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* [*¥]] */ d13 Ryan's eye took in a scene from a heart-stopping nightmare.

The huge mutie rattlesnake was well over twenty feet long, its body as thick as the thigh of a grown man.
The setting sun glinted off a metal strip that circled the reptile's throat like a silvery collar. The band
caught Ryan's attention, but his instant preoccupation was with Lori, sprawled helplessly inthedirt in
front of the rearing, hissing creature.

Ryan braced his G-12 against his hip and aimed at the spade-shaped head of the snake. But his finger held
still on the trigger of the powerful blaster.

The giant rattler's stunning speed took them all by surprise. Before anyone could tighten afinger on a
trigger, it had weaved its head back and forth and struck.
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This ae nighte, this ae nighte, every nighte and alle, Fire and sleet and candle-lighte, and Christe receive
thy soule.

From the medieval ballad, "The Lyke-Wake Dirge"

Chapter One
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RYAN CAWDOR'S FINGERS flexed, brushing against the polished metal floor of the mat-trans
chamber. He was still struggling back from the dark depths of unconsciousness. The tip of his right index
finger touched something sticky and warm, alittle below body temperature. The finger moved a crabbing
inch farther, investigating the substance.

Ryan's one good eye blinked open for a moment, looking down at his hand.
"Blood," he said.

Blood it wasa dark pool of it, nearly eighteen inches across, crusting at the edges. Ryan touched again,
checking that he was conscious, feeling the too-familiar stickiness.

The chamber still smelled flat and bitter from the gases released during the jump, and the metal disksin
floor and ceiling were creaking faintly as they cooled down.

The armaglass walls were a pallid, translucent gray color. The gateway that they'd just left had been
walled in adeep, brilliant turquoise. Ryan remembered that, remembered it because it had reminded him
so much of the Indian jewelry of the far Southwest.

He closed his eye again and took slow deep breaths, trying to speed his recovery. The jumps aways
scrambled everyone's brains, making them feel asif the contents of their skulls had been drained, freeze-
dried, sandblasted and then returned. While Ryan had been out, his head had slumped and the patch over
the blind socket of hisleft eye had become uncomfortable. He lifted a hand and adjusted it, opened his
right eye and tried once more to focus on the crimson puddle.

Blood meant that someone was bleedingRyan could deduce that much, despite the mind tremor of a
gateway jump. He blinked and followed the blood to its source.

"Fireblast," he sighed.

Doc Tanner had suffered one of his sporadic nosebleeds during the period of blackout. Blood ran from his
hawkish nose, through his grizzled stubble, down the furrows of his chin. It dribbled across his neck and
over his stained blue denim shirt, pattering in an uncertain trickle onto the floor.

Trying to collect his thoughts, Ryan looked around the hexagona room. Despite the bleeding nose, Doc
seemed to be al right.

Doctor Theophilus Algernon Tanner looked to be around sixty years old. By one measure of time he was
only about thirty. By another kind of temporal yardstick he was somewhere close to two hundred and
twenty-eight.

During the 1990seight or nine years before the skies had darkened with missiles and the civilized world
disappeared forever, American scientists were working on different aspects of atop-secret program,
under the umbrella name of the Totality Concept. The aspect that affected the life of Doc Tanner was a
part of Overproject Whisper, called the Cerberus Project.
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The hidden gatewaysmat-trans chamberswere in closely guarded fortresses or redoubts, which were
scattered across North America.

But they didn't just transport aman in aflicker of frozen time from place to place. The scientists believed
they could also be used to breach the last barrier. Time. And in that misguided belief, they experimented
in trawling a human being from the past.

The failures were many, and horrifying. The one partial success was Doc Tanner.
Married with two young children, Doc had been a respected man of science, in the year of Our Lord 1896

Ryan's reminiscence was checked as the old man coughed, spluttered and wiped a gnarled hand over his
chin, bringing it away smeared with blood.

November, two hundred years ago the young scientist had been tugged forward through time to become
the prize guinea pig in Project Cerberus. But Doc had never been the sort of person to it quiet. After a
number of combative years he became so troublesome that the faceless men had a choice. Terminate him
with extreme rectitude or chron-jump him again. So Doc had been flung a hundred years into the future.
A few weeks later al of the scientists he had left behind perished in the rad blasts of the last world war.

Ryan had known him for about ayear. Now Doc's mind was reasonably reliable, but the shattering events
of hislife had permanently tipped the balance of his brain and he was known to wander mentally.

Hisgirlfriend, Lori Quint, lay stretched out on the floor next to him, her blond head in hislap. Some of
his blood had dribbled into her long hair, clotting and tangling. Though she was only seventeen years old,
Lori had endured an appalling background of incest and violence. Her affection for the elderly scientist
had been appealing, but over the past few weeks Ryan had begun to notice signs that all wasn't well
between them. The girl was becoming easily irritated and sulky.

But Ryan had learned from his old friend and boss, the Trader, agreat and inalienable truth about women
"What women want from men is what men happen to be right out of," Trader had said.

Sitting cross-legged next to Doc and L ori was the only other person of the group, other than Ryan, who'd
ridden and fought with Trader. Now shaking his head to destroy the clinging fog in hisbrain, J. B. Dix,
the Armorer, was recovering CONsci OUSNess.

Under five feet ninein height, slim built, J.B. was closing in on hisfortieth year. His complexion was
salow and unhealthy, and his wire-rimmed glasses were hooked safely in atop pocket of his dark brown
leather jacket. His beloved and much-traveled fedora lay between his feet. The Armorer was perhaps the
greatest expert on weaponry in all the Deathlands. His preference was for a mini-Uzi and a Steyr AUG
pistol. A Teknafighting knife at his hip completed the obvious fighting gear. But his clothes and combat
boots also concealed awealth of hidden equipment fuses, picklocks and stilettos; wire and allittle plas-ex,
aswell as afolding sextant.
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J.B. was awalking arsenal.

As Ryan looked across the chamber at his oldest friend, the man's gray eyes flicked open. He glanced
around at the others.

"Doc got abloody nose," he said. "Rest ook okay to me." The Armorer was never a man to use two
words when one would do the job.

There were two other people in the mat-trans room, both of them still unconscious. Next to J.B. in the
circle was the youngest member of the traveling group of companions, alad fifteen years of age. He
weighed 110 pounds soaking wet and was five feet four inchestall. Hislong mane of spun silver hair
cascaded across his skinny shoulders like awinter fall of Sierra melt-water. His mind blanked by the
jump, the boy looked like a leeping child, at peace with the world.

To Ryan's knowledge, Jak Lauren had killed upward of a hundred human beings and probably as many
muties. When it came to close-quarter butchery, Ryan had never seen anyone to match the teenager. A
satin-finish .357 Magnum was tucked in his belt. The torn leather-and-canvas jacket he held in hislap, in
camouflage brown, gray and green, had tiny shards of razored steel sewn into it. He also carried
severalRyan never knew how manyleaf-bladed throwing knives. The youngster's ruby-red eyes remained
stubbornly closed, though movement of his fingers showed that Jak was coming around.

Krysty Wroth leaned against the armaglass wall, close by Ryan, still in the classic lotus position, the
palms of her hands flat upon her thighs. Her fiery crimson hair was bunched protectively around her neck.
Krysty's body trembled and she sighed. Then she opened her dazzling green eyes, turned her head and
half smiled across at Ryan.

"Don't get easier, do they, lover?' she asked quietly.

"No. Just wish we could learn how to control where we go on these jumps. | worry that one day we're
gonnaend up in a gateway that doesn't exist, with half amountain on top of us."

"Reminds me of the time back in Harmony Ville, when | was a girl. Fat guy named Johannus fell clean
out the top of a two-hundred-foot ponderosa. Folks heard him all the way down yelling out 'So far, so
good. So far, so good.' Know what | mean?’

Ryan had heard the story before, but it still amused him. Each time Krysty told it there was a different
location and a different person doing the falling. But it remained a good tale.

Now everyone was coming out of it. Lori rolled on her side, her face a pale yellow, holding her stomach.
"I feel sick," she moaned. She raised a hand to investigate her hair. "Oh, blood! Who bleeds? Doc? All
going in my buggered hair!" She managed to get to her hands and knees before beginning to retch. It had
been some time since their last meal, and there was nothing in her stomach but threads of golden bile.

The noise woke Doc. "By the three Kennedys! What's amiss here? Small nasal hemorrhage, | do believe."
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Jak Lauren tried to stand up, steadying himself against the shimmering gray wall. "Head fucked," he
muttered. "Hate jumps. Head feels bad."

"Takeit easy,” Ryan warned.

Lori had stopped retching and had also stood up, picking at the matted blood in her hair. As she moved,
thetiny silver spurs on her high red boots tinkled with athin, clear sound.

Ryan sighed and slowly uncoiled, picking up the Heckler amp; Koch G-12 automatic rifle from the floor,
then checked that his SIG-Sauer 9 mm pistol was safely holstered at his belt. He reached down to help
Krysty to her feet, getting a smile of appreciation in return.

J.B. stood up in his neat, effortless way, brushing dust off his clothes. "Don't think I'll ever enjoy these
jumps.”

Doc was last to his feet, dabbing at his bloodied nose with a blue swallow's-eye kerchief. He leaned on
his ornate ebony swordstick, gripping it by the silver lion's-head top. "Upon my soul but | have made a
dreadful mess on the floor. Considerable tapping of the claret."

"And on my head, you stupe crazy," Lori moaned. "Got it on my boots." The sound of the leather sole
peeling from the metal disks was unpleasantly sticky.

"Sorry, my dearest dove." Doc moved to put hisarm around her, but the tall blonde moved away,
shrugging pettishly.

"Everyone ready?' Ryan asked. He didn't need to check that both his blasters had rounds under the
hammer. They always did.

"Wonder where are now?" Jak said, licking hislips. "Can't smell or taste nothing."
"Know when we get outside." J.B. glanced across at Ryan. "Now?"
Ryan nodded. "Y eah. Blasters ready, people. Krysty, you open the chamber door."

The trigger of the caseless G-12 felt good with Ryan'sindex finger wrapped around it. True, they'd never
yet encountered a gateway where the main control room had been infiltrated, but there had to be afirst
time for everything.

Krysty brushed the tumbling hair away from her face, gripped the handle and pushed the armored door
open.
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Chapter Two

"SAFE," SHE SAID.

Aswas usual in the gateways, the main mat-trans chamber opened into a small anteroom, which was only
about twelve feet square and contained no furniture. A row of shelveslined onewall, and a dark green
plastic beaker stood alone on the middle shelf. Generally the redoubts that Ryan had seen throughout the
wastes of the Deathlands had been surprisingly clean. They were all run by efficient nuke plants and
comp-controlled to regulate light, heat, humidity and antistat dust maintenance.

This small room was no exception. Very faintly, far off, felt rather than heard, came the whispering
vibration of the main power plantself-maintaining, ticking away dutifully for a hundred years, still doing
the job that itslong-dead creators had programmed it to perform.

J.B. followed Krysty, with Ryan eventually bringing up the rear. With six of them in the room it was a
little crowded. Jak picked up the beaker and looked inside it. He shook his head and replaced the
container on the shelf. "Dry as neutron bones."

From several previous experiences, Ryan knew that beyond the closed door would be the main control
room for the gateway. Its condition would probably give them avaluable clue as to the state of the rest of
the redoubt. Some had been totally evacuated during the megadeath panic in the last weeks of the year
2000. Some had shown signs of having been left in atearing hurry in the second week of January, 2001.

"Ready?' Krysty asked.

The heavy door was vanadium steel, with a hydraulic power switch. There was the hissing sound of the
motor operating, and the door slid open. The six had traveled together long enough to know how they
should operate in a potentially dangerous situation. Krysty and J.B. slithered out quickly, flattening
themselves against the walls on either side of the entrance. Jak and Doc, with Lori dragging at their heels,
darted toward the nearest cover, which was aline of workbenches. Ryan stayed behind for amoment in
the anteroom, ready to provide supporting fire if it proved necessary.

But the room was empty.

The huge double doors that would link it to the remainder of the fortress were solidly closed. Ryan
stepped out, easing the door shut behind him. He took his finger off the trigger of the G-12 and et the
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rifle dangle from its shoulder strap. Everyone el se relaxed.
"Lori!"
"What, Ryan?"'

The tall, broad-shouldered man strode across to where the girl had draped herself across a padded chair.
She glanced up, seeing the flare of anger in his eye, and winced asif Ryan had already struck her across
the face.

"Get up, girl," he ordered.
Krysty moved a half step forward to try to intercede.
"Keep out of it, lover," Ryan said, quiet, not even turning.

Lori, eyes glued to his face, rose slowly to her feet. In her heels she came close to his six foot and two
inches height. Nervously she lifted a hand to flick away an errant curl from her forehead.

"Don't ever do that again, Lori," Ryan warned.

"Do what?'

"Come out of an unknown door like you were strolling into a high-fash clothes store in afancy ville."
"I don't know what" she began, ducking and recoiling as he actually lifted a clenched fist toward her.
Like awolf checking itsleap in midair, Ryan succeeded in holding back the intended blow.

"Fireblast, you triple-stupe bitch! Y ou think thisis some kind of game? Bang and you're dead and then
we all sit around and share a self-heat? Any team's as good as its weakest member."

"And that'syou, Lori," Krysty pointed out.

"Just kept your fucking mouth shutting, Krysty," the younger girl snapped.

