ny
reputation.”

The Ni ght People kept the Rebels and the mercenaries
awake that seemi ngly endl ess darkness before dawn, but no
nore hard attacks were |l aunched by them They had | earned
that while they m ght outnunber those in the parking
garage, their fighting

skills were not nearly so honed to perfection



At dawn, Ben and his people once nore began their
grisly hunt and kill mission, mapping out a clear
route of escape.
Teanms rescued a few nmore handful s of wonen and
ki ds, and one of the groups gave truth to Ben's
awful theory. The N ght People were cannibals.
It made the hunt and kill mission a bit
easier to take.
At noon, the Rebels noving west began
calling in.
| ke and his bunch were on the outskirts of
Atl anta. They had traveled all through the night,
gat heri ng peopl e behind them as they cane. They had seen no
sign of any of Khanmsin's troops.
"How far is the next columm behind you?" Ben
r adi oed.
"Sittin' right on ny ass.”
"CGet inside the city proper," Ben ordered.
"Cet themall in. W're going to be busting out of
here at dark. Did you and the others set up the dummy
instal | ati ons?"
"Ten-four, Ben. From a distance, they | ook just |ike
the real thing."
"Cone on, lke."
"Rol l'ing."
The Rebels had | eft behind as many trucks and
ot her vehicles as they could spare. They had dragged
in others and placed them around their positions. They had
made straw dunmies with real weapons before them
They had | eft behind many tents and cl ot hes hangi ng on
the Iine. Froma distance, the canps appeared the sane.
It woul d appear to any spotters that sone Rebels
were staying, others were noving out to beef up the long
battle line that was the interstate. Ben hoped, at
| east.
"So we're going down the big fat
m ddl e of Atlanta, following this road, unti
we intersect with Twenty at Carroll Road?"

| ke asked.
"That's it," Ben told him
"It's worked so far, Ben. Fromall indications,

Khansin thinks we're just spreadin' out a little."
Buddy strolled up. "The bridge over the
Chat t ahoochee is intact,” he told his father
"I left ateamthere to see that it remains so."
"Cood," Ben said. To lke: "Wiere the hell is
Ceci | ?"
"Rel ax, Ben. He's about a half hour behind
me. And he's going to stay that way," |ke added.
Ben's | ook was sharp. "Wat the hell do you
mean?"
"Cecil's pulling rear guard duty, Ben
Told me early this norning. Said you wasn't
gonna like it, but that's the way it was going to be."
Ben opened his mouth to protest, then closed it.
There was no point in arguing. Once Cecil nade
up his mnd, that was that.
| ke waved a Rebel to him He outlined the
pl an and said, "Take it back to Genera
Jefferys. And son ... tell himthat | said



to watch his ass. He may be a
ni ght-fighter, but he still bleeds red."

The scout grinned. "Yes, sir."

West had |istened without comrent. He said, "Ceci
Jefferys is a very brave man, Ben."

Smiling, Ben said, "For a black person, you
nmean, " he said, needling the mercenary.

"Like | said, Ben: There are exceptions to every
rule.”

Ben checked his Thonpson. "West, if you ever
deci de exactly where you stand, you are going to be a

person to be reckoned with."

"I ama soldier, Ben. Nothing nore, nothing
less.” But Ben wasn't so sure of that. He
wonder ed what the nmercenary really was-and wondered if
he'd ever find out. And finally, he wondered if he
really wanted to know.
Chapter 8

The western-nost team a squad of West's
nmercenaries, radioed back that the route was clear
The route had been cleared of all bl ockades,
living and stationary.

It was late afternoon in the dead city of Atlanta.

"All units in?" Ben asked.

"Everybody here, Ben," lke told him
"Joe WIllianms's gang pulled in right
behind Mark and Alvaro's team Cecil and his
battal i on have bi vouacked out at the old federa
prison farm just south of Interstate Twenty."

Big Louie's tinmer, back in Kansas, had
about twenty hours to go before the bird would fly.

