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...n0 sane man who has ever fought in awar ever wishesto do so again. It is madness and chaos and
nightmare combined. Y et most will do so again and again for the most ordinary of reasons. honor, duty, a
solemn promise, and of course, to protect or avenge their kith and kin. Black powder may charge our
guns, g, but it isred blood that charges the common soldier...

Generd John Gibbon, 1862 Army of the Potomac

Chapter One

Asthe swirling mists of the trans-mat chamber faded away, the seven people insde the unit tumbled to
the cold floor, gasping for breath.

In slent agony, the companionslay where they fdl, waiting for their tortured bodiesto findly overcome
the horrid sickness that always accompanied ajump. Almost an hour passed before the first of them was
ableto dtir.

“N-no m-more,” J. B. Dix whispered, astring of drool hanging from his mouth. Hiswire-rimmed glasses
did from his shirt pocket and fell to the floor as atremor shook the man. “D-dark night, | can’t
take...another bastard jump.”

Panting for breath, Ryan Cawdor swallowed before being able to answer. Fireblast! He had known they
were pushing the envelope with three jJumpsin asingle day, and now they were paying the price. It felt as
if fire antswere eating hisguts.

“A-agreed,” the man croaked. “ Don't...give amotherless damn if we find any food in this redoubt or
not. No more jJumpsfor awhile. Win, lose or draw, thisisit.”

Mumbled agreements from the others answered his decision.

“About time,” drawled Jak Lauren. The dbino teenager waslying on hisside, fighting to control his



rebellious sscomach. His pae skin looked even whiter than usud, dmost the same color as hislong snowy
hair. The armpits of his shirt were stained dark with sweet. “N-not done six before.”

“Won't ever again, ether,” gasped Krysty Wroth, unbuttoning the front of her khaki overallsto exposea
wedlth of creamy cleavage. Rivulets of sweat streamed off her lovely face, the woman' sfiery red hair
flexing and moving asif stirred by secret winds.

“Don't exaggerate. It wassix inaweek,” corrected Dr. Mildred Wyeth, leaning against the chamber
wall. She rubbed the back of a hand across her mouth asif trying to remove an unpleasant taste. “ Only
did threeinthe sameday.”

“More than enough.”
“Agreed.”

Resembling a Civil War college professor with his silvery hair and old-fashioned clothing, Dr. Theophilus
Tanner lay on the cold floor, savoring the coolness againgt his cheek, his hands white-knuckled about his
ebony walking stick. Patiently, he waited for the world around him to stop spinning and settle down. For
some reason, the jJumps hit him harder than the others. Perhapsit was alegacy from the time-travel
experiments done to him by the whitecoats of Operation Chronos. Doc didn’t know, and for the
moment, hedidn’t care. Every peaceful second brought him away from the debilitating jump sicknessand
put strength into his body.

Grimacing in determination, Dean Cawdor forced himsdf to stand upright, then crashed back down on
his ass. The eleven-year-old blinked away the hurt pride, and began the struggle to rise again.

“Stay ill, son,” Ryan ordered brusquely. “ Rushing only makes the aftereffects last longer.”
“Okay,” the boy agreed, relaxing into a heap.

Disregarding his own advice, Ryan struggled to his hands and knees, concentrating on every move as he
struggled upright. Hisvison was clearing, and he was feding stronger by the second. Briefly, he
wondered if he was acclimatizing to the shock of disintegration. Doc had once theorized that the sickness
was actualy aperson’ s soul searching for the body so rudely taken away. Foolishness, of course. But the
timetraveler often talked utter nonsense.

Adjusting the patch over hisleft eye and squinting to focus the right, Ryan glanced about the chamber.
The walls and floor were made of a smooth blue material speckled with flecks of gold. He didn’t
recognize the color combination, so they had never been in this redoubt before. For the millionth time, he
wondered why the predark scientists had decided to color code the redoubtsinstead of just putting up
sgnsligting the locations. Just another of the endless ancient mysteries they would probably never solve.

Drawing inalungful of air, Cawdor noted the atmosphere tasted flat and smelled antisepticaly clean, as
if every possible sign of life were missing. On the rare occasions they found an inhabited redoubt, there
were faint odors of swest, sex, blasters and food, hot oil in machines, the sharp stink of ozone from the
nuclear reactor. Both life and death carried a perfume easily recognizable. This one smelled deserted.

“Terraincognita,” Doc said, Stting upright. “Albeit, an aesthetically pleasing locae”

“Tak English, you old coot,” Mildred muttered, brushing the long beaded hair off her face.
Automatically, the healer started to reach for the canteen at her belt, then stopped. Damn, she had



forgotten that they ran out of juice two jumps ago. Although, to be honest, none of her herbal
concoctions ever seemed to ease their jump sckness much. But the physician was grimly determined to
keep searching until she found a combination that worked.

“WEe ve never been here before,” Doc explained.
“I know that.”
“Company,” Jak barked, pointing at the floor.

That jarred everybody awake. Stumbling closer to the teenager, Ryan saw a series of boots scuffs
marring the floor, which had gone unnaticed in the aftermath of the multiple jump.

“Those are Army boots,” Ryan snagpped, drawing the 9 mm SIG-Sauer pistol from hisbdlt. “Triple red,
people!” Metdlic clicks and clacksfilled the room as the companions drew their assorted weapons.

“Arethey going in or coming out?’ Krysty asked, easing back the hammer on her S& W .38 revolver.
Her bearskin coat billowed about the redhead’ s legs as she walked closer to the door, carefully keeping
to one side. Only afool approached an unknown door straight on.

“Seem to be both,” JB. said, retrieving his spectacles and setting them onto his bony nose. Unfolding the
wire stock of his9 mm Uz submachine gun, he eased off the safety and did the selector switch to burst.
Now every time he pulled the trigger, the blaster would fire three times in less than a second. More than
enough firepower for any conceivable danger.

“New or old?’ Doc asked, laying his swordstick against the wall to free his hands. With oft practiced
ease, Doc emptied afew pockets and began the laborious process of loading hishuge .44 LeMat. The
Civil War handgun was a percussion piece and each chamber in the rotating cylinder had to be purged
and hand charged with black powder, cloth wad and lead ball, and then a copper nipple of fulminating
mercury did into the notch at the base of each individua chamber before it was ready to fire. Although
old and dow, under the control of the gentleman from Vermont, the LeMat was aweapon of mass
destruction fully capable of blowing aman in haf. It was cumbersome to reload, but the 9-shot capacity
more than made up for that small flaw.

Blaster in hand, Jak dropped to a knee and rubbed afinger across the scuff marks. “Not tell,” he
announced. The bright fluorescent lights overhead glinted off the six-inch blue-sted barrdl of his.357 Colt
Python. The handcannon was dmost the rival of Doc's monstrous LeMat.

“Maybe old and new on top each other,” Dean offered. Drawing his Browning Hi-Power pistol, the boy
dropped the clip to check the load, then dammed it back and jacked the dide.

“Only oneway to find out,” Mildred stated, holding the strap of her med kit with one hand, the other full
of aCzech-made .38-caliber ZKR target pistol. The precision revolver was amazingly accurate over long
distances, as many enemies and muties had found out the hard way.

“I'll take point,” Ryan said, holstering his handblaster and diding a Steyr SSG-70 rifle off his shoulder.
He worked the bolt to check the magazine indgde. Satisfied, he dammed it back, chambering along 7.62
mm round for immediate use. “J.B., cover therear, Dean and Jak with Mildred and Krysty.”

Ligtening for awhile, Ryan eased open the door and stepped quickly into the next area, automatically
moving to the sdeto clear thefield of fire for the people behind him. The precautions proved



unnecessary, as thiswas merely the standard antechamber to the mat-trans room, little more than aready
room for the personnel using the mat-trans chamber to check their equipment before ajump. Acrossthe
antechamber was a plain door that led to the main corridor of the redoubt, and another to the side made
of burnished stedl. That caught their atention.

Krysty covered the men as Ryan checked for booby traps and J.B. picked the lock. Going through first,
Ryan glanced around the office and gave a sharp whistle, announcing that the room was clear. The others
followed close behind. It was astandard military office with an American flag covering onewall. A large
stedl desk stood benesth it, the top covered with an elaborate communications console. Therewerea
few chairs scattered about for visitors, and a sofain the corner. Thiswas probably the base
commander’ s office.

Taking aposition near the sofa, Ryan motioned Krysty forward with hisrifle, and she opened the door
leading to the corridor outside. When nothing happened, she knelt low and took a quick look outsidein
both directions.

“Clear,” the redhead announced, standing. “No sign of anybody.”

“Leaveit open,” Ryan decided with caution. “ Doc, go stand guard.” The old man saluted with his
sword-gtick and moved into the corridor, his LeMat resting comfortably in the crook of an arm.
Longblaster in hand, Ryan stood guard while Mildred glanced under the furniture and J.B. peeked into a
corner. Checking behind the door leading into the trans-mat chamber, Dean saw the usual sign posted
there: Entry Absolutely Forbidden To All But B12-Cleared Personndl. It was the same in every redoubt
they had ever visited.

Suddenly, Ryan glanced about. Had he just heard music? The man held his breath and listened hard, but
heard nothing.

“Anything inthe desk?” Mildred asked, rifling through afile cabinet. Officers often hid thingsinsde the
locked cabinets they didn’t want to share, but not thistime. Nothing but status reports, correspondence
and shipping-receiving manifests, the endless effluvia of the predark military. Intriplicate.

“Just papers and comp disks so far,” J.B. reported, checking drawer after drawer. Paper clips, rubber
bands. He dammed the last one shut. “ Nothing useful .”

Waking over to the small wet bar, Jak checked over the array of bottles. Liquor wasagood item for
trade, and vodka could aso be used for cleaning wounds and degreasing weapons. “ Son bitch,” the
Caunsadinsurprise. “Look that!”

The others gathered close as he turned, holding a squashed cardboard box in the palm of hishand. The
lid wasripped off, exposing the neat rows of red and brass shotgun shells nestled inside.

“Army issue,” Ryan said, scowling. “ The owners of those boots must have left inahurry.”

“And left ammo behind?” J.B. scoffed, lifting around. Sixteen gauge, too smdll for his 12-bore shotgun,
but he pocketed the shell anyway. “Damn good condition. Almost perfect.”

Jak agreed as he put the rest of the box into apocket of hisvest. “Air dry,” he offered asapossible
explanation.

“Or the armory has been recently emptied,” Krysty countered dourly. Just what they needed, another



empty redoubt.

“No sgnsof battle, so they weren't attacked,” Ryan said thoughtfully. “Not directly anyway. Could have
been chased out.”

Hoigting the Uzi onto his shoulder, J.B. checked the radiation counter on his shirt collar. “Norads,” he
announced. “Placeisclean.”

“It'sclean now,” Ryan said, the barrdl of the Steyr steady as arock. “Mebbe it wasn't when they
departed.”

Fedingill to his ssomach, Dean stood firm and addressed hisfather. “I’m ready for another jump, Dad.”

The dder Cawdor dmost smiled, then reached out to ruffle hisson'shair. “ First we recce the redoubt,”
he said. “ Jumping iswhat you do when aplan fals. It'snever the plan.”

The boy nodded in understanding.
“Check the barracksfirst?” Krysty asked.

“Armory,” Ryan replied, wrapping the strap of hislongblaster around hisforearm for a better grip.
“We readmog aslow on ammo asfood. With any luck, we'll find something there.”

“Sure as hell hope so,” Mildred stated, shifting her backpack into amore comfortable position. “I'm
about six shots away from throwing rocks.”

“And me,” Dean added.
Jak snorted. “Why got so many knives.”

“Agreed, my friend. The one great benefit of blades,” Doc espoused, leaning on his ebony stick, the
dlver lion's head peeking out from between hislaced fingers, “istheir complete lack of ever needing to
be reloaded.”

Heading for the stairs, the companions swept through the corridor in a standard two-on-two coverage
pattern. At an intersection, Ryan and Krysty stopped, allowing Doc and Dean to move past and secure
the other side.

At the gtairs, Doc and Dean stood as anchor while Jak and J.B. moved up the steps. Mildred followed
grumpily along with the others. The landing was covered with trash, MRE food pack wrappings and
empty cig packs. The bright yellow of an officid military notice peeked out from among the refuse, and
Ryan speared it with hisrifle.

“*A summary notice of execution for two soldiers who tried to leave the redoubt without proper
authorization,”” heread doud. *” The chargeistreason.” “

“Probably trying to get back to their families,” J.B. said. Then he saw the pained expression on Doc’s
face and stopped talking. The man had been yanked away from hisfamily in 1896 by Overproject
Whisper.

“Could have been plain old thieves,” Mildred said, quickly changing the topic. “Maybe black market



runners”
“Don't care,” Jak said, his stomach rumbling audibly. “Need find food.”

Continuing up to the next level, Ryan paused before opening the door and tilted his head against a
cloth-covered grillein thewall.

“Musc,” he said, sounding amazed. “Weak and off tune.”
“Mebbethisplaceisn’t deserted,” JB. sad grimly.

With arusty creak, the door swung open on along chemical |aboratory. The tables were stacked with
retorts and beakersin awild state of disarray, and the wall shelves were stacked with countless bottles of

unknown chemicals. A pile of animal cageswasfilled with tiny bones,
“Germ warfare?’ Dean asked nervoudy.
“Wrong equipment,” Mildred stated. “Don’t know what it’sfor.”

Walking through the cold, sterile [aboratory, Ryan curled alip in disgust. “ Sciencerules,” he muttered
softly. But that had been months ago, at the redoubt filled with Kaa sarmy. This one was stripped clean

asafresh corpse.
Leaving the &b, they went past a communications room and at the end of the corridor found the heavy
door to the Armory. Behind the veined porta of burnished titanium, the U.S. government had stashed

away food and blastersfor the troopsto utilize after skydark. Unfortunately for the companions, the
redoubts were usualy picked clean during evacuation.

“Mebbewe Il find some reloading equipment,” J.B. said hopefully, tilting back hisfedora. “Not many
folks thought to take those, and | can make enough ammo to hold us for agood whileif thetins of
cordite are il good. Even make something for Doc.”

“ Smokeless gunpowder will not function in my black powder gun,” thetall man rumbled.

“Will if I cut it enough.”

“And the primers?’

A shrug. “Thereyou're out of luck. | can’t make those.”

Doc touched the cardboard box in the pocket of hisfrock coat that held the precious copper nipplesfor
his handgun. He was down to eighteen. Maybe it wastime for him to switch to amodem breechloader.

He savagdy shook those thoughts from hismind. No, that would never happen.

Shouldering hisrifle, Ryan grabbed the release lever of the vault door and released it ingtantly. “ Cold,”
he said, sounding amazed. “ The bastard door isfreezing cold!”

“Heavy armored and arctic cold,” Krysty whispered. “ Gaia, you...you don’'t think thismight bea
deep-storage locker?’

“Naw,” Jak drawled contemptuoudly. “Impossible”



“Morethan likely, you areright, my young friend,” Doc rumbled thoughtfully, reaching out to touch the
icy metal. “We never found one before.”

“Butif it was...” Mildred sarted. “My God, we could find anything in there. Enough food to feed an
army for ayear, clothes, medicine, anything, everything!”

“What's adeep storage?’ Dean asked. The term puzzled the boy until suddenly he remembered his
father telling him about them over acampfire one night. Or rather, hisfather had relayed the talestold by
the Trader. Degp-storage lockers were very special vaults designed to protect food and ammo for
centuries, not just for afew yearslike aregular armory. It wasto be the predark government’s
emergency reservesin case food couldn’'t be grown outside, or the fighting was worse than ever

imagined.

“A DSlocker,” JB. whispered, trying to keep the exciterent from his voice. “ All the equipment needed
to rebuild a high-tech civilization from scratch behind one door.”

“Mebbe, mebbe not,” Ryan said, grabbing the lever and easing it downward. “Let’ sfind out.” The
handle ressted his efforts, and it took al of the man’s prodigious strength to shift its position until the main
lock disengaged.

Silently, the massive door swung ponderoudy open ahairline crack, pale gasesloudly streaming out
from the thin opening.

“Back,” Mildred snapped, and the companions retreated to a safe distance while the vault disgorged its
contents of nonbreathable inert gasesinto the air system of the redoulbot.

Involuntarily, the physician shivered at the temperature drop. God, she hated the cold! Two hundred
years ago she had goneinto ahospita for asmple operation. There had been complications, and the
doctors had been forced to put her in an experimenta cryogenic freezer to try to save her life. Decades
later, Ryan thawed her from the living death, her iliness mysterioudy cured.

Eventually, the hissing stopped, and the companions eagerly advanced. Doc and J.B. grabbed hold of
the door and started to pull, while Jak and Ryan waited until it was far enough away from thejamb for
them to start pushing. Dean and Krysty kept guard, watching the [aboratory for any suspicious
movements. Even when there was no discernible danger, it waswise to stay dert. The Deathlands were
carpeted with the bones of people who let down their guard at the wrong moment.

“How the hell did they get thisopen inthe past?’ J.B. grunted, his face distended from the effort. “Damn
thing mugt weigh aton!”

“Two tons, by my calculations,” Mildred corrected, her hands splayed. She wanted to help, but only
four people could reach the door at atime. “ Perhaps there' s a system we haven't found to mechanically
open the locker. Or some machine we' re supposed to attach that does the work for us.”

“Likethose jimmy things on submarines,” Dean added, bobbing his head to try and see between the
mass of bodies and sneak a peek insgdethe locker. A deep-storage locker could have food in there,
maybe those terrific U.S. Army MRE packs with condensed soup, and bread and st and coffee and nut
cake, and cigarettes and toilet paper. The companions had found afew itemsin the past; the cigs they
traded for food to the sec men at different villes, but everything else they kept for themselves. Once there
had even been chocolate bars.



“That’senough,” Ryan said, and the group broke away from the meta dab. The porta was agood foot
away from the jamb, more than sufficient room for them to wiggle through. It was pitch-black inside.

Reaching around the jamb, Ryan did his hand dong until hefound the wall switch. Heflicked it on.
Nothing happened. Then a soft high-pitched humming could be heard, and the ceiling began to strobe
with flashes of light that came faster and brighter until most of the florescent tubesin the drop ceiling burst
into blinding illumination. Eagerly, the companions shoved their way into thelocker. Krysty stayed
outside to guard the only exit, while Dean shoved achair between the door and the jamb to make sure it

stayed open.
Faintly in the background, the ghostly music was heard again, then was gone.

Theair was il chilly insde the vault, the temperature deliberately reduced to help retard the damage to
food and weapons from the passage of time. Their breath fogged before them, thetiny cloudsingtantly
disappearing as the redoubt finally began to pump power into the locker. The vents blossomed into life, a
steady stream of deliciouswarm air wafting over them battling the centuries-old chill.

Then facesfdl. Empty plastic shelving siretched for yardsin every direction. Only afew scrapsof plagtic
wrapping lay here and there to show where once thousands of ration packs had been stored.

Craning his neck, Doc scrutinized the top shelves. Reaching out, he retrieved two clear plastic bottles.
“Minerd water,” he announced.

Mildred ingpected the containersfor leaks or mold, then added them to her med kit. “ Better than
nathing.”

JB. opened ameta bin. Damnation, even the bedrolls and spare blankets were gone.

Following the maze of empty shelves, the companions turned a corner into the main area of the locker.
Bare shelves stretched to the far wall, dozens of empty wooden palets lying on the floor in mute
testimony of the vanished cornucopia

“Nothing,” Ryan said bitterly. “Not abastard thing left.”

“Onthe contrary sir. Over hereisacollection of office supplies,” Doc offered, sounding perturbed.
“Yes, indeed. Fax paper and staplers are extremely useful nowadays. Shal we each take an armload or
ferry them out one at atime?’

Nobody even bothered to comment on the snide remarks. All of their hopes had been pinned on finding
something in Storage. The last few redoubts had been emptied like thisone.

“Hey, what'sthis?’ J.B. asked, peering behind a cabinet dightly angled away from the frosty wall.
“Never found a second door before.”

Snapping hisfingers, Ryan pointed about the room. The companions moved into defensive positions as
the Deathlands warrior holstered his pistol and undung his longblaster. They had once found sentinds
hidden in the redoubts, armed robots designed to protect the military bases from exactly what the
companions were doing.

“If itsatin can,” JB. muttered, using their dang name for the machines while extending the wire stock of



his Uz and nestling it into his shoulder for greater stability, “am for the mouth. Onceit’s down, we can
chill themachineeasy.”

Holding the LeMat pigtal firmly in one hand, Doc grabbed the hammer and pulled back until it clicked
solidly in place. The big-bore blaster was deadly at close quarters. The soft lead minibal hit likea
dedgehammer.

Ryan glanced at the others and held up three fingers. They nodded. He took a breath, counted to three
and threw open the door, diving to the side.

Chapter Two

Everybody paused, braced for an attack asthe door hit the wall with a crash. Only darknesswas
beyond. The light streaming in from their Sdeilluminated only asmall section of the concrete floor and
severd dark lumps of what could be anything.

Rummaging in her med kit, Mildred unearthed her old battered flashlight and squeezed the handle afew
timesto charge the battery indde the handle. The survivaist tool was arecent acquisition for her, a
precious find, but was unfortunately aready starting to show signsit was dying. It took more and more
sgueezing to get the light to work, and the weak beam was taking on a more pronounced yellowish tinge,
marking the end of its service. The physician had a single spare bulb as a replacement, and then it was
back to oil lanterns and candles.

She played the feeble beam about in the darkness, illuminating nothing. Then suddenly therewas an
audible crackle of eectricity, and the room beyond exploded with light as banks of halogen bulbsin the
caling cameto brilliant life.

“Holy shit,” Jak said, lowering his.357 Python.

“Eureka,” Doc shouted happily. “The eagle has landed!”

Thetiny room wasfull of gun cases and ammo boxes.

Pilesand piles of them. Rows of lockerslined the back wall.

“Excellent. There has got to be food here,” Mildred said in delight, and she started forward, but then
abruptly stopped.

Ryan nodded in approva as J.B. moved among the boxes and crates|ooking for booby traps, his expert
hands touching nothing but caressing the air itsalf asif deciding whereto lay the trgps himself.

“Clear,” the Armorer announced after awhile. “Come and get it.”

Shouldering his weapon, Cawdor whistled for Krysty and Dean to join them as the others converged on
the supplies, ripping open boxes and casesin grim concentration.

“What wasthis?’ Krysty asked, appearing in the open doorway behind them. “ Somebody’ s private
Sash?’

“Not know,” Jak stated, placing asde abox full of Claymore mines. “Dean, look for grens.”



The boy rushed forward. “Oniit!”

Sliding hisUzi out of the way, JB. went straight to awall locker and began to rearrange the boxes
insde. He figured this had to have been the stash of aNavy SEAL or Green Beret team. There were
military-style disposable garrotes, the kind that locked once you pulled them closed and couldn’t be
opened or removed without aknife. Excellent stuff. He hadn’t seen itslike in decades.

Under apile of flak jacketswas aflat box lined with screw-on acoustical slencersfor U.S. Army Colt
45 pigtols, but no pistols. However, there was an unlocked stedl box the size of a shoebox packed with
aily cloths and agood dozen Ruger .44 derringers. Very illegal blastersin predark days, and he
wondered how the base commander got his hands on them. A squat red plastic box bearing the emblem
of the Air Force contained a Veri-Pistol and someflares. Usdless.

On the next shelf down, he found a collection of what resembled wax-covered bricks. But under closer
ingpection, they proved to be ammo boxes, the cellophane wrapping under the layer of wax il intact.
Triple sealed, he marveled, the ammo would bein perfect condition! There was agood assortment of the
standard calibers, but no .44 rounds for the derringers. Damn.

“Jak, .357 ammo!” J.B. called, and tossed the teenager a box.

The abino teen made the catch, shoved the box into the hip pocket of hisfatigue pants and went straight
back to his search for explosives.

“Any 9 mil?" Ryan asked, looking up from astack of crates covered with shrink wrap. The military

markings on the crates identified the contents as light antitank wegpons, a 75 mm, single-shot, disposable
bazooka called aLAW. The deadliest handheld weapon in existence during its day, and even more soin

the present.

“Nine millimeters?’ JB. rummaged among the boxes. “Y ep, regular and Parabellum.”

“I'll takethose,” Ryan said, and hefilled his pockets with spare ammo. “Any clips?’

“Lots, but just for Colt autos,” J.B. replied, tossing another box to Dean. “Nothing for anine.”
“Any .38s?" Krysty asked, walking around a.50-cdiber machine gun on atripod.

“Not yet, but I'm il digging.” Lifting an empty grenadetray off a stack, he found only more empties
undernegath. “Crap, they took al of the implosion grenades!”

“Wouldn't you?" Ryan asked, dusting off his hands.
The Armorer gave ahdf amile. “Y egh, dill annoying, though.”

“What about food packs?” Mildred asked, shoving away abig box stuffed full of a coiled ammo belt for
a.50-caliber machine gun. If they gill had the Leviathan, thiswould have been amgor find, but now it
was deadweight.

“No MRE packs, not even abox of K-rations,” J.B. answered sourly. “Just ammo. Hey, .38 bullets!”
Hethrew abox to Krysty.

“I havelocated a stack of MRE crates over here,” Doc announced in jubilation, ripping off the tops



barehanded. The man stared for amoment, then sighed. “ Empty, as expected.”
“Damnation!”
“Agreed, madam. Agreed. We cannot eat blasters.”

“Or aHafla,” Jak announced, tossing aside the canvas tarp from astack of canvas backpacks. Each
pack was stuffed with six eongated tubes strongly resembling aLAW, except for afluted nose and
different markings on the pipe.

“What'sthat?’ Dean asked, coming closer.
“A sort of LAW rocket,” Ryan said. “Only loaded with ngpa m instead of high explosives.”
Jak dropped the tarp. “ Trade amonth eating for one these.”

Shifting through the empty boxes hoping to find afew packs missed, Doc paused to smile at the
outpouring. For the Cgun, that was along speech.

“Leavethemtill later,” Ryan directed. “We don't know if thereisaville within walking distance outsde.”
“Bejust the thing to convince a stubborn baron we mean business,” the Armorer suggested.
“True, but for the moment, we have no need of them.”

Asthe others ripped through the military stash, Doc gave up his search among the MRE crates and
started to check the back areas of the room. According to the Trader, the U.S. government had stocked
the redoubts with the idealin mind that there was no telling how low civilization might fal after the nuke
war. When the, troops emerged, they might find savage canniba s wearing wolf-skin breechclouts and
armed with wood clubs roaming the streets of New Y ork and Chicago. So aside from clothes, medicine,
wags, fud, weapons and the like, the Trader claimed there were aso very basic supplies, plowsand
seed, swords, crossbows and black-powder weapons, to help rebuild Americafrom the ashes.

Inacorner, Doc found alarge unmarked trunk and smashed off the padlock with the butt of his pistol,
then was forced to rip away a plastic tape running aong the edges of the trunk doubly insuring it was
artight. Lifting thelid, Doc dodged the exhaation of inert gas and then gazed inside with unabashed glee.
Thetop tray wasfull of luxury itemsfor trading-packs of chewing gum, cigars, butane lighters,
hairbrushes and boxes of condoms. Lifting that aside, he found strings of cheap beads, fake jewelry and
plastic mirrors. Pure tosh, anice antiquarian word from his grandfather’ s time meaning utter and complete
crap. So the predark government had aso included trinkets to bribe the smple natives, eh? It was
embarrassing to think that whole nations had been stolen with such trash.

Underneath the junk tray was athird filled with bundles of Bowie knives, graphic crossbows and quivers
of arrows. Better, but not quite what he needed. However, the bottom area contained tiny kegs of black
powder, cotton wadding in plagtic jars, lead bars and balls for ammo and a collection of muzzle-loading
pistols, huge .75-caliber horse pistols with flint firing mechanisms. Doc knew from experience that he
could utilize the black powder, wadding and lead in hisown LeMat.

Then with acry of delight, he unearthed atiny cardboard box of copper primer nipples and a brace of
Remington muzzle-loading revolvers. They were the standard .44-caliber, exactly the same as hishog-leg
LeMat, but heavily gilded with swirlsand filigree. Choosing carefully, Doc filled the lesther pouches on



hisammo belt with more powder and shot than he'd seenin years.
“Hey, Doc!” JB. caled out.

Standing dightly off balance with the unaccustomed weight of afull pack, Doc turned to grin widely with
his oddly perfect teeth. “ Speak, Horatio, | am rapt attention.”

“Found abrand-new Webley .44,” the Armorer said, displaying the top-break wheelgun. “She'sa
beauty. Want to upgrade from that Civil War museum piece of yours?’

“What? Never. Itisimpossible. Unthinkable!” Doc said resolutely. Then he eased histone to add,
“However, | sincerely do agppreciate the consderation, old friend.”

Watching the exchange, Ryan draped a bandolier of 5-shot clipsfor the Steyr across his chest.
“Reminds you of home, doesn't it?’

Fondly, Doc stroked the carved wooden handle of the massive weapon. “Indeed, it does, and more.”
He spoke softly asif lost in remembrance. “In its own curious way, thisismy home.”

Ryan understood. Both weapon and man were from the 1800s. To Doc, it was adirect physical link to
hisfamily, as dead as ashes now, but gill living in another time. The old-style blaster helped keep them
diveinhismind.

Pragmatic as dways, J.B. shrugged in response and went back to his hunting.

“Hey, what' sthis?’ Dean called out, holstering his Browning and lifting an oddly shaped blaster into
view. It was an angular rectangle, with athick holding grip on top, and apistal like grip on the bottom. A
safety switch was on the left, and afire selector on the right. Aside from the muzzle, there didn’t seem to
be any other openingsin the weapon.

“ *Heckler & Koch G-12 4.7 mm casdless, “ Dean read from the lettering on the breech. “Y ou used to
have one of these didn’t you, Dad?’

Ryan looked up from unpacking the Haflarockets. “Y eah, | did, dthough adightly different model, and
it sadamn fine blaster. Holds a hundred rounds and weighs next to nothing. Put a hole through a flak
jacket at five hundred yards.”

Curioudly, Dean turned the weapon over and upside down.

“There sno gector port.”

“That’ s because no brass comes out. Theammo is casaless. There' sonly propelant and lead in the
gtock. No brass. That' swhy it isso lightweight.”

The boy loomed at the deek blaster, impressed. It sort of reminded him of the laser weapons they had
faced on Wizard Idand, except that it didn’'t have adia to adjust the burning power of abeam.

“Why did you stop carrying it if it sso great?” he asked bluntly.

“1 have the Steyr, which has alonger range, and ammo iseasier to find. And | can save the brassand do
reloads if necessary. The HK can only be reloaded with blocks of casalessammo. Nothing else. When



you're out, that’ sit. She' s deadweight.”

Getting the balance of the odd rifle, Dean tried the wegpon at port arms, then shoulder arms, like he had
seen predark soldiers do in the videos the redoubts sometimes had. “1 likeit,” he sated, dinging the
blaster over ashoulder.

The elder Cawdor came over and placed it in his hands. “ Okay, then I'll teach you long-range tactics.
The Browning isgood, but only at short distances. Keep thison the first setting, Single shot. One trigger
pull firesoneround. The next is burst, onetrigger pull, three rounds damn near ingtantly. Soundslike a
sngleround firing.”

“Wow.”

“Lagt setting isfull-auto, the HK fires so fast-"

“Six thousand roundsaminute,” JB. chimed in.

Impressed, Dean raised both eyebrows. “This would empty in seconds!”

“So stay on single shot, remember that. Reloads fast, but you have got to keep the ammo blocks seded
in plasuntil just before you dide themin. The block getswet, it’s dead.”

He released the catch on the stock and lifted up the top of the magazine. “When you' re done, there's
nothing inside to dump, and no spent brassto collect or get underfoot. Y ou drop in the new block, close
thetop and go.”

“Mebbe we should find you another one,” the boy suggested.

“I'll stick withwhat | have.”

“Nothing,” Mildred reported from the doorway, her expression amixture of disappointment and anger.
“We have enough wespons to stage awar, but there' s not asingle scrap of food here.”

Ryan looked over the assemblage of hisfriends, noticing how thin they were becoming, faces haggard
and bdltstightened. Short rations for amonth had turned them into skeletons.

“Okay, everybody load up on ammo,” Ryan ordered brusquely. “First, we'll do arecce of the baseto
make sure we' re alone, then we go shopping. There has to be some supplies here.”

In perfect synchronicity, his somach loudly rumbled.
“Let’'sgofind them,” the one-eyed man Stated, Sarting for the exit.

Fully armed, the companions started at the bottom level and worked their way upward. Reactor room,
maintenance, offices, barracks, were deserted. Not asign of life, not even amouse seemed to have
breached the integrity of the underground bunker.

Onthelevel abovethebio labs, they found a communications room with a CD player sill struggling to
play ghostly music over the intercom system. There was no jewel casefor the worn disk, and so
whatever the distorted tune actudly was would remain amystery. But at least they made the eerienoise
stop. Oddly, the music had added atouch of life to the redoubt, and now it seemed even more deserted



than before.

Unfortunately, the kitchen was devoid of anything edible, the big freezers deactivated and empty asthe
pantry. Resting a boot on the seat of amolded plastic chair, Ryan glanced over the rows of long tables
lining the cafeteria. The one positive aspect was that life support was starting to react to their presence
and the water pumps were coming online. The kitchen taps spewed forth trapped air at firgt, then
brownish gunk unfit to wash acorpsein and finaly cool clear water. It wasn't much, but they took it asa
positive omen.

Moving to the top floor, the companions found the garage equdly devoid of useful items. Bitsand pieces
of vehicleslay scattered about, but none in working condition. Heaps of trash were everywhere, string
and paper and excelsior packing materia, along with numerous crumpled cardboard boxes. The others
moved about the huge room, giving it aquick once-over.

JB. headed directly for a battered Hummer near aworkbench. Thetireswereflat, its headlights busted
and the hood was up, exposing the partialy disassembled engine. Toolslay on the block, and tiny boxes
holding new spark plugs were stacked on the bumper.

“Old plugs have never been removed,” JB. said thoughtfully. He wiggled ahose and tried yanking an
insulated cable free without success. “Engineis Hill seded.”

“Think we could get it working again?’ Dean asked eagerly. Machineswere his passion, and he could
never ridelong enough in any vehicle. The boy was till irked that he had never gotten achanceto drive
the Leviathan before they were forced to abandon the giant war wag.

“No prob fixing,” Jak said, surveying the other wrecks. “ Tiresfrom that, headlightsthere.”
“What about the battery?’

“That’ sanuke battery,” J.B. stated, pointing out the shielded box under the hood. “ Those babies last
forever and have enough juiceto fry agriz bear, o be careful.”

The boy swdlowed hard. “Yes, air.”

JB. bent over the radiator and started to fiddle with the distributor. “Find me athree-quarter-inch
combination wrench, will you?’

“Surel”

“Hold on there,” Ryan ordered, joining them. “It would take hours, if not days, to get that junk pileinto
shape. Let’ srecce outsdefirst. Might not be needed. A ville may be only walking distance away.”

“Or mebbe on top of mountain,” Jak added in wry humor, raking back his snowy white hair with tiff
fingers

Extracting himsalf from under the hood, J.B. laid aside the distributor cap. “Fair enough. No sense doing
work if it isn't necessary.”

L eading the way toward the exit tunnel, Ryan passed one of the many busted boxes scattered about and
nudged it with his boot to shove it aside. The sagging sdes split asunder, and awedth of tiny cylinders
cametumbling out.



“I'll be damned,” he said doud, bending to see what they were. The labels on the cans were badly faded
but still reedable. “Hash! Thisis corned-beef hash. Dozens of cansl Enough for months!”

Across the room, Mildred spun about. “ Excedllent!”

Dropping the power drill he had been inspecting, J.B. hurried over at alope with Dean and Jak &t his
heels. Doc and Krysty walked over at amore leisurely pace.

Grabbing a can from the pile to show them, Ryan’s own e ation faded when he saw the side and tops of
the container bulging from massiveinterna pressure.

“Dammit, they're spoiled,” he announced, dropping the container asif it were unclean on the outside.
“Probably why they weren't taken aong by whoever cleaned this base out so efficiently. God done
knows how long they’ ve been lying there.”

The rush dowed to awalk and the companions gathered around the deadly food, the happy smiles gone
asquickly asthey came.

“There€ sso much,” Krysty said woodenly. The memory of what pan-fried hash tasted like surfaced in
her memory, and she savagdly killed the recollection. It was bad enough looking at the stuff without
remembering how good corned beef was.

Swallowing twiceto clear hismouth, Jak felt his stomach churn at the mere sght of the cans. “All bad?
he asked.

Ryan nudged another box with his boot, and more rounded cans spilled across the floor. “ Seemsto be,”
he stated coldly. “ One mouthful of thiscould chill anarmy.”

Kicking apart another box, J.B. sent cansrolling across the cold floor of the garage in every direction.
“Shit!” heydled, then somped oneflat. The thick contents gushed out like speckled mud, the salty meat
streaked with vile greens and blues. That killed his anger and his appetite at the sametime.

“Mebbe we could bail the cans without opening them first,” Dean suggested hopefully. “Y ou know, to
kill the germs and stuff ingde.”

“Still bedeadly,” Mildred explained sadly. “ Toxicity isalso achemica compostion, not just a
bacteriologicd infection.”

“Oh. Nothing we can do to fix them?’
“No,” Ryan and Mildred said together.

Hisarmsfull of cloth, J.B. returned and threw an old tarp over the boxes and cans. “Out of sight, out of
mind,” he stated.

“Mildred, how much do we have?’ Krysty asked, putting some distance between herself and the rotting
mest. The stench was ghastly, worse than the breeth of a L ouisanavampire.

“Six cans of beans and a pound of rice. Enough food for two, maybe three days,” Mildred reported
golidly, the meager weight of her backpack not very reassuring. “ After which we start boiling our belts”



“Huh?’ Dean said.

Hisfather answered. “ Remember that leather isedible, if cleaned sufficiently.” He surveyed the redhead
in her bearskin coat. “We could stay dive off the soup that fur would make for at least aweek.”

Regigtering disdain, Krysty glanced at her coat.

“Not hungry enough to eat boots,” Jak remarked.

“Not yet,” JB. said. “Comeon, let’s check outside. Been awhile since |’ ve been hunting.”

An entire stanza of aWat Whitman poem came unbidden to mind, but Doc refrained the impul se.
Literary dlusions seemed pointless before the specter of starvation, the only enemy ever faced they
couldn’'t stop by force of arms.

Moments | ater, the companions reached the door to the redoubt. Twice the height of man and wide

enough to allow atank passage, the titanium steel was as perfect asthe day it rolled out of the foundry.
Nothing encountered could even scratch the resilient materid.

Ryan tapped in the access code on the armored keypad. Nothing happened. Ryan tapped in the code
more carefully. There was no lever, and, obediently, the portal rumbled aside, exposing adark tunnel.

“Now that'sodd,” Ryan murmured. “Don’t recall ever finding aredoubt with an exterior tunndl.”
“Looks handmade,” Krysty said, squinting.

“Let me check this” J.B. suggested, removing the rad counter from his shirt collar and pointing it toward
the opening. Everybody remembered when they had nearly gotten fried dive trying to exit aredoubt that
was at the bottom of radioactive blast crater.

“Got no readings,” J.B. said, lowering the silent device.

“Check them,” Mildred told him, digging atiny wristwatch from her backpack. The mechanism waslong
broken, but that wasn't why she still kept the time piece. The physician held it out, and both J.B. and
Ryan waved their rad counters over the timepiece. Each counter gave off aclick when over thetiny
radium-lined hands of the watch.

“Okay, let’sgo,” Ryan said, attaching hisrad counter to the collar again. “ Standard positions,
sngle-yard spread.”

Asthey waked into the tunnel, the huge door rumbled shut behind them, loudly bolting closed with a
series of dull mechanica thuds. Lighting afew candles, the companions proceeded aong the rocky
tunnd. The passageway was clearly atificid, the rough walls supported by concrete columns set at
regular intervals. Thetunnd curved gently to theleft, and suddenly their way was blocked by something
huge and leathery, the object bardly visblein theflickering candldight.

“What isthat? Dean asked curioudy. “A pile of luggage?’

Ingtantly, the obstruction turned and snarled loudly, inhuman eyes dominating amisshapen face.



“Mutiel” Ryan ydled, drawing hisblaster and firing.

JB. brought up the Uz, the muzzle-blasts strobing the passageway in flashes and giving them a brief
glimpse of wings and afang-filled mouth on the end of a serpentine neck.

Screaming and spitting in rage, the beast jerked at the impact of the 9 mm rounds, then advanced
toward the humans, seemingly unaffected from thelead and sted coming itsway.

Now they al discharged their blagters, the noise amost deafening in the tight confines of the shaft. Then
athunderous boom overwhelmed the irregular barrage as Doc unleashed the LeMat, afoot-long lance of
flame extending from the muzzle,

Oddly, the beast wailed in pain, covering its gnarled features with both wings. Then turning tail, it rushed
away from the companions and disappesred.

Staying in combat formation, Ryan and the others moved forward dowly until reaching the end of the
tunndl. A soft breeze threatened their candles, and the companions cupped hands around the tiny flames.
The underground passage fronted at the crest of alow hillock, the ground gently doping away into the
night. Overhead, afull moon was struggling to send grayish light through a heavily clouded sky. Not astar
wasvisble, but they did spot atinged figure flapping for the horizon asif running for itslife.

Asthey walked farther out, the friends watched where they stepped. In the cracks of the stone flooring,
asingle smal flower was growing, the delicate white petals soread wide to chalenge the world.

“Some sort of bat, | think,” J.B. commented, tracking the passage of the beast with hisUzi justin caseit
returned. “Ugly bastard.”

Ryan scanned the ground. “ Don't see any blood. Our blasters did as much damage as pissing would.”

“Did you seethose eyes?’ Mildred asked, her ZKR pigtal il in her hand. “ Solid black with no pupils.
Definitely nocturnd.”

“Night feeder,” Jak said, then he sniffed loudly. “Not smell spoor. Not home.”

“Just waiting for prey, likeavulture sitting in atree,” Ryan said, resting the stock of the Steyr on hiship.
“Thisisagood vantage spot. Probably can see for milesin the daylight.” He paused. “L ook over there.”

The windswept dunes of the desert below formed gentleripplesin aflat sandy seathat reached out to
the horizon. There stood the ruins of a predark city, aragged array of skyscrapers reaching into the
clouds proud and majestic. Very few predark cities had escaped the bombs, or the firestorms that
followed.

“Where arewe?’ Doc asked, staring. The ruins didn’t resemble any metropolis he knew from the past.

JB. shrugged. “ Sky istoo cloudy to get areading with the minisextant. Could be anywhere.”

Unexpectedly, twin rods of light erupted from the ruins, the beams steadily sweeping across the sky,
casting lucent circles on the bottoms of the cloud banks overhead.

“Searchlights,” Mildred breathed, amazed. “I’ll be damned.”



“Mebbe just machines,” Ryan said thoughtfully. “Comps till trying to fight awar over for centuries.”

JB. checked hischron. “Too irregular,” he said, winding the timepiece and returning it to his pocket.
“Those are hand operated.”

“People,” Jak stated with asmile. “Folks gotta eat.”

“And we have goodsto trade,” Krysty said confidently. “I would guessit’ s about a three-, four-day
wak from here”

“Only be afew hoursin the Hummer,” Dean offered hopefully.
J.B. rubbed the back of hisneck. “It isfixable”

“Sounds good,” Ryan said, hitching up hisbelt, afinger feding the new holein the strap to make it
gmaler. “We I rest up tonight and leave at first light.”

“Itisodd, though,” Krysty remarked thoughtfully. “Why would anybody advertise their presence these
days? Likely to get you attacked.”

“Could bethrowbacks,” Mildred suggested. “ Savages till doing ajob their
great-great-great-grandfathers were supposed to. And now it’sareligion to them.”

“Or daver trying to lurein fresh merchandise.” Doc scowled. “ Great Scott, what a disagreeable notion.”

“Cannibals,” Jak added, aknife gppearing in hishands asif from nowhere. The teenager flipped the
blade and tucked it away again.

So many questions, with only oneway to get any answers. Ryan turned away from the city. “We'll find
out in the morning. Come on, we have work to do.”

Chapter Three

Onthefar sde of the dead river, the darkness descended upon the large ville, sedling themin for the
night like the lid on aniron pot. Bobbing points of light came from the dozens of bright lanterns held by
the sec men patrolling the outer wall, the lamps giving off an odd bluish light from the burning
alcohol-soaked wicks. A stationary series of crackling pitch torches dotted the repaired main streets and
the baron’s huge mansion.

Closing the wooden shutters on the glass esswindows, the blacksmith shut down her forges, letting them
cool for the night. The glassmakers did the same, but banked their kiln to keep it warm until the following
day. The prisoners assgned to sawer digging were unwrapping the rags from their hands used in lieu of
gloves and washing the stinking grime of their toils off tired bodies.

Behind a barricade of pungi sticks and barbed wire, the shine gang ate its dinner and tossed lumps of
black cod into the dull reddish fire underneath the huge didtillation vat of the still. From the top, the coils
of copper angled downward, leading to rows of painfully clean metd barrels waiting to be filled with
acohal for the next day-juice for the vehicles and fud for the lanterns. And the dreaded Machine.

Murmuring voices came from the patched houses of the full citizens, joining soft conversation from the
patched tents of the immigrants yet to be rewarded by full status. The crack of awhip sounded from a



three-story building secreted among the ruins yet to be reclaimed by the workers. Downtown, happy
laughter sdlied asafamily celebrated the birth of achild. A snging drunk fell to the ground in front of
some sec men, who stepped over the man and kept walking. A husband and wife were screaming at
each other, with the neighborslistening for any good details. And faint tinkling music drifted out from the
well-illuminated gaudy house set prestigiously between the market square and the barracks of the sec
men.

But from onetiny oas's came an endless barrage of cursing and grunting. A partialy built greenhouse
towered above the streets, the framework roof draped in folds of protective canvas.

Straining from theload in their grips, the two men shuffled away from ahuge rock pile, their bare hands
desperately clutching atremendous granite dab.

“Easy, dammit, Felix,” thetall man cursed. “Not so fast. Nearly tripped me!”
“Blow it out your ass, Ben,” the other retorted. “ Thisthing weighs aton!”
“Do we havetofinish thisnow?’

“The sec men sayswe don't get fed till thiswadl isup,” Fdix grunted, the smell of dinner atantdizing
torment inthe air. He tried not to think about baked potatoes smothered in fried onionswith al the
mushroom soup he could eat, and failed miserably. The baron may beat a person at awhim here, but a
person was fed! “Firgt thing they taught me when | arrived here, no work means no food.”

Rivulets of sweat running down his hairy forearms, Ben struggled with hisgrip, the dab of stone shifting
dangeroudy in hisdick hands. “Watchit!” he cried out.

Releasing hisend, Fdlix jumped backward as the stone hit the ground like an earthquake.

“Isit broke?” Ben asked fearfully, dropping to the ground and running his hands over the granite.
“Please, no. | can't take another whipping.”

Scampering nimbly through the stacks of wood beams and salvaged nails, Felix returned with the old
battered |antern. Standing over the granite, he recklesdy turned up the wick, bluish light washing over the
deserted congtruction Site.

“It sokay.” He sighed, lowering thelight to the bare minimum again. Thiswas dl the acohol they would
get for today. When it was exhausted, they’ d have to work in the dark if that stonewasn’t in place. And
that was asure way to lose fingers. Wasn't a man or woman among the crew whose hands weren't
covered with scars from the rigors of masonry.

“WE I never get thisfreaking thing in place,” Ben grumbled, flexing his aching shoulder muscles. “Why
can’'t we bust it into pieces?’

“Baron Strichland wants this greenhouse twice the Size of hisprivate one,” Felix stated, “which means
bigger end walls, which means sironger foundetions.” He glared hodtildly. “ Unless you want to tell the
foreman to go jump amutie.”

“And get fed to the Machine? Fuck that.”

In the distance behind them, the great beams of the Alphaville searchlights swept the sky in their endless



motions, back and forth, adight wobble every now and then as aprisoner dowed at histask and asec
man encouraged him to do better with alash from aknotted bullwhip.

“So what do we do?’ Ben asked, eying the dab hopelesdly.

“Gottaask for more men on thejob.” Felix sighed, rubbing hislower back. “We'll take afew lashes, but
that’ s better than busting thisthing.”

Ben shook hishead. Another whipping. He was starting to lose feding in his back from the accumulation
of scars. Felix said the outsde world was alot worse than this place. He was an immigrant and should
know. But Ben was born here and couldn’t imagine aworse hell then living in Alphaville.

“How about we take another rest, try againin a* Ben stopped and smiled broadly. “Never mind. Here
comesthe answer.”

Out of the dark, a huge figure was shambling aong the street, moving hunched over asif struggling
agang afiercewind.

“Hey, Sarge!” Ben cdled out with awave. “Over herel”

Shuffling dong, Harold paused and stared at the men with his good eye. Many people, when they first
met him, ingtantly thought him to be amuitie, with his bent back, mottled hair and distorted features. But in
truth, he had been one of the most handsome menin theville until hefdl through the top of agreenhouse,
the shards of glass reducing his good |ooks into a grotesque mockery in less than seconds. And even
worse, adiver of glass had stabbed into his head, producing little blood and healing quickly, but hismind
was gone, terminated like a cut cable. All that remained of the master sergeant of the Alphaville sec men
was a powerful body, forged to even greater strength by the endlesstail of brutally hard work.

Harold cametheir way at alesurely pace, trying to smile, but only managing to distend hislips and drool
dightly. In his powerful arms, he clutched atiny box covered with flowery wallpaper.

“What's prob?’ he said with durred words, bobbing dightly. “Bad rock?’

Hands resting on his hips, Ben laughed. “ Y eah, that’ sright. It' sabad rock. Tossit on top of thewall for
us, would you, pa?’

Harold blinked at the titanic tone asif registering its existence for the first time. A soft wind blew over
the work site, carrying the smell of hot dust from the outer desert. Somewhere, awolf briefly howled and
was abruptly silenced.

“Sure.” Harold grinned. Putting aside his package, he started to bend to grab the rock, when a song
repeated in his addled mind about lifting big things*“ up from the knees.” He had to listen to the voicesin
his head, he admonished himself. They were friends.

Bending hisknees, Harold did histhick sausage fingers undernegth the rock and grunted dightly ashe
lifted the quarter ton of polished graniteto his chest.

“Where?’ he asked in an embarrassed tone. “Forgot.”

Open mouthed, Felix could only stare as Ben directed Harold to the wall. Gingerly, so asto not hurt the
puny wall, Harold placed the dab on top and stepped away quickly. Sometimes when he moved things



they fell over, and he didn’t want to get hurt. For asplit second, there flashed through hismind a
kaleidoscope of images-aladder, a push from below, faling toward the wall...but then they were gone
and forgotten.

“Good job, Sarge,” Ben said, dapping the giant on the shoulder. “ Get aong. Dinner iswaiting.”

“Yar,” hesad, drooling. Tenderly retrieving his box, Harold ambled away, so very pleased to have
helped afriend in need. Softly, the voicesin his head started to whisper that they redly weren't his
friends, but he covered his cauliflower ears and shouted until they stopped. Everybody in thevillewas his
friend. Didn't they dways ask him for help? He was asimportant as the baron! And today was a specia
day. He clutched the canvas bundle in his arm even tighter. Harold was going to get married today!

Watching the broken goliath shuffle away, Felix fanned himself with a battered cloth cap. “ Son of a
bitch. I ain't never seen nothing like him!”

“Strong asameachine,” Ben agreed, finding his shirt and pulling it on over his head. “ And just as dumb.
We get himto do alot of our work for us.”

“Doesn’'t the foreman know?” Felix asked suspicioudy.
“Naw, he doesit, too. Wedl do.”

Unwrapping the rags from his hands, Felix privately smiled at the news. That was important information
tofileaway if he ever decided to rat to the baron on lazinessin the construction crews. Might become
foreman himsdlf that away. “If that thing ever goesinsane, be mighty hard to stop.”

“Crap,” Ben scoffed, reclaiming his own hat, a battered baseball cap with the | etters removed from on
the bill. Only afew loose threads showed where the embroidered logo of some predark company had
once been. “A bullet in the head will stop anything.”

Felix scowled deeply and cast his eyesto the cloudy sky. “No,” he said. “There are somethingsa
blaster can’'t stop.”

Fully understanding what the immigrant was referring to, Ben felt arush of fear and turned up the wick
on thelantern as high asit would go. The areawasfilled with brilliant light for several yardsin every
direction.

“Comeon, let'sget insde,” Ben suggested. Staying near the lantern, they hurried toward the barracks
and amed long overdue.

THETINY GRAY HOUSE stood aone on a cracked parking lot, the single plastic window solid white
from the sasndstorms that occasiondly swept over the ville from the desert. The roof was tough plastic
and withstood the acid rainsin the spring just fine. Although kind of smdl, it had been comfy for two,
tight for three, and now was too damn big for just him aone.

When Philip Arngtein and hiswifefirst found the place, there had been a chart posted on the exterior
listing the prices for the privilege of parking in the lot. But he had found arusty can of paint decades ago
and used haf to paint the exterior twice, giving it anew look that pleased hiswife greatly. She had shown
him how much that night, by doing things she had only hinted about earlier. He still remembered that night
and dwayswould.



Naturally, the other haf of the paint was given to the baron. Sex was nice, but not even the wolves
scared him as much as the thought of going to the Machine.

Sitting in alawn chair by the open door, the old man shook off those thoughts and lit a corncob pipe
with apiece of smoldering oakum. In hiswithered hands was awhole fresh corncob, nicely dried and
completely devoid of anything edible. Smoking contentedly, the oldster started to whittle anew pipe. This
onewas getting a bit aily in taste and was soon for the mash pot of the brewers. The baron didn’t let
anything go to waste. It was his only good point, the bloody bastard.

Then from out of the darkness, amonstrous shape lunged forward, and the old man screamed in fright,
dropping his pipe.

“Hi, Mr. Arngtein,” Harold said, grinning doppily. “1 got spesk about Laura.”

“Harold, don't ever do that again!” Arnstein admonished angrily, searching on the ground for his pipe.
Hefound it under hischair and lit it with trembling hands. “Damn near made me jump out of my skin.
Thought you wasamutie”

“Sorry. Laura?’ he asked plaintively, trying to sneak a peek insde thetiny house.

“Not here,” Arngtein said, surprised he got the name right. Poor dumb thing got lost insgde awalled ville.
It was pathetic. The new baron should have shot him years ago, but Strichland wasn’t exactly famous for
hismercy.

“Marry,” Harold gushed. “Wannamarry her.” He held out a package. “ Brought gift. Dowry.”

The former sec man stcumbled over the big word, and wasn't exactly sure what it meant. But the voices
in hishead keep screaming it wasthe correct thing to do. Ask fird. Always ask firgt.

“Y ou want to marry my daughter, Laura.”” The old man chewed over the pronouncement asif it were
unknown mest. Damnedest thing he had ever heard. Why would even this half-wit want to marry a
retarded whore?

“You fucking her?’ he asked bluntly.

Harold fdlt hisface burn bright red, and hisvision clouded, dots of blackness swimming before him with
acloud of flies.

“Yes,” heblurted honestly, remembering how they had once kissed. “Wein love”
Rad-blast it! The hunchback and the girl were having sex.

“Sorry, son, but you'readay late,” Arngtein said kindly. “ She was just too much trouble here, knocking
over things, setting fires, so | sold her to the gaudy house.”

Raw horror seized the goliath, his heart pounding savagely in hisbarrel chest. “ She at bad place?” he
squeaked like a child. He grabbed the old man and lifted him effortlesdy off the chair. A massive hand
closaed around Arnstein’s neck, cutting off the air. “No! No! | marry her! Shemine! Y ou hear me?
Ming”

Feebly, Arngtein clawed at the hand holding him aoft. He tried to kick Harold between the legs, but he



wastoo far away, hisskinny foot only flailing helplesdy. Findly, Harold redlized what he was doing and
eased hisgrip.

“Baron made me,” Arnstein wheezed. “ Everybody has got to work. Y ou know the rules, same as me.
Héll, boy, you wrote them! No work means no food. Or worse, expulsion.”

Frightened, Harold glanced at the rusty wall of smashed cars risng above the ville. Outside, the muties
would get you. Laurawastoo little to go there. He could, but he was strong and knew the great secret.

But Laurasold to the gaudy house! Raw fury seized the man, and he felt the adrendine rush of killing
flood his body when the ghostly voices commanded him to release the whitehair. He was Laura sfather.
Would Lauramarry the man who killed her blood kin? Conflicting emotions shook hisfragile mind. On
impulse, he released the man asif gesturing in surprise.

“Back,” Harold rumbled menacingly a the man cowering on the pavement. “Y ou get back!”

“C-can't,” Arngtein gasped, massaging his bruised throat. “ She belongs to the house now. They own
her. Probably dready at work doing some sec man or farmer.”

Thewords so smply said hit Harold like punches, driving the madness from his mind and replacing it
with adeadly cold fire. He turned and stumbled, going down the Streets between the array of finished
greenhouses. His pace quickly became a sprint, then alope, as he dashed acrossthe ville to save the
woman heloved from being forced into kissing other men.

The blocks flew benegath his shoes, and the greenhouses passed by in the glittering mgesty asif crysta
phantoms. Reaching the market square, he plowed into numerous people, his every thought on reaching

hisgod.

Music, light and laughter came from every window and door of the building. A few men lounged against
thewadll, smiling and smoking on corncob pipes. The front door was garishly painted with avulgar
cartoon for patrons who couldn’t read, and the picture fueled Harold into an insane rage. Charging, he
amply plowed through the door, ripping it off the hinges. The crash stunned him for amoment, then he
found himsdf standing inside the gaudy house, with aburly man advancing upon him holding a dented
basebd| bat.

“What’ swrong with you, Sarge?’ the bouncer demanded, brandishing the wegpon. “Y ou findly gone
crazy, or forgot how to knock?’