"We all have to pull together, my dear," Doc said, trying to placate his teenage mistress.
"Y ou pull yourself, you old"

Ryan reached out and grabbed Lori by the collar, hefting her so that her toes barely scraped the floor of
the control room. "Keep buttoned, girl! Y ou screw up and we all get screwed up. Stay alert when you're
supposed to."

"What if | don't?" she sneered, recovering her nerve now she saw he wasn't actually going to hit her.

"If you don't stop playing around with all of our lives? Easy, Lori. We dump you. Just walk away and
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leave you behind. | figure you might live a couple of days on your own."

"You'd chill me?' She looked around at the faces of the other four, seeking some sign that they disputed
what Ryan was saying.

Krysty met her gaze, nodding dlightly. J.B. simply stared straight back at the blond teenager. Jak turned
his fingersinto a gun and pointed at her, drilling her between the eyes. Doc shuffled his feet and looked
down at the floor.

Ryan answered her question. "Y ou carry your share, Lori, and nobody chillsyou. You let us down and
then you get treated like anyone outside the group. If that means chilling, then" The sentence trailed away
into the stillness of the room.

The tension stretched, against the background of flickering lights, dancing dials and chattering comp-
consoles. Thiswas the nerve center of the whole redoubt, where every aspect of the building was
controlled. Once, it had all been set running for the convenience of the human occupants. Now they were
gone, but it still kept steadily to its ordained tasks.

"Lookslike they left in ahurry," Krysty said, easing the moment.

In his blood-blurred anger at Lori's casual stupidity, Ryan had barely noticed what the control room
looked like. Now he took afew moments to glance around.

If he hadn't known better, he might have guessed that the workers had only rushed out of the big room
minutes ago, rather than nearly a hundred years back. There were a number of Styrofoam cups, and
plastic containers that had once held sandwiches, long rotted and gone. Pens and pads lay scattered on the
benches, scraps of crumpled paper on the floor. On an impulse Ryan stopped and picked one up from the
tiles near hisfeet, unfolding it carefully.

"Like the Dead Sea Scrolls,” Doc said. "Open with caution."

The paper was part of acomp-print, covered on one side with an incomprehensible mass of jumbled
figures. He turned it over. There, on the other side, was faded handwritinga question from one person,
with areply in different colored ink.

My room after last food?
Pissin a hot spot!

Ryan grinned. "Nothing changes, doesit?' He crumpled the note to brittle shards and let them filter
through hisfingers like grains of sand.

They spent a quarter of an hour wandering around the control center. Ryan joined Doc by the main
display panelsthat ran al of the gateway's mat-trans functions. The old man was shaking his head at the
coded numbers and letters on the liquid-crystal console.
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"Make any sense of it, Doc?"

"No. The men who worked on these were a small and highly specialized team, some of the best brains on
all of the Totality Concept. | had heard the odd whisper, of course, around the canteens and bars. But
nothing that If only we could learn how to drive these darned buggies! Least we could get where we
wanted and not where they shoot us. All along the disassembly line and back again.”

"Place like thisabandoned in a hurrycould there be a manual or something?"

Doc sucked at his peculiarly perfect teeth. "Doubt it, my dear fellow. Software and al instructs would go
first of all. Instant self-destruct. Press the button on the can, and it's incinerated and pulverized in fifteen
seconds. It's the hardware you can't get rid of so easily."

"Must have been someplace they held copies of all the vital documents and stuff?’

The old man patted him on the arm. " Course there was, Mr. Cawdor. Course. Nearly al missile
complexes, military bases, fortresses all of them. But there was one small problem. As soon"

Ryan interrupted him. " get it, Doc. Primary, triple-red targets for the nuking? Missile complexes,
military bases and Y eah, | get it. Mebbe one day we'll find something, tucked away at the back of afile,
forgotten. Mebbe."

Doc Tanner shook his head. "We had a saying, Ryan. It'll happen when pigsfly. | haven't seen any
airborne bacon for avery, very long time."

There was a printed card tacked to the wall by the exit door from the control room. The letters had peeled,
and one or two had fallen off completely. But it was till legible Warning. On Egress No B12 Sec-

Cleared Documentation to Be Removed Under Pain of Instant Court-Martial. This Means Y OU.

Doc nodded. "Bringsit back. A sign like that surely brings it back. Once they saw | was a kind of threat
to them, they watched me closer than a hawk watches arabbit. By then all international security had
become so compromised and infiltrated that | guess us and the Russkies knew all along what we were all
doing and what they were doing. Secrets!" He gave a short, cynical laugh. "Not anymore, there weren't."

Jak coughed. "Sorry interrupt. Hungry. Gotta be food around redoubt left in big hurry. Let's go."
"Sure," Ryan agreed. "Everyone ready? Lori? Y ou ready?"

Her bad mood had blown away like a summer squall, and she favored him with her broadest smile.
"Y eah, Ryan."

From their previous visits to the concealed fortresses, they al knew that they now faced one of the
moments of maximum danger. The entrance that linked the control room and the gateway to the rest of
the redoubt was sufficiently strong to withstand almost any power used against it. It wasn't uncommon for
local muties to have broken into other sections of the redoubts, but they lacked the weaponry to force the
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double doors.
"Three-five-two code?' J.B. said.
"Guess so."

It bore out Doc's comments about how ridiculous alot of the sec regs had become. In every redoubt
they'd entered, the "code" to get in and out of the control section had been numerical. Three-five-two to
open it and two-five-three to closeit.

Ryan wondered why they didn't just have a pair of buttons marked Open and Close.

The Armorer punched out the triple numerals, standing to one side, his Uzi at the ready, braced against
his hip. The other five companions were ranged behind him, ready to pour full-metal jacketed death into
anything waiting for them. Nothing happened at all.

"Dark night!" J.B. exclaimed in avoice of the mildest annoyance.

"Try it again," Krysty suggested. "Could try reversing it," Ryan said. "If they've played tricks, it'll take a
long time to go through all the combinations of three numbers,” Doc said, sighing. "The number of
possible permutations is about approximately Well, it'salot.”

J.B. pressed the same three numerals again. "Two's a mite sticky. Ah, that's got it."

Behind the immensely thick walls, huge gears began their ponderous engagement, moving for the first
timein al the long, still years. Grudgingly edging the double doors apart, the powerful hydraulics hissed
at the weight.

Once the gap was wide enough, J.B. dlipped through, eyes searching in both directions down the brightly
lit corridor beyond. The rest waited, nerves stretched tightly.

"Clear," the Armorer called. "It's a sealed section. Endsin a blank wall one way, no doors. Other way it
curves alittle to the right. Then there's abig sec door, a ceiling-to-floor job. No side entrances.”

Jak led the others out. The entrance to the control section was now wide open. This was always a difficult
moment, particularly as the controls weren't functioning perfectly. If they left the doors open, then there
was a serious risk of other trespassers finding their way in and destroying the gateway, stranding them
wherever they were. But to close them meant a similar dangerthey might permanently malfunction and
keep them locked out for good.

"Y ou got two bad options then pick the least bad," had been the advice of the Trader.
Ryan punched in two and five and three. Unhesitatingly the double doors closed tightly shut.

It was atypical redoubt corridor, around twenty feet wide, with a dlightly arched roof nearly fifteen feet
high at its crown. Strip lighting was set at the line where wall and ceiling merged. Ryan spotted the tiny
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sec cameras dotted along the roof, their probing lenses turning in an eternal quest. No doubt they were
aready carrying the pictures of the first intruders for a century to some far-off security center. And
nobody would be there to take notice of the invasion of the redoubt.

"L east there's no problem which way to go," J.B. said, pushing his glasses farther up his narrow nose.

THE STEEL SHUTTERS had been carefully dropped and locked during the evacuation of the redoubt.
The main control was a simple, counterweighted green lever, which had to be lifted to raise the doors
above their heads.

It was an unusual setup. The gateway section of the redoubt seemed to be stuck out on an isolated wing of
its own, with no other passages opening off the main corridor.

They passed under a half dozen of the metal doors before they began to notice some changes.
"Seismic damage,” Doc observed, pointing with his cane at several narrow stress fractures in the ceiling.

Everyone stopped and gazed up, seeing rippled furrows in the stressed concrete. The floor under their feet
was no longer perfectly regular. There were chunks of loose grit and larger pieces of stone, some as big as
achild's thumb. They also noticed that not all of the lights were functioning. About one sol-strip in five
was darkened.

"Nukes?' Jak asked.

"I would hazard a guess that we are still too deep for any primary effects of missiles,” Doc replied. "But
there is no doubt that the effects of heavy nuclear activity can affect the earth for many miles, exposing
frailtiesin its crust and causing shock waves to run far and deep.”

Beyond the next barrier the roof was much worse and parts of the walls had split and fallen. The floor
was corrugated in tiny waves. Now threein five of the lights were out.

"Don't much care for the way thisislooking, lover," Krysty warned. "l've got afeeling that there's
something in this place, ‘part from us."

"Something? Or somebody?*

She shook her head, closing her eyes and trying to focus the mutie "sensing” powers she'd inherited from
her mother.

"No. Weirdnot humanoid, and not mutie, either. Some sort of animal." She shook her head. "No. Not
really animal. Just something."
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They reached another of the barriers. Jak was leading and he glanced at Ryan, hand resting on the green
control lever. Ryan nodded to the albino boy, keeping his own finger on the trigger of his G-12. If Krysty
could feel something wrong, then it likely meant something was wrong.

"Mechanism rough," Jak said. "Sticking bad." He didn't need to tell the others. They could all hear the
grating sound from behind the crumbling walls of the passage.

When it reached about two and a half feet in the air, the door stopped moving, with afinal, inexorable
metallic jolt.

For amoment, in the stillness, Ryan thought that he could hear something moving on the far side, afaint
rustling noise, like a breeze moving crumpled pieces of dry paper.

"A ghastly smell," Doc observed, “like old vinegar. It's most unpleasant.”

Jak stooped and peeked under the rim of the jammed door. "Can't see much. Nearly al lights gone. Think
there's afork in passage ahead."

Though bright lights affected the white-haired boy's sight, he saw better in semidarkness than any of the
others.

"Must be where this spur joins on the main redoubt," J.B. guessed.

"We might aswell go take alook,"” Ryan said. "I'm getting to feel as hungry as Jak. The living and
sleeping quarters are where we'll find any eats that are still around.”

"Careful," Krysty whispered, licking her lips nervously. "There's Just take care through that door."
"Go first?' Jak asked.
"Sure. We're right behind you. Watch what you're doing."

The boy flashed afearless grin and ducked under and out of sight, closely followed by the rest of the
group. Jak was the first to find the cockroachesor rather the cockroaches found him.

Chapter Three
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THROUGHOUT THE DEATHLANDS there were many varieties of genetic mutations, mostly prompted
by the effects of intensive radiation, combined with the use of chemical toxins. Ryan had seen some quite
appalling examples of human or semihuman muties, sometimes made worse by each succeeding
generation. Animals that bred much more frequently had sometimes mutated to aliterally unrecognizable
degree. And the insects, with their infinitely shorter cycle of life and reproduction

The first roach dropped from its perch high in the tumbling wreckage of the old ceiling, landing on Jak's
shoulders, its clawed feet hooking into the white spray of his hair. There was preciouslittle light in this
part of the passage, and Ryan, seeing the "bug" fall, was puzzled rather than worried. The thing was a
coppery-blue color and ailmost afoot in length.

The boy screamed, high and shrill, echoing through the maze of linked passages. " Get the fuck off!" he
yelled, beating at the creature, but it was snagged to him.

"Gaial Thisiswhat | saw!" Krysty exclaimed at Ryan's elbow, the disgust dripping from her voice.
"There's hundreds.”

"Thousands," J.B. contradicted her.
"Millions," was Ryan's own conclusion.

Everywhere he looked he could see the metallic sheen of cockroaches, scuttling across the ceiling and
down the walls, a sinuous, undulating wave of scraping, scaly legs and bodies. Eyes on stalks, seeking out
the scent and taste of the intruders.

The insects dropped all around the companions, on top of them. Ryan felt one trying to probe beneath his
collar and he shuddered at the obscenity of the thing.

L ori was starting to slide into anoisy panic, drawing in harsh, rasping breaths and letting them out in
choked mewing noises.

The combination of the darkness and the endless rustling attack was nearly too much for the friends, even
for hardened fighters like J.B. and Ryan.

"Hang on! Everyone, keep control!" Their leader's order held off the fear for afew vital beats of the heart.

Each of them was reacting in a different way. Doc was hopping around, crunching the cockroaches
beneath his boots, flailing at others with his swordstick, muttering to himself under his breath, trying to
get near enough to Lori to help her, aswell.
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Lori stood still, hunched over, hands clasped over her face, shoulders shaking in terror.

J.B. responded to the mutie insects' attack by running on the spot to prevent any of the roaches from
climbing hislegs. At the same time he brushed at his hat, shoulders and chest, sloughing off any attached
insects. He was keeping amazingly calm.

Asthefirst victim, Jak had suffered the worst shock. His greatest problem was to get the voracious mutie
insects out of hislong, fine hair. More and more cockroaches landed on him, nipping at the skin of his
neck, biting at one another. From behind, it looked to Ryan as though the young boy were wearing a
magical, shifting helmet of some mystic coppery material.

Krysty's hair had coiled in on itself at the first presentiment of danger, forming a hard scarlet knot that
repelled the attempts of the cockroachesto get agrip onit.