"I't worked," Ben said. "I had ny doubts, but it
really worked. But the next few hours are critica
for us."

"I"ve ordered guards out and the rest to relax,"
ke told him "It's gonna be a wild ride
to the Chattahoochee tonight."

"We bug out at full dark. Tell Ceci
I want his people to pull in closer. And that isn't a
request, that's an order."

| ke nodded his head.

Ben continued. "Ill be waiting at the bridge for
him We'll blowit just as soon as his people are past."

"I't would be an honor if you would allow me to do
that, Ben," West spoke up

Both Ben and | ke gl anced at the nercenary.

"Do | have to ask if you know what you're letting
yourself in for?" Ben questioned.

"I amfully cogni zant of the consequences,
general . "

"Very well. Get your nen in position.”

Ben hel d out his hand and the nercenary shook it.

"See you all on the fair side of freedom

general ," West said, then turned on his heel and
wal ked away, shouting for his nen to join him
"That's a strange fellow, Ben," I|ke

observed. "Likable ol' boy; but strange."

"I had ny doubts for awhile, but he's on the
level. He's with us all the way."

"But why?" |ke questioned.



"That, old friend, is sonmething we shall probably never
know. "

"Somet hing is wong," Ashley radioed
to Khansin's CP

"Why do you say that?"

"It's too damm quiet! Ben Raines is up
to sonmething. And no, | don't know what it is. But
I've known the man for twenty years, and I'm
telling you, he's up to sonething."

"The front?"

"That's just it, Khamsin. My spotters report
that not hing is noving.
Not hi ng! "

"No signs of life? Nothing!" Khansin
felt his bl ood pressure soaring.

" Not hi ng. "

"Move your spotters in closer. I'll do the
sane fromthe south.”

Khansi n | eaned back in his chair and let the
forbi dden obscenities fly, startling those in the room
with him

Tomorrow i s the big day, Em|," Brother Matthew
sai d. "What have you got up your sleeve?"

Em| glared at him "I'lIl come up with sonething.
Bet onit."

"I"ve al ready packed ny gear. Just in case."

"Ch, ye of little faith!"™ Em| wailed. "I
am bei ng deserted in ny tine of need.”

"Ei ght een hours and counting, Em|," Brother
Mat t hew rem nded him

"l wonder what that fuckin' Ledbetter is
doi ng?" Enmil asked.

"Havin' a party on the riverbank. Al the
cut e chickies have returned to his canp.”

"I hope he gets eaten by a goddam
alligator!"™ Em| spat out the words.

"Brother Enmil's gonna conme up with sonething,"
one of the faithful announced firmy. "The G eat
God Blonmw Il not desert us."

Em | sighed with great patience, wondering how in the
hell he ever got mxed up with all these
yo- yos!

Jake had already figured it out. He put it together
when one of his rednecks told him "Sum hang
gueer goin' on down there, Jake, and | ain't
tal kin' "bout no

wi eni e-chewi n", neither."

"Whut you talkin'" "bout, boy?"

"There ain't no novenent. Sone washin" on a
i ne done been bl own down nore'un a hour, and
ain't nobody snatched it up. That ain't rat."

"No novenent? None a-tal ?"

"Nuttin'."

Jake stood up. "Gt the boys together. And
don't say nuttin' to nobody "bout it. W
gonna cut them fuckers off at the pass. | know
whure they's a-goin"."

Two hours and counting,"” Ben muttered. "If we
pull this off it'll be a mracle.”

"I"msurprised they haven't discovered us



m ssing hours ago," Tina said.

Ben put one arm around his daughter's shoul ders.
"Just between us, kid, so aml."

Al ready, |ong purple shadows were creepi ng about the
city, casting pockets of gloomanid the
sunlight. Ben could feel Tina shudder under
hi s hand.

"Damm pl ace spooks ne, Dad."

"Steady, girl. W'll be honme free in a
few hours."

