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"I'ron covered the fields and roads: iron points reflected the rays of the sun. This iron, so hard,
was hone by a peopl e whose hearts were harder still." —FromBullfinch's Mthol ogy,

"Legends of Charl enagne, "

attributed to Ogier the Dane, circa 800 A D

"From what sanme clay are both heroes and tyrants nmade?" —From Relativismand Reality in Mdern
Political Thought by Dr. Dorm Tretheway, D.D., Patti Party Press, Sandpoint, |daho, 1999

THE DEATHLANDS SAGA

This world is their legacy, a worid born in the violent nuclear spasm of 2001 dial was the bitter
out come of a struggle for gl obal dom nance.

There is no real escape fromthis shockscape where |life always bangs in the bal ance, vulnerable to
newl y denoni ¢ nature, barbarism |aw essness.

But they are the warrior survivalists, and they endure—n the way of the lion, the hawk and the
tiger, true to nature's bean despite its ruination

Ryan Cawdor: The privileged son of an East Coast baron. Acquainted with betrayal from a tender
age, he is a master of the hard realities.

Krysty Woth: Harnmony ville's own Titian-haired beauty, a wonan with the strength of tenpered
steel. Her prenonitions and Gaia powers have been fostered by her Mther Sonja.

J. B. Dix, the Arnorer: Wapons naster and Ryan's close ally, he, too, honed his skills traversing
the Deam ands with the | egendary Trader. Doctor Theophflus Tanner: Tomfromhis famly and a
gentler life in 1896, Doc has been thrown into a future he couldn't have inagined.

Dr. MIdred Weth: Her father was killed by the Ku Klux Kl an, but her fate is not nuch lighter
Restored from predark cryogeni ¢ suspension, she brings twentieth-century healing skills to a
nightmare. Jak Lauren: A true child of the wastel ands, reared on adversity, |oss and danger, the
al bino teenager is a fierce fighter and |oyal friend.

Dean Cawdor: Ryan's young son by Sharona accepts the only worid he knows, and yet he is the
seedl i ng bearing die pronise of tonorrow.

In a world where all was lost, they are humanity's |ast hope...

Pr ol ogue

There was no escape fromthe nightnare of Death |ands after the nuclear hol ocaust in 2001. Ryan
Cawdor understood that, take it or leave it, this was Ms world. He never forgot that no court of
law, no arny of deliverance, no rescue squad would be there to put things to right-ever

What popul ation was left existed without laws or noral guidance, other than to obey the savage
rul es of survival. Nature lay waste, ruined, contaminated, the tragic price humanity paid for the
bli nd worship of science. And there was hardly a steeper price than the kind of severe genetic
scranbling that created those nutated hunans who were nonstrous in body and nind

Life always neant peril in the Death |ands, but the nutants seened to synbolize the unconscious
dread of the disintegration of the species. So they were often targeted for summary execution by
the norms, and those nutants who were able and of a like nmind energetically returned the favor
Through this world Ryan Cawdor and his warrior survivalists roanmed, with predark wags if a |ucky
find provided scarce fuel. But even with the wags travel was
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a high risk enterprise, and increasingly the mat-trans units in the redoubts offered the best
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option for a change of scene or quick exit froma hotspot.

Bui It before skydark, the redoubts and their mat-trans gateways had endured the nuke barrage
because they were entirely sel f-contained, blast-proofed and powered by their own nucl ear
reactors.

In the course of dozens of |ocational junps with the units, they had cone across only a very few
peopl e who had discovered the secret of the gateways.

Al'l that was about to change.

And not for the better

Chapter One

A whi sper of chill, stale air crept along the mat-trans chanber's armaglass walls, and with it
came a whi ff of sonething sharp and electric. As the raised netallic floor plates began to gl ow
brighter, Ryan Cawdor scanned the faces of his five friends.

Only Krysty returned his gaze, her green eyes steady. Though she hel d her head high and her | ong-
i nbed, statuesque body defiantly erect, he could tell mat deep down she was anxi ous about the
junp: her prehensile, mutant red hair had drawn close to her nape, retracting in response to
danger.

The wonan's anxi ety was understandabl e. The danger was very real, and cl ose enough to taste.

M|l dred Weth sat beside Krysty with her eyes shut and her head bowed. The multiple beaded plaits
of Mldred's hair swayed slightly as she clenched her hands into fists at her sides, her stocky
formtensed as if to absorb a body bl ow. Whip-1ean Jak Lauren stared blankly off in the mddle

di stance; though the expression in his ruby-col ored eyes was unreadabl e, the tendons of his jaws
flexed like steel cables under the waxy white of his scarred cheeks. J. B. Dix gripped the brim of
his bel oved fedora with both hands, twisting it down
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to seat it nore firmy on his head. Behind the Arnorer's round, steel-rinmed spectacles, Ryan
caught the glimer of a sardonic smle. What was that old predark saying? Wien the crapfall really
got heavy, it was tine to screw on your hat.

Ryan turned to Doc Tanner last. The old man's eyes were tightly closed, his |lips nmoving as he
muttered softly to hinself. He repeated a short phrase over and over. Under the present

ci rcunmst ances, on the verge of nolecul ar di sassenbly, any whi sper mi ght have been taken for a
prayer. Though the phrase Doc was repeating sounded vaguely like a plea for nmercy or salvation, it
wasn' t

The one-eyed man recogni zed the strange words. Doc, a fountainhead of obscure, dated and often
arcane know edge, had taught Ryan the phrase and its neaning.

Morituri te sal utamnus.

As Doc had expl ai ned, the words were in Lati n—one of many human | anguages | ong dead before the
nuke shit hit the fan. Mrituri te salutanus was a Ronman gl adiator's oath to his enperor before
entering nortal conbat, which signified subm ssion and all egiance to a hi gher power and an
acceptance of one's own fate.

"W who are about to die salute you."

Ryan figured the part about accepting fate was a flat-out given; what the rest nmeant was a nystery
to him He had no idea who or what Doc thought he was saluting, .or if the old man even knew. The
experience of

havi ng been tinme-traw ed into the future had done sonething to the old man's nind. He didn't
always talk rationally.

A swirling gray m st appeared near the chanmber's ceiling. Tendrils of the mist drifted down,
obscuring everything.

A curious person caught in the sanme situation might have wondered if the fog really existed or if
it was an illusion, a fignent of a m nd al ready being systematically deconstructed, cell by cell
Ryan Cawdor wasn't a man to |inger over questions that served no i medi ate purpose. He was a stone-
hard pragmatist, a bottomliner, which was why he and his friends used the mat-trans units. Having
journeyed across post-Arnageddon America on foot and in the Trader's war wags for nany years, he
knew how dangerous Chose alternate nodes of transportati on were. The odds were heavily stacked
agai nst the |long-term survival of conventional travelers, no matter how well arnmed they were. O
the many thousands of human fatalities he had seen in Deathlands, few had been qui ck and pai nl ess.
Ryan fell through the space where the floor should have been, spiral ing dowward, faster and
faster through black enptiness. Sonewhere in the niddle of his wind mlling fall, he conpletely

| ost consciousness. Mercifully everything went blank. But not for Iong. The mind dreaned in

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...CoDeathlands%20(12/55)/035%20-%20Skydark.txt (2 of 109) [12/24/2004 11:24:43 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ A x| er,%20James GCoDeathl ands¥620(12/55)/035%20-%20Sky dark .txt

transit, and the dreanms were always bad.

The instant of deathlike oblivion was shattered by a
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surge of color, sound and the full range of physical sensations; the junp dream had begun

It was night.

He hit the ground running. His bare feet slapped against noist soil as he raced toward a distant
tower of flames. And as he ran, he knew it wasn't his own body that carried him It was too |ight,
too quick, too strong for its size. The differences—the raw speed and the agility—anazed hi m
Effortl essly he closed the gap between hinmself and a crude defensive wall of skinny, unpeeled | ogs
seated in heaped, tanped earth. A narrow section of the tree-trunk barrier was snoking, the ax-
sharpened tops of its logs shattered into fans of splinters as if by a lightning strike. He
slipped through a break in the wall and into the mdst of a tiny, triple-poor ville. Ryan knew he
had never been there before, but he had seen many outposts just like it, clinging for life at the
edges of Deathlands. The nanmeless ville's packed-dirt courtyard was surrounded by a junbl e of

t hat ched-roof shanties. Mst of its two dozen mud-and-stick huts were already burning. Beyond
their steeply peaked roofs, at the rear of the conpound, he could just make out the sawtooth top
of the log wall.

Al'l around himthe hum d darkness echoed with aninmal shrieks of pleasure and cries of pain. The
air hung heavy with a maddening perfune: the netallic scent of freshly spilled blood and the sour
snel | of wood snopke. He caught the di mshapes of white |linbs noving frantically at the edges of
the firelight—the arns

and |l egs of others like him gleefully killing with bare hands and feet

H s kin had already found their prey.

He caught hinself gasping, not fromthe exertion of the full-out run, but fromthe intensity of
the excitenent he felt. Heat radiated fromhis very core, surging through his linbs and his face
It was the heat of desire, of an unquenchable hunger. Not a hunger for sex; this lust wasn't
focused in his loins, but in the center of his torso, between heart and stonach. Even as the heat
bill owed outward, it seemed to conpress his lungs in hoops of steel, forcing himto sip greedily
for air. And fromhis own throat canme a strange nmewling sound, liquid, plaintive, sinuous. The

vi brations of the soft cry cascaded over his chest |ike a caress.

He turned slowy, taking in every detail of the grimscene: the fires, the brutal nurders of the
ville's people and their |ivestock, the wanton destruction. Everything he saw as he turned,
everything he felt was new-and fascinating.

A staccato crackle of gunfire froze him It was froma single blaster, inside the ville's
perineter. There was still at |east one survivor. He crossed the courtyard, homing in on the
source of the sound.

When he tried the front door of the shabby hut, it wouldn't open, even to a full-force kick. It
was heavily barred fromthe inside. Wthout a thought he clinbed the hut's front wall, as quick as
a lizard, scanpering up onto the thatched roof. He peered down through the ragged hol e that had
been torn in the thatch. The room
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below himwas lit by rows of guttering candles, illuninating several corpses around a | ong table.
Ryan dropped twenty-five feet, landing softly on the killing floor

Three adults and four children |lay facedown in the niddle of their evening neal. He sniffed at one
of the crude wooden bow s, recognizing boiled mashed roots, boiled nashed beans, boiled prickly

|l eaves. It was a gray-green, tastel ess |ast supper. The rough-hewn table was puddled with the

bl ood of the seven diners. Fromthe eye sockets up, the tops of their skulls had been ripped off,
the contents plundered, splattered and sneared over the clay-colored interior walls. Their arms
and | egs were cracked and twi sted into i npossible positions, their necks grotesquely bent.

The sweet stench of gore suffused the warm noist air, and made it even harder for Ryan to
breathe. A surge of internal heat, nore powerful than anything he had yet felt, slamred him And
he had the sudden urge to throw hinself into the pool of blood spreading across the tanped earth
floor, the urge to roll and wallow in it. At sone deeply subnerged | evel of mind, Ryan recognized
the alien nature of the thought and recoiled. Though he tried, he couldn't stop hinself from
kneel i ng and touching the spilled blood. Nor could he stop hinself fromfeeling di sappoi nt nent

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...CoDeathlands%20(12/55)/035%20-%20Skydark.txt (3 of 109) [12/24/2004 11:24:43 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ A x| er,%20James GCoDeathl ands¥620(12/55)/035%20-%20Sky dark .txt

when he realized it had al ready gone col d.

He exanmined the floor. Miultiple bloody footprints led away fromthe red pool. And then he caught a
faint whiff of a famliar, fishy odor: kin on the hunt

H s strange new body's response was autonmatic. Once nore the strangely pleasurable new ing sound
erupted fromhis throat. As it did, a horrendous, sustained burst of gunfire rang out, this tine
so close it seened to shake the hut's walls. Ryan | eaped over the blood and through the yawni ng
doorway beyond. It opened onto a cranped, dark room where rude straw pallets were spread out on
the ground. At one end of the rooma door to the outside stood ajar. He peered cautiously around
the janb. The doorway | ooked onto a small |ane that separated the ragged line of huts. Lit by the
near by burning rooftops, the dirt track lay heaped with still-thrashing white bodies: his kin
tangled up in yards of their own spilled bowels.

Only one creature renmained standing in the narrow | ane.

The eneny.

Atall, rangy and powerfully built man bent over a fresh corpse, trying to pry the first six

i nches of a |ong-bladed knife fromthe center of its bony chest. Wth his back to Ryan, the bl ack-
haired foe braced the sole of his boot on the dead face while he savagely | evered the knife handle
back and forth.

The sight sent a wave of righteous hatred and rage coursing through Ryan's bl ood. Under the hate
and the rage—and nore terrible than either—he felt a surge of pure delight, delight in what he
knew to be his own vastly superior physical strength, delight in the destruction he was about to
visit upon the unwary man.

In a single, catlike bound, he crossed the space be-
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tween the doorway and his target. He launched hinself with his arnms outstretched, and when he

sl aimmed onto the eneny's back, he caught hold and drove him forward, but not down as he had

pl anned. Wth a conbination of bal ance and strength, the nan managed to keep his feet despite the
sudden inmpact. Ryan's arnms whipped in a blur, hands tearing at the broad shoulders. C oth gave
way, presenting himw th bare, warm skin. Ryan snatched hold and pulled as hard as he could. The
skin stretched and stretched until it could stretch no nore, and then it began to rip | oose from
the dense | ayers of nuscle underneath.

The man screanmed and whirl ed, punching, kicking, trying to throw himoff.

Ryan held on, riding his eneny like a wild horse, and when the nan paused for breath, he
repositioned his grip. As he noved his hands, he saw the torn strips of skin, the bright, slick
bl ood and the rows of round red welts he had | eft behind. Suddenly everything nade sense. The
speed. The uncanny clinbing ability. The animal urges. Even as Ryan realized with a pang of horror
what the welts neant, what kind of subhuman, nutated body he possessed, his body sl apped a hand
agai nst the side of the man's face. The tiny suckers that lined his fingers and pal ns seized the
fl esh of cheek, nose and forehead. Bracing a knee in die mddle of his eneny's back, he used al
his power to twist the straining, corded neck and draw the chin toward hi mover top of the

bl eedi ng shoul der

The dark-haired man had a single eye, blue and ful
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of hate. The enpty socket on the other side of his face was covered by a patch, which only partly
conceal ed the old blade scar that split eyebrow and cheek

It was like |l ooking into a mrror

The life Ryan Cawdor was about to take was his own.

Then sonet hi ng even stranger began to happen: it started to hurt.

Bad.

For a terrible instant Ryan floundered in a junble of conflicting viewpoints and sensations. Hi s
world blurred as two different sets of inages, fromtwo different sets of eyes—nurderer's and
victim s—were superinposed on one another. H's consciousness inhabited both of the struggling
dream bodi es at once, but he couldn't control either. Though he ordered the aggressor to |et go,
it wouldn't obey; though he conmanded the victimto break free, the attacker on his back was too
strong. Ryan sinultaneously felt exquisite pleasure and unendurabl e pain as the tendons that
anchored face to bone snapped, and the brutally drawn flesh tore free fromthe front of his skull
VictimRyan's head wenched back with such force that his neck vertebrae shattered, severing his
spi nal cord.

Bl ackness cut through Ryan's consci ousness like a sword slash, dividing himfromthe sl unping
human form
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And once nore there was only one creature standing in the narrow, corpse-Utered | ane.

Straddling the broken human body, Ryan the victor
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clutched in his suckered fist a bloody rag of nuscle and sinew and, dangling by its torn nerve
bundl e, one intensely blue eye.

THE HUGE BONFI RE BEAT against MIdred' s bare back in scorching waves. O their own accord, her

| egs responded to the erratic rhythm of the heat, propelling her around the edge of the blaze in a
jittery, jerky, armwaving dance. Between her toes the earth was gooey soft, churned to muck by
the footsteps of the dozens of others who circled the fire with her. Nunbed by the pleasure she
felt, MIldred danced through roiling clouds of rank snoke, through showers of gol den sparks.
Beside her the fire roared |ike an engine fromhell.

It hissed and whistled, squeal ed and screaned.

As Mldred jigged and hopped, her arms punpi ng overhead, sonething in the heart of the pyre

expl oded. The soft whunmp hurled chunks of flam ng wood, like niniature conets, across the
courtyard. Wod wasn't the only thing burning—er flying. Hot, wet gobbets of flesh spattered her
bare breasts, stomach and thighs.

For the first tine MIldred | ooked down and took note of her dream body. Its stark whiteness
stunned her. She stopped dancing, letting the other celebrants brush past her. Her linbs weren't
dark brown as they should have been, but pale as ash. And they were the wong shape, too. Not
muscul ar and heavy boned, but sl ender, alnost fragile.

When she turned over her hands, she saw the rows
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of tiny suckers that lined their nutated palnms. A chill of horror crept up the back of her neck
A wall of blast-furnace heat rolled over MIdred. It was so intense that she had to junp away or
have her skin blistered. As she whirled, the burst of heat penetrated her fromhead to foot, and
like an exotic drug, lubricated her joints, her belly, and nade her brain bubble and froth.
Instantly her concern over what she had becone vani shed—and the lithe, pale body resuned its
erratic dance.

At the edge of the firelight she could nake out the snoldering ruins of the little ville. A group
of scrawny, white-linbed figures rushed fromthe deep shadows, bearing nore fuel for the pyre.
Sone carried great arm oads of thatch, broken pieces of furniture, piles of the pathetic personal
bel ongi ngs of the ville's inhabitants—Iice-infested straw beds, flea-ridden furs and coarsely
woven bl ankets. Others ran forward in pairs, dragging |linp human bodi es between them by the heels
or wists. Four of the pale firebugs carried a struggling, scream ng, disnenbered hog. Wth all
its legs torn off, it |ooked |ike an enornmous, grotesquely bloated, pink grub

Into the great fire went the thatch, the people and the pig. Fountains of sparks shot into the

bl ack sky, then the night echoed with overlapping shrieks of agony—the great sow wasn't the only

still-living thing that had been tossed into the blaze. Trenbling charred hands reached out
through the curtain of fire, clutched at nothingness and fell back
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Mldred' s human spirit retreated in horror fromthe sight, even as her strange new body delighted
init, spinning and capering in ecstasy. In her wild exuberance she collided with a fell ow

revel er. The inpact bounced her fromthe dance track at the edge of the bonfire. She stunbled and
sli pped on the nuddy ground. As she caught herself with a hand, she | ooked up

Fifty feet away, at the edge of the light, stood another figure, inpossibly tall and as still as a
statue. Qoviously, enornously male, its gleanming, oiled body was hairl ess and naked, but for a
knotted | oincloth and conbat boots.

"Kaaa..." she said automatically, the sound rippling up fromher throat like the purr of a cat.
VWhat the cry neant, MIldred didn't know.

But it felt delicious.

The grant had odd, piebaldlike markings on his skin: brown cloud shadows crawling over his snowy
whi t eness. A bandolier of black-tipped cartridges hung across his massive chest and shoul der s—amm
for his weapon, the mother of all shoulder-fired blasters. In his hands the M 60 machi ne gun

| ooked like a child' s toy.

He didn't have the | ook of kin, Jior the famliar, rank-sour smell.

He | ooked and snelled |ike the god he was.

Ml dred prostrated herself before him pressing her face deep into the nmud. Kill or di e—nere was
not hi ng she wouldn't do for him When she raised her face, he
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gestured sharply with the machi ne gun, acknow edgi ng her supplication and releasing her fromit
"Kaaa..." MIldred purred, crawling backward on her belly.

When she rose and turned again to the pyre, a great plunme of sparks shot skyward. Her kin had just
fed it nmore fuel. Fresh screanms cut through the throbbing roar. MIldred' s body responded to the
sudden surge in heat with an instant jerk-dance. Then somethi ng bounced out of the fire, Ianding
al rost on top of her feet.

A baby.

It withed inits ow mniature ball of flame, screeching |ike a teakettle.

A pang of hunman consci ence pierced her mat-trans dream state. For a second Dr. MIdred Weth, the
trai ned physician, the care giver, fought for control. Though she felt the baby's pain and wanted

to save its life, she also felt an opposing and even nore powerful need: to kill all those not
kin, to burn the corpses and stonp the dry bones to powder. The woman struggled to make the alien
body respond to her will, but it was as if her true, human self was stuck to flypaper—she could

only drag herself a short distance before she was pull ed back, exhausted. And before she could
reach the dying baby and put out the fire, another pale and scrawny figure stepped up and ki cked
it back into the heart of the blaze.

Mldred tried desperately to wake up, to end the nightmare, but to no avail. Buffeted by the heat,
she
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continued to dance |ike a automaton, drool sliding down her chin and throat and glistening between
her rock-hard breasts.

KRYSTY DREAMED she was clinbi ng, hand over foot, up an incredibly steep incline. She noved
joyously, as light and quick as a spider across a great, mst-shrouded, gray cliff. As she scal ed
the face, reality began to shift and skew. The incline's sheer, vertical surface started to sway
and ripple under her weight. It felt nore like a net |adder woven fromrope than a nountain of
rock. As she continued upward through the blinding fog, she realized that it wasn't made of rope,
ei ther. The hand-and foothol ds she clinbed were warm and snooth, and electric to the touch

Then the wall she clinbed but couldn't see began to sing.

H e sound of a thousand flutes surrounded and enfol ded her. They chirped, they tweeted, they
trilled up and down three octaves. If any of the flutes played a nelody, it was lost anm d the
chaos of random notes. The volune pul sed | ouder, reaching a mghty crescendo |ike a cheering
crowd, then it trailed off to near-silence. It roared again, and again faded. Louder, then softer
over and over. The sawi ng, atonal music stirred sonething inside Krysty, sending a tickle of
excitement rushing fromthe base of her skull to the base of her spine. Wthout warning, the fog
around her lifted, and everything came into sharp, startling focus.
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Not only was the cliff, the net, the wall beneath her alive, but it was in constant, undul ating
not i on.

It was made up of thousands of creatures, their arns and | egs |aced together, interlinked chains
of pal e, naked beings. Krysty raised her bare foot to a shoulder and gripped the front of the

t hi gh above, pulling herself higher. She snelled sour sweat fromthe bald head of the creature
upon whose back she clinbed, felt the seething aninmal heat. The brush of skin against skin told
her that she, too, was naked. She |ooked up to see that the tapestry of bodi es hung from sone

i ndi stinct point out of sight overhead. And it wasn't made of a single sheet of |iving beings, but
many sheets, laid one on top of another, and |ayers of individual creatures |ocked as she was now,
chest to back, chest to back, chest to back

From bel ow, a hand cl osed around her ankle and yanked. Krysty braced herself and |ashed out with a
savage nul e kick. Her heel nade solid contact with a face, and the hand rel eased her foot She

gl anced over her shoul der and saw a white body pinwheeling away fromthe living wall, and as it
did, it crashed into the clinbers below, creating a chain reaction, an aval anche. Dozens of white
forms were knocked free and sent tunbling thousands of feet before they disappeared into the mst.
Their deat hs pani cked and nonentarily froze the hundreds of other pursuers swarm ng up die web.
Krysty felt a delirious exaltation. No one could stop her. As she clinbed hi gher and hi gher, the
interlinked creatures she passed over becane noticeably |arger and
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stronger—they had to be in order to naintain their position in the chain of bodies.
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The strongest of all were at the very top
They were di e nost desirable mates.

Mat es!
Even as Krysty understood the purpose of her dream body's superhuman effort, she felt a strange
pull, an arching ache in her groin. She | ooked down at herself in astonishnment. She had no

breasts, and she was nost definitely a male. A sexually excited nale.

Her initial inpulse was to | augh al oud.

Prior to her first sexual experience—w th Carl Lan-ning, the son of Harmony ville's

bl acksm t h—Krysty had wondered what it would feel like to have nascul i ne apparatus. Predark
shrinks m ght have di agnosed her as suffering froma nmld case of pern's envy. After that first
time with Carl, she was no | onger envious—er even curious. Her body had told her, had shown her
mat di e Gai a power she possessed, the nutant abilities passed down to her by her nother, Sonja,
dwar f ed anyt hi ng that mal e physiol ogy coul d ever hope to do.

The man thing jerked upward, seemingly with a will of its own.

Watching it, she felt a tangible sense of |oss. Woever, whatever she was now, she was no | onger
Krysty Woth, no | onger connected to a long line of highly evolved fenal es. Her Earth Mdther power
had been replaced by the nore obvi ous—and much | ess i nposi ng—prod between her |egs.

Even as she grieved for her femninity, a passion, an
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ani mal need, swept over her. It was like nothing she'd ever felt before. The body she inhabited
knew what it wanted. The body woul d not be denied.

The body cli nbed.

She coul d see a creature noving above her, with small breasts and sturdy thighs and hans. Waves of
heat washed over Krysty's face and down her chest. Unable to control the body, she retreated into
herself, drawing as far away fromthe alien sensations as she coul d.

Though her body tried to overtake the creature, it couldn't; its quarry had too great a | ead. The
creature reached the top of the chain, and once there, clasped itself onto the back of what | ooked
to be a huge nale. Despite her attenpt to curl up and hide, Krysty found herself experiencing
everything her body felt. She was a hel pl ess passenger as it noved into position on the creature's
back, as with a suckered hand it guided its upstandi ng nenber under the unprotected buttocks,
nosing it into the warm noist crevice it found there.

Trapped inside the mal e body, swept away in its hornmone storm Krysty monentarily |lost touch with
her real-world identity: she wanted only what the body wanted. A chirping sound erupted from her
throat as she thrust deep into the clinging softness.

Ecst asy swal | oned her up.

As her body's hips fell into a rocking rhythm a hand from bel ow gripped her foot, then her hip
Krysty felt the weight of another creature on her back. It was enornmous. The vibration deep in her
belly becane an earth-
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guake as a rough hand reached under her buttocks, as sonething thick and hard nudged agai nst her.
Pl easure—very famliar, very femni nine—expl oded between her |egs; it brought her back to herself in
a headl ong rush. The unni stakabl e sensation told her that her dream body had two sets of sex
organs, one nale, the other fenmale, both fully operational

As did all the creatures in the living web.

As her hips reared back for another jab, the huge creature hanging on her shoul ders thrust, and
she was penetrated. As her body |unged forward, the creature she rode turned its head and opened
its wet nmouth in a gasp. Krysty stared into a white, flabby face franed by a bald pate. The eyes
were unreadable, flat, as dead as a doll's. The teeth |ike yellow nail points.

Sticki el

Krysty's spirit fought with all its strength, but there was no escaping the predicanent. Unable to
break free of the grip of the creature that had nmounted her, wedged in, front and back, lost in
the tweeting chant, the lubricious, thrusting pleasure, Krysty panicked, flailing in the darkness
of the alien skull. Her real self wasn't just lost and adrift; it was drowning. It was dying.
There was no Gaia power in this feverish universe, nothing and no one to cone to her aid.

As nore and nore stickles added |inks and |ayers to the chain, the nass hunping built to a frenzy.
Krysty knew with a terrible certainty that she would be inpregnated by the great thing on her
back, that her belly would swell and swell until she staggered under its
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wei ght, and that soon she would give birth to a gaggl e of needl e-toothed, dead-eyed nonsters.
That's what this el aborately choreographed exercise was all about

The birthing of nonsters.

As that realization sank hone, at the edge of consciousness she sensed an onl ooker, a shadowy
presence |urking beyond her field of view A presence of pure and perfect evil-—which stepped
forward, into the light of her mnd

Not just a bystander, this, or a nere watcher.

This was a | aughing ringmaster.

Wth steel eyes.

RYAN AWAKENED on his hands and knees on the gateway floor. As he clung to it, the gleaning surface
seenmed to dip and swirl, and the chanber's violet-tinted armagl ass walls spun wildly around him
Strands of acrid bile dangled fromhis parted tips. Hs mnd reeled with nore than the usua
postjump confusion. He had suffered an awful defilenent, a rape of soul that not even a lifetine
of Deat hl ands' horrors had prepared him for

Against his will he had been forced to share space, breath, heartbeat with the nmutated and

i nhunman.

The gateway chanber reeked of vomt Ryan dry-heaved fromthe stench, his stomach threatening to
invert itself and clinb out his throat All around him anid the groans of his conpanions, he heard
what sounded |i ke dozens of tiny lips blow ng soft, wet
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kisses. Slowy, like a curtain rising, the mat-trans haze lifted fromhis brain.

It was then he realized there were too nany | egs, arns and bodi es inside the seal ed chanber.

Wth an effort he focused his eye.

Inches away two huge eyes | ooked back at himfroma pale, hairless face, black eyes, alive but
dead to feeling, to synpathy, to nercy. Below the eyes were tiny nostrils centered in noist flab,
and its nmouth was |ined with rows of pointed, vul pine teeth.

Bef ore Ryan could nmake his body react, the stickle lashed out. A cold, sucker-lined hand sl apped
agai nst his face, covering nmouth, nose and cheek. But the suckers failed to attach thenselves to
the man's flesh.

As he bounced the back of the stickie' s head onto the floor, Ryan glinpsed other nuties spraw ed
and tangled in the hexagonal -shaped chanber. H s conpani ons were out nunbered two to one.

He started to reach for die handblaster on his hip, a 9 mm SI G Sauer sem automatic, but thought
better of it. At point-blank range, in the close confines of the chanber, the high-velocity, full-
met al -j acket slugs woul d undoubtedly drill through the stickles and hit either his conpanions or
the arnmagl ass walls. Hopping into a | ow crouch, Ryan drew his panga fromits sheath. The stickie
screamed up in his face as it, too, started

to rise.

I nstead of using the razor edge of the eighteen-inch knife to behead the nuti e-there wasn't enough
cl earance behind himfor a sideways swi ng—Ryan brought

the knurled steel pommel of the handle down on the hairless head in a full-power arc. The top of
the skull crunched under the inpact and caved in, punching bone shards deep into the brain cavity.
The stickie's screamng stopped as if cut off by a switch; the huge black pupils of its shark eyes
floated on seas of bright red. Blood jetted fromthe tiny nostrils as it slunped, tw tching
feebly, back to the gateway fl oor

Even as it fell, the other stickies began to rouse thenselves, sitting up and blinking in the
harsh, artificial |ight.

Ryan gripped the shoul der of Doc's frock coat and gave hima hard shake. "Rad-blast it, Doc, get
up!" he shouted. Jak and J.B., though obviously still dazed, pushed thenselves to their knees.
Ryan stepped to MIdred' s side and shook her, too. "Get up and fight!" he told her. "Fight now or
we all diel™

Krysty was the only one who didn't respond to his war cry. She lay curled in a fetal position, her
back agai nst the violet armagl ass, separated from Ryan and the others by a knot of stickies.

The band of killer muties screaned in unison and hurled thensel ves across the slippery floor
chargi ng their enem es.

Di scarding the ebony sheath of his swordstick, Doc set to work in a frenzy that nore than natched
his i nhuman opposition. Fearless in the face of the stickies* fury, his narrow, straight, double-
edged bl ade flicked like a steel serpent's tongue, driving in and out of the pale bodies in a red-
tinged blur. Doc avoi ded the bl ade-
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sei zing trap of the bony sternunms, and sought out the soft and tender parts, piercing bowels,
stomachs, hearts.

Ryan pivoted around the stickle charge, skating on the nasty, slick floor to get between Krysty
and the pair of muties who had turned to attack her. Bracing hinmself, he nade a mighty, two-handed
slash with his panga. The keen bl ade clipped through both of them at waist height, cutting off
their arms at the el bows, dropping their coiled guts to the floor

As Mldred tried to stand to neet the attack, she, too, slipped in the sliny mess underfoot. Her
faltering step made the onrushing stickle lose its target. The suckered hand ni ssed her head by

I ess than an inch and sl apped agai nst the armaglass wall. It stuck there, trapped by its own
suckers for a second—+ong enough for MIldred to unhol ster her ZKR 551 pistol. The Czech-nade

bl aster was a precision target weapon and chanbered for the relatively light .38-caliber Snith &
Wesson round.

Li ght was just what the doctor ordered.

W thout worrying about the possibility of a through-and-through, MIdred pressed the nmuzzle of the
bl aster agai nst her attacker's breastbone and fired. The tiny gateway chanmber rocked with the boom
and flash. The stickie's arnms flew back, opening wide as if to better display the bl ackened,
starburst hole burned into the center of its chest. As the creature hurtled like a rag doll toward
the far wall, it knocked down four of its conrades.

Ryan noved in on themw th his panga. He gri pped

it like a baseball bat, hacking at the heads and necks of the flopping nuties. The deaths he gave
them were neither quick nor clean. Still infected by the dream Ryan exorcised his |oathing for

t he debased species, making these few pay dearly for his nightmare. The stickies shrieked under
the rain of heavy but indifferently ainmed bl ows.

Wil e the one-eyed man worked off his fury, Jak ducked under the crazed rush of a trio of nuties.
The teenager spun and struck |ike a poison-spitting cobra, with perfect aim Too fast for a hunan
eye to follow, |eaf-bladed throwi ng knives |eaped fromhis hand to the unguarded necks of the
stickies. The netal handles of his deadly bl ades appeared as if by magic in the sides of their
throats, slicing through the clustered arteries and sending bright blood spurting. The sudden
conmplete |l oss of blood pressure to their brains dropped the stickies where they stood.

There was a | oud hiss behind Ryan, and a blast of fresh, cool air hit his back. As he whirled, he
saw the last surviving stickie. Screaming in rage, it clung to JJJ.'s back, riding himout of the
open chanber doorway.

Fi ghting to keep his bal ance, the Armorer tripped over the portal and crashed to the floor of the
brightly Iit roomoutside. The stickie' s weight came down on top of him but J.B. already had the
slim polished steel of his Tekna knife clutched in his fist. He thunbed the button in the butt of
the knife's handle, and the netal sheath flicked back, exposing a bright scal pel bl ade.

32

DEATHLANDS

Skydar k

33

As the stickie ripped off his hat and gl asses, J.B. reached back and slashed at the join of the
mutie's hip and thigh, deftly slitting the fenoral artery. Though its blood pul sed out in great
gouts, the stickie refused to die. It grabbed hold of its eneny with both hands and started
tearing at his neck

Ryan junped from the gateway chanber and with a downward sl ash of his panga cleaved the creature's
right armoff at the shoul der. Before the nmassive wound could even begin to bl eed, he brought the
I ong knife swinging around in a tight horizontal arc. The stickie's head fell fromits neck and
skittered across the floor, rolling under a gunnetal gray desk

Wth MIldred s help, Ryan nmanaged to pry the dead but still-strangling fingers fromtheir friend' s
t hroat .

"Scab-ass bastard," J.B. croaked, nassaging his neck, "wanted to take ne to hell with him™"

"Hey, somebody, need hand here," Jak said fromthe mat-tram chanber's entry. He held Krysty draped
against his hip. Her head lolled | oose on her shoul ders, and her prehensile red hair hung in Iinp
strands. Her long, slender |egs wouldn't support her weight.

"I got her, Jak," Ryan said, scooping Krysty into his arms.

There had been a tinme in Ryan's |ife when he woul d have t hought tw ce about stepping forward. As a
wi I d, young col dheart riding shotgun on the Trader's War WAg One, under the same circunstances he
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m ght even have turned his back. Before he'd met Krysty, his only concern had been for his own
survival, and for im

provi ng the odds for the sane. Now he coul dn't deny die powerful feelings he had for the red-

hai red beauty. As he carried her over to a desktop, he could feel the shallow and rapid rise and
fall of her breathing, and he was grateful for it

Ryan gently laid her down on the desk, then stepped back so MIdred could give her an inmedi ate
exanmi nation. Standing idly by and watching the procedure served no purpose, except to make the one-
eyed man feel helpless and inpatient, so while the doctor worked he and Jak reentcred the chanber
and retrieved the weapons and gear they had dropped during the close-quarters battle.

Doc | eaned agai nst the edge of a desktop, his brow furrowed, lost in a troubled reverie until Jak
prodded himwith the tip of his swordstick's ebony sheath. The old nman jerked violently at the
unexpected touch. "By the Three Kennedys!" He pointed his rapier at the headl ess body on the
floor. "Foul incubus! Phantasm of the dunghill! Wat cruel joke Mrpheus has played and rmade ne
its clefted fundanment!**

Hi s conpanions stared at him waiting for a translation of the archaic syntax and references.
"Though | amloath to admt it," Doc said, "during our recent journey | dreaned | was one of those
unspeakabl e creatures."

"That's very odd," MIdred said as she conpleted testing the light response of Krysty's pupils,
"because the sane thing happened to me. And it was the nost

34

DEATHL ANDS

awful junmp nightrmare |1've ever had. Makes ny skin crawl to renenber it."

When the doctor | ooked at Jak, the rubyTeyed teenager scow ed back unpl easantly but said nothing
J.B. was nore forthconi ng about his experience.

"I had a dreamlike that, too. And ny dream stunk al nost as bad as what's in there." He jerked a
thunb at the pal e corpses heaped inside the mat-trans chanber,

"Can fix," Jak said. As quick as a cat, he noved to close the door

"Fireblast!" Ryan swore. "You know better, Jak! If you close the door, nore of the earless
bastards can cone through the gateway!"

The truth of his words hung in the air, as cold and certain as death.

As far as the six travelers knew, the race of homicidal nutants known as stickies had never used a
gateway before. Now that the stickies had apparently taken their first mat-trans |eap, and arrived
as Ryan and conpany lay on the floor recovering, they had to face the possibility that they had
done it on purpose; if indeed that was the case, the dead-eyed whirlw nds of slaughter and
destruction could pop up anywhere, anytine.

"Mebbe they just stunbled in," J.B. suggested, trying hard to offer another explanation for the
mut i es* presence in the gateway chanber. "Wandered in |ike stupes and accidently tripped the unit.
O nebbe they didn't junp at all. Mebbe they found the entrance to
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this redoubt open and were poking around inside the chamber when we arrived."

"No," Jak said with conviction. "Mre cone through here." He pointed at the floor, which gl eaned
under banks of fluorescent lights. Tracks in the yellow vonmt on the light gray Iinoleumled away
fromthe mat-trans chanber in uncountable nunbers, growing fainter as they crossed the broad,

wi ndow | ess room Jak crouched and touched a footprint with his index finger, then rubbed it with
his thunmb, "Still wet,*' he said.

For a second, above the riot of nauseating odors in the room Ryan could snell them

Not their puke, Them

In his life the one-eyed warrior had killed nmany stickies hand-to-hand, face-to-face, but never
before had he noticed that particular snell. Then he renenbered the source of the olfactory cue:
it had come fromthe nightmare. Trapped in a rmutant dream body, he had recogni zed his fell ow
stickies by the distinctive scent they left behind. Now that he was wi de-awake and fully
rematerialized, the telltale stench shouted at himtike a pile of fish guts left three days in the
sun.

Not possible, Ryan told hinself. Dreans, mat-trans or otherw se, weren't real. He shook his head
to clear it of still-lingering junmp ghosts.

"Stickies are rad-blasted triple stupe,” J.B. protested, firmy seating his fedora back on his
head. "No way coul d they have junped on purpose. Dark night, nost of the tine they can't even find
their own pricks!"

"J.B."s right," MIdred agreed. "None of the stickies

36
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we' ve ever crossed paths with has shown much in the way of practical intelligence. N ne tinmes out
of ten they don't even use sinple weapons, |ike clubs and rocks, for their killing. |I find it hard

to believe that a bunch of gibbering idiots could organize thenselves to do anything like this.
Thi nk about it. How could they possibly understand the process of matter transfer well enough to
use it?"

"Mebbe they're getting smarter," Ryan replied.

"Morituri le salutamus,” Doc nuttered to hinself, but [oud enough for all to hear and be chilled
by any l|ingering stickies.

"Can it, you old fool!" MIdred barked.

Ryan shot the physician a warning glance. Now wasn't the tinme to reopen a personal squabble. He
| ooked past MIldred, to the desktop where Krysty lay. Her breathing had deepened and sl owed. Her
prehensile hair no | onger dangled linp and [ ank over her shoul ders—+t tw tched and coil ed around
her face like a nest of irritated red snakes. "How s she doi ng?" he asked.

"She's severely disoriented fromthe junp," Mldred told him "I can't find anything el se
physically wong with her. O course, that doesn't nean too nuch, considering the tools | have to
work with. If | haven't nissed sonmething critical, |1'd say she should snap out of it in a few

m nutes. "

"Can she be noved?"

"Sure."

"Where goin'?" Jak asked Ryan
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Bef ore the one-eyed warrior could answer, Doc spoke up

"Ryan, dear fellow, loath as | amto propose it, mght we not risk enbarking on another junp?"
"Fmafraid it's not an option in Krysty's case," MIldred said. "In her present condition there's
no telling what damage a second junp would do to her."

Ryan addressed the old man's suggestion. "At this point, Doc, we aren't sure what the stickies
know about the gateway system They could use if to follow us, and we could find oursel ves
fighting an arny of the dead-eyed bastards wherever we end up."

"Ch, wow" MIldred said, her eyes widening with a sudden realization. "Wait a mnute! There's a
basi c problemhere that | think you're all mssing. It's a matter of |ogic—

"Dark night!" J.B. interrupted her. "Qur basic problemisn't logic, it's stickies."

Ml dred didn't appreciate being contradi cted, and especially before she had been all owed to nake
her case. "But—

Ryan put up a hand. "No, MIdred. Save whatever it is for later. W don't have tinme to discuss it
now. We're not safe here. The stickies we just chilled mght be nissed by the others."

He noved die still-unconscious Krysty into a sitting position and eased her over his left shoul der
inafireman's carry. Wth his Steyr SSG70 rifle in his right hand, he headed for the elevators
on the other side of the control conplex.

Chapter Two

Bolted to the wall beside the pair of elevators was a |evel-by-level map of the entire conpl ex.
Fromthe schematic they could tell they were five stories down fromthe redoubt's vanadi um stee
exit doors.

"Place big," Jak commented.

"One of die biggest we' ve conme across,** J.B. agreed.

Ryan scanned the index, row upon row of col or-coded nunmbers and nanes that corresponded to points
mar ked on the map. It was nore than big; it was a small city. According to the nap, the redoubt
had its own hospital, residential areas, several theaters, four dining halls, tw sports centers,
vari ous autonmated | abs, machi ne shops, hydroponi cs gardens—alt bunkered underground. In addition
to the nuke fuel source that powered the conmplex, the map showed a fossil-fuel storage cell and an
arnory.

"Behol d the prom sed Elysium" Doc intoned. "Sanctuary for predark potentates. Snug harbor for
bigw g whitecoats and mlitary, for well-heeled politicians and corporate CECs."

Ml dred took a careful | ook at the room behind them The steady, whistling breeze of a high-tech
air-filtration
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system kept the floors and el evated surfaces clean, but the corners, where the ceiling net the
wal | s, were hung with funereal drapes of thick, gray cobwebs. "Doc, | think your VIPs got caught

with their pants down on Doonsday. They never arrived at their own party."
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Ryan adjusted Krysty's weight on his shoul der, then warned the others to stand back fromthe

el evator doors. "Be ready," he said. "We're on triple red." He poked the elevator's button with
the nmuzzle of his rifle. As he noved to the side of the left-hand pair of doors, he slung the
rifle over his shoul der and seized his SI G Sauer P-226 with his free hand.

From above cane the nmechanical whir of the car's descent. The light went on behind the plastic
arrow over the doors, and an el ectronic tone sounded. Sone sixth sense told Ryan that danger was
very close. As the doors jerked apart with a whoosh, his finger was already pressing the trigger.
The four stickles inside the elevator reacted to the sight of humans with amazi ng speed. How i ng,
in a blur of intentionally confusing, armwaving notion, they attacked.

St andi ng rock steady, Ryan fired the SI G Sauer

Bl own onto their backs on the floor, the quartet of nuties thrashed their arns as they tried
desperately to get up. But they couldn't nove their |egs or hips because Ryan had bl asted great
chunks fromtheir spines.

J.B. stepped forward with his Uzi and quickly gave each of the snapping dead-eyes a full-netal -
jacket 9 ramround in the head.
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The el evator doors started to close. Jak reached out and stopped them "Were to?" he asked.

"Qut ?"

"Before we | eave, we'd better check out the arnory,"” Ryan said. "Mebbe we'll get lucky this tinme
and find something we can use. W're getting | ow on amo. "
He got in the elevator and gently set Krysty against the rear wall. She was lost in a deep and

troubl ed sl eep. As Ryan straightened, Jak poked the illum nated button for the fourth floor

When the doors opened on the next level, all of the conpanions stood with their blasters drawn,
ready to defend thensel ves. They were greeted not by kill-crazed nutants, but by pitch-darkness.
The light fromthe el evator penetrated only a few feet into the gloom Then, one after another
the banks of ceiling lights flickered and started to come on. Sone of the fluorescent tubes
continued to flicker annoyingly; others remai ned dark. Enough of themlit up for Ryan and friends
to be able to see there was no opposition down the | ong, w ndow ess corridor

"Those are sone long-life bulbs,” MIldred said appreciatively.