Until he felt a savage bite on the back of his hand, Ryan wasn't sure how much of athreat the giant mutie
insects presented. The pain and the spurt of blood brought home to him with a dreadful clarity that they
were likely to be utterly overwhelmed by the roaches if they didn't act swiftly.

"Everyone get in ling, follow me!" he yelled. "J.B., you got the hat. Y ou come last. Rest keep on
knocking the scaly bastards off the guy in front. Let's move it!"

For therest of hislife Ryan Cawdor would remember the ceaseless sound of the cockroaches being
cracked apart under their feet as they walked steadily toward an uphill section of the passage. Ryan had
glimpsed another closed metal sec door and built his plan around their being able to reach it, open it and
get through.

And find no more roaches on the other side.

"Keep going!" he shouted. Krysty was immediately behind him, batting the scrabbling horde off hiswiry
mat of black hair, beating them to the concrete floor. Lori, weeping loudly, was performing the same
service for Krysty. Doc, half carrying her, was pushing next in line, spitting out words with violent
fluency in alanguage that nobody had ever heard.

Jak wasjust in front of the Armorer, who was plucking the huge insects from the tangled skein of snowy
hair, dropping them and splitting them under his boot heels.

They reached the bottom of the slope, moving at a brisk walk. There seemed fewer of the massive roaches
as they climbed upward.

Ryan made the mistake of glancing at the dimly visible ceiling. At that precise moment two of the
revolting creatures came flopping onto his face.

He distinctly felt the saw-edged mandibles snap shut on the patch over his blinded left eye, while the
other clawed at hislips, trying to wriggle into his half-open mouth. He dropped the G-12, letting it dangle
from its dling, and tore at the glittering, hard carapaces of the roaches. The light was less faint, and he
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could see the eyes on their wobbling stalks, rolling at him on the elongated skulls.

The one on the upper part of hisface was easily dislodged, and Ryan heaved it against the wall, seeing it
split open, the two halvestrailing slime down the pale concrete. But the insect by his mouth was stronger
and more persistent, and he feared it might pull off achunk of hisflesh if he tried to rip it from hisface.

On an impulse, Ryan opened his mouth wider, luring the roach to scrabble with its feelers, jutting its teeth
toward the tempting target of the man's fleshy tongue.

Snapping his teeth shut, Ryan felt the brittle crispness of the cockroach's neck yield between his jaws.
Somewhere down in what used to be Alabama, Ryan had once rested in afield containing fresh, morning-
cold celery. Now that same sensation came back to him.

He spit out the severed head, feeling the body fall away, itslegs twitching in aresidual and belated state
of panic.

An acidic fluid burned Ryan's palate, and he spit several timesto try to clear the bitter taste. He longed
for agoblet of crystal water to rinse away the flavor.

Krysty shook her head at what he'd done, whistling softly between her teeth in admiration. Doc was the
only other one in the group to have witnessed the mutie insect's death throes. His lined face grew pale,
and his eyes narrowed in revolted horror.

"By the three Kennedys! | think that | have never been so close to giving the notorious rainbow yawn."

The attacks eased, and they all managed to reach the top of the steepening slope free of the scuttling
creatures. One clung tenaciously to the back of J.B.'s jacket, but Jak knocked it away and stamped on it,
bursting the shiny body, leaving a smear of stinking slime.

The evidence of earth-shifting was less obvious in this section of the redoubt. There were more lights, and
the walls and ceiling were solid and unmarked. They opened and closed the next steel-shuttered door and
passed through into a place where several passages came together. Krysty operated the control level,
dropping the door shut behind them.

"L ooks like none of our insect friends have found their way into this section."
“I'm hungry," Lori said, dropping again into her little-girl-lost voice.

"Metoo," Doc added. "And Ryan there looks like he's about ready to devour another tender young
roach."

One of the genuine dangers in a building complex the size of most redoubts was of becoming lost. And
possibly even starving to death. Many of the secret military bases had corridors that rambled, twined and
interconnected for miles. Fortunately, in the redoubts that had been hastily evacuated, there were
generally plenty of colored maps of the "You Are Here" variety.
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Once they'd found the first of these locators it was easy to work out their orientation and to seek out
which sections of the great fortress had been damaged by the nukings.

"Main food stores were down where the roaches had taken over," J.B. said, pointing at the section colored
dark blue. "And the mat-trans gateway is down that long spur, marked off Restricted. There. Looks like
it's the lower, western sections that slipped. By the main exits. Getting out of here could be kind of
tough.”

"What's that?' Krysty asked, pointing at a section tinted light blue. It was marked Cryo Restricted and lay
at the northern edge of the complex, close to a set of emergency exits.

"Cryo?' Ryan repeated. "Can't remember ever coming across that in any other redoubt. Y ou seen it
before, J.B.?"

n Nope.ll

"Means freezing," Doc told them. "Freezing cold?' Lori shuddered theatrically, hanging on to the old
man's arm.

"Freezing what?' Jak asked, still struggling to free the tangles from his hair.

"Not what ," Doc replied. "More like who . Around the time | was given the big time-push forward, there
was ateam trying to freeze folks just before or just after they died. The ideawas that the future might
have advanced medical methods that could cure whatever it was killing them. Advanced! Hah!"

"Who'd they freeze, Doc?' Ryan asked.

"The good, the bad and the can't remember the last bit. The rich and the famous and the important. Mostly
the rich and important. Politicians were tops, because Which reminds me. Ugly. That wasit. The freezing
units and the good, the bad and the downright ugly."

"Liketo go seethat cryo place," J.B. said thoughtfully.

Ryan agreed with the Armorer. "Sure. But first we go eat, and | could do with catching up on my sleep
for afew hours."

"Days," Jak added.
"Let's head for the living quarters, then,” Krysty suggested.

"Carried unanimously,” Doc said, grinning with awolfish good humor. "And we'll go on the morrow and
seeif any icemen cometh. Not that they will. Not after al these years."

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ja...Deathlands%20008%20-%20Ice%20and%20Fire.html (17 of 209) [12/30/2004 2:01:48 PM]



Deathlands - Ice and Fire

Chapter Four

WHEN THEY REACHED one of the four sections of living quarters, they found more evidence of the
haste of the final evacuation of the huge redoubt.

The long tablesin the refectories had been cleared of all the residue of whatever had been the last-ever
meal. But there were several dropped knives and spoons on the floor, broken glass and plates telling their
own tale of necessary haste.

The dormitories were even more revealing.

Beds were unmade, sheets and blankets piled in untidy heaps. Made of rot-proof poly plastics, they had
aready lasted a hundred years and would probably last another thousand. Each dormitory held around
two hundred beds, with partitions that ran from the floor to within eight inches of the ceiling. Each living
space had alocker and small folding table.

Ryan had no doubt these long, hangarlike rooms would normally have been kept immaculate, inspected at
least twice aday by pernickety noncoms eager to seek out and punish any deviation from a perfect norm.
But the events of those dark winter daysin 2001 must have meant anything normal going by the board.

"Lotsamags," Jak said, flicking through a crumbling heap of brightly colored comics and periodicals.
Most of them had names such as Small Arms Digest, Close Killing and New War . It was no surpriseto
Ryan that J.B. immediately perched himself on the edge of one of the beds and began to flick through the
weapon magazines.

In Deathlands it was unusual to find very much printed matter. It had been Ryan's observation that as
many as ninety percent of the entire populationnot counting mutieswere functionally illiterate. Many
villes had their own little news sheets, run off on antique presses, while one or two of the wealthiest
barons might have working hot-metal presses. It was rare to find anything illustrated that had been printed
since the long winters,
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"Look, lover," Krysty said, laughing. She held out afrail tabloid, rejoicing in the name of The Weekly
Probe . Itsfront pages carried several headlines of varying size King Charles Starlet Bribe Divorce
Scandal, said one. Sadly, someone had cut out the photo from the back page, which had run beneath a
screaming headline My Breasts Are Like Dried Cantaloupes, But My Hubby Adores Them.

"Ugh," Krysty said. "Just touching stuff like that makes me feel kind of dirty." She paused. "Hey, Ryan?"
"What?'
"How long since you had a bath?"

"Round 'bout nine yearsis my guess, Krysty," J.B. joked, glancing up from an exploded, double-page
color drawing of a.32-caliber Korth revolver.

Ryan gave him the finger. "Butt your nose out of this one. | guessthe last time | had a bath wasn't all that
long ago."

"Give me adate, lover. Back in New England? Doesn't count. Just a dunking in salt ocean. | mean areal
honest-to-Gaia bath with hot water, soap and all the trimmings.”

"Not since" He shook his head. "Truthis, | don't remember."

"Me, neither," Krysty replied. "How "about following that green line on the map? One that points to Bath
and Shower Facilities. | could really get into some good warm suds.”

"Fucking triple ace on line!" Jak exclaimed, smacking his left fist into hisright palm in a gesture of
enthusi astic agreement.

J.B. nodded, glancing across at Lori and Doc. "Y ou two?"

Lori sighed, hugging the old man's arm. "Little girl'd do nothing for a hot wash, Doc."
"Anything," he corrected.

"How's that?"

"Y ou said you'd do nothing for aBut, let it pass, sweetness. | confess that the prospect of laving my
weary soul istoo tantalizing to imagine. Will there truly be hot water and all?"

Ryan looked again at the map. He rubbed a hand over the stubble on his chin, feeling the dirt and grease
under hisfingers, wrinkling his nostrils at awareness of the stench of his own body.

"I don't know, Doc. But there's sure as gren-chill one way to go find out."

Doc whooped, slapping his thigh so that a great cloud of acrid dust billowed from his breeches. "Then
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let's go and follow the yellow brick road,” he shouted.

"Green, Doc. It'sagreen line on the map,” J.B. said.

I'T WASMAGIC.

The shower rooms were only about a hundred yards away from the dormitory, and a recreation room with
television, books, ceedees and pool tables opened on the right. Then locker rooms, divided into male and
female sections.

“Think I'll come in with the guys,” Krysty said, "if nobody objects."
"And me," Lori said eagerly. Nobody objected.

Ryan sat on one of the immaculately clean and polished benches in the shower room, peeling off his
clothes. There were sec locks on the inside of the entrance doors which would hold any attackers long
enough for the six companions to get to their blasters.

The bathing complex was divided into smaller sections, each with hot tubs, whirlpools and showers. By
common consent, the two couples each went into one section, J.B. and Jak sharing athird.

Krysty had turned on the polished chrome taps to the big tub, testing the water with her hand. It took
some time to run warm.

"Sure there'll be some hot left after ahundred years?' Krysty called.

"Nuke power plant's working still. Water in a sealed recycle unit. Should be all right, if you wait long
enough.”

"Yeah!" she shouted. "Steaming. Have to turn the thermo down or we'll come out pink and skinned. Y ou
got your clothes off yet?"'

"On the way. There's afifteen-minute laundro on the wall. Clean and tumble dry. Figure I'll risk my
clothes through it while we wash."

He unlaced the combat boots, throwing his socks into the cleaning machine. The skin of hisfeet was pale
and unhealthy, and he realized that it had been avery long time since he'd even had his boots off. One of
the problems of moving through the Deathlands was that it was rarely safe to strip off completely, even
for anight's sleep. The heavy-duty dark gray pants, dlit so that he could pull them over the calf-high
boots, came off next, followed by his shorts. The brown shirt was last, chucked into the round, glassed
port of the cleaner. His long coat with the white fur trim rested neatly on the bench beside the white silk
scarf that had the small metal weightsin its ends. The wrist chron was waterproof, so he kept it on.
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Before moving toward the sounds of splashing and the billowing tendrils of steam, he made sure that all
his assorted weapons lay ready to hand.

Stripped naked, Ryan realized that his own personal freshnesswasn't al that it might have been.

He caught sight of himself in afull-length mirror by the side of the open doorway through to the showers,
paused and looked himself up and down. But not from vanity. He simply looked himself over, knowing
that yet another of the Trader's favorite quotes had been something to the effect that the most basic
weaponry tool was your own body.

Ryan's thirty odd years of living had been as tough as they could have been, with very little gentle quiet in
them. Though he stared critically, he felt he was in good shape a rangy, muscular body, flat across the
stomach, with deep chest and narrow hips; amat of dark hair curling across his chest, spilling down to
tangle around his groin and lower stomach. There were seams and scars al over histrunk, arms and legs,
and each of them told its own painful story of bad times from his past.

"Checking thereflec, lover?' Krysty teased, appearing in the mirror at his side. "Making sure everything's
in real good working order?"

"Y eah. It's not Hey, stop that!"

Krysty giggled and didn't stop. She pressed herself closer against Ryan's body, right hand reaching around
his hip.

"| said to stop doing"

"Yeah," she said, stepping away from him, head to one side, admiring her handiwork. "Everything'sin
real good working order."

"What'd you stop for?' he complained.

"Y ou told me to. Know how | always obey my lord and master? Just like my mama always instructed
me."

"I'm going in to wash up. If you're not undressed and in the tub with me in aboutlemme see. In about forty-
five seconds’

"You'll what?'

"“I'll come and get you, ready or not, and heave you in."

"That athreat or promise?’

"Y ou got forty secondsto find out. Forty seconds and counting.”

Krysty made it with six seconds to spare, leaving her khaki overallsin aheap and her dark blue cowboy
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boots with the silver spread-winged falcons lying crookedly at the side. The cleaner had swallowed her
neat braand light blue bikini pants.

There were automatic dispensers set in the wall, with trim, polished nozzles. Krysty pressed her hand
under one and a thin mescal worm of scented soap settled in her palm.