Ben nmade no nention of Tina's husband. And she
had not brought up his name in a long time. He
suspected they had split the sheets. But he had
never interfered in her life, and wasn't about to start
Now.

Tina abruptly giggled, quite unlike her. "I
t hi nk Buddy's getting serious about Judy."

Good cue, Ben thought. "And, you, girl? How s
your love life?"

She was silent for a nmoment. "Static. | am
totally committed to the Rebel cause. He wanted
a stay-at-home person.”

"Sorry to hear it."

"You don't see ne weeping, do you, Dad?"

"I seemto recall that you' re not the hysterica
type."

"I learned that from Salina. Did you | ove her
Dad?"

"I was ... content," Ben replied.

"There is an old proverb that reads, "A
worman shoul d always marry a man she |ikes,
and a man should always marry a wonen he | oves."

"How i nteresting." Ben's words were dry. "But where
is this |eading?"

"Just making chit-chat in the mddle of ghosties and
ghoul di es and things that go bunp in the night, Pop."
Ben | aughed and shoved her away, sl apping her on

the butt. "Get outta here!"”

"Ch, by the way," she called over her shoul der
"Col onel West said he'd like to prepare dinner for
me sone evening ... when we're free."

"You could do worse,"” Ben told her. "And
sure can't say a damed word about hi mrobbing the
cradl e, now, can |?"

Ti na wal ked away | aughi ng.

The shadows deepened across the |and.

"Cone on!" Jake screamed into his radio.

"Push it, goddammt. We've still got sixty
mles to go."

Khansin intercepted the nessage. He was j ust
west of Thonson, in a rage after discovering the
Rebel canp was deserted, with straw soldiers and
j unk vehi cl es.

He lifted his mke. "Khamsin to base.

Order all units to converge on Atlanta. Al
units push hard. Raines is in
Atl ant al
Cut themoff. Oder all units
around the city to seal it off. Now"
"They know we're here, general!" canme the shout that



reached Ben.

Ben ran to his Jeep and turned up the vol une
on his radio.

"Com ng under heavy attack, Ben." West's
voi ce was calm

"Can you hol d, col onel ?"

"Ten-four, general. But it's going to take al
of us to punch a hole clear through."

"Ten-four, colonel. On the way." Ben
stood up in the seat and shouted, "Bug out! Bug out!
Rol I I'"

Dr oppi ng back in his seat, he got Cecil on
the horn. "Pull back, Cec. Block the
streets as you go. Use the junked vehicles;
they're all over the place. And fall back to ny
position. That is not a request, Cec. That is an
order. Do you acknow edge?"

"Ten-four, Ben. Bugging out." Cecil's
voi ce was cal m and prof essi onal

"Buddy! Tina! Link your teanms up with Dan
Fall back to the river and beef up
Col onel West. Roll, kids!"

He | ooked at |ke, standing by his side.

"Join the others, lke."
"Is that an order, Ben?"
"That's an order, |ke."
"See you at the river, Ben
Ben notioned for Lieutenant Mackey to cone

to him

"Sir?"

"You have any doubts at all about your Msfits,

i eut enant ?"

"Not a one, sir."

"That's good. Join up with my people and get ready
to bug out."

"Yes, sir."

She saluted and ran over to where Billy Bob was
waiting with the Msfits. "CGeneral Raines just nade
us a part of his outfit," she announced. "But before you
all start cheering, bear this in mnd. Cenera
Rai nes's troops usually lead the way."

"I'd damm shore rather lead than follow, " a
man spoke fromthe ranks.

"Everybody's in," Ben said, walking up
to Cecil and shaking his hand. "You're the |ast ones."

"They're right behind nme, Ben," Ceci
told him "In the thousands." He smiled. "Wth the
war | ord, Jake, |eading the parade."

"You want him Cec?"

"That woul d be nice, | think."

"This time, kill the son of a bitch."