"Probably keyed to novenent or sound," Ryan replied. "Don't cone on until soneone triggers them
Saves wear and tear that way."

He turned to the Arnorer and said, "J.B., give Jak your scattergun. He can sit and watch on the
el evator and Krysty while we recce."

The Arnorer unsiung his Smth & Wesson M 4000
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12- gauge and handed it to Jak. The white-haired teen automatically checked the breech for a live
round, then found and tripped the car's control -panel switch that | ocked the doors open and hel d
the elevator in place.

Ryan and the ot hers | eapfrogged down the hallway, kick-entering every room making sure no nuties
were lying in wait, and that their backs—and |ine of retreat—aere protected.

They were closing in on the arnmory when J.B. stuck his head out of a doorway and shouted down the
passage to his friends. "Hey, | found sonebody in here," he said. "It |ooks |like one of your
predar k whitecoats, Doc. Don't get your hopes up, though. He's already well chilled."

Ryan, MIldred and Doc followed J.B. into the room It was a scientific laboratory, with its own
mai nfranme conputer and a row of automated chem cal -anal ysis nachines. The walls were Iined with
met al shel ves, bearing hundreds of stacked, |abeled, sealed glass jars. Sinilar jars rested on the
wor kst ation counters and the fl oor

Ryan scanned sonme of the labels. The dates printed at the tops went all the way back to the days
i medi ately after the nucl ear hol ocaust.

The room cont ai ned thousands of jars. Sone were packed with what | ooked |i ke wads of human hair
and fingernail clippings. Ghers were filled with cloudy liquid in different shades of yellow and

anber. Still others contained brown, segnented coils of excrement suspended in clear fluid.
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A broad, white witing surface on one wall displayed a hand-drawn graph in red. Numerous points on
the parabola were marked with blue dots, and above the dots were nunerical values and G eek

| etters. Five-foot-high stacks of conputer spreadsheets stood beside the witing panel

"He's over here," J.B. said, waving themto a big, wall-nounted freezer unit w th snoked-gl ass
doors.
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Inside the freezer a man-shape sat facing out, cross-legged, its arns folded over its chest It was
wearing a white lab coat. Ryan could just nake out the round | enses of its eyegl asses under the
hoary growth of frost Fromthe dates on the jars, the whitecoat had lived in the redoubt for
decades before pulling his own plug. Wiile he had waited in the freezer to die, he had witten
sonething in the frost on the inside of the door with a fingertip. He'd witten it backward so
anyone looking in at himcould read it.

Ryan read the two words al oud: "' Science rules.
Laught er expl oded from Doc's throat. He hooted so hard, it sent himinto a fit of coughing. He
doubl ed over, gasping for air, while he continued to | augh

Ryan cl apped the old man on the back. "Easy, Doc," he said, "or you're gonna bust sonething

i mportant. We don't have tine for this. Let's get out of here."

The arnory entrance they sought stood near the dead end of the corridor. It had a heavy, doubl e-

wi de, tenpered steel door and a massive and still-operational conputer card | ock
"CGet us in, J.B." Ryan said.
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"No problem" the Arnorer replied. He dug around in the capaci ous side pockets of his pants and
took out two wads of honenade C-4 plastique, a blasting cap, sonme scraps of electrical wire and a
hand-tw st, mechanically powered detonator. He bracketed the card-lock with flattened gobs of C 4,
I inked the charges, then fused them "Qut of the hall,"” he ordered the others as he unrolled the
detonator's wire and backed into an open doorway.

J.B. twisted the handle, and the corridor rocked with a m ghty boomand a bright white flash.
Though a section of the overhead |ights was extingui shed by the bl ast, when Ryan | ooked out from
cover, he could see the massive door no longer had a lock and that it had slid back on its hidden
floor tracks, thrown away fromthe janb by a good foot and a half.

Then an alarmstarted to wail, and red lights concealed in die ceiling began to flash on and off.
"Firebl asted sec system ™ Ryan snarled. "Ears or no ears, that's going to bring stickles down on
us."

It was a shane they had to hurry because the redoubt arnory was |ike an unguarded candy store.
Nearly all of the century-old conpl exes they'd junped to had been stripped bare as the redoubts
fornmer occupants had evacuated the place or had been | ooted by people who had broken into the
upper levels. Usually nothing of value renmained.

Thi s one had never been touched.

"Look at all the amp!" M I dred breathed. "Unopened factory cans of 9 mqmmand 5.56 mMmm "
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"Grenades," Doc said. He used a scrap of rag he found to wipe the protective |layer of grease from
a flip-top anti personnel device. "High explosive," he announced, reading the weapon's col or code
"Ryan," J.B. said, "there's reloads for caseless G 12 assault rifles. The air-seal ed packs | ook in
good shape. "

"I got LAWS over here," Ryan said. "Check all the gun crates, J.B. If there's casel ess amp, there
nm ght also be G 12s. W coul d use the additional firepower."

The Arnorer poked around for a few seconds, renoving box lids, then said, "There's an open crate
with three G 12s inside. They |ooked unfired."

"Take them" Ryan said. "Their reloading units wei gh about two pounds each. Take two dozen, six
for each of us to carry out."”

Wei ght was always a problem for themand, as nuch as supply, limted their traveling arsenal. \Wen
you had to lug all your armanent on your back, you had to be selective: being slowin Deathlands
was just as dangerous as bei ng under gunned.

KRYSTY HUNG SUSPENDED i n bl ackness, ensnared by sticky webs of the lingering junmp nightmare. She
couldn't nove so much as a fingertip. The prolonged, futile struggle to break free had drai ned her
spirit's strength. The dreamwas in conplete control of all she thought and felt. Like a spider's
victim first paralyzed by a toxic bite, then wapped head to foot in wet silk, she believed that
she had been seeded with alien life,
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dozens of baby nonsters that would soon hatch in her belly and eat their way out of her.

Then, from what seemed to be hundreds of miles away, at the furthest, dimest limts of her
perception, a nman spoke. H's tone was quick, decisive, commandi ng.

And fanmiliar.

The sound of her lover's voice was a lifeline, pulling her back toward his world.
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Thei r worl d.

The wraps of psychic silk | oosened slightly, and Krysty could feel the hard floor under her | egs,
the wall at her back. The insistent pull of gravity reconnected her to the source of all her mutie
powers, Gaia, the Earth Mdther. She called on that fenm nine force, drawing it into herself. Her
strength returned in a rush. She used it to drag herself fromthe clinging vestiges of the dream
Krysty opened her eyes.

At first she couldn't figure out where she was, but she sensed a rapid upward novenent and the
presence of her conrades close at hand. Her eyes quickly adjusted to the light of the single,
caged bul b beside her. Beneath the light unit, a notor humred and heavily greased cables slid
around a spinning flywheel. Encircling gray walls slipped past. She blinked up at a rectangul ar
shaft made of reinforced concrete, realizing she was on the roof of an elevator. Then the novenent
stopped and an el ectronic tone sounded. Wth a whoosh, the doors bel ow jerked open
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Krysty started to speak, but before she could nake a sound, a hand was clanped firnmly over her
nmout h. She | ooked up at Ryan. Wen she nodded that she understood, he renoved his hand and
tenderly brushed her cheek with his fingertips in a quick wel cone-back caress. There wasn't tine
for anything nore.

J.B. had the lid of the energency-exit hatch slightly ajar and stood crouched over it, waiting.
The car swayed and creaked beneath themas it took on passengers. Lots of passengers. Krysty heard
soft, moist Kkissing sounds through the open hatch. Hol ding her breath, she quietly rose to her
feet. Fromunder her fur coat, she drew her Smith & Wesson Mdel 640 handbl aster

Ryan reached over and tapped J.B. lightly on the arm

The Arnorer pulled the pin on the frag gren, silently counted to three, then dropped it through
the gap. As it clunked on the floor below, he whirled away fromthe hatch

The car jolted sharply as the grenade detonated. The hatch lid junped out of its frame, flipping
off to one side. Heat and cordite snoke billowed through the opening, up into the concrete shaft.
The caustic funes burned Krysty's throat and made her choke.

Then the elevator's automatic doors slid closed.

Wth a screech the car started up to the next floor. Steel scraped agai nst concrete, raining
showers of sparks on top of them The high-expl osive grenade had
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bul ged out the sides of the car so it no longer quite fit the shaft.

"Don't like the sound of that," J.B. stated.

"Me, neither," Ryan agreed. "No nore grens. Better chill themw th blasters next stop."

Then they all noticed another change, this one even nore distressing: the danaged el evator was
clinmbing at about half its previous speed.

"We can al ways take the other car," MIdred suggested. After a pause she added, "Assuming this one
gets us to the next floor."

Krysty caught a quick novenent at the very edge of her vision, near her feet. She reacted and had
her blaster up and tracking before she realized what it was. Despite her quick reflexes, the
stickie was hal fway out of the hatch by the time her brain-to-finger nmessage was received, and the
weapon barked and bucked in her fist. Angling her shots down and away from her friends, she
punched a pair of slugs through the stick-ie's smooth forehead. It dropped back through the

openi ng, out of sight

"Good one," Ryan said.

The doors to the next floor |oomed just overhead.

"My turn," Jak said, picking up one of the new G 12s. He rotated the cocking knob, a round circle
set flush in the stock behind the pistol grip. "Hold |l egs so don't fall."

The teenager positioned hinself over the hatch opening, then with J.B. and Ryan securing his

ankl es, he eased through it, hooking the backs of his knees over
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the edge of the frane. He hung upside down fromthe roof of the elevator |ike a white-haired bat
The car stopped with a jerk, the electronic bell chimed and the doors whooshed apart.

Strobe-1ight flashes frominside the car acconpani ed the canvas-ripping sound of full-auto blaster-
fire. Shrieks of aninmal rage and pain echoed through the shaft.

It was over in less than a mnute.

Krysty understood Ryan's strategy, why he wasn't naking a nonstop run for the surface, why he was
hitting every floor on the way up. Like nmoths to a flame, the honicidal crazies lurking around the
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conpl ex seenmed to be drawn to the el evators. Even though they couldn't chill all of the stickies
in the redoubt, the conpanions could make a serious dent in their nunbers. Each one they chilled
now was one | ess they would have to deal with when they returned by this sane route to junp out
Jak raised hinself partway up, and J.B. and Ryan pulled himto his feet.

"Bastard prine/* the teenager said, grinning. He wi ped the spatters of blood and tissue fromthe
sides of his face with the tail of his T-shirt

"Are we going to switch elevators now?" M Idred asked.

It was already too late for that Somewhere far below, an electric notor came to life.

"We got trouble,* Krysty said. The set of |ift cables on the other side of the shaft began to
nove.
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As they all | ooked down, they could see the second el evator conming up fromthe bottomlevel. Even
inthe dimlight it was obvious that the roof of the car was | oaded with stickies.

"Dark night!" J.B. exclained. "Were' d they come fronP"

"Must have transported in with the chanber open,"” Ryan said. "The ones closest to the doorway
probably got torn to shreds, but the rest of themnade it through."

Their own elevator started up with a lurch, but slowy. Wth each second that passed, the other
car gained ground. It was clear that it would overtake them before they reached the top floor. No
one had to spell out the danger: if the stickies got above them the creatures had the tactica
advant age. They coul d junp down and overwhel m Ryan and conpany by sheer force of nunbers.
"Gentinme," J.B. stated. It was an announcenent, not a question. And even as he made it, he had
the frag in hand and was separating the explosive fromits grip safety. He | obbed the bonmb into
the midst of the stickies bel ow.

The solid thud of detonation was followed by the clatter of nmetal shards hurtling through the
shaft

The conpani ons | ooked down to see the car still rushing at them rising up through the snoke. And
as it clinbed, nore stickies poured up through the open hatch onto the roof, scranbling over the
bl ast-ri pped bodies of their fellow nuties.
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"CGet down!" Ryan ordered, unstinging a LAWfrom his shoulder. H's hands noved in a blur as he
jerked the pull pin, rotated the rear cover out of the way, then extended and shoul dered the

| auncher. There wasn't tine for himto el evate the weapon's sighting system but nor was there any
need. The target was cl ose and getting closer. Mwving the safety handle to Arm Ryan took a trap
| ead on the flywheel and pressed the trigger

bar.

The 66 mm antitank rocket |aunched with a roar, its HEAT warhead exploding a split second |ater
The top of the oncoming elevator's roof vanished in a blinding flash of orange light, then its
supporting cabl es snapped, jerking up as if they were made of rubber, coiling and sl ashi ng,
sizzling through the air. The car dropped away, slowy at first, then faster and faster as it

gat hered nonmentum The crash when it hit the bottomof the shaft nade the walls trenble and sent a
cl oud of dust billowi ng up and sweepi ng over them

Ryan tossed the spent |auncher down into the pit as their elevator crept hesitantly toward the

cl osed doors of the top floor. "Everybody down in the car," he said, "except you, J.B. Fix the

el evator so no one but us can use it"

Krysty followed Ryan, dropping down through the hatch. The heels of her boots squished into

sonet hing soft and wet as her full weight hit the floor of the car. The inside of the el evator was
a enanel house, the walls scorched and concave fromthe gren explosion, and dripping with fresh
splatters of stickie blood. They
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booted the knot of corpses aside and prepared to open fire the instant the doors parted.

There was nothing alive to shoot at, just an enornous, |owceilinged, concrete-floored roomlit by
tracks of overhead fluorescents. To the left, along the wall, were a dozen canoufl age- pai nted
arnor - pl at ed wags parked there generati ons before.

"We're clear," Ryan shouted up at J.B

The Arnorer yanked the notor's power coupling, freezing the car on the redoubt's top floor. Then
he hopped down to join his conpanions.

They crossed the broad roomin spread single file, on triple red alert, blasters up and ready,
headi ng for the- row of APCs and Hummers. Wth the precision that cones from nuch practice, Ryan,
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Krysty and the others noved around die stored vehicles, sweeping for stick-ies in hiding. They
found none.

"These wags | ook operational,"” J.B. said. He opened the door of a Humrer and stuck in his head.
"The nuke batteries are showing full charge. | think this redoubt's antirad bunkering held up."
Ryan Was adnmiring one of the two-track APCs. Its gun turret was set well forward on its squat,

bl ocky body. The turret had four cannon barrels and, concealed in an arnored bubble beside its top
hat ch, what | ooked to be a sophisticated el ectronic aimng system Above the driver's ob slit was
an unfanmiliar enblem a solid red circle on a pale blue field.

"It's a Mtsuki Meteor fighting vehicle," Mldred said. "Also known as the Mtsuki Meatball.

remem
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her seeing a lot of news footage on it maybe six nmonths before | went in for ny surgery. The Asian
Al'liance started nmanufacturing themin 1998. They first saw conmbat in the conventional -force
battl e of Hong Kong in the sunmer of 1999. The Meteor's missil e-defense system worked well agai nst
Tai wanese air-to-ground and ground-to-ground heat-seekers. Produces a pulse of EMrad that throws
a protective done over it. Makes incomng mssiles veer off target at sixty or nore degrees, which
gives the Meteor's |aser-guided 20 nm cannons tine to |ock on the eneny."

"There aren't any nore heat-seekers to worry about," Ryan said, using the hand- and footholds to
climb up to the turret "But if this Meatball runs, we could sure ride out of here in style." He
opened the hatch and | ooked around inside. "This thing is big enough for all of us. Mldred, do
you renenber anything about the fuel range?”

"I remenber it was excellent," she said. "Notice anything unusual about die hull?"

He put his hand onit. "It's not cold."
She nodded. "That's because the arnoring isn't steel. It's sone kind of high-tenmp, Kevlar-
armagl ass conposite. It's very light for its strength, which adds to the fuel efficiency. | seem

to recall that in the Hong Kong canpai gn the Meteor was averagi ng a couple of hundred mles per
tankful over mxed terrain."

"Let's see if she'll start,” Ryan said, dropping down through the hatch
Whil e Doc and MIdred stood guard, Jak, J.B. and
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Krysty picked up their gear and followed himinto the dark, cranped space. They had to clinb
around the gunner's chair, which was suspended in a netal cage fromthe inside of the turret. The
Meteor's interior was cluttered with a latticework of structural braces, and with conduits and
cables wound in dull silver tape. At the front of the conpartnment were the driver's and copil ot
chairs; at the rear was a storage area that housed the power cells for the electronic systens.
Rows of junp seats lined the rear side walls.

Ryan slipped into the driver's seat and opened the ob slit. It provided enough light so he could
read the dials on the conpact dash. He found the interior-light switch. Wien he turned it on, red
| ight bathed the conpartnent.

"Trader had hinmself a war wag kind of like this once," he said after a quick review of the contro
system "Two | evers, one for steering and braking each track. An automatic tranny with four
forward speeds, neutral and reverse." Wen he punched the starter button, it whined ferociously,
but the 750-horsepower engine failed to turn over.

"Dark night, nmaybe the whitecoats nothballed it," J.B. said over his shoulder. "Have you got oi
pressure?"

"Yeah." Ryan tapped the accelerator twice and hit the button again. The engine growed to life.
"Let it run awhile," J.B. suggested. "Get the engine tenp up and nelt that hundred-year-old
grease. |'mgoing to check out the weapons system" He haul ed
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hinself up into the caged gunner's chair, renmoved his fedora and pulled the target-acquisition
hel met over his head. After flipping dowmn the VR visor, he reached out for the dual joystick fire
controls.

The instant he touched the sticks, the weapons system canme on. A powerful electric notor whirred,
and there was a flutter of novenent along both side walls of the rear conpartnment The novenent
caught Krys-ty's eye and nade her | ook nore closely. Under the clutter of braces and conduit, she
could see the chains of |inked, 20 mm antitank cannon rounds that fed up fromthe nagazi ne under
the fl oor.

J.B. turned his head to the left, and the turret followed suit. He twisted right, and the turret
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moved with him Pleased with hinself, he juked the joysticks, and to everyone's surprise,

i ncluding his own, the quartet of cannons roared thunderously. Alnpst in the sane instant there
was an explosion that jarred the vehicle on its suspension. J.B. opened his hands at once,
releasing the fire controls, but it was too late for the third Hummer down the |ine. The
accidental 8-round burst of HE rounds had already blown it in two.

M 1l dred and Doc pounded on the outside of the hull and yelled at himto cut it out

"J.B.," Ryan said, "are you sure you know what you're doi ng?

"I wasn't" the Arnmorer adnitted sheepishly, "but now!| am"

"Doc! MIldred!" Ryan called over his shoulder. "Get in here. We're rolling!"
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When they were safely inside and J.B. had dogged the turret hatch, Ryan shifted the APC into
forward gear and pulled both steering-braking | evers toward him The Meteor's tracks spun on the
slick concrete, then caught hold.

"That looks like the only way out," Ryan said, heading for an opening at the far end of the room
He braked to a spot at the entrance to a rectangul ar tunnel

"Dark in there," Jak commented, trying to squint ahead through the copilot's ob slit.

Ryan searched the dash until he found the switch that controlled the hal ogen headlights. Wen he
flicked themon, he could see that the tunnel sloped up and that it appeared to end in a solid
wal | after about fifty yards. He drove the Meteor into the passage anyway. About a third of the
way along, the APC s headlights illumnated a hard right turn, one of many tight sw tchbacks
designed to deflect ground and air-burst radiation

It was slow going to the exit because of all the turns.

The vanadi um steel doors had just swung into sight, reflecting the glare of the headlights at the
end of a long, straight section of tunnel, when Jak nudged Ryan with an el bow, pointed at the
control panel and said, "Wat nean?"

A single gauge light flashed on and off.

"Don't know, "

They had travel ed only a few nore yards when the dash squealed a shrill warning and all the gauges
started to blink. The Meteor bucked and chugged, then
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di ed one hundred feet fromthe steel doors. It wouldn't

restart.

"Fireblast!" Ryan swore as he set the brakes. "W're going to have to walk, after all."

Chapter Three
It was night and the weather was unsettled. Ryan and the others turned their backs to the wind
t hat whi pped across the barren nountai nmop. A bank of stormclouds raced east, away fromthem

Chains of lightning flashed at the storm s core, lighting up the om nous purple mass with bursts
of sickly yellow. The ground at their feet still sizzled and popped as the weak acids froma
recent chemrain percolated into the soil. Overhead, between the scattered, straggler clouds, the

stars were bright and the bone white noon hal f-full.

Ryan, Mldred, Doc and Krysty fanned out and took up defensive positions around the doorway,
guardi ng Jak's back while he tapped the redoubt's exit code into the keypad beside the double
doors. The entrance closed with a hollow clang, and its internal bolts shot hone.

Meanwhile, J.B. had his ninisextant out and in the gauzy light was trying to figure out where they
wer e.

"Wl | ?" Ryan asked himsoftly.

"From the position of the noon, I'd say we're sonewhere east of the Shens, not far fromthe
Lantic. Mebbe the Linas."

"The lovely Carolinas," Doc said. "That's far from

58

DEATHLANDS

the less than jolly England we'd just survived, and by the skin of our teeth. And it's not al
done with yet, | wager. But what a bittersweet trove of menories this part of the world brings to
nmind! Emily, Rachel, Jolyon and | had the pleasure of taking a brief holiday on the shore there
one sumer. So very long ago. | recall nost clearly its distinctive, serene beauty, genteel folk
and nost gracious hospitality."

"Well, now it's just another rad-blasted hellhole,”™ MIldred said. "Snell the snmoke?"

"How could | miss it?" the old man replied. "A stench to greet the nostrils of neophytes to hell."
Ryan narrowed his gaze. Sonething else was in the wind, something nore subtle: the scent of bl ood.
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Hurman bl ood.

Though he knew it had to be an illusion, another flashback fromthe mat-trans ni ghtmare, Ryan
snorted to clear the rusty, netallic odor fromthe inside of his nose.

"Fires this way," Jak said, heading into the wind. He clinbed the nound of bare rock that franmed
one side of the ruin of a road.

Ryan and the others followed himto the crest, and fromthere they | ooked down over a wide valley.
A dozen miles away, on the far side of the basin, a tight cluster of orange lights danced.
"Aville," Krysty said.

"Yeah," Ryan agreed. "My guess is it'll take us until nearly daylight to get over there."
"Ni ght nmarch?" Jak asked.
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"The stickies aren't going to stop because of the dark," Ryan answered. "They like the night for
hunting. We've got to stay with them W better get going/'

"At least the stickies are going to be easy to track," J.B. stated as he started down the rubble
mound. "Li ke wal king in the wake of a tornado."

"Come on, Mldred," Ryan said when he realized the woman wasn't noving fromthe crest. "M | dred?"

She didn't respond. She stood perfectly still, staring intently at the distant flanes.

When Ryan touched her arm she started violently.

"You okay?"

MIldred blinked at him "Uh, yeah, | think so." Wth a troubl ed expression on her face, she forced
herself to turn away fromthe vista. "I'mfine. Let's go,"”

Moving single file, on triple red alert, they followed the vague remmants of a road down the
flanks of the broad, |ow nountain. Ryan had no doubt that the road, overgrown as it was with grass
shoots as sharp as steel needles, pierced and cracked by stunted, thorny trees tough enough to
survive the acid fall, had been unrecogni zabl e before the stickies had taken that route. After
they had passed, as J.B. had predicted, it was like walking in the tracks of a whirlwind. In the
moonl i ght, curving down the sl ope ahead, Ryan could see the swathe of freshly tranpled earth and
crushed foliage.

He and the others took care to give the broken branches a wide berth. A gummy sap dripped fromthe
wounds in the tree linbs and pooled in white puddles on the ground. The corrosive sap could strip
the flesh
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frombone in a matter of seconds. Once it entered the bl oodstream the mlky juice burned Iike
wildfire, destroying everything it touched. Death, when it cane, was never soon enough

A SULFUROUS DAWN STARTED to | eak through bl ue-black cl oudbanks on the horizon as the travelers
neared the valley floor. It had been a hard march, with few stops, but otherw se uneventful. They
had encountered no stickles en route and had seen no sign of human refugees, either

Ryan halted the columm behind an outcrop and, while his conpani ons rested, he cautiously surveyed
the terrain below The nmiddle of the valley was split by a great predark hi ghway. Though his

di stant view was obscured to the right by air rank with | ow hangi ng snoke, the road appeared to
run the entire length of the basin. It was six | anes wide and had a crunbling nedian strip that
had once separated a two-way flow of traffic.

The road had been built to last Fromhis el evated position, Ryan could see the slip-joints that
crossed the roadway at regular intervals, engineered to conpensate for seasonal expansion and
contraction of the substrate on which the highway sat So on doonsday, when nuke-bl ast earthquakes
rippled through the valley, instead of fracturing into a billion fragnents, the enornous bl ocks of
pavenent tipped either up or down, absorbing the shock waves. That |left the plates of roadway
jutting at angles that woul d have burst the
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tires and shattered the axles of predark fossil-fuel-powered vehicles noving at high speed. But
the foot traffic and aninmal carts of the post-Apocal ypse, industrial devolution could easily pick
their way over or around the obstacl es.

No one was noving on the highway now, and beyond it, on Ryan's left, their i mediate goal was no
| onger vi sible.

The raging fires that had acted |i ke a beacon during the long night's trek had burned down,

| eavi ng behind a dense pall of snpke that conceal ed whatever renmained of the ville.

Ryan and his conpanions trotted down to the road and, once there, turned into the cloud of
swirling smoke. Visibility dropped to fifteen or twenty feet. They had to slow their pace and
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close ranks. It was very hard to breathe without coughing. Then a sudden breeze shifted the haze
Loonming up in front of themwas a massive barrier of concrete rubbl e—a hi ghway overpass that
hadn't survived the nuke-quakes. It had coll apsed a century before, blocking all six |anes. Ryan
ted themto the left, off the road, following a two-rut track that diverted traffic around the
barrier

As they rounded the end of the fallen overpass, they came upon a series of neat piles of concrete
chunks that had been reduced to pebbles. Some pathetic soul had been chipping it away, trying to
sal vage the rusty steel reinforcenment that interlaced the concrete.

When they returned to the pavenent, they caught a glinpse of the dead ville. What they saw on the
ot her
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side of the nedian strip, to the right of the highway, was a red-orange glow pulsing in the depths
of the swirling smoke. Ryan took them over the nmedian, then across the three paved | anes. Before
they reached the other side, they could feel the heat fromthe banks of |ive enbers. Another two-
rut lane led fromthe side of the highway to the center of the gl ow ng nass.

"Slow and careful /1 the one-eyed warrior said as he pointed out the deep, two-foot-wide holes in
the ground where the vilie's stockade wall had once stood. Leg-breakers, for sure. The stickies
had pulled out all the defensive perinmeter's sharpened |l ogs and fed themto the blaze. Inside the
broad circle of holes, the nonsters had burned everything to the ground.

The roofs and walls of the huts had been torn apart, and what couldn't be noved to the centra
pyre had been burned where it stood. Ash piles marked the foundations of the clustered, crude
dwel i ngs. Snoke still rose fromscattered hot spots anong the ashes, and ringers of fire Iicked
up froma great pile of coals in the mddle of the ring.

M1 dred wal ked qui ckly ahead of the others, noving toward the center of the inferno in a straight
line, kicking up puffs of ash fromthe heaps that drifted around her ankles. She seenmed distracted
and di soriented, oblivious to the blast-furnace heat

Krysty started after her

As Ryan nmoved to follow, sonething crunched under his boot heel. He knelt and brushed the bl anket
of warm ash away. He saw the fire-blackened teeth of a
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child, scattered like tiny seeds in the dirt. Pushing nore of the ash aside, he found a little

j awbone, part of the cheek crushed by stanping feet He could see the prints of bare soles in the
soft ground. There were other bones pounded into the soil, as well, the bones of |ivestock and
adult humans. Al of themhad the flesh burned off, all of them broken into small pieces.

Ryan hadn't seen such systematic and total destruction in a long tine.

Apparently these stickies were no | onger content with the hit-and-run slaughter that until now had
been their trademark. They had, with considerabl e expenditure of time and energy, erased not only
these poor humans, but all traces of their presence. Wien the next round of chem storms swept
past, the broken bones woul d dissolve in the downpour of dilute hydrochloric acid, the cinder
piles would sizzle and froth and nmelt away. Nothing would be left but the ring of holes,

As Ryan stood, his head was flooded with a vision of the horror that had been done here only hours
before: tiie screanms, the pain, the blood. In the pit of his stonmach, sonething dark and

mal evol ent stirred.

*' W ckedness and misery, ny dear Ryan," Doc said sadly, as if reading his nmnd. The old nan had
knelt, too, and was sieving warm ash and bone chips through his fingers. He wi ped the white powder
on the lapels of his frock coat "Wckedness and m sery. What we have spread before us is a deed of
unconmon evil ."

"You're right, Doc," Ryan said. "This one's triple nean
fromthe
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center of the ville with MIdred. She held a sheltering armaround the doctor's shoul ders. Wen
the two wonen got closer, he realized that MIdred' s clothes had caught on fire; the |legs of her
canoufl age fatigue pants were charred at the cuffs and knees and still spilling puffs of snoke.
Her face bathed in sweat, MIdred seenmed to be coning out of some kind of a shuddering fit Her
arms and legs twitched so violently that she could barely wal k without Krysty's help.

"What happened?" he asked.

"She got too close to the coals," Krysty said. "I think sonething's wong with her, Ryan. If |
hadn't stopped her, she wouldl ve wal ked right into fire. This place is doing sonething to her
m nd. We've got to get away from here."

He | ooked up to see Krysty returning
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He nodded. It was doing sonething to his mnind, too.

Jak was waiting for themon the far side of the ring of devastation. He seened unusually agitated
and inpatient to nove on

"How many do you figure we're tracking?" Ryan asked him

"Thousands," Jak replied, brushing strands of the |ank, shoulder-length, white hair fromhis face.
"Thousands?"

"Yeah."

"Dark night, a hundred is the biggest colony |I've ever cone across,” J.B. said. "And that was deep
in the heavily nuked zone."

"This isn't a colony, IB.,** Ryan said "This is an arny."
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There was no denying the truth of his words. In the depopul ated, |argely di sarned, postnukecaust
world, it didn't take many troops to make a form dable force. Wars had been fought—and won—with a
few dozen nercies or sec nmen carrying blasters; with much | ess, an enterprising baron could take
sl aves and extort tribute froma w de area.

"Fielding an arny takes organi zation," Ryan went on, "and planning. Sonething stickies haven't
shown us before. Every other tinme we've run into a |arge group of them outside the nuke zones,
they' ve al ways been working under a col dheart human or a nonstickie mutant, soneone intelligent
enough to plan battle strategy."

"So you think that's what's happeni ng here?" Krysty said.

" Mebbe. "

"Some say stickies are norns. Genes just rad nelted," Jak said.

"Anot her popul ar hypot hesis," Doc added, "is that their perverse physiology is the result of

prol onged exposure to nitrate-contam nated water."

"You're all just guessing," J.B. argued. "Face it, we don't know shit about stickies, except that
they're crazy nean and hard to kill."

Krysty uttered a soft, startled gasp

When Ryan turned and | ooked at her, a pang of concern shot through him Her face had gone deathly
pal e, and her sentient hair was retracting, coiling tight to the sides and back of her head.
Before he could ask her if
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she was all right, a rustling sound canme to himthrough the snoke.

Mul tiple footsteps were noving quickly away.

Wth a quick hand signal, Ryan split and spread his force. Then they all slipped into the haze. As
they followed the footfalls away fromthe ruined villc, up a slight incline, the layer of snoke
thinned a little. Not thirty feet away they could see a raggedy nan and worman novi ng | ow and fast
along a shallow cleft in the earth. The nan was carrying a small bundle in his arms.

Ryan caught Jak's wrist as he prepared to throw a | eaf-bl aded knife.

"No," the one-eyed warrior said. "They're not stick-ies and they're not arned."

At the sound of Ryan's voice, the refugees stopped running and huddl ed together in the ditch

As the conpanions ringed their position, the nman put the bundle on the ground. It turned out to be
a small, dirty child wapped in rags. He and the wonan took up a back-to-back defensive stance,
and fromthe scabbard at his waist he drew a |ong, curving saber tinged with rust. The wonan

wi el ded a cudgel made of gnarl ed wood and spi ked with sharpened prongs of re-bar

"Come on, you stickie bastards!" the man shouted up at them "W'Il|l show you how chillings done!"
"Take a closer | ook, you stupe,” Ryan told him "W're not stickies. W're not going to hurt you."
"Keep your distance!" the worman shrill ed back
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"Husband, be careful. Don't let your guard down. They're not stickies, but they could be cannies
wanting to eat our little girl."

"We're not cannies, either," Ryan said, waving for die others to nove in closer. "W're travel ers,
froma | ong way off.

"Everybody sit," Ryan told his friends, "and | ower your weapons."

When they had done what he'd asked, he addressed the refugee couple. "Are you fromthe ville?"
"Nothing left of it now but snoke," the man said bitterly.

"What happened?"

"W were overrun by stickies. They attacked in waves. One after another. It wasn't |long before we
used up all the anmo for the few blasters we had between us. The stickies kept on coning. Like
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there was no end to them Wen they finally broke through the barricade, nme and Margee took the
babe and ducked down a hidey-hole | made for us. Stayed there until the stickies started tearing
down the huts and burning them Then there was so nuch snoke bl owi ng around we sneaked away

wi t hout getting caught."

"Did your ville have a nanme?" Krysty asked.

"Naw. It wasn't much of a place. Sort of popped up along Baron Elijah's toll road, so's travelers
could be safe after dark."

"Baron WIllie Elijah?" Ryan asked.

"Of course,"” the nan said. He gave the one-eyed
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man a suspicious | ook. "Wiere'd you say you cone fron®"

Ryan didn't reply.

"Everybody's heard of Elijah," J.B. said. "He led the other barons in the Miutie War, about twenty
years back. Got themto conbine their sec nen and nercies to crush the mutie slave rebellion. They
killed every nother's son they could get their hands on."

"dd Elijah's always had a thing about keepin' nu-ties in their place," the nan said. "He's rea
pi cky about the purity of his bloodline, too. Doesn't want themnutie traits creeping in."

"I's he still riding his own daughters?" Ryan asked.

"Daughters!" the woman excl ai ned. "He's probably hunping his granddaughters' brats by now. He's a
nasty old goat and he starts in on them before they' ve growmn a full curl.”

"Gonna git what's comin' to him though,” her husband said.

"How s that?" said Ryan

"The stickies're all headin* his way. Like hungry |ocust bugs to Wllie ville. And in the front of

themall is one nmutie he sure should of chilled when he had the chance."
"Amutie is | eading then?" Krysty said.
"Bi ggest, ugliest bastard you ever saw. | recognized himright off. I seen himlots of tines

before. In a cage. Baron had himin his zoo for years. Raised himup froma little bitty squirmer.
A d baron likes to gather things, and he doesn't |like to et themgo. Got this particul ar
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speci men from some nercies after the Mutie War. | reckon it's come payback time for old Elijah."
"How far is Wllie ville from here?" Ryan asked.

"Twenty-one mles," the man replied, pointing to the road north.

"Whoa!" J.B. said. "You're not thinking about going there, are you?"

Ryan | ooked into his old friend' s face. "M ght go for a | ook-see."

"I'f we don't get there before the stickles do," MIldred said, "everyone in that ville is going to
die, too."

"We'll have to try to get the eastern barons organi zed for nutual defense, or nobody's going to
stand a chance—ncl udi ng us," Ryan stated.

"That's a tail order," J.B. replied. "The barons haven't worked together since the Miutie War."
"There's sonething el se," Ryan added. "I think you should all know about it before you each decide
what you're going to do."

"What is that, dear fellow?" Doc queried.

"I'"ve got a history with Wllie Elijah that goes back to the war. | wasn't rnuch ol der than Jak
when | hired on with himas a nercie. He and | parted on bad terns and he m ght still renenber and
hold a grudge. What |'msaying is, because of that he mght not listen to anything | have to say.
Wrse, he mght kill me and whoever's traveling with ne."

"You think this is worth the risk?" Krysty asked.

"You saw what the stickles did here. If we don't do sonething to stop them they'll hunt down and
erase
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our kind from Deat hl ands, nebbe fromthe whole world. I'mgoing on alone, if | have to. Mebbe that

woul d be best, anyway."

"Count ne in," J.B. said.

"Me, too," Krysty stated.

The other conpanions likewise threwin their lots with their |eader

He turned to the refugee couple and said, "Do you want to cone with us?"

"To WIllie ville?" the wonan sai d, aghast She scow ed at Ryan as if he were a triple stupe
droolie.
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"No, thankee, if it's all the same to you," the man told him "That's the wong direction for ne
and Mar-gee. We've seen enough stickies to last us. We'd rather take our chances in the bush." He
di pped his fingers inside the slash pocket of his raggedy coat and took out a battered senm auto
bl aster. The rusted slide was | ocked back, the action open

"Got no nore bullets for it," the man said. He dunped the nagazi ne of the Brazilian knockoff of a
Colt Government Moddel onto his palm "Can you spare us three 9 mmslugs, just in case we don't
make it?"

Ryan took some | oose cartridges fromhis pocket. As he set themon the ground, he said, "Don't
touch themuntil we're out of sight”

Chapt er Four

As Ryan flicked the sweat fromhis brow, he marvel ed at the way Doc could run. For two hours they
had been jogging on the highway's fractured surface, |aboring under the weight of the extra ammo.
For two hours the academ c had been at the front of the file, pounding out the pace in easy,
loping strides. It wasn't fast, but it was gruelingly steady.

As Doc jogged along, he nunbled to hinself. Ryan could hear his constant nuttering over the in-
sync tranp of their footfalls and the rattle of their gear. As was usually the case, the old man
was hol ding a conversation with soneone he had conjured up fromlong ago. H s words were so
indistinct it was hard to tell if the departed was soneone dear to himor soneone he despi sed.
Ryan understood the general nature of Doc's ghosts, though. He knew that in everyone's life,
specters accunul ated, hovering until the nmonent of death. They were nenories of things that should
have been said and done that were not, or things that were done and said that should not have
been. Doc had been ripped fromthe bosomof his famly, and had rmuch unfini shed business to
reconci |l e.

Ryan held up his hand to shield his single eye from
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the glare of the noonday sun. Ahead the baron's toll road stretched into the flat distance. At the
horizon it vanished into a heat mrage, a shimrering |ake of nmercury. On the right side of the

hi ghway, the valley floor sloped to a barren expanse of silt plain, through which a brown river
noved sl uggi shly. The deeply eroded hills that framed the six-lane road were patched with clunps
of stunted trees and spi ke grass, and scrubby, knee-high col oni es of orange-and-white, rad-nutated
I'ichen.

He had decided to use the highway because it was the fastest and nost direct route to Wllie
ville. He wasn't concerned about the |lack of defensive cover along the way. If it left them
somewhat vul nerable, it also neant that the stickies would be visible froma long way off. He
wasn't worried about stunbling into an anmbush, either. The arny of nonsters was after nuch bigger
gane than a few stragglers. And he didn't think sone part of the eneny force would be Iying in
wait along the road. Everything the stickies had done so far indicated that they were noving in a
singl e, cohesive unit, for sone well-defined purpose.

The idea that one nutie could | ead and control that nany stickies was as puzzling to Ryan as it
was di sturbing. Stickies usually had no external ears, which nade it hard to comunicate with them
usi ng speech. Orders had to be shouted at top volunme and at the same time, spoken very slowy and
distinctly. It nade conpl ex operational control of large groups of stickies virtually inpossible;
the nonsters in the back rows never
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got the nessage. And on top of that, stickies seenmed to have unusually short attention spans.
Sonet hi ng appeared in the mddle of the nercury-lake nmirage. A black formwas headed their way.
Ryan strained against the glare to keep the shape in focus. Wen the dark formcleared the nmrage,
its head flashed glacier white in the sun

Jak was returning froma |ong-range recce.

"Doc," Ryan said, "hold up."

The ol d man craned his head around and nodded.

"Jak's comi ng back," Ryan explained as they all slowed to a walk. "Let's take a breather."

They dropped their |oads and sat in the neager shade of the nmedian strip's wall. Taking the
opportunity to drink fromtheir water bags, they let Jak cone to them

Doc's Adam s appl e bobbed mightily as he gul ped down the tepid |iquid.

"Easy on that water, Doc,'* MIldred warned, "or you're just going to puke it all back up."

The old man lowered the bag. "I bow to your expertise on such matters, dear Doctor," he said,

puf fing.

Ryan was glad to see that MIldred had recovered fromthe odd turn she had taken back at the burned
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ville. She had never acted like that before, and it worried him Like Doc, she wasn't a native of
this time and place and didn't possess the psychic arnor to protect her fromthe shocking

vi ol ence, the unspeakabl e nonstrosities that were part of day-to-day existence in Death | ands.
When he had seen her cone stunbling back fromthe heart of the ville's hol ocaust, her clothes
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scorched, her eyes wide and staring, her ash-streaked face streaked by tears, he had feared for
her sanity.

He knew that Mldred's difficulties nmight well have been due to the aftereffects of the nat-trans
|l eap. And the truth of the natter was, being born in the hell scape had never provided much of a
def ense agai nst the m nd-bendi ng power of the junp dream The npst re-cent nightrmare was a case in
point. It had been particularly unpleasant for him and it had rendered Krysty unconsci ous for
many mnutes after the transfer was conpl ete. Though Ryan's | over had apparently recovered from
her experience, he felt a distance between themthat hadn't been there before.

Perhaps it was his fault and not hers, he thought. H s own junp dream had, it seened, uncovered a
side of his nature, a hunger that he had never recognized nor fully faced—and therefore had never
shared with Krysty. The hunger was for the blood and suffering of others, and it repelled and
shamed him

"Found them" Jak said when he finally trotted up to his friends. Al the white-haired teen
carried was a G 12 caseless rifle and a 50-round reloading unit. Ryan hadn't wanted the youth's
recce slowed by a heavy pack, so he and J.B. had taken turns strapping on and hauling Jak's | oad
of gear, "All stopped at overpass," Jak said. "MI|e and half ahead, around bend."

"Why are they stopped?' Ryan asked. "Wat are they up to?"

"Not get close enough," Jak told him "No cover.

Didn't want risk seen, nmebbe |ead them here. Wat they doing sine |lied bad. Wnd right in face."
"What about the | eader?" Ryan asked. "Did you see hinP"

"All saw was a pile of stickles blocking road."

"W going to make a wi de swing around thenP" J.B- asked.

"Not too wide," Ryan replied. "If the refugee man was right and a nonstickie is running the show,
he's got to be with themup ahead. W're going to creep to within nebbe six hundred yards of their
position. Inside the chilling range for the SSG 70. If there's a clean shot on this | eader of
theirs, I'll take it Wth any |uck maybe we can end this thing here and now "

"Cut off the head, and the body will die," Doc said.

"But the body isn't going to die," Mldred protested. "There'll still be thousands of stickles on
the | oose around here."

"Yeah, but without a l|eader, they'll break up into small hunting packs and spread out, the way

they always do," Ryan said. "The baron's sec nen can track them down and deal with them"

After they had all pulled their gear back on, Ryan led his friends off the highway, to the left.
He took theminto the sun because he wanted it at his back for the chill shot. They crossed a flat
area of soft, noist, alluvial dirt. It was tough going, and they sank in up to their knees. The
ground got harder the higher they clinbed. Wen they reached the first patch of thorn trees, Ryan
turned them parallel to the hi ghway. They
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kept well below the ridge line, to avoid being sil houetted agai nst the sky.

Their route hopped fromtree patch to tree patch, zigzagging around the bright fields of |ichen
Though the frilly col onies | ooked harm ess, |ooks were al nost al ways deceiving in Death | ands. The
fleshy fronds had no arnor or poison sap to protect them indeed, they were very fragile and
crunbled to bits at the slightest touch. Wich was, in fact, their defense. Wen the mcroscopic
creatures broke apart, nmany becane airborne. Wen inhal ed by a passing animal, these individuals
thrived inside the lungs. In a natter of days they reproduced into a new col ony there, which by
sheer bul k suffocated the hapless victim

When t he conpani ons reached a spot above the bend in the highway, Ryan paused behind a clunp of
thorn trees and scanned the road ahead. He coul d see the overpass, but even with mini hi noes he
couldn't make out nuch detail because of the distortion of the heat waves rising off the roadway,
just a vague, whitish nmound spread across six |anes.

Then all of themheard a noise, faint but clear. It was a roaring pulse that rode on the gusting
wind. It came fromthe north, fromthe direction of the white nound

"Gaial" Krysty exclainmed. "Wat's that?"
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"Stickles making sone kind noise," Jak said. "All at once. Heard when snuck up before."”

"Let's get closer," Ryan said.