"Comeonin, lover. Water'sreal good. Fireblast! It's been such adamned long time."

Ryan called to her from the sunken bath. He was stretched out full-length, resting his head on the edge of
the tub, histhick hair matted and wet. He grinned up at her.

From beyond the next partition they both heard Lori squeal. "It's cold!! Why aren't you turned it up hot,
Doc?'

They couldn't catch the old man's reply, as it was drowned out in a hissing torrent of steamy water and a
burst of giggling from Lori.

"Sounds like Doc might have gotten himself turned up hot," Krysty said, padding to the edge of the bath,
looking down at Ryan's lean and muscular body beneath her in the spray-topped water.

She was partly on his blind side, and he tipped his head to glance up at her, thinking what an amazing
physique she had broad shoulders tapered to a slim waist and tight, firm buttocks; she had the thighs of an
athlete, with slim ankles; her breasts were tipped with fire, her nipples hard as cherry stones.

The steam was affecting Krysty's sentient hair, which was uncoiling after the defensive tightness against
the cockroaches, tumbling in vivid waves of luxuriant crimson. Ryan noticed that the curling hair at the
junction of her magnificent thighs was opening like a soft vermilion fan.

"See what you like?"

Hegrinned. "And | like what | see. Come on, Krysty." He held his arms up to accept her into the
embracing warmth of the steaming tub.

Onein the bank of hair dryers wasn't working. And when they tried to shower after their lovemaking in
the tub, Ryan and Krysty discovered that half of them were only running cold.

AFTER HIS BATH Ryan took the opportunity to shave off the stubble that seemed almost a permanent
part of hislife, revealing the livid scar that seamed across his right cheek from the corner of his good eye
past the angle of his mouth.

Krysty brushed out her hair, making it crackle with vitality. By the time they'd finished, their clothes were
ready, clean and dry, slightly warmed. Ryan laced up his boots, stretched and yawned. "That was so good,
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lover," he said quietly. "All I want now is a decent meal and then twelve hours of bed."

She didn't reply. Dressed only in her bikini briefs, she walked to stand by him, kissing him on the cheek,
as soft as the caress of a hummingbird's wing.

J. B. DIX, TRIM AND SPRUCE, had found what had once been the living quarters for some of the
administrative officers in the redoubt separate cubicles, each with double-size beds, and dining areas with
tables that seated six. The kitchen units held a better than average range of tinned food. To everyone's
relief the stove worked and there was no need to open any of the ubiquitous and disliked self-heats.

"By the three Kennedys!" Doc exclaimed. "But we are surely the most elegant sextet in al of Deathlands.
Not to mention the most fragrant.”

Jak had appointed himself in charge of the cooking facilities and he was bustling around, helped by Lori.
The boy's hair, under the rare influence of shampoo and clean hot water, danced around his narrow face
like the fine spray of the ocean thrown on jagged rocks. Ryan found cutlery and plates while J.B.
scavenged around some of the lockersin the individual rooms.

"What're you heating up for us, Jak?" Krysty asked, leaning back in one chair, resting the heels of her
boots on another.

The boy peered at the faded |abels as he slid them into the electric opener. "Tomato soup, oxtail soup and
vegetable soup for the start. Potatoes, chicken nuggets and corn. Cherry and apple pieto finish up.”

"Sounds real good," Ryan said, licking hislipsin anticipation. "Hope it's not gone sour over the years."

"Tinswould have blown," Krysty observed. "Should be fine. Oh, but that smells wonderful, guys! | can't
wait."

"And look what | found to go with it," said the Armorer, brandishing a ribbed bottle half-full of a dark
amber liquid.

"What's that?' Lori asked.

Doc, who'd been fiddling with some sort of electrical control unit in the corner of the dining area, glanced
around. "That's Southern Comfort, child. The peach nectar of the gods. Set ‘em up, John Barrymore Dix.
Best damned barman from Portland, Maine toto somewhere else. Make it one for my baby and one for the
road."
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Chapter Five

IT WAS atruly magical evening.

Krysty found some old wax candlesin atiny cupboard marked Emergency |llumination, and they
dimmed the overhead neon strips and sat in the soft pools of spilled golden light. The Southern Comfort
was as marvellous as Doc had said, brimming over with the taste of peach summerslong, long dead and
buried in wastelands of glowing ash.

The heated food was some of the best any of them had ever tasted. The soup was alittle thick on additives
and preservatives, though Lori had succeeded in scooping most of it from the top.

Doc had managed to get the range of concealed speakers around the angles of the room to function,
digging out a set of ceedees to accompany the meal. Most of it what he called classical music. Ryan
would personally have liked some songs with words, but he had to admit the gentle rhythm went well
with the unhurried, peaceful meal.

"ThisisVivadi," Doc informed them, beating time to the music with hisfork. "Four Seasons. Lovely,
isn't it? There's a Mozart flute concerto next, and then some Gregorian chant. Monastic music." He
looked around the table, seeing only a universal blankness. "Well, perhaps you'll like it anyway."

Toward the very end of the meal, as Jak was heating a can of coffee, the sound began to crackle and cut
out in one of the speakers.

J.B. caught Ryan's eye. "Got afeeling our arrival here's starting to set some malfunction chains toppling
over."

"Could be. Often happens. Y ou find a place untouched since the big fires. I've done it. So've you. Mebbe
pick something up and it works. Hasn't been touched in ahundred years. And it works. Ten seconds later
it falls apart right between your fingers."

The candles were guttering. Lori had also gone scavenging and come across a box that had once held
some chocol ate-covered peppermint candy. But it had gone as hard as stone and nobody could eat any.
The teenager had been upset by that, leaving the supper table before the others and wandering off to the
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room she was sharing with Doc.

"My lovely flower sure gets touchy these days," the old man said sadly, more to himself than those
remaining. "Must be the generation gap. | daresay there must be something like eight generations between
us. | hadn't thought about it like that before.”

"Figure I'll go sleep." Jak stood up and stretched like a cat, muscles cracking. " That was one of the best
times." He nodded to his four friends and went off to bed, alittle way along the passage from the dining
area.

Krysty topped up her mug from the pan of coffee that still bubbled on the stove, listening to the
melancholy music in the background.

"It's sad, Doc. What isit? Violin or something deeper?”

"Cello, my dear lady. A piece by an Englishman called Edward Elgar. | met him once, as| recall. Slip of
aman, yet he burned like aflame. That must have been Oh, | disremember."

"You're like aliving time machine, Doc," Krysty observed, sitting next to Ryan, letting her hand drop
with an easy affection onto hiswrist.

"There are times have been times, when | have wished only that this time machine could grind to a halt,
my dear."

"You got friends, Doc," Ryan said softly.

"I have awife and | have two children. No!" The word was amost shouted. "No, Ryan," he continued
more calmly. "I no longer have awife. Emily Louise is dead and buried in the family vault in Deadwood.
Mount Moriah, | think it wasup a steep hill, among trees, with aview across the hills. | went there once,
with Emily, when we were young and so in love. There was a grave there, ayoung child's. The stone said
'‘Weredly missour little boy." Oh, sweet God, how | miss my own little ones! Rachel and Jolyon. Both
resting with their Mama. One day, | would wish to be joined with them again, Ryan." Tears began to
course down Doc's face, between the newly shaved furrows, dripping off the end of his chin onto the
table. "You hear me, Ryan. If it is humanly possible, then | would wish to be buried with my wife and
children in Deadwood. If it still exists. They showed me a photo of the grave once. So | know they are
there. Do that for me, Ryan?"

"If | can, Doc. But you gotta know that it's not likely."
IINO?I

"Not likely," Ryan repeated. "Chances of us being around that part when you finally buy the farm
Chances are, we'll all have gotten chilled before you. Y ou old buzzard, Doc. Y ou got more years left than
the rest of ustogether."

Suddenly conscious that he'd been weeping, the old man dabbed at his eyes. "Good of you to say so, my
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friend. But ask not for whom the teller bowls? He bowls for me. | believe that my memory has played
some scurvy trick with me. That sounds to be a little awry. No matter. | should go and join my sweet bird
with her youth. Good night, sweet friends. May choirs of angels sing you to your rests."

Doc made an unsteady bow and tottered off toward the room he was sharing with Lori, the other three
watching him go.

It was Krysty who broke the long, thoughtful silence.

"Bastards who trawled him from his family set up a damned big debt. | just hope they died slow, cold and
alone."

J.B. stood up. "Odds are they died hot and fast, Krysty."
"And alone?'
He nodded. "We all do."

With anod of the head he left Ryan and Krysty, closing the door quietly behind him. The music had
ended, and there was only the faint, muted hiss from the speakers.

"Y ou and me, lover," she said.
"Best thereis," he replied, leaning back and sighing.
"Handful of jack for your thoughts?*

"Been agreat evening. One of the best. That peach drink. Good food. Doc's classic music. Just the six of
us. Times we've seen. Places we've been.”

"Getting old, lover. A sure sign when you start getting What's the word | want? Nostalgic. That'sit. Y ou
can't look back at yesterday, Ryan. Tomorrow's the one really counts."

"Guess you're right. How d'you feel about going to bed?"

KRY STY FOUND some packets of deconstituted egg and cooked them in powdered milk, adding some
shreds of freeze-dried bacon for something that approached an old-fashioned breakfast. They could wash
it down with reheated coffee.

"Stove's blinking on and off," she said. "Looks like some of the auxiliary power sources are giving up.
M ebbe even the main power. Be bad news for the gateway if it's that."

Ryan brushed his fingers through his hair. "Y eah. Could be real bad. After we've eaten we'll get everyone
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together and talk about it. Most times we've ended up in aredoubt we take alook outside. Could be for
once we should think about making another jump out of this place.”

Krysty sighed. "Another jump? Need it like arad shot in the head. Come to think of it, lover, that's just
what another jump would feel like."

Jak and J.B. appeared ten minutes later, followed by Doc. He apologized for Lori's lateness, explaining
with blushing cheeks that it was her time of the month and she had stomach cramps.

The discussion didn't take very long. Everyone was interested in going to find the freezing section of the
redoubt. There was a general agreement that it was only fairly minor bits of electrical equipment that
were failing, most of them coming off unimportant sections of the main power grid for the huge fortress
complex.

While the others were eating, finally joined by a pale-faced Lori, Ryan decided that he'd go and freshen
himself with another shower.

The immaculate white tiles and the mirrored chrome taps and controls heightened his anticipation of the
steaming water.

Fortunately Ryan turned on the taps before he stripped and stood under the needle-jets.

There was a distant, sinister gurgling, amplified by the metal pipes. Ryan quickly stepped back, hand
dropping to the blaster on his hip. The noise became louder, an obscene bubbling sound, surging toward
the shower room.

"Fireblast!" Ryan moved away, hissing between his teeth at the appalling stench.

It was a black liquid, streaked with vivid green, like rotting molasses. Oozing from the gleaming metal
nozzles, it crept down the walls, staining them with its glossy filth. It flowed over the main control taps
before Ryan could get anywhere near them, making it impossible for him to stop the outpouring.

He heard the door open, and Jak called out to him. "Y ou here, Ryan? Wewhat fuck's stink? Y ou okay,
Ryan?"'

"Stay where you are, Jak. Y eah. Looks like it's end of the line time for hot showers. Power unit just pulled
the plug on us."

Despite the new evidence of the redoubt beginning to run down, everyone agreed that they should at least
take alook at the cryo section.

Following the light blue pattern on the fortress map, they headed north, through areas of the huge redoubt
that had been more carefully evacuated and cleansed. Only once did they find any region that proved
interesting.

"Map said there was a small arms and plas-ex module out thisway," J.B. said. "Be good to find it and see
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if mebbe there's anything left that we could use.”
"Always use afew spare rounds for the G-12," Ryan agreed.
A torn poster on aside wall proclaimed that Volvos Are BestForget the Rest.

"Thisway." Jak pointed to a side passage. A neat yellow sign warned all B8 or lower cleared personnel
not to proceed farther without signed sec permit. The armored door was half-open. Spray-painted on it
were the two words Raiders Rule.

"Gridiron team," Doc explained as they stooped beneath it.

Lights shone brightly ahead of them. Most illumination unitsin redoubts operated on proximity-trembler
systems. Sensors picked up the vibrations of anyone moving along the corridors and would switch on the
lights for a couple of sections ahead. So, no matter how quick you were, you could never catch a
functioning length of corridor in the dark. To try was as futile as a man spinning around in front of a
mirror, hoping to snatch a glimpse of the back of his own head.

The corridor opened without warning into a massive room, at least as large as an aircraft hangar, divided
by partitions and pallets like some vast warehouse.

"Black dust!" J.B. exclaimed. The use of this rare saying told his companions how truly amazed J.B. was.

Most of the shelves were full of cartons, tins and boxes of all manner of ammunition and explosives.
Spilling out over the floor, the munitions gave every evidence of something near to panic, of people
scrabbling to survive despite the odds.

"Let'sgo, guys,” the Armorer said, his sallow face alight with eagerness, eyes sparkling behind the lenses
of his glasses. None of the others, except for Ryan, had ever seen him so animated. Ryan had once seen
J.B. more excited, but it had been in another time and at another place.

"Could be boobies?' Jak suggested, stopping J.B. cold in histracks.

"Could be, kid. Sorry. Didn't mean to call you that. Could be, Jak. Good point. But we've never seen
nothing in any other redoubt. No, | figure we're safe. Just take alittle care, isall.”