Harold wasn't sure how to answer the man, so he said nothing. Okay, he wasinside, but now what?
The giant couldn’t think. His thoughts were muddled and confused. L ooking about hopefully, he saw a
group of men drinking at tablesin the next room. The walls were covered with mirrors, and a pretty girl
with garish makeup stood behind the makeshift counter, polishing aplastic tumbler, her red satin dress
skintight, her bound breasts nearly spilling out for display.

“Mebbe he' s been smoking wolfweed!” caled out adrunken tailor, who immediately regretted the
words as the hunchback stared at him directly with eyesfilled with death.

“Y ou're going to have to replace that door!” the bouncer stated.

“No,” herumbled. “Where Laura?’



“She'snot here,” the girl behind the bar told him. * Pat sent her home.”

Wasthat true? Could it be? Harold felt even more confused when he saw the dut glance nervoudy at the
steps leading to the second floor, and some small part of hisbrain that could sill processinformation told
him shewaslying, that Laura had to be up there. Turning, he started for the staircase. The bouncer
blocked hisway, and Harold shoved him aside. The man flew across the room and hit the wall with a
crunch, hislimp body diding to thefloor, blood dribbling from adack mouth.

“Laural” he bellowed a the top of hislungs. “Laural”

“She' supstairswith acustomer,” thetailor shouted caloudy. “Wait your turn. She'll bedownina
second.”

Screaming in fury, Harold took the airsthree at atime to the upper level. A long corridor stretched
before him, lined with doors on each side. He could hear odd noises from the other side, squeaking and
muffled cries. Choosing one a random, he kicked it open, the door coming off the hinges and sagging to
thefloor. Indgde, two people were on abed wrestling. They froze in surprise. Without comment, Harold
went to the next door and tried again. That room was empty, but strange items made of |eather hung from
the walls and bedposts. He didn’t understand and | eft feeling oddly unclean.

In the room across the hall, Harold found three nude women lying on the bed covers, their limbs
entangled to the point where it was impossible to tell where one ended and the next began. He grabbed a
random leg and Sarted to separate the moaning women. Each began to scream as he forced their faces
upward to see which was Laura. None of them was.

Leaving the room, Harold shouted her name again as a skinny teenager appeared at the end of the
corridor brandishing a homemade blaster, athin meta barrel attached to the wooden grip by baling wire.

“Hold it right there, buddy!” the runt cried out, and did a.22 cartridge into breech of the zip gun. With
the other hand, he pulled back anail attached to arubber band. “ Ain’t no fighting on the fuck floor
dlowed”

His beleaguered mind couldn’t comprehend the full meaning of what was said, but he recognized a
threat, and panic for Laura seized him worse than before. Finding he still held the broken handle from the
first door in hishand, hethrew it at the teenager, catching him in the ssomach. The boy doubled over,
vomiting, and dropped the blaster. The wegpon fired asit hit the floor, a puff of dust exploding from the
wall near Harold.

Not connecting the two events, Harold went unconcerned to the next door and kicked it open to find
more people wrestling.

“What the hdll isgoing on here?” shouted the man on top of awoman with raven-black hair. “ Scram,
gimp! | paid for thisdut-she' sminefor another hour.”

But asthe stranger resumed his actions, Harold saw in horror that it was Lauraunder him. Her dim arms
weretied to the bedposts, her nude body splayed like acow for daughter. Her blue eyes were closed, a
dirty rag stuffed in her mouth, and his new wife made little whimpering noises as the big man between her

legs began pumping again.

Stepping to the bed, Harold punched the man in the face as hard as he could. Blood sprayed from the
impact, and the stranger flew off the bed, tumbling to the floor in atangle of clothes.



Looking down at Laura, he saw shewasn't redly naked. Her clothes were undone and inwild disarray,
her breasts fully visible and the tangle of ebony hair between her legs exposed.

A moigt pink dit ran dong the downy triangle, and it fueled a strange new hunger insde the hunchback.
“Don’t you move!” acold voice said from the doorway.

Instincts honed in ahundred battles before his accident, Harold sensed red danger now and spun with
his hands clenched for afight.

Standing in the ruined doorway was a hugely overweight woman dressed in frilly clothes and holding a
longblaster. Not a homemade mode like the kid in the hall, but a proper shotgun. She worked the pump
and pointed the muzzle not a him, but straight toward Laura. Harold moved between them to protect the

girl.

“Smart move, Sarge,” Patricastated. “But thisisloaded with bent nails and glass, boy. Cut you open
likeafish.”

“Mine” heoffered in smple explanation, pointing a the bound girl. “Mine!”

The gaudy house madam shook her head, never taking her eyes off the hunchbacked giant. “No,
Harold,” Patricasaid quietly. “Laurais mine. Her father sold her to me. | own her.”

Harold lowered his head and took a step forward.

Instantly, the madam triggered the blaster, blowing aholein the plasterboard wall the size of a sewer
grating. He stopped the advance as she worked the pump action again, but didn’t relax.

“Mine,” Harold repested, his deadly hands still extended.

“Sergeant O’ Madlley, ligento me,” the madam said dowly. Shewas armed, but if the shotgun didn’t kill
him on the spot, he' d rip her head off before dying.

“Harold, by thelaw of theville, thiswasalega transaction,” Petricasaid in amotherly tone. Sex apped
wouldn’t work on the enraged idiot. She had to be nice. “The baron himself isaclient hereand
encourageswhoring. It' saserviceto the ville. We forge treaties between families. Immigrants don't get
raped anymore. It'sagood thing. Suts are specia people. Theville needs duts.”

“Gonnamarry her!” he screamed, spittle coming from hisdack lips. “ Father said okay. Called me son!”
“Shemine!” Harold repeated, glancing at the bound girl supine on the sweet-stained bed. “Mine.”

“Interesting.” Now the madam felt more in control. His tone was softening, and she was starting to
understand. So old man Arnstein had sold his daughter cheap, knowing the ville hunchback wasin love
with her. That’swhy nobody &se wanted the girl, in spite of her incredible beauty. Well, she'd settle the
score with the old cheet later. Right now, she had a brain-dead Hercules who wanted to walk off with
her prize dut. No way Pat was going to let that happen. At least not without making a profit. Maybe the
sarge could be of useto her in certain matters. Debts to be collected, break afew legs. She might have
him under her control for years.



“WEell, that’ stoo bad about her father, Sarge. | paid for her fair and square. Canned food and shoes. A
good knife and two blankets without holes.”

“Mebuy,” he mumbled, not sure of what to do. Things that had to be moved or broken, invaders or
muties to kill-these he could fathom, redl things you could touch. Thiswas beyond him, and the voices
were beginning to whisper terrible bloody suggestions.

Tucking the shotgun under her arm, Patricalaughed heartily, making her whole body jiggle. “Oh, my
poor young fool. Y ou work shoveling boiled crap in the greenhouses. Y ou could never steal enough
vegetablesto pay for abeauty likethig!”

Behind her, the skinny kid reappeared, thetiny blaster in his grip, a savage expression on hisface.
Harold looked directly at the boy the way he did with the desert wolves, and the teen went pale, backing
into the corridor.

The package in his back pocket suddenly felt warm, and Harold removed it. “ Got this,” he said, tossing
the bundle to the woman. It landed on the floor between them.

Wary of atrick, Patricamoved aside and let her assistant get the package. Opening it carefully, the
madam almost dropped the shotgun in shock. Inside was a pre-dark handblaster, a Smith & Wesson
357 Magnum in perfect condition, the barrel shining with oil, as smooth aswinter ice. Eventhe
cushioned grip was intact, without asingle crack or tiny piece missng. Unfamiliar with the blaster, she
fumbled a bit before managing to release the cylinder and check the barrel. Perfect. The damn thing might
aswdl be brand-new. She dry fired it afew timesto check the spring, the solid sound of the hammer
fdling musicto her ears.

Shutting the cylinder with fingertip pressure, Patricastared at Harold, standing asif braced for a
whipping. Hewas fully capable of tearing this whole house down to the foundation, and now he stood in
fear of her words. Did he know what this actually was, and what it was truly worth?

“And bullets,” Harold hagtily added, showing afistful of cartridges, fearing her lack of response wasan
indication the blaster wasn't good enough. It was the best he could find. He was supposed to giveit to
her father as dowry, but wasit enough to buy hiswife free from the bed?

Without fear, Patricawaked closer and took the bulletsfrom his trembling pam. “ Thisis forbidden.
None but the baron and his men can own blasters.” But the madam took them and tucked them into the
fold of her dress. With ablaster like this, aperson could risk leaving the ville. Be free of the bastard
Machineforever. Anybody could leave the ville, but outside there were many muties and animalswho
waited for normsto risk crossing the desert. Not many ever came back. A working blaster in this
condition could have bought him the whole damn gaudy house for aweek. Ten times enough to buy a
retarded dut who had to be tied to the bed to keep her from rolling over and offering the wrong end to a
customer.

“Enough?’ Harold asked, hope burgeoning within. “We go now.”

“No. Thisdoesn't buy her, boy,” the woman lied with astraight face. “ A lovely quiff like Lauracan earn
more than this each moon for years. The baron himself wants her, and who can risk angering him?’

Choking dightly on her gag, Laura shivered on the bed, and Harold gently reached downtolay a
blanket over her partialy nude form. She smiled around therag a him and closed her eyes, drifting off to

deep.



“Buy meamonth,” hesaid, saring at hiswife. “A month no kissng?’

Kissing. How swest, the poor dullard. “No, Harold. Everybody works,” Patricasaid, crossing her arms.

“No work, no food.” Ananimal growl started low in the man’ sthroat, and the madam realized she had
gonetoo far.

“But it will buy you aweek off her back, if that’swhat you mean,” she hastily corrected, smiling for her
life. “ She can scrub potsin the kitchen and clean the lavs. Mop thefloors.”

Ask for more, screamed the voicesin his head. “ Two weeks!”

“One,” Patricasaid, surprised he would even try to bargain. Mebbe he wasn't asinsane as she had
heard. “Plus, | don't tell the baron you found ablagter...in theville?’

Harold shrugged noncommittally.

Damn, he wasn't talking. “However, if you want to marry her, it will cost alot more than this one poor

blaster.” She pressed her thumb against the hammer and pulled the trigger afew times. “ See?1t'sno
good. Broken aready.”

The man frowned, contorting hisface into agrimace.

“I know longblagters,” he said dowly, testing each word asiif they were rotting timbers on abridge. One
wrong move and hewould fal to hisdeeth. “Bag full.”

“A duffel bag?’ Patricaasked, trying not to show her excitement.
A glum nod. “That enough?’
In the halway, her assistant sharply whistled.

“Yes, dear Harold. That’s enough. Come back in aweek with abag full of working blasters, and Laura
isyour wife. Working, mind you,” she scolded. “Not junk, like thig!”

He nodded again.

“And ammo, of course,” the madam added hadtily. “Blasters are usdless without ammo.” She smiled as
sweetly aspossible. “That soundsfair, doesn't it, Sarge?’

A minute passed, then two. The only sounds were of labored bresthing from the customer bleeding on
thefloor, and the muffled noise of sex from down the corridor. A fight in another room.

“Ammo,” he repeated in agreement. “All | can.”
“Y our word of honor?’
“Yes” hesaidin aperfectly norma tone.

The momentary trangtion to sanity frightened the madam worse than hisgrowling. Thiswasa
dangeroudy ungtableindividud.



“Done,” Patricasaid, offering her plump hand for a shake. “In one week, you deliver aduffd bag of
working rifles and ammo, and she' syoursforever.”

With amassive effort of will, Harold tried to concentrate enough to recal how many daysin aweek.
“Sx days” hesaid. “Back six day.” He brushed past her, ignoring the offered hand and moving down the
hallway asindomitable as an expresstrain.

“What afresk!” exhaed the teenager, tucking his zip gun into his belt.

Petrica grabbed the boy by thearm. “Y ou heard nothing,” she snapped. “Not afucking thing, or I'll
whip you to desth myself.”

“And risk the Machine? Bullshit.” The boy smiled. “I want acut.”
Impressed, she released him. “One blaster.”

“Fve”

“Two.”

“Done”

They shook on the dedl.

With a soft groan, the customer stirred and struggled to Sit upright. His nose was mashed flat, and the
lower half of hisface was clotted with dried blood.

“Gonnackill that mutie,” he mumbled, struggling to hisfeet. “1 got an ax. That'll do him!”

Surprisingly quick, Patricawaked over and grabbed the man between the legs. He gasped as she
sgueezed hard.

“Touch him before the next moon,” shewhispered, “and I’ [l remove these with blunt scissors.”
Nearly wetting himself, the man nodded emphatically. She released him and smiled seductively.

“Still got one coming,” Petricaadded, loosening the frilly top of her dressand pulling it down to expose
her fat sagging breasts. She pinched the nipples, making the wrinkled bags of flesh harden. “Comeon, I'll
do you right here”

Y anking up his clothing, the man backed out of the room. “1’ll come back later. Got to get ahedler to fix
my nose. Later.”

As he dashed away, Patrica stepped into the hall and hoisted up her skirts, showing that she wasn't
wearing anything underneeth. “1’ll be waiting for you, lover,” she caled.

Gagging and pale, the man scurried down the gairs.

“Hewon'’t be coming back.” The teenager laughed. “But I'll do you, boss”



“On Tueday, asusud,” the madam Stated, fixing her clothes. “Not before, Jmmy.”
“Fair enough. But what about the girl?” he asked, jerking adirty thumb at the deeping form.

Her lips pursed in thought, Patricadowly waked over and dapped the girl. Lauraawoke with agtart,
struggling againgt the ropes.

“Just throw abucket of water over her to cut the smell,” the madam said, “and tell the boys downstairs
thelineformsto theleft.”

Chapter Four

In the kitchen of the redoubt, Mildred, J.B. and Doc were assstants with the preparation of dinner for
the group. It wastheir turn, and having ovens at their command was making the usudly odious task easy.

Especially since, while the redoubt may have been out of food, the life-support system till functioned,
and everybody had luxuriated in ahot shower. After three jumpsin one day, the group needed a good
scrubbing to get out the sour stink of sweet. They each took turns while somebody el se stood guard in
the hallway. It was abasic surviva plan that al members of the group were never unarmed at the same
time

Sneaking aglance at J.B. busy working at the table, Mildred remembered being joined in the shower,
and they used the rare privacy to make love. Privacy was hard to come by these days. Unfortunately, the
sex had redlly put an edge on her appetite.

Scrubbed and shaved, they happily found that the laundry worked fine, if somewhat noisily, and donned
clean clothes afterward. Aswell, many of the officers quarters hadn’t been completely cleaned out, and
they located replacement boots for her, afresh shirt for Dean and underwear for everybody. Reaching
ingde her denim shirt, Mildred shifted the strap on her U.S. Army-issue bra. It wasn't a perfect fit, but a
hell of ot more comfortable than the old Air Force one, which had been one cup szetoo small.

Rooting about in the cabinets, Mildred had made alucky find of afew stapleslost amid the petrified
breakfast cereds and dust-filled plastic wrappers of granolabars: tea, honey and rice, itemsthat didn’t
go bad with ageif kept away from dampness. Keep rice dry, and it lasted forever. Not alot of
nourishment, but it would bulk up their meager meal of beans. The group needed fresh food supplies
quick, or elsethey really would be reduced to eating their leather goods. After which, shedidn’'t careto
think abouit.

Lowering the heat of an dectric grill under asmall saucepan, Mildred placed the open jar of honey ona
folded cloth lying &t the bottom of the softly boiling water.

“Can't believe that stuff istill good after ahundred years,” J.B. said from hiswork table.

The table nearest the stove was covered with full water pitchers, napkins, disposable plates and cupsfor
the evening meal. Spread out before the Armorer at the next table over were severa pairs of Army
boots, and he was meticuloudy removing the laces from one to insert in another. His own battered boots
were lying on the floor, the soles worn paper thin in spots, the leather badly cracked. His feet were
wrapped in brand-new woolen socks taken from the base PX. He wiggled histoes at the sensation,
savoring thefeding.

“Honey doesn't ever go bad,” sheinformed him, lifting thelid on the pot full of rice and tirring the



contentswith along fork. “Over afew years, honey crystalizes as solid asarock, but low heat will melt
it again. | caught on TV once how honey from Egyptian times had been recovered and found to be

edible, and that wasahell of alot longer than the big blow.”

“Hot tea, with honey for desert,” Doc observed, sitting patiently before the chugging dishwasher. “What
addightful trest. What kind isit, madam? Orange pekoe?’

“U.S. Army-issue food stuff. Classfication-tes, for drinking.”
“Oh.” Hisfacefdl, then rose. “ Still, better than naught.”

“Sorry there aren’t any scones,” she joked, adding some water to the stew. The delicious smell wasa
knifein her belly, and the physician had to restrain hersdlf from tasting it constantly. At least with therice,
they would dl be ableto est their fill.

“Sconesand jelly.” Doc Sghed. “How | missthat.”
“Bananas,” Mildred said after amoment. “Hurtsto think | might never have another banana.”

“Vids,” J.B. added, finishing the first boot and starting on the next. “Back in Alaska, we found a redoubt
once with aworking vid player and aton of vids.”

“Denzd Washington.” Mildred sighed, then stoleaglance at J.B. and winked. He returned it with
emphasis

“Jeremy Brett,” Doc said. “ A superlative thespian, compounded by the fact that we look so smilar.”
“Evenif you sound like James Earl Jones.”

“Who?’

The dishwasher musicaly chimed and stopped working.

“Ah, a last,” Doc cried. Opening the door, he moved aside to avoid the outpouring of steam. Using his
handkerchief with the blue sivalow design, heretrieved hisLeMat from the drying rack and laid it on the

tableto cool.

“Never seen anybody clean ablaster that way.” J.B. laughed, his hands weaving lacesin and out.
“That’dwreck my Uz.”

“Dissolve the nylon bushings, yes,” Doc said, carefully replacing the wooden handle on the bare metal
frame of the handcannon. “But | recall reading how J. E. B. Stuart used to boil his once aweek to clean
away the aily residue, while General George S. Patton soaked hisin whiskey.”

“Would have thought that would be Ulysses S. Grant.”

“Generd Grant waste whiskey on agun?’

JB. chuckled. “1 stand corrected.”

“So, it'sgood for the LeMat?’ Mildred asked, wiping her hands on adish towe.



“Mandatory!” Doc exclaimed, juggling the hot blaster from hand to hand. * Absolutely mandatory. | sed
the loading holes with grease to prevent a cross-firing. The old girl needs to be scrubbed every now and
then, or else theworks clog.”

Scowling, J.B. opened his mouth to speak, then shut it. Doc was never going to upgrade to a decent
blaster, and that was the end of the matter.

“Wadll, dinner isdone,” Mildred announced, turning down the heat and draining the excess water from
therice. A kitchen this big and no measuring cups? She poured it into a huge ceramic bowl, seamrising
from the crumbling mound. “ Start serving, Professor Tanner.”

With aflourish, Doc did hisempty wesgpon back into its holster. Clean asawhigtle, it was still much too
warm to load. That would have to wait till later. “My pleasure, madam.”

“I'll call the others,” JB. said, tying off the laces and going to the intercom on the wall. “Dean and Jak
are dill in the garage patching the Hummer together?”

“Last | heard,” Mildred replied, lounging in achair. Her part of the meal was over. Doc would serve and
J.B wash up.

“So Ryan and Krysty are...”
Sheamiled. “Wheredse?’
Taking another seat, Doc barked alaugh, and then gpologized for the rude behavior.

Smiling himsdlf, JB. glanced at the digital clock onthewall. “Wéll, okay, then. W€ |l give them another
couple of minutes”

THE UNDERGROUND REDOUBT was designed to support a hundred soldiers and command staff,
so there were plenty of private showersfor the officers and spacious group showersfor the troops. Ryan
and Krysty had investigated the commander’ s private bathroom, but the stall wastoo small for acouple,
s0 they moved to one of the main showersin the barracks. Exactly as J.B. and Mildred had done earlier.

Clean warm water cascaded steadily from the sixteen showerheads onto the naked couple as Ryan
soaped Krysty’ sback in long steady motions. The suds trickled down, covering her perfect buttockslike
thefinest lace.

“Feelswonderful,” Krysty purred as his hands moved over her shoulders, more massaging than
scrubbing, then swegpt lightly forward to brush the outside of her breadts.

The redhead glanced backward and smiled. “Y ou better be serious,” she said deep in her throat.

“Always,” Ryan replied, stepping closer to dide his hands over her dippery form to cup her full bressts.
He could fed her nipplesingtantly harden, and the woman arched her back, thrusting her buttocks firmly
againg him. He tiffened in response, but didn’'t move, and for abrief period of time, they stayed that
way, dlowing the warm water to flow freely over them, easing away therigors of the past week, savoring
the moment of privacy and peace.

“Dinner will beready soon,” Ryan finaly said, hating to break the mood.



Krysty turned and kissed him full on the mouth. “Then shut up,” she whispered, running her hands down
his muscular torso.

Breathing deeply, Ryan crushed Krysty to his chest, her full breasts spreading awarmth across him that
quickly spread to hisgroin. In spite of being damp from the water, her long red hair moved wildly about,
forming afiery coronaaround them asit responded to her excited emotiona state.

They kissed again, deeply, tongues and hands traveling everywhere. As Ryan cupped her buttocks and
sueezed, Krysty wrapped one leg around hiswaist, and then the other. The man shifted position to
accommodate her weight, as she hoisted hersalf upward and he did deep inside her, the heat of thelr
joining overwhelming the warmth of the shower. She cried out softly in pleasure, digging her nailsinto his
muscles.

Vividly, Ryan remembered how he had wanted the vol uptuous redhead the first moment he had seen
her, and it seemed like the most logical thing in theworld for them to have sex. But both were surprised
when the casua fornication changed aong the way, and instead they found themsalves making love that
night.

No words were needed or spoken as they gently rocked back and forth, feeling the excitement build
until neither could stland any more.

Holding her tight, Ryan carefully eased to hisknees, then laid the woman on the Army blanket covering
thetiled floor. He started to climb on top, but Krysty forced him over insteed, her velvet thighs straddling
his muscular waist, the fiery snatch rubbing ddlicioudy over hishard penis, rough and smooth &t the same
time

Her magnificent breasts dangling in hisface, Ryan licked anipple and nipped the other. Raking her nails
down his chest, Krysty moaned in passon, and arched her pelvis. They both inhaled sharply ashe did
deep into her once more.

Sherose and fell in curving motions, the soft flesh engulfing him as her unique internal muscles caressed
the man in ways no other living woman could.

His hands gripped her waist hard as the gentle tempo became quicker, more urgent. She met hisfervor,
and thoughts of foreplay ceased, the sounds of dapping flesh masked by the falling waters of the military
shower.

Softly in the background, the intercom chimed and J.B.’ s voice announced dinner was ready, but neither
noticed or cared. And for afew precious seconds, the two lovers enjoyed their private celebration of life
and love, giving no thoughts at al to combet or death.

THE WINGED MUTIE watched the opening of the cave from the air above, waiting impatiently for the
food to reemerge. Her belly crawled with hunger as her metabolism raced to hed the holesin her wings
caused by the barking sticks of the two-legs. Fury welled within at the remembrance, and she cut loose a
scream of rage at the mest escaping so eesily.

However, the mutie knew better than to try for them in the terrible light, the most flegting glance making
her blind and helpless asif she were prey. Soon the sky firewould return, forcing her into hiding once
more, and the prey would be safe to leave and travel away from the hunting ground. The thought was
intolerable. There were young to feed! Then ingtinctsflared and the rage dowly camed. Eventudly, the



meet would be forced to come out, and she would gather them in the coming night before they could
reach the terrible beams of light. Darkness was her mantle of safety.

Fluttering her great wings, the mutie took flight and circled above the cave one last time before turning
her attention to the smaller creatures of the desert. Lizard eggswould do for now, but she could aready
taste the fresh blood and imagined it running down her fangs and chest. Soon enough, she would return
and feast upon their living flesh.

Chapter Five

The black clouds dowly became tinted with hints of orange and gray with the coming of dawn as Harold
darted from the shadows and moved to the outer wall of the ville. The hunchback looked both ways for
the sec men on patrol, but histiming was good. They were beyond the curve of the circular wall, and the
buildings blocked their view of thisarea. But only for amoment. The second team would be herein afew
moments

Taking abattered brass key from a pocket of hisdirty clothes, Harold unlocked the smashed trunk of a
big luxury car and stepped ingde. Crouching low, he closed thelid tight, pulling until hearing the click that
told him the lock was engaged. After waiting afew minutes to become adjusted to the darkness, Harold
pushed down the back seat, wiggled into the front, clambered over the dashboard and out the gap where
the windshield used to be. Crumpled cars and wags surrounded him on every side, tirdesswhedsjutting
out, sprinklings of greenish glass squares everywhere, and seat belts dangling from above. From outside,
the wall appeared to be impenetrable, a solidly compacted mass of smashed metad, but the hunchback
knew that was false. The old baron had designed this area himsdlf, and after the workers were finished,
Harold had done something to them that made his head hurt to remember. And sometimes he woke from
fevered nightmares of screaming men begging for life.

Ableto see somewhat better now, Harold wiggled forward between an array of tires and tail pipes,
ducking under atransmission and into an exploson holein the sde of amilitary APC. Climbing up the
doped interior, heleft by the escape hatch in the roof, did across the armor and climbed down the
undercarriage of adanted school bus.

A rat scurried from the wreckage and Harold stomped it flat, then moved on. Nasty things. Folks got
sick and sometimes died when they got bitten. The old baron and the new both had areward on the
rats-kill ahundred and get a day off from work. Nowadays, it was getting hard to find ahundred. The
ratswouldn’t comeinto the ville anymore, which made Harold sad. Thefirg gift he had ever given Laura
was abox of ahundred dead rats. That wasthe first day she kissed him, and he knew they werein love.

Carefully diding through the split top of an armored bank truck, Harold maneuvered up the wal shelves
and into the front seats. Unlocking the passenger side door, he sivung out and dropped the full yard to
the concrete gpron outside theville.

Directly before him was the dead river, the stink of sulfur hurting his nose and eyes. On the other Sde of
the stained concrete banks were the ruins of the predark city that he had been named after. Holding his
breath, Harold listened for any movement on the wall above. But the world was still adeep; not even the
ging-wings or the lizards were up and moving yet.

However, the clouds seemed more yellowish than normal, and panic seized the man as he wondered if
the deadly acid rain was coming early thisyear. But in spite of his proximity to the polluted river, the smell
inthe morning air was wrong, not strong enough. He gratefully relaxed his powerful shoulders. No storm
was forthcoming, and it would be safe for him to leave the ville and do what had to be done to save his



poor wife.

Closdy following the rusted wrecks composing thewall, Harold watched the searchlights crisscrossthe
brightening sky. Dawn was when the night crew went home to deep, and the day crew turned off the
colossd lights and did maintenance on the a cohol-driven generators, transformers and jennies.

Shivering dightly from adamp chill in the air, Harold waited until the beamswinked out. Moving fast, he
dashed forward a dozen yards and dropped to the rough ground. Prying off the grate of astorm drain
with his bare hands, Harold scrambled inside and eased the hundred pounds of rusty iron gently back
into place.

Hewas hafway there.

WITH A SMOQTH hydraulic hiss, the black metal door to the redoubt moved aside and the sputtering
Hummer rolled through the opening, bluish smoke coughing from the muffler. At the steering whed, Ryan
gave it some gas and worked the choke until the engine smoothed somewhat.

“Yousurethetiming isright?’ he asked gruffly, studying the gauges on the dashboard. Plenty of fud, and
the battery was charged, oil pressure and water temp at acceptable levels.

“Sounds like bad piston rings,” J.B. told him, standing in the cargo area, an arm resting on the long
M-60 machine rifle attached to an upright gimbal, alinked belt of ammo traveling fromits breech to abig
box attached to the stand.

There was another sputtering cough, and asmal explosion of blue smoke.

“Isthisgoing to makeit to the ruins?’ Krysty asked from the front passenger seet, the Steyr SSG-70
cradled in her arms. With Ryan doing the driving, she was the point guard for the journey. “Be along
walk back.”

“Especidly, sr, conveying the rest of us on your back,” Doc added from his perch on top of a stack of
weapons crates. The Hummer was much larger than amilitary-style jeep, but not quite of sufficient Szeto
comfortably hold seven people and aload of supplies. Doc had lost the coin toss, and so wasresigned to
the cargo areawith the water barrel and bazookas. A folded towd offered his bony hindgquarters some
comfort, but not much.

“Beokay, just old,” Jak said from the back seat, jammed between Dean and Mildred, with boxes of
suppliesat their feet.

“The engineisjust burning off the excess ail buildup. We flushed it twice, but there sawaysabit left
over,” Dean explained as the engine suddenly smoothed into a powerful hum. “ See? Told you.”

“Better,” Ryan agreed, gunning the gas afew times to check the response. The big Detroit engine
obeyed promptly, so the Deathlands warrior put the Hummer into gear and started following the tunnedl to
the exit.

Krysty bobbed her head about to see where they were going. The damn snorke for the power plant
was next to her window, partially blocking her view, but they hadn’t been able to get the thing to retract,
s0 shewas stuck. At least it was only the air intake and wasn't blowing exhaust into the wag. The snorkel
was designed to automaticaly cut in if the vehicle went into water deeper than afew feet. Jeeps were
faster, and APCs offered serious protection, but for genera work, Krysty thought the Hummer was



damn near perfect. It did everything well, even if the only armor it had was in the floorboards to protect
the crew from land mines. The doors were only stretched canvas and wouldn’t stop anewborn

ging-wing.

A faint grayish light was emanating from the distant opening to the outside world, giving enough
illumination for driving, but Ryan hit the headlightsjust the same. The brilliant halogen bulbsflashed on,
filling the tunnd with blinding white light, dmost painful to see.

“That should blind the mutie, if it returned in the night,” Mildred said, blocking her face with araised
hand. “Damn near blindsme, asitis”

Jak, an abino, said nothing, and smply did on apair of old cracked sunglasses.

“Wadll, if it did come back, thiswill chew it to bits,” J.B. boasted, jacking the big arming bolt on the
M-60. “But watch for the brass. She spitsthem fast and far.”

“Too bad that .50 cal from storage wouldn't fit,” Dean said wigtfully. “That’ d chill any mutie.”
JB. ducked under aroof support beam. “And most war wags.”

“And flip over thevehicle,” Ryan commented, both hands on the whed. “Not even aHummer can
support a.50 cd infull fire”

“Thirty fine,” Jak stated. “Not need nukes chill ants.”

“John, be sureto am for the center,” Mildred said, sitting uncomfortably on top of afield-surgery kit.
“Thewings are only membrane with no red circulatory system.”

“Like shooting fishin abarrd,” Dean stated confidently.

“No, son. Only afool amsfor thefish,” hisfather said, concentrating on driving. “Y ou shoot the barrdl.
It can’t dodge.”

“Just spend the brass, and save your ass, because | don’t want to have to usethis,” the physician said,
affectionatdly patting the belted canvas lump between her boots. It was thefind of her life, and one that
she had been searching for since she awoke in the twenty-second century. A field-surgery kit. A redl,
honest to God, fully equipped, U.S. Army MASH medical kit. Mildred had found theincredible treasure
inthefirst-aid station, which had the only locked room in the redoubt. Probably to keep the troops out of
the brandy and drugs in the supply cabinet. And as Mildred wasn't registered with the redoubt’ s
mainframe as the doctor on duty, the palm lock had refused her admittance, but a crowbar convinced the
door to open for her anyway. Neatly jammed with surgica instruments specifically designed for soldiers
in combat, the pack was as heavy as hdll, but the physician couldn’t have been more pleased. Dr.
Mildred Wyeth was atrained doctor, but without instruments, there wasn't much she could do for
seriousinjuries.

The externd light got brighter, and the companions prepped their wegpons. Ryan dowed the Hummer to
acrawl, but asthey rounded aturn they found the outside ledge completely empty, only afew of their
gpent brass from the previous night on the rocky ground.

Braking to ahdt, Ryan killed the engine to save fuel. The companions disembarked, with J.B. staying at
the machine gun to give them cover if necessary. Warily stepping outside, the friends found the tunnel



ended at the top of agently doping hillock that flowed downward into avast expanse of sandy desert,
low dunes risng and falling across the barren vistalike waves on acam sea. In the far distance,
completely dominating the horizon, were the sprawling ruins of the huge pre-dark city.

“Spread out and look for the mutie. Five yards, one on one,” Ryan directed, blaster in hand. A breeze
wafted over them from the desert, carrying the smell of heat and dust. Ingtinctively, he checked therad
counter on his shirt collar and was relieved to see the background count was normd. Thiswasn’t ahot
area.

“Not circling above us,” Dean said, squinting at the overcast sky. “But it surelookslike astorm ison the
W@/_"

“Those are the wrong type of formationsfor rain,” Mildred commented, studying the overcast sky.
“They more resemble dust clouds.”

“Nukes,” Jak said, frowning, scratching his cheek with the muzzle of his.357 Magnum. Thetinted lenses
of the sunglasses made the teenager seem even paer than usual.

“Or achem sorm.”

“No spoor, or bonesfrom akill,” Ryan said, knedling on the ground and studying the soil for tracks or
prints.

“Quite right. We seem to be alone, captain, O my captain,” Doc said, holstering his huge blaster. “Our
uninvited guest has sought lodgings esewhere.”

“Unlessit hasanest on another ledge,” Krysty suggested, moving away from the tunnel to check above
them. The tunnel opened near the base of alarge outcropping, amesa actually, the main column of the
granite mountain had shattered into splinters and boulders from some terrible geologica event.

“But with al thislight, | don’t think the night feeder will be out and about to bother us much.” Her voice
faded away, then came back strong. “Mother Gaia protect us!”

Blagters at the ready, the others quickly joined the redhead and stared in wonderment. Where huge
sections of the mesawere gone, smooth sections of adull black materia could be plainly seeninthe
shadowy light. The materid wasn't marred or scratched in any way.

“That' sthe exterior of the redoubt,” Ryan said, rubbing hisfreshly shaved chin. Then he glanced about.
“Thiswhole area must have been underground before the war.”

“Then it became desert, and the winds unearthed the redoubt,” Mildred agreed.

“Now we know where that odd tunndl came from,” Dean said grimly. “ Somebody saw the base and
wastrying to gain access.”

The eder Cawdor shook hishead. “No, that was old tech that built the tunnd. Those beamswere
ferroconcrete. That can’t be made anymore.”

“Yes, dr.” The boy nodded, but kept agrip on his blaster.

The sound of astarting engine shattered the early-morning quiet. The companions dropped into combat



positions, with Dean crouching to fire his new blaster from aknedling position for greater stability. A
moment later, their Hummer bounced into view with JB. behind the whedl.

“Everything okay?’ he asked suspicioudy, one hand strategically out of sight. “Y ou were taking too
long... Dark night! The outside of the redoubt!”

“No other ledges or caves dong thisface of the mesa,” Ryan said, then turned to stare into the distance.
“Mebbe the mutie came from the ruins.”

“Sure seemsalot bigger than it did last night,” Dean Stated, cradling the longblaster in hisarms, but
making sure the muzzle wasn't pointed at anybody. He had caught hell for accidentally doing that once,
and he' d never repeat the mistake.

“Seems like the buildings reach for miles” Krysty stated.

The darkness had to have masked the true size of the predark city. The outlying structures siretched in
every direction, and there were rows of tall buildings downtown, some dashed on adiagond cut from
eroson, or with jagged tops from fires. But one marble edifice towered above the others, asingle shining
skyscraper untouched by the ravages of time or war.

“Gulliver in Lilliput,” Doc observed, resting both hands on his cane, the slver lion’ s head peeking out
between hislaced fingers.

“Not Chicago,” Jek said, squinting, “Miami, or Big D.”

“Not any placel know. Anybody else?’ Ryan asked, easing the safety on his blaster before holstering
the weapon. There was a negative chorus.

“And no sign of people,” Mildred said, craning her neck for a better view. “That | can see”

“We couldn’t spot awag at thisrange,” J.B. said, retrieving a spyglass from a cushioned pouch on his
belt. He extended the brass scopetoitsfull length and closed an eyeto look through it.

“Wel?" Ryan asked.

“Still too far,” J.B. reported, collapsing the tube. “We need binocs to see details a thisrange.”

“Might be deserted, then,” Dean said, sounding disappointed.

“Or it could have athousand people,” Krysty warned over her shoulder. “ Somebody was operating the
searchlights. And much as | hatekilling, | sure hope they have alot of enemies. We' |l get a better price
with folkswho have afight coming.”

“Everybody has enemies,” Ryan rationdized coldly. “We' Il do finewith thislot of blasters and rockets.”

“Blagtersadways good,” Jak stated. “Heard ‘ bout man bought life by giving baron can opener.”

“Really?’ Dean asked in dishdlief. He touched the Swiss army knifein his pocket. Wasit that valuable?

“Bdieveit,” Ryan sad, dimbing back into the Hummer and starting the engine, which caught on thefirst
try. “You ever try to open acan of stew with just aknife or arock?’



“Yes” Krysty said, taking her sedt.

One boot resting on the back whed, J.B. laughed and displayed afinger. “And | ill have the scar.”
Astherest jammed into their seats, straddling boxes and crates, Ryan studied the dope of the hillock.
Off to their west was aflat section of desert, anicelong stretch of hard-packed sand. Maybe an ancient
highway, or adried riverbed.

“WEe Il head for that natura road,” Ryan said, starting the engine again. “ Should make good time.”

“Others might have the sameidea,” Krysty cautioned, wrapping the strap of the Steyr around her
forearm so it couldn’t be dropped. “Best be ready for an ambush.”

“Gotcha,” J.B. said, straightening akink in the ammo belt of the M-60. “ Stay sharp, folks.”

“An ambush. From whom?’ Doc asked, sounding perturbed. “ A tumbleweed, perhaps?’

“No, she' sright. Those searchlights can be seen for miles” Ryan said, shifting gears and releasing the
hand brake. “Could have every coldheart bastard, junker and nomad from the whole countryside down
there”

“Wherever down thereis,” Mildred added, using astrip of cloth to tie back her long beaded plaits. The
city was vaguely familiar to the woman, but that was al, nothing specific. Then again, most big cities

resembled each other. Who could tell Toronto from Sesttle if their mgjor landmarks were gone?

“We ll find out when the stars appear tonight,” J.B. said confidently, straightening hisfedora. “ That cloud
cover isgoing to break soon. | can smdl it.”

“We used to ded down ahill likethis” Doc said softly. “ All covered with snow and twinkling with ice.
My wife would have hot chocolate waiting for the children and | when we came home afterward. Cold. It
was S0 cold in Vermont that winter.” His voice faded away, and he stared into the distance, reliving
another lifein another world.

“Hold ontight,” Ryan said, dropping into low gear and starting down the dope.

The grade was steep, but the Hummer dug in and he began zigzagging to control their speed. However,
they were dill going faster than he liked when the Hummer bounced over ahidden gully. The companions
cursed, and the supplies jumped about wildly, but none left the wag.

“Warn us next time, will you?’ J.B. sngpped, clinging to the M-60 with both arms, the ammo box jingling
with every jolt. Mildred handed him back his dropped fedora, and he stuffed it on.

Ryan dodged another gully, then acactus. “Y ou want to drive instead?’
“Sure! Pass methewhed.”

At the bottom of the dope, the Hummer dipped into aravine and rolled up gracefully onto flat land.
Ryan gunned the engine and started in the direction of the crude road they had spotted from the hill.

Keeping agrip on the M-60, J.B. looked around, studying the horizon for any suspicious movements.



“Thelandscapeis bare for miles. At least nobody can sneak up on us until we reach the city.”

“Andif thelocalswon't trade, there must be some storesto loot,” Mildred noted, atering her grip on the
med kit. A shopping list of supplieswas dready forming in her mind.

“Mebbe some canned goods that haven’t gone bad,” Dean suggested.
“Inthisheat?” Jak scoffed, elbowing the lad.

“Not likely,” the elder Cawdor added pointedly, watching a tumbleweed roll across the road. “Mebbe
some homemade presarvesin aglassjar, but nothing in atin can.”

Sweeping the vented barrel of the M-60 from sideto side, J.B. shrugged. “Hell, anything is possible.
Just look at the place.”

“Indeed,” Doc said, leaning on his swordstick. “It could be the veritable cornucopia, a bacchanalian
trove of treasure!”

Everybody hung on asthe Hummer rolled up an incline and cameto rest on the path. The dried sand had
cracked into acrazy jigsaw pattern. Dunes rose on either side, offering some protection from the
warming desert winds. But they al realized that if thiswas dawn, by noon the city would be an inferno.

The mileswent by in steady progression, the three-hour-plustrip to the ruins uneventful. A cooling
breeze blew into the military wag from their speed, but dso acontrail of dust rose from the Hummer's
studded tires on the loose sand. Any hope of sneaking into the ruins was now completely gone.

Spotting amoving shadow on the sand, Jak intently watched a sting-wing cruise through the murky sky.
The bird sailed off toward the east asiif the ancient city ahead of them held no interest to the little mutie,
That was agood indication. Sting-wings feared nothing and ate everything. Perhapsthe ruinswere
deserted.

Asthe Hummer approached the outskirts of the ruins, the buildings rapidly rose above the horizon.
Oddly, there seemed to be no houses or stores to show the gradua expansion of the metropolis. The
structures smply jutted from the sunbaked soil like fence posts with windows. Most of the windows
wereadull whitein color.

“Desart sorms sandblasted them white,” Mildred stated, wiping the sweet off her face with amoist
towelette.

Nobody contradicted her theory. An octagona sheet of metal on apost heralded their entrance into the
nameless city, and Ryan immediately dowed the progress of the Hummer. The Streets were completely
bare, not acar, atruck or even apiece of avehiclewasin sght.

“Strange,” Ryan said, furrowing his brow. “No cars, yet the buildings are intact.”

“Anacther neutron bomb,” Krysty suggested, curling alip in disgust.

“Seemsthat way. No bodies, property undamaged. Only where are the vehicles?’

“Mebbe the survivors drove away,” Dean offered.



“Could be. But if the city was hit by anuke, the engineswould have been deactivated by the EMP
blast,” Mildred said. “And if it was achem storm or germ warfare, then dl the people would be dead,
but the cars okay.”

“So somebody took them afterward,” the boy stated asif the fact were obvious.

The Hummer rolled past a parking garage. The gates were smashed, and every leve they could seeinto
was vacant.

“Mebbe,” the eder Cawdor agreed hesitantly, not liking where this conversation was going. “But what
would you need a thousand, mebbe ten thousand bastard carsfor?’

“Wall,” Jek said.

“Makes sense,” J.B. stated, hisfinger resting on the trigger of the M-60. “We ve seen it done before.
Just not on thisscale”

They rolled past a new-car showroom, the window gone, the sales floor deserted.

“But it’ sgot to be one huge ville to need every car,” Krysty said.

The ruins seemed to be thinning ahead of them, so Ryan took aleft at an intersection heading toward the
skyscraper. Soon, bits and pieces of broken asphalt started to show under the sand covering the road,
and within ablock they were driving on cracked pavement. It was arare experience.

“Stay sharp,” Ryan warned as he dowed their speed to get a better view of theruins.

Large snowy windows fronted the street on each side, the same down every side street. Above stores,
empty meta frames swung in the soft breeze, the plastic long ago eroded, and the tattered remains of a
movie-theater marquee seemed bullet-riddled from the hundreds of empty lightbulb sockets. Street Signs
of different shapes stood wordless on shiny meta poles, every trace of paint completely removed.

“Norust,” Ryan commented, bringing the Hummer to ahdt. “Must get alot of acid rain here.”

“That stops rust from forming?’ Dean asked in surprise.

“Washesit off,” Mildred answered. “ Sandstorms and acid rain. Not agood areato try farming.”

“Storm damageisminimal,” Doc noted, glancing around carefully. “Mayhap the buildings themselves act
asasort of windbreak.”

“I’d of thought they’ d funnd the wind and worsen the damage,” J.B. said.

“Close” Ryan replied, driving around a huge pothole in the middle of an intersection. “ Faster wind
means|ess sand to form piles”

“I’'m surprised that mutie was around,” J.B. stated, removing his hat to wipe his forehead with adeeve.
Even with the unbroken cloud cover, it was till getting too damn warm. He replaced the fedorawith a
pat. “Wonder what it eats.”

“Lizards,” Krysty said, watching afat lizard with atwitching spider in its mouth dart out from underneath



the mailbox and scuttle away into asewer grating at their gpproach. Thelizard' s claws churned the sand
and left alittle contrall of dust to mark its passage. “L ots of them around.”

“And what do they eat?’ Dean asked.

“Bug, worms, old shoes, leather couches and mink stoles,” Mildred said patiently. “ Any old thing. After
sharks, reptiles are the only true omnivores.”

“The desert is an ocean with itslife underground, and a perfect disguise above,” Doc said softly to
himsdf.

Past a corner, the squat buildings became neat rows of gpartments and strip malls. A yellow sheet of
newspaper blew by the wag, the faded headlines touting vita information from a century ago.

“Place gives methe cregps,” J.B. said unexpectedly. “ Got the damnedest fegling we' re being watched.”

Studying the white windows on the buildings, Jak nervoudy clicked back the hammer of the Python and
eased it down again with histhumb. “Y eah. Me, too,” hesaid. “Eerie”

Holding the Steyr, Krysty said nothing, but her hair was coiled tightly in response to her disturbed frame
of mind.

“Thought it was just me,” Ryan added, increasing their speed dightly. One important question kept
repeating itself over and over in hismind. Why hadn't apredark city thislarge and in excellent condition
been looted yet? Suddenly, he had the strangest urge to turn the wag and head straight back to the
redoult.

“Hey, look therel” Dean cried, pointing ahead.
Visble over the rooftops of the two-story gpartment complexes was apair of curved metal arches.

“Must be bridges,” Ryan said, shifting gears and heading in that direction. There had been no evidence
of the searchlights or the ownersin this section of town. Perhaps they were acrosstheriver. It made
senseto stay near running water in adesert. Then astrong whiff of sulfur made the man wonder if they
were heading toward an acid rain lake?

Asthe Hummer took acorner, adockyard spread before them in crumbling maesty. Rows upon rows
of long warehouses lined the concrete apron of the shore. Deep recesses clearly designed for drydocking
vessdl s notched the embankment with tall derricks standing aongside for ferrying cargo.

An opening dropped away from the dockside, some kind of astorm drain or river. But more
importantly, across the span was ajumbled wall of smashed cars and trucks towering thirty feet high, and
extending in both directionsto curve out of Sght.

“We found the source of the searchlights,” Ryan remarked, parking the Hummer a safe distance from the
docks. The concrete looked solid, but the five tons of the Hummer might send them al plummeting into
whatever was at the bottom of the smelly trench. Best to take no chances.

“They raided thissideto fix the other,” Krysty said. “ Smart folks.”

“Architectura cannibals,” Doc stated thoughtfully. “How unique.”



Removing hisglasses, J.B. extracted hisfolding telescope and extended it to itsfull length. Carefully, he
traversed the other side.

“Nobody in sght,” he reported, collapsing the telescope.

Killing the purring engine, Ryan nodded and climbed out of thewag. “I’ll take point. J.B. you're on
guard.”

JB. did hisglasses back on. “Check,” he replied, patting the breech of the M-60. “Any troubleand I'll
sound the darm.”

Spreading out so they didn't offer any snipers anice clustered target, the companions proceeded closer

to the edge of the concrete. The smell was worse here, the reason soon painfully obvious. A hundred feet
down was aduggish ydlow river reeking of sulfur and other chems.

“Must be runoff water from the desert,” Krysty guessed. “We aready knew they got bad acid rain
rHe_”

“Now how the hell do we get acrossthis?’ Mildred asked, clutching her med kit.

“Wedon't,” Jak said, jerking athumb to their |eft.

Nearby, the great arches of steel were dl that remained of the predark bridge crossing theriver. A wide
road led to paved ramp extensions that ended in melted gobbets of cooled metal only feet from the
embankments. An identica section stood on the other Sde of the river. But the center span of the bridge
was completely gone. Worse, two more smashed bridges were visible upriver, hundreds of severed stedl
cables dangling limply into the brackish flow of the polluted river.

“Wadl, if wedivein, thefal wouldn't hurt us,” Mildred said, sounding half serious. “But nobody could
livefor long in that water. Plus, there sno way to climb up the other side. Those support pillions are
thicker than the Hummer.”

“Mebbe after they took the cars, the people smashed the bridges,” Dean suggested.

“And permanently cut themselves off from al the materia on thissde? Doubtful,” Ryan said, rubbing his
jaw. “I think if wefollow the shordline for long enough, we'll find how they get across”

“Mebbefly likemuties,” Jak said.

Resting the longblaster on her shoulder, Krysty merely arched afiery eyebrow at the unsettling
suggestion when apiercing scream of terror sounded from their |eft, followed closdy by thetdltalerattle
of autofire,

“That wasachild,” Mildred said, aghast.

Ryan agreed, and friend or foe, combat was aways something that should be investigated. The next
minute it might very well be coming their way.

“Silent probe, sngle-yard spread,” Ryan ordered, drawing his pistol and starting forward at an easy run.



Chapter Six

Clutching aheadless dall, asmadl girl wasrunning madly down the sandy sireet, her long hair flying inthe
wind. She dowed to glance over her shoulder to seeif the monsterswere il after them.

“Keep running!” her father screamed, dropping to one knee and discharging a handblaster at the pack of
wolves chasing them. The weapon banged in smoke and sparks, and a store window down the street
exploded into pieces.

Cursing the inaccuracy of his blaster, the man turned and ran, trying to reload, but paper and lead balls
dropped from hisfumbling hands. Hiswife ran without pausing, asmal crying bundle held tight in her
ams.

Straight ahead, the road angled into the ground and ended at atiled wall with two huge openings. The
left sdewas crudely bricked solid, ivy growing up the stonesto show the age of the work. But the | eft
sde was open. Two large wooden doors siwung aside, exposing a brick-lined tunnel extending into the
darkness. Two gigantic machines of some sort bracketed the tiled wall and formed an impressive
barricade. In front was a sandbag wall topped with twisted coils of barbed wire. Behind the sandbags
were three men in predark uniforms, two in military fatigues, the third dressed as a policeman. The
soldierswere franticaly working nim-rods to charge their muzzle-loading rifles. The policeman was
notching a barbed arrow into a crossbow made from the spring leaves of acar.

“Here!” the policeman screamed, taking aim at the family with hisweapon. “ Thisway! Keep coming!”
“Don’t look back!” added the short private, locking back the hammer on his museum-piecerifle.

The other private leveled hisrifle and fired. Thelong-blaster thundered like a bazooka, volumes of
smoke exploding from the barrd dmaost hiding him. But no yelp of pain came from the snarling animals so
very close behind the runners.

Turning, the father fired again, and the lead wolf yipped in pain. Shoving hisblaster into apocket, the
elderly man then ran for al he was worth, losing items from pockets at every step of the way.

Almost losing the doll in her arms, the girl reached the wall of sandbags and stopped looking for away
past the obstruction. Thetal policeman reached out to grab her arm and brutally hauled the child over.
She gasped in pain and landed sprawling on the side, losing her toy. The short private scooped it up and
thrust it back into her tiny arms as he shoved her toward the opening in thetiled wall.

“Run to the end of the tunndl!” he barked. “Go! Don't stop!”
Pausing for amoment, the child glanced at her folks, then took to her hedsinto the darkness beyond.

The mother made it next, the deeve of her thin shirt ripping off asit brushed the barbed wire coils. She
wasn't wearing abra, but the men pretended not to notice. Two of them boldly leaped out to gently
assst her and the crying baby over the sandbags while the policeman fired the crossbow. The arrow
gppeared to go Straight for the father, but it missed him and kept on going. A wolf howled asthe man
sprinted forward in renewed speed and dived over the barricade.

The clean-shaved soldier escorted her inside, while the private with abeard stood between her and the
oncoming wolves. Coally raising hiswegpon, he cocked the hammer and fired, thunder and smoke
vomiting from the cruderifle.



Diving over the sandbags, the father landed hard, but rolled over and came up with amachetein his
hand. The policeman knocked that aside.

“We have blasterd” he snapped. “Inside, they won't get past usl Save your family, man!” Sheathing the
blade, the father nodded in thanks and dashed into the darkness.

Instantly, the guards relaxed their tense posture and, smirking in satisfaction, lowered their wegpons.
Then they shared agrin, ran ingde, firing their blagtersinto the air.

“Thewolvesare herel” one private cried, firing hisrifle sraight into the air.

The other started to walk casudly toward the wooden doors. “ Stand firm, men! Don't let them pass!”
“Hurry! Hurry!” the policeman added, lighting acig and blowing asmokering. “ Get the axed!”
Reaching the barricade, the wolves stopped and milled about |ooked expectantly at the men. Thelead
wolf sarted to wag histail in anticipation. Smiling widdy, the policeman tossed the pack something from
his pockets, which the animals happily devoured and then dashed off into the ruins barking and yipping.

RETREATING A FEW BLOCKS, the companions convened behind a garbage bin before alowing
themsalves to spesk.

“Fireblast!” Ryan breathed. “ Did you see that?
Leaning wearily againgt abrick wall, Krysty nodded. “A sham. Thisisdl asham!”
“Longblagtersfiring not one wolf hurt?” Jak snorted, sitting on his haunches.

“And no dust kicking up from misses, either,” Ryan said. “It'sanew sham on me, and | thought | had
seenthemal.”

“Bagtards,” Mildred spit furioudy. “ Utter contemptible bastards.”

“What do you think they do with the people?’ Dean asked, staring at the junkyard wall acrosstheriver.
No sounds could be heard from this distance. Even blasterfire would becomelost in thewind, so
anything could be happening out of sight behind theimpaosing barrier.

“I don’'t know, son,” Ryan said. “ Slaves, mebbe.”

Returning to the Hummer, they informed J.B. about the Situation.

“Blanks,” the Armorer stated, Sitting on the bumper of the Hummer. “ Shit-egting sec men werefiring
blanks! Y ou sure about that?’

“Makes sense,” Ryan agreed. “ Searchlights draw in folks to investigate. Then somewhere dong the way,
apack of pet wolves atack, herding the people into the ville. The sec men pretend to fight off the muties,
and the victimsrush ingde for protection, while actudly thanking their captors.”

“Deuced clever way to increase your population,” Doc admitted in grudging admiration. “Highly
contemptible, but | must admit that | am impressed by its sheer audacity.”



“Bastards,” Mildred repesated.
“Agreed, good Doctor. But ill brilliant.”

“So what about that winged thing we found in the cave,” Dean asked, holding hisnew rifle, hiseyes
never pausing asthey searched the shadowy ruinsfor possible enemies. “ Think that’ s another

sheepdog?’
Krysty dismissed the idea. “ Head wastoo smdl. No way it was smart asawolf.”

“I’d guessthat wasfor red,” Ryan agreed. “ Or possibly, the stick to the carrot. If anybody triesto
escape, it'll be a night and the bird, whatever, attacksfor red.”

“Why doesn't it attack theville, then?’
“Wesak eyes” Mildred reminded. “ Those searchlights would keep the mutie far away.”
“Moretricksand games,” Krysty said grimly.

“However, you al seemed to have missed the most important point,” J.B. said, adjusting his glasses until
he had their full attention, then he smiled broadly.

“We now know where dinner is coming from,” he continued, chocking the bolt on the Uzi.
Faces brightened in understanding.

“Wolf hard to kill?" Dean asked, feding arush of adrenaline. He wanted to do something for the poor
trapped folks, and if he couldn’t free them somehow, then chilling the wolves was the next best thing.

“Most pack animasare,” Ryan said, nodding at J.B. Thewiry Armorer sluted in return. “ Just haveto
catch one off by itsalf away from the others”

“And once we acethe wolves,” Ryan continued, “tomorrow it’ll be much easier to cut adedl with the
baron of the ville without getting caught between two enemies. He Il keep expecting the wolvesto show.
That' Il keep him off balance and give us an extrabargaining edge.”

“Andif wecan't find them?’ Dean asked in concern.

Standing, J.B. went over to pat thelong ventilated barrel of the M-60. “Then we'll just have to reason
with them the old-fashioned way,” he said grimly.

“WENT NORTH,” J&k said, brushing back his snowy hair. “Wind going muddle tracks. Go now.”

“Agreed.” Ryan climbed into the Hummer and started the engine. “We |l circle around and approach
from the west, so the guards at the tunnel won't hear us.”

Taking their seets amid the cargo, Ryan kept the Hummer in low gear to be as quiet as possible as they
drove dong the zigzagging maze of streets until findly reaching the park just west of the great skyscraper.

“Thank Gaiafor that building,” Krysty said. “Without street Sgns or maps, it'd be easy to get lost in



here. But just check the angle of the sun and you have alocation.”

“Likeasundid,” Dean said, chewing over the notion. “ Pretty smart.”

She smiled. “Y our father taught me that.”

“Stop,” Jak said, leaning way out of the wag, studying the ground.

Shifting into neutra, Ryan eased to afast halt, and the Cgjun hopped out, walking back afew yardsto
bend low to the ground and brush his fingertips across the smooth sand. To Dean, there didn’t appear to
be any marks on the sand, but Jak stood and pointed decisively.

“Eight,” he tated, then pointed down an dleyway. “Six.”

“Damn dley istoo smdl for the Hummer,” J.B. noted, estimating the opening. “Want to circle around
again?’

“Tooclose” Jak sad, frowning. “Hear and run.”

“And we don’'t want to go chasing them al over theruins,” Krysty said. “ There are far too many places
they can reach that we can't.”

“Onfoot, then,” Ryan said, leaving the wag. “ Krysty, stay with the Hummer. We Il follow the Six.”

“If you come back running, I'll beready,” she promised, handing over the Steyr. “ The M-60 might
reduce dinner to hamburger instead of steaks, but at least it' [l be us on the outside digesting them, instead
of the other way around.”