Cecil nodded his head and wal ked back to his
Jeep, taking out and hol ding up a Weat herby 300
mag, with scope. "That answer your statenent?"

was 'Deed it does." Ben smiled and stuck the
needle to his friend. "But you're getting so damed
old you probably won't be able to hit him"

Cecil snorted. "I refuse to dignify that
remark with a reply. "Hang around, sport."

"Ch, | shall. And judging fromthe sounds of all that



traffic heading our way, we won't have a | ong
wait."

Jake's columm, if it could be called that,
cane roaring into view, Jake's vehicle |eading the
way. The big 'neck was standing up, hollering and
waving to his people.

Cecil waved at Jake.

"There the black son of a bitch is!" Jake
hollered. "Gt 'em boys!"

Cecil lifted the 300 nag and sighted Jake
in. He gently squeezed the trigger
allowing the rifle to fire itself. The slug struck
Jake in the center of his chest, toppling the man over
into the back seat.

Ceci|l dropped to one knee and sighted in again.
This time he took out the driver, the slug punching through
the wi ndshield and striking the man in the center of the
face. Half the driver's face was bl own away.
The vehi cl e sl ewed sideways, toppled over, and
began how i ng down the concrete, sparks flying.

The vehicle i medi ately behind the downed Jeep swerved
to avoid it and rolled over, smashing into the
si deways- novi ng Jeep. Both vehicles burst
into flanes as gasoline ignited. The other cars and
trucks behind the flames nanaged to come to a halt-with
about a half a dozen of themcrashing into the one in
front of them The entire street was bl ocked.

"Let's go!" Ben yelled.

Dark was only mi nutes away.

Al ready, hooded shapes were noving, staying close
to the darkness that was forming in the city.

Jake's outfit was now totally disorganized,
mlling about, not knowi ng what to do. Jake wasn't there
totell them

Shore wasn't.

Rocks and stones and bottles and
pi eces of concrete block and bits of iron were being
tossed down on the Rebels as they roared through the
city. But only a few of the nore daring of the N ght People
were risking the half light of that tine between |ight and
dark, and only a few of the thrown objects managed
to inflict any danage, nost of that dents in

vehicl es and not cuts on flesh

Those Jeeps and APC S with mounted .50
cal i ber machi ne guns soon cl eared the rooftops
of the N ght P.

Wth Denise driving, Ben sat in the passenger
seat, burning powder and tossing lead fromhis
Thonpson.

They were only hal fway through the city when ful
dark fell on them

"I thought darkness creeped." Deni se shout ed,
fighting the wheel

"Crept," Ben automatically corrected, the
witer in himsurfacing. "Not this time of the year
W're going to be in for a hell of atine of it,
baby!" he yell ed.

"Ckay, baby!" Denise returned the shout.

Ben | aughed al oud and exchanged Thonpsons. This
one was fitted with a druminstead of a clip. A



hooded, robed figure appeared, with a
AK in his hands. Ben stitched him working from ankl es
to waist, the slugs tossing the man, or wonan-Ben
wasn't sure and didn't particularly give a
dam-of f the sidewal k and into a store w ndow.

A half a dozen N ght Peopl e began pushing an
old car into the street, attenpting to block the
Rebel s" way. Ben got a firmgrip on the
Thonpson, pulled the trigger back, and held it
back.

The powerful old SMs chugged in rapid fire,
the .45 caliber slugs howing and splattering and
sparking and ricocheting off the street as the SMG
wor ked up, fromleft to right. The lead cleared the street
of N ght P.

The Rebels rolled under and over and through | oops and
expressways and interstates, finally hitting
Cordon Road. They were about five mles fromthe
Chat t ahoochee Ri ver bridge.

And Khansin's troops of the I PA were just entering
downtown Atlanta as full night fell

Ben began | aughi ng.

Deni se | ooked at him "What in the hell do you
find so funny?"

"Khansin. The N ght People won't know or care
that he's chasing us. To them he'll be just
anot her person to hate. The terrorist is about to get
terrorized!"