Mostly they ran into booby traps out in mutie country. Then alot of care had to be taken about what was
picked up or moved. Four of the young blaster team from War Wag Three had gone to buy the farm
together, around five years ago, Ryan figured. They'd stumbled into an encampment of stickies, out
toward the Darks. One of them had seen atiny crippled baby, bawling its eyes out and had stooped to
pick it up and comfort it. He'd snagged athin fish line linked to a simple detonator and a pound of plas-
ex. It'd taken over an hour to collect the shredded flesh and bone of the four adults and the infant out of
the surrounding trees and bushes.

Krysty had plenty of ammo for her own 9 mm Heckler amp; Koch P7A-13. She wandered around the
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huge storeroom, hands in her pockets, feeling the cold smoothness of the jet-black stone Apache tear. She
watched as Ryan, Jak and J.B. darted around like children in a candy store. Not that Krysty had ever seen
acandy store, except in old vids and mags.

Ryan was delighted to find an unopened wooden box of rounds for his caselessrifle. Ammo was
becoming increasingly scarce throughout the Deathlands, particularly for rare gunslike the G-12. It was a
fifty-shot automatic, able to fire on single shot, triple or continuous burst. The rounds had no metal jacket,
being molded into the case of the actual propellant. They were 4.7 mm by 21 mm. He eagerly loaded one
of the pockets of his coat with the unusual rounds. The SIG-Sauer pistol fired standard 9 mill ammo,
which was still being made, in unreliable bastardized forms, in any ville with a decent machining plant.

Krysty strolled up and down the aisles, carefully avoiding stumbling over the hundreds upon hundreds of
loose rounds scattered everywhere. There were neatly typed cards thumbtacked to the shelves, telling her
what was in the cartons. And what had once been there.

Lists of death-dealing names, some of which she recognized and some she didn't, the endless fugue of the
long-gone megacull.

Lori took a handful of .22 rounds for her pearl-handled PPK, and Jak stuffed another couple of dozen
.357 dlugs for his Magnum cannon into his pockets.

Not surprisingly, there was nothing there that Doc could use in his nineteenth-century Le Mat handgun,
with its central .63 caliber scattergun barrel and the nine-chamber revolver barrel, firing straight .36s. So
the blaster remained in the hand-tooled Mexican holster rig.

Overlooked on a back shelf, behind some tumbled boxes of Mark Seven ball, J.B. discovered adark green
metal container, stamped in an endless string of white letters and numerals. He hauled it down, letting it
crash to the floor, then levered the spring clips open along one side.

"Hey! Come look! Anyone want areal good new blaster? With lotsa rounds?”

Everyone gathered by the crouched figure of the Armorer, peering over his shoulder. He was pulling
sheets of brown waxed and oiled paper off adull black gun.

"Heckler amp; Koch full- and semi-auto,” Ryan said. "Don't know the model. Never saw one like that.
Integral silencer.”

"And laser-optic sight,” J.B. said with a note of reverential awe in hisvoice. "It's one of the MP-7 SD-8s.
Only made afew, according to what I've seen. Supposed to be a good gun for anything up to thirty
yards."

"Going to change that old Uzi of yours, J.B.?' Ryan asked, not really expecting Dix to agree with the
suggestion.

"Why not?"
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"Hey, | was only"

J.B. picked up the blaster and cradled it, feeling for the button to activate the laser sight, aiming it across
the room. Everyone watched the tiny ruby dot of light. "Y eah. Like the feel."

"You fireit from the shoulder?' Krysty was puzzled by the strange double sight on top of the short
muzzle.

"No. Not at al. Close quarters you press the trigger and spray. Aimed shots you can use the laser spot.
Then hold it braced against the hip and let go. No need to aim from the shoulder. Not with a baby like
this."

Without a sign of regret the Armorer laid down the battered mini-Uzi that he'd carried for so long over so
many miles, walked away and began to rummage through the box that contained equaloy 9 mm ammo,
emptying his pockets of the old bullets.

Jak picked up one of the guns and hefted it, shrugging and putting it back again. "No. Slow down close
fights. No."

"Saw some grens racked up over that side," Ryan said.
"Y eah. And some plas-ex. Beright there with you, | when | got enough ammunition.”

Jak and Krysty followed Ryan across to the far side of the weapons wing of the redoubt, with Doc and
Lori trailing behind them.

"Here. Look colors!" the albino teenager exclaimed, standing, jaw gaping, at the serried rows of different
kinds of hand grenades.

They were much smaller than the type used in the conventional wars of the twentieth century, only half
the size of abaseball, but relatively heavy. Some had two-step button firing pins and some had flip-top
detonator releases. All were silver or black, with bright strips of different paints. Labels told what each
one was.

"Scarlet and blue isimploder. Met one of those before,” Jak said, remembering a close call on the
Mohawk River. "How they work?'

"Like an explosion, only it works on a kind of antimatter principle. Sucksthingsin asit goes off," Ryan
explained.

Krysty ran along finger down the row of printed labels. " Stunners. Burners. Frags. Lights. High-alts.
Shrap. Nerve. Smokers. Grounders. Low-ex. Delays, various. Remotes.”

"Take an implode, stun, burn and frag each. Others are too specialized for us. Basically we'll just want to
stop or chill. Nothing else."
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They all stashed away four grens. Ryan pocketed a couple of extraimplodes for good measure. Lori
complained that they were too heavy for her.

"What's the pointing for?' she asked. "Got blasters and they do any job."

Doc shook his head. "I fear that when in Rome | mean, when in Deathlands, one must look first for
survival. Anything above and beyond that is somewhat of a bonus, my dear child."

Lori pouted and swung away, the bells on her spurs tinkling with their usual thin, bright sound. As she
stalked off she tripped over some loose ammo, cursed and nearly fell.

"Shelll break her rad-blasted ankle with those heels one of these days," J.B. stated.

Ryan nodded. "Could be." He looked around. "We all got what we want? Enough to chill amutie army, |
guess."

"After the chill, we can go and look at the freezing," Doc said, smiling broadly. "Get it? That was a joke,
was it not?"

"Very nearly, Doc.” Krysty sighed. "Very nearly."

Chapter Six

"THISISIT."

The six had walked briskly through the sweeping corridors of the redoubt. One of the surprises had been
that they still hadn't the least ideawherein all of Deathlands they were.

The light blue locator strips had brought them to the northern limits of the fortress, which was one of the
largest that Ryan had ever encountered. They saw no further signs of life and no more evidence of any
seismic damage to the structure.
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The nearer they came to the auxiliary exits at the northern flank, the less they saw of any hasty
withdrawal. There were few rooms opening off, and all of them had been stripped bare and left utterly
deserted.

"Anything else you can tell us about these cryo places, Doc?' Ryan asked, walking alongside the old
scientist.

"When | wasfirst trawled, none of us would have dreamed it would become possible to put a human
being into a sort of suspended state of animation and then hope to revitalize them. It would have been like
the books of JulesVerne."

Ryan had actually heard the name before. "But what about when you were around Project Cerberusin the
late nineties?

"No." A vigorous shake of the head. "Y ou must be aware, my friend, that science had become ever more
specialized. | saw and heardperhaps more than they wished."

"How'd they do it?" J.B. asked, joining them at the front of the party.
"The freezing?'
"Yeah. Ice or what?'

Doc sniffed. "Not ice. Some gas, | believe. Let us see how well my memory can recall” For a hundred
paces or more he didn't speak, forehead furrowed with the effort of trying to remember. "Yes," he said
finally. "1t depends on the temperature at which the gas liquifies. Carbon dioxide was discarded because it
doesn't liquify, just freezes solid at minus seventy-eight Celsius. No good. Nitrous oxide, a scant ten
degrees more chill, not cold enough. Then | think liquid nitrogen.”

"Colder?' Ryan asked.
"Much. My memory toys with afigure of minus one hundred and ninety-six degrees."
The Armorer whistled. "Dark night, Doc! That's some kind of cold."

“Indeed it is. | have seen experiments. A flower becomes as solid, and as fragile, as spun crystal. Place an
appleinto liquid nitrogen for afew moments and then take it out and strike it with a hammer. It will
shatter into athousand splinters. But | cannot imagine what human flesh becomes.”

They walked on in silence for several minutes, each of them locked into imagining that situation. If an
apple became like stone, then how would flesh react to being frozen?

Krysty tugged at Ryan's sleeve, breaking into his thoughts. "Figure we'll find us some freezies, lover?”

"Not likely. Not impossible. If they evacuated the redoubt in a hurry, they might not have been able to
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take any with 'em. But from what Doc says about it, there might not have been any in the first place. It
was all kind of experimental."

"Soon know," she said, pointing to the sign on the wall ahead Cryo. Medical Clearance 10 or B
Equivalent Only Permitted.

"TVswatching us." Jak pointed up at the diminutive cameras that ranged ceaselessly backward and
forward.

"Nobody watching them," Ryan said, pushing at the control lever for the single sec door that blocked off
the passageway.

"Hear something,” Krysty warned, stopping and putting her head to one side, listening intently.
"What?"'
"Quiet, lover."

Ryan strained his hearing, thinking he might have caught the faint soundor imagined that he'd heardor
"Can't hear anything unusual, Krysty."

"Hissing. Like steam. Far off." Her body relaxed, the tension easing. "Y eah. Thought at first it could have
been an armored door opening. That kind of a sound. But it's not. Too steady. Constant pitch to it."

A little farther, around awide bend, they came across a different kind of a door.
"Airlock," Doc observed. "Guess that makes sense if it's some sort of medical base.”

The notice beside the armaglass-topped door ran to about fifty lines, covering all manner of rules and
regulations about who could go through and when and with whose permission, as well as details about
what kind of protective clothing had to be worn.

"You sure thisisn't full of some kind of germy gas or nervers, Doc?' J.B. asked, looking strangely
reluctant to proceed any farther.

"No. | imagine it will be quite the reverse, my dear Mr. Dix. Free of all manner of germs or infection. The
clothing will be to stop us bringing sickness in, not to prevent us catching it from anyone or anything in
there."

Ryan laid his hand on the door and began to push it open. The voice was deafening, making everyone
jump.

" Cryogenics command. Unauthorized personnel withdraw immediately! Security will take finality
action!"

J.B. unslung his new blaster and leveled it at a bank of linked speakers set in the center of the arched

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ja...Deathlands%20008%20-%20Ice%20and%20Fire.html| (33 of 209) [12/30/2004 2:01:48 PM]



Deathlands - Ice and Fire
celling.
"Unauthorized personnel withdraw immed"

The integral silencer reduced the noise of the gun's explosion to a polite cough, like a nervous curate
clearing histhroat in front of his maiden aunt.

"That's telling big-mouth ratboy," Jak sniggered.

"Moveit out,” Ryan ordered.

SOME YEARS EARLIER, in wind-washed Wisconsin, Ryan had led a hunting party through the ruins of
adeserted ville, and they'd come across the tumbled stones of what had once been alarge hospital. One
wing had been freakishly protected from the worst of the nuke blasting. He still remembered the cold
wind blowing along the corridors and the look and feel of the place.

Now, on the fringes of the deep redoubt, there was a similar feeling.

Ryan almost felt that he could even catch the long-gone scent of disinfectant lingering in the dull,
reprocessed air.

"Looks like they cleared up rather carefully here,” Doc observed. "L ook in here. Everything copybook
neat and trim. Like they were hoping one day to come back and pick up where they left off."

It was true. Word processors stood at the ready, under plastic covers, phones waited for the next call;
filing cabinets were closed and orderly; an operating room waited for a new patient, rustless scalpels and
probes lying in glittering ranks with other nameless tools of the surgeon.

"Gives me creepies." Lori shuddered. "Reminds me of the redoubt | came from. Cold and and watching
us."

Ryan knew what the girl meant. It was oddly sinister the way that everything in this section was so
perfect. It was almost asif they'd dlipped through into atime warp. At any moment a sec man or a doctor
or anurse would walk along the antiseptic corridor and challenge them.

They reached another air-locked door.
Krysty was in the lead, but she faltered and stopped, putting her hand to her forehead.
"What isit?' Ryan asked, moving quickly to her side.

"Don't know, lover, but Gaial Something strange is living and partly living. Dead and yet not dead."
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"Freezies," Doc said. "They must be what Krysty can 'se€' in there."
"Could it?"

She shook her head, the mass of crimson hair dancing across her shoulders like filaments spun from fire.
"How the? | don't know, lover. | just tell you that there's something up ahead of usthat's not like anything
| ever sensed before.”

"Could go back," J.B. suggested, the tone of his voice making it obvious that he wanted to keep going on.
"No. Krysty says that what's through there isn't alive, so it can't hurt us.”

"But said not dead, as well," Jak pointed out, lips peeling back off his sharp teeth in aferal grin of
anticipation.

" S0, let'smove on," Ryan said.

There were two air locks close together, each with its own set of instructions about making sure no
clothing was trapped in closing doors and not attempting to leave until pressure equalizer had fully
returned to zero.

Beyond the second set was an ordinary pair of double swing-doors. Now the humming and hissing sounds
that they'd heard from way back had become much louder, as though they were closing in on the heart of

asleeping giant.

Ryan took the lead, pushing the doors open and stepping cautiously through, into a huge control room,
much like the one that ran the gateway.

"Thisisit."

The other five filed in after him, stopping to gaze around at the amazing complex of comp-panels with
lights, buttons and switches. The humming was louder.

"Look." Krysty pointed across at the long side wall of clear glass. Behind it, angled on araised platform,
were about twenty silvered capsules, looking like sci-fi coffins.