Snorting alaugh, Ryan bent close to exchange afast kiss, then checked the longblaster and ammo belt.
Satisfied, he started across the street. * Full weapons, everybody, and stay close. Packs fear other
pa:ks_”

With Jak in the lead, the companions eased into the dleyway, following the trail of faint depressonsin
the loose sand. The next street down came into sight, but the two companions conferred and took aside
aley. Coming out ablock to the east, Jak raised a hand, then closed it into afist. The group froze and got
ready for combat.

Just ablock away was a smashed store window, the only gap in the endless seam of white store
windows that lined the street.

Spreading out, the companions eased toward the gaping hole, Dean and Mildred watching the windows
above for any signs of snipers. It could be another trap, and better safe than dead.

Above the smashed window, words were chisded into the marble lintel of the building, but time and the
winds had worn the engraving down to vague unreadable squiggles. But recently somebody had nestly
painted the huge single word acrossthe stonelintel.

“ “Supirmarkit, “ Doc quietly read in disgust. “Not only thievesand liars, but illiterates, aswell.”

Mildred scowled in agreement while Ryan studied the crude sign. Another bastard trick for travelersin
the city. Solos or explorerslooking to loot would find this open food store and naturdly go inside to



check for canned goods. That’ s when the wolves charged and the victims would get herded straight to
thevillelike sheep.

“Hopefully not to the daughter,” J.B. whispered, obvioudy having the sametrain of thought.

Jagged daggers of glassjutted like teeth ringing the opening. From their vantage point on the sdewalk,
they could see bare floorsinside, abank of linked cartsto the l€ft, registersto the right and rows upon
rows of shelves gtretching out of sight. A fine sprinkling of sand lay over top of everything for yards, and
the rear of the store was masked in darkness.

Signding for silence, Ryan tapped his eye and gestured &t the store. Riflein one hand, he drew his
SIG-Sauer and knelt on the sidewalk, listening for any sounds of movement inside. The ghostly moan of
the desert wind whispering down the street was discernible, but nothing else. No dripping pipes, no
ticking clocks, not asnarl or acough.

Extracting asmdl plastic mirror, JB. eased it past the jamb of the window and tilted it inward to scan
the area.

“Behind theregigters” he silently mouthed, pocketing the mirror.

Eagerly, Dean started forward, but Ryan stopped him with asingle raised finger. The boy retreated, and
the elder Cawdor first pointed at Jak, then Doc. Keeping hisblind, left sde to the wall, Ryan poked the
muzzle of his Steyr around the jamb just as J.B. did the same on the other sde with the Uzi.

The lead wolf was large and heavily muscled, with brindle markings showing it was from the forestlands.
The rest were smaller and leaner, smilar to whippets, but none seemed to be starving and that was a bad
sgn. Hungry animaswould just attack, and any organized group of defenders could easily withstand
them. However, awell-fed pack would wait and watch until amistake was made, then charge when its
victimsweren't paying atention.

“Wait for it,” Ryan said quietly. Then with aroar, the Hummer bounded into view, abarking pack of
wolves surrounding the vehicle. Driving with one hand, Krysty wasfiring at the legping animalswith a

blaster gripped in abloody fist.
“Behind ud” Doc cried, firing the LeMat into the store.

Ryan spun, and there were the other six wolves crawling around the registers moving assilently as
ghosts. In aheartbest, the hunters had been the hunted.

“Hummer!” Dean shouted, announcing histarget as he cut loose with the G-12. The blaster hissed a
stuttering zip of caseless rounds, and six of the eight animas were torn into pieces under the incredible
fusllade of subsonic sted. But then the HK stopped, and the youth redlized he was out of ammo.
Dropping the spent wespon, he drew his handblaster. Ryan discharged the Steyr, and awolf in the store
flipped over, crashing into an ancient display rack.

Free from the attentions of the beasts for amoment, Krysty scrambled into the back of the Hummer and
cut loose with the M-60, the weapon chattering adeadly hellstorm at the beasts. Two danced inthe air
astheir bodies were torn to pieces before the rest spread out, running wildly in every direction, one even
darting under the vehicle.

But there was method to the madness, and Ryan cursed as he redlized the wolves were combining into a



pack again; the running around was merely intended to disorient the humans before a unified charge.

“Movetothewdl!” he shouted, dropping the empty Steyr and drawing his pangawhilefiring the
SIG-Sauer. “ Get the leader!”

The largest wolf snarled at the one-eyed warrior, and the rest of them repeated the challenge.
“Bracel” JB. cursed, fumbling in his munitions bag. “ Going to useagren!”

But asif they knew what those words meant, the animal's stopped running and crouched in fear, their
haunches raising in submission. Uncaring, J.B. raised agren and pulled the pin, pausing to gauge for
distance. But then their eyes glazed over and athird eye blossomed wide, the yellowish orb glaring with
monstrous hatred.

“They’remuties!” Mildred yelled. At her words, the foreheads of the wolf pack split open to display a
third eye with alarge square pupil, like agoat’s. Then they charged, moving across the sandy street with
nightmare speed.

Krysty got in one more shot, and J.B. burped the Uz twice in short controlled bursts, chilling one wolf
and wounding another, before the anima's swarmed over them from every direction.

Kicking at the davering muties, the companions fired nonstop, wounding the animals over and over, but
not one dropped. Snarling and snapping, the animalstook wild bites, but only got layers of cloth. They
it the materia out in disgust. Krysty fired the M-60 one final time, then was forced to stop, her hands
helpless on the trigger of the deadly machine gun. Without aclear view, she could chill her own people
ingtead.

Samming in afresh clip, Ryan shot the leader in the leg and asit closed upon him, he kicked the woalf in
the jaw, his stedl-toed Army crunching bone. Spitting teeth, the anima backed away, drooling blood.

Sidestepping a charge by two wolves working together, Dean punched one in the face with his empty
blaster and buried hisknifeinto the other one’s muscular shoulder. Jak quickly fired hisbooming
Magnum pistol twice, nicking adarting wolf, then hisblaster clicked on a spent shell. He was out of
ammo, and there was no chancein hdll of rdoading it. Sputtering avirulent curse, the albino teen
dropped the blaster, and two knives appeared in his pale hands. With aflip, one was reversed with the
flat of the blade resting a ong the bone of hisforearm, and the teenager went into aknife fighter’ s attack
crouch. A wolf flew past him, and he dit the beast’ sbelly open asit went by. Spilling out itswrithing guts,
thewolf trembled and fell over, itslong legs starting to paw the sand asif it were il charging. Incredibly,
it started to rise again, 0 J.B. discharged his shotgun directly into the hole where the third eye had been.
Its head blew apart into bones and blood, and the animal dropped.

Darting and dodging, the wolves bit more cloth, the rips now exposing vulnerable flesh. Steedy asa
rock, Doc stood amid the yipping muties and calmly fired a saventh, eighth and ninth time, hishuge .44
LeMat booming hot lead death. The booms shook the walls of the store, and blood sprayed out from the
hip of thewolf. But the anima neither dowed nor stopped from the glancing blow.

Her back against the wall, med kit laying protectively at her feet, Mildred banged away carefully with her
ZKR 551 target pistal, finally wounding one animal in the shoulder, blood forming ageyser from the
severed femord artery. The wolf staggered from the wound, and Ryan rammed the stock of his Steyr
into itsface, bursting gpart the third eye. Puss and wiggling filaments gushed from the cranid wound, and
the wolf froze, motionless from the pain. Ramming his9 mm blaster into its ear, Ryan fired and brains



sprayed out the other side of its head. The corpse stiffly toppled over to the bloody sand.

Dean charged awolf, shoving his Browning blaster into its misshapen face. He yanked the trigger asthe
wolf dodged. The bullet missed, but the muzzle-blast seared the unblinking third eye and the wolf
retreated, howling in agony.

A wild honking noise announced the violent arrival of the Hummer as Krysty dammed the military wag
againg the brick wall aongside the companions, the headlights shattering as she crushed awolf into pulp.
Now safely bracketed in a corner, the companions concentrated their weapons on the animals, blowing
away chunks of flesh with every round.

The dphawolf recoiled as half its head was torn away, and two smaller muties alongside it crumpled
from theimpact of the hollowpoint rounds. Another pair of muties was dammed to the ground, blood
gushing from hideous wounds

Thelast mutie dashed madly about between the moving human legs, zigzagging wildly asit sought
escape. Blastersfired and knives stabbed, but missed. Desperate, it leaped onto the hood of the
Hummer. Krysty burped the M-60, but the .38 hollowpoint rounds only grazed its body, removing wads

of mangy fur.

Diving among the humans, it bounced off the side of Dean, ducked between Ryan’ slegs and broke free
from the group, sprinting for freedom. But it suddenly stopped with afull yard of shining sted thrust
through itslaboring chest. Snarling himself, Doc twisted the blade of his sword, enlarging the wound, and
dark blood gushed onto the sidewalk. Whimpering in agony, the mutie struggled to get away, itsgoat eye
rolling backward into its head until only the yellow showed. Bracing a boot on the writhing beast, Doc
yanked the blade free and thrust it back in again and again, skewering the chest, the ssomach, the throat,
searching for the vulnerable heart. Still trying to crawl away, the beast emptied its bowels asitswhole
body violently shuddered and went abruptly sill.

Withdrawing his blade from the corpse, Doc cleaned the Toledo steel on the animal’ sfur, then again on
abit of cloth from apocket. Visually ingpecting the long shaft for any damage, he returned it to the ebony
shesth of hiswalking cane, whereit snapped tightly into place.

“Blasted muties,” Jak growled. Watching theinterior of the supermarket for any further movement, he
cracked open the cylinder of his Colt Python, pocketed the spent .357 shells and thumbed in fresh
ammo.

Retrieving adropped clip for the Uzi, J.B. stood and tucked it away. “Never seen thistype before.”
Thefilaments of her hair waving about in agitation, Krysty clicked shut the reloaded cylinder of her
S&W .38, tucking the blaster in aholster at her hip. “Thankfully, these wolves are alot easier to kill than
those hellhounds we encountered in Ohio,” she remarked without humor.

“Eaderan't easy,” Jak said, rubbing aset of pardld scratches on histhroat. “Bastards fast.”

Mildred walked over and took hold of his jaw, turning the teenager’ s head to inspect the red marks on
hisabino skin. “Didn’'t break the dermis,” the physician announced, and released him. “Y ou should be
okay. But let me clean it, so you don’t go septic.” Opening her bag, she anointed him with a splash of
acohoal.

“Thanks” he muttered, gingerly touching the scratch.



“Just beglad it didn’t chew your ass.” She grinned.
Brushing the snowy hair off hisface, Jak snorted in response.

The distant rumble of an approaching storm sounded in the cloudy sky as Dean picked up the gected
brass from his blaster and dropped it into a pocket for later reloading. One of them seemed bent, which
meant it was usaless, but he could check on that later. Carefully, the boy ingpected his Browning for any
sgnsof fouling from being dropped in the sand, and when satisfied, he inserted afresh magazine.
Snapping off the safety and working the dide, the boy walked away from the group and stood guard at
the corner of the intersection.

“Mildred, check the bodies,” Ryan directed, retrieving hisrifle from the ground.

Knedling at awarm corpse, the woman displayed abloody knife. “ Already doing that.”

“Good.” Brushing the sand off his dropped rifle, Ryan worked the bolt, did in afresh clip and dung the
wegpon over ashoulder. Then checking the area, he noted that Dean was dready standing guard without
waiting for directions. Hefdt arush of pride.

“JB., Doc, recce the market,” Ryan ordered, the longblaster held easily in both hands. “ Seeif there are
any more of these bastards around.”

“Or supplies,” Jak added.

Doc eased back the hammer on the LeMat asthe Armorer pulled out agren. Together, the men stepped
through the broken window and into the grocery store, J.B. pausing at the registersto let Doc proceed,
then the old man doing the same at the head of thefirst aide as J.B. crept past him in a standard two-man
defensive rotation pattern.

“Sick move with the Hummer,” Ryan told the redhead as he walked over. “ Y ou okay?’

“Fine” Krysty replied, pumping gas and trying to start the engine. It took two tries before the big power
plant caught. “Just angry that they got so close before| saw them.”

As she backed the wag away from the brick wall, the wolfs body stayed where it was asif nailed in
place.

“Headlight’ s broken,” Ryan reported. “ So no more night driving until we can replaceit at the redoubt.
Pop the hood.”

Shedid, and helistened to the humming engine.

“No red damage,” Ryan stated, closing the hood and latching it in place. “ Thankfully, the Army built
these things to take damage and keep going:”

A whistle heralded the appearance of J.B. and Doc from within the predark store.

“Clear,” JB. reported. “No more wolves, not even cubs. Also, nothing much usable on the shelves. Al
of the cans are empities, just there to make the storelook likeit' sfull of goods. It was expertly cleaned

out long ago.”



“Thiswas dl we appropriated,” Doc added, lifting aplagtic bag of bottles and glassjugs. “ Some grape
preserves, Band-Aid bandages and afew odds and ends.”

“I expected as much,” Ryan said with a sour expression. “But it never hurtsto check. Stow it away, and
check the side Streets, will you?”

Doc deposited the bag of food carefully in the cargo area of the Hummer, while J.B. climbed into the
wag and set the safety on the M-60 before easing off the bolt. The military blaster was one hundred
yearsold, and even though it wasin perfect operationa condition, it wasn't wise to keep tenson on the
firing spring. Otherwise, next time he used it the wegpon would break, becoming a twenty-two-pound

paperweight.

A brisk wind formed little dust devils on the street, the miniature tornadoes twirling madly before dowing
into nonexistence.

“Storm coming,” Jek said. “ Soon.”

“Yeah, | know. How'sit going, Mildred?’” Ryan asked, cradling the Steyr in hisarms.

“Thisisthelast,” the black woman replied, running her hands over the corpse of another wolf. Not al of
the beasts had that third eye of amutant, but thiswasthe last one to check. Carefully, sheinspected its
forehead, teeth, eyes, then legs, bending the joints to observe the configurations.

Satisfied for the moment, she pulled aknife from a sheath insde her boot and began to makeincisionsin
the chest and abdomen, turning the interna organs around to review everything. Ryan and the others
waited impatiently, watching her every move.

A tumbleweed rolled across the intersection, traveling with the wind on a endless journey to nowhere.
After afew minutes, Mildred raised her head, smiling. “Clean!” she declared. “Thisoneisn't amutie.”

Pushing his hat into amore comfortable position, J.B. smiled. “Hot damn. Steak tonight.”

Jak and Dean stayed at their posts, while Ryan and Krysty joined Mildred at the dead animd. They
produced knives and began dressing the stiffening carcass. Incisions were circled around the paws and
throat, then down the belly to the tail. The skin was pedled off, the fur carefully kept whole and the mest
wrapped in the skin with pieces of bloody ligament used to tie the package closed.

“Timeto leave,” Ryan announced, wiping his sticky hands on arag from the Hummer’ stoolbox. “The
gunshots and the smdll of blood will attract both kinds of animalswe don't want to dedl with right now.”

“One additiond problem,” Mildred said, shouldering her med kit. “All of these were males. Not one
bitch among the pack.”

Passing off the rag, Ryan frowned. “ Great. So thiswas just a hunting party, and the rest are out there
somewhere.”

“Probably awholelot more than fourteen,” Krysty said. “ And when their mates don’t come back, the
femaeswill come hunting.”



With aguttura cry, Doc spun, drawing his blaster. The rest of the companions copied the action and
separated dightly, an automatic reaction learned the hard way from countless ambushes.

“What isit, Doc?’ Ryan snapped, the long barrel of the Steyr resting on the hood of the wag, giving him
gability and cover.

“Somebody on the roofs?’ Krysty asked, her S& W .38 tracking the sky.

Doc didn’t reply for amoment, but just stood there in the street, the Civil War blaster tightly held in both
hands while another tiny dust devil danced about hisworn shoes. His face was scrunched, head tilted as
if concentrating on hearing something.

“Could have sworn | heard acar engine,” Doc said dowly, asif unsure of hiswords. “Mayhap | was
mistaken.”

Jak and Dean exchanged glances, but kept their wegponsin aready stance. Neither had heard athing,
certainly not aworking engine, and the Deathlands winds were famous for playing tricks with sound.

“Anengine?’ JB. said thoughtfully. “ Could be the sec men coming to check out the blaster noise.”

Ryan looked over the group. They were ready to keep going, to negotiate with the sec men right here
and now. But he knew they were astired as he was. Too little food and too many jumps had weakened
al of them. And tired people made mistakes, which got them chilled.

“Let’sgo and find some place to cook dinner,” he directed, climbing behind the whed of the vehicle and
garting the engine. “We Il ded with the baron tomorrow after afull somach and agood night’sdeep.”

“Sounds good to me,” Krysty said, taking the passenger seat with asigh. The others hesitated, but finaly
relented, the hunger in their bellies overcoming their impatience to ded with the trickstersfrom the ville,

LETTING GO of therotting curtain, Harold stepped away from the second-floor window of the
predark hotel. Thiswas where he rested before journeying across the desert to the secret armory of the
old baron. But there was no need to make the trip when those people across the street had everything he
wanted. Blagters, and awag that till worked. That done should buy Laura her freedom.

Watching them drive off, Harold scrambled down the stairsto follow them, aplan dready formingin his
mind. He wanted to jump onto their wag from above, but the voicestold him to follow the strangers and
wait until after they had eaten. Food would make them deepy. That wasthetimeto strike.

Chapter Seven

“Dinner will be ready soon,” Ryan announced, turning over the seskswith apair of tongs. The
tantalizing smell was making everyone anxiousin anticipation, but the meat wouldn’t be served until
thoroughly cooked and there wasn't the dightest trace of pink on theinside. He was going to make damn
sure there would be no case of poisoning from thewild animd.

Theinterior of the pawnshop waswarm and well lit. There had been some camping lanterns, which il
contained a quantity of kerosene, and gave them dl the light needed. The windows were covered with
layers of thick blankets from the upstairs gpartments to keep the lights from giving away their location
through the frosty windows.



Ryan remembered the Trader teaching him that while banks made good bolt-holeswith their stout walls
and bulletproof windows, and high schools were excellent for long-term bases with their machine shops,
libraries and such, for a short stay, pawnshops were the best. Stout iron bars covered the windows, and
aflexible sted grating completely masked the front window. Even the back door was a solid dab of
wood with 54-gauge sheet stedl bolted over the whole thing. And they were often undisturbed, as most
folks had no ideawhat the classic three brass balls of the store meant anymore. Almost always there
were piles of useful suppliesinside.

The shop consisted of one large room with a center idand of heavy tables covered with speakers,
stereos, air conditioners, television sets and assorted electrical equipment. A brace of sec cameras hung
impotently from the ceiling, and a glass-topped counter ran around the walls. The left-side counter was
covered with racks of musicd instruments, while the right was jammed full of blasters-rifles and shotguns
of every typeimaginable. Not an inch of wall space was unused. Inside the waist-high glass cases were
rows of wallets, watches, cell phones, pagers and avast array of pistols.

Heflipped over the steaks and dodged afat spit of frying grease. True, the ancient blasters were useless,
the barrels and mechanisms clogged with clots of dried ail, but with agood cleaning there were enough
blagters here to outfit an army. And awhole display case of handblasters, d so deadweight until
disassembled and cleaned and oiled. A few were il in their sles boxes; being unused, they werein alot
better condition than the rest. In the back vault-actualy an ol d-fashioned standing safe resembling a
cadt-iron refrigerator-they had located trays of diamond rings, and other pretty jewelry, deedsto cars
and homesthat no longer existed and alot of ammo. Also dead. Cordite lasted alot longer than black
powder or gunpowder, but after two hundred years even the best deteriorated into agoop as explosive
as dandruff.

A bowling trophy casein the corner of the pawnshop had been easily converted into arough kitchen, the
trophies removed to hold any of the canned goods from the apartment upstairs that Mildred deemed
edible. Incredibly, there had even been a spice rack, and the Deathlands warrior knew from experience
that afew centuries only made most spicestastier. Which wasjust about the only good thing that ever
came out of skydark.

“Mmm. Smdlsready,” Jak said, his scomach rumbling at the idea of cooked meat. It had been hours
sincetheir meager breakfast of cold beans, and even the raw wolf was starting to smell good. He
remembered being hungrier than this, but not for awhile.

“Anytimeisgood for me,” J.B. added, Stting in a cane-back chair, the Uz in hislap. He was Situated
right next to the front door, keeping an ear on the street outside. The only sounds were the whispery
desert winds and the occasional hoot of an owl.

Repacking the instruments from the med kit in precise order for ease of use in an emergency, Mildred
glanced up from her work. “Are you sure the Hummer is going to be okay in that garage next door?
Without it, we have along walk back to the redoubt.”

“Took ignition fuse” Jak said, lifting thetiny item into view from apocket. “Took spare gas. LAWs and
M-60 herewith us.”

“Besides, thewag is under a sheet of canvas,” J.B. added with agrin. “Inside alocked building with a
booby trap on the door. That wag won't go nowhere.”

“Anybody who reachesit now has my permisson.” Krysty laughed.



“Sir, it has been quite awhile. Should | go spell Dean on the rooftop?” Doc asked, sitting on astool. He
was steadily stropping the blade of his swordstick with awhetstone. The polished steel shonelikea
mirror in the clear light of the lanterns.

Moving the steaks about s0 they wouldn't stick to the grill, Ryan glanced a aloudly ticking wall clock.
Once they had rewound the mainspring, the machine worked fine. Too bad it was much too big to bring
aong. And naturaly, al of the watchesin the display cases were battery powered. Precision timepieces
made out of gold and with jewel points, they were usaless junk nowadays. He made a mental note to
check and seeif there was an antique store in the city.

“Not for awhile. Two-hour rotations,” he stated, diding another piece of wood into the flames. The
grease from the cooking meat dribbled off the grill, making the flames surge upward spitting and
crackling. It smelled wonderful. “Don’t give him any specid treatment just because he' syoung. He sold
enough to carry hisshare of theload.”

“Beddes,” he added. “ Two have an urgeto chat, and we're laying low. HE Il befine.”

“Asyou say,” Doc replied. He had made the suggestion, and that was as far as he could broach the
subject. He knew that the three things nobody should openly discuss were: how to raise achild, how to
make up with alover and how to go to hell.

Finished with the packing, Mildred removed her stiff boots and started to massage her feet when some
odd scratching and pops sounded. Across the shop, Krysty stepped away from aweird moving machine.
The cranking handle on the side spun steadily, asthe platter turned under the huge needle and from the
curving horn, atenor started to faintly sing in another language.

The physician’ sexpression of puzzlement gave way to profound plessure. “Good God, that’ s Enrico
Caruso,” shesad. “I can't believe that old Victrola phonograph still works!”

“Built thingsto last in those days,” Doc said proudly, diding the sword into his cane with asnap.
“Nothing eectronic or computerized, just springs and honest stedl.”

“Nothing wrong with science,” J.B. said, crossing hisfeet at the ankles on top of abrass spittoon. “You
just can't let it runtheworld, isdl.”

Glancing up from aVR hedmet he was examining, Jak said, “ Purpose of scienceto explain, not define.”
Everybody turned to look askance at the teenager.

“William Blake,” Jak muttered in annoyance. They adways seemed surprised that he knew anything.
Returning to their respective chores, the companions listened to the singer for afew minutes, thenina
crescendo of music, the man stopped and applause thundered. Rising from astool, Krysty dutifully
flipped over the record to the other side. Unfortunately, thiswas the only disk she could find. There
didn’'t seem to be any jazz or swing in stock which she had heard before and enjoyed, but classical was
better than no music, she supposed. After Krysty cranked the handle afew more times, the tenor Started
another incomprehensible song.

“Rigoletto,” Doc said happily. It has been much too long sincel last heard Verdi.”

“Beautiful.” Mildred sghed, wincing as she dipped on aboot.



At thegrill, Ryan arched an eyebrow but kept his opinionsto himsdf, sprinkling some crushed sdt over
the Szzling Seeks.

Vastly amused, Doc beamed a smile. “Incredible, madam, at last we agree on something.”
“Had to happen someday.” She chuckled, tying off the laces and starting on the other.

Cutting anotch in the thickest steak with hisknife, Ryan checked the interior. Pinkish-gray and getting
darker. “Almost done,” he announced. “ Better grab some plates.”

“A pleasure, sir,” Doc announced, going to a cabinet. Smashing the stained-glass door with the butt of
his LeMat, the man gathered a stack of gilded platesfrom amid the chinaand crystd.

“Need some help?’ J.B. asked, starting to rise.

“No. You stay right there,” Krysty said, pushing some steamer trunks together to form a crude table for
the repast. The stout brass-and-mahogany luggage would aso give good protection to hide behind if they
were attacked during dinner and had to fight.

Searching hisfatigues for the fork he always carried, Jak pulled into view afrilly red-and-gold tassdl.
“Son of ahitch,” hemumbled in surprise.

“Good Lord,” Mildred said, amused, crushing alump of sdt in her hands and sprinkling the crystals over
the szzling steaks. “Isthat from the Leviathan?’

“Y egh, from thefifty.” Jak snorted, toying with the ornament. “Must have stuffed in pocket after cut off.”
“Going to keep it asamemento?’ J.B. asked, recrossing hislegsto get comfortable.
“No,” the Cgjun Stated, tossing it aside. “1 know Shard isdead. Don't need relic.”

Just the way the Trader had taught him, Ryan raised a coffee mug full of warm water in sdute. “To
Shard,” he said solemnly.

Everybody lifted their containersto drink to the memory of the hero of Novaville.

ON THE ROOF of the pawnshop, Dean faintly smelled the wolf cooking and smacked hislips. It had
been awhile since they’ d had meat, and he was redly looking forward to dinner. Daydreaming about
mealslong gone, the boy watched as darkness descended quickly over the desert, the dying red light of
the departing sun climbing up the one great skyscraper in the ruined ville, going higher and higher until the
building vanished completely.

Softly, asterile wind blew over the deed city, only the fragile barrier of white glass protecting the
thousands of piles of dusty bonesfrom being disturbed from their centuries-old dumber, dumped at their
office desks or sprawled in their bedrooms. An ordinary day for them, frozen into a hellish tableau from a
microsecond blast of supercharged neutrinos when cars and people aike died at the exact same ingtant.

In the crumbling belfry of achurch, an owl softly hooted for its mate. On the streets, lizards darted from
one hiding place to another on an endless quest for insectsto feast upon. In acity possessing amillion
lights, blackness reigned supreme.



Leaning dangeroudy far over the edge of the rooftop, Dean rested his elbows on the cornice as the wind
ruffled hishair. Therewas apark just off to their right, nothing much there except for dead treesand a
dried-up lake with amarble statue of amutie in the center. The woman was haf norm, haf fish. Creepy,
athough he did like the way she wasn't wearing anything but a necklace and asmile. Not bad for amute.
Then the boy spotted a sudden movement on the sandy streets below. Black specks moving fast and
coming sraight thisway.

“Must be morewolves,” he said to himself, and, digging in his pocket, he unearthed some spent shells.
Dean carefully counted out three and put the rest back in his pants. There was no need to drop a handful.
Hewas giving awarning to the folks below, but that was no reason to waste perfectly good brass.
Reaching over to drop the warning shells, the gray moonlight unexpectedly disappeared and darkness
enveloped the boy.

A terrible stench washed over him, smelling worse than rotting corpses. Dean choked on thefetid reek,
amod retching. Backing away, heingtinctively pulled out his Browning Hi-Power, and it was dammed
from hisgrip by a powerful blow. He snatched for the flying weapon, but it disappeared into the night.

Pistol gone, the gren in his pocket worse than usdless at that range, the young Cawdor decided that this
was no placefor heroics, turned and sprinted for the tiny kiosk at the rear of the roof, the entrance to the
garwell. But something large landed between him and the exit as another stinking wave of hellish air
washed over the boy, stedling the breath from hislungs. A ragged cough seized histhroat, and yellow
eyes opened wide in the blackness.

Gasping for air, Dean recognized it as the winged mutie from the tunndl. Coughing and hacking, he
cradled his aching hand and dowly retreated, trying to circle the beast, get on the other sde of the kiosk,
then scoot around fast and dam the door. But every move was countered by the winged besdt, its great
wings spread wide, blocking any chance of escape asif thiswere agameit played often. Dean knew that
some animas played with their prey before killing, and he had aterrible feding this was one of those
breed. Hetried to draw in air to cal for help and only choked on the awful stench again. It was sort of
like skunk mixed with burning sewage, impossible to bresthe.

Flapping its huge wings, the mutie hissed loudly, exposing long ydlow fangs, and Dean knew the game
was over. It was going to attack. When a person had nothing to lose, attack and hope for the best, his
father had awaystold him. Fumbling for the knife on his belt, Dean charged forward, dashing hopefully
for the vulnerable throat below the inhuman eyes. The mutie easily dodged out of theway asslent asa
dream. Then white-hot pain struck the boy’ s shoulder and he found himsdlf airborne.

Breath exploded from Dean as he landed sprawling on a hard surface. Looking about, he saw hewas on
the roof of the next building over. His chest felt asif it were on fire, and he wondered if boneswere
broken, when clouds overhead parted for abrief instant, admitting awedlth of slvery light. Black wings
extended, the mutie was flying straight toward him, and there on the rooftop by his boots wasthe
dropped knife. Desperately, he dived for the weapon and collided headlong with the animal. Something
snapped just over hishead, and he kneed it hard as he could in the belly. The mutie snarled in response
and stepped back, its clawed feet accidentally kicking the knife farther away.

Cursing hisluck, Dean snarled back at the thing, hoping to frighten it, then ducked under adashing wing
that would have taken off his head. Blaster gone, knifelogt, and he was till hacking for air, with no
chance of agood scream for help. Matches, didn’'t he have some matchesin his pants? That would chase
it away. Maybe rip off hisshirt and set it on fire. But he needed a minute first to get some more room.
Had to keep hisdistance. He didn’t want to go hand-to-hand with the creature again, not with abroken



arm and ribs. The pain was becoming awarm fuzzy fedling, and the boy knew that shock was sarting to
st in. Not good.

The mutie launched itsdf into the sky, and Dean dropped and rolled to the left, the rough concrete
becoming smooth and doping sharply upward beneath him before he redized that he was now lying on
the skylight he had spotted earlier.

Ddicady shifting hisweight, Dean heard the glassmusically crackle, and he forced himsdlf togo limpto
try to dide off. but one wrong move and he would go through. He had to get off the skylight, find the
knife, jab for the eyes and wait for help to come. The others had to be only moments away. All he had to
dowasgdll.

Another warm stench flowed over the boy asthe animal landed heavily on his chest, talonsracking
across his shirt and flesh. Dean cried out in pain, and the weakened glass shattered, sending the boy
plummeting into the inky blackness beyond. His last coherent sight was of the broken skylight receding
into the distance, the frosty pands of glassframing a black-winged figure, the cold yellow eyeswatching
himfal.

STANDING AT THE DOOR, J.B. pressed his ear to the glassand tried to hear. “And | tell you,” he
repeated, “1 heard something odd.”

“Dropped shells?’ Ryan asked intently, pausing in his egting. If Dean had spotted somebody coming
their way, the meal was over. The wolf was excdlent, but not worth dying for. Hastily, he swallowed the
last morsal unchewed.

“Wadll, no,” the Armorer relented.

Ryan relaxed and returned to hisrice and steak. Hopefully, they could trade for some cans of vegetables
from theville the next day. He was getting mighty tired of bastard rice.

“But definitely something metalic,” J.B. added stubbornly, lifting acorner of the blankets and peeking
outside.

“Mebbelizard on can,” Jak mumbled around amouthful of food.
“Mebbe not,” Krysty retorted, wiping her lips on some Irish linen.
“We better do arecce,” Ryan said, risng and placing aside the unfinished medl.

The closest, Mildred leaned back in her office chair toward the barricaded door. She heard nothing.
“Think the wolvesfollowed us?’

“Possible” JB. said, placing agren on the top of asteamer trunk. Laying down the Uzi, he deftly
removed the black dlectrical tape holding the handle in place. A quick yank of the pin and they werein
business.

“Great. How many more of these do we have?’ Mildred asked, looking at the dull green gren. The color
sad it was HE, high explosives, with no shrgpnel. Not avery good killing device. But enough of them
could bring down an army.

“Oneeach,” J.B. answered, reaching into his munitions bag and passing them around. “ Therest are



hidden upstairsin case we had to fall back.”

“Sufficient unto the day,” Doc declared, both hands busy resetting the hammer on hisLeMat to firethe
shotgun blast first. “ These days, thereis no such thing as overkill.”

“Agreed.”
“Best check wag, too,” Jak suggested, tucking his gren into a pocket.

At that moment, something thumped onto the sdewak in front of the store. Everybody stopped egting
as plates and drinks were cast aside and blasters were grabbed.

“That wasn't some empty brass shells,” Ryan stated, SIG-Sauer in hand as he went to the door.

“Too heavy and solid,” Krysty agreed, peeking outside through the blankets covering the display
window. “Gaia, there’ sablaster laying on the ground!”

“Browning Hi-Power?’
“Lookslike”
“No way Dean dropped hisblaster.” J.B. frowned, unfolding the wire stock of the Uzi.

“Well, somebody did,” Ryan snapped, easing off the chain and darting into the night. With hisblaster
sweeping for targets, helet his eye adjust to the darkness and glanced around.

Krysty joined him on the sidewalk, with the rest staying inside and covering them from the doorway.
Ryan jerked his head to the |l eft. She nodded and he went to the right, but only got afew feet. There on
the broken concrete was afamiliar metallic shape. Rushing over, he scooped up the wespon. It wasa
.38-caliber Browning Hi-Power in near mint condition. The odds of somebody el se having one of these
were astronomical.

“It' sDean’'s” Ryan said, looking at the roof. Nothing wasvisible.
“Shit,” Krysty swore, craning her neck. “Any blood?’

“No.” Placing two fingersin his mouth, he whistled sharply twice and waited. No reply. “We got
trouble.” They hurried inside and J.B. closed the door, keeping a hand on the busted lock.

“Okay, something iswrong,” Ryan stated, grabbing his Steyr and working the bolt. “Dean might have
dropped the blaster, but no way heisaso adeep on guard duty. Krysty and I’ll hit the rooftop. Mildred,
JB., are the anchor here. Doc and Jak recce the ground, then join ustopside.”

Everybody moved without discussion.
Grabbing a canteen, Mildred poured water over the grill to kill the coals and went behind the steamer
trucks. They would give decent protection and offered acceptable vantage of the front window and the

door to the dairs.

“Well firearound if there' strouble,” J.B. said from the doorway, but Ryan was dready charging up the
dairs.



It took them only seconds to reach the top of the building. Ryan and Krysty burst out of the stairwell,
blagtersin hand. But the roof was empty, only awarm wind from the desert blowing steadily over the
bare concrete.

Frowning, Ryan gave a pigeon coo and listened for an answer, while Krysty moved to a prominent dark
spot on the white concrete. She didn’'t have to touch it to know it was fresh blood. The redhead eased
back the hammer on her revolver and whistled sharply three times.

Scowling, Ryan gave an answering coo and they moved out in a crisscross pattern, blasters searching for
targets. A minute later, they met at thefar corner.

“Anything?’ Krysty asked in concern.
“Nothing,” Ryan sated grimly. “Think hefdl off?’

The woman looked at the three-foot-high wall edging the roof and thought of the five-foot-tall boy.
1] NO_”

“Better tell the others”
A nod. “I'll stay here and keep awatch.”

“Check.” AsKrysty sprinted for the door, darkness envel oped them, something large blocking the weak
moonlight shining through the dense clouds overhead.

“It' sthemutie!” Ryan shouted, the Steyr belching flame and thunder.

A few yardsaway, Krysty was briefly illuminated by the muzzle-flash of her booming handblaster. Under
the doubl e assault, the shadowy figure was hurled backward and over the edge of the roof to disappesr.

“Freblast!” Ryan growled, working the bolt on therifle and damming in afresh clip.

“Creature did the same thing back at the tunnd,” Krysty agreed, thumbing fresh shdllsinto her own
blagter.

A snarl sounded from the sky above them, and adimly seen shape flashed by their left Sde, then the
right. But the man and woman held their fire, waiting for aclear shot. Did the anima understand blasters
could be emptied? Just how smart was thisthing?

“Circling, trying to confuse usinto thinking there s more than one,” Ryan said, impressed in spite of the

dtuation. “Must be smarter than it looks.” Then something juicy smacked onto the metal door of the
raised stairwell, and they both heard a steady sizzling sound.

“Blood of the mother!” Krysty shouted, shying away from the dissolving metdl. What the hell wasthét,
acid rain? Triggering another round, she kept moving to make herself more difficult to hit when more
blaster shots split the night asthe rest of the companions poured out of the doorway .

“Watch out!” she cried, bending out of theway of araking claw. “Damn thing spits poison!”

Standing brazen before the mutie, Doc and Jak now redlized why the woman had been bobbing about



and quickly followed her example of shoot and dodge.

Bleeding from a score of minor wounds, the frustrated beast spread itswings and took to the air, diving
toward Ryan. Leveling hisblaster, he stood there until the very last moment, then triggered the Steyr, the
muzzle-flame reaching out to touch the beast. There was an audible crack of cartilage, and the cresture
hit the rooftop, roaring with pain. Theleft wing drooped impotently while yellow blood poured from the
ghaestly wound.

Angling about to avoid hitting Jak, Doc waited for a clear shot and placed each dug from the LeMat
with extreme care, each impact making the mutie red crazily. The percussion pistol took minutesto
reload and prime. These nine shotswere al he had before reduced to his swordstick, and he highly
doubted the letha efficiency of asted blade againgt amutie the size of agorilla

AsRyan moved in for thekill, the thing spit loudly. Jak tackled Ryan from the side, and they hit the roof
asfluid smacked onto the ventilation fan. The szzling noise of the acid eating the metal sounded like
bacon frying in the darkness.

Ryan grunted histhanks, as they stood and fired both wegpons, going for the throat and groin. Krysty
and Doc joined them, forming aragged line, and volley fired at the darting beast. Unable to escapeinto
theair, it it again and again asthe barrage of blasterfire hammered steadily. But its motions were
becoming dower as the beast weakened, the usalesswing dragging on the roof dowing it considerably.
Sashing out with its good wing, its talons narrowly missed Krysty. She stood her ground and fired,
blowing out an eye. Now the beast screamed insandly and charged. They broke before the rush, folding
away on both sides, then stepping in again. The anima wastrapped in akilling box, with every blaster
fiingfromdl sdes.

A knee buckled, it spit randomly, an arm drooped limply, blood pooled around its clawed feet. It
dashed out a clawed wing, and that one drooped as the cartilage was smashed. Pain overwhel ming
sense, it continued to rush the humans, but the deadly blasters never ceased, one person reloading while
the one dongside kept firing, until finally the broken, bloody thing collgpsed, pae ydlow blood pooling
around the riddled corpse. Then Ryan stepped close and cut off its head with his panga.

Jak rubbed apainful spot on his hand where atiny drop of the poison had splattered on his bare flesh.
“Sabagan.”

Ryan did hisrifle barrd undernesth and flipped over the mutie.

“It'sabat,” Krysty stated, reloading quickly and watching the sky for any other of the mongtrosities. “A
night feeder.”

“Badtard tough mutie,” Jak said, reloading quickly.

“That'sno mutie,” Ryan stated, shoving afresh clip into the Steyr. “ See that golden blood? Meansits
from apredark lab.”

“Ancther biologica wegpon,” Doc grumbled, plunging out the charging holes of hisLeMat. The chore
was normally done sitting at aflat table. He fumbled with the placement of a copper-coated percussion
nipple. “Damnthem dl to hell.”

“Good thing Dean gave usawarning,” J.B. sad. “If that thing had caught usinside with no room to
maneuver, we d beinitsbely by now.”



“Where Dean?’ Jak asked, concerned. Piss-colored blood and spent shells were splashed about, but
there was no sign of the boy.

“Don’'t know. Hewasn't herewhen we arrived,” Krysty said, pocketing the spent brass of her revolver.
“Dean!” Ryanydled. “Dean!”

Only the wind whispered in reply. Ryan took in adeep breath and let it out dow. “Well, he'sgot to be
around here somewhere,” he said. His hand had trouble holstering the big autoblaster, then anicy cam
took the man asif hewerein the middle of afirefight, and it did smoothly into place.

“Mebbe he' shiding, or fell over the edge,” Krysty suggested, glancing at the dark streets. Gaia, what a
gridy thought.

“Any sgn of him on the ground?’ Ryan asked, but their replies sounded strange to him asif somebody
else had asked if the boy was dead, but not him. He felt oddly distant from the conversation, asif he
were speaking to them from over agreat length of pipe.

“Not asign of him,” Doc stated, forcing aneutral expression as he holstered his blaster and buttoned
down theflap. “Don’'t worry, it isonly three stories onto soft sand. If the lad did tumble, he probably has
no worse than a broken leg.”

“Jumped another building,” Jak suggested, as pragmatic as dways.

“Logicd,” Ryan admitted, unclenching hisfist. “I'll check the roof to our west.”

A sharp whigtle cut the night.

“Herel” JB. shouted, waving from the east Side. “Over herel”

The companions rushed to the edge of the roof. The Armorer pointed across the aleyway to the next

building. The rain-pitted expanse of concrete was empty except for askylight. But one of the milky-white
glass pandsin the framework was broken, and lying nearby in asplash of red blood was Dean’ sknife.

Chapter Eight

Tossing Krysty therifle, Ryan backed away afew steps and charged. At the last moment, he jumped
over thelow wall and sailed across the gulf of the aleyway to land heavily on the concrete roof of the
next building. He went to one knee, but was up again in an ingtant. Going to the hole in the skylight, Ryan
listened for any sounds before cupping his hands and shouting the boy’ s name. There was no answer.

He turned and barked, “Mildred!”

The physician reached into her med kit and tossed him asmall object. Ryan made the catch one-handed
and squeezed the charging handle on the tiny flashlight afew timesto power the miniature battery insde.
It was old and weak, but a hundred times better than a candle. Playing the beam through the hole, he saw
an open areadirectly under the skylight with abalcony on four sides. A staggered staircase of iron lace
spiraled down into the building and out of range of the weak beam.

“I’'mgoingin,” hesad, stuffing the flashlight into his belt. “Meet you on the ground floor.”



“Onour way,” Krysty shouted, dready heading for the kiosk.

Carefully testing the skylight for strength, Ryan knew it would never hold his two-hundred-plus pounds.
Carefully wiggling the rest of the glass shards from the frame, he tossed them aside. Then, grabbing the
part of the framework directly attached to the concrete roof, he carefully lowered himself down. The
angle was awkward, but he held on tight. Lowering himself asfar as he could, Ryan swung hislegs back
and forth until he had sufficient momentum and let go.

Pain racked his back as he scraped over therailing, and he landed sprawled on the soft carpeting of the
topmost bacony. Scrambling erect, Ryan pulled out his blaster and flashlight. Anything could beinside
this place. Just because the roof was untouched didn’t mean the front door wasn't wide open. He
couldn’t chance being caught unprepared.

Playing the beam around, he saw that the central areawas squared off by the fancy iron-lacerailings. An
open framework elevator shaft of the same material stood nearby. Moving aong the floor, he noted the
array of closed doorswith tarnished nameplates lining the bal cony. Every one was closed with no signs of
busted wood on the jamb showing aforced entry. Lush plastic plantsin oak stands adorned the corners,
and asquat copier stood reverently in an acove near a brace of sodamachines.

“Dean!” he shouted, hiswords echoing dightly down the hdls. “ Son, can you hear me?’

Dead silence. Ryan shook that word from his mind. Negative thoughts would only dow hisreflexes. He
had to concentrate on finding his son.

Stll holding the SIG-Sauer, Ryan placed two fingersin his mouth and whistled once loudly. No
response. With agrowing sense of uneasein the pit of his ssomach, the man moved past the elevator and
gtarted down the open gtairs, shining the flashlight everywhere. At the third story, he encountered aniron
grating padlocked shut. Ryan hesitated for amoment, then leveled the 9 mm blaster and shot off the lock.
The cough of the silenced weapon was logt in the crash of the exploding metal and seemed to endlessly
bounce off the plaster walls, the noise somehow making the building seem even more empty than before.

Two more gates blocked his progress, and by the time he reached the ground floor, the rest of the
companions were dready waiting in the spaciouslobby. The areawaswadll lit by the strong light of the
lanterns. Wide couches surrounded low tables piled with magazines, the pale walls decorated with ornate
paintings of landscapes and running water. Velvet ropes formed a maze to traverse before reaching the
massive reception desk, where atiny sgn sternly announced that no smoking was allowed.

“We heard shots,” JB. said urgently, the Uzi held steady in acombat grip.

“Locked doors,” Ryan replied, dlicking off the flashlight and returning it to Mildred. “Any sgn of Dean
outsde?’

“Not atrace. You?”’
[13 No.”

Shoving aside the soft ropes, Krysty strode behind the reception desk and glanced undernesath.
Wounded, the boy could be hiding anywhere.

“Lavatoriesare clear,” Doc announced, bursting out of the ladies' room, hisfrock coat spreading wide



in hiswake like the wings of someterrible prehistoric bird.

Mildred yanked open an unmarked door and jumped back, almost firing as a collection of brooms and
mops piled out, nearly hitting her. “Janitor’ s closet,” the physician reported. “ Also empty.”

“Dean!” Ryan shouted through cupped hands. The name echoed throughout the old building.

A great rage was building within the man, the fury tempered with the dire possbility the boy was dead
and gone. Crossing the lobby past a brace of telephone cubicles, Ryan kicked open the first door. Inside
were only chairs, desks dotted with coffee cups and a huge easd covered with ameaningless pie chart

showing the excellent performance of something somewhere,
“Okay, we do thissystematicdly. I'll take the left sde with Krysty. Jak with Mildred, J.B. stay here and
cover uswith the Uzi. Doc, sweep outside again.”
Scratching her cheek with the barrel of her .38, Krysty spoke. “ Remember, that mutie flew. If it wasn't

alone, and another grabbed Dean...”

“Then ther€ snothing to be done,” Ryan stated coldly, hisfeatures set asif castinan arctic glacier. “We
can't track an anima in flight. So concentrate on what can be done. Search this place room by room.”

“Over herel” Jak cried, partially masked by the shadows of the reception desk.
Grabbing alantern, Ryan shonethelight in the direction of the call. The pale teenager was knedling at the
iron-lacerailing that cordoned off the middle of the lobby. “ Central access not stop here! Down another

levd!”

In asecond, Ryan was dready dongside the Cgun, leaning over therailing and shining the lantern
around. A chrome-and-sted kinetic sculpture made of sharp panes and angles rose from the dusty center

of adried fountain. Dozens of small tables dotted the floor around it, and lying amid them was acrumpled
human body, limbs splayed, atrickle of blood dribbling from his dack mouth.

“Dean,” Ryan said softly, amost dropping the light.

“Still bleeding,” Mildred stated quickly. “ That meanshe sdive.”
“How do we get there?’ Krysty demanded, looking around. “The enclosed stairs stop on thislevel.
Where are the ones |eading to the basement?”’

“Thisway!” Doc shouted, gesturing with the LeMat.

Staying at therailing, Ryan gauged the distance, then jumped over the banister. He landed next to the

boy, missng the granite rim of the fountain’ s basin by only inches. The others arrived minutes | ater,
charging out of the enclosed stairwell. They maneuvered through the rows of tables and found Ryan

kneding solemnly dongsde hisson.
“There sno pulse,” he announced woodenly, holding the boy’ s smal wrist in his hand.

Pushing the man aside, Mildred expertly placed two fingers on right side of thelad’ sthroat just under the
mastoid bone. “There sapulse” she said, resting apam on hisforehead. “But it' sweak and fast, and

the kinisclammy.”



Already her tone was shifting from concern to impartial. Never think about the person you were tregting.
Concentrate on fixing the injuries-later on there would be time for celebration, or mourning.

“He'sin shock.” Ryan frowned, having seen enough in hislife to recognize the symptoms. “ Got to keep
him warm. Krysty!”

“Onit,” theredhead said. Placing the Steyr on atable, she shucked the bearskin coat and passed it
over.

“More,” Mildred said, tucking the fur over the boy.
“Done.” Krysty holstered her blaster. “ Jak, cover me.”

The Cgun followed her into the darkness, and soon there came sounds of smashing wood and ripping
cloth.

Glancing around, Ryan saw they were in the center of afood court, rows of garish plastic Signs
proclaiming delicious snacks|ong decayed into dust. Rows of plastic tables encircled the fountain with the
weird metallic sculpture. On the other side of the court was the iron-lace framework of the eevator,
adjacent to more public rest rooms, phones and drinking fountains.

Rising, Ryan removed his pam from the floor and flexed his hand. “Bagtard tile flooring isice cold.
We ve got to get him off this” He started to dide his arms under the boy, but Mildred pushed the man

away.

“Don’t touch him until | say so,” the physician ordered brusquely. Then she ripped open the boy’ s shirt.
His hairless chest was smeared with blood and heavily scarred in spots, but there were no cuts or dashes
readily gpparent. But hisforearm wasthick with partialy dried blood.

“Clawed,” she said, probing the tender flesh. “ Some minor discoloration, but no signs of toxic sriation.”
“The mutieis poisonous?’

“Apparently so, but none got in thewounds.” Then she muttered, “ However, that isn’'t what I’ m worried
about.”

Suddenly shuddering, Dean began to have trouble breathing. Ryan started for him and stopped. As
careful asif she were handling antique glass, Mildred took his head and tilted it backward an inch, the
raspy noise easing somewhat.

“Tissue damageto histhroat, just abruiseredly, but it can swell and close off hisbreathing. | better prep
for atrach just in caseit getsworse.” Whipping out aknife, she placed asmall piece of soft plastic tubing
from afish aquarium alongside her switchblade knife and a packet of cotton wadding. The med kit held
the big instruments, but Mildred always carried small medical itemsin her pocketsjust for acaselikethis.

Then she cursed, bumping her head against the rounded corner of one of the plagtic tables. “For God's
sake, give me some room to work. And more light!”

With his back to the wal between two fast-food counters, J.B. stood guard while Ryan and Doc started
to remove the obstructions. The tables were bolted to the floor, but that didn’t hinder the men from



clearing a space around the patient and doctor.

AsDoc tipped the plastic tables sdeways, Ryan set the lanterns close to the shiny plastic topsto reflect
the light and amplify the meager illumination. Asbright asit was, there was no overhead illumination, and
for onefleeting ingtant, Ryan felt he would have given hisremaining eye for asingle working lightbulb.

Concentrating on her task, Mildred carefully probed behind the boy’ s ears for any telltale swelling, then
checked hisnose for atrace of clear fluid.

“No sgn of askull fracture,” she announced, feding awave of relief. “That’sgood news.” Furioudy
pumping the handle of her flashlight, charging the battery to maximum, she gently used athumb to ped
back an eydlid, shining the beam directly into Dean’ seyes. The pupilsdilated very dowly.

“Goddammit,” she cursed. Shifting position, the physician started to unlace the boot on Dean’ sright leg,
her dark fingerslost in the shadows.

Krysty and Jak arrived just then with their arms full of draperies. “No blankets,” Krysty announced,
depositing her bundle near the boy. “But these are good and thick.”

“Need more, we'll get carpet,” Jak added, dropping hisload of curtains and valances on top of the pile.

“That' s enough for now,” Mildred said, easing off the boy’ s Army boot. Drawing aknife, she did the
pomme of the weapon upward aong the inner sole of his bare foot. Then she did it again, watching his
unresponsive toes.

Doc sat on the edge of the fountain, watching the process with growing unease. He remembered a
farming accident from hisyouth in Vermont and how the loca country doctor had done the same thing
and what the awful verdict was.

“What' swrong?’ Ryan asked, Sitting on his haunches.

Sliding the sock back on the limp foot, Mildred looked at him directly. “Y our son has a concussion, no
way to tell how bad. Thankfully, there doesn’t seem to be any |oose bone fragments. Might be okay if
there’ sno internd clotting. Couple of ribs, right hand and his|eft leg are broken, but no compound
fractures, thank God. Right arm is dislocated. Painful as hell, but aso not serious. Probably landed
sdeways, breaking hisleg, which dowed his momentum enough to stop the impact from smashing his
skull open.”

Mildred knew she was sounding calous, and her old teachers at medica school would have had afit
about her talking to apatient’ s parent this way. But those days were long gone. Ryan needed information
hard and fast. There was smply no timefor courtesy.

Ryan gave no outward sign of concern at the news.

“Partidly bit through histongue. | can fix that with needle and thread good as new, and | have two
antibiotic tablets I ve been saving for an emergency.”

“Usethem,” Ryan snapped in avoice she had never heard before.

“I had dready planned on doing s0,” Mildred said softly. “However, it' s his back that worriesme. I'm
not getting any autonomic reflexes. It may only be atemporary condition, or there could be significant



damageto hisspina cord.”
“Oh, hell,” JB. whispered in the background.
“A broken back,” Ryan muttered, his knuckles clenched white. “Is...ishein pain?’

“No.” Then much as she hated to, Mildred told him the truth. “But he might be crippled, or blind, or
completely pardyzed for therest of hislife. Spinal injuries can go alot of ways, most of them bad.”

Ryan’ sface underwent a series of somber expressionsin aheartbeat. Blind. Paralyzed. Unableto fight
or run, his son would be as good as dead. Worse, he would endanger the rest of them. His hand brushed
againg the stock of his9 mm pistol and jerked away asif struck by an eectric spark. Guilt flooded his
being.

Tilting her head, Mildred brushed a coil of beaded hair out of her face. “ Don’'t even think about such
thingsyet. There' still alot we can dofirg.”

Hetook adeep bregath. “Nameit. Anything.”

“Firgt and foremost, we immobilize the boy completely. He can’'t be dlowed to move aninch in any
direction. God, what I'd givefor a paramedic airpack.” She shook away those thoughts. “We need
wood for splints, and rope, or better yet, something flat like abelt to hold him down. And aflat board to
get him off this cold floor.”

“Blankets no good?” Jak asked, frowning.

“Can’'t cushion his back. It hasto be hard.”

Ryan took alantern from the floor. “Let’ smove.”

In orderly fashion, the rest of the companions separated throughout the food court, the flames of their
lanterns bobbing behind counters and disappearing into back rooms.

“What are you not telling him?’ J.B. asked softly.

Mildred glanced sideways at the man, the light reflecting off hiswire-rimmed spectacles. “A four-story
fal onto polished tile,” she stated barely above awhisper. “What do you think | haven't told him yet?’

In only afew minutes, Ryan and the others returned with a collection of pandling, adoor with hinges il
attached, chair arms, shelves and numerous belts.

“Packing gtrips from the mail room,” Doc said proudly, proffering ahandful. “ A most fortuitous
acquigtion.”

“Damn near perfect,” Mildred agreed, examining awoven cloth strip. “ Good work. Jak, start cutting the
buttons off those coats.”

The Cajun nodded as adim knife appeared in his pale hand and he started to dice.

“Krysty, lay that door right here. Anybody find boardsfor splints?’



“Bookcase shelving,” Ryan said, setting the wood nearby. “ From the security office. Way too wide, but
we can Split them lengthwise”

“Excdlent.”
“Here,” Jak said, handing over the garment.

Laying the coat across the door, Mildred rolled some miscellaneous fabric into atube and laid it
sdeways at the low end of the door, then another, smaler rall, near the top.

“Okay, listen up, people,” she spoke brusquely. “First thing, follow my lead and move on my command,
not one second earlier. We have to do thisin unison, or we may kill him right here and now.
Understand?’

Ryan started to speak and stopped.

“Okay, everybody gathered around. Y ou too, John.” J.B. shouldered his blaster and joined them. “I
want everybody except Doc to take ahold of the loose clothing on alimb. I'll hold hishead. But not his
body,” Mildred reminded. “ Just the clothing, and try to shift him aslittle as possible. That' svitaly
important.”

While the others did as directed, Doc positioned himself at the door. Good thing they had removed the
knob so it lay flat on thefloor.

“Now be careful!” the physician admonished, her hands cupping the boy’ s head, fingertips resting under
hisjawline. “We re only lifting Dean an inch. Soon as he' s off the floor, dide the door undernegth, and
keep those supportsin position at his knees and neck.”

“Understood,” Doc rumbled nervoudy.

“Onmy cdl,” shesaid, watching their intent faces. “We go on the word mark. Not a second before,
Ready? One, two, three-mark!”

The companionslifted in unison, and Dean moaned as he cleared the floor, his clothing tearing alittle
fromthedran.

“Now!” Mildred barked.
Doc eased the door underneath, the loose hinge scraping nosly. “In position.”
“Good,” she grunted. “We go down on three. One, two, three!”

The companions lowered Dean onto the makeshift platform and stepped away. Releasing his head from
her grasp, Mildred quickly inspected the boy again. “It’s okay for now.”

“What next?” Ryan asked, fedling the cold rush of adrendine asif he were in combat.

“Get my new medicd kit,” Mildred said. “I don’t need theinstruments yet, but it’s best to have them
closejustincase. “

Then she added, “ And when you get the chance, thank God | have something to work with.”



“My turn,” Jak said, rising and heading for the enclosed qairs.

“Doc, go with him as cover,” Ryan ordered. “ There might be more of those winged things running
around outsde.”

“Sir, consder me Perseus of Greece,” Doc said, and he followed the teenager out of the circle of light.
“Mildred, anything e'se?’ Krysty asked. She knew death was just part of thewhed of life, but thiswasa
friend, the son of her lover, achild sheloved very much. Sometimes the whed of life needed agood solid
kick intheass.

Opening her canteen, the physician sat in one of the plastic chairs built into the tables and took a
swalow. “Yes,” she decided, screwing the cap back on. “We better start moving our supplies over here.
Especidly that brazier. And find something to use as a bedpan. We re going to be here for awhile.”
“That'snot agood idea,” Ryan countered, sitting on the rim of the fountain, the kinetic scul pture behind
guttering like a Christmas tree from the light of the lanterns. “Once you' ve bandaged his breaks, we can
cary him to the redoubt. There' safull medica hospital on leved five. Everything you' Il need.”