They trotted one hundred feet below the ridge line, working their way to a large patch of trees
about si x
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hundred yards up fromthe overpass. The closer they got to the nmass of stickles, the clearer the
strange sound becane. Wen they stopped at the cover of the thorn trees, they could nake it out
quite distinctly.

"Kaaa!" the stickies yelled with all their mght. Then they paused for breath and shouted again
"They're shouting the sanme thing over and over," J.B. said. "Wiat's it nean?"

"His nane," Mldred blurted out. "It's his nane." Ryan stared at her in amazenent. "Wose nane?"
"Their |eader," she said. "They're calling for himto cone forward. That's what they're doing."
"How the fireblast do you know that?" Wen she didn't answer, J.B. nudged himwi th an el bow. "Have
a | ook down there, Ryan," he said, passing over the binocs.

The whitish nound they had seen in the distance was nmade of bodies, |iving bodies in constant
notion. Stickies conpletely covered the overpass. They were heaped on top of the concrete bridge;
they clung to the side railing, hanging off one another, spilling |like a nubby carpet down over

the roadway. The entire nmass rippled and flexed as those on the tarnac clinbed over their fellows,
attenpting to reach the top.

Then a lone figure appeared in the middle of the overpass.

He cl anbered on top of the piles of prostrated bodies and stood on their necks and heads. He was
Ryan's intended target; there was no doubt about that. And he was huge. Though the nud'e | eader
towered over the
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stickies, a better gauge of scale for Ryan was the M 60 machi ne gun he held easily in one fist,

i ke a handhl aster. The weapon had a strange paint job: blotches of hot pink, green, orange and
red, a sort of anticanouflage, as if it were intended to draw notice and hostile fire. If the big
man was saying anything to his troops, it was drowned out by their pulsing cry. Waving his arnms,
he ran back and forth over the backs of their piled bodies.

"He's in range," J.B. said. "Chill him"

Ryan passed the binocs to Krysty. As he unslung the Steyr SSG 70 bolt-action sniper rifle and
uncapped the six-power scope, she | owered the binocs and said, "They're mating, Ryan. The stickies
are nmating down there, naking nore stickies."

The one-eyed nman | ooked at her doubtfully. He knew they were too far away to see that kind of
detail. "How do you know that?" he asked.

"I've seen diemdoing it before.”

"Seen stickies humpi ng?" he asked. "Wen did you see thenP? \Were?"

"In ny junp dream"”

He shook his head. "Krysty, you're maki ng about as nuch sense as MIldred."

"Dark night, Ryan," J.B. said, "take the shot O give ne the gun and | will."

"No, this one's nmine. I'll doit"

He chose a shooting position at the far end of the line of cover, where the trees were thin enough
for himto crawl between their trunks w thout risking a snapped
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branch and sap poi soning, but where the | eaves were thick enough to hide his scope and nuzzl e-
flashes fromdie eneny. Poking the barrel through the foliage, he quickly acquired the target in
the telescope's view field. The SSG 70's scope was a little less powerful than the binocs, but its
optics were of better quality. Through the heat mrage, he could see the big bald mutic, his white

skin blotched with patches of brown, or vice versa. Ryan couldn't tell if the patches were painted
on or a pernmanent feature.
The mutie wasn't just tall, but had huge nmuscles and no body fat For his size, he was amazingly

qui ck on his feet As he darted fromside to side on the overpass, Ryan couldn't hold the cross
hairs on himfor nore than a couple of seconds. The one-eyed warrior knew that if he squeezed off
a shot, chances were the big nutie would be a couple of feet one way or the other by the time the
bul l et reached the intended point of inpact.

It was a no-go

Watching the nutie general exhort his army, Ryan felt a surge of blind fury. It occurred to him
that he didn't want to chill the bastard with a | ong-distance bullet, anyway. He wanted to kil
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hi mup close, hand to hand. He wanted to cut off his massive bald head and wash his hands in the
bl ood that jetted fromthe neck stunp, to drink fromit like a nountain spring.

Ryan grit his teeth and shook off the hideous image. It wasn't his, he told hinself. It was alien
i ntrusive,
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vile. He lowered the Steyr fromhis shoul der and craw ed back to join the others.

"It can't be done," he told them "The shot's clear, but he's noving around too much. |'Il never
hit himat this distance. And when | miss, all those stickles down there are going to be chasing
after us. They'll run us down, too. You can count on that"

"You've got to chill the bastard,” MIldred hissed. "W nmay never get another chance."

The | ook on her face said she was deadly serious.

"No, it's too risky," Ryan said. "And we can't wait around here for a better opportunity. It's
going to be hard enough to get around them and then stay ahead of themall the way to the ville.
We've got to go now, while they're stopped. It's our only chance."

He could see that MIdred wanted to argue, but she didn't say another word. They noved in silence
behind the Iine of nutated trees, following the curve of the hillside past the |egion of honicida
nonst ers.

FOUR HOURS LATER, when they were halfway to Wllie ville, Ryan called for a much-needed rest
break. He led themup a ranp and onto a still-standi ng overpass. Fromthat vantage point they
wat ched t he hi ghway behind them while they shared a few cold MREs—ilitary ready eats—J.B. had
pi cked up in the redoubt's

arnory.

After a few nminutes MIdred noved besi de Ryan and said, "That problem | nentioned back in the
redoubt..."
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"Uh- huh. "

"This seens as good a tinme as any to explain what | neant" She waved for the others to cone

cl oser, "Everyone better hear this. It's inportant.”

Ryan screwed the cap back on his water bag. "CGo ahead," he said.

"WAs there anything different about our last junp?' MIdred asked them all

"You mean the bad dreans?" J.B. said.

"Partly."

"The stickles using the mat-trans systenP" Krysty said.

"Partly."

"My dear Dr. Weth, is this some manner of guessing gane?" Doc asked. "I do love a turn at
char ades. "

MIldred scowmed at the old man. "Let me put it another way," she said. "Wenever we make a junp,
our destination is usually fixed by the network's preset controls. Say we use a mat-trans chanber
in ldaho. W assune it always takes us to Louisiana. H e Louisiana chamber will always take us
back to Idaho if we use the LD button. To junp sonewhere el se, we have to find another redoubt and
anot her gateway, and then we can only go forward and back between two predeterm ned points. W
have no control over where the gateways send us."

"If that's supposed to be news," Ryan said, "it isn't"

"Hear me out. | believe the systemwasn't nmeant to work that way. The designers were a | ot of

t hi ngs, but
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they weren't stupid. Think about it. They wouldn't nmake a mat-trans traveler in New York City junp
to Brazil, then search the jungle for another redoubt, in order to go to Boston. There has to be a

way to programthe individual gateways for multiple destinations."

"So what's your point, MIIlie?" J.B. asked.

"So, nmy friend," Mldred said, "the stickies have done just that. Don't ask ne how, but they have.
How el se could they end up in the sane chanber with us? We know they canme froma different
starting point."

"Couldn't two gateways be autoprogrammed to transfer matter to the same destination?" Ryan

suggest ed.

"In all the junps we've nmade," Mldred said, "we've hardly ever gone froma new gateway to a pl ace
we' ve been before."

"She's right," J.B. agreed.
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"You' re saying the stickies know sonething we don't about mat-trans,"” Ryan said.

"Or their | eader does," Krysty suggested.

"That's what it looks like it to ne," Mldred replied.

"What do you think. Doc?" Ryan asked. "You've had nore experience with mat-trans units than any of
us. You saw the whitecoats actually running the system Could she be right?"

The old man screwed up his face as he tried to renenber. The act was painful for him He had
endured too many demmterializations, too many re materializations, not just fromone point in
space to anot her, but
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fromone tine to another. Connections between facts and ideas, and between fantasy and reality,
blurred as they all swirled around in the nuddle of his nmind. Did he know the answer? Had he known
it once?

"I fear | cannot say for certain," he adnitted finally. "Wat the whitecoats did to ne in the time
before Armageddon, | recall only vaguely and in scattered bits and pieces. | believe they
transported ne hither and yon just to test their ability to puzzle ny atons back together again
How and where they travel ed thensel ves is beyond ny ken. In truth I was nothing nore than their
prisoner. However, | can tell you this—what the good Dr. Weth has postulated is grounded in the
logic of Aristotle and the geonetry of Pythagoras. To build a conveyance that could only take the
nmost circuitous of routes makes no sense what soever. The shortest di stance between two points is
invariably a straight line."

"If the stickies can run the systemand we can't," Ryan said, "it's a disaster."

"It gets worse," Mldred told him

"Go on."

"I'"'mworried about the nightmares we had when we junped this time," she said. "In nmy dream| bowed
down to a nmutant who | ooked exactly like the guy back there on die highway. | recognized his nane

because | was yelling it in the dream"”

"Like I knew the stickies were mating frommnmy dream" Krysty stated

"That's right," MIldred said. "Look, we've all had
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ni ght mares during junps before, but never, ever have we had the sane kind of nightnares. The

coi nci dence seens unlikely. There has to be a causal factor."

"Have you fornmed any conclusions as to what it mght be?" Doc asked.

"My understanding of the scientific principles of matter transfer is weak," Mldred said, "but
know one thing for sure—the system has never had any trouble telling us apart before. | nean, |'ve
never ended up with Krysty's hair or Jak's red eyes or J.B.'s nenories. | think that's because we
al ways start out together, in the same chanber. |If things happened the way | think they did, if
reassenbly instructions and source atons arrived simultaneously from another gateway, there could
be a serious problem”

"You're going to have to nake it sinpler than that," J.B. said.

"Ckay, listen. Avery long tine ago | sawa film It was about a scientist who invented a kind of
crude mat-trans nmachine. Everything was working fine until a house fly slipped into the nachine
with him When he transported, his body parts got confused with the fly's. He ended up with a fly
head, and the fly ended up with his. It's a tragic story that might apply to us."

"Are you saying we could have traded sonething with the stickies during the transfer?" Krysty

sai d.

"I'msaying it's possible. If not sonething visible, then sonething on a nolecular |evel."

"We mebbe turn stickie?" Jak said.
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"Before I'd let that happen,” J.B. stated grinmy, "1'd eat the blaster."

"Jak, J.B., it doesn't work that way," Mldred said. "W're fully reformed by the mat-trans
system Wiatever stickie traits we received would already be integrated into us. Pointy little
teeth aren't going to pop out of our guns w thout warning. And whatever we received, if anything,
it wasn't lethal or we'd already be chilled.

"Even if our physical structures weren't conprom sed," she continued, "a mx-up in the chanber

could explain our simlar dreams, which, | rem nd you, appear to carry sonme elenment of truth. At
the very | east we m ght have exchanged nenories of real experiences with the stickies."
"Menories that aren't going away," Krysty said. "I keep having fl ashbacks."

"What can we do about it?" Ryan asked M| dred.
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"I don't know," she replied. "Maybe I'm conpletely wong and there's nothing to worry about.

sure hope so. But | think we should be aware of the possibility that some or all of us night have
been changed by the junp.”

"I just lost ny appetite," J.B. said, glaring at his food. "Anybody want this?" Wen no one
clained the hal f-eaten MRE, he cocked back an armand sailed it off the overpass.

"I't's time for us to nove on," Ryan said, breaking the stony silence. "Stay alert. Stay alive."
Chapter Five

Fi ve thousand stickies opened their throats and how ed for his pleasure. It was a hurricane of
homage, of duty, of self-sacrifice.

"Kaaa! "

It wasn't his birth nane. If he had been given one by his nother, he didn't know it. As he had no
menories of the femal e who gave himlife, he felt free to invent her. It had always pleased himto
think that she had died trying to protect her baby, on the day he was stolen by the baron's
nmer ci es.

"Kaaa!"

Over the years he had been called many things by the norns—Bl otch, Zit, Three Eyes—but this was
the nane he had chosen for hinself. He hadn't taken it from sonme | ong-dead hero he admired. It had
no literal or translational neaning, yet its synmbolic power was undeniable. It was the one sound
that all Deathlands' diversely nutated humanoid creatures could nake, the only sound they could
all chant in unison—a fact he had | earned growing up as a specinmen in Baron Wllie Elijah's

el aborate and extensive nutie zoo.

"Kaaa!"

It was a nanme and a call to battle conbi ned
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The piebald lord raised his arms for silence. He was naked but for a knotted | oincloth and jungle
boots. He closed the wi de-set, yell ow brown eyes socketed above his heavy cheekbones, and with his
fingertips pried open the single eye set in the center of his forehead. Bl ood-encrusted, |ashless
| ids peel ed back, exposing a nmoist white orb, like the newy laid egg of a small bird.

It had no pupil.

No iris.

Yet it could see

And seeing was the | east of what the rad-nmutated organ coul d do.

As he parted the protective flaps of skin, a trenor, like five thousand rattraps snappi ng shut,
passed through the arny of stickies. And when it was over, they were one with their |eader, one
with each other. What each individual soldier felt, they all felt. Wat each knew, they all knew.
The stickies accessed every neuron in their |eader's nmind, saw what he saw and understood what he
under st ood.

Lord Kaa addressed his troops, not in the inexact spoken words of the norms, but in the stickies
own | anguage, in an oration of imge and sensation. He showed themthat they weren't debased and
despi cabl e, not degenerate subhunans as their oppressors clainmed. They were, in fact, denonstrably
advanced beings, beautiful to behold, superior in strength and adaptation, in procreative ability.
Therefore, they were a terrifying threat to the last dregs of the old genetic order, which sought
through force of predark arns to maintain its
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control over the much larger and rapidly expanding nutie popul ation

He showed themthat their struggle against the injustice and dom nation of the norns was gl orious
and that their ultimate victory was assured. Deathlands was their world. They had been touched by
it, changed by it in secret ways, and they, not the slave nmasters, were its true offspring —and
rightful rulers.

Sumoni ng all the power of his mnd, Lord Kaa spilled forth a torrent of images that proved an
even hi gher case, that there was no division between stickle and scalie, cannie and zonbie, doom e
and swanpi e, save what the norns had invented to keep themall apart. He told themthat the nutie
peopl es of Death-lands were, in fact, the scattered tribes of the nuke wi nd, destined one day to
unite and rebuild the world in their inage.

Wth his glistening white eye, the piebald man showed his arny of mani acs what they coul dn't
otherwi se see: their delicate and precious conmrmunal soul. And as he did this, his nmutant pinea
eye wept tears of watery blood that rolled down the sides of his nose and onto his |ips.

"Kaaa!" the stickles shrieked.

The over pass began to shake.
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Wth careful fingertips he closed the nerveless flaps of skin that hid his third eye. As he opened
his norm eyes, the rank, sweet-sour scent of the stickies* mass coupling wafted up at him

Energi zed by die psychic networking, they set to rutting in a frenzy. Soon the
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excess of their seed would fl ow down onto the broiling hot roadway, where it would erupt into
pungent steam

Wat ching the stickies mate, Kaa felt sonething stir between his thighs—his own need for sexua

rel ease. Though he coul d have used any or all of the nutants beneath himto achieve a clinax, he
did not. He was celibate and had been all his |life. Control of self was the nobst inportant thing
he had learned in his long inprisonnent. Control of self was the founding power, the basis of al

el se.

Hi s neticul ously constructed conception of himself, of his future, didn't include premature
fulfillment with either mutie or norm He had turned down the advances of all of the baron's

di scarded daughter-w ves, as well as several of his current granddaughter-w ves. Mre than once,
the jewels of Elijah's inbred harem had hiked their long skirts over their hips and, bending over
of fered up their blond nounds for a qui ck poke between the iron bars of his cage. Because Kaa had
bided his tine, waited for his main chance, in the end he had stolen sonmething infinitely nore

val uabl e than a few nonents of pleasure in the conpany of the baron's hal fwit concubi nes,
sonet hi ng even nore delightful than the planting of a three-eyed baby in the belly of every one of
Elijah's pure-norm bitches.

It had taken decades of subservience and humiliation, decades of pain, for Kaa to gain the baron's
conplete trust. And the pain wasn't nerely his own. Kaa had acted as Elijah's headsman, executing
his fellow nmuties for crimes, real and i magi ned, against the roya
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per sonage. Once he had gained the man's confidence, he wasted no time using it to get what he'd

al ways wanted. Fromthe nonent he'd understood what it was, he'd craved access to the tyrant's
vast collection of pre-dark nenorabilia, known as the Apocal ypticon. He was the first and only
mutie WIllie Elijah had allowed to see his treasure, which he kept in a bank vault near his twenty-
five-story pal ace.

On that initial visit to the Apocal ypticon, Kaa had realized that the baron had no i dea what al

he had collected and no particular interest in finding out. Possessing it was enough for Elijah
until Kaa had explained that if the baron wanted to keep everything, it was vital to catalog it
all. Oherwi se, how would he know i f anything had been stol en?

In point of fact, the archive had al ready been plundered by Kaa hinself. Wen the baron's back was
turned, he had taken a fragnment of text from a broken book he found on the floor, which he had
rolled up and stuffed inside his shirt in case he never got a chance to return. It was a dangerous
and i mpul sive act If he had been caught stealing fromhis master, his death woul d have been

agoni zing and stretched out over nany days, perhaps even weeks.

He later cane to believe that he had been fated to pick up that particular book. O all the pieces
of forgotten know edge in the storeroom he couldn't have chosen anything better to carry back to
his cage than the Legends of Charlenmagne. |In secret, |long before the baron had agreed to let him
be the librarian of the Apo-
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cal ypticon, he had read, analyzed and divined great truth fromthe ancient fragnent. It had opened
his mind to the idea of a creature of singular destiny, a creature who could unite all his people
ina war of liberation. It showed himthe possibilities for a return of honor, for final justice
agai nst cruel despots, for an enpire that would span the width and breadth of Deathl ands, an
enpire cl eansed of norms.

It had al so taught himthe concept of romantic |ove, which dovetailed nicely with his Iifelong
cel i bacy. Because there was only one nutie female neant for him-is true | ove—he was right to wait
to mate. He naned this unknown fermal e Angelica, after a brave and beautiful princess in the fable
of Rinaldo. It was for Angelica that he saved his seed Al that he had built so far, all that he
woul d build in the future, he would share with her. And the two of themwould found a dynasty that
woul d rule for a thousand years.

He had carefully planned his escape fromWIlie ville. He had |l eft only when he was ready, after a
full year of w nnow ng through the stacks of predark material. Wien he went over the wall, Kaa
carried one treasure under his arm Stanped in red ink across the front of the slim paper-bound
docunent was the warning, Top Secret. For Your Eyes Only. Below the security clearance was the
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title: "Operation Cerberus: Sys Design and Config." The docunent wasn't all he took with him
Inside his mind he carried a framework of ancient stories nenorized, of |essons |earned, the
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bare scaffolding for his mlitary canpai gn agai nst the slave masters.

A high-pitched mewing at his feet brought Lord Kaa back to the here and now. At his feet a
stickie was making the birthing sound, its stomach nuscles corded and rippling with contracti ons,
flaccid face flushed with strain. It was Rogero, one of Kaa's pal adins. The piebald lord knelt
down and thrust his hand into the stickie' s gaping wonb. Wth his fingertips he found the top of
the unborn infant's head. Careful to avoid the teeth, he took a firmhold under the jaw and pull ed
the creature out into the world. For a nonment he dangl ed the bl ood-bathed infant stickie by its
umbilical cord. As it slowy spun, it snapped its jaws.

Kaa pressed the baby to one of the sucker-ringed purple teats on Rogero's hairless chest It began
to nurse at once. After a few hours of steady feeding, the baby stickie would be too big to carry;
its own weight would uncouple it fromthe nipple. The little nutant would be able to run and hunt
as soon as its feet touched earth, and at that nonment it would be as dangerous as a full-grown
adult—the only difference being, it took snaller bites.

By the tine they reached WIllie ville, nmany hundreds nore woul d have been birthed and nursed,
fattened and readied for war. Kaa's stickie army would nunber closer to six thousand than five.
Under his command they woul d sweep over the baron's defenses as if they were nothing, lay waste to
the great ville, to its nornms, scourge the earth and | eave only cinders in
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their wake. The baron's liberated nutie slaves would rise up and join the battle.

It was only the begi nning.

Lord Kaa planned to march over the eastern baronies, one after another, burning the estates to the
ground, at each stop addi ng many thousands of nutie fighters to his ranks. By the tine he was
done, he would head an arny the |ikes of which the world hadn't seen in many generations, an arny
that could conquer all of Death |lands and unite it under a single banner

Chapter Six

Johnson Lester squinted through the telescopic sight of the toll booth's 90 mmrecoilless rifle
and consi dered touching off a round or two, just to break the eerie silence.

It had been a particularly boring day for the baron's sec man. Although it was nearly sunset,
Lester and his crew had collected no tolls.

For the twelve hours of their watch, the road had been free of traffic noving toward Wllie ville
fromthe south. The booth in which they sat was a partially buried, wheelless, axleless,

wi ndow ess, doorless senm truck and trailer. Like a rusty red pinple, the cab of the junked truck
stuck out of the base of the twenty-flve-foot-high bermwall, facing the highway south. The berm
fornmed a defensive perineter around the Wllie ville conplex. Under the dirt barrier, fortifying
it, were piles of trashed notor vehicles.

The berm had been constructed by hand by nmutie slaves, at blasterpoint. Slaves had |ikew se
hacksawed of f the back of the semitractor's cab and cut an opening in the front of the trailer

turning the buried rig into a tunnel, a pedestrian passage through the earthen wall. Weeled carts
usi ng the baron's highway were directed
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to a different entrance, a narrow break in the bermthat was bl ocked by the side of a semtrailer
whi ch, because it still had wheels, could be rolled back and forth. The trailer gate opened onto a

tight sec area—a killzone, really—where the human- and ani nal -drawn vehicl es could be searched
whi | e under heavy guard.

As much as Lester wanted to, he didn't shoot the 90 mm weapon. Anmp for it was not to be wasted on
sport—baron's orders. He set the bipod-nounted weapon back on the truck cab's roof and stretched
his shoul ders. He was standing hal fway out of the top of the cab, in a crude hole hacked in the
sheet steel. The day had been a hot one, and he was | ooking forward to the end of his shift, to a
hard- earned tankard of tipple. Brewed in the kitchen of the Liberty Bell restaurant to Wllie
Elijah's own specifications, the harsh, powerfully alcoholic barley wine was part of every sec
man's daily wage. The brew s cloying kick di sappeared after the first few sips, followed in short
order by the onset of a npbst satisfying, warm and fuzzy stupefaction

If Lester stopped to think about it, npbst days in the booth were pretty dull. The sec nen weren't
all owed to shake down travelers for nore than the baron's toll, which was ten percent of whatever
they were carrying. Unofficial, additional extortion by sec nen tended to divert wayfarers from
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the toll route, which reduced the baron's profits. Elijah, suspicious bastard that he was, kept
wat ch on his toll-takers with a pair of binocs from
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his penthouse suite in the Freedom Cty Mtor Hotel and Casino.

The only time Lester and his crew had any real fun was when travelers couldn't pay. Then the sec
men could get a bit creative. They indentured the men as unpaid, unfed field slaves for up to a
week, in exchange for the toll. They put the wonen, if they weren't too old, and the girls to work
on their knees right there in the toll booth. The sec men always let on, after they had fini shed
and buttoned up their flies, that the fenal es were done paying for passage, that their trials were
over. It was a kind of a private joke between toll-takers. They never nentioned that the travelers
had to clear another barricade on the other side of Wllie ville, and that once again the wonen
woul d have to open wide if they wanted to pass on

If the sec nen cane across a real interesting nmutie anong the migrants, say a baby with | eathery
vestigial wings and a spiky tail, they'd clobber the nother over the head and take it from her

The baron had a | ongstandi ng bounty on uni que speci nens of the nmutie races, which was how he

popul ated his private zoo these days. A d Elijah could be generous, too. A sec man could spend a
week drunk in the Wllie ville gaudy on the reward. |If the nutie parents put up too nmuch of a fuss
over losing their deforned brat, or if Lester's boys had had an ot herw se sl ow day at the booth,

they would chill both father and nother on the spot. The sec nen woul d then drag the carcasses
over to the Liberty Bell, where the cooks would chop them up, boi
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them down with spent grain fromthe brewery and feed die stinking nmess to the nutie field hands in
sl op buckets. The slaves, who were kept in hovels outside the berm were always glad to get their
grub. They never asked where—er whom-+t cane from

The baron's slaves provided nuch-needed diversions for the one hundred sec nen who guarded Wllie
ville. And not just in the gaudy. Sonetines the sec nen staged mutie fights to the death over in

t he I ndependence Park Anusenent Zone. They'd throw a coupl e of big nean ones into the nesh hopper
of the Spin V Wiip ride and let themtear each other's guts out, w th nigh-stakes wagers on the
outconme. Elijah also allowed themto bait the inmates of the nutie zoo, during certain hours and
within certain limts. They weren't pernmitted to hurt the specinmens physically. Yelling and
spitting, and occasionally pissing on them were okay, although the latter bad to be done with
speed and care since the nuties tended to piss back

Baron Elijah was real touchy about keeping muties and norns separated. Before he had hired Lester
as a mercie in the Miutie War, he had nade himprove that he didn't have any bad blood in him
Lester was required to drag in his nother, father, sisters and brothers—and their kids—for a

conpl ete exam The baron was big on physical exans. He would sit there in his predark | ounger with
a huge magnifying glass and a |lit candle and | ook over the outside and as much of the inside of a
prospect as he could get at without using a knife. He was an expert at finding a nutie sign
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As far as Johnson Lester was concerned, it had been well worth his trouble to get on the baron's
payroll. After his service in the brief, one-sided war agai nst the nutant rebels, he had becone a

sec man for Wllie Elijah. It was a plumoccupation in a world where nost people scratched their
living fromthe dirt and for all their pain and sweat ended up hal f-starved. The baron did require
that his sec men remain single—+this because he didn't want nmem "softened" by married life. Wich
wasn't a hardshi p because, what with the gaudy and the steady flow of destitute travelers
wandering by, there were plenty of females to go around.

"Lester, we got company," said a gruff voice fromthe cab below "Stragglers at ten o' clock."

When Lester scanned the road south, he saw a |ine of people jogging toward them He counted six.
"They're trying to beat sundown," he said as he | owered hinself through the hole. Reaching the
protection of the ville's walls before dark was sonmething every traveler with a grain of sense
tried to do. There was no guarantee of safety outside.

"They're all carrying heavy packs and | ong blasters," Pedro Hyl ander said, |owering his binocs.
Under the thick brush of his auburn nustache, the tall sec man's nmouth twisted into a grin.
"Plenty of pickings there. This day mght turn a profit for old Elijah, after all."

"GIll," Lester said to the third man in the booth, "when they're in range, give the signal cords a
tug." Their toll booth was connected by | engths of rope to
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the others spaced along the outside of the berm The ropes were tied to al um num cans wi th pebbl es
in them A soft rattle would alert every sec position that someone approached the barrier.

Lester picked up his battle-scarred KG 99 assault pistol. As he stepped fromthe cab, he thunbed
the fire-selector switch to full-auto. Behind himHylander and G111l spilled out of either side of
the truck, spreading out to get the best firing angle and to offer the nost difficult targets for
return fire, if there was any.

"Hey!" Lester shouted at the Iine of travelers, who were veering to the left. "Over here, you
triple stupes!”

When the six people headed toward him Lester con-finned that they were heavily arned. He deci ded
not to take any chances. "Stop there!" he hollered. "Stand in the circle painted on the road."
The travel ers obeyed, stepping into a crude ring that was the aimpoint for the three other gun
positions along the south side of the berm

"Keep your hands away fromyour blasters," Lester warned as he noved cl oser, sighting on them down
the barrel of the KG 99.

The male traveler in front shifted as Lester approached, putting his body between the conpact 9
mm s nuzzle and his conpani ons. He had a bl ack patch over his |left eye.

"Wel |, nuke ny nuts!" Lester exclainmed. "If it ain't "«* an ol* war buddy cone back to pay us a
visit."

"Whi ch one of them do you know?" Hyl ander
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asked, keeping back fromthe edge of the circle, well out of the line of fire of the other berm
enpl acenent s.

"I know ol d One-eye there," Lester said, scratching his stubby chin. "Know himreal good."

"Not the One-eye?" Hyl ander said. "Cawdor?"

" Sanme. "

"My, ny," Hylander said, beaming at Ryan. "You're gonna keep us knee deep in gaudy sluts for a
week. "

"To hell with them scabbies,”" GI| said as he stepped up to the ring of death. He eyed Krysty's
long | egs appreciatively. "I'd rather get to know the curvy redhead. Inside and out, if you know
what | mean."

Krysty looked at himas if he were a bug, fit only for stonping.

"Hey, Firetop," GI| said, aimng his M16 at her head, "you ready to pay Wllie Elijah's toll?"
As he watched, her mane of red hair separated into tightly packed tendrils, which coiled and
withed like individual serpents.

G 1l junped back a yard. "Damm, she's a rad-blasted nutie!" he said, taking a two-handed grip on
the assault rifle. Recovering fromthe shock, he said, "She'd nmake a hell of a brood mare for the
baron's zoo."

"Wong, Rabbit-face," Ryan said to him

GIll switched his aimto the one-eyed nan. "Wat you call me?" he snarl ed.

"Lester," Ryan said to the sec | eader, "we don't have time for this droolie shit W' ve got

i mportant business with the baron."

"You damm right you got business," Lester agreed. "The way | hear it, you forgot to tell Elijah
goodbye when you went over the wall all those years ago. And he was set to give you a parade and
medal s for the rebel nuties you chilled. Wllie Elijah don't ever forgive a scornful hurt |ike
that" Hol di ng his weapon steady, Lester approached the one-eyed nan. "Dunp your blasters and

kni ves down on the road," he ordered.

"W keep our weapons," Ryan told him "There's an armnmy of stickles coming up the road behind us.
Don't know how far back they are.”

The three sec nen | ooked down the hi ghway sout h.

There was nothing to see, except the sunset burnishing the long, straight stretch of concrete in
shades of purple and orange.

"W got to tell the baron," Hyl ander said.

"WIllie Elijah will be eatin* about now," Lester replied. "You know he doesn't like to be bothered
at his neal."

"If you don't get us up to see himpretty dam quick," Ryan said, "nore stickles than you ever saw
arc going to be joining himfor dessert"

"One-eye is chock full of shit," GIIl scoffed. "Stick-ies don't have no arny."

"They do now, my arrogant young friend," Doc assured him
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"How about | kick your scrawny ass up and down the road?" G|l asked, crossing into the painted
ring. **I could use the exercise."
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There was sonething about the old man that tester didn't like. Sure, he |ooked crusty and sl ow,
but for an instant his eyes seemed to be neasuring the di stance between hinself and GII. It
occurred to Lester that the crusty bit nmight be an act, that he m ght be playing possumin order
to sucker the sec man in close. "Step back, GII!" he snapped. "Step back now "

tester's conbat instinct was correct, even if it was a bit hazy as to the details. GU was within
seconds of having his heart parted by the swordstick's doubl e-edged bl ade. Through | ong practice
Doc had refined his subtle kill-stroke. Wth a blindingly quick downward flick of ne wist. Doc
could drop the ebony scabbard; a precise upward flick would sink the steel in to the hilt

The sec | eader waved his nmen back. "Dunp the blasters now," he told Ryan, "or get blown to hell."
The one-eyed warrior glanced over tester's shoul der, searching the front of the berm tester could
see himtake in the permanent gun enpl acenents, one by one. No way could he niss the sec nen
standing with blasters braced and ready to send a withering rain of fire into the painted circle
Ryan Cawdor was never a stupe when it canme to fighting, tester thought One-eye could see that even
if he and his friends darted off in different directions all at once, no one would nmake it nore
than a dozen feet outside the ring before being chopped down.

Wth a pai ned expression that pleased Johnson tester no end, Ryan faced his conpani ons and nodded.
On

his silent order they carefully |owered their packs and collection of weapons to the ground.

HANDS IN THE AIR, Ryan let hinmself be shoved through the trailer tunnel in the berm He felt naked
and vul nerable wi thout his blasters. As nuch as he hated being di sarned, he hated putting his

friends in that position even nore. Yet giving up their guns was a necessary evil, a calcul ated
risk they had to take. It was the only way for themto get through the gates of Wllie ville
qui ckly and alive. Their sole task was to convince WIl-lie Elijah that the stickies were com ng

I f they succeeded in making the baron believe he was in jeopardy, they would get their weapons
back and have their chance to fight and perhaps to survive. If they didn't nmanage to convince him
whet her they got their blasters back or not, it wouldn't make any difference in the I ong run

A stickie arny of the size they had seen on the road was unstoppable, unless all of the East Coast
barons joined forces against it. If that didn't happen, if the baroni es were defeated one by one,
sooner or |later Ryan and conpany woul d have to face the stickie legion and certain destruction

As woul d the rest of hunmanity.

The situati on was nmade nore conplicated—and dangerous—by Ryan's personal history with Wllie
Elijah. He was counting on the pressing nature of the stickie threat to outweigh, at least for the
ti me bei ng, whatever resentnment the baron still held for the way he
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had bowed out of the genocidal canpai gn known as the Miutie War. Elijah had al ways been a greedy,
possessi ve bastard. Ryan knew if there was one thing that would get his mserly back up, it was
the possibility of |osing everything he had accunul at ed.

As Ryan and his friends stepped out the rear doors of the trailer, six nore arned sec nen swung in
behi nd them After a rough pat-down for hidden weapons, they were escorted across an open field of
yellow dirt and dried-up grass. Ryan was anused to see that the sec nmen had left Doc his "wal king
stick."

About a half nile away, above a high hurricane fence, |oomed the post-Apocal ypse netropolis of WI -
lieville. It was pretty nmuch as Ryan renenbered it

Domi nating the skyline was the tall predark building that served as the baron's headquarters and
barracks for his sec nen. Even in the soft and sonewhat flattering rays of sunset, it |ooked |ike
the last rotten tooth in a dead man's jaw. The side that faced them was checked fromtop to bottom
with wi ndows, many of them bl ack and broken. Orange lights flickered in the rooms with intact

gl ass.

As they passed through the rolling gate in the hurricane fence, Ryan could see the rest of the
conpl ex. The | andscapi ng of the grounds, which had never been | ooked after, had deteriorated to
bare dirt and nmunmi fied plant beds. The curving concrete or asphalt driveways, paths and parKking
areas were split and broken by bristling tufts of spike grass. Clustered around the base of the
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baron's HQ were a few | ow buil di ngs.

Wth their peeling paint and crunbling nmasonry, all of the structures | ooked scabrous. On the
other side of the broad scar of rilled dirt that in happier tinmes had been an ei ghteen-hol e golf
course, Ryan could nake out the top of a notionless Ferns wheel and the stark white skeleton that
supported the roller coaster's tracks. The baron's infanous nmutie zoo was back there, too, out of
si ght

A slight shift in the wind brought the sickly sweet snell of WIllie Elijah's brewery rushing over
them Ryan recalled that the beer was made in the one-story building off to the right of the golf
course. He also renmenbered the way the nmalty, scorched stink perneated the entire ville in the dog
days of summer. Farther to the right was the gaudy, which had once been a fuel-and-repair station
for gas- and diesel -powered notor vehicles.

Beyond the decrepit amusenent park, on the other side of the berm were the ville's slave
quarters. The baron liked to keep his muties outside the walls at night. The small nunber of
muti es who handl ed neni al tasks inside the bermwere hobbled by chains and shackles on their
ankles. On the other side of the slave hovels, which the nmuties shared with the baron's |ivestock
were cultivated fields. Elijah nmaintained a kind of pecking order of deformty anmong his field
wor kers. The | east obviously nmutated served as overseers to the nore grossly rad-altered ones.
Because Ryan hadn't witnessed the full glory of |late-twentieth-century humanki nd, he had no
yardstick by
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which to judge the merit of this place. Wllie ville and ot her decayed settlenents like it were
all that renmined of human civilization. And the baron, grievously flawed | eader though he was,
had created a secure border for his subjects. Wllie ville's defenses were so inposing that the
town had never been successfully stormed and sacked, either by mutie bandits or by other barons
mercies. If there was to be a rebirth of human culture in Deathlands, it would have to begin
sonmepl ace like this, where there was relative safety, agriculture and primtive industry.

Their arned escort steered themtoward the massive steel -and-concrete-slab awning that protected
the main building's front entrance and U shaped driveway. Across the face of the structure were
huge, faded, red, white and blue script letters that read Freedom City Mtor Hotel And Casino.
They passed under the awning and through cracked pl ate-glass doors that were defended by a half-
dozen armed guards. The | obby of the hotel was a bl eak expanse of gl ue-stained concrete subfloor
whi ch had been stripped of all furniture, rugs and ot her decoration. The | obby was barren except
for off-duty sec nmen who eyed them contenptuously as they were herded past. There were no civilian
residents of Wllie ville in

evi dence.

Johnson Lester led the way to the ground floor's twin elevators and pointed at the el evator car

vi si bl e between parted doors on the left. The doors on the right were open, as well, but there was
no car to be seen
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and there were no cables visible, either. "All of you get down on your knees/* Lester said as he
waved theminto the car ahead of him "Face the rear wall with your hands behi nd your backs. Don't

nmove until | tell you to."
After Ryan and the others obeyed, a dozen sec men pushed in behind them Wen all were aboard,
Lester shouted into a funnel connected to a hollow tube set in the |obby wall. "Twenty-four!" he

bel | owed. "Twenty-four!"

There was a | ong pause, then, with a creak and groan, the car started to creep upward.

"How in the name of hell are they running this thing?" J.B. mnuttered.

"A few dozen slaves in die basenent," Ryan answered. "Elijah keeps them chained to this gear
contraption that winds up the cables as they push it around and around a big post. They push it
the other way to let the car down."

"Dark night, there's a lot of weight in this thing to be Iifting that way."

"I't's safe enough going up," Ryan said. "Going down is the problem D d you see the other shaft in
the | obby, the enpty one? That car got away fromthe slave crew years ago. They tried to stop it
fromcrashing in the bottomof the shaft, but it was inpossible. For their trouble they all got
battered to death by the machinery."

It took ten nminutes for themto get fromthe |obby to the twenty-fourth fl oor
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As soon as they stepped out of the car, it was clear where all the |obby furnishings had gone. The
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hal | way was jamred with couches and arnthairs. They sat al ong the opposing walls in unbroken
lines, armcrushed against arm |ike the showoom of a shabby discount-furniture warehouse. And
above themthe walls were covered with large, uninspired oil paintings of crashing surf on a rocky
shore, quaint farms with red bans and snowdrifts, and stormbesieged sailing ships. The couches
and chairs were filled to overflowing with the wives and children of the inportant nmen of the
town: the baron's accountants, his sec chiefs, his skilled craftsmen, em ssaries to other barons,
i censed exporters of agricultural products and tipple. Well-dressed and clean, the children sat
quietly beside their nothers or in their laps. Each child held a small bag of confetti on his or
her knees. Wen the baron and his wives nade their regal exit fromthe dining roomalong this
corridor, they would be showered with bright bits of paper and excited cries of "Live forever!"
From a doorway at the end of the hall cane the sounds of hoarse, braying |laughter and clattering
cutlery. Four sec nen stood guard over the entrance, and as Lester approached, they bl ocked it
with their bodies and rifles.

"I need to see the baron," Lester said.

"He's already started eating,"” the sec nman in charge told him "He doesn't want to see you while
he's stuffing hinself. You night break his rhythmor even put
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himoff his feed. Conme back later, after he's had his snooze and hunp."

"This is inportant. It can't wait that long."

"Ch, yes, it can," the sec nan said, leaning his face

close to the toll-taker's. "It can wait as long as | say."

Lester knew he had the trunp card. He seized Ryan

by the arm and, holding the nmuzzle of the KG 99 hard

against his tenple, pulled himclose. "This here's a

deserter fromthe Mitie War the baron's been after for

years. Go on in there and tell himl brought hima

special dish. Tell himit's called One-eye Cawdor on a

plate."

Chapt er Seven

Wth blasters pointed at their heads, Ryan and the others were pushed into the suite the baron had
converted into a cavernous dining hall. The place was Iit by banks of candles set on stanchions.
Though there were many people in the snoky room Elijah and his famly were the only ones eating
The rest were either servants, who scuttled back and forth with food trays and beverage tankards,
or the baron's nale toadies, who filled rows of straight-backed chairs |ike an audi ence gat hered
for an eveni ng of chanber nusic.

Chewi ng pensively, Baron Wllie Elijah sat in a black |ounger behind a heavily | aden table on a
rai sed dais. The platformwas so high, he risked bunping his head on the ceiling when he stood.
Sitting at tables below himon die floor Ievel, and also chewing, were his three wives and their
three baby daughters. There was a strong resenbl ance between all the nothers, which cane as no
surprise to Ryan, since it was common know edge that they had all been sired by the sane nan
Johnson Lester bent in a |low, scraping bowto his naster, then half straightened and said, "Baron
|'ve captured the deserter, Ryan Cawdor."
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The room went silent.

"So | see," Elijah said, looking up fromhis dinner to survey first Ryan, then his friends. On the
dais beside Elijah's feet was a great, brinming jar of tipple. He drew the | ong-handl ed dipper
fromthe beer bucket and sluiced a half pint through his cheeks to clear his palate. The neal set
out before himwas plain fare, and plenty of it: huge clods of pan-roasted flesh; a steaming pile
of potatoes cooked in their jackets; a predark, one-gallon plastic bucket full of brown gravy;
stacked | oaves of crusty flat bread. The baron ate it all with his bare hands.

While they awaited his further word, Elijah picked up a hot potato and squeezed it until the skin
split, then sucked the white starch out through the crack. He followed it with a swall ow of gravy
right fromthe bucket, then a gulp of beer and quickly back to the roasted cl ods and bread.

Lester cleared his throat to regain the baron's attention, then continued. "I caught himtrying to
sneak through the toll booth with these other stupes. | can't tell about the others, but for sure,
two of his nmin' buddies got bad bl ood—+the red-eyed boy and the red-haired bitch. Looks like the
but cher of Coupe ville's gone nutie |over on us, Baron."

Lester's master failed to rise to the bait. Instead of exploding with rage, Elijah stared al nost
am ably at Ryan. He crunched into a fresh |oaf of flat bread, sending a rain of crumbs and crust
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shards spraying over the table. After washing down the nmouthful with nore tip-
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pie, die baron | eaned forward and said, "Well, Cawdor, it's been a good | ong while since you and
me | ast faced off. What do you think of the way nmy little gals filled out?"

The baron's wives blinked their pale, straight, corn-silk eyel ashes at Ryan. They | ooked so nuch
ali ke they could have been born triplets. Their round faces bore the sane bl ank expression, and
their straight, fine, blond hair was parted in the nmddle and fell to the nmddle of their backs.
They appeared to be in their early to niddle teens and were clad in |ong dresses with extrenely
low, tight necklines that with every breath threatened to send plunp breasts popping out of their
tense confinenent.

Though he wanted to skip the small talk and rush into the inportant subject at hand, Ryan couldn't
risk offending Elijah with the very first words out of his nouth. "They | ook even younger than the
last tine | sawthem" he said with a straight face. "Wich one's Pooni e? Wich one's Tooni e?"

The wi ves bounced the baby girls on their |aps and said nothing.

"You're a whol e generation off, Cawdor," the baron said. "You're |ooking at Pooni e-Two, Toonie-Two
and Rooni e-T\vo."

"Your granddaughters,1' Ryan said, smiling at the three girls. "How re your nothers doing?" He
guessed mat Elijah's daughters were already |ong dead, kilted by the baron just as their nother
his first wife, had

been as soon as the new crop of fenales cane ripe for harvest.

Again there was no response fromthe royal harem Tinme hadn't been so kind to Wllie Elijah, Ryan
t hought. The baron's hair, his pride and joy, which had once been corn-silk blond like his
granddaughters', was now stiff and white and unmanageable. He tied it in a | oose bun at the back
of Ms head. He had on a quilted, plumvelvet snoking jacket, which | eaked stuffing fromholes in
the shoul ders and el bows. He wore no shirt under the snoking jacket; the coarse white bristle of
his chest hair spilled over his food-stained |apels. Loosely draped around his neck was a bl ue
silk scarf with black tassels on the ends. H's trousers were baggy, W ne-colored corduroy, and his
shoes were a pair of predark sandal s known as Birkenstocks. Because he wore no socks, Ryan could
see his great, horny, yellow toenails. Even fromacross the room the baron snelled |ike an
unhosed bear pit

Ryan renmenbered himas being a taller, nore inposing figure. Certainly the flesh of his face
didn't used to hang down below the Iine of his jaw. And his cheeks had never been scruffy with

white stubble like that. Even his eyes | ooked ancient. They were bl oodshot, / and the whites

had a yellowi sh tinge to them Fromtoo . much of his own brew, Ryan thought. But he knew it
Jr woul d be a mistake to underestinmate Elijah, even in his . present condition. Though the
man had been scourged

4 by tinme, he was still dangerous, cruelly perverse and
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unpredi ctable. And they had placed their fates in his

hands.