Chapter 9
"Pull back! Pull back 1" Khansin
screamed into his mke. "It's a trap. W

don't know the city and don't have any idea what's
facing us. Pull back!"

But for several conpanies of the IPA it was too
|ate. The Ni ght People, during that tinme between Ben's
passing and the | PA'S approach, had bl ocked the
streets, trapping those first few pursuing Ben

The guns of the | PA knocked down the first wave
of Ni ght People, then the nass of the robed and hooded
swarmed the vehicl es.

The sol diers were dragged screaning fromtheir trucks
and Jeeps. They were stripped naked in the streets as
t he bl ades of sharp knives flashed silver in the
gl ow of headlights, and then dripped with blood as the
choi ce cuts of human flesh were carved away fromthe
living, screaming, terrified, agonized mnen.

No orders from anyone | ess than Allah coul d have
forced the remaining IPAinto the dark streets of the
city, and Khanmsin didn't even try. He ordered
his men back, back into the county, away fromthe city.

"Do we swing around to help the outlaws and
our

peopl e west of the city?" Ham d asked Khansin.

"No," the terrorist replied. "By that tinme, it wll
be all over."

Knowi ng t hat Khansin would be forced to break off his
pursuit, Ben ordered nortars set up and began
poundi ng the positions of the remaining | PA and the outl aws
to the north, south, and west of the river.

The ending was rather dull, as Dan put it. The



Rebel s knocked a hol e through the thin Iines of
outl aws and warlords, and the |IPA and rolled west.
They were in Al abama several hours |ater
Ben halted the columm. "Put out guards,"” he
ordered. "Everybody el se get sone rest. They
won't be coming after us."
Two Rebels from Mark and Alvaro's team
wal ked up to Ben, a prisoner between them
"Ceneral, we got this man yesterday; he got
too close to our position. He has sonething to tel

you. "

Ben | ooked at the prisoner. "What outfit are
you fron®"

"Ashl ey. You don't know who he really is, do
you?"

"And you do?"

"Yes, sir. You turn ne |oose and I'|
tell you."

Ben was feeling generous that night. "Al right.
Speak. "

"Wuld you untie me first?"

Ben signaled for the guard to cut the man free.

Rubbing his wists, the man said, "You don't
"menber me, do you, Raines?"

"No. Should I?"

"I lived not too fur fromyou, outside of
Morriston.”

Ben stared at the man, then shook his head. "I
don't remenber you. Sorry."

"Don't nake no difference. You al ways was
t hi nki n" yourself better than others. That damm fence
around your house and all that."

Ben sighed. "The termis reserve; not believing
|'"mbetter than you. Say what you have to say."

"Ashley's his mddle nane. His first nane is Lance
and his last nane is Lantier."

Ben chuckl ed, for a nonment |ost in nenory
recall. "wWell, 1'll be dammed! Fran
Lantier Piper's big brother, Lance. M
God. | whipped his ass nore than twenty years
ago. "

"Yes, sir," the prisoner said. "And he's
hated you ever since."

Ben nodded. "All right. You'll stay here tonight with
us. W'll turn you | oose when we pull out in the
nor ni ng. "

Ben wal ked away, into the night, wondering how a
man coul d nurture such hate for such a long, |ong
tine.

He al so had a hunch he'd be seeing nore of Lance
Ashl ey Lantier in the very near future.

He was still smiling as he lay down on the
bl ankets and went to sl eep

There hadn't been much to Lance twenty years ago
and not nuch to hi m now

Except his hatred.

Chapter 10

The sounds of bagpi pes and tanbourines and si ngi ng
filled the hot air. Cute little white-robed
chi cki es danced ahead of Francis Freneau



sprinkling petals fromflowers before him

Em | stood alone and glared at the big con
artist.

Back in Kansas, the hands of the clock and the
date on the cal endar nmeshed. The concrete shields
roll ed back, and the missile fired.

It soared up, turned, and nosed sout heast.

Franci s noved close to Enmi| and whi spered,
"Your scamis all through, little buddy. In five
m nutes, you won't have a single follower left."