“Yeah, sorry, Millie, but we can't stay here. Whatever was out there might come back,” J.B. added.
“With friends”

Mildred gestured tiredly. “Then shoot him in the head. We take Dean on the road, and it’ sthe same
thing. At least chilled by afriend isfaster.”

A minute of silence passed.
“Absolutely?” Ryan demanded, elbows on knees.

“Hél no. Until he wakes up, there’ snothing | know for sure. Except that he’ s damn lucky to still be
dive”

Dean lay on the ground, shivering and trembling, his complexion adeathly white.
“Mebbewe could dl lift in unison like before,” Ryan suggested, eying theimpossible sairwell.
“Onemorejostle and he could die,” Mildred stated. “We had to do it the first time, but never again.
He' s not going anywhere. Not down the hall, not acrossthe hall. Nowhere.” She pointed. “ That’ swhy a
jacket isunder hisleg to keep it from shifting position.”
Sitting upright, Ryan chewed over this unwe come information. “ For how long?’

“Couple of days at least. Maybe aweek. | can’t tell until he stabilizesand | can chance trying some
tests.”

JB. whigtled. “ Trapped here for aweek. Possibly with more of those winged things roaming the Strets.
Not to mention the wolves and the sec men from the ville.”

“They might be able to help, but probably not,” Krysty said, her hair coiled protectively against her
nape. “ Always best to plan for the worst. It comes true more often than not.”



“Sowediginfor the duration. Should be safe enough once we sedl thisbuilding,” Ryan observed,
running stiff fingersthrough hisblack hair. “ Okay, we definitely have got to do something about the
skylight. Mebbe we could replace the glass so it isn’t obvious where the accident happened.”

“Thiswill never be ahardsite,” J.B. stated. “Front door isajoke, and there must be a hundred windows
to thisplace. It safrigging glass box.”

“We can nail boards across the insde of the office windows and jam the halway doors shut. That'll give

any attacker two thingsto get through,” Ryan suggested. He had felt helpless watching the doctor work,
but thiswas a combat matter now, and he was back in control. “However, this bastard centra air shaft is

begging for attack.”

“Mebbe we could lace barbed wire across therailings,” Krysty suggested. “That would give usagood
three levels of protection. Nothing is going to fly through that. Probably find somein the local hardware
store. Nails, t0o.”

“Sounds good. But first we recce the whole building to make sure that we are done here,” Ryan
declared, ahand on his blaster. “Then we go get the big conference table from thefirst floor. Set it over
Dean to hide him from sight and protect from any morefdling glass”

“That will dofor agtart,” Mildred said. “ And then dump furniture into the elevator shaft till it'sjammed
solid. That’s an express route down here.”

And to Dean. A chilling thought. “Which leaves the stairs as the only way in or out. What the hell. We
can't retreat anyway.”

A crash made everybody draw weapons as the door to the stairwell burst open and running figures
emerged. Postures relaxed only when the companions recognized Jak and Doc. However, the two men
bore serious expressions.

“Gone,” Jak said bluntly. “Med kit gone!”

“Along with the Hummer!” Doc added, radiating ill-controlled anger. “The M-60 and alot of rifles off
thewadl.”

“WEe' ve been jacked?’ JB. cried in disbelief.

“Indeed, sir. Cursethe Visgothg!”

“Shitfire, we were only here afew minutes”

Mildred checked her wrist chron. “Well over an hour.”

“Morethan long enough,” Krysty said, her red hair awild, fiery corona

Then Doc added, “But the rockets are il in the pawnshop. They took the usdless predark blasters and
left the LAWS. That | do not understand.”

“Iiterate,” J.B. sated. “ Couldn’t read boxes.”



“Any tracks?’

“Impossibleto seein the night,” Doc reported, resting on his cane. “Even if the moon werefull, the sky is
solid with clouds.”

“Storm coming,” Jak agreed knowingly. “Big one.”

Irritably, J.B. pushed back hisfedora. “ Swell. That'Il erase any tire tracks we could trace.”

“Then wefind the bastard tonight,” Ryan stated gruffly. Retrieving the Steyr, he checked the dlip. Taking
out the haf-full clip, the man dammed anew dlip into the loading recess and worked the bolt, chambering
around. “Doc, stay here with Mildred and Dean.”

The physician stood, clicking back the hammer on her revolver. “If | have to operate, we' |l need that kit
badly. However, this could be atrap to lure us outside.”

“Sure as hell hope s0,” Ryan stated, Sarting for the dairs. “ That would mean they’ re still nearby.”
Chapter Nine

Outside, the streets were as dark as pitch, the sky aswirling, mottled mixture of greensand
reddish-orange. The only faint light came from the twin searchlights steadily sweeping the cloudsin an

endless pattern.

Spreading out in a standard defensive pattern, the companions moved down the block and into the
aleyway. The canvas sheet lay crumpled in acorner near an overturned garbage bin.

Dropping to one knee, Ryan studied the sandy street, brushing the surface lightly with his hand. “Nothing
here,” he said bitterly. “Can't tell if it was one person or ten.”

“One” Jak said. “ Used branchesto erase his tracks getting here.”
“So we can't backtrack him.” J.B. cursed. “Frigging pro.”
“Yep,” Jak agreed.

“Perimeter sweep,” Ryan snapped. “Five blocksin every direction, then another five until wefind his
tracks.”

“And there sno need to bring him back diveif you find the med kit,” Ryan added in the tones of an
executioner.

“That wasthe plan,” J.B. stated, switching the fire selector on the Uz from single shot to full-auto. “He's
going down, my friend.”

Any further ingtructions were interrupted by a shape swooping from overhead, and the companions
raised their wegpons, staring into the darkness. Ryan whistled twice, and they followed him into the
guitted paint store next door to the garage.

“Ancther one of those damn muties,” Krysty said, crouching behind a stack of cans.



Adjusting hisglasses, J.B. scrunched hisface. “Hateto say it, but mebbe we' Il have to wait until
morning. In the dark, thisthing could ace us one by one.”

“Set fireto place,” Jak suggested, his arms resting on the front counter, blaster pointed steadily at the
smashed window. “Not likelight.”

The shadow of something flew past the store as Ryan considered the idea. “No, can't risk the flames
oreading acrossthe street.” Asif forcing his hands through mud, Ryan lowered his blaster. Dean
couldn’t be moved, and the muties ruled the night. They had no choice.

“Let’sget back ingde,” he said, forcibly controlling his anger. At the moment, logic, not fists, would save
his son. “We have to wait until morning.”

Asthey returned to the food court of the building, Mildred saw their faces and knew what the Situation
was.

“Isthere another med kit in the redoubt?’ Ryan asked hopefully.
“Doesit matter?’ she asked, confused. “Without the Hummer, it'satwo-, three-day walk.”

Hewaved that aside. “ The wag was almost out of fue, and we have the spare can. We might find it only
acouple of blocks away dead in the street.”

“Wall, thereisn't another med kit,” Mildred mused. “There' san X-ray machine, and | could redly usea
view of hisskull and spine. But it’ s not portable. And even if there was a portable X-ray machine, the
isotopes would have decayed into lead by now. The thulium core only has afive-year hdf-life.”

Tenderly, Ryan brushed the hair off the boy’ s forehead. The skin was clammy to histouch. Privatdly, he
cursed himsdlf for afool..He should have known there had to be areason why atown full of treasure
hadn’t been looted. Then he suddenly redlized what he was thinking. That could be an answer to their
problem.

“Theseruinsarein excelent shape,” Ryan said. “ There hasto be ahospital somewhere, or adoctor’s
office. Might find what we need locdly.”

“Worth alook,” J.B. agreed. “Y ou never know, en?’

“But right now, we recce this dump, and start ferrying over the supplies,” Ryan continued, shouldering
hislongblaster. “We Il eat and deep in shifts until dawn. Then we do a scout of the neighborhood. After
that, we split into teams, J.B. and Doc hunt for supplies. I'll track the thief.”

“Plus, we better get to work on the defenses,” Krysty added, shivering dightly from the chill inthe
basement. “We |l need them if those muties comein aflock.”

“Can’'t be many more around,” Mildred said, dampening arag with the canteen and wiping down the
boy’ sforehead. “They’retoo big. They'd eat al of the wolves and lizards and then start on each other.
So unlessthey’ re smart enough to open cans, logic dictates there are only a couple at most.”

“Sure as hell hope you'reright,” Ryan growled, glancing at his son, and then upward at the broken
skylight four stories away. “Because it took the lot of usto barely chill one of these bastard things, and
we have no hopein hel of stopping aswarm.”



THROWING EMBERS high into the sky, aroaring bonfire cast dancing shadows across the bare brick
wallsand iron gates of the ruins of the predark library. Just outside the circle of light, men patrolled with
longblasters cradled in their arms, black scarves wrapped about their faces as protection from the
evening chill and to mask their presence from any possible observers.

Laughing and talking, agroup of men sat around the crackling fire, throwing in the occasiona book to
feed the flames. A massive duminum pot hung suspended over the blaze, the contents bubbling steadily
asthefat, bearded man opened another predark can of beef stew and added it to the mixture. He stirred
thefood carefully with abayonet, now and then taking alick.

Most of the men were dressed in bulky plain cloth jackets, more patches than origind cloth. But each
sported blue denim pants with the price tag still attached, the cuffstucked into brand-new heavy work
boots. Each man was armed with blagtersin police holsters, afew with M-16 assault riflesor
double-barreled shotguns.

Backpacks and bedrolls were scattered around, aong with stacks of canned goods, some with labels,
most without. Nearby was an orderly line of U.S. Army MRE packages, and alarge stack of ammo
boxes next to a huge tarp-covered stack of flat crates. Vehicles stood parked in aragged line cutting off
the street entrance to the library parking lot.

The cook took asip of the watery contentsin the pot, and nodded. “ Supper’ son,” he announced.

“About fresking time,” Rev growled, taking aseat in abeach chair. Hewas atal man with pale skin and
jet-black hair cut in amilitary-style flattop. An old leasther bandolier of clipsencircled hiswaist like abelt,
and a compact MAC-10 machine pistol was dung over ashoulder.

Twelve other men gathered around the fire and took seets on office chairs and park benches whilethe
cook quickly served out steaming hel pings of the stew onto tin plates. Sices of canned bread were fredy
distributed, and nobody talked while the food was being dispersed.

“Not bad,” Rev durped between mouthfuls. “Not bad at al.”
The cook, Jmmy, beamed in pleasure. “Thanks.”

Spoon poised, Rev eyed the man. “I was talking to the grub. What the hell did you do but open some
cans? Moron could have done that.”

Others echoed his sentiments as the men used the stale dices of predark bread to mop the plates clean
of thethick gravy.

Red fury burned in the man’ sface, but Immy went back to tending the fire, setting aside more cansto
open in preparation to feed for the next shift of men when they came off guard duty. When nobody was
looking directly hisway, Immy flavored the stew with a hedthy wad of spit. As hisfather dways said,
revenge came when you least expected.

“Damn, after nothing but coyote and lizard for the past month, even this shit tasted good,” Rev
announced as he sucked ajuicy morsel from his back teeth. The man loudly belched in satisfaction and
tossed the plate in the darkness. A squeal came from the crash followed by tiny scurrying noises.

“Got yoursdf alizard there, Rev,” said aburly man, wiping hismouth on adeeve.



“Who givesashit?’ camethe brusgque reply.

An Oriental man in faded Army fatigues grinned widely as hefilled a coffee cup with champagne froma
dusty bottle and drank it like water. Best damn hooch he ever tasted. Raided lots of ruins, but never
heard of Iron Horse before. Now he' d watch for the stuff. Age didn’t seem to affect some booze,
occasionaly made it taste even better. Damnedest thing.

“Hey, Samson,” Wu-Lang asked, refilling the mug. “What did that runaway we captured say theville
was cdled?’

“Alphaville,” the giant squeaked. Nobody laughed at the ridicul ous contrast. Samson possessed the
voice of achild, but the body of two men and amind of solid ice. Not even Rev would challenge the big
man directly. “Used to be run by some old baron till anew guy took over last winter.”

His shaved head gleaming in the firdight, another man laughed. “Don’'t matter. Thevilleisours. They just
don’t know it yet.”

“Yeah,” Wu-Lang added, finishing off the champagne. “ Can’'t understand it, though. He hated the place
so much herisked traveling through the Deathlands solo. But when we ask for info on the defenses, he

dams”

Baldy snorted in contempt. “Dying to protect aville you hate. Just so your old baron gets a chanceto
reclaim it from the new boss. Never heard of such acrazy notion.”

Reaching into awhedbarrow placed conveniently near the campfire, Immy tossed in some more books
and gtirred the blaze with the poker. “He lasted |ong enough under the knife before talking.”

“Crazy don’'t mean wesk,” Rev stated, reaching into the canvas duffel bag lying at hisboots. Finding a
carton of cigarettes, heripped it open, destroying most of the packs, the smokes tumbling to the asphdlt.
He chose one from the jumble, tucked it between hislipsand lit it with astick from the fire. Rev drew the
smoke deep into hislungswith satisfaction. Lighting up apredark cig usudly tasted like smoking aturd.
These were wonderful.

“And he knew where the old baron had dl this shit hidden away,” Wu-Lang continued. “1 have never
seen such weps before!”

“And the foods, the clothes!”

“It' sthe shits” Rev agreed, smiling as he blew asmoke ring. “ The absolute shits.”

A soft whistle started to keen from a copper tegkettle on the fire, and the cook deftly removed it using
arc-welding gloves. They would be wanting coffee soon, and he needed the fire high to get that huge pot

boiling before they whipped him for taking too long. Sure would be grest when thefolks at the ville were
hooked on jolt and he had some daves of hisown to best.

“Wherethe hdll are those guys, anyhow?’ Wu-Lang asked, picking histeeth clean with adirty
thumbnall. “IsV'tit timefor shift change?’

“Yeah,itis” Rev sad, frowning.



“Might have found another supply of booze,” afelow with abig mustache suggested. “And they're
tesing it for qudity.”

Cig dangling, Rev stood and hooked his thumbsinto his gun belt. “Kick their assif they do. Thisbea
military op. Wean't partying yet. And guards stand rotation.”

“If you say 0,” Jmmy said, tending to his business.
“Mebbe the wolves got them.”

“Lots of them around here.” Helaughed. * Or those flying muties the sec man told us about before he
chilled”

Holding doft hisrifle, Samson squedled loudly. “1 got the cure for muties right here, boys!”
A dightly drunken chorus agreed with the giant wholeheartedly.

“Hate wolves,” Wu-Lang muttered, reaching out to take a cig from the loose pile on the ground. “Hate
the way they taste, too.”

Rev offered the man alight from aburning stick. “ Shuddup. They're our key to theville.” Heturned his
head to watch the searchlights sweep the sky. “ Fighting wolves means some of them got to get hurt.
Mebbe hurt bad. When we offer to sall predark drugsin exchange for protection from the wolves, the
locd baronwill shit himsdlf inviting usingdethewal.”

“What we gonnacdl thejolt thistime?’ Harlan asked.

“Tdl themit’ spainkillers”

Samson patted a small wooden crate at hisside. “Or, ah, antibiotics,” he said stumbling over thelong
word.

“Either way, one taste and we own them.” Wu-Lang smirked.

“Aye, it'sagood plan,” Brian agreed, giving a snaggletoothed grin. “Our best yet. Putting it into the
water supply thins down the jolt too much. Some of the stronger folks don’t get hooked, and we have a
fight on our hands”

“Takeslonger to cook, too.”

“Time wasted working when we could be drinking and fucking.”

A skinny fellow with afeverish expression lowered an adult magazine, the pages brittle and ye low with
age. “Think of al their women. Clean women! And they got to do whatever we want or no jolt.” Harlan
rubbed his crotch and resumed looking at the old pictures. “For aslong asthey live”

“Or leadt, ill warm,” Wu-Lang added.

Exhding sharply, Rev cast away hisdead cig. “ And nothing isgonnastop us. Wegot it dl thistime.



Food, blagters, wags and fuel.” He waved about them. “ These ruins are a gold mine. Who knows what
we'll find in the next store?’

Just then, the stars overhead blacked out for amoment, and a sudden exhalation of air moved over the
parking lot, bringing ahint of the desert heat.

“What the fuck was that?’ Harlan demanded, dropping his nudie mag and drawing ahuge revolver. The
old S&W .357 Magnum was spotlesdy clean, the blued barrd glinting dimly in the reflected lights of the
bonfire.

“Don’t know,” Rev said, unlimbering his MAC-10 and snapping the bolt.

Following hislead, the rest of the crew hauled blastersinto view. Even Jmmy whipped out a sawed-off
double-barreled shotgun from an archery quiver on his back.

Rising to hisfull height, Samson hoisted his Marin rifle to his huge chest, working the bolt to chamber a
round. Nearby, Wu-Lang lifted an M-16 into view from a packing crate. With clumsy hands, he eased
off the safety and fumbled with the bolt. He cursed asit sprang back, dmost costing him afinger. Shitfire,
the police station SWAT armory had yielded adozen of the autoblasters, but no frigging instruction
manuas

“Probably just abird,” Immy whispered, holding the shotgun asif it were agood-luck talisman. “A
vulture mebbe. Or an owl. We heard one before. There are lots of them in these parts.”

“Yeah,” Harlan whispered, cocking back the hammer on his blaster. “ An owl.”

“Mebbeit’ sthat flying mutie the runaway wastalking about,” Brian muttered thoughtfully, holding a
revolver in each hand.

“Nonsense,” Rev snapped, struggling to keep the terror from hiswords. Before dying, the sec man had
described the terror of the ruins. Covered with his blood, they had laughed at the speech, but now achill
invaded the drug runner’ s scomach as he scanned the night sky.

A wet crunch sounded from the dark.

“That you, Ha?" Wu-Lang asked. “ Step on one of those tarantulas again...? Shitfirel” The man
retrested from the night, staring at the ground.

Rolling and bouncing out of the darkness and into the firdight came a bloody human head. The features
were dashed, ribbons of flesh hanging off the bloody skull, but what remained of the face was il
recognizable as one of their sentries. The neck was severed in the middle, with no ragged marks of biting
or chewing. The end of the flesh was smooth asif the man had been beheaded by an ax.

Then atorso plummeted from the sky to land on the bonfire, extinguishing the flames. Darkness
enveloped the parking lot.

“Bloody hdl'” Rev ydled, spraying awresath of 9 mm tumblersinto the sky above.

Everybody cut loose, rounds ricocheting off the sonewalls of the library and shattering glasslike crysta
thunder.



Camly waiting for atarget to present itsalf, Samson stepped out of the reddish glow of the dying embers
to let hisvision adjust when awind ruffled the hair at the back of his head. Annoyed, he patted it back
down and was surprised when he found his hand sticking to hishair. The giant could fed warmth trickling
down his neck, into his new shirt, and knew it was his own blood.

Baring histeeth in awordless scream, Samson triggered the Martin, explosons of flameilluminating the
parking lot for yards. Briefly, something on top of the stack of ammo crates was caught in the flash, and
then was gone. A misshapen figure with terrible demon eyes.

“It'sthem! They're here!” Wu-Lang screamed in panic, firing short bursts from the M-16 wildly in every
direction. Spent shellsarced out in streams of brass and fell musically to the ground.

Rushing forward, Jmmy dipped on the brass and hit the agphdt hard, losing hisblaster. Then with a
horrible cry, he was hauled into the darkness and the sound of ripping mest accompanied his piercing
screams.

Rev pumped some bursts that way, then the back of his neck tingled and he wildly spun, firing.
Something unseen brushed hisface, tearing a bloody score dong his cheek, and the drug runner knew he
had escaped death by a split second.

“Light the torches! We got to seeto fight!” Wu-Lang cried, dropping a spent clip and dammingina
fresh one. He pulled the trigger and nothing happened.

Screaming curses, he furiously worked the bolt and started to fire again.

Ever so dowly, asif hisbones were melting, Samson dumped to the ground, the Marlin clattering to the
asphat from his dead hands. The entire back of the man’s clothes were soaked with blood, and he
seemed to have only haf ahead.

“Regroup at thelibrary!” Rev shouted as he dodged among the piles of suppliesto put his back to the
stone wall. Footsteps and gunshots headed for the granite building, and as the fight shifted away from
him, Rev sprinted for the line of parked wags.

Scrambling into the nearest truck, Rev was startled to find Harlan aready behind the whedl, coaxing the
big engineinto life. With a sputtering roar, the ramshackle enginefinaly caught and herolled ruthlessy
over fdlen bodies of the crew.

“Go for the street!” Rev shouted, “and head for the searchlights!”

“No shit,” grunted Harlan, grinding gears and pumping the gas pedd.

A thump shook the truck, and the hood flipped upward, completely blocking their view. Then aline of
holes sprouted in the roof, and the windshield shattered, spraying them both with glass. Cursing, Harlan
hit the brakes hard, the disks squedling in protest.

Thetruck was till moving as Rev shoved open the side door and hit the ground running. Firing the
MAC-10 over his shoulder, the man scampered into the night. Dark shapes were everywhere, and he
clumsly dodged one, only to collide with another.

“Motherfucker!” Rev roared, waving his chattering weapon, hoping for ahit.



Then acharnd-house bresth washed over him worse than anything he had ever smelled, and fiery pain
exploded in hisgroin, moving upward through his belly and deep into his chest. Gutted wide open, Rev
tried to scream but only whimpered as red-hot pain filled hisworld and he fell forever into a bottomless

abyss.

Fighting the shuddering truck to ahalt, Harlan dived from the vehicle and scrambled undernegth for
safety. Hiding seemed the smart move. Screams sounded from every direction, and dim headlights came
on as another truck lurched from the line. Harlan calculated ajump to the wag, but froze when he saw the
truck careen wildly left and right, then accelerate and smash directly into the low stonewall edging the
parking lot. A mangled body crashed through the windshield and awinged figure enshrouded the man
just asthe headlights winked out.

Aninhuman figure blocked his view of the wreck, and something grabbed hold of hisblaster, crushing
hand and weapon into a mangled pulp of flesh and stedl. Harlan screamed as he was hauled out from
under the chassis. Struggling to escape, the man smacked his face againg the frame, knocking himsdlf
unconscious. Hislast conscious thoughts were of afetid sewer bresth and adistant pain in hisgroin
moving ever upward.

Thelast of the crew now headed for the library, theline of trucks horribly aive with movement. An awful
gench tainted the air, and the screams of the dying filled the night. Suddenly, alone man holding a pistol
and brandishing a machete sumbled into view.

“Come get some!” Hal cried, fury contorting hisfeaturesinto aferal mask as he expertly twirled the
shiny stedl blade about in aglittering whirlwind defense.

“Over herel” Wu-Lang shouted, doing afigure-eight pattern with the M-16 into the sSky. The blaster
jammed again, and he jerked the bolt to clear the bad round. Frigging predark ammo wasfor shit!

“Head for thelibrary!” Brian added, shoving shellsinto the shotgun. When his revolvers became empty,
he had smply grabbed the first blaster he found lying on the ground. There were plenty of shells sewn
into the strap, enough for awhile anyway. However, the man smply refused to notice how gticky the
sock was, his mind overwhemed with the current fight to bother with such trivia

Ha jumped at the sound of their voices asif sartled that anybody e sewas dtill dive, then he charged
toward them firing his pistol to both sides. But he crossed only afew yards when he dropped to his
knees, the machete skittering aong the asphalt into the bare shrubbery lining the sdewalk.

Coldly, the othersturned their blasters on the latest victim as he was lifted thrashing into the sky. Pistol
shots sounded from above, then screams, and then limbs started to fdl, closdly followed by a bloody
torso.

“Get inddel” Wu-Lang screamed, fedling sick to his sscomach.

Rifle over his shoulder, Bady was aready tugging on the handle with both hands. “ The door’ s stuck!
No, | gotit!”

With those words, the door silently swung open and Baldy was dragged inside, the closing door nipping
off hisfingers as the screaming man desperately clawed at the jamb to stay out of thekilling darkness.,

Firing their machine gunswildly, the handful of survivorsformed arough circle, keeping their backstight
againgt one another. It was aplan forged by instincts crested by amillion years of plains apeslearning



how to counter acharge by the savage jungle cats.

“They ain't getting us from behind now!” Brian shouted triumphantly over the booming of his shotgun.
“Head for the ammo boxed We'll chill these fuckersyet!”

Asthey awkwardly scuttled off, aspatter of rain hit the ground exactly where the group had been
standing seconds earlier, the asphalt Szzling from contact with the moisture. In stark comprehension,
Wu-Lang understood what was happening and cast aside hisblaster to franticaly run for hislife.

“Gutless coward!” Brian spit, training his shotgun on the retreating man.

Soft rain parted down, coating on their hands and faces. Shrill screams of hideous torment sounded as
the coldhearts clawed at their dissolving faces while the dark shapes moved among them dashing throats.
Moments|ater, there was nothing dive in the parking lot.

The only sounds were the hiss and crackle of the dying embersin the campfire.

Then the echo of running boots sounded from the streets of the ancient city, and the stars winked out as
something very large eclipsed the heavens, moving to the sound of snapping canvas.

Chapter Ten

Crackling torches dotted the streets of the villein reddish light, the illumination reflecting off the
honeycombed glass of the many greenhouses. The streets were deserted with every door closed, every
window bolted shut, only the murmur of soft voices coining from inside the lower levels of theintact
buildings and from undernegth the gutted ruins. Beyond the pile of smashed vehicles composing the great
wall, sec men watched the sky with blastersin hand as the scintillating beams of the searchlights swept
the cloudy sky, endlessly searching for an enemy that would attack without notice. In the far distance, a
wolf howled in agony for alost mate. Cursing under their breaths, grim sec men moved closer to the
lights and made sure their weapons were ready for combat.

Cutting through the alleyway between the market place and a partly built greenhouse, Leonard
Strichland strode purposefully across the dark plaza heading toward the bright lanterns of the baron’s
palace. After the revolution, the open area before the converted museum had been painstakingly cleared
of structures so that the defenders inside would have aclear field of fire against any attackers. Leonard
considered that apractical idea. If the old baron had thought of such things-indeed, if the despot had
consdered anything other than harshly disciplining his people-then the man might still bein charge of
Alphavilleinstead of achained prisoner in the dank basement of hisformer home.

Thewalls of the predark museum soared twenty yards into the sky, alouvered expanse of granite strips
interlocking into a solid homogeneous whole of amazing strength. No windows marred the three sides of
the predark structure. The entire front had once been awindow, but the new baron had bricked up the
vulnerable area, both inside and out, giving it arelative stability dmost equal to the granite Sdes. Onthe
roof, sec men steadily patrolled the perimeter of the building, bolt-action longblasters held at
quarter-arms.

Secretly, Leonard knew there were also small kegs of black powder with homemade fusesin alocked
munitions box up there to drop on invaders. Any attacking force would be met with fierce opposition.
Born and bred on the dirty streets of Alphaville, Baron Gunther Strichland didn’t make the same
mistakes as his dethroned predecessor.



On the ground, sandbags formed alow wall before the double doors, the emblazoned brass marred with
dull streaks where soft lead bullets had ricocheted. A hdf circle of sted I-beams sadlvaged from the ruins
acrossthe Stink River chasm had been welded into tripods to act as a deterrent to attacking wags, or
even APCs. Getting past those would take a predark tank. Coils of barbed wire stretched across the
ground like dark smoke frozen in time and space. A few strips of stained cloth here and there marked the
gpots where sec men had thrown the corpses of their fallen comrades onto the wire so they could gain
access to the museum and continue the fight to usurp their former leader.

Before being captured dive, Baron “Mad Jm” Harvin had unleashed his pet winged muties, but it didn’t
work. Sergeant Strichland had carefully orchestrated the revolt at first dawn so histroops would be safe
from the deadly black bats. Or flying lizards, or whatever the hell the muties were. Leonard had no idea,
nor did anybody else, asthe creatures only appeared at night and the only folks who got agood view of
them died soon afterward, torn to shreds. Not a single one of the cresatures had ever been successfully
dan.

Leonard walked toward the front doors of the palace so that the guards would see him coming. Five
huge men stood behind the sandbags, longblasters over their shoulders, handblasters at their belts. The
Elite, the baron cdled them. Thefive were sworn to die before dlowing invadersinsde the home of their
baron. To their left and right rested a pair of old muzzle-loading cannons. It had taken two yearsto
unblock the barrels, but the weapons were fully functional now, and the soft cotton bags stacked in the
red plastic milk crateswere filled with bits of broken glass, bent nails and other tiny scraps of metal. A
band of raiders had gotten thisfar once, and after the cannons roared, nothing remained but bloody
clothing and smashed bones. It was the last direct attack.

“Morning, Lieutenant,” asec man said.

“Morning, Sergeant.” Leonard smiled, trying not to lose hisarmload of papers. “ Permission to enter,
please”

“Granted, gr, asaways,” the sergeant said, waving him on.
A private pulled open the door and saluted as L eonard walked through. Inside was the mate of the
outside cannons, and more sec men standing behind more sandbags. They put aside their card game and

snapped to attention.

“Morning, Sr. Dropping off amessage, or looking for your father?’ agrizzled veteran asked, hisface
mostly composed of scars.

The phrase embarrassed the adopted boy. “ The second, Sergeant. Do you know whereis the baron?’
“Cdlar,” said the sec man grimly. “We caught athief last week. Now he' s getting justice.”

“One of our own, or anewcomer?’

“Locd man. Cobbler. Been herefor years.”

“Did he lie about the crime?’ Leonard asked hopefully. Stealing food was a pardonable crime, and the
perpetrator often got no more than a dozen lashes. But lying to the baron was death by the Machine.

The soldier shook his head. “He should have known better.”



“Thank you.” The boy hurried off, still clutching the portfolio of papers and mapsto hischest.

“I hope he toughens up.” The private Sghed, reclaming his chair and gathering his cards. “Don’'t want a
momma s boy like Leo there as our baron.”

Fanning the cardsin his hand, the sergeant shifted them about to hide the straight he had drawn. “Don’t
befooled. Boy’ s <till young. But | saw him in the revolt when we charged this place. He took an arrow in
theleg and abullet in the chest and he fought on with hisfather. Tough asadut’ s heart, the both of
them.”

“Long ashean't twisted ashisold man,” the private muttered, laying down a card and drawing afresh
one. “I hate dl that screaming in the night.”

“Wall, got to be worse for them doing the screaming,” the other man added wisdly.

“Aye, supposeitis” He brushed a hand through his golden crew cut. “Damn, I'm sureglad my girl isa
blonde.”

SMOKING SLIGHTLY, vegetable-oil lanterns with rope wicks siood in wall nichesilluminating the
interior. The high vaulted ceiling of the museum was perfect for conducting away the greasy fumes.
Hurrying across the terrazzo expanse of the front hall, Leonard turned left and took the main stairs
downward, the broad steps some four yards wide. There used to be a brass handrail aong the center,
but that had been destroyed when the rebels drove an APC down the stairs, chasing the former baron.
Caught him, too.

Guards and maids greeted L eonard politely as he hurried aong the corridor past the storage room and
the armory, past the furnace room and finaly thejail. The door was closed, tufts of cloth rimming the
jamb of thethick porta, but he could gill hear the muted roar of machinery inside and aman pitifully
screaming.

Withdrawing asmall ring of keysfrom his pocket, Leonard unlocked the door and entered the deafening
enamd house, theair stinking of excrement and exhaust fumes.

“Mercy!” screamed the man hanging from the ceiling by chains. The chains were wrapped about the
hanging man’ swrists, atrickle of blood flowing down hisarms as he struggled to get free.

“Please!” the prisoner wailed, the word barely audible over the muted rumble of the machine directly
beneath. A black plume of smoke streamed from its exhaust pipe, and the ceiling was blacker than hell
itself from the accumulation of grimefromitsuse.

Squads of somber men in clean uniforms stood about the abattoir watching the suspended victim struggle
for life. None of the grim faces were softened by an expression of pity, or even interest.

“Mercy?’ Baron Gunther Strichland asked, crossing his powerful arms across hisbarrel chest. The
redheaded giant towered over the other men, hislong fiery red hair moving asif endowed with awill of
itsown.

“Mercy?’ herepested asif it were anew word never tasted before. “ An interesting choice of words for
atrator.”

“I aminnocent!” the man howled asthe chain jerked and once more he was lowered inexorably toward



the maw of the churning machine. Between his bare feet, he could see the blur of the interlocking blades
whirling at incredible speed. His ssomach heaved at the idea of what was happening, but nothing rose into
histhroat. He hadn’t been fed for daysin exact preparation for such an eventuality.

“1 didn’t break the window!”

“No,” Gunther said, accepting asilver chdice of cool winefrom abusty maidin Army fatigues. “Y our
son did, and vauable plants were destroyed. Should we punish him instead?’

“Yed Yes,” the man whimpered, rivulets of sweat pouring off his naked body. Histoes could fed the
vibrations of the Machinein theair. It sent waves of ice through hisveins, and the judgement room
swirled as he sarted to faint.

“Not yet, thief,” awoman snarled, and threw abucket of ice water over him.
The shock forced him fully awake, and he squedled like apiglet being dragged to the butcher’ s block.

“Do you honestly think,” Gunther murmured, spping from the chdlice, “that we should kill achild
instead?’

“Yes Hedidit, not me! Not me!”

With asnarl, the baron dashed the chalice to the concrete floor. “ Then you are worse than athief.
You'reacoward, aswell! Y our boy may have done the damage, but you, the adult, hid the fact! By the
time we discovered the damage, the sandstorm had killed over haf the cropsin that greenhouse! How
many others may die from lack of food because of your cowardice?’

“Excuse me, High Baron,” Leonard said from the doorway .

Furious over the interruption, Gunther turned, hisred hair acrimson halo about his distorted features.
But when he saw who it was, the man relaxed his posture and hisfilamentslaid down obediently on his
wide shoulders.

“Yes, Leonard, what isit?’ the baron asked camly.

The teenager bowed respectfully. “We have aproblem.”

Gunther turned back to the screaming man. “Then handleit, my son. I'm busy at the moment dispensing
judtice”

A diplomatic cough. “It isaserious problem, Sir.”

“Sir, eh?’” The baron amiled tolerantly. “Very wdll, then, let’sgo.” He turned to asec man. “Lieutenant
Kilgore, handle that matter.”

A dim, dark, handsome man snapped to attention and briskly saluted. “ At once, Baron!”
Gunther reached for the door latch, but Leonard took hisarm.

“Father,” he whispered softly, glancing at the writhing prisoner, “1 know his crime wasterrible,
unforgivable, thekilling of plants, the stedling of food...” He swallowed and his voice fatered.



Baron Strichland rested ahand on the boy’ s shoulder until he looked up. “Never be afraid of anything.
Especidly when asking me for afavor. Understood?’

“Yes, my father.”

“Isit mercy you wish, for that?’ the baron asked, the distaste in hisvoice painfully clear. “ A thief and a
liar who placesthe blame of acrime on hisown child?’

“Yes” theboy said forcibly.

Debating the issue, the baron looked directly at the rest of his council. Their opinionswere dso clear on
the matter. The weeping prisoner had drawn hiskneesto his chest, fighting to keep hisflesh away from
the churning maw of the wood chipper.

“I can refuse you nothing, my chosen son,” the giant said gently. “Mercy it shdl be.”

Leonard took hisfather’ shand and kissed it, “ Thank you, Father.”

“Enough,” Gunther said, shaking off the embrace. “I’ m the baron, not some mucking high priest.”

“Sorry.”

“Lieutenant Kilgore, show the criminad mercy.”

“Atonce, ar!”

“Come, lad, to my office, where we can talk in private.” The baron turned and they |eft the room.
“Mercy.” Kilgore sneered in contempt. “For the likes of you. Thisisyour lucky day.”

And so saying, the lieutenant reached inside his camou-colored flak jacket, drew a Colt .45 blaster and
fired once. Half of the man’ s skull was removed by the bullet, blood spraying out in ahideous geyser.
Limply, the feet of the warm corpse dropped straight into the blades and disappeared. The crew holding
the chains released the tenson, and the body dropped without hindrance and a hideous whinnying noise

rose as the man was reduced to mincemest.

“Enough!” Kilgore said after aminute, diding his blaster away into a predark shoulder holster. “Never
wagtefud. Why isthat, Private Hanson?’

Caught by surprise, the middle-aged woman snapped to attention. She had been busted four times back
to private for not paying attention while on duty, and here it was happening again! “ Ah, because the
Machinewon't run on the acohol we make, but only on redl gasoline.”

“That iscorrect. You there, Corpora, what is the sequence of the mix?’

His mustache merely awisp of hair across his upper lip, the teenager swallowed and saluted. “Boil the
residue twice to remove impurities, then mix him with sand in aone-to-ten ratio. Then add twice-boiled

sewage two partsto five. Let it ripen for aweek in summer, amonth in winter.”

“Very good.” Kilgore smiled, wiping atiny droplet of blood off hisdeeve. “When heis processed, add



the new soil to the contaminated soil of the repaired greenhouse. We may be able to recover some crops
from thismessyet.”

“Sir, about the child who did the actual damage...”

“Heisnow award of the ville, and upon age will become a sec man trained to kill those who stedl food
from our bellies” A rue smile. “We do not harm children here, Private. Only thievesand liars.”

“Yes, gr,” thewoman replied, fear alump of icein her belly from a carrot she had stolen from the
kitchens the previous week.

AS THE FATHER and son approached the office on the third floor of the museum, sec men snapped
open the door and saluted. The baron waved in passing, and Leonard returned the salute properly.

The office was tremendoudy huge, covering half of afloor. To the east was aworking stone fireplace
surrounded by asunken living room of plush couches. A wooden desk stood in the center of the room,
and behind it on thewall was amap of the ville and surrounding lands. The floor was smooth fieldstone
dotted with a dozen matching white rugs. To the west was a bookcase made of mirrors and glass
shelves, and on display wasthefirst ear of corn grown in the first greenhouse, fancy autofire blasters, all
of which worked and were loaded, geodes because they were pretty, hundreds of bottles of liquor and
predark wine, afew specidly marked bottles expertly poisoned and asmdl teakwood box nearly full of
human ears taken from every man who had ever chalenged Strichland to aduel. Assassins smply went
into the Machine, and the baron drank acup of their blood in order to stedl their souls and make himsalf
stronger.

Asthe door closed behind them, the elder Strichland took the chair behind the massive cherry-wood
desk and put his boots on the mirror-smooth surface. “ Report,” he ordered.

“Three people camein yesterday,” Leonard said, placing hisarmload of papers on an empty chair. “But
they were chased by only six wolves.”

“Bastard birds, or whatever the muties are, have been breeding again,” Strichland grumbled, cracking his
knuckles, ashis hair gtirred with impatience. “ Every time wefind their nest and burn it out, they’ re back
aganinacouple of months”

“We may never find themain nest,” Leonard Sated.

“Obvioudy.” Gunther sneered, hishair coiling in responseto histenson. “If it weren't for my
searchlights, the things would have destroyed Alphaville months ago. Are the lightsin good working
order?’

“Yes, Father. Perfect shape. | check them mysdlf every day.”

The redhead smiled benignly. “ Good lad.”

“We could send in more men to search theruins,” Leonard suggested.

Gunther shook his head. “And risk one of them finding the old baron’ s secret weapons cache and
garting awar over theville? | think not.”

“Why did the old baron hide hiswegpons outside the ville?’



“You've never asked methat question before.”
“It never seemed important before,” the boy said.
“And now?’

“I...Itismy duty to know such things.”

The baron placed his boots on the floor with athump and beamed proudly. “ At lagt, you' re taking an
interest in ruling our land. Excellent. Baron Harvin did that so in case of arebelion, he could regroup sec
men outside the ville and blast their way back in to seize control.”

“But none of the troops stayed loyd.”

“A lesson to remember, future baron,” the man said sternly. “ Always stay on the good side of the

troops. That iswhy agaudy house was thefirst thing | built, even before the greenhouses. The sec men
go therefor free, which makes them happy. None of the farmers' daughters or wives are attacked, which
makes them happy, which increases the production of food, which makes everybody happy. These
people would willingly march into arad pit for mel”

And they would someday, too, Gunther added privately. Every last one of the stinking norm bastards,
once he had area son to replace him asbaron. That was, if he ever managed to father atrue heir and he
wasn't saddled with this obedient milksop for therest of hislife.

“Father?’ Leonard asked urgently. “ Something wrong?’
The middle-aged man smiled gently. “Nothing, my son. Nothing.”

Rising from his chair, the baron started to pace the room. “ The searchlights, which keep away the
muties, also attract more people. Both good things. However, alarger population means more noise, and
more activity, which attracts the muties. It'savicious circle. Our only defense weskens us and makes us
more of ajuicy target. For ten months, we ve been walking the razor’ s edge. | took the ville from the
monster who controlled it before. There are no more random beheadings, no more rape or cannibalism.
We have greenhouses and grow enough food for an army. We havetrials, and gaudy houses. The
population hastripled since | took over. Tripled!”

Gunther stopped at the mirrored wall and toyed with the teakwood box for amoment before replacing it
on the shelf. “We have over athousand people here, son. That’ s bigger than most predark cities. Clean
food, and we burn wood to make charcod to purify the mountain water. Nobody has gotten ill from the
river for months. But we must have those blastersto kill the batd! If the lights should ever fail during an
attack, our people would be daughtered.”

“We could use alcohol bombsto st fireto thewhole city,” Leonard stated, then, seeing hisfather’s
darkening face and lashing hair, quickly relented. “ Perhaps not.”

“Not if we want the weapons. And that has always been the twix, and we must soon decide. The bats or
the blasters. It seemswe can't have both.” Strichland paused, knowing this request wouldn't please his
adopted son. But it wastime for him to learn that running aville was often bloody work. “Get the old



Leonard stayed in his chair, breathing heavily, then stood and saluted. “1 understand. Yes, sr.”

Going to the door, Leonard stuck his head outsde. Minutes later, two burly sec men dragged a scrawny
man into the room. They efficiently tied the near corpse to astout wooden chair, and upon asigna from
Leonard went back outside.

Drawing arevolver, Gunther extracted every bullet but one. Spinning the cylinder, he aimed and pulled
thetrigger. Harvin jumped involuntarily at the click.

The baron spun it again. “My patienceis gone, old man. Tell me where the wegpons are.”
“Never,” theformer baron said.

“Then where are the bats hidden, or how can we control them? Colored flags? Specid clothes? Some
odor, hand Sgnds, whistles?’

For abrief instant, Gunther thought the former baron registered surprise, but then redlized it wasjust a
tick brought on by the starvation and torture.

“Tell me!” Strichland shouted, dry firing the revolver again and again.

“Never tel you.” Harvin cackled, smiling toothlesdy. “Took my ville, but you can’'t keep it. Keepit.
That' sajoke. Hee-hee.”

Leonard lashed out and dapped the bound man, teeth and spittle spraying across the room. “ Obey my
father, or diel”

Bleeding fredly, the former baron sat there with his head tilted. Then ever so dowly heturned to stare at
the hated usurper, the fire of reason burning bright in hisface.

“Y ou have trained the little bastard well, thief. HE samost fitting son for atraitor,” Harvin said inaclear
voice. “And while you managed to sted theville, you'll never keepit.”

Then madness welled within the man. After so many months, he smply couldn’t hold the secret in any
longer. “Only Harold and | know how to control the guardians!” he shrieked insandly. “And Harold's
dead! Which leaves me. Eventually, the muties will get past whatever you' re using to stop them, and then
it' syour day in the barrel.”

“Youlose” hesaid, sneering in triumph. “Can't keep it.”

Father and son stared in astonishment at each other, then both dowly smiled.

“Excdlent.” Gunther sghed. “1 knew keeping that gimp around would pay off.”

“Thank you so much for helping us,” Leonard said, feding awonderful rush of power from the terror of
the old man.

“No, impossible,” Harvin whispered, going degthly pae. “Y ou told me months ago that Harold was
dead. Showed me his corpse!”

“A corpse” Gunther corrected with asmirk. “An invader who resembled your friend, nothing more.”



“ No“.”

“Harold lives,” Gunther stated, coming closer. “And now that | know he has the secret, | have no need
of you.” Cracking the cylinder of the blaster, the baron |oaded every hole,

Sweat began to run off the man. Harvin pleaded,
“No, wait! | cantell you where the weapon caches are! And how to get past the traps!”

“Don’t care.” Closing the blaster with asnap of the wrist, Gunther spun the cylinder for no reason,
placed the muzzle to the old man’ s chest and shot him dead.

Feding ill, Leonard stared at the corpse. He had been an enemy of theville and deserved to die. It was
ajob to be done, and he did what he had to. Y et there was an odd, aimost sexual energy to the act of
murder. This contradiction confused him gregtly.

“Send out adozen...no, twenty sec men,” the baron ordered. “ And tell them not to come back until they
have Harold in custody, dive and unharmed. Mind you, he' s usaless chilled.”

“The sarge may be outsdethewals,” Leonard suggested. “We ve had trouble finding him before.”
“Then send fifty men, with bolt-action rifles from my private aamory and ten live rounds.”
“Ten!”

“We can afford it. Besides, if heis out among the muties, our troops will have to defend themselves, and
every dead mutieisapoint in our favor.” Then he added, “But first and most importantly, find Harold!”

HAROLD MOVED through the dank pipeway with the surety of abullet in abarrel. Feeder pipeslined
the main conduit, with rusty water dripping congtantly from the corroded openings. Hisfooting was
treacherous as the curved walls were dimy benegth his hands, but this was the way back home, and
every step made his heart fed lighter. He had something better than blasters. He had adoctor’ s bag. That
saved lives. Lots better than killing. The voicesin his head agreed wholeheartedly and complimented him
congtantly, sometimes painfully loud.

He had redlly tried to take the big blaster off the top of the war wag, but he couldn’t figure out how to
free the ammo belt. After dragging it behind him for ablock, Harold had tossed it away. Besides, the
long dangling belt wastoo noisy. Never snegk in here with that.

Scampering noises sounded from the darkness ahead of him, and Harold quickly reached inside his shirt
and blew on the slent whistle. He felt astab inside his ears as dways, and the scampering sounds quickly
departed. The man had no idea how the broken whistle could chase away rats. The voices suggested
they had a better range of hearing than humans, but his chest started to pound as he struggled to
understand the odd words, and the voices soon ceased, replaced by soothing silence.

After awhile, the drain branched into afull six-way intersection, and Harold carefully jumped acrossthe
gap into the next tunnd. Staying to the left, he counted doud on fingers and toes until reaching hisright
pinkietoe, and climbed aladder set into the concrete wall. Pushing aside the iron grating, he eased out of
the storm drain and glanced around to make sure nobody could see him.



Over by the big tunnel that went under the dead river, twin searchlights swept the Sky. The air was foggy
with the reflection of the powerful beams. Climbing out, the hunchback eased the grating quietly back into
position, then, staying closeto the wall of cars, he kept low until finding the faded orange bumper sticker.
There were no otherslike it anywhere on the wall. One had been smilar, and in afit of brilliance he had
removed the bumper so as not to become confused between the two. But then Harold spent daystrying
to figure out if he' d removed the correct sticker. Life was so confusing sometimes, and the voicesin his
head didn’t dways help, even though they said different.

Grabhbing the handle of the Pontiac, he eased the back door open, lifting it dightly so the metal wouldn’t
squed. Stepping inside, he carefully locked it behind him and started the labyrinthine return to the ville on
the other sde. From this point onward, Harold knew he was safe. Nobody could follow him through the
wall. Not even therats.

Chapter Eleven

The cloudy yelow sky wasjust beginning to lighten in color, dashes of fiery orange streaking acrossthe
murky gray atmosphere as dawn struggled into existence. The front door to the government building
opened on freshly oiled hinges, and Ryan stepped onto the broken sdewalk.

“Good enough,” he declared asthe rest of the companions joined him outside. They had spent the night
in hurried preparation, blocking the exposed stairwell solid with office furniture, doing the sameto the
elevator shaft and nailing dl of the office doors shut, and driving extranails through the middle of the
wooden panels so that anybody trying to crash through would be badly stabbed. Forming asemicircle
across the lobby was asix-foot-tal barricade of metd file cabinets stuffed with books, and backed with
the couches. It made a pretty good firewall, and hel ped muffle any lights or noises. Therewas il alot
of work to be done, but it was agood start. Purely precautionary, but experience taught hard lessons
over the years. Better safe than dead, asthe Trader dways used to say.

Unfortunately, Dean was no better by morning, if anything abit worse, and the necessity of reclaiming
the med kit had been escalated to a priority.

Walking over to the garage, Jak knelt on the sandy ground, running hisfingers over the faint indentations
acrossthe ground. A breeze ruffled his snowy hair asthe Cgjun stood and walked into the street.

“Oneman, big,” he said. “Waks funny, mebbe wounded. Came from down block.”
“Hecamefromtheville” Ryan answered curtly. “Can you track the Hummer?’

Snorting, Jak glanced over ashoulder, his ruby-red eyes deadly serious. “ Track through monsoon for
Dean.”

“Who'sto stay?’ Krysty asked, shifting her backpack.
“JB. and Doc,” said Ryan, diding the Steyr off his shoulder and checking the clip.

Ramming the cylinder back into the blaster, he dapped the balt. “ J.B., think you can fix that skylight
before we get back with the wag?’

“No problem,” the Armorer replied, half of acigar clenched between histeeth. He discovered the cigar
inahumidor in some executive s office, and for the hundredth time since the previous night he started to
light the thing, but forced his hand away. “ Found some replacement glass for the windows and such in the



basement. Won't take me more than a hour.”

“Good. Doc, take the roof as lookout. Stay sharp, but don't fire at anything, even another of those damn
mu-ties”

“Until young Master Dean ismobile,” Doc rumbled, “we shal be the most devout of cowards.”
“J.B., when the roof isdone, spell Mildred. Make her get some deep. She' sgot to berested and dert.”

“Justincase” JB. sad. “| understand. No prob. Get the med kit and chill the bastard who stoleit from
under our Noses.”

“That’smy plan.”

“Windisincreasing,” Krysty warned as thunder rumbled softly in the mottled heavens. “ And the damn
tracks are half-gone already.”

“Got go,” Jak urged, stepping away.

“JB., Doc, if we have any live company when wereturn,” Ryan said, hisvoiceimplying it was highly
unlikely, “we'll use the standard a-b-c codes.”

“Gotcha.” J.B. clearly remembered when they first invented the aphabet code. If one of their group
showed up with strangers, how could the rest know if the newcomers were okay or armed aggressors?
The solution was as Smple as the problem was basic. If the companionsidentified themsdlves, or the
stranger, with any name sarting with the letter a-Alfred, Alexander, anything like that-it meant there was
no danger. All clear. If they used ab name, it meant bad news. They were being forced to comply with
the folks they were with. And if they used ac name, it meant the whole thing was crap, kill everybody,
including the companion.

“Godspeed, sr,” Doc said solemnly. “My prayers go with you.”
“I don’t think your God would approve of my plansfor today,” Ryan said, turning to the stret.

Down the block, Krysty stood attentively on the corner, while Jak was inspecting the crumpled ruin of a
mailbox.

“Freshly sdeswiped,” he said, then studying the ground and faced north. * Hummer went thisway.”

Spreading out so they wouldn'’t present a group target to any snipers, the companions followed the main
street until Ryan found aclear set of tracks in some smooth stretch of sand.

“Eadt,” hesad, the butt of the Steyr resting on hiship.

Cutting through a brick-lined aleyway, they disturbed anest of green-skinned lizards who turned as pale
as sand and scattered at their intrusion. Climbing over alow mound of rubble from afalen cinder-block
wall, they proceed across a bare parking lot, the ancient black macadam partialy hidden under the
windblown sand and tufts of dead weeds sprouting from the many cracksin the black surface. Thelot
was edged with ashort concrete wall, the kiosk smashed under afdlen telephone pole. No tracking skills
were needed to spot the fresh tire tracks in the churned masonry.



“Did he know the Hummer was tough enough to take the wall,” Ryan asked, “or was he driving with the
lightsoff?’

“Headlight switch is clearly marked on the dashboard,” Krysty said, watching the rooftops for any
suspicious movements. “Especidly at night, they glow. No wait, shit, | busted one of them yesterday.”

“Even so, scared we following,” Jak offered, not sounding convinced by the suggestion. Then he
pointed. “ Ammo box.”

Ryan waked over and picked up the green meta container. It was from the redoubt. “Must have lost it
when hetook thewall.”

“Rolled down street. Couldn’t do if driving dl over place,” Jak said thoughtfully. It was an unusudly long
gpeech for the normally monosyllabic Cgun. “Damage to box?’

Ryan turned it over in hishands. “ Dents and scrapes, but it wasn't hit by the Hummer if that’ swhat you
mean. Army ammo boxes are tough, but the five-ton wag would flatten thislike asoup can.”

Resting ahand on her canteen to stop it from bouncing as she walked, Krysty started toward the
intersection. “Then he went thisway.”

For the next ten blocks, they proceeded quickly, following a set of disappearing tire tracks to a scraped
wall, and through the center of a department store, the huge glass window on one side stoved in, and the
other side busted ouit.

“Driving likealunatic,” Ryan observed, treading carefully over the glass shards. “Must have known he
was safe by now. We only had the onewag.”

“Afraid somebody else might see him?’ Krysty suggested. “Mebbe he' sa solo who just wandered by,
or arogueliving in the ruins, avoiding the sec men of theville”

“Excited. First time stedling,” Jak said, brushing off hisknees. “Kid, mebbe.”

“Who got past atrap from J.B.?’

The Cgun shrugged in reply.

Too many questions, not enough info. Ryan hated mysteries. Give him agood standup fight any day.
Checking a side street, the Deathlands warrior saw that the soft surface was smooth and untouched.

“Nothing,” he reported to the others.

“Over here” Krysty said, stepping through the ruins of awooden fence. “ Our thief was driving like he
was being chased.”

“Muties?’ Jak suggested, staying close to the woman.
“Or the wolves. Mebbe he was driving like this so the wolves could follow him to the muties” Ryan said
dowly, keeping awatch on adark holein abroken wall. “ Give them something to feed on and leave him

done”

“Like pets?’ Jek looked disgusted.



“Not al mutiesare bad,” Krysty said sharply, her animated hair moving about her shoulders and face.

Following thetire tracks through the sand, Ryan took point, and, rounding a corner found himself before
ablock-long three-gtory building. It was a school of some kind with atilted flag pole standing in the front,
and an empty parking lot to the east side. The front and side of the structure was marked with bullet
holes, the ground churned from explosives, but smoothed again by the wind. The windows were gone,
blackened holes with the sky visible where aroof should have been.

Taking refuge around the corner, they used the mirror in turnsto study the building. Thetire tracks of the
Hummer led straight to the side of the building where a gaping doorway stood more than large enough to
drive the military wag through.

“Garage?’ Jak asked.

Ryan nodded. “Lookslike.”

“I think we found them,” Krysty said confidently. “Lookslike a public school. Definitely not private.
Those are dways surrounded by high wallsto keep out theriffraff.”

“Mugt have been ahell of afight,” Ryan added, imagining the battle in hismind. “ Blasters, Molotov
cocktails and some C-4 bombs. Went hand to hand over there”

“Arethose arrowsin that fence?’

“Check. Somebody ran out of ammo.”

“Five, sx monthsago,” Jak mused. “Depending onrain.”
“Think the defenders were fighting the muties?’

Baring histeeth, Ryan exhaled and tried not to think of the passing of time. “Muties? Well, | sureashell
hope there' s nothing else in this hellhole that can attack athird-story window.”

“Don’t seem to be any sec men on patrol,” Krysty commented, angling the mirror. “ Arealooks empty.”

“No snipersor lookouts,” Jak agreed, studying the rooftops while unfolding the foil on one of his
precious last sticks of Army chewing gum. He folded it in two and started to chew with his mouth closed.
Breakfast had been cold wolf, and histongue tasted asif something had died there.

“Let’ stake no chances,” Ryan told them, the hairs on the back of his neck stirring. He dicked them
down with apam. Something waswrong here; he could fed it. Hejust didn’t know what exactly.
“Tracks leading to a burned-out school with nobody around. Smells bad to me. Could be atrap, and we
know thesefolks aretricky. W€ Il do atight perimeter sweep, singlefile, two-yard spread. If there’ sno
activity, wegoinsde”

“If thisisatrap,” Krysty stated, taking her weapon in adouble hand grip, “then they’ Il want usdive,
which gives us atremendous edge in chilling them. Because we re only interested in the kit. Don't give a
rat’s ass about them.”

Jak held up arestraining hand. “Wait for wind,” he said dowly. “Cover sound of boots. Wait...now.”



Moving fast through the ruins outside the parking lot, the trio kept low. A lizard eating a tarantula darted
away at their passage, but nothing else responded to their presence. No barking dogs, no gunshots, no
criesof darm.

Reaching aditch opposite the garage, they did in and splashed quietly through the brackish runoff water,
which reeked of sulfur. Using the mirror firgt, then chancing adirect look, they could see the Hummer
parked amid the cold ashes and burned timbers of the building. The wag was alot more battered than
when they had last seen it; the Sides scraped, the radio antenna gone, with the spare tire flat and hanging
loose on the rim bolted to the chassis.

Ryan pointed left and right. The others spread out and approached the garage from converging
directions. At the doorway, they took positions, listening for sounds, then charged in with blasters at the
ready. Jak took the grease pit, Krysty the office, Ryan the tool room. The garage was completely
deserted.

Chewing steadily, Jak went under the chassis of the wag, while Krysty stood guard and Ryan circled the
wag, looking for trip wires. In the cargo area, he found the longblasters from the pawnshop, but the med
kit and the big M-60 were nowhere in sight, which was expected. Those items were the most valuable.

In afew moments, Jak came back out. “Clean. Y ou?”

“Same,” Ryan reported gruffly. “ The thief just took what he could carry and left. Probably planning on
coming back and getting the rest. We can't wait for that. Could be days before he returns.”

“How did he start it?’ Krysty asked. “ Ah, took the radio fuse and inserted it into the ignition. That was
Supe.”

“Y egh, might have shorted out the engine and blown the whole dectrical system,” Ryan countered. “It’'s
what you do in an emergency Stuation.”

“Mebbewasfor him,” Jak suggested pensively.