"So, Cawdor," Elijah said, "did you conme back to try and nmake anends after all these years? Mebbe
beg me for forgiveness?"

The audi ence of toadies nmurnured its unani nous approval. They |iked a good and proper show of
beggi ng, especially when it was dooned to be fruitless.

"We came to warn you," Ryan told him "There's five thousand stickles on your toll road. They're
comng north to level this place. They already w ped out your little way stop twenty mles south.
Burned it to

the ground." The baron | aughed, and the crowd of sycophants

joined in with gusto.

"That's a good one, Cawdor," Elijah said. He picked up a potato and threw it at Ryan's head, but
m ssed when his intended target easily ducked the warm m ssile, which brought nore | aughter from
t he audi ence.

"Baron," Lester spoke up over the tumult, "I think One-eye was sure he could sneak past Wllie
ville wi thout anybody recognizing him"
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Ryan didn't 1 ook at his friends, but he could feel their eyes on him Everything depended on what
he said next, and how he said it "Baron, that is the dunbest thing |'ve ever heard," he argued. "I

wasn't trying to sneak by your ville—fireblast it, I wasn't even wearing a disguise! Wth a face
like mine, 1'd have to wear a hood and nask to keep from being noticed. | cane here for one
purpose, and that was to warn you, and

did it knowing there was still a price on ny head. Ask yourself why would | risk ny life to sel

you sone nuke-shit, nade-up story about stickies when | could ve easily taken a ten-nile detour
and avoided Wllie ville altogether? You know |I' mno stupe. Wat possibly could be in this for ne,
except nebbe an early deat h?"

The baron sipped fromhis tankard as he consi dered the question

Ryan didn't wait for a response, but forged ahead while he still had the chance. "W talked to the
only survivors fromthe burned ville of yours," he said. "They told us a nutie was | eading the
stickies up the toll road. W outfl anked them on the hi ghway and got cl ose enough to see the
bastard for ourselves. The survivors said you know him Said that you used to keep himin your
zoo. His nane's Kaa."

Elijah shook his head. "I don't ever give ny nmutie pets formal nanes, Cawdor. They aren't worth
the trouble. You should remenber that fromthe old days." As jf losing interest in the
conversation, the baron started picking through the nmound of nmeat in front of him

At the table bel ow, Roonie-Two reached up with a ' thunb and spilled her right breast out of the
top of her ,' dress. She deftly stuffed its pale nipple into her two-year-old daughter's face. As
Rooni e- Three began to nurse noisily the teat, Roonie-Two di pped a potato hal fway i nto her one-
gal l on gravy boat. She plunged the dripping end of the baker into her nouth and, with $ hol |l owed
cheeks, proceeded to suck off the coating of

&e
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sauce. Her performance caught, but failed to hold, Ryan's attention. Krysty, on the other hand,

gl ared daggers at her

"W saw this mutie | eader with our own eyes about six hours ago," Ryan said. "He's close to seven
feet tall and powerfully built. He had unusual coloring on his skin. Brown-and-white patches al
over."

El i jah squashed the chunk of cooked flesh in his fist, squirting warm grease on his jacket Ryan
had touched a raw nerve. "You lie!" the baron snarled at him "You lie trying to save your
cowardly deserting hide! And it isn't going to work. Nobody | hired wal ks out on ne and |ives.

Nobody! "

It was tine to play the hole card, shaky though it

was.

"If I"'mlying to you, Baron," Ryan said, "you'll know it soon enough. The stickle arnmy couldn't be
nore than a few hours behind us. They'll sure be here before daybreak. Until then, what's it going
to hurt to get your sec nen ready for the attack? Wiat's it going to hurt to send out a warning to
t he ot her barons around here? Mebbe they'll even give you sone reinforcenents, which you'll need.

But whatever you do, you've got to start now, before the stickies lay siege to Wllie ville."
The room agai n went silent.

"Me and ny friends will fight al ongside you," Ryan

sai d.

"He could be a spy, Poppadaddy,
pi ped up.

"Yeah, a spy fromByrumville, working for Black-heart Hutton," Roonie-Two added.

"I don't grow no stupe girls. One-eye," Elijah told himwith pride. "They can snell a dead nmutie a
mle off. Wiat do you say? Did you sell nme out to that thieving, r ad-tain ted bastard who runs
Byrumville? Is it a trick to get Blackheart's sec nen inside ny walls so he can take ny treasure
and di ddl e ny pure-norm gal s?"

"Tm no spy," Ryan said. "Just think about what |'m saying for a mnute. Protecting yourself from
the other barons isn't a problem If you're worried about sonmebody pulling a trick on you, don't
let any of their sec nen inside the walls. But put every one of your men on triple red tonight.
You' ve got nothing to | ose.™

Elijah pondered the matter in silence for a noment or two, then rose to his feet "I don't see no
downsi de to ne here," he announced to the crowd. "Anybody see a downsi de?"

If they did, they kept real quiet about it

Tooni e- Two
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"I"'mgoing to do what you say, Cawdor, but don't think it's going to buy you any nercy from ne,
even if ten thousand stickies show up at my gates.” He pointed a thick finger at Ryan's face.
"You're mne, and you're going to die die way | see fit | got to think a while on how |l want to do
it, though. |I've been waiting so long for this, it's got to be sonething extraspe-cial. Sonething
extrapainfiil."

"Do what ever you want with nme," Ryan said, "but
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let ny friends go. They don't owe you anything. They canme here to hel p save your skin."

The baron | ooked over his conpanions, then said, "Take One-eye, the old bastard and the one with
gl asses and stick themin the cool er overnight For now the red-eye boy goes to the zoo."

"He's not a nutie," Ryan protested.

"Shut it, Cawdor."

"And the wonen?" Lester asked.

Before Elijah answered, one of the toadies stood and rai sed his hand for pernission to speak. Even
t hough he'd lost ninety percent of his hair and put on seventy pounds around his niddl e, Ryan
recogni zed Lee Strootz fromthe ol d days.

"Baron," Elijah's whorenmaster said, "if you haven't already made up your m nd about the bl ack one,
I'd like to stake a claimon her. She's got a sturdy look | like. Wth a little training fromne
and ny boys, she'd take it any way you'd want to put it to her, as long as you want Make a nice
addition to the gaudy stable."

Mldred went rigid beside Ryan, the expression on her face ningled fury and horror. Hi e physician
had been willing to give up her life if necessary to save these nornms fromthe stickie hordes; she
certainly hadn't figured on being turned out as a gaudy slut. Ryan had to physically restrain J.B
fromstarting

f orward.

"No, Strootz," Elijah said, "you' ve got enough warm bodi es down there. She goes to the cooler with
the men. And when they die, she dies, too."

Ryan watched M I dred rel ax. Death was sonet hing she knew she could face—after all, she had al ready
done it once.

"CGet themout of nmy sight,” Elijah said to Lester. "All but the red-hair. She stays here with nme."
To one of the servants, he said, "Bring ne nmy nagnifier glass!"

Appl ause and scattered cheers burst fromthe crowd.

"Wul d you boys like to see how a real expert nutie examis done?" the baron asked his toadies.
"Mebbe get your faces right up against the I ens so you could | earn sonething interesting?"

The men junped to their feet, cheering and catcalling.

Ryan | eaned close to Krysty. "I'msorry," he said. "W'l|l get out of this ness somehow. Hang on."
"You, too," she said. Under the bravery and defiance that flashed in her green eyes, there was
fear.

Bef ore Ryan could say nore, the sec nen separated himfrom Krysty with the nuzzles of their

bl asters, then roughly shoved him Mldred, Jak, J.B. and Doc toward the exit

"Wait a minute!" the baron bell owed down from his dais. Wen they stopped and turned to | ook back
he said, "Wiat's that stick the old one's carrying?"

"Not hing, Baron,"” Lester said. "He's a crippie. Needs it to walk. Ot herwi se, he'd have to be
carried."

"Let me see it."

Lester snatched the ebony cane away from Doc and passed it up to Elijah
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The baron exami ned the silver handl e, found the rel ease catch and unsheathed the rapier. "Wuat's
this? You |l et a weapon get past your search? You let himbring a sword in here?" A groan went up
anong the toadies. "Baron, uh, |, uh..."

Elijah resheathed the bl ade and threw the stick back at the sec nman. "Put it in ny quarters with
the rest of their gear. You're going to pay for that m stake, Lester. Tonmorrow you're going to
take a turn on the wheel." The audi ence whistled and cl apped. The sec man's jaw went slack, his
face suddenly pale. He didn't protest the sentence. Those who protested did two turns.

At this point Elijah's servant rushed up with the magnifier. Set in a brass frane and handle, it
had a convex |ens six inches across. Wth a sweep of his arm the baron sent the food platters on
the table before himcrashing to the floor. Having cleared his examtable, he said, "Bring her up
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here to ne."

As Ryan and the others were pushed fromthe dining room they heard Elijah say, "Strip her down
and nove the candles closer. | need plenty of light for this kind

of work."

The wives and children waiting in the hallway didn't |augh and throw confetti when the five
conpani ons were paraded past them at blasterpoint. Instead, they yelled insults, kicked and

sl apped. It was all part of the evening's entertainnent.

Wth the sec nmen's blasters pressed hard into their
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flesh, Ryan and his friends rode the elevator down in silence. Finally J.B. said, "W all knew
this could happen, Ryan. W all knew the risk."

"Yes, we did," Doc said. "Be assured of that"

"You're not to blanme, Ryan," Mldred told him

Ryan could think of nothing to say to Jak, no way to make things right Wrds could only do so
much. And they were cheap. Young Jak was headed for the mutie zoo, where death canme slowy,

soneti mes over die course of decades, and only after unspeakable suffering and degradati on. He had
every right to be angry. Wth any |luck he wouldn't be there | ong.

When they reached the | obby, the car stopped and six of the sec nen separated Jak fromthe others.
The white-haired teen stepped out of the elevator surrounded by his arned escort

"Your friend seemed awfully quiet,"” Lester said to Ryan as he ignited a hand torch fromthe one
already burning in the elevator. "CGuess you nust've told himwhat goes on in the zoo. Actually
it's a lot worse than when you saw it last Baron's got the whole place full now He's collected
some of di e damedest -1 ooking nuties you ever seen. Kind of hard for any of themto get to sleep,
| imagi ne. Bunches of them are always screaning, screwing and carrying on."

The car started down again. It didn't nmake a stop hi the basenent but kept on going. The deeper
they went, the darker it got The two torches in the elevator barely cut the gloom As they
descended, they could hear the sound of gears clacking, chains creaking and nen
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groani ng. The sounds of |abor and pain grew |l ouder, the farther down they went

"By the Three Kennedys," Doc said, "what's that hellish comotion?"

"Tell him Lester," Ryan said.

"Shut up."

"I't's the wheel,"” Ryan answered for him

"I said shut up," Lester grow ed.

When they stopped at the bottom of the shaft, the nechanical sounds ceased. The groaning
continued, but softly.

Lester and the sec nen pushed Ryan and conpany out into the dimcorridor. Its dripping concrete
wall's were unpainted; it was bathed in flickering half-1ight fromthe torches stuck in stanchions
along the walls. Water in the corridor was ankle deep in places, and it reeked of decay and

m | dew.

"Dark night, it's colder than a dead stickie's butt down here," J.B. stated.

"Now you know why they call it the cooler,” Ryan said.

As they were quick-marched along the corridor, they could see steel doors open on both sides, but
die light was too poor to nmake out anything inside the rooms. They followed the corridor around a
dogleg to the right and cane upon four roons in a row with cl osed doors and no doorknobs. Wred to
screws bored into the steel at eye | evel were bunches of sorry-looking plastic flowers.

White lilies.
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"What's in there?" MIdred asked. "Looks like a tonb."

"Good guess," Ryan said. "Baron WUlie Elijah locked his first wife down here years ago. Left her
to starve to death. Probably did the sane to his three daughters when they got too long in the
tooth for him"

"Al'l right, hold it there," Lester ordered. He stepped around the others and over to a door | ocked
with two big bolts. Then he opened the door and showed themthe cooler's prison cells in the ten-
by-ten room The two iron-barred cages had been constructed on-site. Each stood about four feet

hi gh, and one was stacked on top of the other. Three inches of water covered the barred floor of
the bottom cage. Even in the weak torchlight they could see the bl oated corpse facedown in the far
corner.
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Lester opened the door to the top cage and started shoving his prisoners in. Once inside, they had
to crawl or crabwal k forward as there wasn't enough roomto stand.

"Faith, it stinks to high heavens in here!" Doc said, funmbling in his frock coat for a hankie to
cover his nose.

"That's because your toilet is underneath you," Lester said. "Be glad you don*t have to sit init"
He saved Ryan for last He actually let himget his head in the top cage before jerking himback

out "No, I'd better not put you up there," Lester told him "M ght overcrowd the other prisoners.
M ght cause them unnecessary distress. Can't have that"
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The sec man shut the top cage and opened the bottom one. At bl asterpoint he forced Ryan to craw

i nside on his hands and knees. There was no way to stay out of the vile water or avoid the rank
soft stalactites hung fromthe bars of the cage floor above his head. Ryan hunkered down, making
hi nsel f as small as he possibly coul d.

Lester clanged the door shut. "Like it, Cawdor?"

Ryan stared up at him "Look on the bright side, Lester/' he said, "nebbe the stickles wll
overrun WIl-lie ville tonight Mebbe you won't |live |ong enough to do your tine on the wheel."
Lester slammed the hal l way door, plunging themin total darkness.

For a long tine no one said anything. Tal king nmeant drawi ng extra breath, and no one wanted to
breat he nore than necessary.

"Ryan," J.B. asked from sonmewhere above him "what's the wheel, anyway?"

"It's what the baron calls his elevator notor."

"I's it as bad as this?"

"No. It's worse."

" CGood. "

Chapt er Ei ght

Jak had two alternatives in mnd as he wal ked out the front of the Freedom Gty Mtor Hotel and
Casino: to escape or die trying. Daylight was conpletely gone; the color had all but drained out
of the world. Jak's ruby red eyes worked better at night than nost other people's. If he could put
sone di stance between hinself and the sec nen, he knew he could evade them and reach the wall.
True, he was unarned and wi thout food or water, facing an arny of stickies in the dark. But any
death he could think of was better than a life sentence in the baron's zoo. He couldn't count on
Ryan for a rescue. The one-eyed man had his own troubles. The sec nen didn't nmake it easy for him
Figuring that their captive would try to make a break for it, they stopped |Iong enough to bind his
wists together with a thong. They tit their hand torches froma stanchion, then | ed himacross
the fractured parking lot toward the entrance to the I ndependence Park Anusement Zone. As Jak

gl anced back, he saw the baron's men running out of the hotel with torches in their hands. On
orders of their feudal lord, they were setting alight every | anppost that they passed. If the
sticki es broke through

126

DEATHLANDS

the berm and entered the grounds tonight, Elijah wanted his defenders to be able to see them

The anusenent zone's entrance was framed by a tall arch nmade of bands of wought iron. Human-sized
statuettes capered across it. Because Jak had never seen a cartoon, he didn't recognize them as
fictional characters. Wth their distorted heads and bodies, spindly | egs and oversi ze hands, he
t hought Munbly Mouse, Wazoo W dcat, and Peewee Poodl e were nuties. He thought the arch had been
specially constructed to mark the way to the baron's zoo.

At that nmonent Jak felt nore kinship to the cartoon characters than to his trusted conpani ons of
so many years. Since die junp dreamhis attitude toward his friends had changed

The stickle nightrmare had done something to himthat he couldn't explain to the others. New and
powerful ideas swirled through his head in a torrent After all, he had sat at the feet of Lord Kaa
and listened to his teachings not with ears, because he had none in the dream but with the core
of his mnd. He was an al bino, not a nutie, but the seed had been planted that told himwho his
true enenies were

The norms. He was one, but not.

According to Kaa, nornms had only one purpose in the great scheme of things, and that was to bring
Deat h-1ands and its people into being. Having done that, the norns were worse than usel ess; they
were an obstacle to further progress because they refused to relinquish the power they had held
for so |ong.
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Throughout their history the norns had proved they had no lasting allegiance to their own kind.
And yet they continually fool ed thenselves into believing such bonds exi sted. Ryan Cawdor was no
exception. Hardened fighter though he was, he still thought that Baron Elijah woul d see the |ight
and act according to reason, in the best interests of all. Ryan believed that Wllie ville and
everything it stood for was worth not only his blood, but the blood of his conrades. How | ong he
woul d hold this opinion, it was inpossible to say. In the junp dream Kaa had shown Jak that norns
couldn't be trusted to see past their own short-termself-interest. Their federations and

al liances were dooned to split apart. They would die as they had been born, as individuals, in

i solation—and in isolation they woul d beconme exti nct

Kaa had expl ained that at the root of nuch of the endl ess di ssension and bl oodshed anong the norns
were argunents over which of their many races had cone first—and which, therefore, were the nost
favored children of their creator. Kaa taught that the new people had no such internal divisions.
Muties of every stripe, no matter when they were bora, shared a conmon date of origin: January 20,
2001. Nuke day. They suffered a common oppression. They had a common destiny, which was to unite
and remake, to unite and rule Death |ands forever

There was glory here on a scale that Jak had never i nagi ned.

And in that glory was a place for him
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As they penetrated the anusenent zone, the sec nen set fire to the torches atop the | anpposts.
Ahead of themthe w de, curving asphalt |ane was dark. The place practically cried out for an
anbush. Jak could sense the guards* grow ng nervousness. Even if they didn't conpletely believe
die stickles were drawing near, the idea nmade them junpy all the sane.

On either side of the path | ooned the strange, nechanical -1 o0oking structures of the fun rides:
cylinders of wire nesh, hoops of steel I|-beans, cages attached to long nmetal arnms. Al were
frozen, dead. At the entrances to each ride were low chain-link fences and steel turnstiles, for
cromd and ticket control, which hadn't been a concern for nore than a century.

Then they approached a two-story building with nore of the mutielike figures decorating its side
and roof. Jak could hear npans and sobs coming frominside and thought they'd already arrived at
the zoo. For a noment he was sure that he'd blown it, that he'd waited too |ong to make his break
But the building turned out to be just another deserted ride: the Ghost Castle Spook Train. Like
the other anusenent rides, it was no | onger powered by fossil fuel or electricity; it was powered
by live beings. Miutie slaves dragged the nminiature railroad cars through the darkened spook house;
muties in chains | eaped out of hiding places in the blackness to try to scare the norm passengers.
Jak decided he was as close to the rear of the park—and freedomas he was going to get He had to
act now or never.
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"Stickies!"™ he cried, pointing at the shadows besi de the buil ding.

"Where?" one of the sec nen yel ped.

"What ?" shout ed another as he brought up his blaster

The white-haired teen snapped a spin kick into the closest sec man's face and felt the satisfying
crunch of a nose breaking under his heel. A hand grabbed his neck from behind, fingers sinking
into his flesh. He twi sted away, slamming his doubled fists into the nan's side. As he started to
run, he saw the path he'd chosen was bl ocked by a huge guard with arns outstretched.

"Cet the little shit!™

"Don't let himget away!"

The sec men dropped their torches and closed in on him

"Hey, snow hair," one of them said, "where do you think you' re going?"

Jak didn't answer. He feinted right, then spun left, shooting a snap kick hard into the center of
the speaker's throat. The sec man dropped to his knees, clawing at his neck and gasping for air
Bef ore Jak could make his dash, the other sec nen junped him and by the sheer weight of their
bodi es, drove himto his back on the ground.

"We' Il fix you, you bastard runt!" the sec nan on his chest said as he cocked back a fist. He

| aughed and smashed the youth full in the face.

Jak saw stars as he was hit repeatedly, then kicked and stonped up and down the length of his
torso. And
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when the first sec man got tired of the gane, the others spelled him As consciousness began to
slip away, Jak prayed the bastards would | ose control and beat himto death.
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But they were pros; they knew just when to stop.

Grabbing himby the armpits, they hauled his battered and bl oody body to the gates of the nutie
zoo. Jak was dinly aware of their being nmet at the door by a stout nman with greasy, gray hair and
knee- hi gh rubber boots—the baron's zoonaster

"Got a fresh one for you, Knackerman," a sec nan said.

The zoo master | eaned down and lifted Jak's head by the hair. "Pure al bino variant, mebbe," he
said, squinting at the boy's pale, scarred features. "Kind of hard to tell the way you nessed him

up. "

"Tried to get away," a sec nan said.

"He'll live, don't worry," another added. "He's a tough little bugger. Were do you want hinP"
"I don't want him" Knackerman said. "Baron's got too damm nany packed in here as it is. Pretty
soon they're going to start dying fromthe scour sickness. They're already killing each other

every chance they get | keep telling himit's a mstake to overcrowm his zoo. Baron doesn't care
He |ikes variety. Always nore nuties, he says. This way."

Jak started to conme around as he was dragged into the building. The concrete corridor was dark and
dank, and it reeked of the unwashed creatures inprisoned behind its floor-to-ceiling cages. The
hal I way rang with
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their earsplitting shrieks, tortured sobs and inarticul ate screans.

"They seem wi | der than usual tonight," one of the sec nmen shouted over the din.

"Mebbe they snell this one's blood.™

"Something's got into them all right," Knackernman agreed.

A cage door opened with a creak, and Jak was hurled inside. He | anded facedown on the foul, natted
straw. He didn't nmove until the voices of the guards trailed off and the lights they carried

di sappeared. As he pushed hinmself up onto his elbows, he felt sharp pain as his facial wounds
reopened. He tasted fresh blood inside his nmouth. Rising to his knees, he scanned his
surroundi ngs. He couldn't see nmuch, even with his nutated eyes, but he could see enough to know he
wasn't alone in the cage.

At the back of the enclosure, where it was darker than dark, a huge pair of yellow cat eyes
glittered at him

W TH THE SOUNDS of the nutie zoo raging at their backs, Lester, Hylander and GII lay belly down
in a shallow pit they had scraped in the dirt.

"Listen to themrad-bl asted buggers how!" Gl said.

"Chillin" each other., .like always," Hylander stated.

"Naw, it's different," Lester told them "I don't know how, but it is. It's |like they know
sonet hi ng' s about to happen.”
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"Mebbe it's all the lights,” G Il suggested. "Some nuties get strange around fire. Makes them go
ani mal . "

The baron had ordered every torch in Wllie ville lit. The ruined highway rest stop gl owed orange
and gol den from t housands upon thousands of points of firelight.

Lester and his nmen were stationed at the edge of the open ground between the zoo and the berm
wall. On the other side of the bermwere the slave quarters. Their m ssion was to observe, then
pul | back and report if the stickies broke through

As precarious as their position was, Lester found it hard to keep his attention focused on the top
of the berm Ryan Cawdor's words kept running through his head. They rai sed questions he didn't
want to face but couldn't stop thinking about. How many norns actually survived a turn at the
wheel , especially sec men? O fhand he couldn't renmenber any. After all, unless there was an
accident, it wasn't the wheel that killed you; it was your fellow workers. The nmuties slaving in

t he subbasenment were condemmed to death, sentenced by the baron to | abor until they dropped in
their chains. They had nothing to lose by chilling a sec man; they | ooked at the opportunity as a
ki nd of bonus. Even though the nmuties were nanacled to their posts as they pushed the whee

around, Lester knew they had their own ways of doing the deed, none of them pleasant. |f he wanted
to live through the baron's punishment, he
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had to bribe the overseers into keeping the nutie slaves off his back

Hi s good buddies, G Il and Hylander, hadn't once nentioned his inpending ordeal. Maybe they
figured they already had enough to worry about tonight. Maybe they didn't want to have to lend him
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any jack in case he cane up short with the overseers. In either case, Lester was too bone tired to
t ake of f ense.

None of it probably nmattered, anyway.

If there really were five thousand stickies comng, the odds of a hundred or so sec nen hol di ng
them of f until dawn were slim There was just too nuch ville to defend. Realizing this, the baron
had ordered expl osive charges planted along the nost likely attack routes. The battle plan was to
retreat, then detonate the explosives under the stickies, retreat and detonate, all the way back
to the hotel, and in the process, reduce the eneny nunbers as nmuch as possible. Once the sec nmen
had pull ed back to the hotel, they'd defend it fromthe ground up, room by room

If the stickie force turned out to be snaller than what Ryan Cawdor had descri bed—and this was
what every sec man in Wllie ville was fervently praying for—the initial retreat of the baron's
def enders woul d nask a massing of their forces. It would |l et groups of stickies break through the
berm barrier in specific places, fun-neling theminto prearranged kill zones.

Lester, Hylander and G Il had drawn the unenvi abl e task of |eading the stickies to slaughter

In the grand schenme of things, they were live bait.

Chapter N ne

It could be worse, Krysty kept telling herself.

But that was hard to believe

Stripped naked, she was stretched out on her belly across the baron's dining table. At Elijah's
command, his sec men held her wists and ankl es, and pinned her hipbones against the edge of the
tabl etop. She couldn't see what was goi ng on behind her, but she could feel it. Fingers lightly
brushed the red shock of her pubic hair, then cold glass pressed agai nst her upturned buttocks.
"Hmm " the baron said, with his free hand tipping the bank of candles cl oser

Mol ten wax dripped and splattered onto the sensitive skin at the base of Krysty's spine, making
her flinch and jerk against the grip of the sec nen.

"CGot | o check themfor pustules right off," the baron said as he raised his face from between her
spl ayed thighs. "Can't be putting the new ones in the zoo and doing it | ater. Never know what kind
of sickness these muties mght be carrying. Before you know it, whatever they've got, it spreads
through the rest of themlike wildfire. Learned that the hard way, years ago. This little scalie
bitch | bought off a trader fromthe
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Darks cane in infected with sone kind of rad-nmutated STD. It nearly w ped out ny zoo, killed half
my adult specinens before | got control of things. No, you can't be too careful with the pustules.
| always check the new fenales for rad cancer, too. They can | ook okay on the outside, but then
they ooze and drip like a dead dog's belly once you try to breed them™

Krysty craned her head around as far as she was able. She could see the white frizz of hair on top
of Elijah's head. He was witing with a pencil stub in a thick, cloth-bound book. Was he naking
sonme ki nd of measurenments of her private parts? Taking notes on her general physical appearance?
Was it sheer nonsense and bluster neant to inpress ignorant sec nen with his command of pre-
Apocal yptic scientific procedure? She had no way of telling, but her instinct told her he was a
fraud.

"Turn her over," the baron said, "and hold her head real still."

When the sec men twisted her onto her back, Krysty saw that Elijah had picked up a short, sharp
knife. Fromthe ook on his face, she thought he was going to gut-slit her for sure. The situation
seened so desperate that she was on the verge of summoni ng her Gai a power—sonething she was very
reluctant to do except as a last resort. She had no doubt that her uni que connection to the

fem nine forces of the earth could give her enough strength to break free of the guards who held
her spread-eagl ed. But then what? There were other blaster-arnmed sec nmen in the room even wth
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Gala's help, it would take several strokes of luck for her to chill themall. And if she nanaged
it, using the power left her weak and trenbly, and she still had nowhere to go. Krysty forced

herself to relax. The tine wasn't right. The power had to be saved and used only when it could be
nost effective.

As it turned out, she made the right choice.

"I want to take a sanple of hair," Elijah told his nen

At |l east, Krysty thought, there were only a handful of sec men to see the show. At | east the baron
had cleared the roomof his w ves and assorted toadi es. Like npost nal evol ent despots, WIllie
Elijah found he enjoyed depriving his subjects of pleasure nore than he |liked granting it to them
The baron rounded the side of the table, then grabbed a thick |ock of her prehensile red hair.
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Stretching it out, he lopped it off near the root with a quick slash of the bl ade.

Krysty screamed in pain, and the sinuous mass of her hair retracted at the insult, coiling tightly
agai nst her skull. Krysty felt as if she had |ost a finger or a toe, and the pain rushed across
her scal p in burni ng waves.

Elijah dropped the severed strand onto a plate and watched it withe. It didn't bleed fromthe cut
end. O her than the violent notion, it appeared to be normal hair. The thrashing continued for a
few seconds, then it slowed and the hair gradually becanme still.

"Unusual ," the baron said. He reached across her
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breasts for his notebook, which |ay open on the table. Pulling the | edger onto her belly, he
hastily scribbled something with his pencil stub

"Which nutie are you going to mate her with first?" asked the sec man who was hol di ng her head.
Al'l the sec nen wanted to know the answer to that; in fact they were practically drooling to find
out. They considered the baron's practice of nutie husbandry a spectator sport, a recreationa
activity that ranked right up there with the baiting of zoo innates.

"Too soon to decide,” Elijah replied. "I'Il isolate her for a few nonths. Have Knackernman tine her
periods. When | figure out when she's due to be fertile, I'll chain her down on her back and | et
one of ny best nutie studs have a go at her for a few days."

"Lucky rad-ass bastard,"” nmuttered the sec man at her head.

The prospect of being mated against her will nonentarily plunged Krysty back into the prinma
terror of her junp dream It wasn't just the threat of sexual violence and victimnm zation that
scared her; it was the idea of being forced to bear |ive young when there was no way of telling
what kind of baby woul d energe at the end of term Once again Krysty experienced the hel pl essness
of the nightmare. Once again her enornously swollen belly contained a staggering wei ght and dozens
of tiny legs kicking, hands scratching, needle teeth piercing, ripping. Wth an effort of wll,
she fought off the sensations.

The fear of giving birth to nonsters was sonet hi ng
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she shared with practically all of Deathlands' sentient fermales. What with lingering radiati on hot
spots, polluted aquifers and chem saturated rain, post-Arnageddon genetics was an ongoi ng ganme of
Russi an roul ette. Everyone realized that nost of the fresh nutations induced by the environnent
were lethal—and if not that, then debilitating or disfiguring in sone way. Though outwardly she
didn't seemto have been inpacted negatively by the changes in her nother's genetic structure,
Krysty coul dn't know whether the genes she now carried had been damaged in the course of her life,
and if so, all her future offspring. Deep down she understood that it was possi bl e her DNA had

al ready been conproni sed so badly that the Gaia line would end with her

The concern had to have shown on her face.

The baron smiled at her alnobst paternally. "I'mdone for now," he said. "Let her put her clothes
back on."

Under the prying gaze of all those nmale eyes, Krysty dressed herself with all the dignity she
could muster. She had won a pair of small victories. She had gotten through the exam alive, and
she had kept her Gaia power a secret. When she had finished zipping up her coveralls, the baron
addressed her directly for the first tine.

"I's there anything el se | should know about you?" he asked. "Any other interesting mutie
peculiarities?"

She | ooked at himfor a noment, as if trying to deci de whether she should speak at all. Then she
shrugged. "I do have a power that can't be seen,"” she told him

"And that is...?"

"I"'ma doonmie," Krysty said. This was an exaggeration, if not an outright lie. She did have sone
ability to visualize the future, and in particular, inpending clanger, but her gift was very
limted and inprecise.

"Real | y?" the baron said. "Wat do you see in store for nme?"

Krysty closed her eyes. "A bright future for you and yours. A long and healthy life. | see nany
girl great-great-grandbabies. Mich power. You will gain a broader reach throughout the east.

Bef ore you draw your |ast breath, fear of your nane will have spread across all of Deathl ands."
"So you don't see any stickies in ny future?" Elijah said, grinning. "Don't you believe what your
friend One-eye says about a conquering army coning this way?"
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"Ch, | believe," she told him "I believe because | saw the stickies on the toll road with nmy own

eyes."

"You saw this nutie |eader, too?"

"Yes, | did. He was big, with brown-and-white patches on his skin."

One of the sec nen | eaned close to the baron and said, "Could it be himcom ng back after all this
while? Could it be zZit?"

Elijah silenced the man with a wave of his hand.

Krysty | ooked the baron in the eye and said, "For sone reason the stickies don't seemto influence

any
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part of your future. Either they don't attack or you repel themwhen they do. It isn't clear to
me." "l like this doome bitch," Elijah said. Wich was exactly what Krysty had intended. She

smled fetchingly at him She was bartering now for any small advantage she could get. Though her
situation | ooked fairly hopel ess, the game wasn't over until the last shot was fired. Krysty knew
there was any nunmber of ways that things could still work out for her and friends. She had to keep
focused, ready to seize the chance when it cane.

"How | ong you been running with Cawdor?" Elijah asked.

"Not long. A few nonths." Mre lies.

"You must be screwing him then." Krysty didn't answer.

"Funny that One-eye should take up with a mutie slut like you,” the baron said. "Or that you'd
take up with himafter what he done. Although, nebbe he didn't tell you...." "Tell nme what?"

"That he hired out to ne as a nercie during the Mutie War. He was part of a special chill crew
sent into rebel-held territory. A bunch of escaped nutie slaves had built up this scratch-ass
little ville in the nmiddl e of nowhere and naned it Coupe, after one of their dead. They were
not hi ng but a bunch of dirt farmers arned with blasters they stole fromme. My orders were to make
an exanple out of them to chill the ones
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that put up a fight and drag the others back here, where |I could work themto death, good and
proper. Your pal Cawdor and the other nercies and sec nmen surrounded Coupe ville. The nuties saw
them com ng, though, and barricaded thenselves in their huts. My men blasted the place up a little
to show that they meant busi ness.

"The way the other nercies tell the story, after the rebels knew they were |icked, they threw out
their weapons. They wanted to surrender and go hone in chains. One-eye wouldn't hear of it. Kind
of went crazy. He was a col dheart bastard back then. He set fire to the place and burned them up
in their huts, wonmen and nmutie brats, too. My crew didn't bring back a single prisoner from Coupe
ville. Wrd about the massacre spread real quick through the rebel territory. Lots of them gave up
wi thout a fight after that. Cawdor did ne a big favor by going wild. Too bad he lost his taste for
mass chilling. He lit out on ne not long after.”

"No, he never said anything about that to nme," Krysty said. She figured it was what the baron
wanted to hear. That it was close to the truth was just a coincidence. Ryan had told her and the
others that he and the baron had had a di sagreement over prisoner policy. He hadn't given them any
of the details. Krysty had no way of know ng whether the baron had nade up the massacre story. She
knew Elijah could be trying to turn her against Ryan in order to nake her a nore pliant zoo

speci nen, or to get information from her about himand about whoever supposedly was backi ng him
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"Take her down to the zoo/* the baron told his sec nen. "Tell Knackerman | want her kept isol ated.
Have him put females in the cages on either side of her. | don't want any nales getting at her
until | say so."

For Krysty it was a brief stay of execution, a small consol ation, but better than none.

As the sec nen grabbed her arns and started dragging her off, she resisted. Determ ned to nake a

| ast attenpt to convince Elijah whose side she was on, she stonped the toes of the nearest guard
with the stacked heel of her cowboy boot. Wen he released her with a curse, she tw sted back to
face the baron.

"If it comes down to a fight tonight between you and the stickles,"” Krysty said, "my skin is going

to be on the line just like everybody else's. | can handle a blaster pretty good. I'd |like the
chance to die with one in ny hand. If the stickies cone, you're going to need every blaster you
can get."

"I don't need no mutie slut with a blaster ained at the back of ny head, though," the baron said.
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"CGet her out of here."

Chapter Ten

The creature crouched so lowin the straw that even as Jak rose to his feet, he couldn't nake out
the shape of its body. He had no way of telling what kind of nutated being he was sharing the cel
with, no clue whether it was friend or foe. The teenager retreated as far as he could go, pressing
hi s back against the bars at the front of the cage.

"Hey, you, over there!" he said to the pair of huge yellow eyes. He practically had to shout to
hear hinself over the yelling and screaning in the zoo corridor.

At the sound of his voice, the creature started to advance. It noved toward himvery slowly, with
utnost caution and stealth. And as it closed the distance, Jak noticed that the position of its
eyes had dropped nearer to the ground. It was coiling, preparing to spring on him

Jak wiped his battered nouth with the back of his hand. Was the smell of his blood attracting it?
There was not hing he could do about that. He couldn't stop the flow The eyes speared into him
shifting as the creature noved to his left. It was trying to back him
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into a corner. Jak knew better than to let that happen. He countered by shifting to the left, as
wel | .

The creature froze

It began to grow. Jak didn't hear it as nmuch as he felt it, through the concrete floor, right up
through the soles of his feet. The grow climaxed in a roar so loud it rattled Jak's heart in his
chest. He knew those enornmous cat eyes didn't augur well. In the world of adaptation, they

i ndi cated hunter, carnivore, killer by instinct

Whi ch neant death was just a matter of tine.

Jak accepted his fate with a broad, defiant grin. He saw it as a blessing, not a curse. It was his
chance to escape the baron's animal farmw th his head held high, a chance to go out quick, and to
go out fighting.

"Come on," he said, kicking straw at the yell ow eyes. "Let's go."

Jak had no plan, as such. In order to plan, one had to know what one was up agai nst. He bl anked
his mnd and steeled his body to counter whatever was thrown at it.

He didn't see the beast make its junp.

When the eyes blinked, he ducked to the right. Soft fur brushed his shoulder, and with it cane
ragi ng body heat and the scent of nmusk and urine. Claws clattered against the iron bars, and a
shriek of feline frustration ripped the air.

W thout thinking, Jak whirled and | eaped onto the creature's back. There really was no place el se
to go.

The cat was big. Its body was over six feet long, not counting the tail. The great knobs of bone
along its spine gouged Jak's chest and crotch. H's hands found and gri pped the pointed horns
curving out fromthe sides of its neck, a permanent defense against throat attacks by |arger
predators. Jak | ocked his | egs around the beast's narrow wai st and held on for dear life.
Bellowing its fury, the nutie nountain lion tried to dislodge the boy by crashing its sides

agai nst the bars. Jak wouldn't be scraped off. The cat twisted its head around as far as the horns
woul d pernmit and tried to snap a bite out of him Jak choked on its fetid breath and kept out of
range. He couldn't control the animal's head; it was too strong. The cat |unged forward, bending
al nost double as it ducked its head under its chest. It struck upward along its sides with its
front claws, missing himby inches. Wen this failed, it threwitself on the straw and tried to
roH himoff. Though the full weight of the beast crashed down on top of him Jak wouldn't let go
of the horns.

The mutie cat wall owed on himfor several [ong nonents, then rolled back onto its belly. Jak
punched it in the rib cage with everything he had, the jolt of the inpact registering all the way
to his shoulder joint. It was like hitting a side of beef. He hit it again and again. The cat's
massi ve ribs absorbed the rain of blows, which had no effect, other than to tire Jak out. There
was no way to get at the creature's vitals, its soft underbelly, w thout exposing hinself to the
tearing fangs
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and claws. His only hope was to wear out the great beast.
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Leaping to its feet, the cat crashed around the cell again, scraping its rider against the walls.
It was trying to grind himdown, if it couldn't knock him off.

The standoff continued for what seened |ike hours. Both conbatants had the sane idea: to exhaust
t he opponent and then take advantage. The contest of wills dragged on and on. Neither fighter
woul d yi el d. Though both gradual |y weakened, neither gained the

upper hand.
Finally the mutie cat began to sl ow down, which was |ucky for Jak because his arnms were exhausted.
Still, the creature wouldn't quit It nmoved in tighter and tighter circles, until it collapsed to

its stomach on the straw, wheezing for breath.

Jak sensed the beast's huge tongue lolling out of its nmouth. He could hardly hear its panting over
the rasp of his own gasping. Against Jak's chest the cat's fur was warm and soft. Under himthe
lion started to purr, a deep, baritone runbling, a very relaxing sound, hypnotic, even

After a few nminutes the lion put its chin on its front pans. Alittle later it began to sputter
and snort. Its breathing slowed; the purring continued. Jak let go of a horn and reached out to
touch its ear. It was pointed, fat and furry. The teenager suddenly found it difficult to keep his
eyes open. His every nuscle felt drained and linp. He knew he had to get up and find a way to

kill the cat before it recovered. But he needed to rest for just a mnute.

Soon they were both snoring in the dark

"STUFF AND DAMN taradi ddle!" Doc's angry voice drifted, disenbodied and ghostly, through the

bl ackness of the WHie ville cool er

"This is by far the vilest jail in which |I've ever passed a night," he announced in a half-
strangl ed croak. "Fouler by far than the infanmous torture dungeon of the late and unl anented Baron
Jordan Teague, of Mocsin ville. Mre | oathsone than the human ter-rarium of Baron Sean Sharpe. And
havi ng had the benefit of an abundance of personal experience with the inventors and operators of
simlar establishments between here and proverbial Piss Town, U S A, | can tell you this—enly a
pox-riddled brain could have devised such a hellhole. Only a soull ess beast could confine a fell ow
being to such a filthy pit."

"Fromwhat |'ve seen, you've described Baron Wllie Elijah to a tee, Doc,"™ MIldred said. "Not only
demented by his own sel f-indul gent addictions, but savagely cruel to boot."

"I knew what a psycho he used to be in the old days," Ryan said, "but | still didn't think we'd
end up here."

""Tis water over the dam ny dear Ryan," Doc told him "water over the dam There's no goi ng back
now.

148

DEATHLANDS

Qur fates are well and truly cast. And though grimthey are, it behooves us to try to nmake the
best of them"™

"How |l ong has it been?" MI|dred asked J.B

It was so dark in the cooler that the radiumdial of J.B.'s wist chron gave off an eerie green
glow, partially illum nating his face.

"We've been down here for close to five hours,"” he said. "I nmake daylight another four hours off."
"So what happened to the army of stickies?" MIdred asked.

"I'f they had shown up," Ryan said, "we'd have known about it. Even down here we shoul d have been
able to hear the sec men's blasterflre. You can bet they aren't going to hold anything back."

"But where the bl azes are they?" MIdred went on. "Wiy haven't they attacked? W all know they
couldn't have been nore than three hours behind us on the toll road. They shoul d' ve been here by
now, if they're comng."

"Dark night, Mldred," J.B. groaned, "don't say that."

"Way not ?" she countered. "It's a possibility we've got to face at sonme point. The stickies m ght
just be headed somepl ace el se. Maybe our guy with the brown-and-white patches has other plans we
don't know about. Hey, for all we know, they all turned around and headed south after we |eft
them It's possible we could have screwed up."

Ryan shifted in his narrow, waterlogged, |ower cell.
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movi ng from agoni zi ng pain to sonewhat |esser disconfort. H's back, neck and | egs were cranping
fromso many hours of a permanently hunched-over position and near-constant shivering. The stench
of death and excrement renmined as thick as fog in the airless, sealed room but it now only
occasi onal ly made hi mdry-heave; his senses of snell and taste had been overl oaded and | argely
negat ed by prol onged, concentrated exposure to the stink

A product of a diseased brain or not, Ryan had to admit that the cooler was a nost efficient
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torture chanber. It required no personnel and no naintenance; in fact the nastier it got inside,
the better it worked. He knew the baron's cooler could break even a strong prisoner's spirit,
often with a speed that was anazing. He had seen it done hinself.

"We assuned Elijah would free us to help himfight stickies,”" J.B. said. "If there's no battle, he
could just leave us in here to die."

"Think about this," Mldred said. "If the stickies get the upper hand early on, the baron m ght

| ose the contest before he can let us out to fight. Nobody would ever |ook for us in here."

"My friends," Doc interrupted, "you are not meking the best of what is an adnittedly bad
situation. You are, in fact, further confounding nmatters by dwelling on the norbid and defeatist."

"Doc's right," Ryan said. "If we let ourselves think we're done for, we are. | know Elijah, and
he's not

150

DEATHLANDS

going to leave us to die here in the dark. He's going to want to watch. Mrre than that, he's the
kind of cheap bastard that likes to mlk sone benefit out of a chilling, as a spectacle for his

followers. Or a few days of slave |abor he didn't have to pay for. At |east the sec nen didn't
manacl e us. They figured we'd be so weak after an overnight session in here that we couldn't put
up a fight. W've still got our hands and feet free. Save your strength as best you can."

After a moment the sounds of splashing water filled the closed chanber

"Ryan, what are you doi ng down there?" J.B. asked.

The one-eyed man had dropped to his hands and knees and was crawl ing toward the corner of his
cell. "I"m/looking over our dead friend," he said. "Thought |I'd better get on with it. He isn't
getting any sweeter."

Ryan funbled in the darkness in front of himuntil he touched the back of the corpse. Then he ran
hi s hands over the distended body. Its flesh was as hard as concrete and just as cold.

"How | ong' s he been dead?" M I dred asked

"Who knows?" Ryan replied. "All | can say is, his hair sloughs off in big clunps whenever | touch
it."

"What about weapons?" J.B. said. "Has he got anything on himthat we can use?"

"Haven't found anything yet," Ryan replied. He braced his foot against the cell wall and, grabbing
the corpse's shoulder, tried to lever it onto its side toward him "Fireblast!" he swore. "I can't
turn the dam
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thing over. Its underside is stuck to the bars, and it's swelled up. If | pull any harder, it's
going to split open.”