"Freezies," Doc breathed. " So, the stories were true. They exist, and there they are. By the three
Kennedys, they're freezies!"

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ja...Deathlands%20008%20-%20Ice%20and%20Fire.html (35 of 209) [12/30/2004 2:01:48 PM]



Deathlands - Ice and Fire

Chapter Seven

THE CONTROL ROOM contained everything needed to being functioning again immediately.
Everything except instructions. The consoles held clues to how they might have operated, but nothing
more.

"This one's marked Coolants Input,” J.B. called to the others, who were wandering around the room.

"How d'you open up the doors here?' Lori asked, raiding a black handle on the glasswall in front of the
capsules.

"Leaveit, dearest!" Doc instructed. "We must exercise some care. A rash and hasty move could lead to an
unimagined disaster."

"There's twenty-five of these metal boxes, Doc, but it looks like only nine of them are operational. Five
got aliquid display saying Not in Use. Eleven got a red malfunction sign glowing, like something went
wrong over the years."

"What about those nine?’

"Just a steady green. Lots of dials and bleepers, but they're all static.”

"How 'bout unfreezing ‘em, Doc," Jak yelled. " See what hundred-year man looks like."
Ryan smiled at the boy's enthusiasm. "What'd happen if wetried to let ‘em out, Doc?"'

"Who on God's green earth knows, my old comrade in arms? With nothing to guide us, | fear that it
would not be alikely success."

"Could try, though," Ryan insisted, fascinated by the thought that the gleaming capsules might contain
men and women from a hundred years ago, people with all the scientific knowledge and wisdom that
they'd had in those days. Who knew what information they might be able to convey?

"I think not. To tamper with such things, far beyond our wisdom, Ryan This could be a fearful Pandora's
box of evil or disease. How can we take on that weighty responsibility?"

"We got every right, Doc. There's nobody else here but us. | say let'stry and defrost 'em.”

The old-timer sighed. "This is madness, my friend. Madness. But we don't even know how to begin to
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release them from their eternal durance.”

"Ounce of plas-ex and they'll pop open like the belly of adrowned dog," J.B. said.

"Here," Krysty called. " Sealed panel says Emergency Mass Release Controls. This has got to beit."
They al gathered around.

The control was on what |ooked to be the master console. Certainly the chair in front of it was larger and
more plush than any of the others. And smack in the center was the panel that Krysty had noticed. It was
locked and had an intricate sec key attached to it by a steel chain.

"One key and three locks," observed Krysty.

"Not uncommon, my dear. Many high-security establishments will have asimilar system. It prevents a
single fit of schizoid psychotic madness. No one person can operate the master key. Or pressthe red
button reading 'Do not pass Go and do not destroy the world." We'll probably find atime delay on asingle
key that will shut down the whole override system."

"So where's other keys, Doc?' Jak asked. "Round here?!

"In the ruins of what was once the Pentagon? Or Washington? Camp David? Nevada? Air Force One? |
can tell you, my snow-headed colleague, that those missing keys will remain missing until Gabriel blows
his horn. And probably after that as well."

"Plas-ex time," J.B. announced, fumbling in the lining of his leather jacket.

Ryan was about to warn the Armorer to be careful, then decided to keep his mouth shut. J.B. would be as
careful as he could be without needing to be told about it.

He teased out atiny piece of the gray explosive, rolling it between his fingers. He worked the thin worm
of plas-ex into atriangular shape, pressing it to the top of the sec-locked control. He took out a detonator,
which was no larger than a thumbtack, and pushed one end into the gray strip.

"Ten seconds,” he said. "Ready? Go." The Armorer tweaked the end of the detonator to activate its timing
mechanism.

They all ducked behind the desks for protection, though the explosion was barely noticeable.
But it did the trick.

A three-sided section of the cover had been lifted off, exposing a single red switch beneath it. On the
console, a number of lights flashed furioudly.

Doc laughed. "One hundred years ago, awhole peck of telephones would have been ringing all over the
shop. This must have been one of the most secret places on the planet.”
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"Not anymore. Y ou figure thisll start to thaw out the freezies, Doc?"
"Kill or cure," the old man replied.
"Doit, Ryan," Lori said imperiously.

Moving carefully to avoid cutting his hand on the sharp edges of the torn cover, Ryan gripped the red
switch and pulled it firmly toward himself, hearing the solid click of the contact being made, somewhere
beneath the top of the desk.

"There she blows," J.B. shouted, taking off his fedora and waving it in the air in amost uncharacteristic
display of enthusiasm. Lights flashed above each of the nine silver pods that the companions had assumed
were occupied. What looked like steam was released in hissing, blinding clouds, concealing everything
behind the great glass wall of the control chamber.

"Coolant release," Doc shouted. "Guess it must have been something like liquid nitrogen after all. It's
being vented right now. My stars, but thisis exciting!"

"Others opening too," Jak called, pointing to the rest of the capsules, whose lids were visibly beginning to
lift.

"What are they going to be like?' Krysty asked nobody in particular.

Doc fielded the question. "Those that have already ceased the cryogenic process will obviously be
exceedingly defunct. Dead. Gone before. Joined the choir celestial. Sleeping with their Maker. Resting
the rest that has no awakening. Dived into the last great darkness. Savoring the enigma of the journey
from which no man has yet returned. Plucking at the harp where"

"Doc," Krysty interrupted irritably, "answer the bastard question, will you? What are they going to be
like? The ones that unfreeze?'

"Ah, yes. Bear in mind that the probability is that they will have been frozen either at a point near death
or at a point where a disease had them severely in its grip. Perhaps some illness that had not yet run its
course, but for which medical science had, then, no hope of cure."

"Fucking sickies, Doc?' Jak said.
"In awordyes."
"What if it's catching?’

Krysty's question stopped everyone in their tracks. Suppose these illnesses from before sky-dark were
hideously contagious? None of them had thought about that.

"Can't be," Ryan denied with a positive degree of false confidence.
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She persisted. "Why, lover?"
"Too much risk to anyone here or in the freezing part of the redoubt."

"Ever hear of LIDS?' Doc asked thoughtfully. "Perhaps not. Lethal Immune Deficiency Syndrome. The
government suppressed the facts about it, trying to avoid a panic.”

"What was ?' asked Jak.

"Y our body's resistance to iliness vanished overnight. Caught by walking through someone's sneeze. Easy
asthat. And you really could get it from toilet seats. If the nukes hadn't ended civilization, it could have
chilled more people than the Black Death."

"What if one of them in those there are got it?' Lori asked, glancing toward the exit.

"As | said. There were many ways you could pick it up. Any sort of contact, no matter how casual, spread
the virus, which was always a hundred percent terminal. But it was easily detected, as | recall. So, they'd
not have let anyone in here with it. At least | remember from some of the scuttlebutt whispers at the time
Where was |”? Oh, yes. When the sons of bitches fired me forward, they were talking about concentration
camps and portable crematoriaand even IE."

"What was that, Doc?' Krysty asked. The old man's horror tale from the past had caught everyone's
attention. Nobody was even bothering to look at the fog-filled cubicles and the ponderously opening
streamlined freezing chambers.

"Involuntary Euthanasia. It never got quite that bad, but there was martial law in the air, my friends, and a
cold hand around your heart if you tested positive. Bad days."

He shook his head sadly, tapping at the floor with the metal ferrule of his cane. The dismal insight that
he'd given into the past of their country held everyone in silence, a silence that was broken by ayelp from
Lori.

"L ook!"

The inactive or malfunctioned capsules were now completely open. The other nine were still hidden
behind the veiling torrents of released coolant.

The blond teenager led the way to peer into the open containers, her spursjingling merrily as sheran. The
othersjoined her, staring into the padded interiors of the frozen coffins.

Some were quite empty.
Some were not.

"Bones, bones, dried lazy bones,” Doc Tanner whispered, turning away with asigh.
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Hermetically sealed for a hundred years, the failures of the cryogenic experiments had become perfectly
mummified. The skulls were encased in atight mask of brown leather, the eyes long vanished into the
shadowed sockets. The jaw gaped, held in place only by shreds of gristle, like old whipcord. The bodies
had been wrapped in a shroud of thin plasticized cloth that had probably been white but had deteriorated
to apatchy yellow. The skeletal hands and feet emerged from under the bindings, hooked and sere.

"Take alook at this double-poor bastard,” Ryan suggested. " Seems like he sort of recovered some, when
the machine folded up."

Doc was a his side, wiping at the smeared glass. "Lord, Lord," he said quietly. "It puts mein mind of a
tale from Mr. Poe, concerning a premature burial of awretch who Oh, dear."

It was a dreadful sight.

The person, male by the short strands of straggling hair that clung to the top of the wrinkled skull, had
made afight of it. The winding-cloth was torn and bunched near the feet. The knees were drawn up and
the back arched, the arms lifted, hands pressed toward the sky, as he had attempted to lift the massive
weight of the locked lid. The head was tilted, jaw yawning in what must have been the last muffled,
choking scream for air, the dying calling out to aworld that was already dead.

"I'd hate to get chilled in ametal box," Lori said. "When I'm gone | want it with children all around and
friends and a hill covering by heather with the sun and a big watery fall. That's how I'm going to be
gone."

"How long d'you figure the thawing's going to take, Doc?" Krysty asked, frowning through the glass at
the wreathing coils of gas and steam that still encircled the remaining nine cubicles.

"| fear that | have no idea, my dear girl. Time past and time present are both perhaps What am | saying?
No. I can speculate that the full freezing process must have taken many, many hours. Perhaps even days.
But we have pressed the emergency button and everything will | suppose, be much speeded.”

"But it'll still take some time?"

Doc shrugged his shoulders. "You areaswise as| in this, my dear. We must all wait for however long it
takes."

THE ROOM CONTAINED nothing of interest to any of them, so the next few hours dragged slowly by.

Doc sat in a corner with his back against awall, Lori's head in hislap. Jak pared his nails with one of his
assortment of throwing knives. J.B. repeatedly stripped and reassembled his new blaster, eventually
becoming so familiar with the weapon that he could do it with Ryan's scarf knotted tightly over his eyes.
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Krysty and Ryan strolled together around the rows of control consoles, her hand resting lightly on his
arm. She sang a childhood song that she said had been taught to her by her mother, in Harmony.

"It's an old ballad, from way, way back before sky-dark. About a baron who catches his young wife
making love with another man. He bursts in on themhis wife and this Matty Grovesand he's got all his sec
men with him. And he threatens him. Says they should have afair fight."

"Doesn't sound very fair."

"It's not. But he says'In England it shall not be said | slew a slegping man.' But Matty Groves doesn't
have a chance. He gets chilled, but the wife turns on her husband and says they're al through."

"Sing it, lover."

She did, her sweet voice flooding the room, rising over the mechanical hissing and throbbing of the
thawing cryo capsules. The age-old song of passion, betrayal and death caught everyone's interest.

When it was over Doc led around of applause. "Beautiful, my dear silver-throated Miss Wroth. | had
heard the song before, sung by a maiden in the Ozarks, when | was a callow youth. But not so finely as
you have sung it. Bravo, my dear, bravo!"

" Anything happening, Jak?' J.B. asked later, watching the teenager as the youth catfooted along the row
of containers.

"No. Can't see. Wait" He pushed his face against the glass, trying the sec-locked handle. " Still shut tight.
But lookslike clearing."

"It's about time," Ryan said, levering himself up off the floor, where he'd been resting. He joined the
young albino. "Yeah, | can seethe lids up. Can't make anything inside 'em, yet. Too much of that mist."

"They going to be skeletons like the others, Doc?' Krysty asked.

"Frankly, ma'am, should any of them actually be returned to some sort of life, | think we might be more
concerned about their brains than their bodies."

Doc continued to try to monitor the dials, seeking some kind of pattern that might tell him how the
thawing was going.

"Looksto me like abasic draining of coolant, combined with some sort of bodily fluid replacement and
reassessment. Blood coming in and the artificially frozen preservatives thawing and seeping out of the
system. All sorts of artificial stimulants and nourishments pumping in, as well."

"Any signs of actual monitoring of the vital functions, Doc?' Ryan asked. "Those there?' He pointed at a
number of display panels, each showing an unbroken line of pale green electrical light, accompanied by a
thin, tonel ess bleeping.
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"Could be. If they are, then we're not going to strike too much gold. I've seen more signs of lifein a
petrified dinosaur's dropping."

Another hour passed. The nine capsules were al open, but there was still too much mist in the cubiclesto
see what was happening.- And the monitors remained stubbornly unchanged.

"Triple zero," J.B. muttered to Ryan. "Laid the ace on the line, best we could. Still got us alot of nothing.
Time we moved?"

"One more hour. Then we go. Krysty says she can still 'see’ something. Like she's never seen before.
They gotta come around, don't they?"

The Armorer pushed back the brim of his hat and shrugged his shoulders. "Mebbe, Ryan. Mebbe."

The big digital clock on the far wall of the control room clicked over another forty-two minutes, then
things began to happen.

"Theline's broke," Lori said, pointing at one of the monitors marked Vital Function 17. A blip had
appeared, running slowly along, followed by another. And another. The tone changed to a more insistent
cheeping, drawing attention to itself.

"Number seventeen. That one, in the corner.” Doc pointed to the booth with that number stenciled above
it

Another monitor cameto life, on one of the capsules nearest the main entrance. And athird one.

Moments later the first appalling screams began.

Chapter Eight

KRYSTY SPOTTED anew display that had clicked into life on one of the many desks. It was labeled
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Timeto Manual Override Unit Sec Lock.