Sliding in the proper fuse, Ryan hit the ignition and checked the gauges on the dashboard. “At least we
know why he abandoned it here. She' sout of gas.”

Krysty gratefully did off her backpack, the contents doshing asit hit the ground. “We got that covered.
Doc was smart to hidethe extrafud inthelav.”

She refueled the wag, asthe others kept guard, watching the shop and the stedl girders above them for
suspicious movement. Some yellow papers blew among the wreckage, then lifted awvay on abreezeinto

the sky.

“Done,” the redhead said, capping the container and placing it in the rear with therifles.
“Drive?’ Jak asked.

“We'retoo closeto theriver,” Ryan said. “May aswell leave the wag here out of sight of the sec men
onthewadl. Krysty, take al of the fuses and let’ s do a perimeter sweep for footprints.”

Sure enough, only afew yards away they located tracks marked with black soot from the burned-out



school. Following the footprints across afootba | field and through adry creekbed, they reached the
edge of theriver. The clouds overhead were avile green, dashed with fiery orange. If astorm was
coming, it was going to be hell on Earth, and that made them move fagter.

Reaching the concrete dockyards, they noted that the duggish river from yesterday was now churning
madly, whitecaps crashing on the embankments as the water rushed into the esst.

“Scuffle, no, dipped,” Jak corrected, scrutinizing the stony concrete. “Check water.”

Krysty leaned over the edge. “No sign of a... Wait, there' sthe M-60! Oh crap, the barrel’ s bent. Must
have hit something on the way down.”

“Usdless,” Jak agreed, scanning theriver. “No sign kit. Must kept.”

Fedling the pressure on him, Ryan glanced east and west dong theriver, both directions equaly barren
of tracks. Every second made the thief farther away, and increased the risk for Dean. Fast decisonsand
fast action were caled for. And if he had to gamble, so beit. Thiscloseto theville, thelogicd placeto
look was the tunnel. Maybe he was arefugee, or aguard. The med kit could be only ahundred yards
away in the hands of the sec men, pawing through the instruments wondering what they were.

“Let’'sgo,” Ryan sad, heading toward the east.

Following the embankment, they reached the concrete apron that capped the top of the tunnel they had
observed the previous day. Long ago, afence of some kind had skirted the apron to keep the curious
from going over the Side. But nowadays there were only afew gutted metal poststo show where the
safety barrier had once stood.

Crawling on hands and knees to reduce their exposure, the companions started to creep across the
apron when Krysty paused and snapped her fingersfor attention. Shejerked her head to the left, and
they followed her toward alow risein the concrete.

Aniron grille covered aholein the concrete. On the other side was a pipe with aladder going down and
out of sight. But more importantly, off to the side, asmudged footprint was cut in two by the grating.
Ryan touched it with afingertip, and the ash came off eadlly.

“Ha,” Jak whispered in triumph.

Looking it over closaly, Ryan couldn't see an exterior locking mechanism, or even hinges. Sliding the
ding of hisrifle over ashoulder, Ryan braced himself and tried to lift the grating, but it refused to budge.
Krysty and Jak joined him at the task, and the trio put their backsintoit. But the grille didn’t move an
inch. The companions backed off afew yards.

“That’ swhere hewent,” Ryan said bitterly. “ But without explosiveswe re not getting in. Either it weighs
aton, or esethere’ ssometrick to holding it in place. Magnetic sed, mebbe. Or hydraulics.”

“Six inches of thick metd, I’m not sure even agren would do the trick,” Krysty countered. “Plas-ex,
sure. But JB. hasdl of that.”

Ryan frowned. “ Didn't think we' d need any on ahunt.”

“Window no good,” Jak said, jerking athumb. “Use front door.”



After aminute, Ryan nodded his agreement. There didn’t seem to be any other way into the tunnel
without derting thewhole ville to their presence. Thethief had effectively blocked any possible pursuit
from thisdirection.

Going to their bellies, the companions crawled forward over the predark concrete, the rough materia
scratching at their clothes and scraping exposed skin. They stopped at the edge when voices could be
heard, men complaining about eating vegetables and some bitch named Patrica. Gently putting down his
rifle, Ryan unearthed the plastic mirror and looked around, then withdrew.

“Same asyesterday,” he mouthed. “ Two guards armed with muzzle-loading longblasters, onewith a
handblaster on his belt. Searchlights on either sde behind asandbag wall. No sign of the med kit.”

Krysty looked at the low buildings nearby, and discounted them. Thethief couldn’t live that closeto the
ville and stay hidden for very long. And he headed straight here, so the med kit wasin theville
somewhere. Probably in the hands of the baron by now, or whoever ruled the place. They knew nothing
of what was on the other side of the wall.

“If they don’'t haveit,” Krysty whispered, “then where did the thief go?’

“Let’sask,” Jak suggested, drawing agren from a pocket, a predark pineapple from WWiII. The color
coding showed it was a concussion grenade, used for distractions and evasions. Usdlessfor battle, asthe
kill range waslessthan ayard, it was perfect for taking prisoners.

“Might lose one,” the Cgun said cdloudy, wiggling the pin free. “Mebbe two, but only need one.”

Consdering the maiter, Ryan reluctantly vetoed theidea “ Still too damn noisy. If there are more guards
ingdethe tunnd, we |l have amgor fight, with reinforcements coming from the ville. We have got to be
quiet.”

“I say jJump them,” Krysty said, drawing adeek stiletto from her boot. “ Toss ablaster far down the
road, and when they start forward to investigate, we take them from behind. Knifein thelungsand
nobody makes a sound.”

“Can't breathe, can’t scream,” Jak agreed, nodding.

“Sounds good.” Ryan drew his panga, the curved blade streaked with dried blood from the previous
night' sinterrupted dinner. The sight shocked the man, as he had never gone so long before without
cleaning the weapon. He had to take his mind off Dean and concentrate on killing the sec men. Thena
familiar rumble sounded from the ruins, and a horn beeped in warning.

“Shit,” Ryan whispered. “Convoy!”

The distant rumble of engines became louder, until around the corner lumbered an old WWII jeep
jammed full of men. Behind it was aflatbed truck piled with mattresses, and lastly a battered U.S. Mall
truck, the driver wearing a gas mask.

“Exhaust-pipelesk?’ Krysty guessed.

Scowling, Ryan said nothing, and Jak continued to unwrap the ectricd tape from the handle of the
gren.



The convoy of predark vehicles pulled to aragged stop in front of the tunnel, and the drivers got out.
The tunndl guards walked over to greet the newcomers, and soon the two groups were smoking pipes
and swapping canteens. From the reactions, some of the containers didn’t contain water. The desert
breezes carried away most of the conversation, with only scraps audible to the companions.

“...bodies dashed to ribbons...”

“..blagers...”

“...mutieshad ared party last night...”

“...enough for anew greenhouse...”

Hisruby eyes going wide, Jak curled alip in disgust. Krysty turned dightly pale, and Ryan felt sick to his
somach. Theloca baron was using people asfertilizer in greenhouses? Part of him acknowledged the
intelligence of the notion, turning ligbilitiesinto assets, but the whole thing was abit too closeto

cannibdisam for him.

Ryan motioned for aretreat, and the companions crawled back to the river somefifty yards away,
where they could conversein private.

“Gaia, egting their own dead,” Krysty said.

With a curt hand motion, Ryan interrupted. “ Doesn’t matter. Thisis even better than questioning the
guards. Thisisour way in and out of the ville. Everybody agreesthe thief must have sold the kit to the
baron, right?’ Brisk nods answered the question. “Okay, then, so do we. Here sthe plan.”

“HEY, HARRY,” adriver cdled out, leaning hislong-blaster againgt atruck, the hot engine under the
battered hood ticking loudly asit cooled. “Y ou gotta see this!”

Puffing on his corncob pipe, Harry started over as Trevor began to unfold a glossy sheet of paper.
“What-chagot, Trevor?’

“Found thison thewall of abrake shop. Not bad, eh?’

A smile growing wide, Harry gazed at the naked woman, dressed in lace and bound in leather. He
whistled in gppreciation. “Goddamn, that’ s hot!”

“‘DarlaCrang,’ “ thedriver read off the back. “ Gottalove them redheads.”
“Nyah, blondesdo it for me,” George said.

“Long asthey don't carry knives,” Phil added, leaning againgt thetiled wall and tapping hispipeoutina
pam. “Pass her over, boys, give meagander.”

“Just don't drool.” Harry laughed, ambling closer.
“And giveit back!” Trevor added angrily.

Just then, the sound of aroaring engine broke the silence of the predark ruins.



“Another one of ours coming in?’ George asked.

Dropping the poster, Phil grabbed his blaster and cocked the hammer. Only the Wolf Pack got
bolt-action blasters, and nobody had autofires anymore. But these muzzle-loaders il killed at ahundred
paces, even if they did make enough smoke to blind aman.

“Ours?’ Trevor asked, drawing hisrevolver. Asadriver, he got special considerations from the baron.
“Héll, no. We'relucky to have these threerolling at the same time. Damn rust buckets are dways
bresking down.”

The noise dradtically increased, and a huge vehicle erupted around the corner, sand and dust spraying off
thetiresasit spunin acirclein the intersection. The driver seemed to be logt, confused or insane.

“Thisway!” George cdled out, buttoning hisfatigues while waving ahand. “ Run for the tunnel. We ll
hold off thewolved”

Obediently, the wag started forward and they caught sght of the driver, an albino with snow-white hair
and eyeslikerubies.

“Mutie” Henry screamed fearfully.

Now thedriver spun the vehicle in afigure-eight pattern, kicking up atremendous dust cloud. The sec
men covered their faces with neckerchiefs as the desert wind blew the choking cloud over the tunnel

opening.

Then the driver dammed on the brakes, the nose of the wag dipping toward the ground and the wheels
squedling in protest. Asit bounced to ahdt, the albino drew his mammoth blaster, the long barrel
gleaming in the dim daylight. The driver fired twice, the sounds echoing down the tunnd. Oddly, the dugs
hit the tunnel wall, cracking thetiles but nothing more. The pae stranger somped on the accelerator, the
big wag spinning itstiresin the sand, raising an even bigger cloud than before asit sped away, zigzagging
wildly back and forth down the road.

Leveling the museum-piecerifle, Harry eased back theiron hammer, checked the flint and pulled the
trigger dl in one smooth motion. Flame and smoke thundered from the pitted muzzle of the
two-yard-long blaster. In spite of the moving target, the miniball scored adirect hit on the military wag,
but only ricocheted off the armored side. Then the wag took a corner and was gone.

“Y ou muck-eating idiot!” Phil cursed, dapping down the flintlock rifle. “Hewasn't going to stop with
you shooting a him!”

“Hewasamutie!” Harry replied hotly. “Whiter than milk! Probably astickie from thewaist down, or
something even worse!”

“Don't careif hewas part blood rat. Stop the wag, then kill the driver, fool! How many timeshave told
you that?”

“Son of abitch!” George coughed, brushing out his bushy beard. “Let’s go get the bastard!”

“No need to chase him,” Phil said, holstering hisrevolver. “He can hide from the wolves during the day,
but when night falls and the bats start hunting, he’ [I come crawling back. Tomorrow, hisassisours.”



“And then we [l make him pay,” Harry added grimly.

“Yeah.” Wiping the sand off his pockmarked face, George gave aguttura laugh. “ They don't dl haveto
be dive. Baron needs corpses, too.”

Besting the dust off his caked clothes, Trevor started to agree with the gate guards, when he heard a
metallic cresk. Turning fadt, revolver steedy at his hip, the sec man blinked afew momentsto clear his
sght. Nothing seemed unusua or misplaced. Then he could have sworn that hismail truck moved dightly.
He waked over and yanked open the doors.

Human corpses were piled haphazardly on the floorboards of the vehicle, bones and organs exposed,
loose limbs and hands lying in the corners so badly had the winged muties clawed the bodiesto pieces.
Sprawled on top was an intact male corpse without an eye, and aredhead female dressed in military
coveralswho didn’t appear mauled at al. Trevor studied the curve of her shapely assfor amoment
before abruptly damming the door.

Climbing into the cab, he pumped and throttled the engine afew shotsto get the big-block V-8 firing on
the acohol fud. The enginefindly caught, and he started to rall into the dark tunnel.

“Damn, | got to get to the gaudy housefast,” he muttered to himsdlf, pulling the gas mask from abag on
hisbelt and diding in over his head. “Been too long without quim when the stiffs start looking good.”

AS THE CORPSE-FILLED truck began to move, Krysty rolled off Ryan and both drew their blasters.
Crawling over the dead, she looked out the tiny rearview window. The opening of the tunnel shrank in
their wake. Dimly seen through the billowing dust clouds, the guards were searching the ground for thelr

dropped cigs.
Ryan tied his eye patch on and pulled afew strands of his black hair loose that got caught in the knot.
“Hope Jak isokay,” Krysty said softly.

“Wewould have heard them boagting if not,” Ryan noted in awhisper, retrieving his Steyr from
underneath a headless torso. “ Okay, we give this convoy afew minutes until we' re near the middle of the
tunnel. These things arelong, sometimes aquarter milein length. Water damage should rough both ends,
but the middle will be smooth. Once the tires start humming, we go.”

“At least he snot going very fagt,” she stated. “Won't hurt much jumping from this crawling can.”
“Agreed.”

The redhead jiggled the handle on the door. “Locked,” she reported. “No surprise. Probably don’t want
folks robbing the dead of blasters and such.”

“Ever hear of abaron who did?”

“Only your family,” she whispered, trying to stand but the ceiling was too low. Krysty debated sitting or
knedling, and settled for crouching on her hedls. The blood and the guts didn’t bother her much. It was
the warmth of the fresh corpses, suggesting aterrible mockery of life. Under her breeth, she uttered a
short prayer to Gaia. During this, the bouncing of the rough road diminished and the tires began to softly
hum under the truck.



Patiently, Ryan gave her the moment, then asked, “Ready?’
“Go ahead,” she sad, covering her earswith her pams.

Placing ahand againgt the roof as a brace, Ryan aimed the 9 mm SIG-Sauer at the back door of the
vehicle, when the truck jounced through a deep pothole. The blaster coughed softly, blowing out the aft
window in aloud crash of glass.

“What the fuck wasthat?’ demanded avoice from the other sde of the front wall.

The dement of surprise gone, Ryan spun fadt, estimating three feet off the floor and two feet from the
left, then fired again twice more. The corpses and interior of the truck strobed from the flash of the shots.
In response, a startled gasp, then wet burbling noises came from the front of the wag. Without a pause,
Ryan put another round through the passenger side of the vehicle. The truck started to zigzag wildly,
began to dow and abruptly stopped, throwing the companions and the corpses forward into a bloody

pile
Forcibly extracting himsalf, Ryan kicked open the back door and jumped to the ground. Krysty joined
him in a heartbest.

“Can’'t chance hiding,” he decided. “We rein atunnel with zero cover and nowhereto run.”
Theredhead pulled aknifeinto view. “Then we chill the bastards.”

Ryan grunted agreement. Racing around to the driver’ s-sde door, he yanked it open and hauled out the
dead man behind the whedl. Climbing into the cab, he fumbled in the darkness for the keys, but they
weren't in the ignition anymore. When he got shot, the driver had to have yanked them loose.

Ahead of them down the tunnel, the taillights of the flatbed truck flared brightly red asthe brakes were
gpplied.

“He'sseenus,” Krysty warned, diding into the passenger set.

“Working onit,” Ryan muttered, scrounging madly about on the floor. Something metalic came under
hisfingers and pain cut into histhumb. He cursed and brushed it aside. Bastard pulltop from acan! Then
ajingling noise sounded as he touched something metdlic, loose and on aring.

“Got them,” Ryan said, Sitting upright.

Fumbling abit, hetried akey in theignition, but it didn’t fit. Carefully, diding that down thering, he
cupped it in hispam to keep it out of the way and tried the next. That key was close, but not quite the
correct Size. It went in, but not al the way. Probably the key for the back door. The next key was huge
and would never fit in theignition switch.

In the darkness ahead of them, a soft beeping sounded as the brake lights on the truck winked out and
the vehicle began backing their way.

“They’re coming,” Krysty said, patting her pockets for matches or alighter to help him see. Shefound a
matchbox, but it proved to be empty.



Closing his eye to concentrate, Ryan tried another- too small. The next he passed on, asthe stubby key
was round and the dot for the switch waslong and thin. What the hell did this bastard have so many keys
for?

Blaster in hand, the woman opened her door and put oneleg out. “ Thirty yards,” she announced, holding
the blaster in both hands and resting the barrel on the window frame, assuming afiring stance.

Lots of keysremained on thering, but they were out of time. “Last one,” he said. “Then werunfor it.”

Jabbing the worn key toward the dot, he was shocked when it smoothly did into place. Stomping on the
accelerator, Ryan turned theignition and the warm engine roared into life. Snapping on the headlights, he
angled the wag away from the wall and started to creep forward. Krysty closed her door, but kept the
S&W .38 out the window in case of trouble.

The truck ahead of them didn’t dow, so Ryan beeped the horn. The toot produced was pitifully wesk,
most likely that way even before the centuries robbed it of power, so Ryan pounded on the horn afew
more times. Feeble as it was, the other driver had to have heard the musical squeaks because he stopped

the backward progress of the flatbed, and as they came dangeroudy close, the other truck began to roll
forward.

“Thinkswe stdled,” Ryan guessed, easing the tension in hisarms and hands.

“These old engines probably do it congtantly,” Krysty said, placing the blaster in her l1ap for fast access.
“Widl, wewere lucky with thistruck,” Ryan observed, shifting uncomfortably in the seat. The bullet hole
had forced out a spring that was digging into hisribs, annoying as hell. “ Can't chance that again with the
flatbed. Must have three guys or more riding shotgun. And if they see us, we' rein for afight.”

The tunnd gently curved to theleft. Ryan had always wondered why long tunnels did that until Mildred
explained it to him. The angle was a bresk-dope, designed to ease the rush of water charging adong the
tunnd should there be a midspan break.

“Only threg,” Krysty said resolutely. “We can take them.”

“Can’'t chanceit,” Ryan countered. “ Getting that med kit is our top priority. If we get caught, Dean could
be dead before we could escape.”

“He Il befine. HE stougher than anail.”
“Dean’sasurvivor,” Ryan said, offering hishighest compliment.

“We have mebbe ten or fifteen minutes before we reach the end of thistunnd. We have to come up with
aplan”

“Yeah, | know,” Ryantold her, shifting gears asthe curve gently straightened. “I’ [l have something by
then. Mebbe we could- Fireblast!”

Up ahead, faint orange daylight streamed into the tunnel, and tiny figures were waking around on the
ground near what resembled amachine-gun nest and a concrete barricade.

Chapter Twelve



Standing guard on the roof of the federa building, Doc checked his windup pocket chron. The timepiece
said noon, but the sky above beguiled the fact with streaming yellow clouds streaked with lambent red
and blotchy with purple. Even thelizards in the Streets seemed to know a bad storm was approaching, as
they dug holesin the sand and collgpsed the openings upon themsalves.

Careful not to pinch hisfingers, J.B. lowered the sheet of Plexiglasinto the skylight frame. Thejanitor's
closet had been awindfal of materid, including replacement glass for the windows and skylight.
Unfortunately, the silicon putty had long ago turned into adried brick, but he had an answer for that
problem.

“How’sit look?’ the Armorer asked, extracting acandle from the bag at hisfeet. Crushing a pellet of
pyrotab so it burst into flame, he lit the wick before the chemical compound burned itself out.

Standing nearby, Doc removed his gaze from the ville around them and studied the repair job. “Good,”
hefindly said, the Heckler & Koch G-12 resting in the crook of hisarm.

Riflesweren’t hisforte, but as arooftop sentry he needed something alot quieter and with greater range
than hishog-leg .44 LeMat. Dean’ s casdessriflefit the bill perfectly, even though thiswasthe last reload.
A hundred rounds and the blaster was dead.

“Very good, in fact. That soap you smeared on the inside of the sheet makesit seem sandblasted just
likethe others”

Tilting the candle, J.B. carefully dribbled the meting wax aong the edge of the glass, using agtick to
push it into place. He just nodded, concentrating on hiswork. This window needed to resemble the
othersin the skylight so that nothing and nobody could tell this was where Dean had falen through.
“It will last for monthsif the weether holds.”

“Morethan sufficient,” Doc agreed, as he fought back ayawn. “ The flask is ill haf-full. Some more
coffee?’

“Hdl, yes” JB. said, starting a second pass over the frame. It had been along night moving their
supplies over to this building, then erasing every trace of the work, using broomsto sweep away their
tracksin the sand.

There came the single crack of ablaster.

JB. dropped the candle and rotated on hishedls, hisUzi out and ready. “Muties?’ he demanded.

“Skylight,” Doc remarked, shouldering the HK G-12.

“Comeagain?’ J.B. demanded, diding the safety back on hiswegpon.

“Disguising our location isalogica precaution, agreed? However, | decided to augment the Strategy by
offering any possible hunters an dternate locale for investigation.”

“Ah, you shot out another skylight,” J.B. stated, then he glanced about, “Where?’

Doc pointed. “There, afew blocks over. A most prudent expenditure of ammunition, | can assure you.”



“I agree,” JB. saidd with aamile. “But do you honestly think the muties might be smart enough to recal
that Dean fell through a skylight, and will check out the other instead?”

“Ryan often remarked that the Trader stated when you underestimate the enemy, what you redly dois
overestimate yoursdf.”

“Sure sounds like the Trader.” J.B. laughed, then paused and stared hard at the streets below. A dust
cloud was coming their way. “Incoming.”

The two men moved to the corner of the roof and studied the gpproaching vehicle.

“The Hummer, | see” Doc said, frowning. “And, pray tell, who isthat riding with our young Mr.
Lauren?’

JB. scowled. “Bestsme. Let’sgo and find out.”

“STOP HERE,” Wu-Lang snapped, his blaster pressed hard into Jak’ sside. The Cgjun didn’t reply, but
brought the Hummer to astop afew stores down the street from the pawnshop.

“Hello!” avoice cdled out from the roof.
Trying to hide the blaster, Wu-Lang craned his neck, glancing around. Nobody wasvisible.

“Helo down there,” the voice said again. A man wearing glasses and a hat appeared over the edge of a
roof, waving in greeting. “ Jak, | see you have company!”

“Answer him,” Wu-Lang ordered, putting on afriendly smile.
“So cankill friend?’ Jak asked, hands motionless on the steering whed. * Fuck you twice.”

Vicioudy, Wu-Lang dug the barrel of his S& W .357 deeper into the teenager’ sribs. He expected a
whimper of pain, but got only a soft grunt.

“Just do as| tell ya, Snowball, and both you and your buddy will live to see another day. All | want is
more fuel and somefood so | leave thisstinking ville,” he snapped. “ Get me the stuff and I’'m gone.”

“Welive?

“Of course. You'reill bresthing, ain't you?’

Jak glared at the man out of the corner of an eye. “Need me get fud.”
“Hey, something wrong?’ the man from the roof called out.

“Wave and tell him to come on down,” Wu-Lang demanded, twisting the barrel of the gun. Jak grunted
again, areddish stain on hisvest dowly spreading out from the spot.

Beaming happily, Wu-Lang clicked back the hammer. “Do it or die. | have nothing to lose.”

“No problems!” Jak called out, snapping off afriendly salute. “ Come down, Bruce. Want meet old



buddy from bayou!”

“The bayou, en?’ JB. smiled, doffing hishat and waving it twice. “Great! Isthisyour cousin Charlie?’
“Brian.”

The man cupped an ear. “Eh? What was that?’

“Brian. HisnameisBrian.”

The conversation was taking an odd turn, and Wu-Lang was starting to get suspicious. He debated
chilling the abino and driving off immediately when abizarre noise sounded, sort of like azipper
unfastening, only much faster and louder.

Ingtantly, the windshield of the Hummer shattered into amillion pieces and white-hot pain stabbed
Wu-Lang asaflurry of 4.7 nun rounds ripped into his chest. Jak dived from the Hummer just asthe
coldheart fired his blagter, blowing a hole in the canvas door. Another flurry hit, and Wu-Lang jerked
about madly, his chest spouting crimson like a punctured water balloon. The dying man worked his
mouth afew times, trying to speak, blood flowing freely over hislips, and he dumped over and hit his
head on the dashboard.

Sporting the HK G-12, Doc stepped from the doorway of the federa building. “How are you doing,
Jak?’ Doc called out, staying in the cover of the partialy open doorway.

“Name s Alvin!” the Cgun answered, dusting himsdf off. Doc relaxed and waved at the roof. J.B.
returned the gesture and disappeared from view. By the time he reached the street, Jak and Doc were
aready hauling the corpse into the back of the Hummer.

“Good idea hiding the body,” J.B. said. “The smdll of blood will attract animasfor miles.”

Asthe hijacker dumped limply into the cargo area, Doc prodded the corpse with his ebony cane. “And
pray tell, who was our uninvited vistor?’

“Coldheart who wanted leave ruins,” Jak said, holding his side and wincing.

Gathering the dropped blaster from whereit fell, Doc inspected the dead man’ s blaster. “ Excellent
piece, fine condition.” He cracked the cylinder and checked the ammo. The bullets were rel oads, but
very well done. “Any morein his pockets?’

Expertly, Jak rifled the dead man’ s clothing. “Nope. Just spoon, can opener, cig lighter.”

“I'll takethelighter,” J.B. said, and Jak tossed it over.

“Four roundsisit, then,” Doc said, and, walking to the front of the Hummer, did the blaster into the map
compartment. “Never hurtsto have aspare.”

“How did he get the drop on you?’ J.B. asked curioudy, tucking the butane lighter into his munitions
bag.

“Jumped on hood from overpass,” Jak said, making aface. He had been caught unawares like astupe,
and the Cagjun felt embarrassed. “ Shoved blaster my face. No choice but obey.”



JB. could read the teenager’ s expression. “1 would have done the same mysdlf. What did he want from
us anyway, food or blasters?’

“Fud. Wanted leave bad. Kept looking sky.”
“Watching for our winged muties, perhgps?’ Doc inquired.
“Y ep. Cdled them demons.”

“Good name,” JB. admitted, Starting to light hiscigar stub, then forcing his hand away. “They'rethe
nastiest bastards |’ ve encountered since Larry Zapp.”

“WEll, he does not need to fear their arrival anymore,” Doc said, raking the street with his hand and
tossing some sand on the man. “ Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. Where shall we dispose of the body?’

“River,” Jak suggested practicaly. “Water carry to ocean.”
“Exemplary, my young friend. Let us be off.”

“Wait, | have abetter notion,” J.B. countered, chewing the stub from one side of his mouth to the other.
“Let’sdrop him off in avacant lot afew blocks from here with anice block of C-4 under hisass. Might
get afew muties or wolvesthat way.”

“Sounds good,” Jak agreed, then he winced as swest touched the cut in hisside.
“Hey, areyou hurt?’ JB. asked in concern.

“Jugt scratch,” Jak said dismissively, showing the minor wound. “ But how Dean?’
“Thesame”

“Oh,”

“By theway,” Doc asked, “where are Ryan and Krysty? Any news on the whereabouts of the medical
kit?’

Quickly, Jak told them what happened.

“So they tracked him ingdetheville,” JB. said, crossing hisarms. “Damn, | don't like the fact that we
have no way of contacting them, or even keeping track of their progress.”

“Perhapsthereisaway,” Doc said unexpectedly, sudying the cloudy sky. It was difficult to gauge the
hour with the heavy blanket of storm clouds blocking the sun. His pocket chron was working fine, but
sncethey didn't know where they were, it could be hoursfast or dow in regard to the locd time. They
didn’'t even know if thiswas <till America.

“Four, maybefive, hours of light remain,” Doc said. “Not nearly enough for my plan. Gentlemen, |
suggest Jak stayswith Dr. Wyeth to bring her up to date, while John Barrymore and | drop off our guest,
and then reconnoiter afew storesto seeif we can find some barbed wire for theinternal defenses.”



Something moved in the cloudy sky and the companions drew their weagpons, dropping into combat
crouches. Thelone sting-wing circled overhead, then moved off.

“Here,” Doc said, passing the teenager the G-12. “ The Uzi and my LeMat should be sufficient
protection for thisbrief sojourn. But if thereistrouble here, you will need the extra firepower.”

Accepting therifle, Jak weighed it judicioudy. “ Fed s light. Ninety rounds?’

“Eighty,” Doc said. “I was ahbit overzed ous eliminating your unwanted passenger.”

“Shot him, not me. No complaints.” Jak laughed, resting the stock on his hip.

“Thank you. Mot kind,” Doc said, wiping off the blood on the front seet before climbing into the wag.
“Tomorrow morning, we shal go back to the redoubt and load up on al the fuel we can find. Then we go
hunting.”

“For the muties?” J.B. asked, garting the engine.

“Better,” the old man replied, then explained asthey drove off.

WIPING THE DIRT off hishand, Gunther breathed in the rich fragrance of the greenhouse and stopped
for amoment to admire the beautiful green plants surrounding him in rows upon rows. The shafts of corn
were thickly golden, with rich chaff dmost burgting to get out. The new tomatoes were smdl, but growing
Steadily larger, and the carpeting of soybeans undernegth the tall plantswas so thick the leaveshad a
bluish hue.

“Excuse me, Baron,” Leonard said from the doorway. “Important news.”

“Report,” the baron ordered, gently turning aleaf to inspect the underside for any sgns of infestation.
“Will you look here? That old book we found was correct. Mixing cigarette tobacco and soapy water
completely killed those gphids. How clever the ancient gardeners were.”

The teenager stepped closer. “We have been invaded.”

Retrieving shears from awicker basket of implements, the baron snipped off aripe tomato and placed it
reverently in acushion of clean cloth. A specid treet for hisown dinner this night.

“I do not hear blagterfirein the streets” he said calmly, noticing amea worm on the stalk. Savagely, he
crushed the insect, then wiped hisfingersin the rich dark loam beneath the plants. Waste not, want not.

“Wefound thejolt dedersintheruins” Leonard said hurriedly. “ The muties got them.”

The baron tilted hishead in thought. The air of the greenhouse was rich, amost pungent with the smell of
lifeitsdf. “ Good. Some of our most recent arrivals had warned us of their coming. Now the problem has
been corrected. Did we get much in the way of tools and blasters?’

“Notools, but cases of autofires and a hundredweight of ammo.”

“Areyou serious? Thisisexcdlent news.”

“But when the convoy arrived, the last truck, the one carrying the corpses, rammed through the



barricade, killing two of our sec men and destroying the big machine gun.”

“Thedriver did this?” Gunther demanded, power flowing into his voice asthe last gossamer traces of
tranquility faded from his demeanor.

“No, sr. Wefound him five hundred yards down the tunnel, shot through the back. All driversand sec
men have been accounted for. Nobody ismissing.”

“Y ou are my right hand, Leonard,” the baron rumbled, hisfiery hair flexing and rearranging itself about
his shoulders. “ There are three possibilities, so we shdl start with the most obvious. The fight occurred
insde the tunndl, the worst possible location for an attack, so it was't atraitor. They would have waited
until the truckswerein theruins, far from our retaiation. So what does that indicate?’

“A corpse,” Leonard said.

“Wethink alike, son. Y es, the guards must have been lax checking the bodies again, one came awake
and killed the driver. But it would take atruly exceptional man to accomplish such atask. Our driversare
chosen for their physica strength.”

“And loydty.”

“Fear and hunger make al men loyd.”

“So where should we start ooking for the corpse? Returning through the tunnel would beimpossible
without awag. So he must have taken refuge within our ville.”

Gathering the basket of produce, Gunther stood towering over his adopted son. The boy’ s hair was red,
amogt asred ashisown, but it wasflat and lifeless, the smilarity to himsalf only cosmetic.

“Alert dl of our sec men,” the baron commanded. “Find the intruder before nightfal.”

Thewords“or elseg” weren't spoken, nor was it necessary. Leonard understood. Invaders were either
Spies, nsor thieves. There were no other possibilities, and al were automatically sentenced to the
Machine.

Gunther continued, “ Check the market square. That iswhere he, or she, will most likely try to minglein
with the citizens”

“Then that iswhere we shall capture him,” Leonard said confidently, snapping his hedls.

“Exactly. And capture him dive. If thisman is an advance scout, we' || need to know the plans of the

“Then he goesto the Machine,” Leonard stated, bowing his head.
“Eventudly,” Gunther stated coldly, then he frowned. “Did he sted the blasters of the sec men?’
“No, Father, which means he has ablaster of hisown.”

“And agood one. Keep a close watch on the gaudy house. Wild men with good blasters may seek the
comfort of adut where asingle bullet buysthem hours of pleasure. Infact, arrest all strangerswho vist



the house tonight. Unless| missmy guess, we' Il find our invader among the immigrants.”

IN HER OFFICE and bedroom behind the bar of the gaudy house, Madam Patricatook the canvas
bag from the hunchback’ s eager hands. She was suspicious of what could possibly beinside. The gimp
had been only gonefor aday. If there was acache of blasterswithin aday’ swalk, surely the baron and
hisarmy of sec men would have found it by now. They did regular sweeps through the ruins, and every
inch of the ville was checked, re-checked, cataloged and indexed. That Leonard had amind like arat
trap and remembered everything he ever saw or heard. Damn him. No cheating on your taxes with the
baron’ s adopted son doing thetally. Frigging bastard could even add and subtract.

“Okay, let’s see what you got for me,” Patricasaid, loosening theties. Right off, the bag itself was of
somevaue. Therewasn't aholein the fabric, and the buckles till worked. She shook it and heard a
ddicious metdlic rattle of sted on stedl. Perhapsit was abag full of blasterd

“Youlike.” Harold beamed, bobbing his head asif in church. “ Good stuff. Best! | take Lauranow.”

“Not yet, boy,” she stated. “Not until | seein what condition the blasters are. And how much ammo.
We had aded, remember?’

Harold smiled so wide he drooled. *”Member. Good stuff. Y ou like.”

It took every ounce of control Peatrica possessed not to gasp in wonder when she opened the canvas
bag and found it full of predark medica suppliesin perfect condition. It was abaron’ s ransom of
technology, more than enough to buy half of Alphaville.

“Bah, usdless” Sheforced hersdf to curse, rummaging a hand through the surgicd instruments. The
flawless stedl felt as smooth as silk. “Where are the blasters? | don't see any blastersin here, just some
oldjunk.”

“Better,” Harold said, feding confused. “Fixes people. Is better!”

“| said blasters, didn’t 1, boy?’ Patricastated, crossing her plump arms across her flabby breasts. “Is
thisablaster?’

“Better,” the hunchback whispered, hisfleeting dreams vanishing under her stern gaze.

The madam dropped the pack and kicked it into the corner.

“Usdess. | can't do anything with this. Now go get me some blasters.” Patrica reached out and shook
the man. “Y ou savvy blasters? Revolvers, pistols, boom sticks. Get me blasters, or | put Laurato work
tonight!”

Harold shook off the hand and stood to hisfull height. “No,” he said in exacting pronunciation. “ She no
work herel” He grabbed the madam and lifted her off the floor, her shoeswildly kicking tofind a
purchase. “ She no work herel Wife!”

“Yes,” thefat woman gasped in terror. “ Of course. Laurano work here. | was only teasing. Joke. A
joke! No work here. Never work here. Okay? Okay?’

“Okay,” Harold growled, hisface amask of feral madness. As effortlesdy asif he were holding achild,
and not a four-hundred-pound woman, he returned her to the floor.



Wheezing for air, Patricaretreated behind her desk and started to open a drawer with amachete hidden
under atowel, then thought better of the action and dowly did the drawer closed. The desireto kill had
been plain on hisface, and the woman wondered if her game was worth the chance of reward. One
wrong move and he would smash her gpart. In that instant, her decision was made. Whatever the gimp
brought back as payment next time, she would accept as enough and then kill him. He was agolden
goose, but one with the fangs of atiger.

“I go get blasters. Magnum 16s. Remytons. One bag full blasters.” Harold started for the door, then
stopped and glared at Patrica, his hatred clearly visible. “ Y ou obey dedl,” he growled, rubbing aforearm
across hiswet jaw. “Or you no friend!”

Shaking more with rage than fear, Patrica watched the door close, the handle ripping out of the wood as
the hunchback stomped away in barely controlled fury. A wave of outrage swept over the madam, and
her gaze shifted to the spot where he had dared to lay ahand on her asif she were one of the duts
working upgtairs, just another common whore! That was where the gimp would die, his guts spilling out
onto thefloor, screaming and weeping for hislife as Patricahacked away at hislimbs until the misshapen
body was reduced to flesh and bones.

Striding to the wall, she opened a battered cabinet and withdrew a knotted leather whip, aspecidty item
reserved for the baron himsalf when he visited on tax day. Her back twitched in memory of those awful
hours. Expertly coiling the banded |eather, Petrica cracked the whip and cut achunk of wood the size of
aplum out of her desk.

Leaving the office, the madam closed and locked the door carefully, then lifted afat leg and Sarted to
climb the gairsfor the next leve, the long length of the bull-whip trailing behind.

“Party time, retard,” she wheezed, the knotted tip bouncing off every step as she waddled higher and
higher.

Chapter Thirteen

Soaring from their honeycombed nest, the winged muties swirled in the cloudy sky to hide the location of
the home asthe First One had taught them so long ago. The moon wasfull, but the clouds heavy and the
light was perfect for ahunt tonight.

Then ascout cried out and swooped to the ground, sailing over the till body of adead male. The
passage of hiswings ruffled the corpse, scaring away the lizards feeding on the lifdessform.

Furious, the whole flock took up the cry of hisdemise, the ruins reverberating from the high-pitched
squeds of rage. Swarms of creatures swooped down to snatch scurrying lizards and grind them divein
powerful jaws. Thetiny squeds of pain were music for the tasty medl.

Staying above thefighters, lost amid the breeders and the young, the First One was silent in her thoughts
as shewinged over the ruins, studying abroken skylight. A hunter was dead, and there was anew hole.
A connection was made in her mind, and she called for fightersto investigate. Abandoning the lizards,
dozens of the muties poured into the insurance building, smashing the skylight gpart in their mad rush to
gain entrance. The creatures spread across every floor like locusts, and down the staircase to the lower
levels

Thelargest of the beasts went straight to the bottom and sailed around the basement, searching for any



sgn of the prey. But the air was stde, with no blood smell or swest to spark the killing urge. Thiswas
another empty place like the rest of the hunting ground. No food here.

Soaring above theruins, the great First One studied the sand and stone of her domain. The soil between
the stone hiveswas till radiating away the heet of the day, and prey could easily mask its presence on
the ground. But that would only last for ashort while, and then the screaming flesh would be easily visble
with nowhereto hide.

Peeping a command to the rest of her flock, the leader winged off between the towers of stone, black
eyes scanning the night for the telltale glow of living flesh. She didn’t understand how the two-legs could
kill afighter or evade the flock, but so much the better. Food aways tasted better after a hunt.

Screaming a challenge, the First One banked to the lft, folding both wingsto dive for the ground,
soaring beyond the stinking waters where hundreds of prey waked. Enough meet to feed the folk and the
young hatchlingsfor aweek! Unfortunatdly, the blinding columns of sunlight were moving through the sky,
and it hurt the old mother to even glancein that direction. But the daughter from the previous dark time
had taught the fighters anew trick. Perhapsthis night the hated two-legswould fall before the flock and
the feasting could truly begin.

SITTING IN A CHAIR on the second floor, Mildred sipped a cup of stale coffee, the Heckler & Koch
casdlessrifle bdanced across her lap and aprimed LAW at her feet ready for instant use.

Below was anirregular plan of mismatched drapes and curtains. That was J.B.’ sidea. They had found
enough barbed wire at alocal hardware store to crisscross the central area of the building twice. So they
put one layer at the topmost leve directly under the skylight to help fend off falling glass, and the other on
the ground leved. The lower spiderweb of sted they carefully blanketed with the drapes to block any
possible light from below, and hopefully to hide from the muties the fact there was abasement. Mildred
didn’t care how bizarre their biochemistry or physiology was. They had heads the Size of atoaster and
thus couldn’t be very smart no matter how many foldstheir brains might have. Small was stupid, end of
discusson.

Suddenly, the skylight brightened and the woman redlized the storm clouds had to have parted, findly
alowing moonlight to seep through. The physician debated awakening J.B. so he could shoot their
position with his sextant, but she declined. It didn’t matter where this zero city was. Location wouldn’'t
help their predicament.

Basked in the reflected moonlight, the government building was eerie in the silence, without even the drip
of water or creaking wooden floorboards to disturb the thick silence.

Time passed dowly and steadily, the physician relaxing in the comfortable office chair, conserving her
energy and thinking about her odd life and where it has taken her, daydreaming about what might have
been, wishing and hoping...

With agtart, Mildred jerked awake, the blaster tight in her hands. Damn, she d falen adeep in pite of
the military coffee. The woman glanced at her wrist chron and saw hours had passed. Listening intently,
Mildred tried to hear what had awakened her from such a deep deep. There was no commotion from
bel ow, which was agood sign. J.B. was adegp next to Dean just in case the boy had any more trouble
bresthing.

A tiny noise came, sounding like amouse running across the floor, fast and fleeting. Only it was't
coming from below or behind. In horror, Mildred glanced up and saw adark shape outlined in the frosty



glass of the skylight, the maze of barbed wire between them blurring any possible detalls.

Reaching out, she tugged on a piece of string tied to the railing, the other end securely wrapped around
Jak’ sforefinger.

Soon there came an answering tug in atwo-three-two pattern, meaning the teenager was awake. She
tugged one-two-one, and he replied in kind, showing he understood the situation. The men would be
awake in seconds to guard Dean, but the physician wasthefirst line of defense should the animals breech
theglass.

Releasing the string, Mildred stood dowly and raised the blaster toward the distant skylight, flicking off
the safety. The blood was pounding in her veins, and Mildred seemed to have preternatural senses. She
knew it was only afear-induced adrendine rush, but it still seemed asif she could almost see the winged
muties on the rooftop, prowling around, searching for an opening, a hole, any way to reach the human
food inside.

Controlling her breething, Mildred aimed the blaster, did thefire control to full-auto and waited for the
sound of shattering glass.

LONG PINK TONGUES lalling from the desert hesat, apack of wolves padded through the stone
forest of man. Theflat-faced mountains roseinto the distant sky, and when the soft sand gave way to
hard dabs of black rock;, their claws clicked on the odd materia. The evening wind was blowing steadily
from the east, the smdll of old blood fueling their fury and forcing them onward. A pack of man had
somehow dain al the maes of their pack, and the stink of the skinned flesh wafting through the night
ignited asavagery in the wolvesthat bordered on madness.

The two-legsin theiron forest had taught them to herd man to them in exchange for food. The wolves
liked the game and feared the two-legs with their boom gticks. But this was amatter of blood. Thekillers
had to be killed. It was the way of their world, the law of the new jungle.

And over the years, the wolves had |earned to attack man from behind, or strike from the shadows, and
the deadly boom sticks would only make noise, but nothing more. And without the stick, man was easy
food.

Furry ears pricked upward as afaint trace of smoke in the air made the wolves snarl in response to the
possibility of fire. Then the lead fema e growled and the rest kept moving, warily stalking around a
corner. Smoke was the scent of man. The prey was near.

Suddenly, abreeze washed over the animass, carrying the reek of rotting mest, and they froze
motionless, recognizing afamiliar danger. Nogtrilsflared, eyes darting, they sought the source of the
stench when there was a blur of movement and ayoung bitch fell over with her head gone, warm blood
pumping from the gaping neck wound.

Snarling wildly, the wolves formed ahasty circle, baring their fangs as they faced in every direction. The
wind washed over them again with an odd snapping sound, and another tumbled over dead. The pack
went wild, darting around in acircle trying to find the unseen attackers. However, nothing was visble and
the numbing stench completely blocked their ability to sniff out even agenerd direction.

Then agtruggling wolf waslifted bodily into the dark, warm blood sprinkling down like gentle rain.
Sdf-preservation overwhelmed loyalty, and the pack ran for the safety of the distant dunes. But asthey
raced down the sandy street athird was beheaded, afourth disappeared, afifth howled in unimaginable



agony asmogt of itsback was violently removed. Whimpering in terror, afew of the wolvesrolled on
their backsto expose their belliesin total surrender. Others desperately crawled underneath broken
stonework, while the rest fled in blind panic, moving like gray ghostsin the darkness.

Nothing worked. Soon only scraps of warm fur and dowly spreading pools of blood marred the sandy
stretch of roadway as deathly silence returned to the ancient ruins.

The bodies of the wolves were nowhere to be seen.

ALMOST DROPPING his smoking lantern, asec man on thewall of theville yelled awarning as
another started begting ahammer on ameta bell taken from the fallen tower of achurch. The bell rang
loudly under the blows of the hammer, the noise awakening the citizens, spreading lights and cries across

Alphaville
“Incoming!” aprivate screamed, fumbling with his musket.

“Hit thelightd” asergeant ordered, rushing out of aguardhouse, pulling up his pants. Behind him, a
woman guard was doing the same, her face a combination of annoyance and terror.

Blasters clenched in sweaty hands, sec men rushed to their posts. From the darkness near the tunnel
came the sputtering cough of the lawnmower struggling to catch, then aroar asthe engine cameto life.
Now came the rumble of the big diesel generators turning over. The exhaust pipes spit out black smoke,
the whole assembly shaking until the machinery revved to a sustained roar of power.

Switches were thrown, and the searchlights crashed dlive, the twin beams stabbing high into the sky and
catching dozens of the gpproaching muties. The beasts keened in agony, two of them clawing at their
faces and dropping like stones while the rest whedled crazily to avoid the horrible illumination.

The men working the searchlights zigzagged the beams across the sky, searching for the airborne enemy.
Suddenly, adark shape plummeted to the ground and bounced off the protective bars covering the
Pexiglaslens of the searchlight.

“Dead walf!” shouted a man on the wall, just as another dammed onto awoman carrying alit torch. She
went down and the torch was extinguished, creating asmall zone of blackness.

Raggedly, arain of wolves plummeted from the night, smashing lanterns and pounding the searchlights
with triphammer blows. The protective bars bent, but held for the moment.

A truck in front of the tunne turned on its headlights and the interior was brightly lit. Thefive muties
crawling on the celling froze in position as the sec men opened fire with crossbows and muskets. Off to
the side, the deadly .50-cdliber machine gun lay disassembled where the frantic repair crew had stopped
for the night, unable to continue the work in pitch-dark. The muties retreated from the light, except for a
fanged maewho madly charged the men, flying straight toward them only feet off the ground. The sec
men stood their ground, steadily firing, until the mutie was among them. It careened off one man,
knocking him aside asit angled toward another. Thefirst man dropped to his knees, screaming hideoudy
whiletrying to hold together the bloody ruin of hisface. The rest scattered, diving undernegth vehicles
and into water troughs placed just for that purpose. But the mutie got two more before returning to the
flock, itstalons dripping red asit soared away.

Then brilliant blue-white globes dotted the night as reserve troops arrived, carrying lanterns. The wicks
in the glass flumes burned fast, but threw off an intense nimbus. Oddly, the sec men placed them on the



ground, and then retreated. The reasoning was made clear when greenish rain fell from the sky, impacting
on the hot lanterns. The flumes cracked, and the contents whooshed into firebd s as the mutie poison
reached the wicks and ignited.

The darm continued to sound as an APC arrived, the back treads throwing off a cloud of sparks asthe
wag charged down the paved streets. A .50-caliber machine gun on top of the military wag sprayed short
burgtsinto the sky as the side door dammed to the ground, forming aramp, and out stepped alarge
muscular man. He was wearing what resembled a policeman’ s uniform with theinsgniaremoved, and
elaborate needlework on the cuffsand collar.

Drawing afat blaster from a shoulder holster, Baron Strichland pointed it skyward and fired. The
wegpon thumped, sending asizzling rocket high into the night, then asmall explosion occurred and
gzzling light filled the Sky asthe magnesium flare started to gently drift to the ground on a parachute.

Caught between the flare and the searchlights, the muties swirled blindly, screaming their rage asthe
APC burped green tracers skyward, and the sec men steadily banged away with revolversand
longblagters.

Then awinged shapefell to the ground, impacting with asickening crunch. The guardsignored thefalen
creature, but svarms of old women and children charged out to savagely beat the mutie with basebdl
bats and lead pipes until it was utterly deceased.

A second mutie dropped to its death as another flare arced for the heavens. Then the searchlights
traversed the air over the battleground, showing the winged monsters flapping back toward theruins. A
flurry of crossbow bolts arched after them, and one more tumbled from the sky, its body a pincushion of
feathered shafts.

IN A GREENHOUSE, Ryan and Krysty watched the fierce battle while spping some water and trying
toignorethe achein their bellies. Thiswasthe fourth greenhouse they had visited. The crude handmade
bencheslining the structure were filled with thick growths of bushy carrot tops on one side and plump
cucumbers dangling from support sticks on the other bench. The smell of the fresh food was heady,
intoxicating, but they knew what the dark loam in the stlands was partialy made of, and in spite of being
hungry, the two could find no appetite for thisfood.

Moving closer to thewall, they watched the firefight near the tunndl, the stuttering flashes of the blasters
and the searchlights.

Lying on thefloor behind them was abound sec man, tied hand and foot with strips of his shirt, asock
jammed into his mouth.

“They got it down to ascience,” Ryan observed, “with ground crews mopping up the wounded.”

“I wonder if the sec men areredlly good,” she mused, “or if they’ ve just fought the same battle so often
they haveit down to ascience.”

“Y ou think thiswas staged?’
“What better way to stay in power then endlessly save your citizensfrom aterrible enemy?’

Ryan considered the notion. “The loca baron can’t keep control with the food supplies. If the people
ever found out where the soil came from, they'd revolt.”



“Remember Mildred and Doc telling us about compost hegps? Wonder why they don't boil their
garbage until it' s serile and mix that with the sand.”

“Mebbe they don’t know that trick.”
“But they can make dcohal.”

“Everybody hasadill. That'sbooze for partying and fuel for wags. A yard-long piece of seamless
copper tubing is more useful than athousand airplanes.”

Krysty'sreply was cut short by the sound of talking outside the greenhouse. The two quickly moved
benesth the table in the center aide seconds before the door opened and sec men entered, one holding
an acohoal lantern, the other atiny revolver. It wasonly adinky .22, hardly fit to be astarter’ spistol for a
race. But Ryan knew in theright hand and at the right range, it could kill asfast asa.50-caliber Desert
Eagle. Shoot aman in the shoulder, and the little rounds would rattle around inside, bouncing off bones
and piercing every vita organ before tumbling out his somach. Nasty stuff.

“What crap,” one man said, walking dong the aides of plants, the lantern sizzling and popping. “Nobody
isgoing to stedl acarrot during an attack and risk going to the Machine.”

“Better than wall duty,” his companion replied. “Y ou see how many we lost tonight?”
“Three or four. Pretty bad.”
“Aye.”

Reaching the end of the greenhouse, they turned and started down the other aide. “ Damn lucky the fat
dut found a predark med kit...”

Instantly, Ryan was behind the man, the long curved blade of his pangatight againgt the sec man's
throat. “Don’'t move,” he whispered hoarsdly.

The other sec man stepped backward, drawing his revolver, and Krysty rose to dam awooden stool
over his head. With asigh, the man crumpled to the ground.

“You'retheinvaders,” the prisoner said until Ryan tightened the blade, atrickle of blood flowing from
the wound.

“Here sthededl,” he growled as Krysty took away the man’ s weapons, aknife and amuzzle-loading
pistal. “You get to liveif you tell usabout that med kit.”

“What med-?" He gagged as Krysty placed the muzzle of her .38 against the man' s crotch and clicked
back the hammer.

“Onelie, onebdl,” shesaid coldly. “Two lies, no balls, Three and you lose anything remaining.”
The man broke into asweat, hishandsflexing helplesdy intheair.

“Gaudy house,” he finaly whispered. “Northeast corner of the market. Big fat bitch, Patrica, said she
found amed kit. Baron doesn’'t believe her, but she turned it in as you' re supposed to so we can’t touch



her.”

“Whereisit now?’ Ryan demanded, tightening hishold dightly.

“Vault in the palace. Don't have the combination. Nobody does but the baron and Leonard.”

“That hislover, captain of the guards?” Krysty asked.

“Son!” Panic took hiseyes. “Don't kill me!”

In spite of his promise, Ryan was torn on the matter. He knew it was the smart moveto kill the man. But
adea had been made, and he gave hisword. That didn’t mean shit in the Deathlands, except to the man
whose honor backed the pledge.

“Get somerope,” Ryan said.

Holstering her piece, Krysty nodded and turned away, then cried out and dived to the floor. A woman
was at the door holding a scattergun. Ryan shoved his prisoner forward as the weapon boomed. The
discharge lifted the sec man off the ground, and he crashed amid the green plants, blood and organs
gplattering everywhere.

The armed guard thumbed back the second hammer of her blaster as Ryan shot her in the knee from
under the table. The shotgun fired again, blowing away a dozen panes of glass as the sec woman fell to
the ground screaming in pain. Something white-hot scored Krysty’ s cheek as she shot the sec womanin
the throat, then again in the head. The screaming stopped.

Quickly searching the corpses, the companions found arough map of the ville, spare cartridges for their
blasters, apiece of honeycomb, half an gpple and some jerky. Krysty carefully smelled the meat, then
risked nibbling acorner.

“Woalf,” she declared thankfully.

The pair divided the food, devouring the scraps as a group of people bearing acohol lanterns sarted to
cometheir way.

“Hey, Sue” cdled out avoice. “Y ou okay?’

Moving to thefar door, Krysty cut loose with afull throated scream of terror as Ryan shot the lantern
lying on the floor with his silenced pistol. Ingtantly, apool of burning acohol spreed acrossthe
greenhousg, igniting the clothing of the dead.

“Intrudersin the greenhouse!” a sec man shouted, firing hislongblaster wildly into the sky.

Otherstook up the fight as the companions quietly retreated from the commotion into the blackness of
the night.

“Patricafirg?’ Krysty asked after they had reached a safe distance from the growing conflagration.

Thumbing some fresh rounds into hisammo clip to replace the spent cartridges, Ryan nodded. “ She's
our ticket to the baron.”



“And he'sour way out. Let’'sgo.”
Chapter Fourteen

Dragging abrace of window curtains behind it, the Hummer rolled to ahdt in front of the nameless
skyscraper. J.B. killed the engine and set the brake.

“Any tracks?’ he asked, looking backward out the window.
“Not athing, John Barrymore,” Doc replied.

“Good,” the man said, diding out from behind the whed!. “Last night wastoo close of acall. If those
muties had gotten insde, we would have been chilled for sure. Sure ashdll don't want any of thefrigging
sec men finding our bolt-hole”

“I wholeheartedly concur, my friend,” Doc agreed, stepping to the ground and closing the door. “And
hereisthe solution to our security dilemma. Vailal The Tower of Babe!”

“Not quite. But, yes, itistal.”

Somber and impressive, the truncated facade of the skyscraper fronted the apex of the corner, itsten
gtories of windows frosty white from eroson and age. And if the building had once possessed aname, it
had been removed by the rain and the windslong ago.

“Got that list from Millie?” JB. asked, dinging aLAW over his shoulder. He had given the S& W
M-4000 shotgun to Mildred, as Doc had done with Jak and the Heckler & Koch, including afew of the
LAWSsand their only Hafla napalm rocket launcher, leaving the pair aswell armed as possible. J.B.
sported only his9 mm Uzi, one LAW and alot of grens. Doc carried his LeMat, and a backpack of
Molotov cocktails, aspecid treat for the muties should they be caught outside when night came.

Doc patted his shirt pocket, the gesture making his backpack tinkle and clatter. “Right here, sir. Our
dear madam physician ismost clever indeed. | mysdf never would have thought of 1ooking for helicopters
tofind ahospital.”

“Y ep. The sign may be gone, and the building too dirty to tdll if it' swhite or what,” the Armorer agreed,
removing the ignition fuse from under the dashboard, “ but from above, if you see ashort building with a
heliport, it' seither theloca PD or ahospital. Apparently, every hospital had them in her day.”

“Are you not going to booby-trap the seat?’ Doc asked, curious.

“Too dicy. We might come back running,” J.B. countered, walking away while checking his blaster.
“Best to leave us afast escaperoute, just in case”

“Most wise, John Barrymore. If we wish to use the structure as alookout point to survey the ruins and
ville, who isto say the baron and his sec men have not thought of the same idea, and are dready there
waiting for us?’

JB. paused to clean his glasses with a pocket rag. “ That’' swhy we' re going in dow and sllent,” he said,
tucking them back into position on hisbony nose.

The Armorer jerked his head to the left. Doc nodded and took a position at the side of the building as



JB. checked the revolving door. Made of unbreakable Plexiglas set in asted frame, it had survived the
agesin excellent shape. But the lock was standard office issue and easily fdll opento JB.’snimble

fingers

Onceingde the building, Doc reached into his backpack and withdrew alantern. J.B. ignited the wick
with abutane lighter. One hundred years old and the lighter still worked. Without it, he' d be banging
rocks together for sparks. They found pyrotabs sometimes in the redoubts, but not often enough.

Under the assault of the bright light, they could see that the foyer was littered with bottles and lesthery
scraps of what appeared to be the remains of briefcases and shoes. A pair of glassesframeslay near a
pile of pinstriped ragsin front of the double doorsto the eevator bank, and ababy carriage covered with
cobwebs stood aone by the telephones. A receptionist kiosk was Situated aong onewall, near a
newsstand and snack shop, and ahuge digital clock wasadull blank circle on thewall.

Hopping over apurely ornamental gate, they ignored the powerless eevator and headed for the
emergency stairs. The door creaked loudly asthey forced it open, disturbing ahorde of lizards. Thetiny
reptiles changed color asthey scurried away in every direction.

“Boo,” JB. sad, asthey started up the long flight of gtairs.