Ryan funbl ed under the water for a second, then said, "It's got ankle shackles. They're nade of
sonme kind of nmetal, hinged in the back. No chain between them+the sec nen nust've taken it off
bef ore they dunped the poor bastard in here. The shackl es've got possibilities, but, dam, | can't

slide themoff! The ankles are too swollen."
"Are the shackl es wel ded shut?" J.B. asked.

"No," Ryan answered at once, "they've got a lock. | can feel the hole for the key."

“I'f I was down there with you, | could pick the |ocks easy. | got a piece of wire in ny pocket
that the sec nmen nissed.”

"Can you lift the corpse's legs?" Mldred asked. "If you can raise the feet up close to the

ceiling, J.B. can reach through the bars and work."

Ryan tried. He discovered that the dead man's legs didn't bend at the knees anynore. They were

| ocked out straight. Not to be denied, Ryan sat on the corpse's back, grabbed an ankle and pull ed
back with all his strength. After a nonent of teeth-grinding i npasse, sonething snapped underwater
and the | eg swng up at the knee joint.

"Ch, sweet sufferance!" Doc gasped. "VWhat a snell!"

"l think his guts broke | oose," Ryan said.
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J.B. reached down through the bars and, finding the dead man's foot, set to picking the crude |ock
that held the shackle shut. As he'd said, it was quick and sinple work. It took Ryan twi ce as |ong
to break the other leg, but after he'd done so, J.B. had the remaining shackle off in no tine.
"Feels like they're made of soft iron," the Arnorer said, testing the tab end of a shackl e agai nst
the bars of the cage. The hinged bands were two and a half inches wide and an eighth of an inch
thick. "They should take an edge okay, but they won't hold one for long."

"Don't need it for long," Ryan said.
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"That's right," MIldred added. "Just a couple of well-tinmed slashes."

They started taking turns scraping the iron against the concrete floor and walls. It was sl ow
wor k, and noi sy. Every so often, the results would be passed over to J.B. who checked the angle
they were putting on the edges.

Nobody mnentioned the pathetic nature of this effort.

Whet her the nakeshift weapons would ultimately help to advance their cause or not, at |east they
wer e doi ng sonet hi ng.

Chapt er El even

Fl anked by a small group of stickles. Lord Kaa and Rogero had crawied to a hilltop vantage point
within a half mle of the Wllie ville defensive berm Nestled in the black holl ow of the valley
bel ow, Baron Elijah's township twinkled in outline. Yellow points of |ight defined its perineter,
its height, its breadth. There were so many torches burning, it |ooked as if the whole ville had
been set on fire.

"The norms are expecting us to pay thema visit tonight," Lord Kaa said. He spoke with his lips
al nost touching die side of Rogero's head, to make sure that his officer would hear his words and
understand them "Baron Elijah only lights his ville |like that when he suspects an attack. Wrd of
our victory in the south nust've spread up the toll road ahead of us. It's a safe guess that every
one of Elijah's sec nen is standing watch at the barricades, with blaster in hand. Wn't they al
be di sappoi nted when dawn conmes and we still haven't shown oursel ves?"

Rogero made a soft, whinpering sound. As the stickie watched the distant flanmes, its fingers
clawed furrows in the dirt

Kaa understood his paladin's need, and the needs of
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the other menbers of the recce party. The sight of fires in the valley excited them and kindled an
urge to wreak mndl ess havoc. Kaa knew that if he hadn't been there to help themcontain their
ent husi asm the sticklesl primal blood |ust would have taken over Rogero and the others would have
rushed down into the light and hurl ed thensel ves upon the ville's walls, dying point-lessly there
under the baron's concentrated blasterfire, dying in an attenpt to satisfy what could never be
satisfied: their species' thirst for violence and sl aughter.

The piebald Iord reached up and carefully peeled back the lids of his third eye. Al the stickles
on the hilltop jerked as one, called to attention by some invisible puppet nmaster. They saw not
through their own eyes, but through the dead white, glistening orb in their |eader's forehead.
Wth infinite patience, in a series of carefully constructed nental imges, Kaa showed themthe
tactical situation. He showed diem groups of their fellow stickles already in position, conceal ed
at various points around Wllie ville's perineter. He explained that no “natter what the baron
did, they were in conplete control of the battlefield; there was no escape fromtheir wath, no
survival for the norns inside the ville. This night the baron would stewin his own fatty juices,
pacing the halls of his palace |like a prisoner, waiting for an assault that wouldn't come. H's sec
men woul d go without sleep. By daybreak they woul d have | ost confidence that a real eneny even
exi sted. By noon of the follow ng day, after eighteen hours of full conbat
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alert and no hint of a foe, they would be nmentally and physically drained, and even easier to

def eat .

Kaa expected the baron to send norning patrols outside the berm patrols that, when the tine cane,
woul d be quickly and quietly taken care of. They would sinply vani sh. The baron never committed
his sec nmen to outside night sweeps. He and his colony of norns had al ways counted on the barrier
to secure them agai nst the forces of darkness, and relied on the perinmeter's stationary

bl asterposts to concentrate and control any woul d-be attackers.

Ni ght had al ways bel onged to the nuties.

They were about to expand their sphere of influence.

Havi ng made his point, Lord Kaa placed a calmng hand on top of his paladin's head. Rogero's
hairl ess scalp was clammy with sweat, its eyes as dead and enotionl ess as polished bl ack stones.
Kaa pulled the side of the stickie's flabby face close to his nouth. "There will be victins yet
tonight," he assured Rogero. And with detailed mnd pictures he gave the recce squad a foretaste
of the banquet of pain that was to cone.

The stickles pressed their faces into the dirt, denonstrating their gratitude and subservience.
The lord of the mutants pinched his third eyelid shut and picked up his treasured M 60 nmachi ne
gun. He had naned it "Joyeuse" after the fabled enchanted sword of Charl emagne. A blind scalie
witch had decorated the blaster for him painting it with neon spells against
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harm "He who wields this weapon,” the witch had promi sed, "shall not fall in battle.”

Kaa scooted back behind the crest of the hill, then started along the track that led to his main

encanprment. He was the only menber of the recce party carrying a blaster or a slabber. Stickies as
a rule weren't fond of weapons, predark or otherwi se. They found that tools interfered with their
pl easure during slaughter. They preferred to use their sucker hands and needl e teeth for chilling.
Rogero refused to carry even so much as a club. Their other nmutie kin, the scalies and scabbi es,
the swampi es and canni es, had no such qual ns about using blasters or blades or blunts in battle.
If they weren't as physically powerful as the stick-ies, the other nuties' blood lust was at | east
tenpered by a healthy desire for self-preservation

The stickies' propensity to violence was such that nothing pleased themnore than tearing apart a
victimwhile they thensel ves were being ripped asunder. This perverted, Bushido-gone-anok was an
integral, defining part of their nature as were their instinctive urges to hunt living prey, to
nest in great nmasses and in great masses to breed in profusion. As with other hunter species, nost
of the space in their brains was devoted to fine control of their primary sensory apparatus. Al
their pink matter went to snell, taste and sight; there was no room for higher thought The
stickies* mental shortcom ngs notw thstandi ng, Kaa had the greatest respect for their physica
abilities. And their loyalty.

They killed for him bred for him died for him
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What nore could any general ask of a foot soldier?

It took al nost an hour for Kaa and his party to circle around to the back side of the hills and
reach the base canp. He had located it well beyond the range of the baron's daylight foot patrols,
in a shall ow bowl between a pair of rounded peaks. There were no structures of any kind in the
canp. Stickies slept and ate rough. There were fires, though, and his arny danced and cavorted
around the scattered bl azes.

Kaa was pl eased to see how rapidly the young ones were maturing. It was already hard to tell the
generations apart That was the other positive side to delaying the attack on Baron Elijah by
twenty-four hours. Instead of fielding an extra thousand ankle-biters, Kaa would have that many
three-quarters adults fighting at his side.

A cheer went up as his arny sensed his presence. They shouted his name and jerked their arns
overhead as they spun wildly through the clouds of wood snpke.

It was time to spill some blood, Kaa thought.

The throng parted before his advance, and stickies by die hundreds prostrated thensel ves, falling
to earth in waves of supplicating flesh. Kaa wal ked upon their backs to the center of the canp,
where a small knot of figures knelt on the ground. The baron's couriers, sent to bring

rei nforcements fromthe bordering feudal [ords, were bound hand and foot.

They knew what was coming; he could see it in their eyes.

Only one of them a norm Kaa had known fromthe
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old days in Wltie ville, nustered the courage to speak. "Zit," he said in a shaking, tearfu
voi ce, "whatever | did to you way back when, I"'msorry for. Honest, | am | was only follow ng
orders. Sanme as you. If | hadn't done what the baron told ne to, he'd have put me on the wheel
you know that. It was nothing personal. It was never personal."

"That's funny," Kaa said, "with ne it's always personal."

He pointed his M60 at the stars and cut |oose a long burst of 7.62 mmtracer fire. Wen the arcs
of light vanished fromthe sky, when the gunshot echoes faded, he peel ed open his pineal eye.
"Don't do this," the sec man npaned.

It was too |ate.

It was al ready done.

O ders had been given, and orders had been accepted.

Movenent stirred through the crowmd. The young ones hurried forward, some carrying nmetal cans high
over their heads. A dozen of theminmmediately junped on one of the defenseless sec nen and with
suckered fingers pried open his jaws. They held his nouth wi de while others ripped off the top of
an olive green can.

"You dirty, rad-tainted fuckers!" one of the other sec nmen cried. "You | ousy, stinking nutie

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...6Deathlands%20(12/55)/035%20-%20Skydark.txt (49 of 109) [12/24/2004 11:24:45 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ A x| er,%20James GCoDeathl ands¥620(12/55)/035%20-%20Sky dark .txt

bastards!"

The i mmature stickies dunped a good pound of black powder into their prisoner's mouth and down his
throat before releasing him Wile he sputtered and choked on the | oad of explosive, a young mutie
caper ed

up and touched a firebrand to his bl ack-dusted chin. A fountain of sparks and flame erupted from
the sec man's face. Wth a whoosh his features nelted Iike wax, and his eyes dripped off his chin
The arny of stickies screamed in jubilation and triunph as the ruined but still-living norm
toppled to his side in the dirt and fell into a shuddering, shivering fit.

The young nuties repeated the procedure with two of the three renaining sec nen. They saved the
norm who had used Kaa's sl ave nane for |ast They had sonething special in nmnd for him After
filling his nouth with gunpowder, they used strips of his clothing to bind his jaws shut. The sec
man' s eyes bul ged enormously as one of the little stickies wedged a crude tw st of fuse deep into
his right nostril.

As one, the arny noved back, making roomfor the big finale. Another young stickie hopped up and
set the fuse alight. Wth fire sputtering, creeping up the front of his face, the normcaptive
shook his head violently, trying to dislodge the fuse. Flane entered his nostril, making it gl ow
red. He clanped his eyes shut, then his head exploded with a solid whack, |eaving nothing between
hi s shoul ders but a snoking stump of neck

The little stickies rushed forward en nmasse, picked up the corpse and threw it into the bonfire.
While their fathers-nothers cheered, they stonped the nortally wounded sec nen to death. And when
they had reduced the luckless norns to ragged heaps of bone and nuscle, they tossed the renains
into the fire, too.
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The earth trenbled fromthe inpacts of thousands of dancing feet.

Kaa raised his arns to the sky, tipped back his head and roared his approval

H s baby sol diers had been well and truly bl ooded.

Chapter Twel ve

Baron Wllie Elijah gave up trying to sleep. Scowing, he opened his eyes and took in the glitter-
flecked, rough-textured, white plaster ceiling of the penthouse naster bedroom On his left on the
ki ng-size bed, in a tangled mass of untucked covers, |ay Poonie-Two and Tooni e-Two. The sisters
were snoozing in each other's arms. On his right, stretched out on top of the runpled sheets, was
Rooni e- Two. Hi s pure-normgals were producing a rhythm c chorus of snorts, pops and nasa

whi stlings. Poonie-Two's | egs kept twitching, kicking himin the shin.

This, the baron decided, was what it nust be like to try to doze off in an overcrowded pigsty,
Iike one of his nutie slaves.

In the normal course of events, Elijah was the first one asleep and mi ssed the snore chorus of his
three wi ves. The ni ght past had been different, however. Not only hadn't he gotten to sleep first,

but he hadn't dozed off at all. He had left orders with his sec men to be roused at the first sign
of an attack. Then he had lain w de-awake, waiting for the crackle of blasterfire.

Elijah gazed across the snowy expanse of Roonie-Two's bare behind, to the sunrise spilling through
t he
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curtainless floor-to-ceiling wi ndows of the baronial penthouse.

Evidently there had been no attack.

No one had tried to wake him

So nuch for One-eye Cawdor's stickie arny.

What had the traitorous coward been thinking? He had to have known that his pack of lies would be
uncovered and his fate seal ed by dawn. Maybe he was hoping that the chaos of a full nighttine
mobi | i zation would allow himand his friends to escape. Now there was a dunbfuck nove.

Feeling the pressure of a full bladder, the baron clinmbed over his granddaughter-w ves and padded
naked and barefoot across the bedroom suite. He threw back the sliding glass door to the patio.
The day | ooked prom sing, not too hot, not too wet. A good day for business. Stepping up onto the
seat of a netal chair, he sent a yellow stream arching over the bal cony's rail and down twenty-
five stories onto the unprotected heads of his subjects.

WIllie the Sun King.

When Elijah turned back to the room sone of the things he had passed the | ong night thinking
about —t hings he hadn't bothered to consider for years—+resurfaced in his head. He relived the
single nost formative incident of his childhood. Wien the baron was a boy, his old man, who had
al ways appeared to be a perfect norm had gone cannie after skinning and eating a three-foot-tall
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nmuti e bear he'd found stiff-dead in a clearing. Wllie's mother had tried to talk himout of
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keeping the foul -snelling neat, but the old man had insisted on naking a neal of it.

The followi ng day, while Wllie was away fromtheir canp, his father had attacked his nother,
sisters and brothers. Wien WIllie returned, he found his entire fanmily gutted, skinned and staked
out to dry in the sun. Hs father was just sitting there with his belly all poo-ched out and a
stupid grin on his face. He was so stuffed with hearts, lungs and livers he could hardly nove.
VWhich nmade it a whole lot easier for young Wllie to crack his skull open with a sharp bit of

rock. The baron-to-be beat his old man's nutie-contaninated brains into pink mist. Wllie figured
it was do-or-die tine, that as soon as the jerky ran out, his dad would go after him He dunped
all the bodies down a fissure in the earth. Al he kept back were a few | ocks of his nother's and
sisters' hair, which he still had, tied up in ribbons somewhere.

Shortly after the patricide, Elijah had begun his career as a co Id he art robber along a desol ate
reach of the six-lane highway that ran past FreedomCity, U S. A H s nodus operandi was sinple. He
crept up on travelers while they were sl eeping and clubbed themto death for their worldly goods.
His first real break came when he took a blaster and sonme bullets off one of his victinms. After
that he nmoved up in the world rapidly. He headed a gang of other coldhearts that specialized in
trading mutie slaves and pushing a cheap and inferior grade of jolt. Eventually he got hired on by
Baron George Frederic Sokolow, the previous lord of Free-
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domCity. Elijah's job was to supply fresh slaves to work the baron's plowed fields. Wth the help
of the baron's wife, he had nmurdered ol d Sokol ow and taken his place, in both the feudal and

mat ri noni al arenas. He had done away with his princess-wi fe after she had borne and raised him
three healthy and ri pe norm daughters.

Elijah's longevity at the hel mwas due to a conbination of factors. Certainly his ruthlessness

pl ayed a large part in his success. He also had an ability to mani pul ate peopl e and keep themat a
di sadvantage. He stirred up constant intrigues anbng sec nmen and toadi es, then conducted bl oody
purges of those he considered the nost dangerous. No one had dared to raise a hand to himin nore
than twenty years.

The baron had spent a good deal of the night thinking about Zit, and wondering what, if anything,
the mutie had taken with himwhen he'd run off sonme years ago. At the tine Elijah had vowed t hat
Zit would be the last nmutie he'd ever trust. He'd raised up a lot of others from pups. He could

al ways ook in their eyes and read their intentions as plain as day. He'd thought he could read
Zit, too, but he couldn't. Maybe it had sonething to do with the slave's screwed-up genes. He'd
never seen a nutie go through a change the way Zit had. According to the nercies who' d brought him
in, he'd been born with that patchy-colored skin and weepy sore in his forehead. About the tine
the boy started to show signs of manhood, the sore crusted over, and when the scab dropped off, it
had turned into
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a full-fledged eyeball, albeit as white as an egg, with loose, | ash | ess eyelids.

Zit had grown up to be a big bastard, but the way he al ways wal ked around, with his head hangi ng
down so meek, none of the Wllie ville norms were afraid of him He never gave any of them a harsh
| ook. Muties were another story. Zit put the fear of God into his own kind. Once he had his
grow h, Elijah worked Zit as an overseer, first in the fields, then in the elevator "notor." He
did such a good job bullying and beating that the baron |l et himhandle the duties of executioner
whenever the job cane up. Sonetines Elijah would get a mutie slave who wouldn't be tanmed and had
to be destroyed. Death sentences were also inposed if .a nmutie stole something or | ooked at a norm
f unny.

Elijah had been stunned to learn that his archivist had gone over the wall. It was like a slap in
the face to him He'd been sure if any dam nmutie was ready to lick his baronial ass and beg for
nore, it was Zit. He blaned book learning for a |ot of the trouble, which was why he never let his
girls get any education. He didn't want them getting any ideas he hadn't planted. Zit had sonehow
managed to sneak off and teach hinself to read better than al nost anybody in Wllie ville. The
baron really had no way of telling whether Zit had got his dangerous notions about freedom from
the Apo-cal ypticon or whether he already had them when he started to work on the collection. The

rare books and secret papers had strange powers; after all. they had run the whol e predark worl d.
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Elijah had al ways been a hoarder, a pack rat. As a boy, he was always picking up bright, shiny
objects he found during the famly's food-gathering expeditions. Now that he was rich, he freely
i ndul ged his conpul sion. He had spent much tinme and treasure accunul ating the trove of materi al
He had put out the word on the trader network that he would pay top jack for anything predark and
in good shape. O course, there were practical reasons for the expenditure, too. The nystery of

t he Apocal ypticon added to his wealth and power because it furthered his | egend as a master of the
arcane and dark. It didn't matter that the | egend was a bald-faced lie. Elijah could read, but
haltingly. And he certainly couldn't make heads or tails of the acronymlittered technobabbl e that
much of the docunentation was witten in.

"Where you goi n*, Poppadaddy?" Rooni e-Two asked, squinting over at him

Elijah picked up his corduroy pants fromthe floor and started to pull themon

"Cone back to bed, now," she npaned. "It's too

early.”

"CGot inmportant work to do, gal,"” he told her. He stepped into his shoes and left the bedroom

At the far end of the penthouse suite, with a commandi ng view of the highway and valley to the
north, was his operations room The sec nen and high-level toadies sitting around the long table
junped to their feet when he entered. Al their eyes were red rinmed
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and dark circled; the toadies' faces | ooked even sal -1 ower than usual

"I take it we had a quiet night," he said as he rounded the head of the table.

Mur chi sson, his longtine sec chief, spoke up first "So quiet you mght even call it dull, Baron
Except for a report of sone possible blasterfire around 2:00 a.m"

Elijah tipped the lid off a bucket of tipple on the floor and used a dipper to ladle hinself a
breakfast pint. "No one saw anything?" he asked, taking a deep draft of the high-octane ale.

"No, sir," Mirchisson answered. "Could've just been a string of thunderclaps. W had sone chain
lightning off to the east around that tine."

"l don't suppose any of the runners are back yet," Elijah said.

"No, sir. Don't expect to see themuntil mdday, if then."

Elijah caught the wy look in the head sec nan's eye. "You don't think O d Black heart Hutton and
the other barons are going to send any nen our way, do you?" he asked. "You think they're nore
likely to sit back and hope we get eaten alive. Let the rad-blasted stickies do their dirty work
for them Then cone by after the snoke clears and fight over the pickings."

"My thoughts exactly, sir."

"Well, you're probably right. They know I'd do the sanme thing to them if the opportunity ever
cane up." Elijah refilled his dipper and sipped fromit.
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One of the assenbled toadies cleared his throat. "Baron Elijah," said Skeen, a short, w de nman
with heavy jows, "I'd just like to say that in ny opinion |ast night was a great victory for your
| eadershi p." Skeen showed his lord the balding top of his head. "Victory? How so?" Elijah said.
"Baron, if there were any stickies out there threatening us, you scared themoff. They didn't dare
attack Wllie ville. They knew they'd get ripped to pieces. The way you handl ed the situation

denonstrated once again the depth of your wi sdomand insight. | want you to know how grateful |
am "

Elijah stared at himover the rimof the dipper. "And how grateful is that, Skeen?"

"I'"'msorry, Baron, | don't understand." "Grateful enough to double your tithe to ne?" Elijah
asked.

The toadi e nearly swall owed his tongue.

"lI...1..." he sputtered.

"Come on, Skeen," the baron goaded, "you know you owe ne your worthless life. If it wasn't for ny
pat ronage, you wouldn't have a scrap of bread to your name. You and that brainless wife of yours,
and all your brats, would starve to death without nme. You know, |ooking at your pin head m ssus
and cross-eyed offspring, it nakes nme wonder if there ain't a bit of rad taint com ng out in blood
there somewhere."

The sec nen snmirked as they watched the toadie

squirm
"OfF course |'Il pay."
"Not only that," Elijah said, "you'll get down on your knees and beg ne to take your jack." He
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scanned the faces of the other coattail riders, the mddl emen who fed off his bounty. "And what
about the rest of you?" he said. "Don't you have anything to say? Aren't you grateful that | saved
your miserable skins with ny 'w sdom and i nsight'?"

The toadi es bowed and fawned and assured himthat they were just as grateful as anyone. Shooting
hat ef ul gl ances at Skeen, they agreed to double their taxes to their |ord.

"An excellent norning so far," Elijah said to his sec chief as they swept out of the ops room
"Yes, sir," Mirchisson agreed. "Real profitable.”

A phal anx of armed sec nen fell into step behind them as they headed for the elevator. They were
about hal fway there when Murchi sson spoke up again. "Baron," he said, "the boys all been pestering
me, wanting to know what you've got in nmind for the yell owbelly Cawdor."

"I haven't decided yet," Elijah told him "I need to spend sone tine with the Apocal ypticon. Got
to review ny options."

The baron, Mirchisson and a dozen sec nmen bunched into the elevator car. As it started to inch its

way down to the |l obby, Elijah turned to his sec chief and said, "Miurch, | want you to send some
patrols outside the wall. Look for any sign that stickies passed through during the night. Start
the patrols in close and
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have them gradually fan out, but keep themin sight of the bermat all tines."

"Better to be safe than sorry, sir."

"If they find anything, | want to know about it at once."

Then Elijah noticed one of the sec nmen standing off to the side. The guard was staring at his own
boot tops, trying to beconme invisible. "Rad-blast it!" the baron shouted at his sec chief. "What
the hell's Lester doing up here? He's supposed to be serving tinme on the wheel today."

"I'"'mon my way to report for punishnment now, sir," Lester said.

Elijah stared at the two nen standi ng beside Lester. They, too, were trying their best to vanish.
And they had reason. The baron recognized themas G Il and Hyl ander, Lester's bunker mates, the

ot her dilwads responsible for allowing a prisoner to bring a weapon into his royal presence.
"Murch," Elijah said, "I want you to send these two south. Have them run down and check on the
damage to ny way stop, if any."

G 1l and Hyl ander | ooked at each other, then at Lester, who wouldn't neet their gaze. None of them
said a word. Because of Lester's screwup, it was death sentences all around if there were stickies
about .

The crew split up when the car reached the | obby. G| and Hyl ander got out first, stepping to one
side to let Elijah and a half dozen sec nen pass by. Miurchis-son and three other sec nmen renmi ned
in the elevator, which was carrying Lester to the subbasenent.
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As the baron exited the | obby, his sec team stepped forward, creating a living shield on all sides
of him They escorted himin formation to the bank entrance. He left themthere with orders to
guard his back. Once inside the one-story building's foyer, the baron |it a torch. He wal ked past
the tellers' counter and proceeded through the barred, stainless-steel gate to the vault door

Only he had the conbination to the | ock

At least he'd had the sense to keep that fromZit.

Inside the vault the mutie librarian's handiwrk was evident. Zit had gone through the diverse and
vol um nous material and organized it under various appropriate subject headings. He'd had no file
cabinets to work with, so he just stacked the stuff in neat nounds along the walls. Elijah went
straight for the section marked Chilling. Even though he couldn't read very well, many of the
books and nagazi nes had pictures, and the baron satisfied hinself with review ng those.

He set the torch in a stanchion and took his tinme, rejecting the quick and easy deaths out of

hand. What he was | ooking for was somet hing sl ow and spectacul ar. Sonething that his subjects
woul d tell their grandchildren about. He scanned through the piles of docunents until he found a
phot ograph that intrigued him It conbined great height with dizzying speed and hel pl essness.

He'd never chilled anyone like that, but it sure |looked Iike a crowd pl easer

Chapter Thirteen

Krysty had never spent a night in a nineteenth-century lunatic asylum so she had no yardstick to
measure the first few hours of her zoo experience. She didn't even know what a | oonie bin was
because the practice of |ocking up the insane hadn't survived the nukecaust; it had been vaporized
along with the whitecoat shrinks and their | eather-uphol stered Porsches, the canvas straitjackets
and the hunmmi ng nmachi nes that adm nistered "therapeutic" doses of el ectroconvul sive shock.

In the days prehol ocaust, the days before the first successful flight of an airplane, before the
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devel opnent of pharnacol ogi cal restraints and adult di sposabl e diapers, nadmen and -wonmen were
kept in cages like animals. They slept on beds of straw and padded barefoot through their own
filth., Like animals, they were left to scream pull out their hair and beat their heads agai nst
the bars of their cells. Only the |ucky—the catatonic and conat ose—sl ept Everyone el se raged or
cower ed.

If Krysty had ever seen a bedlamdepicted in a film or read about one in a book, she woul d' ve
been able to say, "Aha! So that's where | am" As it was, al
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she could do was shut her eyes tight and try to stop up her ears with her fingers.

Her cage was |ong and narrow and divided fromthose on either side by floor-to-ceiling iron bars.
At the corridor end of her enclosure were nore bars with a small entry gate and feeding slot. A
steel -cl ad drop-door was set in a concrete wall at the other end. The door was down. There was
concrete under the matted, rotting straw of the cage.

In the first noments after she'd been forced into the cell, Krysty had |learned that the only safe
pl ace was in the exact center of its space. If she sat right in the mddle, the prisoners caged on
either side of her couldn't quite reach her when they stretched their arnms through gaps between
the bars. After a few hours of trying to claw out her green eyes, her fellow innates had al nost
given up the gane. They took only occasi onal swi pes at her face with their nails. Krysty could
have broken either of their arns quite easily any tine they nade a grab for her, but there didn't
seemto be nmuch point in hurting themif she wasn't in any real danger

Now that it was |ight enough to see her nearest neighbors, Krysty decided she |iked the | ook of
the scabbie the least As the mutant's name suggested, its skin was covered with ulcers and

| esions, these in varying shades of yellow, black, brown, purple and pus green. This particular

exanpl e of the scabbie subspecies still had a few irregularly shaped patches of pink, nornal-
| ooki ng skin, which were bordered by thin
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bands of fiery red flesh. But for the random patterning of its clots, the scabbie was naked. It
was about eight nonths pregnant Its bloated belly's crust was seanmed with deep fissures and
weepi ng cracks. There was no face to speak of, just two eyes peering out of a nound of scabs. Its
hair, which was pale orange in color and quite | ong, sprouted out of a scalp crust in wdely
spaced tufts. Inside the nmouth the skin | ooked soft and normal, as did what Krysty could see of
the tongue.

The scabbie hel ped to support its vast stonmach by cupping it with its hands.

"What're you lookin' at, bitch?" it snarled at

Krysty.

"Mebbe countin' your sores," suggested the prisoner in the cage to Krysty's back

Krysty turned to face her other neighbor, a scalie. Its rad nutation was a bit nore subtle mat the
scabbie's. The striations of its fine scales were visible only when the light hit it a certain
way. To the casual observer, it could look |like a severe case of dry skin. There was a vague
reptilian cast to the slant of its eyes and the tuned-up corners of its |lipless mouth. The scalie
was al so pregnant. It wore a short skirt of pieced rags that |ooked like a ratty pom pom but
not hi ng on top. The scalie's breasts were pendul ous and doughy, and the | arge nipples were an
angry, infected maroon.

"When's your baby due?" Krysty asked the scabbie. To be heard over the din, she practically had to
shout "Anot her few weeks," the inmate replied. "Question is,"” the scalie said, "what's it gonna

| ook
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like? Elijah bred her with about twenty nmales, one after another. She didn't mnd, though." The
scalie | ooked over at the pregnant nmutant and said, "Did ya?"

The scabbi e screaned sonething at the scalie through Krysty's cell. The words were unintelligible.
"The baron did that to you?" Krysty asked the scabbie nother-to-be. "He set that nany nen on you?"
"Yeah," the scabbie said, then pointed through the bars, past Krysty, to the scalie. "And her

too. She's got a bun in the oven. She's just not show ng yet."

"The baron keeps track of who he's mated with who. And who he's gonna mate with who next. Kind of
like breeding hogs. Only his idea is to switch around the fathers and nothers to git the nost
unusual - | ooki ng specinens for his zoo."

"Way so nmany fathers?" Krysty said.

The scalie answered. "Elijah doesn't like to waste any of his fenales' breeding cycles, so he
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al ways nakes sure we git well seeded."

"I't'll happen to you, too, soon enough," the scabbie assured Krysty. "None of us ever escapes....'
Krysty choked back the fear and revul sion that threatened to overwhel mher. She refused to give in
to the urge to go ballistic, to throw herself at the bars of her cell and scream her outrage. She
knew she had to stay calmif she was going to have a prayer of getting free of the zoo, cal mand
cl earheaded as she'd need to be to help Ryan and the others.

An eerie quiet settled over the zoo enclosure. The
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lull in the uproar was broken by a few scattered cries, but they, too, quickly faded out.

Li ke Ryan, Krysty was puzzled and worried by the stickle army's failure to show up during the
night Wthout a battle, or the threat of an assault, they were dead. In the hope that her

nei ghbors m ght be able to shed sonme light on the situation, she decided to punp them for
information. "I saw someone on the road yesterday," she said softly. "Mebbe you know hi n?"

When she described the piebald man for them the scalie let out a squeal, slunped onto its butt on
the floor of the cage and started drumming its heels in the straw

"Shut up!" the scabbie shrieked. "Don't say a word! You don't know who she is."

"Do you think she's spy for Elijah?" the scalie countered. "Since when does he give a damm about
what his aninmals are thinkin'?"

"Red-hair |ooks like she could pass for norm Mbbe she's not a nutie at all."

Krysty made her prehensile hair stand up in full-length spikes, then coil back against her head in
tight curls.

"Ch, yeah, she's one of us."

"Mebbe so," the scabbie said. "Still could be work-in* for the baron."

"This piebald man," Krysty said, "he had an army with him Biggest | ever saw. An arny of
stickles. They were comin* this way."

"I't's him" cried the scalie, unable to contain itself.
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»M* hack! | told you sonething strange was in "Ac***e - -"ee -»2:£n «) us. Just |like he

promi sed!"

The scalie started to turn away to spread the word to the adjoining cage. The scabbi e barked a
warni ng. "You wait! Wait!" When the scalie | ooked back, the scabbie said, "W got to make sure of
this before we pass it on.” Then it faced Krysty and demanded, "Wat else did you see?”

"The stickies on the highway called their | eader Kaa," Krysty explained. "I heard a runor that he
used to be a pet here in the baron's zoo."
This last bit of news seened to excite the scabbie. "Don't know himby that nane," it said, "but |

nm ght know who you're talkirT about. Never saw hi mnysel f, and neither has she, no matter what she
lets on. W heard about himfromthe others who been here | onger than us. The way the story goes,
the baron used to have a patchy-colored nutie he called Three Eyes or Zit He called himthat on
account of he had an extra eye in the mddle of his forehead. Zit's eye opened up for the first
time right here in the zoo—+ heard a cannie spouting off about it once. Said he was in the next
cage and the eye was as clear as glass and it cried blood. And when Zit |ooked through it, just
trying it out, he killed four stickies on the other side of the zoo. They started shaking, their
eyes bugged out and then they shit thensel ves and died."

"From what | hear, nobody said nothing to Knack-erman about what that eye could do," the scalie

sai d.
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Everybody hates Knackerman, the zoo nas"? *-r

.. , C .. N-awli ered cries, guess nobody nuch cared for thcc~. e,
«*a* «,

"Story goes that Zit had hinself an inside track with the baron," the scabbie went on. "He'd act
real mean to nuties whenever there were norns around, but when he was alone with his own kind he'd
be different He knew | ots of things because he could read. He'd tell themall about the rebellion
and the Mutie War and the sl ave heroes. He even nade them renmenber the heroes' nanes. W all stil
say the nanmes. Coupe. Marrowbone. Peltier. Balwan."

"Zit did sone bad things for the baron," the scalie said, "chillin muties and all. Sone say he
had to do it, to stay on the baron's good side. Ohers say he was a nurdering, blowhard liar, that
he was just using everybody to get a better deal for hinself. They said he'd never cone back if he
left."”
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"You figure he's going to sack Wllie ville with that arnmy?" Krysty asked. "Or is he headed
sonmewhere el se?"

The scalie beaned at her. "Ch, he's conmin' here, all right And he's gonna do nore than sack the

pl ace. He's gonna set all his people free. No nore torture. No nore starvin*. No nore gettin'
worked to death. Qur babies are gonna be born free!"

"He's gonna get blasters to those that can handle them" the scabbie said. "Then we're gonna take
Deat hl ands from the norms. Nobody in this damm zoo and nobody in the fields has a drip of synpathy
for them If Zit or Kaa, or whatever he calls hinself now,
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us the chance, we'll show them norns what the

eiiww tiL**£Ap feels like." Wth that, the nutants noved to the opposite sides of their cells and
spread the word through the bars. In a matter of minutes, the zoo was rocking with cheers and
shout s.

THE SUDDEN SURGE of noi se roused Jak froma deep sleep. Eyes still shut, he drowsily stretched his
arns. Sonet hing wet, hot and scratchy sl apped the side of bis face.

Meat breath gusted over him

Jak | ooked into the face of his cell mate. The nutie nountain lion's eyes were slitted with

pl easure as it washed his cheek with its bristling tongue.

"Stop," the teenager cried, trying to hold the beast at arm s |ength.

"First it cleans you, then it eats you/* a swanpie shouted gleefully fromthe next cell.

The nutie lion whirled away froni Jak, throwing itself at the bars. The startled swanpi e junped
back so hard that it crashed into the opposite wall. The swanpie was a little gnontlike creature,
dressed in a ragged scrap of an overcoat and gum boots. It had the typical feral teeth and w de
nose of its subspecies. Swanpies weren't big, but they were a sneaky bunch and nean

Jak steeled hinself for another attack fromthe Iion

When the beast | ooked back at him it got that happy expression on its face again. Its tongue
lolled out, and its eyes narrowed to slits. Jak noticed that it had sone
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wi cked fangs on it, long and sharp, and claws to match. T. , U * i.- A *
o/ i - - Mb««a WKS, It padded up to himand rested its dm ,., .,1A siiuuiuci

"Thi nki ng about sone other lion," Jak told the swanpie. "This is pussycat."”

"And you are a triple stupe,” the swanpie said, keeping well back fromthe bars. "That thing ain't
no lion, ain't no kitty cat, neither. Baron's been workin' on that one's line for eight, nebbe ten
years. It can talk al nbst as good you or nme, when it wants to. And as for chewi ng you up, it just
ain't hungry right now "

"Mebbe, " Jak said, roughing up the big cat's ears, "but think he'd rather eat you. Stick little
head t hrough the bars and find out"

"Nope," the swanpie said, "don't care to do that”

Actual |y Jak had no idea why the cat's attitude about hi mhad changed. He gazed into the huge

yel |l ow eyes. The rad-blasted thing was purring again and huffing its rotten-neat breath in his
face.

At the other end of the zoo, a new ruckus started up, spreading like wildfire fromcage to cage.
Everyone was yelling and scream ng, but it was different than the racket they nmade the previous
night or earlier that nmorning. This wasn't just a way to bl ow of f steam

This seenmed to have a point.

Jak and lion noved to the side of their cell that faced the uproar

"He's here!" the swanpie chirped as it spun away fromthe bars opposite. It kicked up a wild jig
in the straw

"Who' s here?" Jak asked, "What's happeni ng?"
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The big cat turned nose to nose with him opened its fliuuui' aiiu-~~"jwed, "Kaal"

The bl ast of sound and hot air knocked Jak flat on his rear. Al around himthe nuties
inarticulate cries were changing, crystallizing. They became a chant, which was repeated over and
over.

Kaa!

The noise was so loud that it shook the building to die foundation. The baron's zoo master cane
runni ng down the corridor to see what was happeni ng. Knack-erman didn't stay for long. The nuties
pelted himwith their droppings. Cursing, he covered his head with his arns and dashed back the
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way he had cone

Chapt er Fourteen

When the door to the cool er creaked open, a shaft of torchlight cut through the gl oom Ryan
shielded his face fromdie blinding glare. Even after his eye adjusted to the light, he couldn't
see who was in the doorway. He was too close to the floor, and there were too nany iron bars in
the way. He could see boots, though. Lots of boots.

A key rattled in the I ock of the top cage.

"How d you like the accommodati ons?" someone asked fromthe corridor

None of Ryan's conpanions said a word. They didn't want to do anything that nmight interfere with
their getting out of the cooler. Wien the door was flung back, they craw ed through it. Ryan noved
closer to the bars. Al of his friends were stiff and bent over, Doc the nost of all. They groaned
and nopaned as they straightened for the first tine in nany hours.

When the sec man in charge stepped back, Ryan recognized himfromthe ol d days. Mirchi sson was no
stupe, but he didn't notice the single shackle on J.B.'s right ankle. He stood the other prisoners
agai nst the corridor wall, had his nmen hold them at bl asterpoint, then unl ocked Ryan's cell
Skydar k
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The one-eyed man crawl ed out of the filth and rose slowy to his feet.

“Man, " Mirchi sson said, stepping back and covering his nose with a hand, "you need a hose- down.
You ail need a hose-down."

Because the iron cuff around Ryan's ankle was covered with reeking muck, the sec chief failed to
see it.

"Your stickies didn't show | ast night, One-eye," Miurchisson told him "Od Elijah was rea

di sappoi nted. He was | ookin' forward to puttin' a bunch of routie scumon the last train Wst. He
was going to watch the whol e deal from his penthouse while drinking beer."

"The baron send out patrols yet?" Ryan asked.

"Sure. So?"

"Hope you ki ssed t hem goodbye. "

"Sonmehow, after |ast night, that doesn't scare ne nuch,"” Mirchisson said. "Wiat's got into you
Cawdor? | never figured you for pulling a dunb shot like this. You sick and tired of Iiving?"
When Ryan didn't answer, the sec chief used the nmuzzle of his Uzi carbine like a cattle prod to
urge themin the direction of the elevator. They rounded the dogleg in the hall and canme face-to-
face with the open el evator car

To their left, Johnson Lester was standing in front of a closed door |abeled Power Plant. Not only
had he been stripped of his rank, but everything el se he owned. Lester was bare-assed naked. Wile
he tried to cover hinself with his hands, three mutie overseers
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squabbl ed over the division of his clothes and personal effects. The squat, hairy-backed bastards
weren't satisfied with the pickings.

"This all you got?" one of them shouted into Les-ter's face. He shook the sec man's worn jungle
boots in his face. "It ain't enough!"

"Not near enough," said anot her

The third overseer opened the power-plant door, and for an instant Ryan and the others could see
inside. The wide roomwas lit by torches in the walls. Its central feature was an enornous stee
turnstile with spokes that nearly touched the sides of the room Each spoke had four or five naked
men chained to its rings. In the mddle of the turnstile was a | arge gear, which was connected by
a pinion the size of a man to other nmssive gears just overhead. The floor under the turnstile had
ribs onit, to give the slaves better traction as they pushed the wheel around. They needed al

the help they could get. Gease fromthe gears was sneared over the slaves, over the floor, over
everyt hi ng.

As Ryan and the others neared the el evator, the overseers shoved Lester toward the open doorway.
He twisted to glare over his shoul der at them

J.B. couldn't help hinself. He shot the sec man a huge grin

"What're you snmiling at, stupe?" Lester hissed. "You think you' re not as dead as nme?"

The overseers slamed the door behind him

Mur chi sson used the sole of his boot to push Ryan
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into the elevator. "Don't touch anything,"” he warned all of them "till we get you washed down."
It took a few extra mnutes for the el evator to start up. Probably, Ryan thought, because the
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slave drivers first had to chain Lester to the spoke. Wen they reached the | obby I evel
Mur chi sson and the other sec men marched them outside, under the building' s awning, then across
the parking lot to where a nmakeshift water tower had been erected.

"Cawdor, step over here," Mirchisson said, pointing at a nound of dirt that had once been a
decorative plant bed. He picked up the end of a hose that hung down the side of the rusting netal
tank. "The rest of you stay back."

When Murchi sson opened the hose's nozzle, a powerful stream of coffee-col ored water rushed out and
onto Ryan's chest At Mure his son's direction, Ryan turned around and around so he could wash the
muck off his clothes. This done, the sec nan said, "Now, get those duds off. You don't just have
stink on the outside. You got it everywhere."

Ryan peeled off his shirt and set it aside. Wwen he started to untie his boots, Mirchisson stopped
him "Just drop your pants and roll them down over your boot tops. That'll do just fine."

As Ryan unbuckl ed his belt and unbuttoned his fly, MIdred | ooked the other way,

"Yoo-hoo!" called a high-pitched voice from above and behind them "Yoo-hoo!"
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Ryan | ooked back at the hotel while Mirchisson sprayed his bare backside with the hose.

"Yoo- hoo! "

A pair of pale white asses had teen stuck over the rail to the penthouse patio. Wile her sisters
exposed thensel ves, Wllie Elijah's other granddaughter-w fe was checki ng out Ryan through the
tel escope

"Yoo- hoo," she called, waving.

Her sisters waggled their asses at him

"I'f they don't watch it, they're going to fall off there," MIdred observed.

"Aw, hell, they do that all the tine," Mirchisson said. "Ain't nobody for twenty mles around who
hasn't seen everything they've got."

"Not bright," Ryan said. "Considering what Elijah did to their nmothers."

"Ch, he don't ever get nad,'* the sec chief said. "He |likes for everybody to see what he's
getting—and what they can't have none of. Mebbe he even put the gals up to it the first tine. They
sure took a liking to it, though. Hang their asses out |ike that every day, weather permtting."
"1\vo moons over Wllie ville," Doc nmuttered, squinting against the sun's glare.

"CGet your drawers up quick, Cawdor, or |I'mgoing to put a brand-new hole in your behind,"

Mur chi sson sai d.

Ryan turned as he lifted his sopping-wet pants, keeping the shackled |l eg out of the sec man's

Vi ew.
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"Al'l right," Mirchisson said to the others, "get over here where | can get sonme water on you."
J.B. started to take his shirt off as soon as he was hit by the spray, but Mirchisson stopped him
"Naw, you three don't need no deep cleaning. You re not going nowhere near any normfolk. You're
going to be chained up with the slaves in the fields. The nuties don't care how bad you snell."
Mur chi sson hosed J.B. down fromhead to foot, splashing the water right on the shackle.

Ryan coul d al nost see the light bulb go on over his head.

"Wait a minute!" Mirchisson said. "Keep the blasters on them boys. Something isn't right."

The head sec man ducked down and | ooked at the shackle. "What's this here? An ankle cuff with no
chai n? Who put that on you?"

J.B. didn't answer.

Mur chi sson took it off his ankle and held the tab end up to the Iight. "Man, you could al nost
shave with that edge," he said.

"One-eye's got one, too, Miurch," another sec man said. "Good thing you caught them boss, or we'd
be cranking up the elevator, too."

"What were you going to do with these?" the sec chief asked after Ryan, too, had been di sarned.
"Cut sonebody's throat?"

" Mebbe. "

"Shoul d of cut your own | ast night, Cawdor," Mirchisson told him "You nmade a big m stake there.
Eli-
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jah's got special plans for you. Says he's going to nake history with your chilling."
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G LL AND HYLANDER STARED t hrough the gl assl ess front wi ndow of the semtractor cab. The view from
the berm bl asterport was due south, down the enpty six-Ilane highway. Nothing noved on the valley
floor or on the hillsides. The sky was clear and blue, the sun hot. There was no wind to speak of.
"What're you two so worried about?" asked the sec man standing behind them "Aren't no stickies
out there." He paused for effect, then added, "O course, they could be just over that far rise."
"Way don't you stuff arag in it?" Hylander said, getting up in the guy's face.