Most of the twenty-five numbers were blank, but nine glowed. Of the nine, six were showing a hesitant
orange light. Three, including number seventeen, were showing a glittering emerald green, bright as the
eye of the dragon.

But everyone's attention had been torn away by the sound of the screaming.

Faint at first, like the first stirring of a summer breeze in the top branches of a mighty pine forest, then
louder and more insistent, drawing them to capsule 17.

"Alive." Jak's eyes were wide in amazement. "Moving and 'live."

The silver top had now folded all the way open, and the coolant mists had finally vanished, allowing the
companions to see into the lined box.

"We can open it in about ninety seconds," Krysty told them, checking the repeater chron over the armored
glass door.

"Dark night!" J.B. said. "It'sawoman and she looks like she's already been chilled.”

Flat on her back, with a number of thin plastic tubes connected to her arms, was a woman, aged in her
sixties. The hair was silver gray, tied in aneat coil. The hands jerked and twitched at the binding shroud
in uncontrollable movements. Her brown eyes were open, staring sightlessly upward, and her mouth
gaped, revealing pink gums. The screams rose and fell in a steady, racking rhythm, seeming beyond any
conscious control of the freezie.

What the Armorer had said was deadly accurate. The woman looked on the brink of the grave. Ryan
recalled at that moment Doc's warning that many of the cryogenic experiments had been carried out either
on the newly dead or on the imminently dying.

"Forty seconds,” Krysty said, raising her voice above the muffled cries.

The freezie's arms were painfully thin, her narrow body showing every sign of extreme emaciation. Her
hands were like a bunch of twigs, covered in opaque skin, and her cheeks were completely sunken in,
stretched over sharp planes of bone. The eyes were almost hidden in the scraped caverns of the sockets.

"What can we do, Doc?" Lori asked, tugging on his sleeve.

"Precious little, | fear. If only we knew what ailed her we could"

"Fifteen seconds and we can open up the door and get her out."

"Then what?' Lori was almost crying at the sight of the old woman's obvious suffering.

The screaming stretched on, flat, barely rising and falling. Just a succession of mindless notes. The eyes
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of the freezie showed no sign whatsoever of any kind of consciousness.
"There's 'nother one coming out!" Jak called from near the entrance. "Man. Doesn't look so close to chill."

"Lock's open,” Krysty said, reaching and turning the handle. As the door swung, the volume of the
screaming became much louder, like the edge of a diamond saw drawn across a sheet of plate glass.

Ryan sniffed, catching a unique smell that was both sharp and flat at the same time, with a bitter overlay
toit. Chemical and unpleasant.

"The wretched woman had recently undergone some drastic surgery to her brain,” Doc observed. " See?
The sutures ook almost fresh."

"What's that mean?' Ryan asked. "What's making her scream?"

"I would hazard thatpure speculation you understandbut | would guess it may have been aterminal brain
tumor.”

The woman was trying to tear at the material of the winding-sheet, and her head was tossing to and fro.
Her breath was fast and ragged, making a pulse at the angle of jaw and neck flutter and dance.

Krysty had gone back to the console that recorded motor functions, gazing at the buttons and punching at
one or two.

She shouted to the group gathered around the open door. "What'd you say was wrong?"
"I would guess a tumor, but"

"Intrinsic carcinoma near parieto-occipital sulcus? If | spokeit right."

"It saysthat?' Ryan asked.

"Her name's Joan Thoroldson. It also says she's sixty-four. There's been exploratory surgery. Then it says
HT."

"Inoperable, imminent termination,” Doc muttered. "She is near death, Ryan, and in the most dreadful
agony.”

"Can't we" Lori began, stopping as Doc solemnly shook his head.
"Nothing. Unless we can" He turned his questioning gaze to Ryan.
"What, Doc? What can we do?'

"We can ease her passing. The swifter the better for her."
"Fireblast! Are all freezies gonna be like this? What's the point of 7
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"If civilization had not plunged a knife into its own belly, then possibly there might have been advances
in laser or even in cryo surgery that could have restored her and then immediately excised the cancer that
rips at her brain."

Ryan whistled softly between his teeth, trying to control his own disappointment. To spend all thistime
and to hope that there might be something of value from before the long winters and to find a crazed,
dying old woman!

"What can we do, Doc?'

"Put a bullet through her brain. Stop her suffering, Ryan Cawdor."
The screaming continued, unrelenting in its panting harshness.

"If you don't chill her, Ryan, then | will," Krysty warned.

Inside the capsule, the woman was becoming more and more restless, her hands reaching up to pluck at
the empty air, the tubes straining from her yellowed flesh.

"Yeah," Ryan agreed, blinking his one good eye. He drew the P-226 blaster from its holster, pausing for a
moment. Then he leaned around the open door, reached in and touched the muzzle of the SIG-Sauer to
the shaved side of the woman's skull. He squeezed the trigger once.

With afrisson of almost supernatural horror, Ryan saw the head kick sideways, a chunk of bone
exploding on the padded pillow, releasing aflood of watery blood and pinkish brains. The eyes stayed
open and the screams continued.

"How can 7' he began, feeling athrill of something that was close to fearuntil common sense reasserted
itself. The noise of the screams was from behind him, not from the twitching corpse in the cryogenic
cubicle.

"Triple fucking crazie!" Jak shouted. "Look what's doing himself!"

Krysty was still a the console, thistime trying to punch up information on capsule number 3. "Henderson
Otis. Age twenty-seven. Auto crash-up. Maor brain damage.”

Ryan, J.B., Doc and Lori joined the white-haired teenager in front of the chamber, standing paralyzed by
the dreadful sight inside. Fortunately the sec lock hadn't yet sprung open and Henderson Otis couldn't get
at them.

But that didn't stop him from trying.

He had clawed his way upright, tottering on shaky legs that were seamed with fresh scars, wrapped in
moldering bandages. The wrap-sheet had been torn and kicked away, lying in a crumpled, bloodied heap
on the floor.
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All of the feeder and drainer tubes had been ripped from the man's flesh, each one leaving a crimson
mouth that dribbled fresh blood. But it was the face-that face and the expression smeared upon itthat held
the attention of the five silent watchers.

The accident that had led to Henderson Otis being frozen against the false hope of a better tomorrow had
obviously done hideous damage to his skull. Now his face was pressed right against the glass of the door,
disfigured with a slobbering leer of bestial hatred. Almost without realizing it, everyone had drawn their
handguns, knowing that if the creature succeeded in liberating itself from the armaglass confines, it would
surely attempt to rend them all limb from bloodied [imb.

The teeth were mostly broken off in jagged stumps, and half of the protruding tongue had been sheared
away in the crash. The left side of the skull had been stoved in above the ear, above where the ear had
once been. The pale skin showed bruises, deep purple, yellowing at the edges. The left eye was closed,
invisible behind a slab of puffy flesh.

Asthe man scratched at the door, fingernails bent and broken, he made a feline hissing sound through his
gnawed lips.

"Another mercy killing?' Ryan said, hand on the butt of his pistol.
"| think there is no possible option for us,” Doc agreed.

"Waste of time recovering afreezie," J.B. commented, shaking his head at the gibbering apparitionin
front of them.

"Only about a minute before the armadoor opens,” Krysty warned. "Best get ready.”

But Henderson Otis took matters into his own hands, turning away from them, some rudimentary remnant
of intelligence making him realize he couldn't get at the six watchers. Picking up one of the sharp-ended
glass syringes that had been either nourishing him or drawing off the preserving liquids, he lifted it
clumsily in his hands and glanced over his shoulder at the door, half smiling.

"Thanks, but no thanks," the freezie said, the words quite clear.

With an inflexible determination Otis lifted the syringe and drove it into his own right eye. Ryan winced,
Lori shrieked in horror and Doc gasped. The others were silent.

A clear fluid spurted, with the faintest subtle tint of pink. Otis grunted, drawing the spike out and
ramming it into the bloodied socket once more. The tendons in the wrists stood out with the effort of
pushing it clean through the back of the eye into the brain.

The second attempt was successful. The arms flung wide as though some invisible force was crucifying
him. His head snapped forward on the chest, and the corpse dlithered to the floor of the chamber. Almost
simultaneously there was aloud click of the sec lock opening.

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ja...Deathlands%20008%20-%20Ice%20and%20Fire.html| (46 of 209) [12/30/2004 2:01:48 PM]



Deathlands - Ice and Fire

"Rest in peace," Doc said, bowing his head over hislocked fingers.
"Amen to that," Krysty whispered. "Come on, lover. Let's al get the fuck out of this bastard bone-yard."

Ryan stood quiet, looking down at the wreckage of what had once been a healthy young man, trying to
imagine the long darkness of a hundred years that Henderson Otis had endured, against the hope of being
awakened, being resurrected and made hale and complete once more. Had there been consciousness at
all? Had any part of the brain remained functioning? Or had it been the dim red glow of smoldering
Insanity?

"WEe'll never know," he said, answering his own question.

"We going?' Jak asked, shuffling nervously from foot to foot.

"| want to see sky and trees," Lori said her face as pale as milk.

"Sounds good to me," Krysty agreed. "Nothing to keep us here."

"What about the other pods?' J.B. asked. "There's another six or so opening."”

"Leave'em,” Ryan said, more loudly than he'd intended. "I don't want to see any more things like that in
there."

"Could be that we could do another kindnessif any of them are in need of help in passing,” Doc
suggested.

The stillness was interrupted by the clicking of another sec lock, which made everyone spin around to be
greeted by the weak but steady voice.

"What's the year? And who who am | ?"

Chapter Nine
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"RICHARD NEAL GINSBERG, born March 22, 1970. Occupation" Krysty turned away from the VDT
screen. "Just says that hisjob was listed and sec-coded with a high B classification. That's all we know."

The freezie was around five-ten in height and seemed to be around 160 pounds. His hair was very dark,
cut short, with tight curls. Ryan noticed that his muscle tone was very poor, which could indicate some
side effect of the cryogenic treatment, or it could show that Richard Ginsberg had worked in a sedentary
job and rarely took much exercise.

He had been sitting up in his polished capsule, peering out through the glass door. Other than the two
short questions, he'd said nothing. He ssmply lay down again as the six friends moved toward him. Then
he fell into what seemed a natural and peaceful sleep.

Ryan and Jak had lifted him out, winding the crackling sheet of plastic off his naked body. They lowered
him carefully onto the floor and covered him with some blankets that Krysty had discovered in awall
closet. In the cubicle, in agreen locker, J.B. found what they guessed must have been the freezie's own
clotheslaundered underclothes, agray shirt with atrim collar, asuit in adarker gray material, light fawn
socks and tan shoes in imitation leather. The only other item in the locker was a pair of horn-rimmed
spectacles.

Now that they'd actually got themselves a live one, none of the group quite knew what to do with him. In
the end they agreed it was best to let him rest peacefully for awhile, so that he could sleep off his
hundred years of sleep.

"Wish there was more in the computer about him," Ryan said. "Name, age and a secret job. Not much to
goon."

"When he comes around he can tell us himself, can he not? "Doc asked.
"Think his brain shitted up," Jak offered.

"I wouldn't be surprised. | trust that none of you has noticed anything amiss, but there are, confidentially,
times that | find my own brain becoming atouch fuzzy at the edges.”

Ryan grinned at the old man. "We never would have guessed if you hadn't told us, Doc." And now that
he'd thought about it, Ryan was amazed at how lucid Doc had been since they'd entered the cryo section.

While they were waiting they checked out the other six capsules that had been activated by the master
control. Each of them had been occupied. Five men and one more woman.

What had happened to them gave a dreadful insight into how experimental the freezing process must have
been, and how unreliable were the systems that controlled the thawing out.

All of them were dead.
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Extremely dead.

Doc's guess was that somehow the controls had malfunctioned, causing a grotesque speeding up of the
unfreezing.

The flesh seemed to have puddled off the bonesin a sludge of instant decay. The cubicles reeked with the
warm, sweet scent of rotting meat.

Fortunately it was possible to keep the capsules hermetically sealed, so that the odor scarcely filtered out
into the main control area.

"It's like opening a domestic freezer in the middle of August,” Doc observed, "and finding that the power
had been disconnected three weeks earlier. Or like poor Monsieur Vademar, if that was his name."

"Who's he, Doc?"
"Who, Krysty, my dear?"
"Somebody Vademar?"

"Oh, yes. A character in atale of grue. A man on his deathbed who is miraculously given the blessing of
eternal life. But it becomes a curse as he is permanently fixed at the moment of death. Heisfinally
released from this damnation and his body liquefies and rots to nothing in a matter of moments. Rather
like those poor devilsin those gleaming coffins. Better they should have passed on in a natural way, |
think. Far better."

Richard Ginsberg woke several times, but never seemed to come all the way back to anything
approaching full awareness. He opened his eyes and blinked around, showing only a mild bewilderment
at where he might be. But he would almost immediately slide back into sleep.

Once he spoke. "Thirsty," he said.

Everyone pulled out small ring-pulls of clean water, and it was Lori who opened one of hers and held it
for Ginsberg to sip. He coughed and choked, but managed something that might have been a crooked
smile.

"Probably getting dark soon," J.B. said. "Best get him to the sleepers for the night. Be instant chill to go
out into strangeness with him. Any trouble and we're al dead meat."

Ryan sucked at atiny hole he'd recently noticed in aback tooth. "Yeah," he agreed reluctantly. "Rather
have moved. We're all ready. But you're right, J.B. It'd be self-death if wetried." He looked at the others.
"We're going to where we slept last night. We'll take turns carrying the freezie. Let's go, friends. Let's

go."