An hour later, the friends finally reached the observation floor of the tower. The desert wind moaned
softly across them as they walked across the bare floor. According to the sign in the stairwell, this hed
once been a posh restaurant reserved for the rich and powerful. The entire floor was empty except for a
scattering of marble pillars supporting the ceiling. Probably just concrete faced with marble. Thewalls
had obvioudy been an array of gigantic windowsto afford the diners aspectacular view of the city. But
sorms had shattered the fragile glass this high up with no other buildingsto buffet the tempest of the
desert winds. Jagged snowy daggers lined the four sdes of the window frames, and twinkling transparent
shards lay scattered across the floor like a smashed sheet of ice.

Crunching the glass underfoot as they waked, neither man spoke asthey separated and went to
opposite corners. Below them stretched a desolate vista, the sprawling metropolis reaching outward for
milesto the distant desert, where soft rolling dunes marked the end of the ruins. The once mighty city had
been reduced to crumbling mounds from the bombs of its builders, and the greatest destroyer of all,
implacabletime.

“No sgn of any hospital to the south,” Doc reported, the wind ruffling hislongish hair.

“Samefor theeadt,” J.B. said, holding on to his glasses to keep them from flying away. The wind was
brisk at this height, and he was having difficulty staying on hisfedt.

“Theré salibrary,” Doc said, pointing, his other hand holding tightly on to the window frame. “ Alwaysa
good repository of...” The oldster squinted hard. | say, are those trucksin the parking lot?’

“Vehicles?’ JB. asked, coming over to extend histelescope. “I would have thought the sec men had
gathered everything with whedlsfor that bloody hugewall. Hey, those are U.S. Army trucks, and they’'re
filled with crates of military supplies. Hot damn!”

“Hmm, | do recall Jak saying that the sec men retrieved bodies from an attack by the muties,” Doc
rumbled, his coat spreading out like wings from the gtiff breeze. “ That must be the location where they
struck.”



“And the sec men took the bodies but |eft everything else?” J.B. admonished, lowering the telescope.
“But that doesn’'t make any sense... Oh, they took haf of the supplies. A little something for the baron, a
littlefor them.”

“And morefor us” Doc amiled, marking thelocation in hismind. “1 wonder where they located the
military supplies, till intact?”

“Can’'t be the redoubt. If they got in, they would never leave. So it must have been abomb shelter,” JB.
sad thoughtfully as he lowered the telescope. “ Just 1ook at al the government buildingsthis city hadl It
must have been the capitd of...well, wherever the hell we are. And the predark government always built
plenty of bomb sheltersto save the pencil pushers and asskissers.”

Stepping away from the opening, Doc straightened his collar and smoothed hishair. “A most logical
assumption, my good sir. What say we swing by there on our way back and see what the gods of chance
havelaid at our dtar of need?’

“Sounds good,” J.B. said, checking his compass. “North isthat way. Let’s seeif we can spot theville”
“Certainly.”

Asthey walked around the burnished-meta rectangle of the elevator banks, neither man seemed to
notice asthe doors did silently apart behind them, exposing the blackness within.

To the west was endless desart, only the hint of mountainslost in a purple haze of the horizon. But
directly north of the skyscraper wasthe ydlow river, and beyond that the namelessville.

“By the Three Kennedys, look at those greenhouses,” Doc said, shielding his vision from the weak
daylight with araised hand.

Tilting back his hat, J.B. whistled. “Must have ahundred of them. Where the hell did they find any clean
dirt? From under the ruins, mebbe?’

“Or they madeit themsdves,” Doc sad, rubbing his chin. “ Simply mince and boil your own night soil
until it was gterilized, then mix with sand.”

“And that will grow crops?’

“Without question.”

Whew, the things the old man knew. “ Searchlights to attract people and protect the ville from the muties,
trained wolves and now greenhouses,” J.B. muttered, lifting the telescope for aview. “Their baron must
beageniud”

“Or afarmer.”

“Farmer with an army,” J.B. stated, potting acommotion in the ringed compound. Adjusting the focus,
he swept the milling crowd gathering before araised platform. “Looks like they’ re having a meeting of

somekind.”

“Any sght of our comrades?’ Doc asked worriedly, pressing his boot against the frame of the window.
The gusts of wind tugged at their clothes, whipping about the loose cloth and keeping them dightly off



balance. It was necessary to hold on to the window frame to keep from going over.

“Not yet,” JB. replied. “Here, take agander.” But turning to offer the telescope, he saw afurtive
movement near the elevators. Then the man went cold as he spotted the tip of agray wing sticking out
from behind one of the support pillars.

“Ah, Doc,” he whispered, pocketing the telescope.

“Mm-hmm?

JB. casudly withdrew agrenade. “Muties.”

Sowly, the oldster brushed back his billowing coat and drew the LeMat. “How many?’

Just then, they heard a skittering noise, like dozens of claws on ahard surface, followed by the faint
crack of apiece of glass.

“Too many,” JB. answered, prepping agren. The awesome power of the LAW dung across his back
was usalessfor thiskind of combat. The antitank weapon took thirty secondsto prep, evenif the
creatures should offer anice grouped target. Hardly likely. “Hateto say this, but | think we found their
bastard nest.”

“Congratulaions.”

“Thank you.”

Easing back the hammer on his blaster, Doc glanced over the side of the building, looking at the distant
streets and the tiny Hummer, no more than adark jot in the tan sand. There was no convenient fire

escape or any other way down. Even if they were over water and jumped, afal from that height would
kill them.

“Could wereach the stairs?” the old man asked out of the side of his mouth.

“Not achance. Ready?’

“So it would seem | must be. On your mark, my friend.”

“Go.” J.B. turned and threw the gren, while Doc spun and fired the LeMat in a single smooth mation.
The blast of the HE blocked their view of the floor and threatened to throw them off the building, but as

the smoke cleared, both men Started to fire a the crowd of muties crawling around the elevator bank and
coming sraight for them.

SWADDLED IN DIRTY CLOAKS, two people waked through the bustling market square of
Alphaville. Thetal one carried arolled-up blanket on his back; the other was shorter and most definitely
awoman despite attempts to hide the fact.

Onthisside of theriver, the ruins of the predark city had been extensively rebuilt, and while the new
mortar between the recovered bricks didn’t precisely match the colored bands of the ancient concrete
still supporting pieces of walls, the homemade concrete did seem to be holding the patchwork of bricks
and cinder blocks together, which was dl that really mattered.



A former gas station was serving as a stable for afew skinny horses, and atavern was open for business
on the corner across from a pottery shop, adozen people inside spinning clay by hand on rotating tables.
A tailor was cutting garments for an impatient child, while the mother was giving unneeded directions. A
bookstore was a burned-out shell, with workmen digging through the wreckage to haul away thetrash. A
cooper was frowning in frustration, awater barrel before him lesking water from every seam. A cobbler,
abaker, abarber, aschool for small children, agalows, adefense nest of sandbags and sec men. And
everywhere were the greenhouses, the glass glistening clean, folksinside doing things with the rows upon
rows of lush green plants while grim-faced sec men stood guard at the doors, muzzle-loading rifles at the

ready.

Shuffling aong, talking to nobody, the pair reached the main market square and stopped. Here hundreds
of people were exchanging items, buying vegetables or haggling over the cost of rat poison. Set between
agreenhouse and a barracks, across from adentist, was a gaudy house. Topless women leaned out the
second-floor bal cony, dangling the goods for sdle.

The villewasthriving with activity. Tables gdore in the market square were piled with salvaged tools,
scrap wire, mismatched shoes and even afew books. A plump woman with ababe in tow haggled prices
with a merchant and came away with amason jar to be used for canning food. She paid for it with a
small loaf of fresh bread from the basket on her arm.

“But no wegpons,” Ryan said, adjusting his scarf to hide his eye patch. “ Not even knives.” Morethan a
few folks had similar wrappings, and once again Ryan wondered where they were.

“No butchers, either. Baron keeps ataut ship,” Krysty said quietly. A hood covered her head to hide
her unusud hair. There was afaint reddish streak across her cheek where the bullet had grazed her face
the previous night, but it was dready fading. She dways heded fast.

The crowd surged from an influx of people coming out of a steaming laundry, and Ryan got bumped
hard from behind. Instantly, his hands flew to check hisweapons, and stopped.

“Sorry,” he muttered, hurrying away. He couldn’t afford to draw attention to himsalf. They were hereto
find that med kit and leave. Nothing more. Besides, this seemed to be the nicest ville he' d ever seen since
hisown barony back in Virginia

“HW!”

Ryan turned, his hand resting on the handle of the pangainsde his shirt. Hopefully, it appeared asif he
were merely scratching an itch. But the stranger’ s throat was one fast step away from eternal silence.

“Yeah?’ Ryan asked bluntly.

“Nice boots,” the big man said, displaying amouthful of broken teeth. His hands were covered with the
fine scars of brawling, his earslumpy from badly thrown punches. But he stood on the bals of hisfeet,
not theflat soles. Thiswas aprofessiond fighter, not some dleyway thug. Krysty eased hersdf away
from the two and started to edge behind the newcomer.

“Yeah?’ Ryan said noncommittally.

Thethug stepped closer. “1 could use apair like those, and they’ rein my size”



Ryan knew where thiswas going. No chance of him backing out, and he couldn’t just chill the man.
He d haveto do thisthe hard way. Bending hisfingers a the knuckles, Ryan kept his hand flat and
darted forward when he froze motionless.

Over the man’ s shoulder, Ryan could dimly see minuscule flashes of light from insde the shadows of the
skyscraper. A firefight was raging on the top floor, and the strobing muzzle-flashes could only be autofire
blasters. The ville sec men he' d seen had only bolt-action rifles and revolvers. And they certainly would
have used autofire blasters the previous night. Which meant it was J.B. and hisUzi, or whoever was using
the HK G-12.

“Hey, I'mtaking wid you!” the man stated gruffly, grabbing Ryan by the shoulder and spinning him.
“Now gimme the boots, punk!”

Ryan bent over asif to comply, then stood fast and rammed his fingertips straight into the man’ sthroat.
Gasping for air, the thug backed away. Swinging a boot, Ryan caught the man between the legs. Bregath
exploded from the thug, and as he bent over in pain, the one-eyed man raised hiskneeto catch him on
the way down. Theimpact sraightened out the thug, dmost flipping him over. Armsflailing, he hit the
ground like wet newspaper and lay there, bleeding from the ruin of hisface.

Some gasps rose from the crowd nearby, but most kept moving, unwilling to become embroiledina
fight that wasn't their concern. Some shopkeepers closed their doors, and afew folk turned into aleysto
avoid the clear space that had magically appeared around the combatants.

“What' s going on here?’ aman demanded, pushing a path through the milling throng. The man was big
and muscular, wearing good clothes, with arevolver holstered on his hip, astout club in hisgrip and ared
band of cloth on hisarm marked with awhite circleand abig blueletter A.

But dl of theidentifying items of a sec man were unnecessary. As soon as he had spoken, Ryan knew it
was aguard from his attitude toward the crowd. They weren’t people to serve or ass <, but aproblem
the man had to handle quietly before he could get back to hisinterrupted drinking.

“All right, gleeb,” he barked, fixing Ryan with amenacing sare. “Did you attack thisman? We got laws
about fighting near the greenhouses. Y ou bust a pane of clear glass, and it’ sfifty strokes of the whip.”

Asdefrom an acknowledging grunt, Ryan didn’t reply, calculating his chances of making abregk into
the open doorway of the blacksmith shop. Once out of sight and over the bellows, he could ace the sec
man and find someplace to hide. He noticed that Krysty had already gone, blending into the crowd. They
had agreed upon that. If one got caught, the other stayed free to finish the job. The clock was ticking on
Dean, and minutes counted.

Then four more sec men converged on the deeping giant, and Ryan knew there was no escape. He'd
haveto tak hisway out of thismess. A difficult matter when he didn’t even know the name of theville or
the baron who ruled there,

“Trouble?" asked the leader of the new group, a hand resting on the butt of hisblaster. The others
fanned out behind him to establish a greater presence of authority.

“Yeah, | think 0,” the first guard murmured.

Ryan noted that severa shops had closed their doors, and folks were avoiding this section of the Street.
He had agren, and wondered how best to use it-blow up a greenhouse or try to kill as many sec men as



he could. Both had their downside,

“Hey, Roberto!” called out athin man eating an apple as he walked over from the market square.
Thefirst guard scowled for amoment, then relaxed dightly. “Hey, Dawson. See what happened?’
“Sure. Crusher tried to roust the new guy,” Dawson said, munching contentedly. “ Bad mistake.”
“Didn’t think anybody could take Crusher but the hunchback,” said one of the other guards.

Already the tenson was starting to diminish, and Ryan felt the musclesin his arms unkink. Somebody
had vouched for him, and asfar as the sec men were concerned, the matter was aready over.

“Did he, now? Fair enough, then. Y ou want to kick him some more while he’sdown?’ Roberto asked,
gtill brandishing his club. “ Somebody attacks you for no reason, you get to pound them. It'salaw we got
to discourage brawling.”

“Nah, heain’'t going to bother me none again,” Ryan said.

The second group of sec men seemed satisfied, and moved on, but one of the men stared hard at Ryan
before leaving, asif trying to memorize hisfeatures, or worse, recal them.

Dawson finished the apple, then tucked it into a pocket. “ Pretty good with your fists,” he acknowledged.
“Got an assgnment yet from Leonard?’

“Tomorrow. Hewas busy,” Ryan risked saying. Then on impulse, he threw back his cowl asif having
nothing to hide.

Raoberto laughed. “Y eah, the kid tries to run the whole ville. But then, he'll be baron when Strichland
dies”

“Seemslike an okay guy.”

Tapping the wooden club againgt hisleg, Roberto frowned. “Don’t let that smiling face fool you, newbie.
The baron would toss his own mother into the Machine.”

“Ain't that the truth,” Dawson added, his face as somber as the tone of hisvoice.

There was that word again. Ryan filed that phrase away, aong with the sound of red fear intheguard's
voice. “Meant Leonard.”

“Oh, yeah, he' sokay. Pretty good in afight, too. And smart. He s the one who thought of the
greenhouses. We cdl him the Brain in the barracks.” The club was brandished. “ But you didn’t hear that
fromme”

“Hear what?' Ryan asked blandly.

A dow gmile. “Quick. You're very quick. What' s your name?’

“Finnegan,” Ryan replied, recaling an old friend who no longer walked the Degthlands. “Friends cdl me
Hnn”



Dawson licked his gticky fingers clean. “Any good with ablaster?’
“Some.”

“Yeah?" Roberto scratched his head with the club. “Know how to turn aregular lead bullet into a
dumdum?’

“Fucking carefully,” Ryan stated honestly.

Both men laughed. “You'll do, Finn,” Dawson said, smiling. “ After your stint in the muck, try for
security. We dways need tough guys.” He glanced at the supineformin the sand. “And | think you'll fit
rightin.”

“Thanks”

“Better than weeding,” Roberto added, as he turned and strolled away. “Or wall duty.”
“Yar, anything is better than that. Well, seeyalater, Finn.”

“Later,” Ryan agreed.

Having said their piece and ascertained there were no problems, the sec men went back to their
bus ness, and the crowds flowed around Ryan again. The fight was over, and the disturbance in their ville
had been settled. Life went on again.

Some kids darted out from the legs of the crowd and started going through Crusher’ s pocket, and
Roberto hafheartedly chased them away.

Retreating to the safety of the market square, Ryan looked for Krysty, but she was nowhere to be seen.
Finding a gap between some of the buildings, he next studied the distant skyscraper. But without binocs,
he couldn’t see any details and nothing seemed to be happening anymore. Thefight elither was over, or it
had gone hand to hand. The muties! The building had to be their nest. Ryan flexed his hands, then stuffed
them into his pockets and strolled away. There was absolutely nothing he could do to help from where he
was. He had to concentrate on the task at hand, get the med kit and get back. Until he got acrossthe
river, hisfriendswere on their own.

From out of the cloudy sky, asting-wing darted toward the mob of people. A blaster boomed, and the
dead mutie tumbled to the ground out of sight. Rooftop guards, Ryan redized. Thisvillewas very well
protected, and by damn good shots, too. Suddenly, he was glad he decided to talk hisway out of the
problem.

Moving toward an eatery, Ryan saw folks pay for bowls of vegetable stew with local jack, big predark
slver coins stamped with acrude letter A, just like the armband of the guards. Someone had to have
shaved off the origina embossing and hand-pounded on the new face. He d seen it done many times.
Made sense. The stuff couldn’t be duplicated anymore, and wouldn't wear out like the old paper Stuff.

Taking aseet a an empty table made from an industria cable spool tipped over onits Sde, Ryan started
to think about how to find the baron’ s private vault. But the smell coming from the wood-burning stove
was shifting his attention. It had been too long since he’ d had agood night’ s deep, so food was
important. 1deas would come with afull belly.



“What'll it be?’ abarmaid asked, wiping the table with a damp rag. She wore avery loose dresswith a
mechanic s apron tied around her trim waist.

Thetop didn't button closed very well, and alot of her was viewable. Ryan guessed that not only food
was sold here. “What do you have?’

“Veggie stew, cold roasted potatoes and some green beer that won't make you puke much.”
“Any bread?’
She looked at him for thefirgt time. “ Sure. All you want. That’ s free from the baron. Y ou new here?’

Damn, he waked into that one. “ Stew,” he said. Then took out asingle round from his shirt. “This
should cover it.”

The woman gasped and swept the bullet off the table and into a pocket of the gpron. “ Are you insane?’
she hissed, leaning closer. “No, that’ sright. Y ou’ re new here, right? Thought so. Guards didn’t search
you very well. Weain't alowed to have blasters or ammo. Only the baron and histroops.”

That was standard for most villes. But if the baron had all the blasters, why was he so niceto the
civvies? Mebbe he had blagters, but little ammo. Might be abargaining chip there.

Resting the tray on around hip, the barmaid, leered suggestively. “This |l get you mest in the stew, or a
romp with me. I’'m Dolly.”

“Finn. Thanks, but | just got laid,” helied. “ Only want somefood.”

“Suit yourself.” The barmaid eyed him up and down. “But if you change your mind, we can use the back
room here. No charge, stud.”

“What about someinfo?’ Ryan said, laying his hand on the table and pushing forward another 9 mm
round.

Dolly licked her lipswhile eying his hand. “What do you want to know? If it’ sjolt you' relooking for, we
don’t got none. Baron forbids al drugs. Saysit dows us down building greenhouses.”

“Fifty strokes?’ he asked.
She blanched. “Y ou get caught with jolt, you go to the Machine.”

There wasthat phrase again. It had to be some sort of torture device. Probably the rack. “What does he
careif we havefun?’

“He sgot the blagters,” the woman said. “ Besides, he' sthe best baron we' ve ever had. And I’ ve lived
through four of them.” She grabbed her breasts and jiggled them. “Tits like these keep you dive, aslong
asthey plump. The last onetried to make rules about everything, including fucking. His own sec men
turned on him and made their leader baron.”

Dally jerked athumb. *Put up the gaudy house right off. No more rape in the back streetsat night.
Guardsgo for free, but everybody ese pays. Fair, | guess. Them’ sthe onesfighting those winged devils.



Baron Strichland istough, ten lashesfor lying to asec man. Twenty for stealing, fifty for rape or stedling
food. And it' sthe Machineif you damage agreenhouse.”

Ryan merely grunted and waited for her to continue. Most folks talked to a serving girl, not with them.
Shut up and listen, and they were dways amine of data. She bent over the table, her breasts dmost
spilling out, so he patted her ass and stroked her partialy exposed leg.

“Y ou sure about the back room?” Dolly asked, sounding wistful. She liked this one; he was cleaner than
most, and darkly handsomein afrightening way. The eye patch didn’t bother her; she bet the other guy
had come out alot worse in that fight.

“Would if I could.” He smiled politely. “ Tomorrow, for sure.”

A pro, Dolly accepted the rebuff. “ So what do you want to know?’

“I"'m looking for somebody,” Ryan said, tucking the live bullet into her apron. “ A woman called Patrica.”
“Fat Pat? Sure. What you want with her?’

Ryan stared at the woman.

Her amilefaded likeicein the sun. “Right. Not my business. She' s the madam of the gaudy house down
the street. Anything dse?’

“Stew,” he said, adjusting his hood to hide his features once more.

She shrugged, checked her pocket and walked away, hips expertly swinging to avoid bumping the
tables.

Watching the crowds stream by in an endless procession, Ryan started to feel better about the task at
hand. They werein theville, and he knew who had the med kit. Now dl he had to do was get hold of
this Patrica, get an audience with the baron and find the vault. The rest would be smple stedling. What
could he offer to sell? Mebbe where the muties nested? That might work.

Thefood arrived in anot overly clean bowl with abig chip in the sde and aplastic spoon that had seen
better days. But the stew was hot, and Ryan wolfed it down asif it were hislast med. He was nearly
done when agong began to sound, dow and steady. The man lowered his spoon. Another mutie attack?
Couldn’'t be; this was daytime. But everybody in sight stopped whatever they were doing and started to
walk down the main street of the ville, heading in the same direction. Dolly and the sec men included.

Leaving hisfood, Ryan mingled with the crowds, kegping an eye out for Krysty. Usudly, her fiery red
hair would be an easy find amid the collection of brunettes and blondes, but this day she waswearing a
hood.

A fortified building of some sort stood at the head of alarge courtyard, and the crowd wasforming a
haf circlein front of the structure. On awooden platform stood a redheaded man in embroidered military
fatigues, and afew morefolksless ornately dressed. Could be the baron and hisflunkies, Ryan realized.
Better and better. There were sec men on the ground behind a sandbag wall, holding very clean blasters,
but they had arelaxed appearance, asif thiswere nothing unusud.

Then the man on stage lifted the med kit into view, and Ryan had to stop himsdlf from rushing the guards.



Thereit was, only ahundred yards way. Ryan grimly sworeit wasn't going to leave hissight again.

“Will you look at that, a predark medica bag. Bastard thing must be worth avilleitsdf,” muttered a
dirty-faced bald man dressed in tattered clothing.

“More,” atiny woman agreed, her cascade of golden hair reaching to her knees. The luxurious tresses
were braided into athick ponytail. “Wonder what's going on?’

“Good morning, citizens of Alphaville,” the baron boomed, the med kit dangling by astrap in hishand.
“Firgt off, | want to tell you that the traitor who broke the windows of greenhouse fourteen has been
caught and dedlt with.”

A murmur swept through the crowd.

“I prayed the poor bastard would escape,” said agiant in aleather gpron. He was holding amassive
hammer and reeked of sweat and hot iron.

“Nobody escapes Alphaville” said atiny rat-faced man wearily.

When the noises died, Baron Strichland continued, “ The plants have been saved, the soil replenished
and therewill sill be enough food to last us through the long dark winter.”

Applause broke out from the attendees.

“That’s something,” adour old woman snorted, her hands as gnarled as tree roots. She stank of lye and
soap, and a hand-carved clothespin jutted from a skirt pocket.

“And on amore positive note, we have anew addition to our ville, Brian and Tasha.” The baron
gestured to the couple and they dutifully stepped forward. Ryan recognized them as the folks chased by
the wolves the previous day. The man seemed thinner, more haggard, his face a stone mask. The woman
was red eyed and sniffling, the baby cradled in her arms. Their daughter wasn't in sght.

“Unfortunately, their daughter Luciawaskilled by the mutieslast night,” the baron said sadly. “ So thisis
atime of joy and sadness. Joy, that we have two more citizens, and sadness at their terrible loss”

“Must have been aredhead,” the rat-faced man muttered, and many others growled agreement.
“It sawful,” Ryan said, hoping to prompt more information.

The blacksmith nodded glumly. “1f my wife gave birth to aredhead, I’ d do the babe afavor and drown
her on the spot.”

The wordswere said so casudly, but with such vehemence, Ryan didn’t doubt the man for amoment.
What the hell was the redheaded baron doing with the girls? It wasn't redly Ryan's problem, until he
redized Krysty’ sstuation. If her hood dipped, the woman might be taken captive and find out what was
happening to the femaes of theville.

Quickly easing hisway deeper into the attentive throng, Ryan reached the edge and frantically searched
for the woman.



“Wearedso hereto punish atraitor!” the baron boomed, raising the med kit high. “ Thiswomaniis
Patrica, the madam of our gaudy house. Favored with easy work, she has grown fat, but her work is
important and we did nothing. So some of thisis our fault for allowing her to think she was abovethe
law.”

“None are above the law!” shouted ateenager near the huge baron.
“None,” the redheaded man agreed, and the crowd roared its agreement.

Elbowing hisway through the throng, Ryan heard the words, but was concentrating on every hooded
person in the crowd. He found Krysty amid some bare-chested men holding shovels, and grabbed her
shoulder.

“Don’t show yoursdlf,” he whispered.

“Why?’ the old woman demanded, diding back the hood to expose awedlth of gray hair. “What do you
want? Who areyou?’

“Sorry, wrong person,” Ryan apologized and moved on quickly.

On the platform, agang of sec men pushed afat woman into view, coils of rope binding her. A cloth gag
filled her mouth, and even from this distance, Ryan could see the blind panicin her face.

“Thisisour enemy, and al that isto transpire will take place herein the justice square,” the baron said
formally. “I hide nothing in the darkness of basements or hidden rooms.”

The guards lashed the fat woman to awooden stake, binding her at the neck and waist. The prisoner
struggled frantically and achieved nothing. A sec man removed her gag, and she it out another wad of
cloth.

“It wasamistake!” the woman screamed in desperation. “1 hadn’t gotten to the baron yet when they
caught me. | have done nothing wrong!”

“Lied!” the redheaded teenager spit. “When we went to pay her the reward for finding the doctor bag,
the sec men found a cache of blastersin her room. Not one, or two, but many!”

The crowd voiced its shock and disapproval.

“Even one blagter is punishable by the Machine,” the baron intoned, spreading hisarms. “But why so
many? Who needs more than one?’

He advanced upon the bound woman, shouting at every step, “Why were you building an armory? Are
you working with outsidersto overthrow the ville? Confess, traitor, and die a clean death!”

“Liar,” aman whispered to the person next to him. “Big words, and aknifein the back isall you get
here”

“Just like they did my cousin who found the searchlights,” the other man agreed, hands stuffed deep into
his pockets.

“No, it serves her right,” ayoung blondein acolorful dress said with a sneer, hands on her hips. “That



bitch Patricawas the meanest madam a dut ever worked for.”

Ryan stopped at those words and stared at the struggling prisoner on the platform. Shewas hiskey to
the baron? Oh hell. Good thing he dready knew where the med kit was.

“Mercy!” the madam shrieked. Blood trickled down her forearms as she tried to escape from the ropes.

Clearly, the baron was't moved by the outburst, dmost asif he had heard it al far too many times
before. “ Strip her.”

Leonard approached with aknife and cut away her clothing, until the woman was nude to the waist, her
giant breasts squeezing out either side of the wooden post.

“Start with thewhips,” the baron said calmly, crossing hisarms.
In the anxious throng, ayoung woman started to guide her children off the square.

“You, therel” Leonard shouted. “ Stay, mother, and let them watch. Thistraitor to our ville dies so they
may livein safety. That isthe gift-knowing isthe price!”

Going pae, the teenager curtsed and hugged the trembling children close, their eyes wide with fear.

A sec man on the platform removed his shirt, displaying aHerculean torso of rippling muscles. Expertly,
he uncoiled along whip, the knotted |eather moving across the cracked concrete like awrithing snake.

“Walit!” Leonard ordered, holding up ahand.
Everybody watched in silence as the youth stepped forward. Even the baron seemed caught by surprise
with this unexpected move. Hope blossomed in the madam’ s face, and the executioner turned toward the

teenager. Y es, Lieutenant Strichland?’

“Do not kill her quickly,” the boy said fiercdly, shaking with barely controlled rage. “ Make thisfilthy
traitor fed the terrible guilt of her crimes!”

Burgting into tears, Patrica soiled herself and started to choke.

“1 shall obey, my liege,” the executioner said with abow, and the whip cracked forward, blood spraying
intothear.

Thefat woman screamed with awild animal sound, every inch of her soft body jiggling.

Nauseated by the obvious pleasure Strichland was getting from the torture, Ryan forced himself to watch
for awhileto gppear normd. Hopefully, Krysty was doing the same, blending in and staying low. Then
he noticed a commotion among the crowd on the other side of the courtyard.

“Wait!” the baron shouted, staring into the crowd. “What' s going on there?’

A doak went flying, aman bent over double clutching his gut, awoman screamed and Krysty burst from

the bystanders running across the open courtyard. Her hood and cape were gone, her long fiery hair
billowing behind her. Ingtantly, sec men charged from behind the sandbags.



“Anoutsder!” Leonard shouted, pointing with the knife. “ Guards, capture her!”

Asif poleaxed, Baron Strichland openly stared at the woman asif unable to believe what was
happening. His hair fanned out around him in awild corona of astonishment.

Deciding to risk ashot, Ryan drew the silenced SIG-Sauer but balked at the sight. The man’shair was
the same asKrysty’s. Exactly the same! Suddenly, Ryan knew what the baron was doing with al the
redheaded girlswho cameto the ville. He was searching for another of hiskind, searching for amate.
And now he had found one.

Asthe crowd linked armsto form awall blocking her escape, the troops converged from every side. As
Krysty raised her blaster, the men in the sandbag machine-gun nest fired a short burst. The rounds struck
the ground at her feet, rising aline of dust clouds.

“Halt or die!” the baron commanded, the wanton lust and need on hisface brutaly on display.

Forgotten at the post, Patrica savored the scant few seconds without pain, knowing thiswas no release
from her death sentence, but merely abrief delay.

Surrounded on every side, Krysty turned wildly, asif searching the crowd. Then she found Ryan. They
exchanged glances. He nodded, and she stopped running, dropping her blaster and raising both hands.

“Alivel” the baron roared, climbing down from the platform. “Take her dive at dl costs” The sec men
swarmed over Krysty.

Returning the blaster to its holster, Ryan merged with the excited crowd and disappeared from sight.
Chapter Fifteen

The ramshackle old pickup truck rattled noisily down the sandy street, resembling the loser inacar
crash. Itstireswere bald, the muffler was held on by wire hangers, and the doors were composed amost
entirdy of duct tape.

But deadly serious armed sec men were in the cab and sitting in the open back. They had been boastful
and confident in the ville, but now amid the ghostly ruins of the city, their conversations were brief and to
the point. Deeth lurked everywhere among the crumbling structures: falling masonry, poisonous spiders
and lethd plants. Hell-flowers, they were called. Beautiful plants, with gorgeous flowers. But take asniff
and you stopped moving until abuddy dragged your deeping body away. Something to do with spoors,
or such. But if you were done, the victim would stand there locked in a perfumed dream until he toppled
over dead from starvation. Then the plants would feed on the rotting carcass. Before the fud started
running low, the sec men used to firebomb the plants on sght. They hated thefilthy things. It was no way
for aman to die, stupefied like adrunk in agaudy.

Worse, outsiders cometo loot the ruins-once cannibals, another time a predark war machine. And then
there were the human muties who wandered in from the glowing red pits beyond the mountains, plusthe
local winged muties. Sometimes, even their own wolves turned against them for unknown reasons.

“Hold it!” Sergeant Benson cried, leaning out the passenger-side door. “Right here.”

Thedriver gpplied the brakes, and the truck dowed, squealing every foot of the way.



“Henders, check out that body!” the sergeant directed, pointing to avacant lot. A sprawled form lay
amid the wolfweed and wreckage. Lizards were chewing on hisflesh, and what seemed like a perfectly
good longblaster wasin the bones of his hands. The triple-damn reptiles aways seemed to eat the hands
of the dead firgt.

“Sure, Sarge,” the private replied, puffing away on his pipe.

Strolling over, Henders used his bolt-action rifle to chase away the lizards, then pinched his nose shut
againg the stink of the decomposing flesh as he inspected the corpse.

“Nobody | know,” he reported, choking a bit. “Dead for a day, mebbe more.”
“Get the blagter!”

“Sure.” Bending over, the private picked up the rifle and felt the dightest tug from a string attached to the
stock. Hisface registered curiosity, then horror for afull second before the lot wasfilled with an
expanding fireball that vaporized the man, corpse and ahundred lizards, before reaching the sdewalk
and disspating.

Shrapnd peppered the truck, sounding like hard rain, and aman in the back toppled over with acry,
fdling out of the vehicle.

“Skydark!” Benson roared, holding on to the sagging door of the battered truck and painfully lifting
himsdf off the ground.

There was no need to recce the blast zone. Smoking shoes and aburning skull told the story. Henders
was gone. The ground was acharred pit with flaming wreckage scattered for dozens of yards. Shaking
his head to ease the ringing in his ears, the sergeant watched as the mushroom cloud of the blast rose into
the cloudy sky. Damn explosion resembled a plas-ex blast, but nobody had any of that anymore. Not
even the baron. Stuff crumbled over the passage of time, became unstable, then dried into ahard, usdless
brick.

“Hey, Sargel” aprivate cdled, stepping into view from behind the truck. His empty hands were dripping
blood. “Peteis dead. Got achunk of rifle barre right through the belly.”

Inwordlessfury, Benson glanced around the intersection at the movie theater, garage, pawnshop and
office buildings. Nothing stirred-not asoul wasin sight. But he knew the hunchback was somewhere
near.

“Okay, Harold!” heyelled. “Y ou got two of uswith thetrap! Well, enjoy thevictory, ‘causeyou ain't
getting any morel”

Silence answered the comments, and drawing aknife from his belt, Benson stabbed it into the street.
“You seethat?’ he asked, pointing at the knife. “ There swhere I’m going to stake you out like adog!
Baron sayswegot to bring you in dive.”

The sergeant took in a deep breath, then bellowed, “But dive doesn’t mean with eyes! Or fingers!”

“Get moving!” Benson barked at the squad. “1 want afive-block perimeter sweep of the whole damn
area. Smash open every ground-level door that looks suspicious.”



Clutching their longblasters, the sec men rushed to comply, fueled by their own anger and hatred.

“No prisoners,” Benson growled, cracking open the top of his .44 Webley revolver and loading every
chamber. The hdl with rationing. “ Shoot first, and we' |l loot the bodies afterward.”

“And find methat son of adut Harold!”

THE BASEMENT of the government building was brightly lit, mirrors from the bathrooms on every
floor now ringing the deeping Dean on each sde. Mildred remembered reading how Thomas Edison
assised the doctor operating on his mother by boosting the candldight with mirrors, and the trick
worked. If necessary, the physician had no doubt that she could do an operation on the boy’s spine. That
is, if Ryan returned with thefidd kit.

Sitting on aplastic milk carton, Mildred was rubbing gun oil into the tiff leather of her new boots. They
fit better every day, but gill needed a bit more softening or else she’ d have blisters on her hedlsfor a
month.

Finishing the first boot, Mildred took adrink from her tin cup of coffee. It was room temperature, but
she needed the caffeine to help stay awake. Sipping the brew, the physician listened to the stillness. The
old building was as sllent asagrave, and even her breathing seemed to echo dightly amid the empty stdls
and bare walls. Jak was on the ground floor standing watch, and the others were out on recce, so she
was done again with Dean. Even if the group had working radios, they wouldn't be so stupid asto waste
precious batteries on idle conversation.

Placing aside the empty cup, Mildred dutifully started on the other boot, removing the lacesfirst so they
wouldn’t become oil soaked and impossible to tie anymore. But then the physician jerked her head
toward the deeping boy lying under the conference table. Had his bregthing just changed allittle?

Putting aside the boot, the doctor padded over. Suddenly, Dean started to hack and cough. Hisleft arm
ripped lose from the binding, and he clawed at the restraining straps.

Grabbing the limb and pulling it away, she knelt on the arm to keep it ill, and the boy stopped
breathing. Immediately, Mildred started to gpply CPR, but then redlized pressing on his chest to force air
into the lung would only aggravate the possibility of a puncture from the broken rib. Pinching hisnose
shut, sheinhaed deeply and exhaled into his mouth, their lips pressed tight together. His chest rose and
fdl a her minigtrations, but the boy didn’t stir and his pallor took on afaint grayish tinge.

“Comeon, Dean,” she panted between bresths, feding light-headed from hyperventilating herself.
1] Live ”

EXPLOSIONS SOUNDED from the ground floor of the skyscraper, then the front door explodedin a
goray of glass. Firing steadily, Doc and J.B. sumbled into the tinged sunlight, their blasters booming and
chattering.

Backing into the middle of the street, the two men paused for amoment asthey quickly reloaded.

“Looks* J.B. paused to swalow and moisten histhroat, “-lookslike we made it.”

“By Godfrey, what foul magician conjured these dark visitorsl”

“Herethey come again!” J.B. cried, snapping the bolt on his Uzi and triggering the blaster.



Doc was only hdf finished reloading the LeMat, but he leveled the blaster and discharged the scattergun
barrdl. Smoke and thunder blasted from the muzzle, and something insde the building screamed in pain.
His heart pounding, Doc pulled a paper cartridge from his pocket, bit off the top and poured the black
powder into an empty recess of the nine-shot cylinder, then placed the lead ball from the package into
the recess and lastly tamped down the paper to hold the charge and lead in place. He shifted the selector
pin from the shotgun back to the revolver. God' s blood, how many of the damn muties were there?

Doc reached over his shoulder and hauled out aMolotov.
“Light me,” he ordered, proffering the rag fuse.

But JB. started for the Hummer. “Let’ sget out of here while we got the chance,” heretorted. “Then
we Il blast them with aLAW from down the street.”

“Brilliant,” Doc said, as awindow on the second floor exploded and a black shape sailed acrossthe
street to land heavily on the hood of the military wag. The bat clawed and bit at the sheet metal covering
the engine, itslarge eyes shut tight againg the blinding sunlight.

JB. sUz barked adull staccato of death. The 9 mm rounds knocked the mutie off the wag, yelow
blood spraying out from the impacts. The men rushed forward just as a dozen more of the muties legped
from the ruined front door of the building and landed in the middle of the street.

The companions froze, trying to be as quiet as possible while the creatures raised piglike snouts and
loudly sniffed the air, turning their misshapen heads thisway and that. In the tainted light of the cloudy
sky, the beasts were mostly wings, their bodies no bigger than adog’'s. Their earswere dmost afull foot
tall, their mouthsfilled with rows of needle-sharp teeth. The wings gave asemblance of size, spreading
well over eight feet wide, the € ongated ebows sticking high over their bodies and waggling ridiculoudy
asthekillers crawled about in agross pantomime of walking.

In dow motion, J.B. took acareful step toward the Hummer, the sand softly crunching beneeth his boot
as he shifted hisweight. Instantly, the muties turned toward him and afew started scuttling forward. The
Armorer raised hisleg, and one darted directly underneath the boot.

An odd noise caught Doc' s attention, and he glanced over a shoulder to see two more bats directly
behind him sniffing the air. Sweat broke out on hisbrow. He knew that primates sweated ammonia, and
once any animal redlized that, it could track a human forever. He didn’t know if bats naturaly had agood
sense of samdll, but these certainly seemed to. Thankfully, they were stone blind in daylight, and it was
only the soft breezes from the coming storm in the desert that was keeping the muties from finding them
immediately. However, if thewind shifted, or one got too close, it wasal over. Thisclose, sght wouldn’'t
be necessary for the monstersto claw the men apart.

High above them, thick smoke poured from the broken windows of the skyscraper where the Molotov
cocktails had set the building on fire. The fuel bombs had done agood job blocking the stairs and
dowing the advance of the winged muties. But the elevator shaft was more than their nest gpparently. It
was a highway reaching from the cool dark basement to the observation tower. No wonder nobody had
ever found them before. Who would search for agrid creatures underground? Smart, too damn smart for
hisliking.

Aiming hisLeMat at the largest of the bats, Doc dangled the rag of the last Molotov before the barrd.
When he fired, the muzzle-flash would ignite the rag, then he' d drop the bottle and dive out of the way.



Hopefully, the noise of the gun would attract severa of the mutiesinto the flames before they knew what
was happening.

Spreading out from the building, the bats crawled across the street and sidewaksin an ingtinctive search
pattern, just like aflock of birdsin flight. The Smilarity was unnerving.

Wiping the sweat off hisbrow, J.B. reached into a pocket and tossed afew spent cartridges down the
road as adiversion. The empty brasslanded quietly on the soft sand, and the bats started to go that way,
then returned to their unified pattern. The Armorer mouthed a curse and started to unwrap athermite
gren.

Tucking the Molotov under hisarm, Doc tried the same trick with hiswhetstone, but thistime throwing
the stone underhand.

It hit the Side of the skyscraper, and two of the bats legped upon the spot, sniffing and clawing air for the
prey. Thelarge bat squedled questioningly &t them, and they chittered angrily in reply.

Oh yes, way too damn smart, Doc decided.

Surrounded on every side, the old man reached out and touched J.B. on the arm. The man turned with
the gren ready. Doc tapped hiswrist where a chron would be, and J.B. lifted three fingers, then made a
zero with thumb and forefinger. Doc understood and chose adirection to run. If they shot one, al of the
otherswould converge in aswarm. But an explosion would get severa and hopefully stun therest. Ears
that big had to be sensitive.

Doc had dready tossed hisonly gren into the e evator shaft, hoping to sedl the passageway. The
detonation only roused more of the mongters, including the big male they now faced. 1ts head was twice
aslarge asthe others, so if he wasn't the bull of the nest, he had to be the leader of the hunters. Nature
abhorred avacuum.

Accidentaly, two of the bats bumped wingtips, and they legped on each other, clawing and davering,
until redlizing the mistake. From behind them, a clanging sound announced that the wounded bat was
crawling back on top of the Hummer. Probably thought the hegt of the engine meant therewasaliving
thing ingde the shell. Judicioudly, Doc aimed the LeMat at that particular mutie. Let them reach the
Hummer and... No, theignition fuse still had to be reinserted into the fuse box under the dashboard. That
would take precious seconds they couldn’t afford. Where the hell were they supposed to run? Back into
the dark recesses of the skyscraper was certain death. What € se was around them? The park with the
dried fountain, some burned-out buildings without doors or windows. An gpartment complex, which
meant too many doors and windows. A tennis court, abank, aparking lot and alibrary.

The library had thick ssonewalls and dit windows much too small for the batsto crawl through.
Unfortunately, the door was out of sight around the corner. It might be locked, or missing entirdly. Either
of those would cost the men their lives.

J.B. waved to get Doc’ s attention and vehemently shook his head. The old man nodded in
understanding, then pointed northward up the street to the Hummer, and next to the library. J.B. placed
the ignition fuse between histeeth and pointed at the vehicle. After afew moments, Doc hesitantly
nodded his agreement and braced himslf for the concussion, holding ontothe LeMat asif it werea
good-luck charm.

Sliding the Uzi over ashoulder, J.B. removed the sticky eectrical tape from the gren and placed the tape



on hisshirt to get it out of the way. Holding the bomb tight in hisleft hand, he started to rotate and wiggle
thepin.

Shifting hisweapon away from the Hummer, Doc leveled the LeMat at a sniffing bat dangeroudy close
to the Armorer, then redized another was moving toward himsaf from upwind. Onceit passed Doc and
got downwind, they would be discovered, and that meant afight whose letha outcome was anybody’s
wild guess.

With adry mouth, J.B. released the spoon of the grenade. The curved handle sprang away with asnap,
and the bats swvarmed toward him until helightly tossed it a the main group of the muties. It landed with a
thump, and they reversed course to converge on the military explosive.

Tucking away his glasses, J.B. opened his mouth and covered both ears to cushion the effects of the
blast. Doc copied the position just asthe Army charge cut loose. The street erupted, sending out a
gtinging sandstorm and flaming chunks of flesh everywhere. The men went sprawling, but so did the bats.
Screaming so loud their walils keened into the ultrasonic, the surviving muties took flight and whedled
meadly around in the sky, congtantly colliding with one another, seemingly imperviousto any injury
incurred.

Standing, Doc fired the LeMat, blowing the head off abat and igniting the rag. He dropped the Mol otov
and took off a arun, with J.B. right beside him, the Uzi firing into the sky.

Then abat careened off another and plowed straight into the driver’ s seat of the Hummer, squedling in
protest. The mutie on the hood took up the cry and the rest flapped toward the Hummer, covering it with
their wings, clawing at the meta, ripping the seats and canvas doors apart. The five-ton wag rocked
under the assault, and one of thetireshissed loudly asit went flat. The bats screamed in triumph asif
making akill.

In midstride, the companions changed direction and headed for their only remaining hope.

“Head for atruck!” Doc shouted, turning to fire, then taking off once more. At hiswords, the bats went
terribly still and started sniffing the air again, cawing their hunting cry, searching for an echo. Both men
knew momentswere dl they had remaining.

“They might not run,” J.B. countered, bounding over alow stonewall. He stopped, spun, fired the Uzi
twice, then dropped the exhausted clip and reloaded.

Asthe men angled around the corner of the granite building, the muties were out of sight, but their cries
were coming strong and fast. The effects of the blast were wearing off the survivors.

Stopping near astack of crates, the men saw the line of trucks and knew why the villes sec men hadn’t
taken them away. The vehicles were wrecks, riddled with bullet holes and discolored in numerous spots
asif splashed with acid.

The men checked their weapons and surveyed the neighboring buildings. They were ramshackle
structures without doors or windows. Worse than useless. The double doorsto the library wereto their
|eft, the brass bound portas wide open and inviting. Theinterior of the building was pitch-black, and
numerous dried bloodstains marked the front step. Thiswas where the others had been dain.

“Got another grenade?’ Doc asked, frantically reloading.



“Nope. Molotovs?’
“Negative”
The hunting cries of the muties started to get louder.

“We aren't going to outrun them, and the Hummer is out of commission,” J.B. sated grimly, lighting the
tiny stub of hislast cigar. He drew in the dark, then exhded in satisfection. “Library isour best bet.”

“Onceingde, we aretrgpped,” Doc told him. “The sky isdready sarting to darken.”

Drawing aknife from hisboot and tucking it into his belt for easier access, J.B. growled, “ Same can be
sad for them.”

“A mousetrgp?’
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The sky rumbled ominoudly, as Doc studied the broken line of trucks. “Might work. If thereis ill fuel in
the tanks.”

“Only oneway to find out,” J.B. said, lowering hisvoice to awhisper asthefirst of the bats crawled
over the stonewall.

The muties|ooked ridiculous waddling on their chicken feet and tiny clawed hands, those impossibly
long elbows sticking high into the air. But their fera faces removed the clownish appearance. These were
man-egters on the prowl. Only six left, but that was more than enough.

Dropping the sheath of his sword, Doc tossed the ebony cane away. It clattered on the sdewalk, but the
muties made no move toward the noise. They were learning.

“Left door?” JB. asked, firing short, controlled bursts a the creatures. The bull mutie charged him,
rasing acloud of dust initswake.

“Right. | mean correct!”

Doc assumed afiring stance, the old LeMat boomed and the bat flipped over Sdeways, its muscular
body blown in two. The ones behind climbed over the dead, unstoppable in their rage to reach the men.

Congtantly firing, they stepped back closer to the library and parted, oneto either side of the outside
doorway. Now angling his aim above the oncoming muties, J.B. stitched the first Mack truck acrossthe
lot, punching holesin the stedl canister set under the step of the cab. Nothing happened.

Resetting the hammer on his wegpon, Doc triggered the shotgun and blew off abat’ swing. Thevictim
yowled, and the othersrecoiled from the buffeting of the discharge, but didn’t flee.

JB. directed their remaining LAW missile a the second cab. A firebal engulfed the vehicle. The gasoline
blast lifted the wag into the air, tires coming off and windshields shattering.

Thelr tdl earsflattened, the muties screamed at the explosion, fleeing from the painful concusson straight
toward the two friends.



Waiting until the very last moment, Doc and J.B. grabbed the ornate handles of the big library doors and
swung them farther apart, pinning themsel ves between the brass doors and the marble building. Trapped
in atriangle of shadow, the battered men couldn’t see what was happening. They heard crackling fire,
another explosion, the bats screaming and severd thumps againgt the doors they clutched tightly.

Doc waited for aslong as he could, then whistled sharply and frantically shoved. His heavy door moved
in smooth timing with JB.’ s, but just before closing, an inhuman arm thrust out of the narrowing gap and
shoved back, clawing for their faces. J.B. dashed at the limb, cutting off afinger, and something coughed

inreply.

Thrusting the pitted maw of hisblaster into the dim crack, Doc fired the LeMat. A piercing scream
answered the ploy, the bleeding arm was withdrawn and they closed the doorsin perfect harmony. But
they noticed aminor flaw.

“Dark night, we have no way to lock themin!” JB. said, hiscigar drooping as he brushed the smooth
brass plate around the sturdy handles.

“Then find something!” Doc shouted, shoving hisarm through the looped door handles. Almost ingtantly,
the brass shuddered from aviolent blow, and high-pitched keens came from inside the building. The door
shook again.

“And find onefast!” Doc grunted, digging his hedlsinto the loose sand, “because our captives are most
displeased with their new home and desire to leave posthaste!”

Across the parking lot, another fiery blast ripped gpart the overturned truck, sending pieces sky high.

JB. sprinted around the corner and returned with alength of chain from the winch of the Hummer.
Shoving the stout links through the handles, he and Doc carefully exchanged positions and tightened the
chain before wrapping the length through the handles as many times asit could. The screaming and
spitting wasincreasing insde the library, and the sounds of assorted destruction could be dimly heard
over the continuing explosions of the trucks.

“Success,” Doc panted, stepping away. The doors shook and rattled, the loose ends of the chains
dancing madly, but the library was sedled. No number of mutieswould force their way through that much
military ded.

Losing his hat, J.B. tried to speak and staggered to his knees. Doc grabbed the man to keep him from
toppling over and saw that he was badly flushed, his eyes dilated, his breathing labored. Thiswasa
chemicd resction!

Straightening J.B.’s clothes, Doc found a bleached spot on hisfriend’ s shirt, the fabric rotting away even
as he watched. Ripping off the garment and casting it away exposed a spreading purple splotch on the
Armorer’ sarm, the flesh inextricably turning adeadly necrotic black. Frantically rummaging through his
coat, Doc found a butane lighter and, playing thetiny flame over the blade of his pocketknife, he then
dashed the area open. A few drops of red blood rose to the surface, dlong with agreenish icher.

Squeezing the wound produced little more, so Doc began to suck theincision as hard as he could,
turning to spit when ahorrible sizzling filled his mouth and his tongue went numb. Great God in heaven,
did these things spit poison or acid?



Again and again, Doc repeated the procedure until only clean blood was coming from the cut, the
discoloration aready sgnificantly diminished. Laying the comatose man on the ground, Doc dropped
wesrily next to him, feding totally exhausted. Plus, there was aterrible aftertaste that didn’t seemto be
lessening. Oh, no.

He hawked and spit repeatedly, but the world was starting to get blurry for him, asif a dense ocean fog
were creeping over the landscape. Thefire in the trucks seemed distant, surredl, like amovie on abadly
tuned television, and the man duggishly redized he had accidentaly swalowed some of the poison.
Summoning hislast vestige of strength, Doc stuffed fumbling fingers down histhroat, trying to make
himself vomit. But the universe sarted to spin faster and faster until he dumped over unconscious.

Meanwhile, tiny hands squeezed out of the library windows, clawing at the granitewalls, trying to enlarge
the narrow ditsto get free.

Chapter Sixteen

The dirty daylight streaming through the barred window of the cell was beginning to fade, and Krysty
was il sruggling againgt the chains. The links were solid stedl, welded to amassivering set in thetiled
floor. The guards had been painfully thorough in searching her for weapons and lock picks, but oddly
none of them tried to assault her. Aside from the occasiond quick grope, she hadn’t been harmed in any
way. Yet.

The woman bitterly cursed the frightened child in the crowd. Krysty had felt sorry for the babe and
removed her hood to cover his eyes from the torture. But the instant her face was exposed, the crowd
started gasping and pointing. One man dashed off shouting for the guards, and an elderly couple tossed
their own clothing over Krysty to mask her head, but it was too late by then. Knowing she was trapped,
Krysty pushed into public view to try to draw attention away from Ryan. If he was free, there was hope
of hisrescuing her and their finding the med kit for Dean. Hopefully, the boy was il dive.

Asthetainted light from the cloudy sky faded, she was thankful for the odd bluish illumination that came
from the lanterns on the table. It smelled like moonshine, amost pure acohol. The cell was a bare room
of cinder-block walls. The paint was peding off in strips from moisture, and there was a definite stink of
mildew.

A former storage room, it was oddly on the third floor. Dungeons were usudly in the basement. The only
furniture was atable with leather straps, the wood darkly stained, a padded bench with strapsfor the
obvious function of forced sex and asmall wooden stool with aholein the center and abucket
undernegth. The furnishings were crude and smple, but the door was of rusty meta hung in ametd frame
with four hinges. A formidable barrier.

Asif waiting for her to make this gppraisa, the door swung open and in strode atall, muscular man
flanked by two sec men holding bolt-action blasters. The tall man was painfully handsome, hisfeatures
finely chisdled. His ornate uniform was potlessy clean, and twin blastersrode at his hips, the handles
turned inward for across draw.

“Leaveus,” the man ordered with agesture.

The sec men snapped their riflesto their chestsin a salute and departed, closing the door behind them.

Krysty saw dl this peripherally, as she could only stare at the tall man’s hair. She had noticed it seemed
to be moving alot more than anybody else’ s on the outside platform, but now she could see the truth. His



hair was the samefiery color as her own, exactly the same color. Slightly more than shoulder length, it
congtantly moved and flowed asif stirred by secret winds, even now in alocked room with no
ventilation. Her own hair coiled tightly to her head in response, and cold flooded her ssomach as Krysty
realized he could be kin. A distant cousin perhaps. Or even her unknown father. Krysty could actually
fed him standing close, the same way she used to be able to sense her mother in another room.

“Yes” theman said, asif reading her thoughts.

“And do you know how long | have been searching for you?’

“For me?’ she asked increduloudly.

“Y ou specifically? No, dthough if | had known you existed, | would have traveled the Deathlands to find
kin. | wasreferring to how long | have been searching every redhead | could find to locate another one of
LS”

His sharp emphasis of the last word wasn't lost on Krysty. And deep inside, the woman was forced to
admit she would have done the same. In aworld of norms, where dl muties were looked upon as afilthy
evil, to find blood kin was her degpest wish.

“But I’'m being rude, my dear,” he said with adight bow. “ Please dlow meto introduce mysdf. | am
Baron Gunther Strichland, master of Alphaville”

Krysty said nothing in return.
“Andyou are...?” he prompted with abeguiling smile.
“Nobody of importance,” she muttered, testing the chains.

In blinding speed, Strichland drew a blaster and fired. Krysty flinched as the round burned past her face
and embedded in the cinder-block wall.

“What wasthat again, please?’ the baron said with asmile, twirling the blaster by the trigger guard.

He was insane. Good, that gave her an edge. “Krysty Wroth.”
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She shrugged. “ The Deathlands. Nowhere. Everywhere.”

“Ah, awanderer.” Gunther lifted aleg and rested it on the corner of the table. He appeared to have
something wrong with hisleft leg. “And now you have come hometo me. | was starting to think | wasthe
only one of my kind, doomed, to breed with the norms, casting my superior genes into the stagnant pool
of their monkey blood.”

“We'redl thesame,” Krysty said, trying to keep acam expression.

The baron laughed. “ Are we? Do they hedl like us? Have the same control of their muscles aswe? Can

they sense thingsin other places? Oncoming danger? Have you ever seen one of them getting ahaircut?’
Rising, he spit the words like a curse, his hatred contorting his handsome features.



In spite of hersdlf, Krysty flinched a the memory of the companions giving each other atrim. It had been
horrible. The dightest tug on her hair was painful, combing was agony and cutting was worse than getting
shot. Her hair was as dive as her fingers and toes, not just dead protein filaments.

“Yes,” Gunther said softly, standing very close. “I can see you have, and the sght affected you the same
asitdidme”

Krysty didn't reply, estimating the range of her chains and the distance to the stool. Any weapons were
preferable to none.

“Canyou lift thingswith your hair?’ the baron asked unexpectedly. “My mother could, and | could asa
child, but that has|eft mewith age.”

Her hair went gtill as Krysty stared at the man. He seemed in the prime of hedth, certainly no more than
thirty years.

“I’'m sixty-three,” he said. “Our kind age very gracefully. Or, at least, | do.”

The mystery of her own parentage suddenly welled within her as an unstoppabl e force. “Who was your
father?’ she asked desperately.

Snarling furiously, Gunther dapped her acrossthe face. Krysty siwung her heed to avoid the blow but
not fast enough, hisjeweled ringsraking her cheek like knives.

“That question won't be asked again. Do you understand mel” he screamed, drawing a golden dagger
from his belt and waving the blade about. “Y our Sght isn’t needed to give birth to ason. Nor your hair!”

With hisfree hand, Gunther dapped her again, then dammed hisfist into her ssomach. Caught by
surprise, Krysty doubled over, gasping for breath. “Do you understand?’ he asked, hisvoice silky soft as
he stroked her crimson hair with theflat of the blade.

Shivering from the touch, Krysty did understand and tried her best to cower, to appear helplessand
whipped. Thiswas athreat that nobody else had ever made.

Encouraged by the sllence, the man fondled her for awhile with hisfree hand. Her skin crawled from the
touch, but she gave alittle gasp of pleasure, her sght riveted to the handles of his blasters only inches
away from her chained hands. Just alittle closer, fodl...

“Yes, ohyes” shemurmured. But as Krysty raised her smiling face to the madman, her true fedings
were betrayed by her hair, which fanned out in awild coronaof unbridied hatred.

With asnarl, Gunther stepped back quickly. “So, | see you are indeed kin and will never submit
willingly. No matter. A baroness would be desirable, but not necessary. | was even willing to use the new
med kit to ease the pain of childbirth. But so beit, bitch. Guards!” the man shouted abruptly.

The door dammed open and sec men rushed into the room, wespons at the ready.

“Yes, Baron?’ A bearded private saluted.

Strichland rested aleg on the table again. “Kill dl of the other prisoners. | have no need for them
anymore.”



“At once, your liege”

Then he rapped the wood with hisknuckles. “ And replace thistable with a birthing bed. I'll mount this
bitch until she becomes pregnant, and then she' Il give birth till strapped to the bed, and die some day
when she can no longer give birth.”