"Cone on, Pedro," G| said, taking hold of his shoulder. "Let's get going. It stinks in here."

He and Hyl ander hopped down fromthe cab to the tarmac and checked their weapons. They each
carried a Beretta Mddel 12-S 9 nm machine pistol. The 12-S | ooked like a five-dollar caul king gun
with a pistol foregrip and a 32-round stick mag jamred underneath. The cl assiest parts of the

bl asters were the black web nylon shoul der slings, and they had seen better days.

"At least we got a fighting chance," G Il said to Hyl ander as they shoul dered their packs and

wal ked away fromthe berm "That's a hell of a lot nore than poor old Lester."

"Did you see the ook on his face?" Hyl ander said. "Man! He was sorely tore up."

"Not half so bad as he's going to be by tomorrow. And that's okay with nme. It's that stupe's fault
that all our butts are on the line."

"Yeah, he shoul d've caught that old-tinmer's rad-blasted swordstick."

They started noving at a |leisurely pace, testing the waters, so to speak. |f there were stickies
around, it figured that they'd be lying in close to Wllie ville. GII and Hyl ander could see a

Il ong way off, better than two niles, and that was how they liked it. After they'd traveled a nle
or so, they stopped to recce the terrain. Standing on the concrete center divider, they scanned
all around, and saw no sign of one stickie, let alone five thousand.

"Looks good to ne," Hylander said, w ping the sweat fromunder his nustache with the side of his
finger.

"One thing's worrying me, though," Gl stated.

"What' s t hat?"

"Wasn't any traffic on the road yesterday, except for One-eye. And there hasn't been any this
nor ni ng, either.™

"I't happens |ike that sonmetinmes. Doesn't necessarily nean anything."

"Mebbe not. But 1'd feel a lot better if we saw a caravan of travelers hunmping up fromthe south.”
"How l ong you think it'll take us to nake the way stop?"

"Never nake it there and back before dark."

"I wouldn't mnd spending the night, even though
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it's a pesthole. It'd give old Elijah a chance to forget about us."

"Hadn't thought of that. Good idea. W'd better get rolling, though, or we won't even get there by
dark. W don't want to get caught out on the road after sundown."

The sec nmen fell into an easy, loping gait. At about two miles out of Wllie ville, they paused to
| ook back. They could see the hotel and part of the anusenent zone sticking up above the berm
line. As they watched, a three-man patrol crossed the highway a half ml|e behind them They waved.
G 1l and Hyl ander waved back.

Fifteen mnutes farther down the road, the two sec nmen canme upon their first obstacl e—a downed
overpass that blocked the entire highway, one of many between Wllie ville and the way stop. They
approached the nound of rubble slowy and carefully, watching for any sign of nmovenent on the ends
or along the top. Wien they got closer, they could see coils of wire fencing—part of a ruined
antisuicide barrier—bl ocked the path across the top. They were going to have to go around.

"Looks clear up to the overpass," Hyl ander said.

A hot wind, the first of the day, swept down the valley, rattling the wre.

"Coul d be a thousand of them hiding on the other side," GII said, "ready to jump us."

"That isn't going to happen. Cover my ass.”

Hyl ander | owered his head and charged up the rub-
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bl e. Leaping fromchunk to chunk, he didn't stop until he reached the crest. Wth his Beretta out
front, he peered through the wre.

G Il knelt in the roadway, braced for full-auto fire, his finger on the machine pistol's trigger.
"Not hing," Hylander said to himas he started back down. "Just enpty road. | told you it was
okay. "

"Yeah, yeah," G| said. "Let's go."
At the end of the rubble to the right, where the edge of the road ended, a nakeshift path began
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It had been tranped into the dirt. Everything | ooked clean. There was no cover for stickies to

hi de behi nd. They had gone | ess than a dozen steps when something cracked and the earth opened up
under them

GIll cried out in alarm clutching at the collapsing sides of the hole. He couldn't stop hinself
fromfalling and dropped fifteen feet down into the mantrap. Hyl ander | anded beside himin a
blinding cloud of dust and |eaves.

The hole was ten feet across and full of waiting stickies.

Hyl ander and G Il didn't get off a shot before their blasters were ripped fromtheir hands. They
yell ed then, yelled as they'd never yelled before.

But no one heard.

Chapter Fifteen

The nmutie overseer stood waiting for Mldred, J.B., and Doc at the open rear doors of a four-ton
panel van buried in the berm H's nuscular torso was bare fromthe wai st up. Fromthe front he

| ooked like a norm fromthe back it was a different story. The length of his spine, fromhis

tail bone up to the back of his head, was covered with masses of tiny, worm shaped tunors. The
tendrils were | ong and densely packed over his spinal colum, thinning out toward the sides of his
rib cage. The nohawk of soft growth was caked with dirt and body oils. There was no way he coul d
clean in and around the fringe—dnl ess he mowed it off first.

I nside the sheet-steel tunnel of the van's cargo conpartment, while their sec-man escort held the
conpani ons covered, the mutie overseer clapped ankle shackles on them "This old one won't | ast
the day," he said to the sec men as he sized up Doc. "The other two | mght get some work out of
before they drop dead.”

M | dred shrugged off his hand as it squeezed her bicep

"Don't get too nmany norns out in the fields," the overseer said as he |l ed the way out of the cab
of the
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van. He had a bullwhip coiled on his hip. "Only when the baron wants to nake a speci al exanpl e of
sonebody. That's sonething | know how to do."

The sec nmen wal ked J.B., Doc and MIldred just as far as the van's cab. They let themhead into the
squal or of the slave quarters in the custody of the overseer. The Wllie ville slave quarters were
built right up against the bermwall. They spilled dowmn fromthe high dirt barrier in an aval anche
of wood, netal and plastic scraps. Sone of the structures weren't much nore than | ean-tos, and
barely tall enough for one person to craw under to get out of the acid rain. O her hovels were
nore el aborate, connected by shared walls, doors and roofs. The whol e shantytown | ooked as if it
woul d col | apse on itself in the next chemstorm The air was thick with the caustic odor of burned
garbage and the buzz of carrion insects.

There were no slaves in any of the huts, but there were quite a few aninals. Pigs, goats and the
odd cow were tethered inside the rickety doorways. The slave popul ation was in the fields,

working. MIldred could see themin the distance. She assumed that the bundl es strapped to the

adul ts' backs were babi es.

The dirt path that wound between the huts was deeply rilled and fairly steep. It sloped down to
the green fields in the river valley. Mldred found it hard to keep up with the others because the
I ength of chain between her ankles was so short. It forced her to take little, mncing steps. The
sun bl azed on her head and back. Her clothes were already drying fromits heat.
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The overseer steered themalong a path that bordered the cultivated fields. Stooped-over field
hands tended the rows of green, leafy plants. Only the slaves a good di stance away stopped working
to look at them The ones closest to the path, and the overseer, kept their backs bent and their
arms nmoving. MIldred grimaced as she was hit by a fanmiliar snmelt. In a shallow, water-filled ditch
alongside the field was a pair of swollen corpses. They were still in their shackles, but al

their clothes had been either stripped or cut off.

The overseer took a path to the left, away fromthe crop rows and the fouled ditch, and toward
Wililie ville. Mldred could see a group of people ahead. They were digging in a wi de, shallow pit
Over the clank of her ankle chain she could hear the scrape of shovels.

"Looks like a quarry,"” J.B. said softly.

"Looks |ike where we're headed,” M I dred stated.

"What, pray tell, are they digging, sir?" Doc asked the overseer

The mutie answered with a cut of his whip. The lash sizzled and cracked, and Doc cried out and
spun away.
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"Di ggi ng your rad-blasted graves," the overseer told him "No nore talk."

MIldred saw the tear in the thigh of Doc's breeches, and blood trickled through it. Though Doc's
face was pale, he got up and got nmoving. He was a gane old bird.

The slaves working in the pit paused as the overseer approached. They were nostly young, and al
mal es. Their ankles were chai ned, and they were sweaty and
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covered with grime. They stood in a depression four feet deep and roughly fifty feet in dianeter.
VWhat exactly they were "quarrying” wasn't i medi ately apparent. Nothing was piled up, except the
dirt that had al ready been excavat ed.

"Pick up the shovels," the overseer ordered, "and get to work."

J.B., Doc and MIdred got their tools froma stack on the ground.

"Start over there," he told them

Then he turned to MIldred. "And you, bitch, keep your pants on. | won't have ny Sl avics wasting
the whole day screwing in the dirt”

Mldred didn't bother to tell himthat she had no intention of doing anything of the kind, not as
| ong as she could swing a shovel. As the overseer wal ked away, she, Doc and J.B. started to work.
If wal king in chains was hard, digging in chains was triple-tough. The earth was baked clay, and
it had to be chipped away, |ike marble.

The other pit workers kept their distance and said nothing. Cccasionally one of them shot the
conpani ons a hateful | ook

When the overseer was a good way off, J.B. spoke up. "Wat are we supposed to be doi ng here?" he
asked the sl aves.

They didn't reply right away. They just | ooked at one another. After a bit the mutie who was their
| eader stepped forward and answered. It was tall and thin, and its head was wapped in a | ong
strip of dirty rag. Ex-
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cept for a slit for the eyes, its whole head was hi dden by the cloth.

"Ain't no 'we* here," it said. "There's us, and there's you."

"But we're all in the sanme boat," J.B. replied. "Baron's going to work us to death."

The raghead | eaned on the shovel handle. "You're wong both tinmes," it said. "You norms got your

boat, which is sinking. W got our boat, which is gonna sail away."

"Huzzah," one of the slaves said.

"You're going to escape? How?"

The sl ave | eader |aughed. "Ch, yeah, just ask nme and I'Il tell you everything. |'mnothing but a
dunb nutie, after all."

"Listen," Mldred said, "we're not fromaround here. W don't even know the baron. W never did
you people any harm ™

"You're norns, aren't you?"

"What difference does that make?"

"Try living with the face | got hidden under these waps, and you'll see." The nutie pointed a
finger at her nose. "You norns are outnunbered, and your days are just about over."

The ot her slaves quickly noved in, encircling J.B., Doc and MIdred. The conpani ons shifted into
back-t o- back defensive positions as the nuties raised their shovels to strike.

"No," the leader said, "it ain't tine for that yet. W don't want to tip our hand to the boss
man. " The nutie
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| ooked at each of the newconers in turn. "None of us ever chilled any norns before,"” it said.
"We're gonna enjoy chillin' you."

When the sl aves noved back to their side of the pit, J.B. said, "Wy do | get the feeling that

t hese guys are expecting sone help to cone al ong soon?"

"Qur friend Kaa?" Doc said.

"Looks like," J.B. agreed.

"Sounds like, too," MIldred added. "For a second, bandage boy was tal king Kaa's kind of talk.
Can't really blane the slaves for wanting to get even with the baron."

"Kaa seems to have rather nore extravagant aspirations than that," Doc said.

"Point is," Mldred went on, "what are we going to do?"

"Pretend to dig, for a start," J.B. said.

The overseer had turned and was | ooking their way. As they hacked at the earth at the edge of the
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pit, J.B. said, "W can't stay out here. If the stickies come, we're dead neat. We've got to get
back inside the berm If we get our blasters, nebbe we can free Ryan, Krysty and Jak."

"How about these?" MIdred asked, hol ding up her ankle chain.

"That's the easy part." J.B. fished around in his pants pocket and produced the short piece of
steel wire. "We're going to |l ose these cuffs right now "

J. B. worked quickly, unlocking the shackl es.

"Where do you think you' re going?" the raghead
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asked as J.B., Doc and M| dred hopped up out of the pit "Overseer's gonna run you down and beat
the skin off you!"

When the slaves started yelling for the boss nan, the trio took off across the flat, heading for a
big, smooth rock in the distance.

"What now?" M I dred asked as they huddl ed momentarily behind the stone.

"Look for a way in," J.B. replied.

They noved | ow and fast, keeping parallel to the bermand about a quarter mile out. Every once in
a while they | ooked back to see if the overseer was in pursuit. If he was, he was too far behind
to make out. North of the cultivated area was riverbed scrubland. There were no dwellings and no
people. The terrain sloped gently away fromthe Wllie ville boundary, then dropped off in a |ow,
eroded ridge. Over the top of the bermwall, they could see the roller coaster's franework and the
rimof the Ferns wheel. At the foot of the berm the sun flared off the chrone bunper of a buried
truck.

"There's nothing but open ground between us and the bunker," Doc said. "W'Ill never nake it that
way. "

"Let's try it farther up," J.B. suggested.

They put the bunker well behind them before they turned, follow ng an erosion scar that |led toward
Wllie ville. They crept to within 150 feet of the berm As they advanced the last thirty feet,
they saw somet hi ng strange, right under their noses.

The dirt was suddenly a different color and texture.
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J.B. brushed the surface earth aside. It was danp underneath. "Somebody's been burrow ng," he

sai d.

Ahead of them at the head of the scar where it intersected the ridge, was a hole. It was |ess
than three feet across and angled slightly down.

J.B. approached the entrance and peered in.

Mldred crawm ed up beside himand stared into the blackness. "Wat do you think?" she said.

"It's recent work," he told her. "Fromthe |look of it, it could be our stickies trying to sneak in
under the berm"”

"They dug all this out overnight?" MIldred said. "They nmust be digging fools."

"The inside of the tunnel has got sone kind of adhesive sneared all over it," J.B. said. "It's set
up like concrete. Man, that's a neat trick. It nmeans they don't need to shore up the hole with
wood or anything as they go. Speeds things, big tine."

"They m ght not be done with their digging," Doc cautioned. "They could still be working somewhere
i nside."

"There's only one way to find out,"” J.B. said.

W TH MURCHI SSON behi nd hi m and sec nen on either side, Ryan was marched out of the el evator and
onto the twenty-fifth floor of the hotel. He didn't kid hinself. H's chances for survival were

| ooking grim He'd been cut off fromhis friends and his weapons, and he was sorely outnunbered by
guards with blasters. In the
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back of his mind, he held out the hope that maybe he'd still get one chance to chill the baron

A single full-force kick to the heart would do it

As if reading his mind, Mirchisson stopped himbefore he was taken into Elijah's presence. He bent
and clanped a pair of leg restraints on Ryan's ankles. "Behave yourself now, " the sec man warned.
Elijah's penthouse was furnished in the same grotesque style as the dining-hall floor below He
had | ooted the other hotel suites for their "art" and decorator touches. Everything that the baron
could get his hands on, he had crammed into the roons, the halls, the corners. For himquantity
was the hall mark of taste.

The sec nmen ushered Ryan through a wide but densely cluttered Iiving room The one-eyed warrior
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saw the G 12 case less rifles and other gear piled in a corner—J.B.'s beloved fedora was on top of
the heap. The sliding doors to the bal cony were open

"Qutside,” Mirchisson ordered.

Ryan hobbl ed out onto the patio. The whole Elijah clan was there. The baron, his

gr anddaught er s/ wi ves and hi s great-granddaught ers/ daughters sat on |awn chairs, enjoying the sun
in matching straw hats. Some sec nen and toadi es were crouched at one end of the patio, doing
sonet hi ng al ong the steel-pipe railing. Heavy sandbags and a huge coil of nylon rope sat at their
feet

"Great day for a public chilling, huh?" Elijah said, standing and opening his arms to the bl ue
sky. "Quess there aren't going to be any stickles in the audience.
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t hough. You sure struck out there, Cawdor. Mebbe you just dreaned you saw t henf"

Ryan stared out over the broad vista. He knew he hadn't dreamed them He knew they could be hidden
out there, easy; hell, they could even be | ooking up at himright now.

Elijah's wives were whispering to one another, l|ooking at Ryan and giggling into their hands.
"Sure seens a shame to waste a good-|ooking nman |ike that, Poppadaddy," Roonie-Two said.
"Specially when he could die giving pleasure to sonme deserving girl."

"Grls," Poonie-Two corrected her

"And | suppose you've got some particular girls in mnd?" Elijah said.

Al'l three bl ond heads nodded.

"Well, Cawdor, what do you say? Want to croak in the saddl e?”

Ryan | ooked at the girls. They were showing off for him sticking their tongues out, sw shing
their hips back and forth. It made himwant to | augh. According to Baron Elijah, Roonie-Two,
Pooni e- Two and Tooni e- Two were supposed to be the pinnacle of Deathlands' pure-normgenetics. But
they were so inbred that they couldn't function, except as sex beasts and brood mares. Ryan

deci ded that was just the kind of chain-jerking that the baron got off on nowadays.

"Are you going to hurry up and hang nme," he said to Elijah, "or am| going to have to junp off of
here on ny own?"
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The girls' faces drooped in disappoi ntment.

"Are you turning down ny pure-normgal s?" Elijah asked.

"You were never offering them"

"You al ways were a tough, smart sucker, One-eye. | got to ask you one thing, though. Wy did you
run out on me after Coupe ville? You done ne a real favor there. Practically broke the back of the
rebellion on your own. It was just sweep-up op after that. You know | was ready to nmake you an

i nportant man around here. Wat scared you of f?"

"Me," Ryan said.

"What ?"
"I scared nyself off. | knew | could get hooked on chilling, just like jolt. Then | wouldn't be ny
own nman. | could see nyself turning into just another bought-and-paid-for sec man shit-heap |like

Murch here. |I'd rather be dead."
"Coing to get your wish," Mirchisson said, grabbing himby the shirtfront.

"Easy, now," the baron said. "He's just nessing with your mind. Mebbe hoping he'll get an easy way
out of here. Isn't going to happen.” As Elijah wal ked over to the rail, the workers stepped aside
for him

"What do you figure he weighs, Murch?" the baron asked.

"Two hundred, nmebbe a little less.”

"Let's test it."

The sec men tied four of the sandbags to the end of the rope, then tipped the weights off the
patio. Every-
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one noved to peer over the rail as the line snaked over the bal cony. The quartet of bags hurtled
down, then smashed open agai nst the sidewal k, spraying sand in a wide circle.

"Too much rope," the baron said. "Shorten it up.”

After adjusting the length, the worknen tied on four nore bags and chucked them over the bal cony.
This tinme the line came up tight before the bags hit The rope squeaked as it stretched under the
wei ght, but the sandbags missed the ground by at least ten feet. Coning to the end of the rope,

t hey bounced high in the air, then fell back
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"Better," the baron said. "Mich better."

"So, you're going to hang ne?" Ryan said, watching the sec nen pull the two hundred pounds of
deadwei ght back up to the penthouse. It was the kind of grueling job normally reserved for nutie
sl aves. Ryan figured the sec nen had to have volunteered for the duty.

"Not exactly," the baron said. "Hanging you can only do the once."

When t he sandbags had been haul ed over the rail and untied, Mirchisson shoved Ryan closer to the
sec nen. "Tie it good and tight," the sec chief instructed. "W wouldn't want it to cone | oose the
very first time."

Instead of tying up a noose and dropping it over Ryan's head, the sec nen | ashed the free end of
the rope to his right ankle. They tied it so tight his foot
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went nunb al nost imedi ately. Then they hoisted himup onto the balcony's rail.

The hot wi nd whi pped his black hair as he | ooked down. A crowd had al ready gathered in the parking
| ot bel ow.

"Dunp him™" Elijah ordered.

The sec nmen pushed, but not hard enough. Elijah's girls tittered as Ryan fought to keep his

bal ance on the rail. Wen the cause was | ost, when he knew he was goi ng over, Ryan conmitted
hinself to the farthest dive he could nuster. He knew if he didn't get well clear of the side of
the building, the row of patios would beat himto death on the way down.

The wind howed in his face as he dropped. The outward thrust of the dive quickly faded, and he
pl umret ed headfirst at the onrushing ground. He couldn't feel the tension of the rope on his
ankl e. He thought naybe the sec nen had cut it |oose.

Just when he was sure he was going to hit, everything stopped short. His | eg was nearly wenched
fromits hip socket, and his guts lurched up into his nmouth. He stretched to the nmax, the rope
stretched to the max, then both sprang back up into air. Ryan spraw ed in space like a rag doll
then dropped to the end of the rope.

The second tinme he didn't bounce.

The audi ence of norms appl auded and whooped. Soneone started shouting, "Do it again! Do it again!"
The sec men on the penthouse started hoisting himup, feet first.
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By the time they pulled Ryan's | egs back over the railing, his face had turned beet red.

"It's called bungee-junping, Cawdor,"” Elijah said. "The predarks used to do it for sport. They
used a different kind of rope, of course. Springier. They didn't want to rip their legs off." The
baron | aughed.

H s sec nen | aughed, too.

"Ready for another go?" Elijah asked.

Bef ore Ryan could answer, the sec men grabbed himby the |l egs and threw hi mbodily over the
railing. There was no opportunity for a swan dive nmis tinme, no putting sone di stance between
hinsel f and the building. He dropped straight as a rock, skimmng past the hotel's jutting patios.
The falling was the easy part.

St oppi ng was what hurt.

Again his entire weight crashed onto his right hip and ankle. He groaned as he was ripped back up
inthe air by the rope's stretch. Something inside his nose burst, and bl ood gushed out of his
nostrils.

The crowd squeal ed as they noved out of the way of the spray.

This was what they'd come to see

Chapt er Sixteen

For the first time in his life, Lord Kaa was one color, and that col or was nocha brown.

He lay on his back with his powerful arms and | egs spread wide. He was well within sight of the
berm |f anyone had known where to | ook, and if they had | ooked hard and | ong enough, they ni ght
have caught the outline of his upper torso shadowed agai nst the base of the earthen bank. As Kaa
lay there, baking in a shell of nud, tears of pink raced down his clay-daubed temples and curl ed
behind his ears. In the middle of his forehead and sticking up out of the uniformbrown of the

| andscape |ike a piece of river-rounded, white quartzite, his nutant pineal eye was open. Its
protective lids had no rmuscles, no nerves. They couldn't blink. To protect itself fromdrying out
as it stared up into the cloudl ess sky, the eye | eaked a steady stream of watery gore.

Kaa couldn't see the blue vastness above him Because his normeyes were closed, he saw nothing
directly. Nothing outwardly. Everything he viewed was indirect, channel ed through the psychic
network that he enabled and controlled. Wiile his third eye peeked through twelve thousand
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keyhol es, the dead eyes of an
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arnmy of stickies scattered around and under Baron Elijah's fortress, his nutant brain collated and
integrated the flood of inmages. His brain acted as a central processor for all the stickies

i nput .
Hol ding his soldiers still for so many hours was the hardest thing Kaa had ever done. They didn't
want to lie there; they wanted to kill. The feat of mental dom nance required unwavering focus on

his part. Over and over he showed themthe plan, the order, the outcone. Like a chess match he had
al ready played and won, he knew how it would unfold. The nurderous stickies |ay where he had
positioned themthe previous night, hardly breathing while the sun cooked cracks in their nud
coats. They awaited the conpletion of the last and |ongest tunnel. It ran under the bermat the
north end of the ville, near the rear of the hotel

A dagger was poi sed over the heart of WIllie ville, and the time had nearly cone to drive in the
bl ade, to watch the blood well up around the hilt.

Lord Kaa knew that the only way to defeat the baron's perineter defenses was to get a snmall force
behi nd them The system of bunker blasterports fiel ded overlapping zones of fire that could
control 360 degrees of access, for as long as the anmp held out. But if three of the bunkers in a
row were knocked out, a clear path opened up down the mddle. Once the bermwas breached and his
army was pouring through the gap, it would be no contest.

In fact it would be a slaughter party, a butcher gane.

It pleased Kaa to think that if anyone was to bl ane

208

DEATHLANDS

for the destruction of the normnecca of Wllie ville, it was the baron's own zoo nmaster. Years
ago Knack-erman had been so bored that he had armused hinmself by sitting the future mutant [ord on
his lap and teaching himto read. He'd chosen Kaa because, unlike the other young nuties in the
zoo, he wasn't physically repul sive—the scalies and scabbies had their skin problens, the constant
oozing and the feral stink. Stickles were too dangerous to nake pets of, as were cannies. Doonties
made poor conpanions, as they were off in their owm worlds nost of the tine or telling you things
you didn't want to hear.

Knackerman had let himfollow along |ike a dog as he did his brutal chores: the forced matings,
the cull-ings of live young that | ooked too normal to suit the baron's breeding plan. In
retrospect it seened to Kaa that the zoo naster had wanted himto be a naive w tness, sonmeone he
knew he could inpress with his power as a norm with his supposed noral authority. The zoo naster
had made a big m stake by showi ng the boy so nmuch. Wthout neaning to, Knackernman had taught Kaa
that the baron's zoo was an evil that had to be erased at any cost.

As the north tunnel broke through into the light of day, the piebald lord' s nmind filled with
bounci ng i mages of earth and sky and the chem scorched nmotor hotel. His stickies were pouring up
through the narrow opening in the ground, racing for the cover of the side of the building and
then nmoving quickly along it

Froma trio of simultaneous viewpoints, he saw his
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strategy unfold. The rear doors of each of the three semitrailers were open and unguarded. The sec
men never expected an attack fromthe rear; all their weapons were ained the other way. The squads
of stickies dashed unchal |l enged across the open ground, then burst into the backs of the trailers,
arnms wavi ng.

Kaa's brain staggered under a junbl e of superinposed images, different but simlar. He saw a bl ur
of normfaces full of shock, eyes wide with terror. The sec men tried to turn and get their
weapons up, but there wasn't tine. The world rocked as heaps of wildly scuffling bodies crashed to
the trailers' steel floors.

Their cries nuffled by stickie palns, their shoul ders and heels pinned by stickie arns, the sec
men canme undone in long, raggedy strips.

A trenor rippled through the arny that lay hidden in plain sight, a yearning that rattled their
very bones.

They snel | ed bl ood.

Kaa strained to hold them back a few seconds nore. |If they waited, they would | ose no soldiers to
the berm s blasterposts. They would enter Wllie ville at full strength. He held them back because
he didn't want their beautiful |ives wasted. He held them back because he | oved them

Li ke his hero Charl emagne, he was a king after God's own heart.
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J. B. CRAWLED FORWARD i nto the cranped darkness. By the tine he'd advanced thirty feet, the |ight
fromthe hol e behind himhad vani shed. It was so bl ack that he

210

DEATHLANDS

couldn't tell whether his eyes were open or shut. He had to feel his way along, funbling for the
walls of the tunnel in front of him Wen he stopped to nake sure the others were close, the top
of Mldred's head ranmed into his behind.

"Sorry, John," she said, sounding nervous.

"I's Doc back there?" J.B. asked.

"I''"'m here, John Barrynore."

"Keep tight to ne," the Arnorer said, then started forward again. At least, he told hinself, there
wasn't enough roomin the tunnel to turn around, which nmeant that if he stunbled onto a stickle
digging in the dark, he would nost likely come on it from behind. Perhaps the kill-crazy nutant
woul dn't be able to get its sucker fingers on his face.

J.B. counted his crawling steps as he proceeded, trying to keep track of where he was in relation
to the berm After a few mnutes of travel, he figured he had to be beyond it. But the tunne
showed no signs of ending. It seened to be angling to the left, though he couldn't be sure. Ahead
was only nore bl ackness. He decided to give up counting and concentrated instead on speed.

It was hot work in the confined space. The sweat poured off himas he scranbled al ong on hands and
knees. Behind himhe could hear the steady rasp of MIdred' s breath.

When a light appeared in front of him J.B. wasn't sure what it was. It |ooked |like an orange bl ob
hangi ng in space. At first he thought it m ght be a stickle, so
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he stopped short—and i mredi ately took another direct hit from behind.

"What is it?" MIdred asked.

"End of the tunnel. Let me go up and take a | ook."

J.B. crawl ed ahead, into the circle of unfiltered sunlight. He let his eyes adjust, then slowy
rai sed hinself up and poked his head out of the hole. The tunnel surfaced near the anusenent
zone's back fence in the nmiddle of a strip of parched dirt that had once been a lawmn. As J.B
turned his head, he saw ten stickies creeping along the fence line, away fromhim They had dried
mud pl astered over their backs and | egs.

The Arnorer dropped back into the hole. "Come on!" he urged his conpanions. "Hurry!" Then he
crawl ed out and lay belly down on the dirt. When Doc and MIdred joined him he pointed out the
pack of stickies. They were running across the parking | ot

"Sonmebody's in for it," he said.

"Shouldn't we raise an alarn?" MIldred said. "Warn everybody?"

"Too late for that AIl hell's going to break | oose here in a minute or two."

"I concur with J.B.," Doc told her. "To thank us for our previous attenpts to help them the
residents of Wllie ville have jailed us, chained us and abused us. W have done nore than enough
for them W have to find our friends and nake our escape if we can."

M | dred nodded. "Okay," she said, "you guys have convinced ne. Wich way do we go?"

J.B. led themover the hurricane fence and into the
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shadows behind the building that housed the CGhost Castle Spook Train. The sounds of cheers coni ng
fromthe other side of the Freedom City conpound nade them crane their necks around the corner for
a | ook- see.

"That's Ryan!" Mldred said, pointing at the dark figure falling fromthe top of the hotel

"Dark night!" J.B. exclainmed as Ryan jounced up in the air at the end of the rope.

"W have to do sonething quick," Doc said.

No sooner had he spoken than sonmeone shouted at them "Hey, you! Hey! Hold it!"

A pair of sec nen was running toward them up the path fromthe Ferris wheel. The baron's nen
suddenly stopped and raised their blasters.

As J.B., Doc and MIldred dived for cover, a flurry of autofire rang out. The burst of slugs
clipped the corner of the building, spraying splinters across the dirt. J.B. grabbed Doc's

shoul der and pulled himto his feet.

"Move!" he said to MIdred. He rounded the back of the building and sprinted up the short flight
of stairs to the heavily curtai ned doorway of the Chost Castle Spook Train ride. An enpty, two-
person tramsat on the tracks in front of the portal. It was shaped like a mniature railroad
flatcar. In the predark days the ride's little tramwas powered by electricity. Now an enpty sl ave
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har ness dangled fromits bow

J.B. led themaround the tram and through the curtain. Inside, it was dark, cool and very quiet.
They
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followed the pair of tracks as they curved deeper into the building. There was bare netal
scaffolding on the ceiling and, on either side of the tracks, a clutter of deceased nechanical and
el ectrical devices, power cables, a conduit. In the weak Iight everything | ooked dim gray and
dusty. J.B. scanned the layout, searching for some kind of weapon and a likely spot to stage an
anbush if they were pursued.

They hadn't gone very far when they heard footsteps hurrying in the darkness behind them J.B
pul l ed the others behind a plastic boulder covered with a century-thick carpet of dust. Wile they
listened, the footfalls slowed. They were getting closer. Then torchlight |eaped across the
girdered ceiling.

"We know you're in here," a male voice said.

"W got your asses cold," another added.

The light blazed brighter, sending a distorted shadow of the plastic boul der across the floor
J.B. was hoping the sec nmen woul d pass by wi thout seeing them that they'd get a chance to junp on
their backs and overpower them

He hadn't counted on the spooks.

Wth a roar and a cl anki ng of heavy chains, sonething huge and angry lunged at themfromthe

di mess. Powerful fingers brushed J.B.'s face, nearly knocking | oose his glasses. MIldred was so
startled by the attack that she yel ped and junped out from behind the rock

"Hold it right nere," the sec man with the torch said. He held her covered with the rifle in his
ot her hand. "The rest of you come on out."
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His partner stepped to one side, aimng at the rock with a battered, wood-stocked AK-47. "Yeah
conme on out."

As J.B; and Doc rose fromcover, there was another roar and clank. This time it came from behind
the second sec man. As they watched, a | oop of heavy chain fl opped over his head and down around
his neck. Wth a crunch the |l oop cinched tight. The sec man dropped his blaster and clawed at the
links that were crushing his throat. He was haul ed, kicking, back into the darkness.

It all happened in a heartbeat.

The man with the torch swng around and, with his autorifle aimed at belly level, rushed to help
his buddy. MIldred tined her kick perfectly. She caught the sec man noving forward, with one foot
on the ground. She booted himsideways, in the direction of the plastic rock. The rifle and torch
went flying as he crashed on top of the boul der. He disappeared behind it.

Dar kness closed in as the torch sputtered out.

A second passed, then a bl ood-curdling screamripped the air. It was followed by the | oud whop of
heavy steel chain slamm ng into neat and concrete, and the guttural grunt of an all-out effort.
Slap. Grunt. Over and over.

By the tine J.B. found the rifle and the AK-47, the screans had becorme a bubbling npan. Wen the
three of themreached the Ghost Castle Spook Train's entrance, it was dead qui et behind them Doc
hel d back
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a corner of the curtain so the Arnorer could check the actions and nags of their newy acquired
bl asters.

M1l dred drew back the curtain on the other side of the doorway, stuck her face outside and sucked
in sone fresh air.

"Scary ride, huh?" J.B. stated, slapping the 30-round box back into the Armalite rifle.

Chapt er Sevent een

When his psychic network told himthe three berm bunkers were out of conmission, Lord Kaa pushed
hi msel f up fromthe nud and grabbed his M 60. He was already running for the middle bunker when he
visualized the rising of his troops. As he pinched closed his niddl e eyelid, the scrubland dirt

pl ain behind himjunped to Iife. Thousands of stickies joined himin the charge.

His creatures had their marching orders. Once the wave of shrieking stickies reached the wall, it
split into three parts. The middle section funnel ed strai ght on through the center bunker. The
other two turned in opposite directions and sprinted along the barrier to the unmanned

bl asterports, where they, too, broke into the Wllie ville conpound.
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Kaa led the mddle force through the tractor-cab gateway. Inside the trailer blood was splattered
everywhere. Hi s stickies had to pass through the puddl es of gore, to walk in them barefoot, to
snell them And as they did, their excitenent reached a fever pitch.

Lord Kaa, too, was excited. On the inside of the berm his split forces rejoined. He ran at the
head of a nmass of bodies. They noved quickly toward t he paved
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| ane between the end of the |Independence Park Amusenment Zone and the baron's brewery.

Though there was no real resistance yet, he could hear distant screans of panic and sustai ned
bursts of blasterfire. His prelimentry teans were already at the hotel, where the sec nen were

t he nost concentr at ed.

The baron's sec men didn't open fire until the main force was alnost to the brewery. A blaster
position on the roof of the building sprayed their right side with autofire and scored scattered
hits. Stickies along the flank | eaped and spun in the air as they were drilled. The m st of bl ood
rai sed by the blasterfire only nade the survivors nore frantic to kill

Kaa stepped to the edge of the throng and returned fire fromthe hip. Bullets fromthe rooftop

whi ned of f the asphalt on either side of him He paid themno nore mnd than drops of chemrain
Joyeuse, his neon au-toblaster, bucked in his fists, spitting snoking casings in a yellow stream
The tracers spanged off the edge of the roof, and the sec nmen di sappeared in a flurry of inpact
snoke puffs. Kaa swept the M60's nuzzle back and forth, hosing the sec men off their perch

Wil e he was so occupi ed, Kaa's troops advanced without him starting up the wide strip of parking
| ot that passed by the front of the anusenent zone and led to the entrance of the hotel. He

shoul dered Joyeuse and nel ded with the advanci ng pack. Al he could see ahead of himwas the
bobbi ng mass of bal d heads, gleam ng in the sun.

More bl asterfire erupted fromthe direction of the
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hotel. The stickies in the |ead were absorbing it, the first ripple of a living wave sweepi ng over
the baron's blaster enplacenents. Those that were shot and fell becanme the carpet for their
conrades. Kaa felt sadness and joy, and above all, pride. This was the true neasure of the
hardness of the hearts of his soldiers. That they would all gleefully die in the hope of getting
their sucker hands on a live norm

The massed bl asterfire fromthe entrance to the hotel was suddenly joined by an attack on their
right flank. Sec nen along the fence |ine of the anmusement zone and high in the scaffolding of the
roller coaster peppered the nob with salvos of lead. It took many hits to chill a stickie. Kaa saw
t hem dropped by bullet inpacts, only to rise up and run. The conbi ned assault did have an effect,
though. It conpressed Kaa's army, forcing it to run along a narrow strip of golf course.

The piebald man saw the danger, but before he could reroute his troops, the earth rocked violently
and Kaa was thrown to the ground. As he was trying to get up, another explosion ripped the air.
Then it was raining body parts.

The baron had m ned his own conpound.

His ears ringing fromthe pressure of the blasts, Kaa sprang to his feet. C ouds of snoke billowed
across the parking |lot. Dozens of his soldiers were down, and many nore had sinply been vapori zed.
H s stunned arny paused, struggling to regain its nomentum

He had to do sonet hing.

The nutant lord could see the little figures hangi ng
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over the bal cony of the penthouse. He knew that the baron and his head toadies were up there

wat chi ng the show, confident in their own safety. Bracing Joyeuse agai nst his hip, he opened fire.
He stitched a Iine of slugs across the front of the patio. The tiny figures scattered. Maybe some
fell; he couldn't tell. O they ducked bel ow the bal cony wall

It was a foretaste of hell.

Anot her expl osi on sent Kaa staggering to his knees.

Chaos and panic swept through the ranks of the stickies, who hadn't yet recovered fromthe effects
of the first two blasts. If his arny stayed out in the open, tightly packed together, it would be
anni hil ated, either by blasterfire or an explosion. He was too far back in the pack to | ead them
away from danger with a shout or a raised arm

He unpeel ed his eye and showed t hem how to escape.

ELUAH WAS BUSY browbeating his sec nmen when the stickies junped up fromthe river plain. The

vol unteers were getting tired of raising the prisoner twenty-five stories and were working nore
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and nmore slowy.

If Elijah didn't see the stickies pop up, the toadie Skeen sure did. He screaned and pointed to
the far side of the amusenent zone.

"Look! Look!" he cried.

Everyone | ooked. Because of their angle of view and the intervening structures, they could only
see the rearnost portion of the force.
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"My blasterports can handle them" the baron said. "This should be very interesting. Cone on over
gals, and watch this." Elijah got a fresh tankard of beer and joined themat the rail. They

wat ched the mass of stick-ies disappear behind the | ee of the berm wall

There was no blasterfire.

"Why aren't they shooting?" Skeen said.

Elijah didn't know. He whirled on Miurchisson. "Are your nen asl eep? The stickies are going to
breach the walI!"

The head sec nman | ooked dunbfounded. Hi s nmouth opened and cl osed, but no sounds cane out.

"Fix it, damm you!" Elijah snarl ed.

“I"'mon it, sir."

"Take the stairs,"” the baron shouted at his back. "We'll all be dead before you get down to the
| obby in the elevator.”

"Right, sir"

As the sec man vani shed through the open slider, blasterfire crackled close to the base of the
hotel tower. The crowd of norns in the parking ot started screaning and running in a panic for
the | obby doors.

"This is fun,"” Rooni e-Two said. She held Rooni e-Three up over the railing so she could see the
silly people fleeing for their lives and crushing one another in the process.

Only when the arny of nmutants rounded the end of the anusenent zone and canme charging up the golf
course did Wllie Elijah realize what he was up agai nst.

A sea of dead-eye faces boiled up his avenue.

The sec men hol ding Ryan at the eighteenth floor let go of the rope, and once nore he dropped to
the end. Autofire raged fromthe brewery's roof. He could see the snoke and the fl ash

"At | east sonebody's shooting at them " Elijah said, reaching for his tel escope. He was wat chi ng
his sec nen spray the stickies when the machi ne gun opened up on themfromthe ground. He saw his
sol diers shot to pieces. Lowering the tel escope, the baron scanned the throng and | ocated the
nmuti e shooter. "Zit!" he cried. "It's that goddam zit!"

Meeting no serious opposition, the first wave of stickies closed the distance to the hotel

"Come on, Murch!" Elijah shouted. "Do it! Do it!"

As if on cue, the ville's defensive plan kicked in. Autofire rattled fromthe front of the | obby
and chattered fromthe anusenment zone across the way. The stickie force was channel ed between
walI's of lead, forced to close ranks in a long, narrow |line.

Elijah could see the mutants dropping on the edges of the nass. They soaked up full-netal-jacketed
slugs like frogs absorbing BBs. They were dam hard to chill

A flash of light, followed by a thunderclap, bloonmed in the middle of the former golf course,
right at the head of the stickie arny. A huge ball of snoke and dirt rolled away fromthe heart of
t he expl osi on.

It was spectacle.

It was mass sl aughter.

It was gl orious.
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Elijah whooped so wildly that he spilled tipple all over his pants.

"Yay!" the normgirls cheered.

The toadi es cheered, too, and pounded their fists on the railing.

The cel ebration quickly died when stickles kept on coming, tranping over the broken bodi es of
their conrades

Anot her expl osion, this one under the parking lot, closer to the hotel, sent nutants and nutant
parts flying across the conpound. The pall of snoke drifted away, and the penthouse spectators saw
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stickies blown down in a circle like trees felled by a windstorm There was novenent at the outer
edges of the destruction. Stickies were getting up and continuing the attack
"Hit themagain, Murch!" Elijah shouted over the

rail

Then the bal cony started coming apart.

Heavy-cal i ber slugs sparked as they clipped the steel rail, cutting three of the sec nmen alnost in
two, splattering their guts in a wi de swathe across the exterior wall. The spray of bullets went

t hrough babi es and nmonms and shattered the patio's sliding doors behind them The patio furniture
was junping and shuddering frominpacts as the survivors dived for the doorway to the penthouse.
Fromthe floor inside, Elijah could see Pooni e-Two, Pooni e-Three and Tooni e-Two and Tooni e- Three—
dead in pools of red on the deck. The nons were still twitching, the infants weren't.

Two-t hirds of his pure-normgene bank was gone in the blink of an eye.

"Rooni e- Two! Where are you?" Elijah cried. Wen she didn't answer at once, he thought he'd | ost
her, as well. "Roonie-Two!"

Then a faint voice said, "Over here, Poppadaddy."”

It took a monment for himto locate her in the clutter of the overfurnished suite. She was belly
down on the rug in front of a sofa, covering her baby w th her body.

Skeen was trying to hide under the lanp table beside her. Al he'd nmanaged to conceal was his bald
head and narrow shoul ders.

As J.B. APPROACHED the roller coaster on a dead run, he saw novenent in the scaffolding to his
right. Several figures were struggling wildly. One fell, bouncing off the struts, and | anded on
the ground. The Arnorer held up his hand, signaling his conrades for a quick stop. He, Doc and

Ml dred closed ranks behind the ticket Kkiosk.

At the bottom of the scaffolding, not sixty feet fromwhere they knelt, ten stickies huddled in a
tight circle over the fallen sec man, their arms flailing as they ripped and tore at him The
mutants in the scaffol ding dropped beside them and joined in the fun

Ml dred raised her AK, but J.B. caught hold of the barrel before she could fire. He shook his
head. They had only the two nmags between them If they used up all their ammb to kill these few
stickies, they'd never nake it to the hotel

224

DEATH LANDS

Skydar k

225

Not that their chances | ooked good, anyway.

It was clear that the first stickies into Wllie ville, the ones who'd conme in under the berm
were al ready ahead of them thereby cutting off the nost direct line of access. They watched the
stickies pull the sec man apart and scatter the bits of flesh like confetti. As the nmutants noved
back toward the asphalt path, J.B., Doc and MI|dred retreated out of sight around the kiosk

The stickies didn't go far. They stopped at a manhole set in the mddle of the path and lifted the
cover. One by one the stickies disappeared down the hole. When they were gone, MIdred covered Doc
and J.B. while they stepped up to have a | ook

"I't's a power-line conduit," the Arnorer said. "It's heading in the direction of the hotel. It

ni ght be our only way in."

"What about the stickies?"

"At | east we know how many are ahead of us, Doc," he said.

J.B. clinbed down the netal |adder, and MIdred and Doc quickly foll owed. The conduit was six feet
in dianmeter. Mst of its width was packed with cables and plastic pipes, leaving a narrow slit
down the mddle for themto pass through. There was a channel cut in the floor for water runoff.
The only light was coning down through the opening above them

"Shh," J.B. said. "Listen."

They coul d hear scuffling sounds ahead. The stickies were noving away, and fast. Wth J.B. on
point, the trio went after them They had gone only a few hundred

feet when the earth began to ninble behind them Dust fromthe ceiling fluttered down |ike gray
snow.

"I't's the stickies," J.B. said. "The whole dam arny's up there. W've got to beat themto the
hotel . Run!"

Runni ng wasn't easy inside the pipe because the space was so narrow and the water-filled channe
in the floor tended to snag the sides of their boots. But they nmade good tine, maintaining their
di stance fromthe hordes behind themand rapidly gaining on the stickies in front of them

It cane as a conplete surprise when everything went white.

Hard Iight of inpossible brilliance filled the inside of their skulls. The whiteness billowed out,
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and when it shrank back, it left inits wake only black. J.B., Doc and M| dred were unconsci ous
before they hit the ground, stunned by the concussive pressure of the expl osion above and behind
them Debris rained on them but they didn't feel it

RYAN HAD H' S HAND cl anped over his face, trying to staunch bis nosebl eed when cries fromthe crowd
of norms bel ow caught his attention—ot cries of pleasure at his pain and suffering, but cries of
terror.