"Gve it your best shot, Stanley."

Franci s stepped back and sang " Danny
Boy," bringing tears to the eyes of npbst present.
Gave Emil a case of heartburn

Franci s preached a short sernon, proclaimng
hinsel f as the new spiritual |eader of North
Loui si ana.

"Blonmmis going to give us all a sign,

Francis!" Em| shouted. "He'll ... he'll
make t he heavens thunder, showi ng his disapproval. Fire
will spring

fromthe sky!" | hope, Eml| thought. Hell, just

alittle-bitty thunderstormmght do it
But there was not a cloud in the blue skies.
Francis laughed at him "Blomm There is

no Blomm If the heavens thunder and fire springs

forth, I will acknow edge that you, Em| Hte, are the
spiritual |eader of all the earth.”
"And you'll |eave?" Enmi| asked, stalling for a

little nore tine.

"l shall exit and nevernore return."”

Em | hiked his robes up around his bony
knees, took a deep breath, and began speaking in
tongues and dancing, his feet kicking up dust. He
did the bebop, the rebop, the jitterbug, the tw st,
and even invented a few steps.

Dance Party
woul d have hired himon the spot.

Al nmost ready to drop from exhaustion, Enil
flung his arns wi de and shouted, "Blomm G ve
me a sign!"

Big Louie's rocket ran out its string and
blew, directly over North Louisiana. The
sky erupted in flames and viol ence. A great
ball of fire glowed in the skies.

Franci s Freneau yel ped once and then gathered
his robes up off the ground and, quite ungodlike,
haul ed his ass out of there. The | ast anyone saw of
Franci s was of him |l oping westward, on H ghway
80.

"Holy friggin' shit!" Em | breathed,
awestruck. "There really is a Blomm"

Em| rose to his feet (he had hit the ground
in fear when the rocket blew) and glared at the people
around hi m

"Are there any doubters anong you?" he
screamned.

The men and wonen shook their heads and bowed to the
Geat Eml.

"Pulled it off again," Brother Mtthew



whi spered. "Ckay, Eml. You're the main man."
"Bet your ass, | am" Em | turned,
tri pped over the hemof his robe, and fell flat
on his face in the dust.
Chapter 11
"Hell of a bang," lke said in his radio
nmessage to Ben. "Wat the hell you reckon that
was ?"
"I think that was Big Louie's |last surprise,

I ke," Ben radioed. "I'mjust glad the dam
thing blew a couple of nmiles up and not on the
ground. "

"Where are we headin', Ben?" |ke asked.
"Back to Louisiana, |ke. Once there,

we'll start gearing up for the building of outposts across
the nation."
"Not far, now, Father," Buddy radi oed. "I have

the M ssissippi River bridge at
Vi cksburg in sight."
"Ten-four, son." Ben replaced the mke in
its hook.
Deni se | ooked at him noting the expression on
his face. "Odd | ook on your face, Ben."
"This is where it all began, Denise. | woke
up one norning, and the whole world had gone crazy."
"Are you going to live in your old house? If
it's still standing, that is."
"No. Too many nenories there."
"The mental faces of old girlfriends?" she
t eased.
He smiled. "Well, yes. That, too."
"There will probably be N ght People all around us."
"Yes. W'l| have to deal with them And Khansin

isn'"t going to forget or forgive. He'll be
al ong, bet on that."

"And Ashley."

"Hm too. And nore Jakes and warl ords and
outlaws. W'll just take it as it cones.”

The long colum rolled westward, through
Vi cks-burg. Buddy was waiting in the center of the
bi g bridge.

"Post guards on the bridge, boy," Ben
told him "But we'll deny no person the right
to enter our territory to live free."

"Yes, sir."

Ben | ooked at the handsone young man for a
| ong noment. Then he sniled. "Wen you get the
guards nounted, you and Judy come on in. 1I'll be
set up by then. We'll have supper ... mnmy son."