He turned to face the woman. “Y our cooperation isn't necessary or desired. Fight me, scream and rage.
[t will fud my son, make him strong! A true heir to rule my ville after me!”

Thefirst guard seemed puzzled. “But, Baron, | thought that L eonard-*

“Will be regent until my sonisof age, then he'll step down willingly.” The lies came so easily to him, they
amost seemed the truth. Leonard’ s death had been sedled the moment Gunther found this woman. “I
have dready taken stepsto ensure that no one ever rulesthis ville without my blood in their veins.”

The baron gestured. “ Get the bed. | wish to start immediately on my dynasty.”

Krysty strained againgt the chains, and for amoment debated calling on Gaiafor strength and bresking
freeto kill these men before exhaustion claimed her. But for al she knew, he could be amatch for her.

Conflicting emotions raged within the woman, and she hesitantly eased her stance. The proper chance
would come some other time.

Misreading the acceptance as surrender, Gunther smiled lustfully. “Obey my whims and life can be very
good. How good, you have no idea.”

“Mercy!” she cried, throwing hersdf againgt the chains and rubbing againgt the man, her manacled hands
clawing at hisclothing. “Mercy, pleasa!”

With asnarl, he punched the prisoner in the chest and backed away, grabbing for his blasters. The
ivory-handled pistolswere il in their oiled holsters, but one was angled halfway ot.

Krysty blinked innocently and smiled swestly like avirgin on her wedding day.

“Y ou are dangerous,” the baron snarled through clenched teeth. “Iron, pure iron. A most worthy mate.”
“Guards! Bring in the bed for her to see. But come no closer than this stool.”

“Yes, Baron.”

“And nofood,” the redheaded man added thoughtfully. “ After afew days, shewill be too weak to try
E::zjhe Ln cksagain, and therewill be no trouble binding her to the birthing frame. Will there, my sweet

Pivoting on ahed, Krysty kicked at the man’ sthroat, the chains stopping the silvered toe of her Western
boot afraction of aninch from the vulnerable flesh.

Strichland laughed as she dumped to the cinder-block wall, gathering the chains around her for
protection.



“I'll returnin aweek, my dear bride,” he said, sneering, and turned to leave, the sec men smartly holding
the door open for him.

Craning her neck to see, Krysty got only abrief glimpse of the corridor outside. More cinder-block
walls and lots more guards. Hopefully, they were only an escort for the baron and not a permanent detall
to guard the prisoners.

Strichland turned to speak, when the window shattered and the man’ s shoulder exploded blood as he
spun wildly, dropping to the floor.

The sec men had only a split second to register the fact, when ablack dot appeared on the forehead of
the private with abeard and he toppled over, exhaing deeply. The second man dived for the door, but
spewed ageyser of red as histhroat was removed. He landed sprawling, twitched once and went till.

Stretching out her boot, Krysty snagged the baron’s cloak and carefully dragged the body closer.
Kicking him over, she grabbed ablaster, then searched his clothing. A ring of keyswasfound in his
pants, and in seconds she was free.

First checking the corridor, she then closed the door and went to the window. A tiny figure waved on
top of the building across the market square, then pointed to the north. Knowing Ryan could see her
clearly through the scope of his Steyr rifle, she mouthed, “Med kit here.”

The figure nodded and moved into the shadows once more.

Grabbing the baron by hisfrilly collar, Krysty hauled him to hisfeet and dgpped him twice before he
responded with amoan.

“Whereisthe med kit?’ she demanded, pressing the barrdl of the blaster into the ghastly wound.

The baron writhed in pain, and she eased the pressure,

“Don't dieyet, cousin. Where sthe med kit?" she repested, clicking back the hammer.

“My...office” he gasped. “Down...hdl...”

“Let’'sgo,” shesad, throwing him toward the door.

In the halway, some sec men were walking their way, so Krysty ducked behind the baron and shot
them both dead. A third stepped into view from around the corner, blaster in hand, when the halway
window shattered and the man crashed against the wall, then sagged to the floor in abloody heap.

“Any morearound?’ Krysty demanded harshly.

“That'sall...” he gasped, reaching for hiswound. “1 wanted...privacy with you...”

“Now you got it,” she stated, dgpping his hand away with the blaster while tightening her grip onthe
collar. Get him in submission and confused. He was a danger like none ever faced, and her only hope

wasintimidation through pain.

Jerking the baron about, she dammed him against the wall, then forced the bleeding man down the
hallway until reaching an ordinary-looking door.



“Here...” he wheezed, hisface deathly pale.

Twigting the blaster into his Sde, Krysty made the man open the door himself, then shoved him through
in case there was a reception committee of sec men.

The office was empty.

Kicking the door shut, Krysty dammed the pistol againgt his temple, and the baron crumpled to the
floor. Quickly searching the office, she found the med kit on aglass shelf of amirrored wal. The rest of
the shelves werefilled with assorted weapons, including her own .38 revolver. She checked the load and
tucked the dead sec man’ s blagter into her belt as aspare. The weight on her hip was reassuring. A
teakwood box wasfilled with gridy trophies, and shetossed it asde. But from the rest of the armory,
Krysty took aboxy MAC-11 submachine gun with an acoustica sound suppressor, and adeek 9 mm
Skorpion rapid-fire blaster. She had no preference among the weapons. These were smply the blasters
with the most ammo clips stacked dongside. Krysty checked the clip on the Ingram MAC-11 and
worked the bolt, when a dark shape roseinto view reflected in the mirror.

Spinning, shefired the MAC-11 as the baron charged past her, crashing into the glass shelves.
Incredibly, the man rose again, brandishing adiver of glass asadagger. He lunged again, and Krysty
gtitched him from crotch to crown, emptying the entire clip. The force of the bullets drove him back, but
the baron thrust for her one last time before dumping to the floor pumping out hislife onto the white
carpets. Taking no chances, Krysty reloaded and fired again until there wasn't enough Ieft of his head to
identify the corpse as human.

Cries and bootsteps sounded from the corridor. Krysty waited behind the desk, and as the door swung
adde, sheriddled the sec men coming through, driving them back against thewall, their bodiesjerking
like mad puppets under the Stuttering fusillade of rounds.

They dropped, and she chanced a peek outside. Clear. Heading for the stairs, Krysty shot another man
coming out of the torture room, but he was aready bleeding fredly from the ruin of hisface. More
evidence of Ryan' s sharpshooting.

Stopping at the window, she mouthed the news the baron was dead. A match flared for a second,
showing Ryan'sface. He pointed down and closed his hand into afigt, then raised one, two, three
fingers. Asthe match died, Krysty nodded in understanding and headed for the ground floor.

On the second floor, she found afew more bodies sprawled before an open window, the curtainsfull of
holes. Then adoor opened wide, and out came abusty maid with an armload of clean bedsheets. The
woman inhaed sharply, preparing for ascream, and Krysty buried a boot in the woman’s gut. The maid
dropped her load of linen, gasping for breath.

The redhead moved in close and administered a swift blow to the back of the head with the butt of the
Ingram. With a soft moan, the maid dropped. Quickly checking her pulse to make sure the servant was
alive, Krysty moved on. The maid would have a headache when she awakened, but unlike the baron, she
would survive.

Tiptoeing down the staircase, Krysty paused asthe brick wal of thefirst floor cameinto view. And so
did acadre of sec men, playing cards and smoking pipes behind a sandbag wall, amuzzle-loading
cannon pointed at the front door. She had spotted them as the guards who had dragged her into the
building only afew hours earlier. They were big and hard looking, but relaxed, obviousdy depending upon



the security of the externd guards way too much.

Staying hidden in the shadows just beyond the bluish light of their acohol lanterns, Krysty checked over
her borrowed weapons. The clip for the MAC-11 was down to two rounds, but the Skorpion wasfull.
Exchanging 9 mm Parabellum rounds from one weapon’ s clip to the other, Krysty finished just intimeto
hear aseries of muffled grunts and clatters from the other side of the front door.

“Hey, Lieutenant, what the heck wasthat?’ said aguard, placing aside his cards and going to the door.
The officer good and reached for hisrifle. “Let’ s go see. Hannon, you' re on-*

Stepping into the harsh light, Krysty mowed the men down where they stood with the silenced
MAC-11, the hissng stream of 9 mm rounds sounding no louder than atire gently going flat.

Stepping over the tumbled corpses, Krysty opened the door and there was Ryan, SIG-Sauer in hand.
The market square was well illuminated with aring of torches, and she could see the exterior guards
sprawled on the ground, weapons and bodies jumbled on top of one another, in the terrible throes of
unexpected death.

“Clear?’ Ryan whispered.

“Clear,” she said, stepping through and closing the door quietly. “I have the med kit.”
He touched the bloody cheek. “Y ou okay?’

“Nothing abath won't cure.”

“Good. Let'sgo.”

Chapter Seventeen

Carrying aplastic tray of covered dishes, Leonard walked up the stairs to the third floor. The baron
hadn’t asked for hisdinner yet, so the youth was bringing it to him. And secreted in his pocket was a
piece of stae bread for the femae prisoner. It wasn't much, since the kitchen kept aclosetally on the
stocks, even for the nobility. Every scrap meant another day. But nobody should be allowed to starve.

When Leonard reached the third floor, the tray dropped from his hands, crashing onto the floor when he
saw the bodies scattered along the halway. The coppery stink of fresh blood filled the air, and red fluid
was splashed everywhere, brightly dotted with the shiny spent brass of an autofire blaster.

Feeling stunned, he moved toward the baron’ s private office. At the detention room, the door was gar
and he glanced insde. The chains were empty, the prisoner gone, two additiona dead sec men sprawled
onthefloor.

Leonard could only hear the pounding of his heart as he headed into the office. More blood and shells.
The mirrored display shelves were smashed to pieces, and there amid the shining wreckage was the
crumpled body of the baron. Kneeling on the glass shards, uncaring of the cuts received, Leonard
tenderly turned over the body, hoping for amiracle.



The entire universe shrank to just the ruined face of the man who had saved him from the stickiesin the
desart asasmadl child, raised him, taught him to write, to sing, to read, bandaged hisleg when he broke it
inafal, indoctrinated him asawarrior, the sovereign leader of their ville.

“Father,” Leonard cried, hugging the bloody corpseto hischest. “I'll get her, Father. | swear. If it takes
my wholelife, I'll kill that bitch for you...”

THE GURGLING of the nearby river was alow background noise to the sec men walking aong the top
of the Alphavillewall.

“Damnflies,” one of the men grumbled, waving ahand about. Something had buzzed past him, and he
could only assume it was one of the fat black bugsthat bred in the river. Horrid things, the bites stung
worse than the rain and took weeksto heal.

There was another buzz, and aman severd yards away made ajuicy noise, faling to the ground and
dropping hisblaster.

“Billy?'You okay?’ he asked, coming closer, working the bolt on hisrifle. Something strange was going
on here. Then the buzzing sound came again and he stopped caring.

A FEW MINUTES LATER, the dtill of the night was violently shattered as a bright flash washed over
theville, followed by aroll of thunder.

“What the hell wasthat?’ agrizzled sergeant demanded, walking out of aguard shack holding a cup of
steaming soup. The man Started to take asip, but the cup dropped from nervel essfingers as he watched
acolumn of flame dtretch into the sky, aong with assorted bits of machinery, the blast echoed by the
crackling crash of athousand windows shattering.

“Holy shit, the brewery blew,” aprivate gasped, coming out of the barracks and diding on suspenders.
“Damn fools got drunk again,” another man drawled, chewing on apipe. “ Quality control, my ass.”
“That blast must have taken out every greenhouse for blocks.”

“What?" ayoung private said, suddenly wide awake. “But without them, we starvel”

Sergeant Zandersturned. “No shit, genius. Corpora Linderholm!”

“Sir!” the sec man barked, coming to attention in his underwear.

“Beg, borrow, sted blankets, then get your squad over there to cover those bastard plants before the
night chill acesthe whole fucking crop!”

“Onit!” The man dashed off.
“MacPhillips, gather civvies and start lighting torches around the greenhouses to keep the areawarm.”
“Will that help?’ the man asked, diding on aboot while standing on one foot.

“Am| afarmer? Getl”



Not bothering to saute, the sec men rushed to the task, knowing their lives depended upon moving fast.

Window shutters were opening in every building, throwing shafts of light onto the streets. People
stumbled out asking one another endless questions and gawking at the running sec men.

An officer sauntered from the tavern on the corner. “What' s the commotion, Zanders?” Removing a
small box from hisvest, hetook adainty sniff of the pink powder inside, closed the box and returned it to
his pocket, instantly more dert. “Muties? A jail bresk?’

“Stuff it, yajunkie!” the sergeant snapped hatefully. “Go wake the glazers and get their furnace going.
We dtart repairs, right fucking now!”

The officer stared at the noncom coldly. “I’m in charge here, Sergeant,” he said sourly.
“Great. What are your orders, Sr?’
A minute passed as the lieutenant buttoned his jacket closed. “ Carry on. I'll dert the glazers.”

“Fucking officers,” Zanders muttered, tapping the revolver at hisbelt. Then hisexpresson melted asa
rain of flaming debris plummeted from the sky acrossthe ville, crashing onto stores, tents and rooftops.

“Sound thefireadarm!” the sergeant shouted to a group of gawking sec men. “Now, yafools!”

Soon ametallic clanging sounded and people charged into the streets, carrying buckets of sand and
brooms. Some best at the small scattered fires on the Street, while others started forming a bucket
brigade to smother alarge chunk of blazing debris dangeroudy close to the gaudy house. Insde, the
naked women were screaming and throwing things out the windows.

“Sentries, any Sgn of rooftop fires!” Zandersyelled at thewal. There was no reply to the summons.
“Captain of the guard, report!”

The searchlights moved back and forth aong the palisade, and the guards should have been easy to spot
inthe glare, but he didn’t see asoul. Ashe marched closer, his suspicions grew until he spotted a bloody
arm dangling over the side of thewall, dripping red onto the streets below. Shit, poor bastards had to

have been hit with shrgpnel from the blast. Then the sec man drew his blaster. Or maybe Alphaville was
under attack. Thiswhole thing would make one hdll of agreat diversion.

“You three” the sergeant barked, pointing with hisblaster. “ Get the fuck up there and see what' sthe
trouble”

Hesitantly, the men obeyed, climbing the ladders welded to the side of the cars and leading to the
wooden walkway on top of thewall.

“Wd|?" Zanders shouted. “ Any signs of muties?’
“No, gr,” aprivate caled down. “Just dead men without faces.”
“All of them?’

“Ya s'r.!n



How odd, muties usudly attacked from behind.
“Hey, Sarge! Here's Leonard!” a sec man cried out.

The sergeant knew that Leonard had recently reconditioned abig batch of predark fire extinguishersand
had to be hauling them over for the troops to use. Good man. The kid was worth ten of the father.

But the squat APC rolled straight down the street past the burning wooden skeleton of the brewery, then
turned right and charged directly toward the tunndl, traveling much too fast to ever sop intime.

The sergeant couldn’t believe hiseyes. That idiot lieutenant had been correct. “Jail bresk!” Zanders
bellowed, leveling his blaster and cutting loose, the rounds ricocheting off the armor plating of the military
half track asif he were throwing stones. Severd of the other sec men followed his example, but the
.75-caliber lead minibals of their muzzle-loaders did even less damage.

With everybody else out fighting fires, the lone sec man in the machine-gun nest swiveled the repaired
blaster on its stanchion and started firing in controlled bursts as he expertly tracked the approaching war
wag. The haf-inch-wide bullets punched aline of holesthrough the chassis of the armored personnel
carier.

Then the machine gun mounted on top of the APC chattered nonstop asit raked the nest, sandbags
spitting dust, sparks flying off the ground and car bodies of thewall. A lantern burst, and the lone sec
man cried out and dropped. Unencumbered, the vehicle vanished into the tunnel, spewing oil from a
punctured housing.

“WE MADEIT,” Krysty said, shifting the med kit on her back, struggling with the bolt of the machine
gun to free ajammed round. The baron didn’t take good care of hisweapons.

“Any damage?’ Ryan asked, shifting the steering levers.
“We got aline of holes dong the aft end of the half track. Nothing much.”

The road ahead was poorly lit by the predark headlights, and Ryan cursed as he worked the gears. He
was unfamiliar with thismachine. “ Get ready to jump. We should be in the middle of the tunnel soon.”

Krysty glanced at their cargo. The wag was stacked with al of the ammo and fuel they were ableto load
from the garage in the few minutesthey had after killing the driver. “Think it's enough to collapse the
tunnd?’

The APC took a pothole with only the smallest jounce. “Damn well hope so. With this closed, they have
no way to chase us.”

“No sign of anybody yet,” she announced, checking through the aft ob dit. “Must be too busy fighting
thefires. Nope. Here they come.”

“Buy ussometime,” Ryan snagpped, killing the headlights. He had aready smashed the taillights of the
wag before leaving so it would be difficult for snipersto triangulate on the wag. Unfortunately, feeble as
they were, the headlights outshone the aft bulbs and silhouetted the APC in stark relief, making it anear
perfect target. Driving by the yelow parking lights was tough, but the vehicle took the potholes with ease.

A smdl wag of somekind roared into the tunnel, and its driver foolishly clicked on its headlights. Bracing



hersdlf againg the moving vehicle, Krysty pointed directly between them and fired, moving the stream of
bullets dightly upward, the phosphorescent tracers creeting a dotted line dong the tunnel. The wag
veered wildly and dammed into thewall, whooshing into flames.

“Got one,” she dated, savagely clearing another jam. “But more coming.”
Ryan didn’t reply, concentrating on hisdriving.

Krysty swept the tunnel with the machine gun until down to her last linked belt. However, the next
vehicle didn't repeat the mistakes of the previous one, but drove through the blackness, visible only by
the fiery flowers of the muzzle-flashes from the blasters of the sec men. The steady ricochets off the back
armor of the APC spoke highly of their accuracy, and the lack of a blaster powerful enough to punch
through the 12 mm dloy plating.

Climbing from the top gunner’ s seet, Krysty joined Ryan in the front of the wag.

“Ammo?’ he asked, pumping the brakes for atest. Good thing they were going EV A soon. The engine
temperature was climbing like arocket. The wag had been damaged back in the ville. Cooling system, ail
system, something like that. And at the rate the engine was warming, it would never reach the other end
of thetunnd. But that wasn't the plan.

“Onebdt left,” she answered. “Can't use that if we want to get out of thisdive.”
By the dim glow of the dashboard, Krysty disassembled a grenade. Hers had been taken by the guards,
but Ryan ill had hisfrom the armory in the redoubt. Now it was the key to their escape. Extracting the

plastic explosive from insde, she cradled it in both hands and climbed back to the gunner’ s seet atop the
war wag.

“Hold on!” Ryan cried, yanking the steering levers hard in opposite directions. Tires squedling, the aft
treads dug into the macadam and the APC was brought to a shuddering halt across the middle two lanes
of the roadway.

Reaching under the dashboard, he pulled out handfuls of wires. “Engineisdead,” he stated.

“Blagter iss&t,” Krysty added, climbing down and swinging past the chairsto reach the door.

They hit the ground running and took off into the darkness. Pausing for amoment, Ryan fired his sllenced
pistol at the vehicles asthey braked at the APC.

Some scattered rounds came their way, and Krysty fired the MAC-11 back at them afew times.
“Wonder how long it’ s going to take them to think of using the APC’ s machine gun on us-*

A firebd| erupted atop the wag, closdly followed by an even louder detonation, the concussion knocking
the companions off their feet. Burning men dashed about shrieking as an inferno grew in the tunnd, the
black lump of the shattered APC a hulking shambles amid the crackling flames.

“JB. wasright,” shesaid grimly. “A little plas-ex in the blaster barrel and they blow themsdalvesto hell.”

Another explosion shook the tunnel, and the entire passageway shuddered, alow creaking moan
sounding from thewalls. Tilesrained off the ceiling, and chunks of concrete were starting to come loose.



“Seemsto have worked too well,” Ryan commented, taking her arm and starting to back away.
“Fireblast! If the containment deeve cracks, the river will flood in and we' re dead, too.”

The pair orinted down the tunnel, trying not to imagine the millions of tons of polluted water pressng
againg the weakened tunnd wallsand struggling to get in.

IN THE PREDARK RUINS, apickup truck rattled to anoisy hdt in the parking lot of thelibrary, and
five sec men disembarked. The dcohal lanterns hanging from the grille of the wag showed the ground
was churned with explosions, spent brass everywhere. A line of smoldering trucks edged the parking lot,
and two corpseslay sporawled on the sandy asphdt, an old white-haired man, and a short guy without a
shirt. Neither man was armed.

“Wel, well,” Benson said, stepping from the pickup. “Look what we have here. Charles, Hawk, recce
the area, seeif there are any more folks about. Fred, check the trucks.”

It took only afew minutesto check the perimeter of the parking lot before the men returned, giving the
dl-cleer sgnd.

“Great! Let's check for loot, boys.” Benson beamed happily.
“But what about the muties?’ anervous private asked. “ Shouldn’t we be inside?”’

“Not going back to the ville before we find Harold,” the sergeant admonished. “Besides, between the
searchlights and our lanterns, no mutie is coming anywhere near this spot.”

That sounded acceptable, and the men spread out, hunting for anything usable.

“Hey, Sarge!” the private cdled out from near the smoking chassis of adestroyed Mack truck. “ Some
of thisgtuff isn't burned much.”

“Anything good?’ the sergeant asked, walking closer, his boots crunching on the packed sand. With the
lanterns behind him, hislegs cast long shadows across the parking lot.

“Don’'t know. What'san MRE?’ The sec man tried to open the foil pack and started to turn red from
the effort. There were directions clearly printed on the package, but the squiggles were meaninglessto
the man.

Keeping a careful watch on the sky, the two sec men proceeded to the library while the driver kicked
over the white-haired corpsein aweird coat. The man's shirt was covered with so much blood it was
impossibleto tell if it was his or came from the other fellow. “These must be the last of thosejolt dedlers
themuties aced,” the driver theorized. “ They came out of hiding to reclaim their stuff and kilt each other.”

“Good.” A toothless sec man laughed happily, rattling the library doors. There was no sound from
ingde. “Morefor us”

Thefail finaly ripped apart, spilling out an assortment of smaller packs and pouches. “Hey!” the man
cried in ddight. “These are food packs!”

“Héll, no wonder they fought,” the driver commented. “Let’s see what else they got on them.”

Fred rubbed his chin. “Mebbe alittlejolt?’



“Could be.” Thedriver grinned, bending over the old man when there was a sharp metallic click. The
driver recoiled just before his chest exploded, and he flew backward to dam into the pickup with ahole
the sze of adinner platein historso.

“Sumbitch!” Benson cursed, clawing for hisblagter.

But the other corpserolled over, firing a squat machine gun from a prone position. The sec men near the
library died on the spot. The sergeant drew his pistol and got off awild shot before the LeMat removed
hishead in agridy spray of bones, brains and blood.

The last sec man jumped over the low stonewall and took off for hislife. Stumbling after him, JB. and
Doc both fired their blagters, but the nimble man disgppeared into the ruins.

“Bedamned, we are shaky,” Doc rumbled, clumsily reloading hisblaster.

“Just be glad we' re dtill dive,” JB. panted, leaning againgt the library wall. He was exhausted from the
minor exertion. “When | saw those stupes going for thelibrary, | dmost shot them right there.”

“They were not agood pattern yet.”

“I know. That’swhy | waited.”

Finished reloading, Doc holstered his piece and took alantern from the pickup. Hurrying over to the
library, helifted it to awindow. Ingtantly, there was arustling of bodies and the snapping of wings. He
ducked quickly and ajuicy gob flew acrossthelot.

“Our guests seem most perturbed by imprisonment,” Doc stated, closing his eyes until awave of
dizziness passed. “ Perhaps we should amend the terms of their captivity.”

“Too dangerousto shoot them through the windows,” JB. said claiming hisrumpled hat from whereiit
had dropped. He winced from the pain in his pulsating arm as he best the dust off the fedora, then reset
the crown and brim. “That bat venom is bad news, and they spit way too accurately for my taste.”

“And mine, Sir.” Moving about, Doc found his sword and ebony cane. “ Think thereisenough fue in
the-wdll, let’ s be polite and cdl it avehicle-to burn them to death?’

Forcing himself to keep standing, J.B. donned the hat, then tilted it an inch to the proper angle. Dressed
again, the man fet morelike hisold sdf. “No way, even if the tank wasfull.”

“How inconvenient,” Doc commented, glancing at the Skyscraper rising about the ruins. The upper levels
werelogt in the distance of the nighttime sky. “And | can only postulate that we did indeed capture them
all, or e'se we would be long dead and eaten while we were unconscious.”

“Screw them. Let’ sblow,” JB. sad, shivering dightly. “It’s colder than abaron’ switch out here, and
I'mdarving.”

Doc did off hisfrock coat and it was gratefully accepted. “1 shall fix theflat tire on the Hummer while
you shop among the trucks for undamaged M RE packs. It will be warmer than the exposed street.”

“Okay, by me,” JB. chattered, buttoning the garment shut. Lying on the sand, he had been warmed by



the stored heat from the day. Standing, the desert windstook it away, chilling him to the bone. Hadn't
been this cold since the Zarks. “ Just hurry, okay?’

“| shall endeavor to do so, sir,” Doc replied. As he rounded the corner, he leaned heavily on his cane,
the lantern held high to light the way.

Watching where he stepped, J.B. poked though the glowing rubble, gathering items and stuffing them
into the voluminous pockets of the coat. Actudly, Doc had been correct; it was alot warmer here amid
the twisted metd, and the Armorer felt better with each passing minute. Whatever the toxin was the bats
made, it clearly was't letha. Maybe just knocked a victim out so the muties could feed at their leisure.
Gridy thought.

Severd minuteslater, Doc drove the Hummer dongside the ruined trucks, and J.B. ssumbled insde, the
frock coat bulging.

“Ah, thanks.” He sighed, rubbing his hands before the vent. The military heater wasturned on full force,
sending out waves of hdlishly hot air. “ Fedswonderful.”

“My own pleasure,” Doc said, starting to drive, both hands streaked with grease, aknuckle bleeding
dightly. “If I owned abrass monkey, it would now be singing soprano.”

JB. laughed. “Good one.”
“Find anything?’

Fedling the numbness leave his cheeks, J.B. patted the bulging coat. “ A few souvenirs, and enough food
to keep us going for aweek.”

“Excdllent. Now our top priority isto get ingde and get you outside something hot.”

“Sounds good.” With fumbling fingers, the Armorer snapped the window shut just asthere camethe
faint sound of blagterfire.

Immediately, Doc killed the lights and dowed the Hummer. “That was close by. Could it be our escaped
secman?’

“Wrong caliber. He had a .38, those were smoothbore muzzle-loaders.”

“Perhaps additiond people being herded into the tunnel by wolves,” Doc suggested, asif not believing
the notion himsalf. He sucked on the cracked knuckle and flexed his hand.

“Or Krysty and Ryan leaving in ahurry,” J.B. countered. “We better go check, justin case”

The noises came again. A machine gun chattered, the dull thud of agren, and one of the searchlight
beams disappeared.

“That’sthem,” JB. said, hauling the Uz into view. “ Go!”

Shifting gears, Doc stomped on the gas, and the Hummer peeled away from the curb, leaving billowing
dust cloudsin itswake.



Chapter Eighteen

A hand reached around the sagging door frame of the wooden barrier closing off the front of the tunnel
and blindly fired a blagter three times. The shots zinged off thetiled ceiling and into the distance.

“Now,” Ryan snapped, kneeling behind some garbage and carefully aiming the Steyr SSG-70.

Krysty cried out in pain and fell to the tunne floor. After afew moments, a sec man peeked around the
door and Ryan blew away achunk of histemple. The body collapsed onto the sandy ground, his rusty
blaster ralling out of sight. Unseen hands dragged the corpse out of the doorway. Once again, al that
could be seen through the sagging door in the barrier was awaist-high sandbag wall and the ruins

beyond.

“That’ stwo down,” the woman said, getting back up. “How many were there to start, four or SxX?’

“Don’'t recall,” Ryan growled, firing at the left Sde of the barrier. The 7.62 mm round dammed into the
wood, but didn’t penetrate.

“Hreblast,” he cursed. “ Damn thing is made out of different kinds of planks. Sometimes| get through-
most often | don't.”

Glancing over ashoulder, Krysty noted the tiny specks of lantern light were alot closer. She sprayed a
few burgts at them, but got no answering cry of pain. Damn sec men had to have the lanterns hanging
from the ends of sticks or something. No way she could target the guards.

“Range?’ Ryan asked, the Steyr held loosely in hisgrip, his sngle eye wide for any indication of the
guards.

“Too damn close,” shereplied, trying the MAC-11. The hissing autofire hosed afull clip down the tunne
with no results.

High up on the frame, a shiny square edged past the door, and Ryan shattered the mirror, afinger
dropping to the ground. A stream of curses sounded and again severa revolvers popped into view, firing
wildly.

Ryan shot ablaster out of its owner’ s grip, the weapon spinning away over the sandbags. Then Krysty
gave aspray from the noisy Skorpion. Lacking asuppressor, its bullets hit harder, blowing chunks of
wood from the frame, leaving clusters of splinters sticking out.

Shifting the med kit on her back, Krysty mentally wished she hadn’t thrown away the dead gren. It
would have bought them seconds of shock when they were forced to rush the doorway. Caught between
an unknown number of armed sec men behind, and only afew ahead of them, afronta chargewasthe
logical way out. At least the ville guards were on foot. None of their wags had gotten past the burning
APC. Yet.

Easing afresh clip into the Steyr, Ryan fired randomly at the barrier, but only two holes showed daylight
and nobody shouted in pain.

Just then, shots boomed from down the tunndl, and aminiball impacted on the ground between them.

“Shit, they can see our silhouettes,” Krysty spit, crouching lower and firing back. Thistime, she got a hit,



but it was only asinglevoice.

“And they have our range. Thisisit. We got to chance acharge,” Ryan said, rising and drawing his
SIG-Sauer. “You ready?’

Standing, Krysty worked the bolts on both of her wegpons. “ Seeyou in hell, lover.”

For a precious second, the man and woman exchanged private glances, then started to creep forward,
but froze motionless when along sharp whistle sounded from outside, closdly followed by two more.

Separating to the opposite sdes of the tunnel, Krysty crossed her arms at the wrists and aimed her
blastersin both directions as Ryan chanced an answering whistle. A guttura voice on the other side of the
barrier asked a question to somebody in the negative just as the wooden dats furioudy shook from a
barrage of machine-gun fire and the telltale discharge of the predark LeMat. Men screamed,

handblasters discharging from their deeth convulsons. Bodiesfell into view. The Uzi chattered once
more, followed by another thundering round from the LeMat, then silence.

Whigtling again, Ryan got an answer. Exiting the tunnel, the companions relaxed anotch as J.B. and Doc
walked from theidling Hummer parked near a curb. But the smiles on the two men quickly faded when
they saw the serious expressions on the man and woman.

“You folks okay?" J.B. asked in concern, cradling the Uzi.

“Gala, no,” Krysty replied, scrambling over the sandbag wall. “We have an army on our tail.”

“Then we must leave, posthastel” Doc said, waving away the tendrils of smoke from the muzzle of his
black-powder hog-leg.

Shouldering hisrifle, Ryan snarled, “Fuck that. Got any grens, or plas-ex?’
“Not athing. Used it dl killing the muties,” J.B. said. “Even our one LAW isgone.”
“How about spare fud ?’

Seeing where the man was going, J.B. got theidea. “No, but we have two alcohol lanterns we took from
some sec men. That should do the job.”

“Get them. Y ou two, block the doorway,” Ryan ordered, going for the Hummer.

Moving fast, Krysty and Doc holstered their wegpons and started tossing sandbags from the wall in front
of the open doorway until the stack was chest high. J.B. and Ryan returned at arun, lit the wicks on the
lanterns and threw them onto the barrier. The lanterns crashed high on the wooden hdf circle of the
tunne’ smouth, the flaming a cohol flowing down the planks and spreading until the entire front was
crackling and smoking.

“That won't hold the baron’s men for very long,” J.B. stated.

“Not supposed to,” Ryan said, blinking in the pale daylight. Rumbling with thunder, the dirty cloudswere
low inthe sky and alot darker in color. Lightning flashed, and the windsincreased dightly. The storm that
had been threatening to bresk ever since they first arrived was now only hoursaway. Acidrain or a
sandstorm, either could be an advantage if handled correctly.



“Please ducidate, Sir,” Doc asked, confused.

“I only wanted thefireto get rid of thewood,” Ryan said, heading for the Hummer and climbing behind
the whedl. The engine caught thefirst time. “Now let’ s get the hell out of here, so we can come back and
finishthis”

“Tofight an army?’ Krysty asked, dropping the med kit on the floorboards as she took the passenger
Seet.

Making room for Doc in the back, J.B. was smiling, asif he dready knew the answer and highly
approved.

“Hell no,” Ryan stated, driving away. “WEe re going to stop the baron’ sarmy. With one shot.”

THE BURNING BARRIER smashed gpart, the smoking timbers tumbling to the ground as a bulldozer
effortlesdy plowed through. Right behind the rattling predark machine were ahundred sec men with
blagters, then adozen cartsfull of supplies. The dozer plowed the front of the tunnedl clear of planks,
sandbags and corpses as the sec force spread out, immediately setting up defensive posts and starting a
perimeter sweep for enemies. A few carried muzzle-loaders, but the rest sported autofires, loot from the
baron’ s private armory mixed with the fancy blasters recovered from the dead jolt dealers.

Cradling M-16 submachine guns, the Wolf Pack marched into view followed by a sky-blue Cadillac
convertible with the top down. Leonard was standing in the passenger’ s seet holding on to the
windshield. Hislongish hair was now a crew cut, and the teenager was dressed in ablack jumpsuit, with
leather bandoliersfull of ammo crisscrossing hischest. A slver Desert Eaglerode at hisright hip, and a
Navy flare gun rested in ashoulder holster.

The driver was a grizzled man with an unhealed gash across his face from the destruction of the
greenhouses. A sawed-off shotgun lay on top of the dashboard before him, his shirt pocket jammed with
homemade shdlls.

The crowd of sec men moved out of the way for the Caddy, and it stopped in the middle of the access
ramp for thetunndl.

“Sergeant,” Leonard ydled, indicating asoldier, “ have the men establish a perimeter, then recce the local
buildingsfor snipers. | want asafety zone of two full blocks. A stormiscoming, and | want that bitch and
her friend found before it hits.”

“Srl”

Leonard watched the activity bustling around him as more wags rolled out of the tunnel. The trgp with
the APC had been extremely clever, but failed. The tunndl was severdly weskened there, and the river
was steadily trickling in, but the predark storm drains easily handled the flow and diverted the
water...wdl, someplace else. He didn’t know or care where as long as the underground passageway
stayed clear for his sec men. Timbers hoisted by car jacks reinforced the ceiling, making amaze for the
wagsto carefully maneuver through. But it worked. They were here and ready for afight.

“Establish camp here, Captain,” Leonard commanded. “We can retire a night insde the tunnel in case of
muties”



“Or agtorm,” the driver added, listening to the angry sky.

“Isthat agood ideg, Lieuten-? Baron?” Captain Zanders asked, running an uncomfortable finger along
theinterior of the collar of his new uniform. Anton Zanders an officer-his mother would have died with

pride. “ Shouldn’t we make camp insde the sports arena or the high school ? They’ re both in good shape.
Gives uslotsof room to maneuver.”

The young baron stared hard at the grizzled veteran until he fdlt flush with unease.

“Safety firgt, Captain. But thank you for the opinion,” Leonard said with surprising gentleness. “My
father had favorites among the troops whom he would promote out of friendship. | do not. That idiot
officer in charge of tunnel defense wasthe first man | sent to the farmers.”

“Sent to till the farms, you mean, gir,” the captain offered as a correction.

L ooking over the men, the youth said nothing in reply.

Zanderstried to hide his pleasure and failed.

“The man was atota jackass,” he spit, “ Should havetold me, Sir. | would have turned on the Machine
mysdlf and tossed himin.”

“Which iswhy you are in charge now, Captain.” Baron Leonard Strichland stepped down from the
Cadillac and walked about.

“However, | do agree with you about mobility. Thisareawill merely be our base camp. From here, we
Spread out through the ruins, systematically checking every street every building.”

The former sergeant scratched hisear. “1 don’t know, Baron. That might drive her into the desert.”

“I’'m prepared for that,” Leonard replied, watching ateam of specialy chosen hunters head out into the
dunes. They were hisinsurance. If this should fail, their job wasto track the woman until they brought
back her head. Thefamilies of the hunters would stay safe and warm in Alphaville as security to
guarantee their allegiance to the task. Fear and hunger made adl men obedient. In awdl of emaotions, his
chest ached with the thought of hisdain father, then the youth forced himsalf hard again. Only the strong
survived, and the weak didn’t rule.

“Baron, the areais secure,” asec man reported, crisply saluting. “ The buildings on both sides of usare
clear, cdlar to roof.”

“Good. Thank you,” Leonard replied, wiggling uncomfortably in his new siff boots. Sneskerswere
more comfortable, but didn’t look impressive. Power knew no pain. Hisfather had also told him that
many times over dinner, or at an execution.

“Any footprints or tire tracks?’ Zanders asked brusquely.

“None, gr.”

“Wadll, they didn’t fly away, moron. Have the trackers search again.”

Another sdlute. “Yes, gr.”



Zanders dapped the hand down. “ And stop doing that, ya gleeb. The boss looks bad enough in his new
uniform. Y ou want to tell asniper exactly who to shoot at?’

Walking dowly forward, the Cadillac right behind him, the baron arched an eyebrow at the statement,
but didn’t speak. Was he overdressed? Damn. Mebbe.

“Oh.” The sec man had obvioudy never considered that. “ Sorry, Sir.” His hand twitched but stayed at
hissde.

“Better,” the captain grumped. “Now, have we checked the skyscraper yet?’

Watching a squad of men dig foxholes, Leonard turned and interrupted. “Isthat necessary, Captain?
Thetopisso far away, what weapon could possibly...”

Hiswordsfaded as a contrail of white smoke moved across the sky from the top of thetall building,
traveling draight for them.

“Incoming!” the captain bellowed, diving for the ground, pulling the baron with him.

The contrail arced down to impact directly insde the mouth of the tunndl. The world shuddered from the
explosion, bricks and tiles shotgunning out to fell scores of screaming men. Another contrail stresked in
to punch through the bulldozer, the ground underneath the machine rising to tear it to pieces. Then athird
and fourth contrail hit the tunnel again, cracking apart the concrete gpron in strident fury. With the groan
of adying giant, the tunnel crumbled apart, the steel support beams screaming as they twisted out of
shape. In dow grandeur, the opening crashed shut, spewing thick billowing clouds of acidic concrete
dust.

“Rockets!” aman yelled in panic. “They’ | wipe usout! We surrender! We surrender!”

Rising, Leonard drew his blaster and shot the man where he stood, the .50-cdiber round from the
Desert Eagle spinning the man like atop before hefdl over.

“There are no more rockets,” the young baron shouted, holstering the piece, hiswrist aching from the
recoil. “If they had more, they would have used more. Do you hear any more explosons? No. The
attack isover.”

Sullenly, the troops got to their feet and retrieved dropped weapons. For most of them, thiswas alot
different than bullying civvies or shooting escaped prisoners.

“Captain, | gpologize,” Leonard said, offering the man assistance. “ Get a squad up thereimmediately.
Or should we st fireto the building?’

There was no response from the till form, and the young baron noticed an unbroken tile sticking out of
the back of Zanders s head, his exposed brains a pulpy mass of soggy red tissue dribbling onto the dry
soil. Leonard turned away from the corpse, his eyes stinging, his heart pounding. So fag, it had happened
o fast.

“Lieutenant Kdly, you are now in charge of the men,” he barked. “ Get ateam to the skyscraper and kill
anybody you find. Then set fire to the bastard thing!”



“Sir!” the officer barked, saluting.

The young baron ignored that for the moment. * Sergeant Jarmal, divide the men into thirds. One group
darts clearing the tunndl, the second finds that high school Zanders mentioned and beginsfortifying it, the
third salvages anything useful from the wreckage.” Leonard paused for longer than he meant to. “ And the
dead.”

“Yes my lord”

“It appears,” Leonard said grimly to nobody in particular, “that despite my wishes, we' re trapped here
until further notice.”

Chapter Nineteen

Sweaty and bloody, Mildred stumbled out of the tent in the basement of the building. The exhausted
physician was holding alantern. Every other lantern the companions owned was inside the bedsheet tent,
backed by amirror, the glow infusing the food court with amaost noontime clarity. The air of the entire
leve reeked with dcohol, and the floors shone from afresh scrubbing.

Five anxious faces watched her approach. Nobody spoke. Ryan sat in achair holding afull cup of cold
coffee. Earlier in the day, it had been steaming hot Krysty sat nearby, her hand on his. Doc crossed his
fingers. Trying hard to appear calm, J.B. and Jak both looked asif they were about to defuse a bomb.

“Hell live)” Mildred reported, removing her homemade surgical mask and mopping her damp brow.
Just afew layers of white cloth cut from a shirt and boiled clean, but it served the job. Her gown wasa
kitchen apron, bleached white and boiled in antiseptic mouthwash.

Ryan started to rise, then sat down again. Krysty squeezed his hand, while J.B. dapped him on the
back.

“Told you so,” the Armorer said, grinning. “ Dean’ s tough as shoe |eather.”

“He syoung and strong, and everything went textbook perfect. Oh, he'll have some scar's, but therib
will befine and there sno danger of paralysisor blindness.”

Walking to a punch bowl filled with bottled water and contact-lens cleaner, amild solution of boric acid,
Mildred washed her bare hands clean, using a spare toothbrush to scrub extra hard under her fingernails.
Apparently, in predark days, business executives traveled unexpectedly alot. Most of the offices here
had travel packsin the desks. The old materials were a perfect mix for surgery-mouthwash, soap, floss.
And thefirst-aid box in the receptionist’ s desk had given her enough iodine solution for postop, once she
revitalized the dried crystalswith Serile water.

“So he'll be okay,” Ryan said without emotion.
Patting her hands dry, Mildred snorted. “Y ou should be so hedlthy.”

On anearby table, aglass pot of MRE coffee was smmering over acandle. J.B. poured Mildred acup,
added two sugars and brought it over. She accepted the brew gratefully and dumped into an empty
office chair. Mildred took asip and for thefirst timein along while didn’t grimace in distaste. By God,
even thismilitary boot cleaner was good after six hours of meetbal surgery. Homemade masks, flour,
water and newspaper to make papier-mache for the cast, fishing line for sutures, vodkato wash the



floor...Hawkeye Pierce, eat your heart out.
Seeing her actions, Ryan drained his own cup untasted and stiffly stood. “Can | see him?”

“Sure. Y ou couldn’t wake Dean with abomb. | shot enough sodium pentathol into him to keep him
adeep for hours. Had to guess at the dosage, it was so old and weak. But he'll be out for quite awhile.”

“You sure?’ Ryan asked, taking aspare mask off the smal pile on arestaurant countertop.

Typica concerned parent. Mildred kept her voice soothing. “Y es, Mr. Cawdor, everything went fine.
Deanwill behisold sdif in afew months”

“Months?’ Krysty repested. “Mildred, we can’'t stay here that long.”

JB. offered the physician arefill, but Mildred waved it off. Sleep was what she needed most now.
“Don’'t have to. We can leave as soon as Dean wakes. Maybe tomorrow.”

“Hdldujah.” Doc sghed.

“Wejugt haveto takeit red easy going over those dunes,” Mildred continued, fighting ayawn. “1 don’'t
want my fine stitching to pop and haveto go in again. I'm out of 4-0 slk, and you folks can’t afford the
blood.”

It was true. The companions were exhausted from the transfusions. Just prior to the operation, Mildred
had taken a pint and ahaf from each of them, the maximum that could be safely drained without
endangering the giver. Only Ryan’s blood type matched his son's, so the rest went into mason jars and
they were siwung overheed at the end of arope for hours until the clear plasmaand the blood cells
separated. Mismatch blood types, and a patient suffered horribly. But anybody could accept anybody’s
plasma. Some mighty fine engineering there by the Lord, as her father used to remark during his Sunday
Services.

Not bothering to try to stifle her next yawn, Mildred noticed alack of enthusiasm from the others.
“| saidd heé' sgoing to befine” she dated irritably. “Why dl the long faces?’

“Skyscraper on fire,” Jak said, resting his elbows on hisknees, his snowy hair tumbling down to hide his
scared festures.

The physician frowned. “ Still? | thought J.B. said the fires died from the cocktails he and Doc used on
themuties”

“Thisisthe new baron’swork,” Ryan said, stepping from the bedsheet tent, carrying the other lantern.
Mildred was right; the boy seemed fine. He put down the lantern he had brought out and turned off the
wick. No sense wasting fuel. Dean would deep regardless, and they were low on juice.

“Set fireto awhole building, just to get rid of us?’

“Morelikdy to flush usout of hiding,” J.B. stated, polishing his glasses on the deeve of hisnew shirt.
Smelled abit musty, but it was nice and thick.

“Me, specificdly,” Krysty said, tearing open an MRE pack. Suddenly her appetite was back with a



vengeance. Using her teeth to open afoil envelope of corned-beef hash, she dug in with the attached
plastic spoon. One hundred years old at room temperature, and it tasted like ambrosia

“Damn.” The physician nervoudy glanced at the covering of barbed wire and curtains above them asiif
ableto seethetdl building fifty blocks away. “1sthe blaze spreading?’

“Thankfully no, madam,” Doc replied, resting his chin on top of his cane. “We kept careful track of its
progress until the danger passed.”

And they didn’t inform her so she could concentrate on Dean. Smart move. “Think he'll set fireto the
rest of theruins?’

“1 doubt it. Too much here yet to be salvaged. Probably just removing a potentia source of danger,”
Ryan said, reclaming achair and laying the Steyr across his Igp. Nimble hands began stripping the blaster
for acleaning. “ After dl, that’ swhere | launched the rockets from.”

Mildred chose her next words carefully. “Y eah, about that, why didn’t you use the Haflato kill the sec
men? It carried four rounds. Should have been more than enough. Or do you have aplan cooking?’

“No plan. Just common sense.” Disassembling the rifle without looking, Ryan patiently explained to
Mildred that armor-piercing weapons were dmost usaless against troops. The damn rockets went
through a heavy sted bulldozer before exploding. Shoot aman, and they would bury themselves
underground. Only kill one or two at the most that way. But sedl the tunnel and there were no more
reinforcements coming. What troops and supplies Leonard had with him wasit until they dug free.

“At least we are safe for awhile,” Doc said, getting himself a cup of coffee.

“But while he sdigging in, the otherswill be digging out,” Krysty said, tossing the trash into a receptacle.
“We may have only bought afew days.”

“More than we had before,” Ryan stated, laying aside springs and levers.

“The guy should be delighted we made him baron,” Mildred said, rubbing atired hand over her face.
“Unless Strichland was hisfather or something.”

“Blood feud.” Jak frowned. “ Nasty.”

“Can’'t be.” Krysty chewed abrick of gray U.S. Army cheese. “ The baron was different, like me, and
he wanted to breed ason. Soit can’'t be amember of hisfamily. Hedidn't have any.”

“No, wait,” she added, blinking. “ A guard did mention something about aboy named Leonard.”
“Soit’shis adopted son who' s after us.”

A low moan sounded from above, the windows softly rattling.

“I have atheory,” Doc rumbled, adding powdered milk and thoughtfully tirring the brew, “that the
personnel of our redoubt established thisville. The military hierarchy, the greenhouses, the tunnd injust

like our tunnd out.”

Jak looked up from scratching at the bandage on his side. “ Shit! New redoubt.”



“Would explainalot,” Ryan mused, adding afew drops of homogenized ail to the trigger assembly.
“And thankfully, they don’t know about the red base in the mountains anymore.”

Muted thunder rumbled somewhere.

“What' sthat noise? Mildred asked, changing the subject. “ Storm findly hit?’

“Sandstorm,” Ryan said, diding the assembly back into the bottom of the stock and tightening the
screws. “And ared bastard. That'll buy moretime. It'swhy nobody ison guard duty. We can't even
open the door against the pressure of thewind.”

“Once Dean wakes up, I'll do afew tests and we can leave.”

“Usdlessto go hunting in asandstorm,” the Deathland warrior continued. He inserted the bolt into the
receiver dot and worked it back and forth afew times to make sure the action was smooth. A drop
more oil was added. “Wind blows right down the barrel, and the grit clogs ablaster solid. Can’t get off
more than asingle shot before they jam.”

“Autofires” Jak said grimly. “They got muzzle-loaders. Be okay.”

“No, my friend,” Doc stated. “ Those will jam aso. Much more greasein aniron works of a
muzzle-loader than amodernrifle” He affectionately patted the LeMat on hiship. “ Trust me.”

Jak accepted the rebuff. Doc would know.
“Got knives.”

“Sure, but thewind is il too strong. Even if they had diving weightstied to their shoes, the ssorm would
smash them againgt the buildingslike bugs on awindshield.”

“Wonder how the greenhouses surviveintact?’” Mildred asked pensively.
“Not care,” Jak said. “Their prob.”
“However, when the storm stops, we can expect company.”

Finished with her repast, Krysty wiped her mouth on atiny moist towelette from the MRE pack. “Think
Dean will beready to travel by then?’

Mildred shrugged. “ Hopefully.”

“Wearen't waiting that long,” Ryan said, dropping in aclip of fresh round and ramming the bolt home.
“Oncethe wind dies down a bit, Krysty and | will move out to hit them hard. Cut down the numbers of
the opposition as much aspossible”

Unwrapping astick of sugarless gum, the redhead nodded. The matter had already been discussed
between them.

“During asandstorm,” Doc said, dowly arching an eyebrow.



“How?’ Jak asked pointedly.

Mildred added, “Can’'t wrap blastersin cloth as protection from the grit. Bolt action and autos would
jamimmediately on any loosefold, and the revolvers would set the materid over the cylinder on fire.”

“Nothing likethat.” Ryan laid the assembled weapon across hislap. “True, we' Il need some specialty
equipment, but | spotted the place to get it when driving back here.”

“Don’t remember any scuba shops or anything likethat,” J.B. said, scratching under his hat. “Mebbe a
pharmacy. Going to put condoms over the barrels? No, the gutswould still be exposed. What' sthe
place?’

“Shoe gore.”

Asthe desert windsfiercely rattled the windows again, the companions stared blankly at the one-eyed
man. Already knowing the answer, Krysty dlowed hersdf ahaf smilewaiting for the man to explain.

Only JB. burgt into laughter. “Y ou crafty bastard. They’ Il never know what hit them.”

“Agreed. As soon asthe storm breaks, we attack.”

IN THE NORTHERN section of the ruins, sec men were using the butts of their blastersto nail boards
acrosstheinsde of thick Plexiglaswindows. Boards were aready on the outside, but the white expanse
of the drive-through window shook from the fury of the storm, so it seemed awise precaution. The front
door of the bank wasn’t even visible through the stack of sandbags offering them protection from the
sorm.

At atdler' s cage, the quartermaster was frying onionsin askillet held over asmall fire of paper money
to add to the soup for dinner. A lone corpord was playing harmonicain the lobby, while the night crew
was degping in their bedrolls down in the cellar. Some officers were upstairs throwing dice for cigs. One
enterprising private was skinning alizard he’ d caught, and the rest of the sec men were sitting on their
duffs, ritualy fied-stripping their blasters merely for something to do. Out of the seventy-four men, only
six stood guard duty with loaded weapons.

“Hey, Marv, play something snappy,” acorpora asked, dry shaving with astraight razor.

Tapping the moisture out of his harmonica, the musician seemed offended. 1 was.”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry.”

Playing poker at atable with other sec men of various ranks, alieutenant muttered, “ Son of abitch only
knows four songs, and we' ve heard them al twice by now.”

“Better than quiet,” the private said, drawing anew card.
A snort. “That’ syour opinion. | bet two cigs.”
“Fold.”

“I'll cover that. Whatchagot?’



“Read them and weep.”
“Shit.”

Using apaper clip to scrape the warm ashes out of his corncob pipe, a private asked, “ Anybody got
some corn silk?1 can trade.”

“Whatchagot?’ acorpora asked, stitching aholein asock.
“Token from the gaudy house for an hour with the new girl.”

The quartermaster looked up from the Szzling onions. “Y ou mean Laura? The one who' s so wild they
gottatie the bitch down to keep her from breaking your back? I’ d trade awhole cig for that.”

“How about anicelizard?’ the hunter offered hopefully, proffering hisfilleted catch at theend of a
bloody knife,

“Dream on, gleeb. I'll take the cig.” The exchange was made.

“Oneday,” grumbled a private off by himsalf, stabbing at the carpet with aknife. There was concrete
under the flooring so the blade couldn’t gain purchase and kept faling over. “Weleave theville, the
tunnel explodes, ten guys croak and now we' re stuck in afresking sandstorm. In asingle day. Shitfirel”

“Could beworse,” another sec man suggested.
{3 Y%?!

The man winked and nudged hisfriends. “ Sure. Might aso have to listen to some loud-mouthed
blow-hard whine like amutie with abroken bottle up its ass.”

The knife took on amore aggressive posture. “Oh yeah, lard bucket?’

“Cork it, thelot of you,” Sergeant Jarmd said low and menacingly. He was sitting againgt thewall, his
thick arms crossed, with his battered cap covering his scarred face. But that didn’t dways mean the
coldheart was adeep. “ Any more chatter and you' Il both walk the perimeter. Outside. Get me?’

That dire announcement stopped conversation for awhile, but over the long hours the voices dowly
returned to the usua mix of lewd jokes, dreams, suggestions, bitching, yawning and lies, the agelesstalk
of bored soldiers.

Reading a paperback war novel found in adesk, Leonard was sitting on a cot in the vault of the bank,
the open door letting him listen to the troops. They were restless, but had good reasonsto be. Luckily, he
had the foresight to bring dong extra provisons and supplies. Leonard thought they might be needed if
the chase went into the desert. Now the rations were keeping them alive while trapped by the storm,
athough they were low on water and he was getting mighty sick of fried onion soup and baked potatoes.

Outside, lightning flashed and the winds howled.
“How bloody long will thislast?’ the young baron growled, placing aside hisbook. Too many of the

wordsin it were unfamiliar to him, and he detested fedling like astupe. In afit of pique, hetorethe
volume into pieces, the pages fluttering to the floor like dead leavesin autumn. There, who was the stupe



onenow?
Thunder rumbled again.
“Seenworsg,” Jarma drawled from under his hat.

“| doubt it,” Leonard snarled. “Captain Kdly, any word on the tunnel ? Have the civvies broken through
yer?

The officer turned from the poker game. “Unknown, my lord. | twice sent men to check.” He hesitated.
“But none ever returned.”

“Then send more,” the baron ordered impatiently. “Lash them together with ropes, tie bricksto their
feet, but get me someinformation!”

“Asyou command, my lord,” the officer said coldly.

Then Leonard saw the faces of the sec men, the fear, the unwillingnessto do the job, that first fledgling
trace of resentment, the brother to hate.

“Cancd that, Captain,” the youth stated, fear aknot in hisbelly. Then, in forced gaiety he added,
“Quartermagter, break out somewine. That'll cut this dust from our throats. There were a couple of
bottlesin the trunk of my wag. Usethem al! Give every man ahaf cup, starting with privates, then the
officers. I'll belagt.”

A score of headsturned hisway, tired faces showing interest, with adash of disbdlief.

“B-but, my lord,” the man stammered, rubbing his hands asiif in absolution. “ There won't be enough to
go around.”

“Do what you can, but the men comefirst,” Leonard said with astraight face.
“Three cheersfor the new baron!” aprivate called out, and the rest took up the cry.

Eagerly, the sec men formed alinefor their liquor ration, and Leonard retired to his bulletproof room.
Hewasafool, anidiot! One of the very first lessons he learned was to dways stay on the good side of
the men. Whoever had the blasters was in charge. That was afact of life he could not afford to forget

again.

And when the winds eased in force, the men could then prove their loyalty by bringing in that cursed
redhead aive. How well he remembered the fierce beauty of her face and those ample, womanly curves.
Starting a dynasty with the redhead had been a splendid idea of hisfather’s. Yeah, avery good idea
And after they were safely back in the ville across the river, histroops would burn these ruinsto the
ground, removing the problems of the wolves, the winged muties and the hidden weapons cache
permanently. But first, he had to find the bitch.

To hdll with waiting for the storm to stop. Just as soon as the winds eased in force, Leonard would
unleash dl of histroopsand let thefina hunt begin.

REEKING YELLOW WATER swirling around his patched boots, Harold dogged through the sewer of
theville, atiny candlein his cupped handslighting theway. A voiceinsde hishead said amgjor storm



had to be raging for the river water to be this high, and the hunchback was forced to cover hisfaceinan
effort not to choke on the chemica stink. Evenif the acid rainsdidn’t reach the ville, the runoff from the
mountainsraised the level of theriver until it flowed back into the normaly dry sewers. Splashing in the
wastewater, arat scurried by, aready dying from the diluted acid. There was no sewage down here.
Alphaville saved its solid waste for the greenhouses.

Counting the feeder pipes carefully, the hunchback reached the last familiar intersection. Here was where
he usudly turned left to reach the ruins, but not today. Patrica was dead, the deal was off and he was
going to clam hisbride. A strange kind of cold anger was building within him, and he was eagerly looking
forward to meeting anybody who tried to stop him.

The previous day, Harold had reached the secret place where the old baron used to hide blasters.
Oddly, the basement of the skyscraper was completely deserted, not a mutie there. But the sergeant left
the bundle of food for their young anyway, took what he went for and departed again. The hunchback
hoped his pets were okay. They were so innocent and shy.

The two huge blagters rode heavy at his hips, and the rifle dung across his back was the biggest in the
plastic trunk. Did he remember to release more argon gasinto the trunk after he sedled the lid shut? He
shook off the thoughts. It didn’t matter now. Harold knew he probably wasn't going to survivethis
journey. But that was okay. He and Laura could be together in death.