From a hei ght of twelve stories, he | ooked down to see the nob rushing for the | obby. And he saw
the reason why, too

Stickies | eaped and hurl ed thensel ves into the edge of the audience. There couldn't have been nore
t han
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fifteen of the mutants, and the crowd nunmbered better than two hundred, but the norm spectators
wer e toadies, wonen and children. Instead of cornering the few attackers and stonping themto
death, the crowd turned its back on the threat, allowing the stickles to pluck people out of the
mass at will and tear themto pieces.

Ryan had to squirmaround to keep the scene in view. He was still being pulled up toward the

pent house, and the notion caused himto twi st at the end of the rope.

The upward novenent stopped at the eighteenth floor, at about the sanme instant that autofire broke
out fromthe brewery.

Ryan arched his back to get a better |ook and saw the horde of stickles running toward the hot el
Then the rope slipped, his stonmach |urched and he dropped al nbst two hundred feet to the end of
his tether.

Close blaster fire roused himfrom nmonentary unconsci ousness. Sec nmen had stepped around the
civilians fighting to get into the |obby and formed a firing squad. Their barrage of autofire
sai l ed downrange, driving the on rushing stickles closer together.

A powerful explosion scattered the nutants into the wi nd.

Ryan twi sted around to get a better | ook

There was anot her explosion, and a wall of autofire erupted fromthe | obby.

Ryan groaned and cl apped his hand over his nose as blood started gushing again. As he struggl ed,
the autofire behind himceased. Wen the one-eyed man | ooked
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eback, he saw the sec nmen retreating through the | obby doors, |eaving himhanging there ten feet
above the ground. Like a party favor

THE SOUNDS of sustained blasterfire and the trenors of the explosions reached even the dim
recesses of the hol ers subbasenent In the elevator's power plant, the condemmed sl aves | eaned on
the great wheel, resting while they could. Faint screans filtered down through the |ayers of
concrete and steel. The slaves | ooked at one another and at the overseers. They said nothing, but
their eyes betrayed their anxiety.

Johnson Lester knew what it all neant.

"Stickles are inside the conmpound,"” Lester confided to the slave chained to the spoke beside him
"The sec nmen are blowing the nines to stop them"

The muti e slave was a dual breather, with sets of vestigial gills bel ow and behind the ears,
feathery pink frills that peeked out of crimson-tipped slits. Its neck and cheeks were sneared
with the black grease that had dripped fromthe gears above. "Wo cares?" the nutie said. "Don't
change not hi n* down here."

A shrill whistling sound sent one of the overseers hustling over to a plastic tube that hung from
the ceiling. He unblocked the funnel at the end, renoved the whistle and bellowed into it "What
floor?"

A voi ce shrilled back through the comruni cation tube. "Up! Take us up, quick!"

The overseer glanced at the dial on the wall over his
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head. The el evator's floor indicator said the car was at the | obby.

"You heard them" the overseer said, "crank it up." Wen the slaves didn't obey quickly enough to
suit him he unlinmbered his bullwhip. The twel ve-foot, braided | eather |ash sizzled across the

radi us of the wheel, the man's aimsurgically precise. He flicked the | obe of the gill nutie's ear
with the whip's leather tip, cutting the lobe in two.
"l said nove!"

The other two overseers cracked their whips just over the heads of the frantically scranbling
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sl aves. The condemned threw thensel ves at their spokes, trying to lift the car far enough for the
overseer to unlock the gears. Groaning, their feet braced against the floor treads, they couldn't
rai se the car so nuch as an inch.

"Work!" the overseer shouted.

Whi ps cracked. Backs arched, and | eg nuscles began to quiver fromthe strain.

The overseer had both hands on the gear |lever and was pulling with all his might. Still, he
couldn't free the dog

"Too many people in the car," one of the other slave drivers told him "These stupes can't lift
it. And if they do, they'll never hold it."

Letting go of the lever, the overseer picked up the end of the comunication tube. "You're

over| oaded!" he shouted into the funnel. "Half the passengers have to get out!"
"Hel p us!" the di senbodi ed voice called back. The
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words were hard to make it out over the yelling in the background. "Help us! The stickies are

al nost at the door!"

"Lighten the |l oad!" was the overseer's only advice.

Lester smrked. The panic-stricken toadies were goi ng nowhere. They, their w ves and brats would
have to take the stairs. Before this, the former sec man had never considered di e nunber of trips
he made up and down the tower's el evator every day, never considered the pain and suffering each
trip caused sone invisible, dooned |ackey.

Now he knew how nuch it hurt

Bringi ng the car down was the worst. There were no brakes. The slaves had to back around the floor
circle, holding the weight with their | egs while the overseers feathered the clutch

Wth a foot sweep that he only barely saw, the gill nmutie knocked Lester on his face on the floor
whi ch brought himinto range of the feet of the mutie chained to the spoke ahead. Lester took a
glancing blow to the side of the face, making himsee stars. But he was already rolling back, out
of reach.

As he straightened, the gill nmutie was glaring at him So was the woul d-be stonper, a hairy-backed
troll of a mutie.

It had been a planned attack, somehow hatched between them when he wasn't | ooking.

There was no use conplaining to the overseers. Al that would get himwas a cut fromtheir whips.
H s
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meager possessi ons hadn't bought himnmuch in the way of protection

Fusi || ades of blasterfire echoed down the nearby el evator shaft The racket was much | ouder, as the
sec men were now shooting inside the [ obby. The hotel was under all-out attack

The overseers nodded to one another. They didn't say anything. They just left the power plant,
headi ng for higher and presumably safer ground while they still could.

"Hey!" Lester shouted at the open doorway. "Hey, don't just |eave us here!”

Hi s words booned down the corridor

None of the other prisoners nmade a sound. Every nutie eye around the wheel was focused on the sec
nman.

THOUGH HE DIDN' T ALLOWIT to crack his battle face, Mirchi sson was stunned by the tenacity of the
stickles. Two or three of the bastards were bad enough, but when there were nore they seened to
spur one another on. Standing under the hotel marquee, he directed fire for the forty-odd sec nen
lined up in front of him

The stickle that charged right into the Iine of nuzzles had lost its right foot and ankle to an
expl osi on. The assenbl ed sec nen had seen it get up fromthe ground and watched it hop toward nmem
undaunt ed whil e bl ood spurted fromits wounds. Behind it, others, equally grievously wounded, were
al so resunming the assault
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Mur chi sson could tell his nmen were unnerved. Intact stickles were tough enough to face, |et alone
these nutil ated banshees. "Wait!" he shouted at his men, wal king up and down the firing line.
"Hold your fire."

He was vaguely aware of the chaos inside the |obby, the crowds of toadies trying to jaminto the
el evator, rushing for the staircase. He shut out the sounds of their screans.

The head sec nman let the first wave of nuties get within thirty feet of the building, until he
could see the black centers of their dead eyes, the glint of their needle teeth, until he could
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hear the tortured rasp of their wounded breat hing.

Forty autorifles opened fire.

A neat grinder of lead drilled into stickle flesh, bone and bl ood, blowi ng the on rush ing
nmonsters off their feet Gun snoke swirled across the field of view, then it was caught, lifted by
the wi nd, and gone.

Mur chi sson squi nted down the slight incline to the golf course and the tightly packed mass of
stickie soldiers, on the verge of being hit by another explosion. What he saw in the next instant
made his nmouth fall open. Al the stickies noved at once. As if choreographed, they split into two
forces, which rushed apart, one to the left, the other to the right It rem nded himof a col ony of
foraging ants, suddenly diverting froma threat

The sec nmen controlling the buried nmines detonated them but too |ate. They blew up stickies who
wer e al ready dead.
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Hi e novenent of troops was so nassive and so quick that there was no way to counter it The hote
was being fl anked.

"Pull back!'* he shouted to his nen. "Inside!" The real battle for Freedom City Mtor Hotel and
Casi no had begun

A STICKIE S HAND SWEPT past Ryan's face. It came so close he could feel the breeze it made, so

cl ose he could snell the sharp chem cal odor of its adhesive glands. There were five nore bel ow
him each trying to junp the ten feet or so and clanp their suckers onto his defensel ess head.

If he hadn't held his arns folded tightly to his chest, they would have grabbed themfor sure. In
their eagerness to rip him they fought and jostled one another for the best position. He could
see they were getting nore and nore frantic with frustration. They hissed and spit as they |eaped.
Then they started to clinb on top of one another, which nade theminstantly taller

The sec men kneeling inside front doors of the |obby were still shooting, but not in his
direction. He didn't expect covering fire fromthem anyway.

Ryan curled at the waist in a vertical sit-up. As a piggyback stickie clawed for himand m ssed,
he caught hold of his own shins with both hands. Then he snatched hold of the rope on his ankle,
first with one hand, then the other. He hauled hinself up the line, until he was well out of reach
of the hissing, screeching
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creatures below, then |ocked the | oose rope around his | egs.

Looki ng out over the golf course fromhis perch, Ryan saw the stickie formation split in two
parts. He knew right away what it neant. He shinnied up the line until he was even with the
hotel's fourth story. Then he started to swi ng back and forth on the rope.

Chapt er Ei ghteen

Lord Kaa stood frozen in the mddle of the battlefield, jostled this way and that by his own
troops as they darted away from danger. Though only his white orb was open, all three of his eyes
wept. There was no way he coul d have prepared hinself for the profound enotion of this networking.
Once he folded back the lids of his nmutant eye, once he was connected to his |egion, he saw what
each of his soldiers saw, felt what they felt through their own nerve endings. Not just the
exhilaration of battle, the fever joy of chilling, but the pleasure they took in dying in his
service, the pleasure they took in (heir own excruciating pain.

It burned himto the ground. These were warriors the |likes of which the world had never seen

The humlity he felt, the honor to be | eading such troops in a just and noble war, reduced himto
i mpotence, to catatonic immobility.

Expl osi ons ripped the air again, but over enpty ground.

This Kaa saw with borrowed eyes, the eyes of both the living and the dying. He saw the golf course
littered with the bodies of those who could no | onger see or fight These glorious dead, these

her oes, woul d never
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be nmourned, he vowed. They woul d be cel ebrated al ways. As the snoke shifted, so did the thousands
of troops that remained in the field. Soon the slaves would be free, and he woul d have even nore
He formed a mental picture for his arny of what was to come. It described the tightening of the
noose, the strangulation of Wllie ville.

Bul | ets screaned overhead as Kaa pinched closed his lids with his fingertips. He brushed away his
tears with the back of his hand. Then with Rogero at his side, he followed the right half of the
stickie formation. They left the golf course and ran through the arch of the anusenment zone.
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Bl asterfire fromthe top of the Ferris wheel chopped down a half dozen of the nud-daubed sol diers
at the front of the pack.

Kaa swung Joyeuse up and answered fire, raking the little swing-seats with 7.62 mmlead. The
strings of slugs tore the chairs apart and dunped out |inp, dark forns that dropped, pinwheeling,
crashing linply into the Ferris wheel's hub. He pushed Rogero onward, and they turned down the
path for the nutie zoo

As they approached that shanmeful prison, they could see the stickies had already broken down the
door. And even froma good way off, they could hear the tumult conming frominside. Kaa and Rogero
reached the entrance just as a pair of the killer mutants came running out holding a | ength of
fat, pinkish gray hose over their heads.

They were uncoiling soneone's guts.
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Kaa followed the grisly streanmer into the corridor A knot of stickies hid its source fromview
"Back!" he bel | oned.

The nutants parted, hands dripping red to the wists, to expose what was left of Kaa's old
teacher, Knack-erman. The norm no | onger had a face or eyes, and his belly had been cl awed open
fromsternumto groin. H s dead heart floated in a cavity awash in blood; it had a chunk bitten
out of it

The mutie worm had turned, all right, turned npst vicious.

The shrill noise that surrounded hi mmade Kaa's head reel. "Enough!" he shouted. And when they
woul dn't be quiet, he let Joyeuse gavel the inmates to silence. The M60 roared in the concrete
building, its ricochets singing nerrily off the walls and bars.

The ef fect was instantaneous.

No one even breat hed.

The piebald lord sent Rogero to Knackerman's office for the keys to the cages. Wen Rogero
returned, Kaa sent the paladin on to the slave quarters to free the nuties there.

Then Kaa noved to the center of the zoo, where all could hear him speak. H's voice was |oud and
deep and it nade the prison walls ring. "I amKaa,*' he said, "once called Zit, once called
Bl ot ch. Once shaned |ike you, once defaned |ike you, once degraded |ike you, | have liberated
mysel f fromthe tyranny of the nornms. And | have conme to |iberate you."

He did a quick circuit of the zoo's cells. He did this
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trotting with his arns raised over his head, turning to display his nmutant skin and his nutant
eye. He wanted each of themto know who was responsible for their release, that it was a brother
freak they owed their lives to. Wien he was done with the victory lap, it took a second burst of
7.62 mmtracers to quiet the ecstatic prisoners.

"The baron's hotel is surrounded,” he said. "H s sec men are in full retreat. Wth your help we
will soon chill themall. There will be blasters and beaters and stickers for you. There will be
revenge for all your suffering. And there will be booty. As nuch as you can carry."

Kaa started to open the cells himself, and he |laid hands on each of his new recruits as they were
freed. The forner zoo specinmens didn't rush out of the building where they had been kept and
abused for so long, but remained in the corridor to watch the liberation of the very |ast captive.
He had rel eased about half the prisoners when he cane to a cage with two beings in it Unlike the
others, they weren't frantic to be freed; by conparison, the red-eyed teenager w th shoul der-

| ength white hair and the enornbus nmutie nountain lion seemed al nost tranquil. The youth had his
hand resting on the big cat's back. Both were smling fierce, proud snmles. The lion's grin
exposed canines |ike yell ow daggers.

Kaa put the key in the lock and turned it. "Conme out,"'
me fight for the freedom of our race.”
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The boy and the lion didn't nove for the exit

"Can you speak?" Kaa asked.

"I can speak," Jak replied

"What are you waiting for?"

he said, swi nging open the gate, "and help

"Friend," the teenager said. "She put her same tine | was. She's here sonmewhere. | not tight
anyone or go anywhere w thout her."
"Come out and follow ne. W'll find your friend."

Jak and the Iion hopped down fromthe cage. The other muties gave thema w de berth, practically
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falling over thenmselves to clear a path. It wasn't because of the slimteenager with the ruby
eyes; it was because of his new sidekick with the curving, yellow fangs.

Kaa continued through the cells, releasing all the prisoners. The first thing nost of themdid was
to throw thenselves at his feet and kiss or lick his nuddy boots. Mdst were crying as they ran
down the corridor. They had never expected to live to see this day.

"There. That's her," Jak said.

The lord of the nmutants stopped short, stopped breathing when he saw the red-haired female with
the Ium nous green eyes. Even through the bars of the cage, he sensed the innmense gravity of the
power at her center. And he knew at once that she was the one he sought

"Angelica," he said softly.

The red-eyed boy stepped up to the bars. "Getting out of here, Krysty," he told her. "Going to be
okay. "

The red-haired fenale's eyes nmet Kaa's.

But instead of the warnth and affection that he felt
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at first sight of her, upon seeing him she radi ated anxiety, even fear. Her reaction shocked him
and was painful to his heart.

He unl ocked her cage and | et her out.

"You know ne," he said to her

"1 know you."

"And you are Angelica," he said, "the one prom sed ne by fate."

She didn't deny it. Her enmerald eyes stared straight into his. Apparently she had overcone her
fear.

Touching her chin lightly, he turned her face to the torchlight so he could see it better. Her red
hair slithered around his wist, seizing it with amazing power. It surprised him but he didn't

j erk back his hand.

"Cone, Angelica,"” he said, "I will show you our brand-new world."
Doc WAS SURE that he was dead. He coul dn't see anything, couldn't hear anything, couldn't fee
anyt hi ng.

Finally, he thought. The ordeal of his fragnented, torturous existence was finally over
Then a hand shook him

"Get up, Doc."

It wasn't God, calling himto the Throne of Judgnent.

It was M| dred Weth.

He awoke with his cheek resting in the conduit's water channel. It was very dark. He tried to sit
up and couldn't nanage it in the narrow space. He pulled him
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self up to his feet using the cables nounted al ong the walls as handhol ds.

"What happened?" he asked.

"Explosion," J.B. said. "Must've gone off right over the tunnel. If you can nove, let's go."

"1 can nove."

They soon di scovered that the stickles who'd been in front of themhadn't been so |lucky. The
concussi on of the explosion had torn them apart. The tunnel dripped with their fluids, and the
channel was clogged with their [inp bodies. The friends had to wal k on the corpses to get by them
"I didn't count them" J.B. said, "but | think all of the stickies ahead of us bought the farm"
More expl osi ons rocked the conduit behind them However, the detonations were farther away this
time and didn't have the same stunning effect. They continued on at top speed until they could see
golden light at the end of the conduit, then they proceeded with caution. The passage opened onto
a lowceilinged roomcramred with electrical boards, fuse panels, pipes, air ducts and | ong-dead
machi nery. The cables in the conduit fanned out over a broad wall lit by torches. Al ong the floor
wer e stacked seal ed cans of paint, solvent and cleaners, renm nders of a tinme when everything stil
ran and had to be maintai ned.

J.B. kicked one of the cans, and sonething sl oshed inside.

"I think we're in the hotel," he said, taking a torch off the wall. "Let's find out where."
Skydar k

241

He opened the door at the end of the long roomand faced a dri pping concrete corridor, nuch |ike
the one they had seen when they were taken to the cooler. As they headed down the hall, they

qui ckly confirmed their l|ocation. They saw the plastic lilies wired to the doors of Baron Elijah's
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crypts.

"The elevator is that way," MIdred said.

As they neared it, they could hear the noise fromthe |obby rolling down the enpty shaft: people
scream ng, gunfire. There was no sign of sec nen. Apparently they were all upstairs, righting for
their |ives.

J.B. rounded die last corner with the Armalite's butt against his shoulder. He swept the sights
across the fronts of the elevators. The good news was there were no targets, normor stickie. The
bad news was that both sides of the shaft were enpty. The elevator that still worked wasn't on
this floor. Then he saw the door to the power plant standing ajar. He waved for MIldred and Doc to
follow him but cautiously.

When J.B. barged into the power room the slaves jerked their heads up fromthe wheel's spokes.
"I't's okay," he said. "Everybody relax."

Doc and MIdred took up positions just inside the doorway.

"Unl ock us so we can fight," one of the slaves said.

"It's the sec man," Mldred said, "the one who turned us in. Hardly recognized hi munder all that
grease. "

"W aren't doing anybody any good chai ned down here,
242

DEATHLANDS

The ot her slaves shouted their agreenent, but there was sonething in their eyes that J.B. didn't
like. He wasn't sure which side they'd fight on if they were freed.

Through the end of the communi cati on tube, they could hear the canvas-ripping sounds of sustained
auto-fire, only distorted, tinny.

"There is sonething you can do,** J.B. told them "Does the elevator still work?"
The sl aves nodded.

"W had to stop running it because there were too many people trying to pack into it,"
sai d.

"But you can bring the elevator car down to this floor?"

"Sure," the sec nan said.

"What are you thinking, John?" MIdred asked.

"I'mthinking | nmight have a way to get us out of here alive."

Chapt er Ni neteen

Miure his son ramed the steel-shod butt of his Uzi carbine into the face of the resisting toadie.
Clutching his shattered nose, the man abruptly sat on the staircase. Blood squirted out between
his fingers.

"Qut of the way!" Mirchisson shouted at the others. "Clear a path!"

Thi ngs weren't going well.

When the bead sec man and the baron had laid out the plans for the defense of Wllie ville, they
hadn't thought an attack woul d happen in daylight, with nost of the norm popul ati on outside the
hotel's tower. The plait, should the bermwalls fail, should the mines fail to stop an advance,
was to nmake the stickies pursue the baron's sec nen up the twisting stairwells, where they could
unl eash withering, concentrated fircpower. The key to the strategy was an orderly and rapid
retreat They needed to be able to withdraw in order to keep the nutants at a safe and proper

bl asti ng di stance.

In the real world of unforeseen events, that wasn't possible.

The line of retreat was bl ocked by the bodies of the toadies and their kin packing the stairs. The
sec men
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at the bottom of the stairwell couldn't back up without falling over their own.

Over Murchisson's shoulder the din of autofire shook the stairs. Cordite snmoke coiled up the well
When he turned and | ooked down, he could see the stickies hurling thenselves onto the barrels of
his men's weapons. The suicidal bastards absorbed dozens of high-power rounds so the nonsters who
followed could clinmb over themand onto the nmonentarily trapped sec nen.

The baron's sec chief considered using fraggers to clear the bottomof the stairwell, but he knew
the shrapnel spray would take out many of his men. He glared at the clot of norns on the stairs
above him

VWhat was hol di ng things up?

Using the butt of his Uzi, Mirchisson battered his way through the crowd. "Mve! You worthless
sacks of shit," he told them

Wien he reached the next |anding, he found it bl ocked by a mass of people. They were poundi ng on

Lester said.

Lest er
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the steel fire door, which was cl osed and evidently | ocked.

"Let us in!" the toadies cried.

"No. You' ve got to go higher. Keep noving up the stairs!"”

He pushed back the bl ockage and | ooked around the corner of the |anding. People packed the stairs
all the way up as far as he could see.

"Dam!" the sec man said. Turning back, he shouted for a squad of the rearnpst sec nmen. They
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came crashing, kicking up the steps. The toadies and their famlies crushed to the sides of the
well to get out of their way.

"AH right," Mirchisson said, "I want a path opened all the way to the top. Get going."

The sec men were only too glad to oblige, because it put distance and bodi es between them and t he
ragi ng stickies. Tranping up the staircase, they used fists and feet to drive a wedge between the
norms. The stubborn ones were knocked over the railing.

Mur chi sson stepped into the wake his troops nade. "Up!" he said to the toadies. "Follow us up!"
Above the seventeenth floor the stairwell was clear. Mirchisson and his nen took the steps three
at a tine. Wien the head sec nan reached the open fire door to the twenty-fourth floor, he

i medi ately started herding the norns behind himinside.

"Move to the end, dammit!" he shouted, waving them past the elevators. "To the end!"

The creamof WIllie ville funnel ed, dazed and shaking, down the hallway |lined with | ooted couches
and chairs.

RYAN SWUNG HI MSELF over the rail of the fourth-floor balcony. Hobbled by ankl e chains, he nade an
ungainly landing on a patio table. He tied off the end of the rope on the rail. Finding the slider
| ocked, he picked up a netal chair and snmashed in the gl ass.

The dark hotel room consisted of a bathroom bedroom open closet and a built-in dresser. The wall
mr-
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ror was | ong gone, as was every other bit of furnishing not nailed or screwed down. He checked the
bat h, which was enpty. Wien he stepped out into the dimhall, he canme face-to-face with the

crowned muzzl e of a hogleg, stainless-steel blaster—a Ruger Redhawk .44 Magnum w th a seven-and- a-
hal f-i nch barrel

The toadie normon the other end of the Redhawk was shaking up a storm He could hardly miss at
thi s range, though.

"K-k-kill you," the man said. Ryan swept the Ruger's long barrel aside and cl anped his hand over
the blaster's cylinder. The toadie tried to discharge the weapon into Ryan's leg, but with the
cylinder trapped, the hanmer wouldn't rise on double action

Ryan hit himonce in the stomach with his left hand. The bl ow doubl ed the nan over and dropped him
to his knees. He let go of the .44-caliber blaster

The one-eyed warrior turned the handcannon around and cocked it.

"Don't shoot nme," the toadi e begged between gasps for air.

Ryan ignored him He put the pistol's nuzzle against the first link of the ankle chain and fired.
Fl anme bel ched fromthe barrel, and the hallway rocked fromthe blast. H's ankles were no | onger
connected. He swung out the cylinder and saw he had three live rounds |eft.

"You shoul dn't be down here," Ryan told the man as he snapped the action closed. "Nobody shoul d be
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this close to the ground. The stickles can clinb up the outside of the building. Is anybody el se
on this floor?"

"Un- huh. "

"Well, get themthe hell out. And quick. Before the stairwell is cut off."

When the toadie just stood there, Ryan realized he was going to have to do it hinself. He shoved
the man ahead of himas he storned down the hall, kicking and pounding on the doors. "Everybody
out!" he yelled. "Stickies are comng! You can't stay here. You're not safe!"

Behi nd himthe doors opened a crack, and the hiding norns started filing out.

Ryan had just one i medi ate goal, which was to recover their weapons. The last time he'd seen
them they were twenty-one floors up. He headed for the stairwell door. He didn't have to put his
ear to it to hear gunshots and screarns.

It was already too |ate. The sec nen had retreated to a higher floor. There was nothing but
stickles in the stairwell.

Ryan didn't say anything to the norms. He couldn't help them He abruptly turned and pushed past
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them noving back the way he had cone.

"What do we do?" one of the toadies cried. "Wiat do we do?"

Di e, Ryan thought You die.

When the one-eyed warrior reentered tjhe bal cony roomwhere he had tied off the rope, stickies
were al ready scranbling over the rail onto the patio. Three of
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them rushed at hi mthrough the broken slider. He raised the Redhawk and tired once.

A foot of flame | eaped fromthe nuzzle as the weapon roared. The single 240-grain slug snmashed
through the first nmutant's head, then the second and finally the third. They toppled like

dom noes. He wal ked over their shuddering hul ks and out onto the bal cony. As he did, another
sticki e popped up over the railing. The massive handbl aster bucked as Ryan shot it in the face,

poi nt - bl ank. The stickie's bald head blurred into a red mst. Its body dropped, then stopped. The
sucker hands were still stuck to the steel railing. They held the headl ess corpse dangling there
whi |l e bl ood bubbled fromthe stunp of its neck

Tucki ng the Ruger into his wai stband, Ryan untied the rope, junped up on the railing and | aunched
hinself into space. As he swung out, he could see stickies clinmbing frompatio to patio on the
outside of the hotel. In seconds they would be swarning over the fourth floor

Ryan started to pull hinmself up the rope. It was nuch easier going with his ankles free, but stil
a long, dangerous clinb to the penthouse. As he inched past the floors, he could see figures
runni ng about and he heard al nbst constant blasterfire.

As he reached the nineteenth floor, a sec nman rushed out onto the bal cony. The man paid himonly a
qui ck glance. He | eaned over the rail and, seeing the tiny forns scaling the side of the building,
he let out a ferocious curse. Though he had a rifle, he didn't take a
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shot. He turned and ran back inside the hotel. Ryan heard himyelling a warning to his conrades as
he raced down the hall

The rope under Ryan tw tched, tensed and stretched. He | ooked past his boots and saw that he was
no | onger the rope's only passenger. Many stories down a stickie had grabbed the end of it and was
shinnying up after him light and quick, like a spider on a web. Even as Ryan watched, five nore
of the nutants caught the end of the rope and started up

Wth the suckers on their lingers and the adhesive gl ands, he knew there was no way he could shake
themoff the line, so he didn't even try. Instead, he redoubled his efforts to clinb the rope,
nmovi ng toward the penthouse as fast as he could. His concern wasn't just that the nutants would
overtake him He knew the stickies were so stupid that nore and nore of them would keep junping on
the rope until their conbined weight finally snapped it. He didn't want that to happen while he
was still clinbing.

When he reached the top-floor bal cony, he caught hold of the rail and pulled hinmself over. The
first thing he saw were the bodies of Elijah's kin. They were sprawl ed am d shards of glass. The
patio floor was a bl oody | ake. Qut of the corner of his eye Ryan caught a glinpse of shadows
novi ng i nside the penthouse. He couldn't do anything about them There wasn't time to secure his
back. The first stickie on the rope was already level with the twenty-second fl oor

He grabbed one of the fifty-pound sandbags and laid
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it onits side on the rail. The tag ends of the rope that cinched the bag cl osed were six inches

I ong. Ryan quickly wapped the ends around the rope and knotted themtight. Then he pushed the bag
off the balcony. It sizzled as it slid down the nmain line. He saw the stick-ie's dead eyes go wi de
and its flabby nouth gape as it |ooked up and realized what was about to happen—and that there was
no escape.

The sandbag sail ed down the rope, gaining speed until it smashed into the head of the first
stickie, knocking it |oose. The nutant spiral ed in space, then dropped in a headlong dive. Still

| ooped to the rope, the bag kept on going, and once again picked up speed. The stickie bel ow swing
around on the rope to avoid getting bashed on the head. The bag missed its skull, but the inpact
of the sliding | oop broke the sucker grip of its hands. The bag continued to slide down the rope,
and |i ke beads on a string the clinbing stickles slipped away, falling off the end of the rope and
crashing to the parking | ot

"Ni ce work," said a voice behind Ryan

It was Baron WIllie Elijah, his face nicked and bl eeding from broken gl ass. Blobs of spattered

bl ood clung to his coarse white chest hairs. The baron held one of the G 12s aimed at the one-eyed
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warrior's heart, the fire selector set on three-round bursts.

Ryan thought about going for the Redhawk's grip, but knew even if he reached it, he'd never get
seven and a half inches of barrel out of the front of his pants before Elijah drilled him He
slow y rai sed his hands.

Skydar k

251

THE BLASTERFI RE and expl osions frominside the conmpound gave the mutie slaves in the baron's
fields their first clue that Wllie ville was under assault. They stopped whatever they were

doi ng, straightened fromthe rows of crops, |eaned on the handles of their shovels and turned
toward the sounds of the pitched battle.

The overseer stared in disbelief at the plunes of snoke and debris spiraling up fromthe center of
the ville. Behind himthe staves in the pit junmped up and down. The overseer didn't know what to
do, where to run. He should have done sonething; he shouldn't have just stood there flat-footed,
with his back to his prisoners.

The raghead sl ave gripped the end of his shovel's handl e and swing the side of the blade at his
oppressor's head. The steel edge sliced into the flesh, shearing off a great bloody chunk
Screaning, clutching at the back of his head with one hand, the overseer unlinbered his whip with
the other. Before he could strike, another of the slaves brought its shovel's blade hard across
the boss nman's shins. The overseer crunpled into the pit, and the slaves closed in on him raising
and sw ngi ng down their shovels.

It was payback tinme, and they repaid himw th interest, using the edges of their shovels to chop
and hack his body to ribbons of flesh.

The slaves in the surrounding fields saw what the pit crew was doi ng and sei zed the opportunity to
attack
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their overseers, as well. Using garden tools, sticks, hands and feet, they overpowered them and
beat themto die ground. In a matter of mnutes there were no nore living slave masters outside
the walls of Wllie ville.

When the nuties in die pit saw a group of stickies comng toward them fromthe shantytown, they
whooped and cheered and waved their gory shovels in the air. Then they rushed across the river
valley to neet their liberators.

As the two bands of nutants came together at the edge of the cultivated area, other slaves in
distant fields noved to join them hobbling with their young strapped on their backs.

Raghead stepped forward to greet the | eader of the stickies. "Thank you, brother. W cone to join
Kaa in the war agai nst the norns."

No sooner were the words out of Raghead's nmouth than the muffled nutant realized sonething was
wong. Very wong. Backing up as the stickie advanced. Rag-head bunped into fell ow shovel ers.

The stickie captain sniffed the air around him then its dead eyes caught the glint of red on the
edges of their shovels. VWhinpering, it snelled the fresh blood on their tools, and its tongue
traced over the points of needle teeth. It started to shake, and strands of clear goo began to
weep fromits fingertips.

The sane thing was happening to the other stickies.

The pit crew had nowhere to go. They were surrounded and out numnber ed.
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Rogero, captain of the stickies, paladin and peer of Kaa, |eaned down and grabbed hold of the
chain that connected Raghead's ankles, jerking it so the mutie crashed to its back on the ground
The stickies swarned in a flash. As they tore off the headgear, exposing the hideous, tunor-
ravaged face, other stickies tripped and junped the remaining slaves. Their agoni zed death screans
rotted over the river plain.

The other staves coming in fromthe fields stopped where they were. They stared at the mad
scranbling in the dirt, the clouds of rising dust. Then they turned and ran for their lives.
Chapter Twenty

In the flickering torchlight of the bank vault, Krysty watched the huge nutant called Kaa thrash
and quiver on the floor. His jaws snapped together. H's normeyelids, which were shut, fluttered
and twitched. And he wasn't die only one having a fit. The quartet of stickles in the vault was
shaki ng uncontrol | ably and noani ng. They, too, appeared to be unconsci ous. The suddenness and
viol ence of the attacks had nade Krysty, Jak and the other nuties stop what they were doi ng, which
was stuffing the baron's Apocal ypticon into plastic trash bags.

O the twenty fully conscious nuties in the vault, only Krysty dared to go near the piebald nan
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She leaned in for a closer ook at the blind white eye in his forehead. Under the nilky surface,
she could see a tracery of fine capillaries. The lids that protected it were flabby, puckery
things; they were nade of the kind of skin usually associated with a scrotum not a face. Bl oody
tears welled up in die sagging cup of the lower lid, then overflowed, spilling down his brows and
cheeks.

Lord Kaa was caught up in a terrible internal struggle; for what and with whom Krysty had no way
of
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knowi ng. The powerful mnuscles of his neck and shoul ders were corded. His lips curled back from
tightly clenched teeth. The battl e had begun the noment he had unpeel ed his niddl e eye.

It was a conflict he didn't seemto be wi nning.

Krysty was confused by her own enptions as she watched himsuffer the torments of an invisible
hell. There was a terrible beauty to hi mraot just his size and nassive nuscul ature, not just his
skin, not just the third eye that decorated his forehead. She sensed sonething inside him
sonet hi ng vul nerabl e, sonething pure. She couldn't even describe whatever it was to herself
because she didn't have the right words, inmages, context She only knew what it nade her feel to be
near him

Ane.

The creature who called hinself Kaa was unique. The fol ktal es of Death |ands, which Krysty had

| earned by heart at her nother's knee, enconpassed a w de range of mnutated species, real and

i maginary, with attri butes and powers equally diverse, but such a being as this had never even
been hinted at.

Though there had been no jack, no gain in it for him Kaa had freed her fromthe captivity of the
norns. He had freed all the slaves of Wllie ville. It was unheard- of .

And sonehow he had managed to unite the stickies and other nutie races into a cohesive fighting
force, which was inpossible.
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"What do you think's wong with him Jak?" Krysty asked. "Do you think he's dying?"
"Lion says he's chilling," the teenager said, "in his sleep."

Krysty hadn't heard the lion talk, but she knew that didn't mean he couldn't She wondered if only
Jak coul d hear him

"He's chilling norms out in the ville?" she asked

"No. Can't ck> nothing to norns with head. Chills themwi th his M60. Does things to stickles with
brai n, though. Look at those guys over there. Shaking them apart."

That's what it |ooked like to Krysty, too. The four stickies' bodies were jerking and snappi ng,
and white foam was pouring out of their nouths.

When she gl anced back at Kaa, she was relieved to see that he had stopped his thrashing. He sat up
and, bracing his back against the brushed steel of the safety-deposit boxes, pinched his third eye
shut The battle was clearly done, but at a cost. Kaa let his chin sink onto his chest for a few
seconds. Wen he raised his head, she saw there was angui sh, perhaps even a touch of despair, in
his face.

The first words out of his nmouth fornmed a question, and a strange one at that

"Have you ever chilled someone you | oved?"

"No," she said, "I haven't."

"I did, just now," he told her, "with my mind. | chilled a trusted friend who betrayed ne, because
he couldn't overcome his nature. Because | was too weak
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to protect himfromit. The predarks had a word for such weakness. They called it hubris. | didn't

realize until now, because | was blinded by pride, that there were limts to ny gifts. It never
occurred to ne that ny control mght be finite, that six thousand stickies were too many to
contain when there was blood nist in the air."

"l don't understand," Krysty said.

"My pal adin, Rogero," he explained, "commtted the ultimate crinme against the noral order of the
new people. He willfully and for his own pleasure caused the death of a fellow nutant He did this
whil e connected to every other stickle mind in my legion. Once he started the chilling of the
field slaves, |I. couldn't nmake himstop. | couldn't siop the stickies with him either. Soon their
bl ood lust woul d have infected the whole arny. | had no choice but to terminate the life of one |

| oved, as son, brother, friend, also in full view of the others. |I didn't do it to nmake a point,
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as an object lesson to ny troops. Stickies don't learn through pain, their own or that of others.
Pain is their sacranent, Angelica."

When Krysty | ooked puzzled, he said, "I know all this is strange to you. | know and | apol ogi ze.
You and | have nuch to talk about. There is nuch that | do not understand mysel f. Muich that
puzzles ne. | know you will be able to help ne sort it out"

Kaa rose and went over to examine the four stickies. They had finally quieted down. They night
have been sl eeping, except for the thin trickle of blood that |eaked
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fromthe noseless nostrils, the twin holes in the centers of their faces. "They were too close to
me when | showed the death card to Rogero,"” he said ruefully. "I didn't intend to chill them only

him Brave ones lost, for nothing."

When Kaa turned back, he caught Krysty staring at the M60. She hadn't formed the thought of
trying to grab it and use it on himuntil the instant their eyes nmet. Then it was there, as big as
life. Grab the blaster and use it. And she knew that he knew what was in her nmind. It was the kind
of shameful idea—the opposite of the heart, the spirit—that pops up w thout warni ng sonetines,
perhaps to chasten people for presuming to think they know precisely who and what they are. And
what they are capable of.

Kaa picked up the autobl aster and | eaned it against the wall beside her, along with yards of
belted ammo, thereby denonstrating that he trusted her, even though he knew what was on her mnd
"I call it Joyeuse," he said, stroking the front sight. "It means 'joy' in a predark |anguage. It
was the nane a predark baron gave to his weapon. That baron used Joyeuse to beat back a pl ague of
darkness and evil and rebuild his land."

Qut si de, the sounds of battle raged on

"Continue the packing," Kaa told the freed nuties. He observed them as they took the stacks of
docunents fromthe floor and fromthe open safety-deposit boxes and piled themin plastic trash
bags. "Don't fill the bags too full,"” he said. "W have to be able to carry
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them And | don't want themto break. Doubl e-bag themuntil the supply of bags runs [ow."

Kaa then nmoved closer to Krysty and, while she worked, he spoke to her in a low, confidential

voi ce. "This predark baron," he said, "this hero | nentioned, he established |l aw, order and peace
in his land during his lifetime. But after his death, the countryside and the people he had freed
descended back into the pit. The power that he al one possessed had held together the wild and

di sobedi ent pal adi ns, the conpeting interests of corrupt adm nistrators and traders.

"I learned much fromny study of this man's story. | |earned enough to see ny life reflected in
his tale. | know that when | die, if nmy power dies with ne, whatever | have buitt will fall apart
That even if we rid Death | ands of the norns who have enslaved and butchered us, the new people
will have no future. That is why you are so inportant”

"I don't understand."”

"You will, Angelica. You will."

HOWLI NG THE STI CKERS ri pped and cl awed at the few renmai ning sec nen who stood between them and
the twenty-fourth floor |anding. Mirchisson thrust his Uzi over the shoulder of a man in front of
himand fired full-auto into the seething nass of nuties, stitching a line of 9 mmlead across
their heads. Even as he fired, the dead-eyed bastards yanked down a sec man and started to pul
his face off. They were dam hard to
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chill. Even a head shot, unless it was a brain-corer, didn't stop them

Al the way up the stairs, he and his nmen had battled the arnmy of stickies. The nore they chilled,
the nore they faced—a seeningly endl ess supply of needle teeth and suckered hands. Mirchisson
didn't know how many nen he'd lost, at least half of his force, maybe nore.

The stairwell was full of stickies now, and they were all clinbing, pushing up to the top floors.
The baron's security force had reached the end of the line. The stairs didn't access the

pent house; the twenty-fourth floor was as far up as they went.

"Inside!" he shouted to his nen. "Get inside the door."

When the | ast man stepped back over the threshold, the sec nen behind himslamed the fire door
closed. O tried.

A cluster of stickie hands and arms bl ocked the door from shutting.

Mur chi sson shoved the nuzzle of his Uzi through the crack and opened fire. The clattering action
spewed a cascade of spent brass as he blasted the stickies away fromthe door. He fired until the

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...6Deathlands%20(12/55)/035%20-%20Skydark.txt (81 of 109) [12/24/2004 11:24:45 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ A x| er,%20James GCoDeathl ands¥620(12/55)/035%20-%20Sky dark .txt

mag came up enpty.

Bef ore he could get the blaster back in, a stickie grabbed the barrel. For a second they played
tug-of-war with the carbine, a game Murchi sson realized he couldn't win. Wth a curse he let go of
t he weapon, and the sec nen crashed the steel door closed.

The situation was bad.
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Mur chi sson avoi ded | ooking into the expectant, terrified faces of the nornms huddl ed on the couches
and chairs of the hallway. They wanted to hear sonme words of encouragenent fromhim He had

not hing good to tell them The defensive plan for Wllie ville was a bust. There was no way they
coul d have foreseen having to face an arny of that size. And now they had retreated as far as they
could go. They had amp stockpiled on this floor, they were comritted to naking their stand here
Except for the crying of the children and wonen, it was eerily quiet. For the first time in nany
m nutes, there was no shooti ng.

The lull seened om nous.

Mur chi sson did a quick count of his nen. There were fewer than he'd hoped had survived. Not fifty,
but twenty. It wasn't enough to put a blaster on each of die possible entry sites for the
stickies. There were so nmany ways they could get in: through the bal conies, w ndows, air ducts,

el evator shaft For all he knew, they could chew through the rad-blasted walls.

The head sec man wal ked over to the double pair of open doors of the elevator shaft. He stuck his
head in and shouted up to the penthouse. "Sir? W could use sone nore shooters down here. Could
you send down the sec team you' ve got up there?"

There was no answer.

"Sir?"

"Hold out the mutie bastards," canme the voice of
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the baron, echoing down the shaft. "I'mcounting on you."

End of conversation.

"Dam, " Murchi sson said. He gestured for three of his nen to give hima hand. They broke into the
| ong wooden crates stacked along the wall opposite the elevators. The boxes were full of stanped-
steel, cheapo blasters. He rearnmed hinself with a KG99, a giant step down fromthe Uzi he'd just
| ost.

He started going up and down the rows of chairs and couches, passing out |oaded handbl asters and
machi ne pistols to the nal e toadies. He had no choice. He put themin position to defend the wonen
and children from various possible angles of attack.

"Don't use them blasters unless the stickies break onto the floor," he warned them

Whi ch, he thought, was going to be any minute.

"MUIRCH is RIGHT," Ryan said. "You' re going to need every shooter you can get. How about giving ne
back ny bl aster?"

Elijah | ooked over at the pile of confiscated weapons. He seened to vacillate, then his expression
hardened. "Just sit there and shut up. | need to think."

The one-eyed nman used the nonent to survey the others trapped in the penthouse. The handful of
very inportant toadies cowered on the couch, and nervous sec nen were pacing with their blasters
at the ready. Roonie-Two sat in a comer with her babe on her |ap, hugging her. The eyes of the
baron' s granddaught er -
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wife were huge with fear. Across the portal of the shattered slider lay the bodies of her sisters
and their children.

Ryan found it hard to feel sorry for any of them except the girl child. The others had brought
all this on thenselves, especially the baron. It just went to prove that you reaped what you
sowed, eventually. A few thousand stickies had reduced the baron's sphere of influence—which had,
only hours before, extorted tribute from hundreds of mles of Deathlands—+to two floors of a hotel
When the stickies were through with it, there'd be nothing left of Elijah's enterprise but ashes
and bone chi ps.

It was all over for Wllie ville.

He wondered if it was all over for his friends. If so, he knew that Krysty, J.B., Doc, Jak and

M | dred probably suffered terribly before they died. It's what the stickies did best Hurt people.
He knew that from experience.

Ryan consi dered whet her he should try to chill the baron, to pay hi mback for causing the deaths

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...6Deathlands%20(12/55)/035%20-%20Skydark.txt (82 of 109) [12/24/2004 11:24:45 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ A x| er,%20James GCoDeathl ands¥620(12/55)/035%20-%20Sky dark .txt

of his conpanions. Elijah was a stupid, greedy man, typical, really, of the feudal |ords who rul ed
parts of Deathlands by force of arnms. Across the roomthe Redhawk lay beside J.B.'s hat. If he was
going to nake a dive for a blaster, that would be the one. It was shorter than the G 12s, so it
woul d be quicker to sight

He wei ghed the pros and cons, but in the end he decided not to go for it The stickies would nake a
much better job of chilling the baron than he ever
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could. Despite Elijah's warning to keep quiet, Ryan decided he couldn't mss this final chance to
rub it in.

"Seens |like we're all sort of up a tree," he said.

Sec nmen guarding the balcony glared at him as if a few hard | ooks woul d nake hi m stop tal ki ng.
"We've crawl ed out to the last branch and out to the very tip," he continued.