Ginsberg seemed to be dlipping into a deeper sleep, verging on coma. When they got him to the living
quarters in the middle of the redoubt, Doc examined him, peeling back his eyelids, finding no response.
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"Shock, maybe. He's becoming catatonic, switching off his mind so he won't have to come to terms with
what must be a great disturbance. The alternative, sadly, is that the thawing hasn't worked quite as it
shouldor we have omitted something important. And poor Mr. Ginsberg is, quite ssimply, dying."

"Nothing we can do. Jak's given him some of that soup. Most dribbled right on out again. We've wrapped
him warm and snug. Figure someone should stay with him through the night?’

Krysty's question wasn't answered immediately. Ryan broke the silence. "No. He's next door to us and the
partition doesn't run to the celling. Jak and J.B. are to the other side. If he makes any noise, one of usl|
hear him and wake."

BY MORNING, Ginsberg looked close to death. His pulse and respiration had both fallen away to critical
levels. His skin felt cold, and he failed to respond to any kind of stimulus.

"Gotta be something we can do," Lori said, standing with the others around the freezie's bed.
"We can leave him to die and get out of this place for alook-see," J.B. suggested.

"Just like that?' Doc retorted, the anger riding at the front of hisvoice.

"Y eah. He'll be worm fodder in aday. Mebbe less than that. Why wait and watch?

" Sometimes, John Barrymore Dix, | have serious doubts about the code by which you live. By which we
al live. | fear that | cannotand will notsimply pass by this poor refuge from the past. Walk on the farther
side and avert my eyes? No, thank you, my friends. That is not the way of Theophilus Algernon Tanner."

The Armorer took the reproach with a reasonable grace. "Y ou got a point, Doc. Grant that. But if there
was close danger here, you still wouldn't see me for dust. And the freezie could go get frozen again. But
what can we do for him, Doc? Y ou tell me that, will you?”

"Wish | knew, J.B., | wish | knew. He seemsto be gently slipping through our fingers. After all those
years'

A short while later Richard Ginsberg appeared to stabilize. His heart and breathing steadied and even
ralied alittle. And, beneath the blankets, his flesh no longer felt so bitterly cold.

By noon there was arekindling of areal hope for him.
"L ooks better, Doc," Ryan said.

"| feel now we should try to restore him to consciousness. And try to make him take nourishment.”
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"How?" Lori queried.

Doc scratched his head. "Excellent question, my sweet passion flower of youth. How indeed?"
"Slap hisface afew times, sit him up and pour some hot soup down his throat,” Krysty suggested.
"Might kill him," J.B. said. "Then again might cure him."

"What do you think, Doc?" Ryan asked.

"I do wish that you would all make alittle more effort to recall that | may be called 'Doc' but that | know
precious little about medicine. | am a doctor of science, and none of my scienceis of any avail here and
now. | don't know, Ryan Cawdor. Why not try it? | doubt it will actually contribute to his death."

Ryan supported the dark-haired man, sitting him up on the bed. Krysty sat at his side, licking her lips
nervously, looking at Ginsberg. "He's starting to show a beard. Look. All that stubble frozen for ten
decades.”

"Get on with it," Ryan urged her.

"Galahelp me," she whispered. "May the force of the Earth Mother act through me to save this stranger
from the past.”

Ryan noticed how the sensory curls of her crimson hair had retreated in tight bunches, as if seeking to
protect her. Krysty swung her arm back, and then whipped it forward, hitting Ginsberg a solid slap across
the left cheek. Though Ryan was braced against it, he was still rocked.

"Fireblast! Y ou don't have to force his skull off his spine, lover."
"No point unless | do it hard. Keep him still there."

This time she used her left hand, leaving the vivid imprint of palm and fingers on the pale skin.
Ginsberg's eyes jerked open, unfocused, then closed once more. Ryan could feel that the man's breathing
had quickened.

"Again," he ordered.

Krysty slapped the helpless freezie's face twice morea sharp back-and-forth motion, making the head roll
from sideto side.

Thistime the eyes flicked open, and stayed that way.
"Again?' Krysty asked, hand lifted ready.

"No," Richard Ginsberg gasped in aweak but clearly audible voice. "Thank you, but no. Not again.”
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"Welcome to the future," Doc said.

Chapter Ten

CRYOGENICS AT THE LEVEL of federa government was still highly classified at the end of the
twentieth century. Carried on in asmall number of top-secret redoubts, the experimentation was one of
the many peripheral projects linked to the Totality Concept.

Richard Ginsberg had been put forward as a suitable candidate for freezing in the last months of the year
2000, late in October and just ninety days before sky-dark blotted out the United States of Americaand
replaced it with the Deathlands.

Richard Ginsberg, of course, knew nothing of that. He had been locked into dreamless leep, in his
chromed coffin, far beneath the mountainside redoubt.

The last things he'd seen as the anesthetic shut down his mind and body had been the cornflower-blue
eyes of Sister Magdalena Cohen, winking at him over the top of her surgical maskeyes as brilliant as the
bright circle of lights that had dazzled him from the ceiling of the operating theater at the Air Force base
in Nebraska. Then aface mask came, smelling of a sickly mixture of warm rubber and disinfectant. And
the angles inside his own skull folded in on his brain, like a Japanese paper scul pture.

The risks had been explained to him in advance, and he'd also undergone extensive counseling therapy to
try to prepare him for his eventual reawakening.

His psychiatrist had gray hair, shaved to afine stubble, with an enormously bushy mustache that
overwhelmed his narrow, foxy face.

"We don't know when you might be revived, Rick," he said. "One month. One year. One century. One
millenium. Who knows? | don't know. Nobody knows. All we know is that eventually medical science
will be able to cure your illness. Until then you will be ceaselessly monitored.”
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A thousand years!

"I believe, from the best current information, that research into your ailment pointsto a cure within five
years. Tops."

"FIVE YEARS. Tops," Richard Ginsberg mumbled, cradled in the arms of Ryan Cawdor.

His eyes were still blurred, but now he was able to make out some details. Perhaps if he could be given
his spectacles he'd be able to see better. Because what he saw didn't make any sort of sense at all.

There was atall young woman with very red hair, like molten copper, sitting on the bed by his feet.
Ginsberg was recovered enough to know that this woman was called a nurse. She was a future nurse, in
an odd dark blue uniform, with a massive, shiny automatic pistol at her hip. She'd been slapping him on
the face! What kind of a hospital was this?

"He's starting to come around.” Doc leaned forward and stared into the man's white face. "Guess he
doesn't know where in tarnation heis. | was like that. It takes time."

An old man, with alined face, wearing a denim shirt and aweird Victorian frock coat. Pleasant, deep
voice and some very expensive orthodontic work. Ginsberg tried to smilein pride at remembering that
word. Must be a surgeon. Eccentric genius, perhaps.

"He'stried to grin," Lori said, looking over Doc's shoulder and beaming at the helpless figure on the bed.

"Nurse," Ginsberg said, with an effort. Pretty from what he could make out. Hair like Kansas wheat and
eyes like aMontana skyscape. She looked to be very tall. She moved out of hisline of sight and he could
hear a peculiar tinkling sound like tiny brass cymbals.

"Lay him down and I'll go heat some soup for him," J.B. offered.

Porter? Middle-aged, eyes hidden behind glasses. But why was he wearing a hat in a hospital ward? And
he had agun at his hip, aswell. And another slung over his shoulder, making him look like a guerrilla.

"What's | mean, where and when ?' But the connections between brain and speech were temporarily
down.

"Just take it quiet," Ryan said, standing up so that he could ook properly at the freezie.

Richard Ginsberg freaked out at the sighta mat of unruly black hair above the hardest, most cruel face that
he'd ever seen; one eye that glinted like polished marble, the other lost beneath aleather patch; afearsome
scar that seamed the cheek, tugging at the right-hand corner of the mouth. He struggled to lift his head,
checking to seeif this man, too, was carrying a gun.
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However hard he tried, the disoriented freezie couldn't fit Ryan into his futurist scenario. The one-eyed
man looked like akiller. It just wasn't possible to pretend otherwise.

"What soup?"' Jak asked, popping into sight at the end of the bed, appearing to Richard Ginsberg like a
demented demon from the locked door of a psychotic imagination, alittle boy with immensely long hair
that was as white as snow and as fine as seawrack. His eyes blazed like coals in an open hearth.

"Veg soup,” Ryan replied, turning away from the freezie for amoment. He missed the fraction of a
second when the eyes rolled upward in the skull before the man slipped back into the safe harbor of
UNCONSCI OUSNESS ONCE MOre.

While Ginsberg slept on, Doc called the other five together to make a short speech to them.

"My dear friends. Unaccustomed as | am to public speaking, | declare this laboratory to be well and truly
What am | saying? Goodness, but my mind seems to have slipped a gear or two."

"Or three or four," Lori added in aless than kindly tone.
"Our newfound and defrosted companion will require much help.”
"If he stays awake long enough for usto help him."

"Indeed. It seems clear that the sight of us, perfectly normal though we might appear to one another, was
not quite what the poor man had expected. | would imagine he had thought to recover in a hospital amidst
the best of medical care.”

"Will he not know heisn't heisin Deathlands, then?' Lori asked, and was rewarded with a broad smile
from Doc.

"Excellently deduced, my little bitty pretty one. A positive Hercules of the intellect. A veritable Napoleon
of No, that's not it. But, Lori isright. Thisiswhat we must take care with. Richard Ginsberg will think he
has been thawed out to be cured of whatever it isthat ails him. In afuture world of peace and wonder."

"What's sickness?' Jak asked. The heating of the can of soup had been put on the back burner until
Ginsberg recovered again.

"It was obviouspainfully so in both caseswhat was wrong with the other freezies. Here, it isless so.
Perhaps leukemia, or some associated blood disease. Looking at him, | can see no evidence of any
particular iliness. Since he has been frozen for a hundred years, his muscle tone is, understandably, not
good. Or, might there have been some progressive sickness there? | have no doubt that he will be able to
tell us himself, when he finally recovers. But, | say again, be cautious about how we break the news of the
long winters. It could topple hisfrail hold on sanity forever."
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THE NEXT TIME that Richard Ginsberg opened his eyes, he waited along time before risking speech,
trying to formulate a concept that would explain what he was seeing.

He recognized from the layout of the room that he appeared to be somewhere in one of the large
underground fortresses known as redoubts. Reaching that deduction was the easy part. The six people that
he saw around him were much more difficult.

It seemed possible that some kind of bizarre bunch of terrorists had infiltrated the complex and were
taking him hostage. That fitted the facts as he saw them. He decided that the best opening gambit was
simply to tell them his name. Ginsberg opened his mouth, ready to speak.

"Richard Ginsberg."

Shit. Things were even worse than in his worst imaginings. Though he'd opened his mouth, the voice had
come from somewhere else, from the sinister fellow with only one eye. He'd said his name for him.

"Y our nameis Richard Ginsberg, isn't it?"

No response.

"| asked if your name was Richard Ginsberg? Can you hear me?"

"Yeah."

"Y eah, you can hear or yeah your name's Richard Ginsberg?"

"Both."

"Good. We're getting some soup for you and some water. Guess you must be hungry afterafter so long."
The tall blond nurse spoke. "I'll be hungry aftera_ "

"Lori!" the one-eyed man snapped. "Can the talk! Remember?’

"Sorry, Ryan," she said, pouting and grinning like a child caught with her hand in the cookie jar.
Ginsberg cleared histhroat and tried again. "Y ou unfroze me?"

"Yeah."

"How do you know my name?"

Krysty answered him. "It's on the comp-console screen. Date of birth. Everything else was classified, and
we couldn't accessit."
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He nodded. "Figures. Did you find any clothes? And my glasses?"
J.B. handed over the spectacles and Ginsberg slipped them on. "Clothes are in the locker."

The freezie blinked owlishly around. The six fuzzy figures now sharpened and became distinct. But none
of the bewilderment eased.

"Y ou know who | am. Who on the green earth are you?"

Ryan made the introductions. "Thisis Krysty Wroth, Doc Tanner, J.B. Dix, Lori Quint. Jak Lauren's
getting the soup. I'm Ryan Cawdor."

Ginsberg coughed, struggled for breath for a moment. "Oh, that's Must be al the stuff I've been full of for
Hell! | guess| have to ask you now. Why push it across the tracks? Y ou aren't doctors and But you said
he was a doctor?"

"Science, son. Not medicine."

The man in the bed nodded. "Right. Got that clear. Now, if you aren't doctors and you alllook the way
you do, then | figure something's gone very, very wrong with things."

"Things?' Krysty said.

"Things," he repeated, waving his hands in a vague gesture. "Thisisn't what | kind of expected, you
know. Not guys with guns. I'm supposed to be brought out of it so | can be cured.”

"What ails you?' Doc asked, moving out of the way as Jak brought in a bow! of steaming soup.

"Thanks." Ginsberg sat up and took asip. "Wow! That's hot. And | can't really taste it. Guess that could
take some timeto return."”

"It's tomatoes," Jak said helpfully.
"Could be watermelon for all | can tell, kid."
"Don't call me'kid," the abino boy warned, angrily.

"Sorry. Y ou asked about what my illness was, didn't you? Mind's still fogged. Like a Frisco evening.
Funny. | can remember watching the mist come rolling in over the hillsinto the bay when | was only
about nine years old. Now, | can't remember t