Reaching another intersection, the hunchback paused, waiting for the voicesto tell whereto go. He had
never been in this section of the sewers before. It was forbidden for any to go down there, twenty
strokes, and owning amap of the sewers was death by the Machine. Thefaint light of hiscandle
displayed severa side tunnels, extending out from acentra pit. At the bottom was amain feeder pipe,
and in arush he knew that was his destination. A ladder was bolted to the Sde of the pit, and, starting to
climb down, he stopped hafway asthere came the tdlltale squeaking of rats. Lots of them.

Holding on to the rungs, Harold lit amatch and dropped it. Before the sulfur tip burned out, he caught a
glimpse of what was below. Lining the bottom of the pit wereriver rats, hundreds of deeping rets, their
naked pink tailslashing about as the piles constantly shifted and moved. Redl fear seized the man, and he
had trouble breathing. Thiswas bad. The hunchback knew the appetite of arat. A pack like that could
take the meat from his bones before he covered the few feet to the main pipe. Ingtinctively, he knew the
slent whistlewouldn’t work here. Scaring the horde would only make matters worse.

Severa voices shouted conflicting suggestionsto him, but only one rose above the othersin clarity,
ordering the hunchback to give the rats exactly what they wanted. All the food they could est.

Drooling dightly, Harold eagerly nodded. Y es, that should work fing! Pulling out his eating knife, the man
carefully cut off the deeve of his shirt, then realized he had no rocks. Taking one of the blasters, the
hunchback tied it tightly insde the deeve, leaving anicelong tail hanging loose. Then, stabbing histhumb
with the knife, he squeezed out blood and rubbed it over the bundle until it was good and soaked.

Therewasaflurry of movement among therats, and Harold waited with a pounding heart until the
rodents succumbed to deep once more. One particularly large rat lying prominently on the very top of a
pile yawned until itsjaws threastened to crack, then blinked deepily and settled back into position.

Taking hold of the end of the cloth strip, Harold began whipping the bundle around and around, building
speed until it started to hum, then released the makeshift bolo. Off it flew over the rats and landed with a
clunk in aside tunnel, bouncing and rolling for another yard or so.



Suspended above the furry killers, he clung to the ladder and watched. His vision was becoming
adjusted to the darkness, faint streamers of light coming in from astreet grating far overhead.

Inthe sdetunnel, apink nose twitched asarat at the far end of the pack lifted its head and glanced
around, sniffing curioudy. Waddling from its cozy position on the bottom of the gently breething pile, the
yawning rodent ambled over to the pistol and took a sniff, then alick, then began happily gnawing on the
bloody rag. Its squed of ddight roused another rat, which joined the first. Their quiet nibbling awvoke a
third, then afourth. Soon a group was working on the warm morsel, and as more arrived, rats began
crawling over one another to get to the food. Wiggling for position became shoving, then teeth were
bared and hissing turned to snarling. One savagely bit another, and blood spurted. Its squed of pain
aroused hundreds more, and the wounded rodent was torn apart and eaten by its comrades.

Soon dozens, then hundreds from the pile joined in the canniba feast, the hot smell of fresh blood driving
them insane. Screamsfilled the sewer asthe hungry rats turned on one another, dashing and clawingin a
wild feeding frenzy.

Quickly reaching the bottom of the ladder, Harold tried not to step on any of the scampering rats
underfoot as he crossed the pit into the tunnel. A few scurried after him, and the hunchback waited until
he was agood distance away from the feeding frenzy before ssomping them to death. One seemed less
mangy than the rest, and he stuffed it into apocket for dinner later.

Moving fast dong the pipe, he found more ladders |eading into access shafts. The voices counted merrily
until reaching number fourteen, then screamed at him to climb exactly here. Shivering under the chorus of
commands, the hunchback obeyed meekly. A heavy iron grating blocked the top of the shaft. Harold
quietly lifted the covering and gently set it aside as he climbed from the sewer.

Standing, the hunchback saw he wasin a storage room, boxes and barrel s stacked haphazardly about in
careless abandon. Moving quietly to the door, he peeked through the keyhole and saw Jmmy in the next
room brushing histeeth at adirty sink, humming atune. The voices had doneit. Thiswas the gaudy
house. The next part was his aone to complete.

Lifting the door by the handle so the rusty hinges wouldn't squesk, Harold crept forward, and, releasing
the door, he drew the knife. A creak from the settling hinges caught the bouncer’ s attention and ashe
turned, the hunchback charged and smashed the skinny man against the wall, knocking the breath from

hislungs

Gasping for ar, Jmmy desperately dashed at the brute with his straight razor, but Harold knocked that
asdewith ameaty arm and grabbed the bouncer by the throat. Jmmy left the floor kicking, hiseyes
bulging asif about to burst from his head. Jamming a hand into his pocket, the bouncer partialy drew the
homemade zip gun when something loudly snapped in his neck. He trembled, then went completely limp,
the razor dropping from twitching fingers.

Squeezing some more until he was sure the man was dead and not trying atrick, Harold laid the corpse
on afilthy bunk in the corner and covered him with athin blanket. Now drawing the .44 AutoMag from
his holster, Harold started up the dank wooden stairsto thefirst floor of the brothel, hisface an inhuman
mask carved fromice.

L et the storm rage and thunder outside-this was hiswedding day.

Chapter Twenty



Digging in their heels and shouldering the door to the shoe store open, Ryan and Krysty burst onto the
dreet. Ingtantly, the wind dammed the door shut, shattering the glass. The sandstorm invaded the shop
ruthlesdy, overturning displays and sending shoes flying madly about in awhirlwind. Sacrosanct for a
century, it was now just another dead store amid the crumbling predark city.

Hunching over to walk againgt the fierce gusts, the companions started toward the destroyed
skyscraper. The once mighty edifice had been reduced to amere ironwork skeleton from thefires, but it
gl served as alandmark to direct them through the madness to the tunnel.

Thunder rumbled in the murky sky as the quieting sandstorm till raged over the ruins, the winds howling
aong the barren gireets, driving the sand before it with pounding fury. The windows of the buildings
shook, and loose debris flashed by to disappear into the maglstrom. More than once, they found adried
splotch on awal, marking where alizard had braved the storm and had abruptly become part of the

landscape.

The pair was completely wrapped in strips of cloth bleached to mottled colorsto help blend into the
storm. Desert camouflage. Their right hands were siwaddled in lumpy bals of oily cloth. Even their faces
were hidden behind overlapping layers, only their eyes showing through the narrowest of dits.

The wind noticeably lessened asthey moved to the lee of abowling aley, and Ryan and Krysty paused
to examine a dead man embedded in the ground, his mouth packed solid with sand. The body wasflayed
to bones in spots from abrasion, and a smashed muzzle-loader that lay nearby showed he was from
Alphaville. Tightening their own masks, the pair moved on.

Suddenly, there was atremendous crack and a billboard flew by overhead, tumbling end over end asthe
windstoreit gpart. Asif renewed by the destruction, the ssorm rose in power until the whole world
seemed on the verge of shattering. The pair wasforced flat against thewall, helplessto take astep in any
direction. Then the winds diminished, dropping to a soft breeze. The lightning and thunder also eased,
then died away completely. For afew moments, the companions stood listening to the blood pound in
their ears asthey adjusted to the unexpected silence. Then the tempest returned, but not as strong as
before.

“Almost over,” Ryan shouted, using aknuckle to rub the windblown grit from hiseye.

“Too fast!” Krysty replied. “We need another hour!”

“Weaen't getting it! Better hurry.”

A single strand of her fiery hair flying free, Krysty gestured onward with her cloth-wrapped hand when a
figure walked around the corner of the building. The man was dressed in military fatigues, with a
handkerchief covering his mouth and an M-16 assault riflein hisgrip.

Instantly, Ryan raised his swaddled hand and fired, the silenced SIG-Sauer coughing onceingdethebig
shoe box, the rags outside muffling the noise to dmost inaudible. But the wind shifted hisaim and the sec
man staggered, only wounded in the shoulder.

Snarling in pain, he pointed the M-16 and savagely pulled the trigger to no results. The dirty autofire was
hopelessly jammed. Lunging forward, Krysty stabbed the sec man with the stiletto knife in her free hand.
Dropping the blaster, the sec man fell backward clutching his gushing throat.

Knedling, Ryan finished him with adash of the panga. Reloading their blasters was impossible until out of



the storm, so every bullet counted. Which meant no mercy shotsfor the merely dying. Checking the body
for any explosves, Krysty found none and the companions moved away from the Site.

“Fireblast, we better watch that wind shear,” Ryan cursed, lowering hisarm so the hot shell rolling about
in the shoe box didn’t rest on hisbare skin. “I dmost chilled the both of uswith that.”

“Got you covered, lover,” Krysty said, nudging him with an e bow.

He grunted in reply. No matter how good you were, mistakes happened to everybody. But mistakes got
you chilled in the Deathlands.

A few blocks later, the pair froze and retreated into a recessed doorway. Standing in the middle of an
intersection and making no attempt to hide was a sec man holding a bolt-action rifle, atowel tied across
his mouth. His hair awild frenzy, the red-faced guard bowed under the gusts of wind, but stayed right
there, squinting againgt the dust and sand.

“Perimeter guard,” Ryan said, his hand double-checking that the safety was off his blaster.

“We'reclose,” sheagreed grimly, making sure her own MAC-11 was set on single shot. “Double-team
him?’

“On the next upsurge. Check.”

Lightning flashed, and the storm increased for afew moments, blinding the sentry completely. Covering
his face with an arm, he rode out the buffeting until the wind eased. Dropping the arm, herecoiled asa
mummy charged out of the dust clouds. He raised his blaster and white-hot pain took him in the kidneys,
then thethroat. A terrible cold washed over the sec man and he dropped to the ground, pumping out
blood. The dry soil absorbed the fluid on contact, the storm covering the crimson fluid and the dying man
with ruthless efficiency.

Systematicdly, the companions moved sideways aong the picket of guards, traveling from man to man,
until finally reaching where they started.

“None of these men were large enough,” Krysty said, wiping the gore off her stiletto.
“So let’sfind more,” Ryan replied.

Two more guards were encountered and dispatched, aong with alieutenant found asleep in atelephone
booth, before they reached the doped ramp that led to the tunndl.

Moving toward the embankment, the companions reached the tumbled entrance to the underground
tunnel, the jagged pieces of concrete and twisted sted beams dready partialy buried under a softening
blanket of sand. Four men struggled to haul away some of the smaller pieces of rubble, while aburly
sergeant with an M-16 wrapped in aswesater stood guard. That was the right idea, but it was nowhere
near enough protection for the weapon against the billowing sandstorm. However, the scubamask on the
sergeant’ s face gave him an unobstructed view through the stinging dust clouds, and that was trouble.

Quickly, tactics were discussed, then the companions moved. Approaching from the direction of the
wind, Krysty took out the sergeant first with the stiletto between the ribs, twisting the blade to enlarge the
hole and deflate his lungs. No pressure meant no sound.



Ryan grabbed the blaster to stop it from hitting the ground, as the sec man sighed out awarning and
died. Laying the usdess blaster asde, the man and woman smply walked behind each of the armed
workers and shot them at point-blank range.

Removing the jackets of the two largest men, Ryan and Krysty bundled the garmentsinto an empty bag
and took refuge behind one of the searchlights. A few handfuls of sand rubbed out most of the blood
spots. Trying the jackets on over the camou wrappings, Krysty’ sfit perfectly in spite of her top-heavy
figure. But Ryan’ swastoo small in the shoulders, and he had to leave the jacket unbuttoned. Hopefully,
nobody would notice.

Now resembling sec men, they crawled out from behind the searchlight and studied the buildings on
either side of the access ramp. Several windows were gone, probably from the concussion of the
rockets. It aso removed those places from the list of possible campsitesfor the baron and hismen. A
liquor storewith an iron grating over its front window seemed agood location until they noticed a
sandbag wall that closed off an aleyway, dongside amassive granite building on the corner. Boards
covered the windows on both stories.

“That’sther base,” Krysty said, tucking aloose strand of hair away, only to have it immediately fly free
agan.

Ryan agreed. “Wags must bein the dley to cut thewind.”

Just then, light flared inside the liquor store directly across the street from the bank, then it was gone.
“And there' sthe guard tation,” Ryan said, sounding disgusted. “ Somefool is smoking on duty.”
Without acomment, Krysty started to crawl that way, but he stopped her. “Wagsfirs.”

Rising, they darted across the street, hitting the wall, and waited for aresponse. None came. But now
they could faintly hear the strains of abadly played harmonica. Moving to the sandbags, they climbed
over to find adozen vehicles draped with window curtains and carpeting. Krysty stood guard while Ryan
opened the gas cap of each vehicle and did athin block of C-4 into the gas tank, the tiny timing pencil
sticking out of thetop like thewick on acandle.

Crossing to the bank, Ryan stood guard while Krysty dug asmall holein the sand in front of the front
door, placed awrapped package gingerly inside, then smoothed the sand again. This process was
repeated four times as they crossed the street.

Reaching the sidewalk, the companions straightened their jackets, boldly walked over and knocked on
the door to the liquor store. Nothing happened, so Ryan knocked harder to be heard over the gusting
winds. There hadn’t been any lightning for awhile, and that was making the man anxious. If the sorm
died now, their attack would completely unrave. Without the masking effect of the dust cloudsto hide
them, thiswas asuicide mission.

“Yeah, yeah, I'm coming,” amale voice said, and the door swung aside, showing asec man with a
napkin around his throat and holding a can of spaghetti with a spoon sticking out. “What the fuck isit
now, Sarge? Rotation ain't for another hour.”

“Thanksfor theinfo,” Ryan said coldly.

The SIG-Sauer coughed, and a hole appeared in the man’ s forehead. The corpse tumbled off to the



sde, and they pushed their way into the store.

Thewall shelves and refrigerated cases were empty, along with the racks and displays. Not a speck of
food remained anywhere. Even the cash register was broken, gpparently from a dedgehammer blow
judging from the damage.

A fast recce reveaed a back room with a couple of folding chairs, atable piled with suppliesand a
snoring manin an old Army cot againg the far wall.

“Wake up,” Ryan said loudly, kicking the cot.

The sec man awakened and froze at the Sight of the strangers. His hand darted for his belt and found the
empty holster at hiship. His gaze flicked to the table, then back to the masked people standing with a
wad of rags swaddling their right hands.

“Who the hell are you gleebs?’ he asked, the ragged edge of deep blurring hiswords dightly. “What's
with the bandages-you hurt? Burned?’

“Not important,” Krysty snapped.
“Tdk to us about the baron, and you can live,” Ryan added.

“Whatcha gonnado, hit me with your bad hands? Fuck this,” he snarled rising off the bunk. “Hey, Sal!
S5 I

Ryan moved closer. “ Sd is dead. Shot through the head.”
“With invishble blasters?” The sec man laughed.

“Qur blasters are protected from the storm.”

“Yeah? Show me.”

A head shake. “Takestoo long to wrap them.”

He amiled tolerantly. “ Of course.” And with that, the man darted across the room toward atable
covered with clothing and equipment.

“Stop or die,” Ryan warned, raising his shoe box.

The man shoved an arm into the pile, and as he sarted to withdraw something, both companionsfired.
The sec man buckled under the double assault and fell, sprawling to the floor.

“Never considered the possibility he wouldn't believe us,” Ryan said, sounding annoyed. “ Stupe.”

Spotting an Uzi on the table, Krysty checked it over to make sureit was a9 mm, then did the spare
ammo clipsin her bag for JB. Ryan did his pangainto its sheath and took the Uzi itself.

“Waell, we can’t uncover,” thewoman said. “ It would take forever to get the strips right again. Want to
try and capture another one dive? Mebbe we' |l have better luck with the next guy.”



“Don’'t believein luck,” he said, awkwardly setting the Uzi for full-auto with one hand. “Besides, we
can't risk it. The baron or a sec boss has got to notice that something is odd soon, and then it’s show
time”

Moving to the front of the store, they took positions near the front door and watched the street and
corner. Dust devils danced along the gutters, asteady stream of sand blowing past them. It waslike
looking at ariver.

“Gaa” Krysty said, spinning on the man and staring at hisfacein frudration. “We areidiots!”

“What' swrong?’ he asked. “Everything isgoing according to plan.”

“Your eye”

Ryan touched his good eye, then scowled under his mask. “None of them have patches. They’ll spot me
for aphony immediately.”

“Just aminute.” The redhead went into the back room, then came out and checked behind the counter.
“Ah, knew there had to be somein stock. Here”

Hetook theitem and unfolded them. Sunglasses. They would cut down hisvision, but it wastheir best
bet. Sliding them on, he tucked the ends under the wrappings and shook his head violently.

“They’re not coming off,” Krysty said, brushing back her loose strand of hair again.

“Good.” Peding back the rags on hiswrist, Ryan glanced at his chron. “Too long. They’ re taking too
long.”

“Prime the pump?’ she asked, raising her shoe box.
“Usethis” hesad, giving her the Uzi. “Y ou shoot, I’ [l do the rest. Haven't seen any women guardsyet.”

“Agreed.” Stepping outside, Krysty fired aburst into the air, and Ryan yelled asif gut shot. Then the
woman peppered the front of the bank with the rest of the clip, and they ducked back inside the store.

Seconds later, armed men poured into the street by the dozens. Some hit the ground while others spread
out in adefendve pattern.

“A lot more than we bargained for,” Krysty whispered, dropping the exhausted blaster.

“The more the better for thisjob,” Ryan countered grimly.

“Whét the hdll isgoing on?’ demanded a sec man in bare fest.

“Where are the sentries?’ asergeant asked gruffly, cradling alongblaster. “Phil, Kga, check the tunndl!”
The couple jogged over and returned just asfast.

“They’'redl dead, Sarge!” Phil reported.

“Shot and stabbed,” Kagja added.



Suddenly, the door to the liquor store swung open, and out came two sec men with cloth covering their
faces as protection from the storm.

“Hey, guys, see anything?’ a sergeant shouted over the noise of the storm.

“No, gr,” replied the big guy in sunglasses. Then atremendous blast filled the adleyway and sandbags
cannonballed out, damming into the stores across the street, smashing windows.

“Rockets!” a sec man shouted, and he started to fire wildly at the rooftops. A dozen morejoinedin
shooting a anything and everything. But the weapons jammed congtantly, and frantic hands struggled to
clear the clogged mechanisms. But opening the breeches only made matters worse.

Deadly calm, Krysty and Ryan moved through the shouting crowd, their shoe boxes softly chugging. Sec
men fell over, clutching their chest and bellies, blasters dropping.

“Sniperdl” the corpora cried as adead man collapsed at hisfeet. “Brewer, get on the roof and kill
anybody you find!”

“Sir!” But the sec man took asingle step before he dso fell.

With the wind howling, another blast ripped gpart the dleyway, spewing out chunks of vehicles, a
flaming whed ralling through the crowd of sec men. Stepping out of itsway, Krysty shot the corpord in
the throat to stop his commands.

Killing four more, Ryan reached the bank and kicked open the door. There were only afew people
ingde, and behind ateller’ s cage was the youth from the platform in the ville. Only now hewas dressed in
aclean black uniform dripping with weapons, but it was his carriage and bearing that showed hewasin
charge, the new Baron Strichland. Their gazes|ocked for amoment. Registering shock, the teenager
frowned and reached for hisfancy blasters.

“Goodbye, Leonard,” Ryan said, firing three times.

But the bullets dammed to astop in midair directly before the startled teenager, a spiderweb of cracks
radiating from each impact point. Ryan cursed and retreated outside fast. Fireblast, thiswas abank and
the kid had been standing behind a sheet of bulletproof glass. His one chance to end this matter
permanently had goneto hell.

Only a heartbeat behind, sec men burst out the door, and Ryan shot the ground at their feet. The buried
charge went off, blowing them to pieces and showering burning gasoline across the front of the building.
The desert winds fanned the flames, but instead of extinguishing the blaze, actualy seemed to feed thefire
with every gust.

Retreating amid the enemy, Ryan knew that was aspecidty of J.B.’s, mixing thermite with aMolotov to
create an unstoppable chem fire that lasted for minutes even underwater. Nothing but time could kill
those flames.

Just then a section of the road exploded, harming nobody, merely throwing sand at the sky. Everybody
moved away from that |ocation and the street under them now erupted in a series of blagts, pieces of
bodiesflying everywhere.



“Rocketsl” one man cried, dragging abroken leg. “Run!”
“Land mines!” ydled another, clutching ableeding arm. “Nobody move!”

Right on schedule, the dley thundered again as lightning flashed, and Ryan and Krysty moved through
the shouting men, their weapons chugging steadily, bodies dropping in their wake like harvested whest.

A corporal standing too near redlized what was happening and turned his blaster on the pair. He got off
ahagty shot, missing Ryan completely and hitting one of his own men. The one-eyed man chilled the
corpord and met with Krysty on the far corner away from the burning bank.

“I’vegot six rounds,” the woman said.

“Four,” hereplied. “Timeto go.”

“Check.”

Placing their last few shots on just officers, Ryan and Krysty backed away from the baron’sarmy, and
paused to stand directly on a smooth patch of sand between abare metal mailbox and hydrant.

“Hey! The sniper ran thisway!” Ryan shouted, waving to the sec men. Severa caught the cdll and
passed along the news to the others. Soon a crowd of the men was coming their way.

“Thisway! Hurry!” Krysty added, waving.
Asthe sec men got near, the companionstook off fast at arun. Thinking they were chasing the sniper, a

dozen sec men charged and reached the smooth section of sand dmost exactly asthe big ticking bomb
buried there detonated.

The men on top of the explosive charge smply vanished, the thunderclgp and fireball knocking the rest
to the ground covered with flames. Shrieking, the human torches dashed about amid their brethren,
Setting others on fire, spreading terror until the troops started firing on one another in confusion.

Dropping their stolen jackets, Ryan and Krysty disgppeared unobserved into the dying storm.

SMASHING HISFIST onto the Plexiglas shidd of theteller’s cage didn’t did odge the jammed rounds,
and Leonard savagely turned upon his troops.

“Boxes! They used boxes!” the young baron shouted. “I saw it! Blagtersinside boxes with strips of cloth
to hold themin place!”

“Smart,” Sergeant Jarma grumbled, bandaging awound in hisarm. He had agood suspicion it was from
his own men, but that was a matter for later. The sec men had just gotten their butts kicked and were
burning for revenge on the faceess enemy.

“Deldlis, what isthe death toll?” Leonard snapped, pointing a the man with a clipboard.

“Sixty-four, my lord,” the corpord reported, brushing sand from hisface to read the hastily scribbled list
of names. “Modly officers. Which leaves usthirty.”

“Wounded?’



“Nothing serious. Only minor flesh wounds. The sniperskilled damn near everybody they hit.”

The troops murmured uneasily at that news.

“Stack the dead. WE' Il bury them later. No sec men go into the Machine.”

“Yes, gar.”
“What about the wags?’ the baron asked, crossing hisarms and trying to radiate a positive attitude he

didn’t redly fed.
“Gone. Along with our extrawater and dl of the fud.”
“Wdl, we don't really need any fucking fuel without vehicles, do we, Lieutenant,” the youth snapped.

“Corpord, gr.”
“Not anymore.” The baron walked among the men. “Y ou’re acorporal now. Y ou are a sergeant, you're
acorpora and you are alieutenant.”

Beaming faces spread through the motley crowd, and the weary bodies sat upright, holding their
bolt-action pieces with renewed determination.

“Let’skick ass, dr!” aprivate cried.

Tolerantly, Leonard allowed the familiarity from the lower class drone. Odd, how quickly he was
learning to think like hisfather and consider them as merely workers, tools to be used and discarded,

nothing more.
“Jarmd, you' rein command now,” the teenager finished.

The grizzled veteran had seen this coming and wasn't thrilled by the battlefield promotion. The
commanders of the sec men had abad habit of dying in the Strichland reign. “Thank you, Baron. May |
suggest we stay here until the storm dies, and then we go home?’

“What did you say?’ the youth whispered, staring at the older man with anear deranged expression.

Jarmd sighed. With hiswife and children till in Alphaville, he had to follow thelittle lunatic straight to
hell if need be. Afterward would be another matter. Alphaville needed a strong baron, but not another

madman in charge.
Then again, people died in battle. Even barons sometimes.

“| said we should attack immediately,” the CO corrected.

“Absolutely!” Leonard cried, then he pointed to the nearest men. “Y ou, you and you! Rip thisplace
gpart and find some boxes and rags. Private, you' re the quartermaster. Gather the weapons from outside

and fie d-gtrip the autofires until you have enough clean blastersfor everybody.”

“We each get an autofire, Sr?’



Leonard took the Desert Eagle from hisleft holster and tossed it to Jarmd. “Everybody,” Leonard
gtated. “ Then we go after this bitch and her one-eyed lover and blow them to hell.”

The sec men cheered and got to work with afever.
“Oneeye?’ Jarmd asked, checking the load on the huge blagter. “Isn’'t she with Harold?’

“ Apparently not. When that man tried to shoot me, his sunglasses dipped and | saw he wore a patch on
theleft sde”

“Oh yes, and one more thing, Captain,” Leonard added, brushing his hands across the Plexiglas.
“Sr?’

“Send some men to the supermarket and seeif we have any wolves il dive. We Il usethe beaststo
track this pair to their bolt-hole and take the battle to them thistime.”

“Still want the redheed dive, Sr?” Jarmal asked dowly.

“No,” the young baron said without hesitation. “No prisoners. Kill them both on sight.”

Chapter Twenty-One

Resembling freshly unearthed mummies, Ryan and Krysty dipped into the government building and Doc
closed the heavy glass door tightly, diding the wedge of wood under thejamb to hdp it stay firmly in
position. Overhead, the storm was noticeably weaker. Thunder rumbled again, but the lag between noise
and lightning wasincreasing. The Deathlands tempest was amost finished.

“How’s Dean?’ Ryan asked, uncovering his mouth. “ Can we leave yet?’

“I do not know, sir,” Doc said, offering a canteen. “Dr. Wyeth is spoon-feeding him broth, and most of
it gaysdown.”

“Most? That doesn’t sound good.” Ryan took a healthy swig of the tepid water. “Damn.”

Y anking down her mask, Krysty accepted the canteen and took along pull. “Whew. Thanks,” she said
graefully, stripping off the cloth holding the shoe box on her arm.

“Y ou seem undamaged,” Doc said, pleased. “May | assume the mission was a success?’

“Shit, yeah.” Ryan coughed, aso removing hisbox. Holstering the blagter, he flexed iff fingers.
“Excdlent.”

Doc returned to watching the street outside as the man and woman raised quite adust cloud while
unwinding the intertwined rags covering them before reaching clothes. Feding pounds lighter, they
climbed over the barricade of file cabinets and started downgtairs.

“Any problems?’ JB. asked, risng from achair, anapkin tied around histhroat and an open MRE
envelopein hishand.



“Went like clockwork,” Krysty announced, dropping the stack of ammo clips on atable. “Found these
foryou.”

“Thanks”
“Isthat spaghetti?” Ryan asked, amused for some reason.

The Armorer blinked at the odd question and checked the foil package in his hand. “No, corned-beef
hash. Want some?’

“Mebbe later.” Maneuvering through the sea of tables, Ryan reached the bedsheet tent and scratched on
the cloth.

Mildred came out, stooping to clear thefold. “Y ou're back. Thought | heard voices. Any damage that
needs mending?’

“Just bruised and tired,” the big man replied. “How’ s Dean?’

The physician glanced backward. “ Stable, nothing more. I’ ve done everything possible. It' sawaiting

Cawdor took her shoulder and squeezed gently in understanding. She shrugged, apologizing for not
being able to do more.

“How many dead?’ Jak cdled out. The dbino teen was lying on a crude bed of sofa cushionswith his
boots off, an arm draped over hisface to keep out the lantern light. Thefirst rule of surviving combat,
after not getting shot, was to aways grab as much deep aspossible.

“Thirty or s0,” Ryan replied, going to a punch bowl full of water and washing his hands and face. Krysty
joined him, and the water was dmost black when they finished.

“Any chance you werefollowed?” J.B. asked, finishing hismed. Hetilted his head to listen for any
noises outside, but only heard the soft moan of the desert wind and Doc humming that damn Caruso

operasong again.

“They were too busy dying to worry about us much,” Ryan stated confidently, using hiswet handsto
brush back hisunruly crop of black curls. “We hid and waited at a couple of locations, never saw a
soul.”

“Beddes, we did aloop into the desert twice,” Krysty said, drying off with apiece of ayellow towe.
“Went over afew walls, and through that burned-out high school. Nobody could follow thet trail.”

“Unlessthey got dogs,” Mildred agreed.
Lowering hisarm, Jak sat up and frowned. “ Or wolves.”
“Those were trained wolves,” Mildred said dowly. “And we never met the females of the pack.”

“Think any are dill around?’ Krysty asked, ingtinctively going for her blagter.



“Sure as bastard hope not,” Ryan grumbled, taking a pencil stub from a pocket and drawing amap of
the ruins on the smooth stone floor. “But just in case, we better concoct a battle plan. We got them
scared, but when the sky clears, the baron and his men will come boiling out of that bank hot for

revenge.”

“We can sat up an ambush,” Krysty said. “ Certainly enough locationsin these ruinsfor usto stage one
hdl of afirdight.”

“Thirty to five? Bad odds.” Jak frowned, lacing his shoes.

“Agreed,” JB. said, disposing of the remains of hismedl. “ So how do we change them?” With
explosives, JB. knew no master, but strategy was Ryan’ sfield of expertise,

He stabbed afinger at the crude map. “We're here, the baron there. So we send out Jak in the Hummer
to swing past them red dow, dribbling oil out of a puncture can.”

“Breadcrumbs,” the Cgjun said, rubbing his unshaved chin.

“Exactly. You lesk atrail away from usand into the desert dunes.”

Mildred paused for amoment, listening to the deeping boy, then said, “ These guys are pretty smart. Do
you redlly think they’ll fal for that old trick? Then her expresson changed. “ Oh, | see, they’ re not
supposed to believe.”

“Right. But the baron will still haveto check it out anyway, just in case,” Ryan said. “| estimate he'll send
ten, mebbe half his men after Jak to double-check.”

“I'm bait,” the teen said, dowly grinning. “But not trap. Lure away driving dow, hurry back.”

“Could buy us another day,” Mildred said, massaging the back of her neck. “ And hours count at this
mi rlt_”

“Still leavestherest for us,” Krysty stated.

“I’ve donethe best | can with thisbuilding,” J.B. said, coming over closer and sitting on the edge of the
fountain basin. “It' stight, but | sure don’t want to have amgjor fight here.”

“Not here,” Ryan countered. “We |l makeit afalback.”

“We can't move the boy,” Mildred reminded them.

Adjugting his eye patch, Ryan frowned. “Not that kind of afalback. There saton of wegponsin the
pawnshop. We choose agood location and arm it with the usaless blasters. Then mine the place with
boobys. Jam the barrels of the blasters so they explode.”

“Y eah, might work just fine,” J.B. added, glancing at the kitchen he had converted into aweapons|ab.
Bottles were stacked everywhere, severa of them bubbling away softly, steadily building pressure that
would soon demand to be released.

“Yeah,” herepeated with asmile. “I got some stuff brewing that will ace the bunch of them if we can
gather themin onetight area.”



“Poison gas?”’

“Not quite, but close.”

“Fuses?’

“Nope. Just bresk the glass and the chems mix.”

“Good. Bastard fuses give away too much.”

“Check.”

“Sounds okay,” Mildred admitted. “It's us or them, so you know my vote.”

Krysty pursed her lips, then nodded. “Let'sdoit.”

“Anybody got a better idea, speak now,” Ryan said gruffly, glancing at the barbed wire and curtains of
the makeshift roof. “From the sound of the wind and thunder, the storm isamost gone, so we haveto
movefas.”

There was no dissent.

“Okay,” he said, “We hit them hard and fast. Don't give the baron a chance to plan or regroup. Keep
him off balance. The sec men outnumber us, but we have automatic wegpons and the Hummer.

Firepower and mobility.”

A knife appeared from out of nowherein Jak’ s hand, spun onits pomme in his pam, then wasdid
smoothly back into hisdeeve. “Dead mest,” the teenager stated confidently.

Off inacorner by itsdf, the string from upstairs jerked, making aspoon in aglasstinklelike atiny bell.
The sound startled everybody.

Sowly at firgt, then faster, Ryan Sarted across the basement to tug back to seeif it wasawarning, or
just Doc asking for a piss break, when there came the stitching zip of the HK G-12 caselessfrom
overhead, followed by screams and the raging snarl of wolves.

“Dark night, they found usl” J.B. cursed, drawing his blaster.

“Already?’ Mildred gasped, doing the same.

Wesapons out, Ryan and Jak were heading for the door to the stairwell with Jak close behind.

Grabhing his bag of munitions, J.B. stopped at the stairs and turned. “Hey, Milliel” he shouted, and
tossed over the M-4000 shotgun.

“Jugtin case” the Armorer said softly.

The physician nodded, then reached into a pocket and tossed him agren. “ The last one. Don’t miss,
John.”



JB. tucked it away, threw her asmile and took off at arun.

Bursting out of the stairwell, the companions found Doc behind the reception desk firing the Heckler &
Koch at aswarm of sec men climbing over the barricade of file cabinets. Ryan and the others opened
fire, and the invaders fdl back screaming and curaing. Two bleeding bodies stayed where they were,
draped motionless on the metal banks.

Advancing to the barricade, Ryan rested his blaster on top of a cabinet between the dead men. They
would give good cover. “Volley fire at thewindows,” he ordered softly. “On my mark...now!”

A hdlstorm of lead shattered the remaining panes of snowy glass, exposing thirty sec men armed with
autofires tanding in the sandy sreet.

“Chill them!” Ryan shouted, riding the bucking Steyr SSG-70 as he worked the bolt and fired steadily.
Their bodies dancing under theimpacts, Sx sec men fell to the ground before the rest could scurry away.
A snarling wolf legped on top of thefiles, and Jak shot it in the face with his .357 Colt Python, the

muzzle-flash igniting the fur as the head exploded and the body tumbled off. In seconds, the street before
their building was clear of livetargets.

As Ryan shoved in afresh clip, he scowled at the garage directly across from them where the Hummer
was hidden. So bloody close, but it might as well be on the moon for al the good it could do them now.

“Doc, cover fire from the roof and watch for jumpers,” he snapped. “Krysty, take thefirst floor in case
somebody gets past us or triesawindow.”

“Onit,” the redhead answered.

“Godspeed dl,” the oldster rumbled.

Asthe pair disappeared into the shadowy interior of the predark building, there came the sound of
running boots, and amaob of yelling sec men charged into view carrying sheets of glass before them as
shields. The companions coolly opened fire, but the rounds smply knocked the men back, becoming
embedded in the soft clear materidl.

“What the... Shitfire! 1t'sthat Plexiglasfrom the bank!”

Heartened by their gpparent invulnerability, the troopsralied and charged again, firing their automatics
around the Sdes of thereslient pladtic.

“Shoes!” Ryan shouted, lowering the barrel.

The companions concentrated on the shuffling boots of the sec men. Lesther toes erupted, spraying
blood. A man fell and was trampled by the others. Another dropped, losing the shield, and his exposed
comrades died. Then the rest were insde the building, shouting and whooping like madmen.

Maintaining steady fire, the companionsfell back to the receptionist desk asthe sec force tried to shove
asde the cabinets. Buit filled with books and with every handle lashed together with spare barbed wire,
the barrier wasimmovable.

“Gren,” Ryan ordered, dropping therifle and drawing his handblaster, working the dide to chamber a



round.
Holding the Uz with both hands, J.B. carefully aimed at the ceiling on the other Side of the barrier.
“No need for that yet,” he spit, and fired.

The ceiling tiles broke agpart, displaying a dozen plagtic bottlestied to the rafters. Riddled with bullets,
the containers poured out their pale blue contents onto the sec men. Shrieking with pain, the horrified
men dropped their wegpons and shields, beating insandly at their melting flesh, white bones and pulsating
organsdready inplain view.

Advancing, the companions daughtered the dissolving victims, and caught a couple of unhurt men trying
to leave the hellish lobby. Two shots and the cowards fell face firgt into the Sizzling puddies.

“What wasthat?’ Ryan asked, backing away from the cabinets. The pungent smell was horrific, beyond
description; his nose was running and eye watering. “ Acid rain water?”

Moving to asafe distance, J.B. grinned without humor. “Liquid drain cleaner, spiced with alittle of my
brew. | found awhole carton in thejanitor’ s closet. Great stuff. They won't hit here again for awhile.”

“Got more?’ Jak asked, snapping off ashot at adashing wolf and missing. He cracked the cylinder,
dropped the brass and reloaded.

“No,” J.B. said solemnly. “Got abunch of stuff cooking downgtairs, but it’ s not reedy, and thisisit for
traps. We' re on our own.”

DOWN IN THE BASEMENT, ascratching noise drew Mildred’ s attention from the commotion
upstairs. Grabbing alantern, the physician moved through the fast-food restaurants, tracking the
disturbance until finding amanhole cover in thefloor of aback utility room. The round disk was rotating,
asif unscrewing, and faint voices murmured on the other side.

Turning off the lantern, she took a position behind a cold furnace and patiently waited. Finaly, the cover
was gently lifted and aface peeked out of the hole, eyes glancing quickly about.

“See anything?’ asked somebody deeper insde the access shaft.
“Looksclear,” thefirst sec man replied, glancing about.

Mildred stretched out her arm and neatly shot the man in the temple. His head jerked, and he dropped
out of sght down the shaft, the heavy iron lid damming back into position. Dim cries came from below as
the faling corpse apparently knocked severa sec men off the accessladder.

Holstering her ZKR .38, Mildred ignored the water hester and furnace astoo heavy for her to move,
and passed by a stack of spare doors astoo light to be of any use. Ramming her shoulder into the side of
an upright freezer, the woman managed to shove the piece of equipment forward onefoot at atime. The
manhole cover was sarting to move again, when Mildred strained against the awful weight, but managed
to topple over the freezer to resoundingly crash on top the sewer hatch. If there was any reaction from
the other side, it was muffled by the four hundred pounds of stedl and ceramic lying acrossthelid.

Searching the shelves, the woman placed afew cash registers on top of the sdeways freezer, dong with
afifty-pound bucket of floor wax. The container didn’t fedl that heavy. The ages had to have stolen every



drop of moisture from the compound, lightening it considerably, but even twenty extra pounds of weight
was useful.

Leaving the door to the utility room jammed open, Mildred went back to her post at the fountain basin
where she could keep awatch on the back room and the stairwell. Suddenly, the mammoth freezer
shifted a bit with amuffled thump, and she knew there would be no more trouble from below. The
physician could only imagine the awful messin the sewer when the explosion failed to penetrate and the
back-blast hit the unsuspecting sec men. They had to have been instantly pulped. The basement was
Secure again.

Jugt then, aviolent explosion rocked the building to its very foundation. Reclaiming the shotgun and
laying it on her lap, Mildred glanced skyward and wondered just how badly the battle upstairs was going.

Chapter Twenty-Two

On the rooftop, Doc emptied the HK, raining death from above on the sec men as they scampered
about for safety. Drawing the LeMat, he heard athump and, leaning way over the roof, saw a group of
men ramming apark bench against the meta door on the sde of the government building. He ignored
them and watched for othersin the streets. That weak point in their defenses was blocked by an entire
room jammed full of office furniture. Evenif they got inside, it would take them an hour to dig through the
mess. Then again...

Leaning way over, Doc pumped afew rounds from the LeMat their way, blowing adat out of the bench
and sending a bald sec man down for the count. The group broke ranks and fled, firing wildly in return. A
chance ricochet chipped the stone lintel of the roof and bit his upper arm.

Staggering back, Doc dropped the LeMat and tried to staunch the wound with his handkerchief. There
was little blood, the wound didn’t hurt much and hisfingers could till move, which meant asmall-cdiber
bullet that hadn't hit bone or artery. Thank God, just aflesh wound. The sick feeling in his scomach was
just anaturd reaction to being hurt. Perfectly ordinary. However, he knew that the numbness would soon
wear off and hisarm would ache like the dickens. He had to move fast.

“Come on, Theophilus,” he granted, trying not to pay attention to the red stain spreading down his shirt.
“Nopan, nogan.”

Biting a corner of the cloth, Doc managed to tie off the wound, then did his cold right hand into his belt
to hdp keep it ill. Clumsly lifting the powerful .44 LeMat revolver in his bloody left hand, Doc
experimented with the weight, trying to get afed and baance for the wegpon again. The stickinesswas
making things awkward, but he felt confident if the target was close enough he could handle the
handcannon. Well, hopefully.

Unfortunately, there was no way he could reload now, or even change the selector pin to discharge the
shotgun. Five more rounds and he was out. Fedling abit dizzy, Doc sat on the concrete roof and tried to
catch hisbresth.

He just could not faint, he thought. He could not die yet. He had to stay awake.

WHILE THE BARON'’ S TROOPS peppered the defenders with steady blasterfire, a sec man sneaking
aong thewall of the pawnshop lurched forward and hurled himself a a ground-floor window of the
government building. The glass shattered and he fdll back, bleeding from a dozen spots. The nails sticking
through the wooden boards covering the insde of the window now dripped with his blood. Then from



the opposite side of the building, another man stumbled into view, an eye dangling on his cheek, blood
pumping from his wounds with every heartbest.

In an aleyway between apaint store and aramshackle garage, Leonard stood on abox behind ameta
trash bin and watched the battle. His persond guards, the last members of the Wolf Pack, stood closeto
the youth to protect him from ricochets or any other dangers.

The young baron smiled as his men charged the building again, then frowned asthey retreated, clothes
smoking, faces bleeding and with more bodies lying on the ground. He had no ideaiif they werekilling
any of the people ingde the building, but his men were being daughtered. He was aready down to
twenty men in amatter of minutes. Who were these people?

“Enough!” the teenager stated, and turned to the men beside him. “Okay, Jarmal, we gaveit atry. But
thisisgoing nowhere. Burn them out.”

“My lord, thisisthe dry season,” the captain said patiently for the tenth timein an hour. “We could lose
the whole city, and the flames could even spread to the ville. The river has caught fire before.”

“Damn theriver, damn the ville and damn you!” Leonard shouted. “1 want those people dead. Do you
understand? Dead at any cost!”

Touching the blaster on hisbelt, Jarmal debated killing the teenager right here and claiming it was a
chance shot from the defenders. But the Wolf Pack watched him with knowing faces, their autofire
blasters already drawn. It would be best to get the young baron mixed into the fighting, then Jarma could
safely frag the lunatic. Most of the sec men stayed loya because of the food, and the threet of the
Machine being used on their families. They wouldn't give a shit about who wasin charge. But the Wolf
Pack and othersfollowed the baron because he gave them the authority to kill in safety, alowed them to
wallow like drunkards in human blood. Cowards hiding behind a madman. But cowards with blasters
who were damn good shots. Perhaps an assassination wasn't going to work.

Jarmal snapped asalute. “Y es, my lord. Of course. At once, Baron.”
The boy seemed to notice adifference in the sec man, then dismissed it, attributing the change to
combat. Killing made some men uneasy. Persondly, he enjoyed it immensdy. “How many Molotov

cocktails do we have?’

“Only the six, my lord. Lots more bottles but no more fuel. Thisisevery drop that survived the dley
fire”

“More than enough. Take your strongest men and firebomb the front door and roof smultaneoudly.
Let'sseethem stop that!” Leonard scoffed in triumph. “Hal”

“If thisfails, sr, will weleave?” Jarmal asked.

“Wh-what wasthat?’ the youth asked in a hoarse whisper.
“Leave. Depart. Go. WE re getting daughtered and for no reason!”
The teenager dared. “ Are you mad? They killed my father!”

“After he kidnapped and almost raped the woman.” Then, unable to stop the words, Jarma said, “The



crazy old bastard had it coming for yearsl Served him right!”

Leonard grabbed his blaster, then released the weapon. “Captain, you're relieved of rank,” the new
baron said in anicy tone. “Y ou will lead the troopsin the next rush on the building. Take hisblasters.”

The Wolf Pack closed on the man, and under the muzzles of their blasters he was stripped of weapons.

“Haven't got the gutsto just shoot me here, eh?” Jarma snarled, with nothing moreto lose. “That'sa
death sentence and you know it.”

Camly, the youth returned to watching the losing battle. “Do asyou aretold, or your children will beg
for the mercy of the Machine.”

Sporadic blagterfire continued from the building, and the sec men shot back from behind mailboxes,
vending machines and insde the paint store.

“How did we ever let you get in charge?’ Jarma asked woodenly. “What the fuck were we thinking?
Y ou’ re worse than Gunther.”

Leonard smiled. “I’ll take that as acompliment. Now go die.”

“Y ou heard the boss-git,” one of the Wolf Pack said, sneering, jabbing the former captain with arifle.
“And make us proud, or else |’ ll take care of your wife mysdf.”

“Mebbe wewill anyway,” another stated, and the rest agreed, making vulgar suggestions.

Outraged, Jarma tensed to charge them, then forced himsdlf to calm down. Ignoring their catcalls and
taunts, he turned on his hedl and marched into the ranks of the sec men. Too furiousto think clearly,
Jarmal almost registered surprise when somebody pressed aknife into his hand. Keeping his expression
neutra, he did the weapon away quickly. Then arevolver was dgpped into his palm, and the troops
closed around their old sergeant, hiding him from sight as he checked the load on the blaster and tucked
itinto hisshirt.

“You there, Private,” Leonard snapped, crossing hisarms and posing asif on the display in the ville and
not inthe middle of afirefight.
The sec man turned dowly. “ Sir?’ he managed to croak.

“You'rein charge now. Firebomb that rad-blasted pit into rubble!”

“Yes, gr,” the sec man replied with asdute. If the baron noticed it was with hisforbidden left hand, he
didn’t comment on the fact.

Shouting orders over the blasterfire, the new captain directed men to take positions and six Molotov
cocktails soared into the air. Two of the bottles streaked right into the open front of the building,
gpreading fire acrossthe metal cabinets. The other four arched high, going for the rooftop.

STRUGGLING TO STAY CONSCIOUS, Doc jerked awake as he saw the Mol otovs soaring through
the cloudy sky. As he grabbed the blaster with both hands, fresh blood gushed from hiswound, but the
old man took careful aim and fired the LeMat again and again. Thefirst shot missed completdy. So did
the second. But the third and fourth hit. Two of the bottles burst in midair, forming burning blossoms that



rained harmlesdy to the ground. The third Molotov impacted dangeroudy near Doc, and he dragged
himself away, the gasoline preading across the concrete but finding no pursuit to feed the hungry flames.
Thefourth hit the skylight and shattered, raining fire and glassinto the building. The burning debrislanded
on the curtains and barbed wire of the third floor. But dry as dugt, the predark cloth instantly ignited and
theinterior of the structure was harshly illuminated with hellish light. Soon red-hot embers floated
downward, drifting harmlessy onto the terrazzo floors, and elevator cage. But severa reached thefirst
floor. Now only yards away from the basement, tendrils of smoke rose from the hot flakes on the
carpeting, tiny glowing specksthat pulsed with every breeze asif living things.

GRABBING THE FIRE EXTINGUISHER from thewall niche, Krysty sprayed carbon dioxide foam
over the whole expanse of the materia. The canister died quickly, but al of the hot spots were quenched.
However, more and more embers were drifting downward. Already the woman could see huge sections
of bare wire above, the strands snapping from the accumulated hest. The next Molotov would drop
through, falling straight to the basement, and she had nothing but blasters to stop the advance of the
deadly fire.

“THEY’RE NOT TRYING for acapture anymore,” Ryan snarled, coughing from the thick clouds of
smoke blowing in over the barricade. It reeked of the drain cleaner, and hetried his best not to breathe
any of the bluish smoke directly. Who knew what it would do to hislungs.

Fanning himsalf with the fedora, J.B. said, “How about we make arun for it? Try and lure them to the
library and set the muties free?’

“Too far,” Jak said, dapping shut the cylinder of hisreloaded blaster.

The temperature was rising fast from the two fires. Ryan wiped the sweat off his brow with adeeve and
glanced around the building, counting their options. They were low on ammo, with no more bombs,
missiles or grenades. The building was on fire, and surrounded by the enemy who wouldn't consider a

surrender. The stairswere clear. They could reach the roof easily and jump to the pawnshop, but then
what? There was no way across that street without the sec men seeing them, and night was hours away.

“Can't 9t here,” Jak drawled, brushing an ember off hisdeeve. The crackling of the fire was getting
louder, asthe flamesfound new fud in thefloor tilesand wall pandling.

“What do you want to do, charge them?” Jak hawked and spit to clear histhroat. * Element surprise.”
“Sure as shit would surpriseme,” J.B. agreed angrily.

“J.B., what did you mean nothing was ready?’ Ryan asked brusquely.

The Armorer took amoment to mentally shift gears. *'Y ou mean the stuff downstairs? Well, | have some
poison-gas bombs cooking, but they’ re fill green. Wouldn't make akittenill. Tomorrow, they will be
lethd asanuke”

“Tomorrow isn't today. Would they smoke much?’

“Y ou mean now? Sure. But it’sjust smoke.” Jak barked alaugh. “Once burned, twice shy.”
Sidestepping some embers, J.B. grinned. “They’ll think it' s another sandstorm gag, us attacking under

cover of the smoke.”

“Work?" Jak asked pointedly.



“Better,” Ryan sad, sarting for the sairs.

MINUTES PASSED as L eonard watched the fire spread throughout the building, athick plume of
smoke rising into the sky. Then he gasped as a barrage of glass bottles came hurtling from the roof to
loudly crash on the street. He flinched, expecting gouts of flame from Molotovsto erupt at each impact.
But ingtead, volumes of grayish-green smoke flowed from the puddles. Billowing clouds of smoke filled
the street, flooding into the dleyway and stores. Suddenly, avolley of blasterfire erupted from the
defenders. In horror, the young baron redlized it was adeadly repeat of thefight at the bank. Visbility
dropped to zero, and the sec men started to pull back, unwilling to chance contact with the dense smoke.

“Attack!” Leonard shouted, pounding on the garbage bin. “ Attack now, you stinking cowards!”
The desert breeze was dready starting to thin the chem fog, and so the sec men dowly began to
advance into the dark clouds, disappearing from view. Drawing his own blaster, the baron waited
impatiently for the sounds of combat to renew when somebody coughed afew moretimesin the
dleyway behind him.

“Shut up, fools,” he snapped irritably. “It's only smoke.” But then something hot and hard pressed
painfully againg the back of his head.

“Freeze,” Ryan ordered, grabbing afistful of hair to hold the youth motionless. “Tell your men to stop
attacking and gtart shoveling sand.”

“What?’
“Put out thefirel”

Breathing hard, Leonard glanced down and through the thinning clouds of smoke. He could see the il
forms of hisbodyguards lying on the ground, most of their heads missng.

“Whothe hdl areyou?’ he asked through clenched teeth.

Ryan shook the teenager hard. “ Doesn’'t matter. Give the order to your men, or I'll blow your fucking
brainsout.”

“I don’t think so,” Leonard said smoothly, sensing awesknessto exploit. “Y ou need my men, so | stay
dive. What with thefire, your bitch istrapped in there?”

Ryan wasted alive round jacking the dide so the noise would startle the man. “Last chance.”

“Andthen | dieanyway,” the teenager retorted, shaking with restrained fury. “Fuck you. Go ahead, chill
rre"

A thunderous report shook the dleyway, and Leonard jerked free of Ryan’ s startled grip. Stumbling off
his box, the teenager staggered against the garbage bin, and from out of the smoke strode Jarmd, the
blaster in his hand bucking and jumping as he emptied it.

“That’ sfor my daughter,” Jarmal said, reloading as he strode forward. “Y our father took her when she
wastwelve. Twelveyearsold!”



“My sympathies,” Ryan snapped. “Order the men to put out thefire.”
The big man swung abouit, the pitted maws of their deadly weapons now aimed at each other. Time

passed in tense silence. The thinning smoke exposed the group of sec men on the sdewalk, and the
burning building across the street. Grips on wegpons were shifted as the men waited for asign of what

was hagppening.
“Ryan,” Jarmd said onimpulse.
The one-eyed man narrowed his gaze. “Y ou know me?’
“No. Heard of you in atde around acampfire.”
“And who are you?’
“Uther Jarmd.”
“The new baron,” Ryan sad.
He amogt smiled. “Lookslike”
“Givetheorder. Fast.”
“Why? Let it burn, you' re safe out here.”
“My business.”

The former sergeant locked gazes with the Deathlands warrior. “ Y ou have aman trapped.” It wasn't a
question.

Ryan debated on responses and chose the truth. “ Y eah.”
“Everythingisfor sde” the man prompted.

“Blagters,” Ryan pit.

“Got lots. And more food than you'll ever see”

“The Hummer.”

“Y our wag? No thanks.”

Watching the growing conflagration, Ryan racked his brain for abargaining tool. “I know the secret
location of thelast Sx livemuties,” he said in desperation.

Jarmd narrowed hiseyes. “Bull.”
Knowing it wastimeto go for broke, Ryan lowered his pistol. The sec men seemed stunned.

“Thisishow much | want the fire out and my son saved,” Ryan stated, holstering the piece. “How bad
you want those things dead?”



“Your son?’

“Oneof my girlshad red hair,” asec man said, hatefully gazing at Leonard. “1 joined the guardsto try to
get close enough to hisfather to ace the freak.”

“Me, t00,” said another.

Ten long seconds ticked by before the new baron dowly lowered his blaster and tucked it in hisbelt.
“Bucket brigade!” he shouted. “ Y ou, you and you! Get some meta pails from the paint store. The rest of

you gleebsform aline from the street and start throwing like you meaniit!”

“ HQ/!H

Everybody turned. The rest of the companions stumbled out of the pawnshop, Dean wrappedin a
blanket and tenderly cradled in Mildred’ sarms.

“Hot pipe, what’ sgoing on?’ Dean asked weakly, blinking at the dim daylight.
Epilogue
A week later, dust devils danced aong the sandy street in front of the pawnshop as the companions

loaded Dean into the rear cargo area of the Hummer. The desert winds were starting to increase once
more, and they wanted to leave before the next storm arrived. Next door, the government building was

gone, just another blackened holein the ground like the skyscraper.
“You okay?’ Mildred asked, tucking the blankets tighter around the boy.
“Headache,” hewhispered. “Did | redly fal through the skylight? Don't remember.”
Sliding behind the steering whedl, Ryan glanced at the physician in concern.
“A common reaction to head traumas,” Mildred said soothingly. “Nothing to worry about.”

“Damn graight you did,” the elder Cawdor replied. “Fdl four stories. Good thing you landed on your

Dean chuckled, then abruptly stopped. “What' sthat smell?”

“Food,” Jak said, munching on an apple. “Bushels of food. Corn, tomatoes, beans, lots of taters.”

“Theword is potato,” Doc corrected, wiggling into the back seat, a canvas sack on hislap.

“Y ou ped, you name.”
A amile. 1 seeyour point, Young Jak. Tatersitis.”

Theabino teen grunted in victory.

Curioudly, Dean reached out to touch one of the baskets stacked nearby. It was made of reed and
seemed to befilled with live lizards. “Mest, too,” he said, astonished. “But where did it come from?’



“We caught thelizards,” JB. said, snuggling next to Mildred. “It’s easy once you know how.”
“And we traded with the local baron for the vegetables,” Krysty said, climbing into the passenger sest.
“Oh, yeah. The blasters.”

“Actudly, no,” Ryan stated, starting the engine. “He had lots of those. We traded with something he
didn’'t have, and wanted very much. J.B.’sformulafor smoke bombs.”

“Knowledgeis power,” thewiry man beamed, adjusting his glasses.
“So we staying here for awhile?” Dean asked.

Ryan eased off the brake and dipped the wag into gear. “ Can’t. There was some trouble. WEe re not on
achill ligt, but we aren’'t welcome any longer, either.”

“Oh.” The boy thought about that. “ So what about the mutie? Isit dead? Who runsthat ville? Did we...
could-*

“Enough. Seep,” Mildred ordered, pressing afinger to hislips. “We' re going to the redoubt for awhile,
let you rest and get your strength back. Tell you dl about it there.”

“Still have no ideawherewe are,” Krysty complained, staring at the cloudy sky.

“A bagtardization of the military term ‘ground zero,” | would assume,” Doc rumbled, wincing ashis
shoulder wound throbbed.

“Mebbe after acouple of years, when things cadm down,” Ryan stated, putting the Hummer in gear and
pulling away from the curb, “we || come back and ask them.”

LYING ATOP an old horse blanket spread on the white sand beach before the azure ocean, Harold felt
himsdlf risng again from the eectric touch of Laura s naked breast on his chest. But hiswife was adeep,
and the man forced his passion to cool. There had been alot of sec men in the gaudy house that night,
but oddly nobody attacked when he appeared with his blasters. They smply watched as he took the
young woman from her bed and departed. So much preparation for nothing. Carrying her in hisarms, he
had raced through the sewers and taken aboat he had built himself down the dirty river to the sea. There
he rowed for hours until finaly reaching asmall idand where nobody ese lived. Degp in the lush greenery
was a hut built by the old baron, the cdllar full of food, ammo and tools. His secret escape place was
now their honeymoon oasis. That night under the stars, they kissed like adults and did many other
wonderful things.

As he gazed at the deeping woman, Harold' s heart swelled with love for histiny bride. The naked
goliath gently stroked her long flowing hair, so soft to the touch of his massive scarred hands. He didn’t
care about her many scars. She was hisangel, and nobody would ever harm her again.

Shifting position in her deep, Laura pressed warmly against the man and reached out to stroke his
misshapen face with fingers as gentle asa prayer in church. A single heartfelt tear flowed down his
ravaged cheek, and the deformed man closed his eyesin compl ete contentment.

“Good doggie,” the woman murmured softly. “Good boy.”



Logt inreverie, Harold never heard the words and he fell adeep with asmile, happily dreaming about
how fine and strong their many children would be.