"Shut himup!" Skeen said.

Ryan regarded the toadie with contenpt. "You better cal mdown and get your m nd around what's
comng," he said. "Qtherwi se, you won't be ready to face it."

"W still have a chance,"” Skeen protested.
"Yeah, that's right," Ryan said. "But only if we can learn to fly real quick."
Rooni e- Two | ooked up at the baron. "Is he right, Poppadaddy? Are we all gonna die?"

Elijah tried to speak, but he couldn't seemto get any words out. He gently stroked her hair.
"Don't let them get us, Poppadaddy," Roonie-Two said. "At |east Poonie-Two and Tooni e- Two and
their babies died real quick. Don't let the stickies tear ne and Rooni e- Three apart. Poppadaddy,
pronmi se nme that before that happens you'll chill us yourself."

For the first tine ever, Ryan saw defeat in the baron's eyes, crushing defeat and a terrible
sadness. It wasn't a pretty sight. Elijah was conming to terns with the facts, and the facts were
that everything ended here, all that he had worked for his whole life, all his dreans.

"I prom se you, gal,"” he said as his eyes welled up with tears. "I won't let them have you."
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"THEY' RE ON THE BALCONY bel owl " the sec man cried, drawi ng back fromthe rail. "There's a fucking

mllion of them"

The blasterfire on the twenty-fourth floor started up al nbst inmmedi ately. Ryan had never heard
anything like it. It shook the floor under his feet, rattled paintings off walls, vases off

tabl es. Under it, screans were barely audible.

"Chill them " the baron shouted. "Chill the bastards!"

The sec nmen | eaned out over the rail and sprayed the stickies on the bal cony beneath them

"It's comng apart, Elijah," Ryan said.

"CGet your blaster," the baron told him "One-eye, get your goddam bl aster."

As Ryan crossed the floor, bullets clawed up through it, a spray of |ead that chewed chunks out of
the rug and gnawed at the ceiling. Ryan dived for the corner with slugs clipping at his heels.
Chapter Twenty-One

"I believe | can carry one nore," Doc said, wiggling his left index finger The old man was | aden
down with round and rectangul ar cans. He held them not only hooked over his arns, wists, hands
and fingers, but wedged under his arms, as well.

J.B. glanced over the row of nmetal containers that renmained al ong the subbasenent wall, checking
the | abels. He selected one that was nearly full and | ooped the handl e over the old man's extended
finger.

"Can we go now?" M| dred asked. She was |ikew sel bent under the conbi ned wei ght of nunerous one-
gallon cans. "This stuff isn't getting any lighter."

"Go on," J.B. said as he gathered up his own burden. He foll owed Doc and MIdred back to the
elevator. At his direction they piled the selection of solvents and thinners in front of the

el evat or opening, alongside the others they had brought on the previous trips.

The clatter of battle rattled down the shaft

"Seens farther away, doesn't it?" Mldred said.

"I't does," Doc agreed. "Mst definitely."

"The stickies are charging up the tower,** J.B. said, "driving the baron's sec nmen ahead of them
It looks like old Elijah's going to nake his | ast stand on the
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pent house fl oor, which neans all those chill-crazed stickies will end up jamed butt to el bow on
the floor underneath, beating on the walls and ceiling trying to get in and get at him'*
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J.B. led his friends back through the power-plant door. The slaves didn't |look glad to see him
"Ckay, let's get that car down here," he told them

Sullenly the nuties rose to the task, bracing their arns against the steel turnstile. No one
pushed, though.

"Mowve it," J.B. ordered.

"You got to pull that lever first,* Lester said. "Take it out of gear."

When J.B. haul ed back on the steel handle, sonething clacked in the machi nery above themand a big
bl ob of black grease dripped onto the floor. The slaves started backing up, and as they did, the
over head gears turned, unw nding thick, braided steel cables froma massive drum

"Better get out there with the blasters,"” J.B. told MIdred and Doc, "in case there's stickies
riding in the car.*'

They grabbed up the autorifles and hurried out into the corridor. Bracing thensel ves agai nst
opposite walls, sighting down the barrels of their weapons, they bracketed the left side of the
shaft. In a few seconds the bottom of the car appeared at the top of the shaft opening. The bl ack
gap grew wi der and wi der. Then they saw the soles of shoes facing them then | egs. They weren't
nmovi ng. They bel onged to two wonen who had been crushed at the back of the car by their fell ow
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norms. The el evator creaked to a halt at the bottom of

the shaft.

Doc and Mldred didn't have to check the bodies to know they were dead. They |left themthere and
rejoined J.B. in die power plant

"How | ong does it take for you to pull the car up to the top floors?" J.B. asked the sl aves.
"Depends on how much weight is init," tester said.

"I'"d say no nore than a coupl e hundred pounds."

"Then four, nebbe five mnutes.”

"What're you gonna take up there?" the gill nmutie denmanded. "' Cause nebbe we don't wanna nove it
if it's gonna chill stickles. Ever mnk of that? Mebbe we want themto win. They're gonna | et us
free."

The other mutie slaves grunted in agreenent.
"Ch, it's going to chill stickies, all right,"” J.B. said, taking the AK fromMIldred. "If they're
all packed in at the top of the hotel about now, trying to slaughter the last of the norns, the

baron and his sec nen, | figure to nail nost all of themin one swoop.1'

Carried amay with his own el oquence, the gill nutie pounded on the spoke with his fists. "Mbbe
we'll let the sec man there do all the pushing," he said. "See how | ong that takes."

J.B. shoul dered the AK and shot the slave once in the head, blasting its brains all over the room
O her slaves ducked behind their spokes. The gill mutie's body hung fromits chains, twtching.

"Anybody el se want to make a fuss?" J.B. said. "Anybody else think I'mnot serious here?"

The slaves glowered at him but there were no nore objections.

J.B. passed the AK back to MIdred. Then he and Doc wal ked back to the elevator. Wth the old
man's hel p, he dragged the wonen's bodies out of the car, then began to fill the floor with rows
of netal cans. He was very particul ar about their order of placenent. Certain chem cals had to go
agai nst the back wall of the car, and others right up at the front. As they set down the

contai ners, they unscrewed and di scarded the |ids.

"Merciful Lord," Doc said, "these vapors are naking ne |ight-headed."

"Take it easy, Doc," J.B. said. "The fumes fromthis stuff can be dangerous. Wiy don't you step
out and let nme finish the job."

Wien he was done, J.B. took two of the open cans and poured their contents over the rest. The
floor of the car was puddl ed with accel erant

"How are you going to ignite it?" Doc asked

"That's all figured out, don't worry," the Arnorer said, turning back for the power plant. "Let's
get this snow on the road."

AN ENG NE OF DESTRUCTI ON roared beneath the feet of 1 the occupants of the penthouse. On the
twenty-fourth floor blasterfire raged, wilder and wilder. Flurries of unaimed slugs continued to
tear up through the rug, pocking the walls and ceiling. Then the battle sounds
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bel ow dwi ndl ed to nothing. The only noises were shrill, individual cries of pain.
They, too, soon stopped.
"Wat ch the rad-bl asted wi ndows!" Ryan shouted to the still-stunned sec nen. Then he snatched up a

G 12 autorifle and sprinted down the hallway to the open el evator shaft. As he had expected, the
stickles were comng that way. Like pale cockroaches, they crawl ed up the inside of the enpty
shaft Sonme scanpered up the swayi ng cables, while others used their suckered fingers to gain

i mpossi bl e handhol ds on the concrete

wal | s.
Switching the G 12 to single shot, he sighted down the shaft and picked off the stickies, one hy
one. The nushroomi ng rounds didn't kill them but the brutal slap of inpact broke their grips on

cable and walls, and they dropped down the shaft, twenty-five stories to their deaths.

To Ryan's surprise the cables in the left side of the shaft suddenly began to nove. One set slid
down and another rose up. Someone was operating the elevator. As the cables noved, they brought
nmore stickies into Ryan's chill zone. Four of the mutants clung to the cables, riding themup from
twenty-four.

Ryan flicked the fire-selector switch to full-auto. He aimed at the bottom stickle and pressed the
trigger. The recoil of automatic tire raised the aimpoint for him and in the process, hosed the
tightly bunched stickies frombottomto top. The spray of bullets blew them off

t he cabl es and they vani shed, cartwheeling, down the shaft.

A crash behind hi mmade Ryan whirl. The duct vent in the ceiling had dropped to the floor, and a
stickie was already falling through the opening.

VWere there was one of the bastards, there were nany.

He raked the hallway ceiling with autofire, drawing a line in |l ead down the center, fromjust
above his head to the duct vent, then down to the face of the oncoming stickie. Miultiple hits
shattered the mutant's skull. Its | egs whipped out fromunder it, and it flopped, kicking
furiously, onto its back

Ryan didn't really think a few slugs would keep the stickies crawling in the ceiling at bay. From
hi s experience with the subspecies, flesh wounds only made nem crazier. He knew he had to get past
the opening or risk having his avenue of retreat cut off. As he ran under the duct vent, he fired
the G 12 straight up, without |ooking. There was a shriek above and behind him then a heavy thud
as a dead nutant dropped to the floor.

He turned and knelt at the corner of the hallway. Dead and wounded stickies were failing out of
the ceiling, pushed out by the live ones corning up the duct from behind. They crashed to the
floor or onto the tightly packed furniture along the walls. Sone struggled to get up, despite
grievous injuries, throwing off the bodies of others who woul d never nove again. A check of his
round counter told Ryan he still had
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thirty bullets in the magazine. He switched the fire selector to triburst to conserve amp. He
knew it was hopel ess, of course. Even if he had a case of reloading units for the G 12, even if he
could keep refilling the nag as it cane up enpty, even if the action didn't get so hot that the
entire fifty rounds cooked off every time he slapped a fresh unit hone, even if he nade every shot
count, he was going to | ose. Knowi ng that nade the one-eyed warrior very angry. So mad, in fact,
that it drove himpast the fury to the ice-cold realmof chilling nachine. As he hunkered nere,
his mental focus was as sharp and as deadly as a razor. Though he wasn't back in the mayhem of his
junmp dream he touched on his nmenory of it to find a place inside hinmself where there was no fear
no regret, no second thoughts, where there was only the ravening will to destroy. Just like the
eneni es he now faced.

Though he had themin his sights, and it was an easy 150-foot shot, he let the stickies drop from
the ceiling without firing a round. They poured through the vent, |anding one after another, and
as soon as their feet hit the floor, they started running straight at him scream ng. That was
just what Ryan wanted. He wanted as many of them as possible, as close as possible to the nuzzle
of the G 12.

He didn't let themhave it until the first stickie was ten feet away. Aimng for its center chest,
he ripped off a single triburst. The three cartridges fired so quickly, so close together, that
they virtually entered and exited the sane hole in the target The |ead stickie
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crunpl ed, and behind it so did the next, and the next, and the next The stickies toppled until the
three rounds ran out of steam The slugs bounced off the |last nutant they hit. They knocked it
down, but it got up right away and resuned the attack
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Wth all the bodies clogging the hallway, all those entrapping, tripping arns and | egs, the
stickies were forced to nove nore slowy and they packed themnmsel ves nore tightly together as they
advanced down the corridor toward him Ryan had what seermed like a long tinme to stare into the
face of the first stickie in the line, who had just barely escaped death and who had to know t hat
it wouldn't be so lucky the next tine. There wasn't any fear on its face, only eagerness.

Ryan reflected it back to him like a mrror

If chilling was what he wanted, Ryan gave it to him wth pleasure. At a range of |ess than four
yards, he put three slugs through its heart The sane chain reaction of death followed. One after
anot her the stickies behind absorbed the triburst, continuing to topple until the rounds | ost
their velocity and lethality.

The pile of dead doubled in height, creating a nuch greater obstacle for the stickies stil
dropping fromthe ceiling. As Ryan waited for themto scranble over the bodies and bunch up again,
a woman's screamrang out behind him It was foll owed by savage bursts of fire.

Ryan abandoned his position and ducked around the corner When he entered the room adjoi ning the

bal cony, he saw stickies swarm ng over the patio rail. Qhers already had the four sec nen down on
t he
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glass-littered floor, and a nad, thrashing battle was in progress.

Elijah opened fire again, tribursting his own men in order to chill the incomnming stickies.

Standi ng just inside the room he enptied the entire 50-round reloading unit into the nelee. By
the tinme he was done, there was no one alive on the bal cony.

Elijah tossed aside the enpty autorifle and picked up another fromthe pile of gear he had
confiscated from Ryan.

"They're coming!" Skeen wailed, pointing first toward the hallway, then in the opposite direction
toward an interior door that led to the baron's bedroom suite.

They were coning fromevery which way by now, Ryan thought. Through the wi ndows, up the el evator
too. The comer he and the norm survivors had been backed into, had just gotten much, much snaller
It was down to one room and the bal cony.

"They're gettin' ready to rush us," Ryan said. "Get away fromthe doorways."

The toadies started to nove back fromthe doors, but not quickly enough. Like a pack of wolves,
stickies darted out fromthe hallway. They snatched hold of two of the norms and dragged them
around the corner, out of sight.

Nei ther Elijah nor Ryan could get off a shot.

Wth screans of the victins and the victimzers ringing in their ears, the |last three toadies
ducked behind Ryan and Elijah, the men with the bl asters, and stepped out on the corpse-littered
pati 0. Rooni e-Two with her
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baby in arms slipped between Ryan and Elijah for protection

Before the first screans had died away, fresh ones erupted fromthe bal cony. Ryan turned and saw
that a new pair of stickies had | eaped over the railing and driven two of the toadies into a
corner of the patio. There was nowhere for themto run, no escape fromthe frenzied attack

Skeen bl undered back into the room stunmbling over the threshold as Ryan one-handed the G 12
drilling rounds into the bases of the stickies* spines. They shrieked and fell, arms flailing in
the air. It was too late for the toadies, though. They lay in puddles of their own gore, their
throats already torn out

Stickies charged fromthe bedroom door of the penthouse, naking a suicide rush for the five
survivors. Elijah turned them back with a full-auto burst, but only just.

Rooni e- Two put a hand on her grandfather-husband's shoul der and squeezed it hard. "It's tinme," she
said. "Chill me and the baby, Poppadaddy. Me and Three. Do it now. "

When Elijah didn't nove, didn't speak, she reached out and lifted the G 12 he held, putting the
hot muzzl e agai nst her own tenple.

The sounds of running feet echoed fromthe halt. The stickies were com ng once nore.

"Now, do it now, " she wailed, |ooking over her shoulder with terrified eyes.
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"TRY TO THINK on the bright side," J.B. told the slaves as they struggled to turn the enornous
wheel. "One way or another, this is the last tine you' re ever going to have to do this."

M1l dred was horrified and repul sed by the scene. Though she knew it was necessary, that there was
no other way, it was hard for her to watch the agonized effort of the nutie slaves, to see their
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rad- bl asted faces twisted in pain, the nuscles of their naked bodies corded, shaking with the
strain. As the slaves turned the wheel, wapping the cable around the drum it was as if they were
winding a spring tighter and tighter. The nore cable that filled the drum the w der it becane,
and the nmore difficult it was to turn. The sl aves

i

were pushing as hard as they could, but nerely inching the wheel around.

Doc held the clutch lever, feathering it as the gears ticked, and somewhere invisible above them
the car rose in the shaft. In the ceiling over the old man's head, the heart of the clutch, a huge
steel dog, clattered agai nst gear teeth.

The floor indicator dial said 21 and it was swinging up to 22

Over the sounds of the slaves, the chitter of the oppressive nmechanism they could barely hear the
noi se of battle. It was no |onger steady, but canme and went, and there were |ong sil ences between
bursts of gunfire.

"I'd better get to it," J.B. said when the indicator hit 23. He picked up the AK and checked the
30-round
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mag. There were plenty of rounds left. "Once the car gets to twenty-four. Doc," he said, "lock up

the gears. And stay clear of the machinery, just in case."

The Arnorer returned to the el evator shaft. When he stuck his head inside and | ooked up, he
couldn't see the bottom of the car, but he could hear the grinding of the machinery and see the
cabl es noving around the pulleys. He hopped into the enpty shaft and | ay down on his back
Dropping the fire-selector switch to full-auto, he shoul dered the weapon.

As he waited for the signal, J.B. had a noment of doubt. His plan wasn't quite the sure thing he
had nade it out to be to Doc and MIdred. Theoretically a steel-jacketed slug passing through the
floor of the car and striking the stainless-steel wall would cause a spark. Theoretically he had
about twenty chances to set off the firebonb.

"Twenty-four!™ Mldred called to himfromthe power plant

J.B. sighted up at the center of the shaft and let the AK rip. The hard chatter of the autofire in
the encl osed concrete space obliterated the sounds of the hits one hundred yards above.

But he knew right away that he'd scored.

H gh above himthe shaft blossonmed with flame, and the whole building rattled with the power of

t he expl osi on.

Chapter Twenty- Two

"Now, Poppadaddy, do it now " Roonie-Two cried.

The baron took his fingertip out of the G12's trigger guard. Tears streaned down his craggy face

"I can't do it, gal," he told her. "I can't chill ya. You're all | have left in the world."
"Bastard!" she shrieked at him "You' re not thinking about us. You're just thinking about
yoursel f. Listen to what you're saying. You're still trying to keep what you got. Me and the babe,

we aren't things. W hurt. Do you want us to suffer? Don't we nean anything to you? You' ve got to
have nercy, Poppadaddy, you've got to give us up!"

El ijah shook his head.

"Coward!" Roonie-Two yelled at him "Think of us, you niserable coward!"

"I won't do it, gal," the baron said. "I don't have it in me to harmyou or that child."
Rooni e-Two's face went livid. "You think we're sone kind of pets, Poppadaddy? So it doesn't matter
if you lock us away and starve us or |eave us for the stickies? Wll, I'Il show you! I'll show you

what we are!"

Movi ng with amazi ng speed, she darted over and
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pi cked up the Redhawk fromthe floor. Wthout another word she poked the rmuzzle at the m ddl e of
Elijah's sternumand pulled the trigger. The big blaster booned and junped out of her hand, flying
over her shoulder. As Elijah's body |eaped back, flanes |licked up through his mass of white chest
hair. He crashed into the wall, then fell forward onto his face. He was so dead he didn't even
qui ver. The snoking exit wound in his back was big enough to put a boot through

Bef ore Ryan could stop her, Roonie-Two dashed out onto the patio with her baby in her arms. She
scranbl ed onto a tabletop, and fromthere to the railing. Fromthe railing she junped off into
space, all without a pause. As she dropped, the tips of her long, corn-silk blond hair lifted
straight up by the wind. Then she was gone.

"What are we going to do now?" Skeen wailed. The man was groveling on his knees, hiding behind
Ryan's | egs.
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The one-eyed man snatched a bl anket fromthe couch and, into the nmiddle of it, threw an arnful of
the gear Elijah had confiscated. He grabbed stuff at random and when he had as rmuch as he figured
he could safely carry, he tied all four corners together in a double knot

"What now?" Skeen repeated, rising shakily to his feet

The worl d rocked without warning. The floor under their feet lifted so violently that both nmen
crashed to the carpet. Ryan winced at the heat of the explosion; he could feel the scorching pul se
right through the
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floor. He instinctively raised a hand to protect his sole surviving eye. Through the floor he
could hear the whoosh of fire spreading through the corridors below, the squeal and sizzle of the
stickies caught in the blistering shock wave.

Ryan junped up fromthe carpet at once. Tongues of orange |ight were flicking up through the
bull et holes in the floor around him and the foam backing of the carpet was already starting to
snoke and flare. He recognized the handiwork. His first thought was that nmaybe the Arnorer wasn't
dead, after all.

"Ch, no," Skeen shrilled. "They're com ng again!"

Over the escalating roar of the fire, Ryan could hear the tranp of bare feet running down the
hall. The stickies on their floor had recovered fromthe blast. As they rounded the corner, Ryan
was al ready on the patio and he had slipped the knotted bl anket over his head and under one arm
carrying the load in a sling over his back, which left both hands free for fighting and for

cl i nmbi ng.

"Don't |eave nme here!" Skeen baw ed.

As Ryan took hold of the rope and hopped over the railing, he | ooked back and saw the nan kneeling
in a spreading puddl e of his own piss, while dozens of stickies closed in and sheets of flames
swept up the walls.

As THE ELEVATOR CAR crept up to the twenty-fourth floor, stickies jamed the |ong hallway on
either side of the shaft. They had already ripped all the norns
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within reach to tiny shreds and were eager for the fresh neat they thought the car was bringing
them They stood not only on the floor, but on the couches, the chairs, on the spraw ed dead

bodi es of their kin. After they had opened the twenty-fourth floor's fire door, stickies fromthe
stairwell had rushed in and filled every roomto the corners. There wasn't enough space between
the mutants for themto nove nore than a few inches in any direction. Such cl ose confinenent
didn't bother the stickies. They liked to bunp into one another as they danced.

And they were dancing as the top of the elevator car rose up above floor |evel

Al nost instantly the stickies closest to the opening caught the sharp scent of spilled accel erant.
Real i zi ng that disaster was close at hand, they signaled a warning to their assenbl ed kin.

The problemwas, there wasn't roomto nove, no matter how pressing the danger

The el evator continued to rise, and stickies all around the shaft opening could see the rows of
bright netal cans inside and snell the volatile funmes. The ones that could see tried to take a
step back and were stopped by the wall of bodies behind them

Li nked by the psychic network of Lord Kaa, all the stickies on the top two floors realized what
was about to happen and froze, holding their breath as they awaited orders fromthe piebald
general . Kaa, far fromthe center of the action, at the base of the hotel, scoured
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hi s book know edge of tactics and maneuver for sone way out of the predicanment. In vain.

It was a checknate. There were no possi bl e counternoves.

Al'l Kaa could think of was for themto duck and cover. Because his psychic command to do so was so
powerful, the stickies on both floors did just that, all at once. As it turned out, neither their
ducking nor their covering did rmuch good.

Autofire crackled fromthe bottomof the shaft, and heavy slugs rattled the floor of the el evator
piercing the cans, scoring the stainless-steel walls and in the process sending plunmes of bright
sparks shooting across the interior of the vapor-filled car

The ignition of the fuel bonmb was nmuUi pl e stage, thanks to the way J.B. had stacked his cans, but
it happened so quickly that it sounded |ike a single, horrendous blast First the trapped funes
expl oded. They blew out with such force that the stickies standing closest to the car never felt
the heat; they were vaporized by the shock wave. The el evator car acted |like a crude cannon
focusing die blast out its open doorway. The initial explosion sent the |idless cans of solvent
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flying out the door. As they flew, they tunbled, trailing flammable |iquid and even-nore-flanmbl e
vapor. Sone cans ricocheted off the walls of the hall before exploding. None escaped the ignition
tenperature of the primary bl ast

Fireballs swept down the hallway in both directions.
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The heat was so intense that everything in its path exploded, |iving bodies, couches, chairs,
wal | s.

The stickies at the ends of the hall were far enough away so they weren't instantly incinerated.
They had their arns nelted to the tops of their heads. The fortunate ones inhaled in order to
scream and in so doing, drew searing-hot gases into their |ungs, which cooked in a heartbeat,
maki ng theminstantly dead.

The mutants protected fromthe initial blast by the hotel's interior walls couldn't escape the
raging fire that followed, even if they had wanted to. And it appeared that they didn't want to.
The thousands that survived the expl osion continued to dance, gi bber and drool as the flanes
consuned those dancing right next to them

It was so hot at the core of the blast that the netal franme of the el evator doorway began to nelt.
The | -beam girders of the car glowed incandescent red through the stainless-steel walls, as did
the concrete lining of the elevator shaft. Wth a groan, the cable systemon the roof of the car
sheared and gave way, and the burning hul k plunged back down the shaft, this tine in free-fall.

A HALF SECOND after the firebonmb blew, the power-plant roomrocked. The lifting cable snapped hard
agai nst the windings on the drum The powerful jolt shook the whol e apparatus; the spokes noved,
driving the slaves back a step even though they had their bodi es braced. G ease sprayed down on
themfromthe
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meshed gears in the ceiling. Doc | eaned on the clutch | ever, neking sure the dog stayed in place
M1l dred was | ooking at the quivering floor indicator when J.B. raced back into the room

"I't worked!" he said jubilantly. "Dark night, that was one sweet fireball!"

"I'"'mcurious, John Barrynore," Doc said, "at what tenperature does your petroleumdistillate
cocktail burn?"

"Ch, it's hot," he said. "Rad-blasted hot. Mebbe six thousand degrees, nebbe nore."

The sl aves stood and dared to rel ax, |eaning agai nst the spokes.

"You did good work," J.B. told them "W just fried a whole shit |oad of stickles."

The only one who | ooked happy about it was Lester

Then they heard the groaning sound from above.

"What's that?" MIldred said.

There was no tinme for an answer, even if J.B. or Doc had had one-which they hadn't. The severed
el evator cabl e canme expl odi ng back through the hole in the ceiling. The tension on the wi nding
drum sprang | oose and the gears overhead ground together. Doc tried to hold the clutch I ever back
only to have it jerk fromhis hands with such force that it snapped off at the base. The steel bar
shot across the roomand hit a slave square in the face, practically beheading it.

J.B. dived at Mldred, pinning her against the wall with a shoul der

Wthout a clutch there was nothing to stop the great

wheel fromturning. And turn it did, going fromzero to one hundred revol utions per nmnute in the
blink of an eye.

Chained to the whirling spokes, the hel pl ess slaves were | ashed and battered against floor and
ceiling. And then the elevator car, which dropped fromthe top of the hotel, slamed into the
bottom of the shaft. The inpact did sonething to the alignment of the machinery. Sparks showered
fromthe ceiling, then the whirling gears broke | oose. They dropped |i ke giant buzz saws into the
spokes of the wheel, and the roomwas instantly full of shards of netal and chunked sl aves.

J.B., Doc and Mldred hurriedly backed through the doorway. Flanmes fromthe crushed el evator car
billowed out into the hall. Their hands shielded their faces fromthe intense heat.

"At least you didn't lie to those unfortunates, John Barrynore," Doc said as they searched for a
staircase | eading up.

"How s that ?"

"You prom sed the poor bastards they'd never have to turn the wheel again."”

RYAN LOCKED H S ANKLES around the rope and slid down fromthe penthouse. Thirty or so stickies
were on the bal cony of the 24th floor, having a dance-in-place party. Wthout nusic. O maybe
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there was nusic, but only they could hear it. Ryan stopped just out of their reach. They weren't
payi ng himany mnd. WIldly gyrating, waving their arnms, they were watching the
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fire race through the floor they were on. They didn't seemto realize that the rope on which Ryan
hung was their only hope of escape. O if they did, they didn't try to junp for it

He could see nore of theminside the snoke-filled roonms, hundreds, perhaps thousands, dancing as
they burned up. It was as if they were unable to break the spell of the flanes.

As Ryan slid down below the | evel of the bal cony, another explosion ripped the air just over his
head. And it was suddenly raining stickies, burning stickles. The intense heat had bl own out the
bal cony's glass slider and with it, the patio full of naked stickies. Ryan was bl ocked fromthe
withering wall of flame by the building, but not fromthe falling mutants. He clung to the rope as
their bodi es bunped himon the way down, living conets hurtling to earth.

When he | ooked up, he saw that the heat surge between floors had been so hot that it had started
his rope on fire. He | oosened the grip of his ankles around the line and let hinself slide faster
The friction ripped die hell out of his palnms as he tried to control his fall. He dropped past

bal cony after bal cony, but he didn't see any nore stickies—any nore signs of life inside, period.
The mutants had swept up through the hotel, slaughtering everyone they found.

Bel ow him about ten stories, a couple of straggler stickies hung on to the rope. They weren't
clinbing; they were just hanging there, blocking his path. And tripling the anobunt of weight on
die flam ng rope.

Ryan coul d' ve drawn the Redhawk, which he'd tucked into the back of his trouser's waistband, but
shooti ng them woul d' ve neant stopping and ai mi ng and maybe m ssing what with the way the rope was
swayi ng. So he took a page fromthe sandbag success earlier and just |oosened the grip of his
hands a bit nore.

He rocketed down the rope, digging the sides of his boot heels into it to take sonme of the
pressure off his tortured hands. When he was within fifteen feet of the stickies, he swng his
boots out to shoulder width. It was an uncontrolled dead fall.

The soles of his boots crashed into the top stickie's head, and for a second the nutant's body
resisted, then its suckered grip failed, and the first stickie plus Ryan—about 350 pounds of tota
wei ght —+ell on top of the stickie hanging on to the rope below Again there was a split second of
resi stance, then everything started sliding.

Ryan cl anped his hands tightly around the rope and dug in the sides of his boot heels. He kept on
sliding. He knew there was a critical speed, and once he passed it, nothing he could do would keep
himfromfalling. He squeezed tighter, feeling the skin of his palms and the insides of his
fingers rip off. And he was still sliding.

He dropped down seven stories before he got hinself slowed and under control. Meanwhile the
stickies beneath himhad tunbled to the parking | ot bel ow. He
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|l owered hinself to the end of the rope, then dropped the ten feet to the ground.

The last pair of stickies wasn't dead. Jaws snappi ng, heads bl oodi ed, |inbs broken, they tried to

craw over to get him

"Fireblast!" he said, reaching behind his back for the wal nut grips of the Redhawk.

"Wait, Ryan," a faniliar voice said behind him "Let ne."

J.B., Doc and MIdred were running toward himfromthe hotel |obby. The Arnmorer held an Armalite
bet ween his hands. He stepped up and fired at extrene close range, putting a round in each
stickie's head.

"Look out!" Mldred cried, pushing Ryan back

Twenty-four stories of rope dropped fromthe sky and |l anded in | oose coils on top of the dead
stickies. The last thirty feet of it were still burning.

They | ooked up at the top of the hotel, which was now engul fed in flanes. Black, greasy snoke was
floating east, on the hot afternoon wi nd.

"Nice job, J.B.," Ryan said.

"It was inspired," Doc agreed. "The work of a pyrotechnic genius, if not a pyromaniac."

Ryan extricated hinself fromthe makeshift sling, set it on the ground and untied it. The first
thing he took out was J.B.'s fedora, which he handed to his old friend. "Thought you ni ght want
t hat back," he said.

"Dark night, | never thought I'd see it again!" J.B. donned the hat and adjusted the rake of the
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brim

Ryan | ooked with concern at MIldred. She was star-
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ing up at the burning hotel, as if nesnerized. He put bis hand on her shoulder. "MI|dred, are you
okay?*"

"Uh, yes. Yes, |I'mokay," she said, coining out of her trance. "I was having another flashback
fromthe junp." She cl osed her eyes and shuddered. When she opened them she noticed his injuries
for the first tine. "Ryan, your hands!" she said. "They need inmedi ate attention. They | ook |ike
ground chuck. "

"There's no tinme for that," he said, passing out the rest of the weapons. He tucked Krysty's Smith
and Wesson pistol in his back trouser pocket "W've got to find Krysty and Jak. They could stil
be alive."

"Let's go check out the zoo," J.B. suggested

"Wat ch your step,"” Ryan told them "These stickies might | ook dead, but they can fool you. Bl ast
anyt hi ng that noves."

The four conpanions retraced the route the stickie arny had taken to the hotel. They wal ked al ong
the edge of the golf course, past its still-snoking blast craters. The path was Uttered with
broken bodi es. Sone of themweren't stickies. Some were nuties wearing ankle chains.

Ml dred knelt and | ooked at the lethal wounds with the trained eye of a nedical doctor. "Sone of
these slaves were chilled by stickies,” she said. "I think Kaa had sonme troubl e maki ng his dream
of a noble brotherhood of nutants into a reality.”

"Li ke the tower of Babel," Doc said. He didn't bother to explain the reference, and no one asked
hi m
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to. They had nuch nore inportant things on their ninds.

"Do you think Kaa was in the top of the hotel when it went up?" J.B. asked.

"I didn't see him" Ryan said. "But then | wasn't |ooking real hard, either. If he was up there,
he's chill ed—nl ess he grew w ngs."

When they passed the bank where Elijah kept his Apocal ypticon, they found the front doors open and
paper litter blow ng through the foyer. Doc picked up a single, torn sheet of paper that wapped

itself around his shin. He cleared his throat and read die page title aloud. '"Reserve Conponent
071-315-2304. Zero ANN PVS-2 to an M16 Al Rifle.'" Then he said, "I think our nutant comander
has nade off with the baron's prized collection of predark docunents."

"Then mebbe he never went up in the hotel,"” J.B. said. "Mebbe he's still alive."

"Coul d be," Ryan said as they continued on

It was odd seeing Wllie ville so devoid of |ife, so quiet. Except for the whistling of the w nd
and the crunch of their boots on the dirt, there was no sound. A half hour before, the place had
been thriving, one of the few jewels of Deathlands* human civilization. Now it was just another
stinki ng boneyard.

They came upon the tranpled length of intestine as they wal ked up the path to the zoo entrance.
The doors to the building were open, as were all the cells they could see fromthe doorway.

Open and enpty. The place was as still as a tonb.

Ryan's faint, desperate hope of finding and rescuing his red-haired | over began to evaporate.
They wal ked around the ravaged corpse of the zoo-keeper, then split up to quickly check both of
the long corridors. On Ryan and Doc's side of the zoo, all die cage doors were open and no one was
hone. J.B. and MIdred returned al one fromthe other side of the zoo.

"They're not here," J.B. stated.

Chapter Twenty-Three

Over her shoulder, in the distance, Krysty could see the pall of black snoke rising fromthe top
of the Freedom City Mdtor Hotel and Casino. Even though the wind was bl owi ng the snoke at right
angl es to the highway, the nasty, charred plastic and overroasted-neat snell of it surrounded her
Ryan was still back there at the ville, along with MIdred, J.B., and Doc, probably dead, she
thought dully. Their burned flesh was probably part of the stink she snelted. Krysty felt too
nunbed to grieve for them So many had died. So quickly.

Soot particles and bits of ash peppered her face, arns and hair. She shifted the awkward | oad she
carried to her opposite shoul der. The underside of the black plastic bag was sweaty where it had
rubbed agai nst her. The bul ky pile of docunents inside the sack banged agai nst her | ower back on
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every step.

Jak wal ked by her side. He, too, carried a plastic bag stuffed with papers and books. All the
muti es who acconpani ed Lord Kaa on his retreat fromWIlie ville, twenty in all, were | oaded down
with the |iberated treasure of the Apocal ypticon. Even the nutie nountain lion had a bul gi ng bag
tied across its back. They
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slinked away fromthe burning ville, led by their piebald |eader.

Though Lord Kaa had won the battle for Wllie ville, that victory had cost him everyt hing.
Virtually his entire arny had been caught in the top of the tower when the fires broke out Though
he had fallen into an even nore violent foam ng, thrashing fit, there was nothing he could do with
Ms third eye to save his troops fromdestruction

Because they didn't want to be saved.

The power blood and flanme had over diemwas greater than the power of his love, his vision, his
integrity. He couldn't convince his stickles to run. He couldn't nake them even descend one fl oor
to escape their horrible fate. Their instinctive drives negated every nental inage he sent them
The long view, the big picture he provided, no |l onger mattered when there was that nmuch gore and
smoke in the air.

Kaa had taken the loss hard; it had drained himboth physically and nmentally. Krysty could see it
in the way he held his head, his shoulders, in his gait. He really cared for his troops. He felt
he had |l et themdown terribly, that he hadn't done his job, hadn't protected them fromthensel ves.
Seeing himlike that, in such internal pain and tornent, nmade her want to cry. But she couldn't
nmuster tears for him

What ever Kaa's plans had been, whatever canpaign he had in nmnd after the victory at Wllie ville,
they had gone up in flanes along with the top of the hotel. He no |longer had an arny. He had a

pl at oon made up
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of former zoo inmates, nost of whomwere the products of the hal f-baked genetic experinents of
Baron Wllie Elijah. They were headed south down the highway, in the direction of the way stop and
the redoubt. No one asked any questions of their |eader. They just followed the piebald giant, a
flock of sheep trailing behind a broken-hearted shepherd.

When they cane to the first coll apsed overpass, Lord Kaa | ed them around the obstacle. Ahead, on
the dirt path, they could see the pit trap, its linbs and branches caved in. He stopped at the
edge.

There was novenent down there, and as Lord Kaa's |ong shadow passed over the hole, a chorus of
angui shed cries rang out.

He renoved the shoul der strap fromhis M60 and |lowered it down into the pit One by one the nutant
general lifted out a dozen naked stickies. As he did, he passed his hand over their bald heads.
Their feet and ankles, and their legs up to the shins, were covered with dirt-encrusted gore. Wen
Krysty peeked over the edge of the pit, she saw the nuddy bottom and red, raw shards of bone
sticking up fromthe tranpl ed nmuck.

Kaa's touch seened to cal mthe stickies who pressed around his knees with | owered heads. Because
of the psychic network, they knew exactly what had happened to their kin; they knew that they were
the only survivors of the once great and glorious arnmy. After a minute of his laying on of hands
and their soft whinpering,
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they drew back and stood. They stared at the group of zoo nuties with their dead, unblinking eyes.
One of the stickies broke off fromthe pack and circled around to approach Jak and Krysty from
behi nd. When they turned toward the stickie, it nmoved quickly away and hunkered down, sniffing the
air in die direction of the nmutie lion's backside. The stickie was curious about the huge beast,
but cautious. However, when the lion didn't appear to object to being examined in this way, the
stickie grew bolder and got right inits face, breathing in the rotten-neat fumes directly from
its nouth.

The lion noved taster than any of their eyes could follow, swatting the stickie on the side of the
head with its forepaw. The pal e nutant cartwheel ed across the path, landing finally on its face.

It rose up, shaking its head and blinking rapidly, bruised but alive. The nutie cat grinned and
licked the pad of its foot It had struck with sheathed claws. If it had used them the stickie
woul d' ve been dead in a heap in the din instead of scranbling back to its agitated kin.

Kaa nmade the forner zoo i nmates put down their burdens. Then he went through the bags, dividing up
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t he Apocal ypticon so its weight could be shared anong all the nuties. A few | oose papers bl ew out
and fluttered across the highway. He nade no attenpt to recover them Each of his people carried
one hal f-full bag of docunents. Wth their |oads |ightened, the ragtag force noved off at a faster
clip tothe south. Fromthe increase in the pace be set it appeared that Kaa
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had a particular destination in nmind, even if he wasn't sharing it with them

It didn't occur to Jak or Krysty that nothing was stopping them from escaping; they could have
slipped to the back of the file, dropped their |oads and hidden in the weeds until the others
nmoved of f. They were fascinated by Kaa, by what he had tried to do, by the hope he still offered.
And by the dignity and grace with which he bore his great tragedy, the loss of his arny.

RYAN DEFTLY PICKED his way up the rubble pile on the back side of the fallen overpass. He junped
fromblock to block until he reached the coils of hurricane wire that blocked its sunmit. He
gripped the wire and stared down the |ong, straight stretch of six-lane highway. "Sonething's
nmovi ng down the road,"” he said over his shoul der

J.B. joined himat the wire. Tipping dow the brimof his fedora to block the sun's glare off the
roadway, he squinted at the tiny noving dots in the distance.

"Could be them" he said. "I just thought | saw a flash of white. Mebbe Jak's head in the sun."
"Ryan, ny dear fellow," Doc said frombehind them "look what MIldred' s found."

When Ryan | ooked over at the wonan, she waved a couple of sheets of crunpled paper at him

"Mre stuff fromthe Apocal ypticon," she said. "It's got to be Kaa up ahead."

"Looks like they're goin' back the way they cane,"” J.B. observed. "Mebbe all the way back to the
re-
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doubt." He stared at the dots on the horizon again. They were nuch smaller than they were only a
monent ago. "They're really nmoving. We're not going to be able to catch them unl ess they sl ow down
or take a rest stop.”

"If Krysty and Jak are still alive," Ryan said, watching the distant figures as they vanished into
the mercury | ake of the heat mrage, "they're probably up there with Kaa, if that's him"

"One thing, Ryan, nebbe you hadn't thought about," J.B. said.

"What' s t hat ?"

"Mebbe they don't want to be rescued.”

JAK CLI MBED through the hatch in the roof of the redoubt's only functional elevator. The mutie
mountain lion, his inseparable conpanion, stood in the car on its rear |egs. Stretching up against
the wall, it was alnost tall enough to stick its nose through the hatch

Al nost wasn't good enough

It et out a baleful yow.

When Jak | owered his head upside down, back through the hole, it stopped making the horrible noise
and smled at him

"Can you fix it?" Lord Kaa asked.

"No problem" Jak replied. "Have to find thing J.B. disconnected."” He withdrew again. After a
monent he yelled down, "This it"

The car jerked as power returned to its notor

At Kaa's direction all the plastic bags were | oaded
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into the back of the car. There wasn't enough roomin the elevator for everyone to ride on the
first trip, so he left the stickles to wait on the top floor. The zoo nuties and Jak and Krysty
got in with him and they started down. The danaged car screeched and shuddered as it scraped

agai nst the shaft's wall.

Kaa caught Krysty staring at the expl osive scorches and bullet holes that nmarred the inside of the
car. He hadn't asked her or her ruby-eyed young friend about the dead stickies heaped in the

el evator when it awaited themon the top |level. But he wondered about them

He al so wondered why no nore stickies had used the redoubt's gateway to transfer here. Though he
hadn't considered the possibility of losing 99.9 percent of the arnmy in its first day in the
field, he had thought enough about casualties to be continuously breeding replacenents. The plan
had been for fresh troops to cone through the gateway as soon as they were of a size suitable for
conbat .

No stickle replacenents had been present on the first floor. No live ones, at |east Even if the
first batch or two of new soldiers were the ones they'd found chilled in the car, nore of them
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shoul d have materialized. O course, it was possible that they were trapped in the |lower stories
by the decommi ssioned el evator.

Kaa peel ed open his third eye and had an internal | ook-see.

He quickly confirmed the fact that there were stickies in the redoubt, but no nore than twenty.
And as he had guessed, they were all down on the bottom
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floor. There should have been at |east a hundred of them by now After opening a psychic
connection to his lost soldiers, he showed them where to neet him

Then he squeezed his lids shut.

He had no way of telling whether the white-haired boy and the red-haired fenmal e were responsible
for the deaths of his troops in the redoubt By their own admi ssion, they had been here only days
before; they had adnmitted to nothing else yet. Under the circunstances, he didn't hold the

sl aught er agai nst them As well as anyone in Death] ands, and perhaps better, Kaa knew that
stickies outside his sphere of psychic control, such as the ones who'd transferred in after he'd
| eft, would be incredibly dangerous. The only way to deal with themwould be to chill them and
qui ckly, before they chilled you

Wien they reached the fifth floor down, the |owest |evel of the redoubt, a crowd of stickies was
waiting in front of the elevator for them They were nost excited to see Kaa, their nighty
general . They wanted to touch his piebald skin and for himto touch them

As Kaa stepped out of the car, he glanced at the other side of the elevator shaft, at the car
crushed by inpact with the ground. It was sprinkled with stickies so dead and stiff they night
have been cardboard cutouts. He pushed the living soldiers away fromhis legs and in a | oud and
di stinct voice, ordered themto help carry the bags out of the back of the car

They trooped in a ragged file back across the |ower |evel of the redoubt, under the |ow, acoustic-
tile ceiling
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and the banks of sputtering fluorescent lights. At Kaa's direction they deposited the bags on the
floor beside the open door to the gateway.

The odor of death was thick and noxi ous, despite the hum of the nuke-powered air-filtration
system That was because the source of the pollution was still inside the mat-bans chanber. Kaa
could see the soles of bare feet, already bl ackened by decay.

The chamber door was standi ng wi de open, which, he thought, could have expl ai ned why no nore
reinforcements had arrived. Wthout a closed circuit at this end, the book had said it was very
dangerous to send anything living through the system Perhaps that's why there were so nany dead
inside. Had the last stickie out of the chanber forgotten to shut the door? Stickies were capable
of great thickheadedness, especially when excited.

Kaa stuck his head in the chanber and saw the sprawl ed bodies of half a dozen stickies. He knew
right away they weren't mat-trans casualties because they didn't have the telltale marks of a
failed remateriali-zation—+nconpl ete heads, fingers, toes. These stickies had been hacked to
death, their skulls broken apart by rmultiple blows by a sharp, heavy weapon, a cfeaver or nachete.
Quite violent blows, fromthe | ook of them Two of the stickies had their arns cut off at the

el bows.

"CGet themout of there," Kaa said. "And get something to mop up the nmess." The bl ood, vonit and

excrenent in the chanmber was still in a sem liquid state. Before they used the gateway again, it
needed to be
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conpl etely swabbed out. Either that or they risked arriving at their destination coated head to
foot with a fine filmof the stuff.

The zoo nuties rummaged around in the surrounding rows of desks and cane up with various paper
products, sonme nore absorbent than others. They set to work inside the chanber.

"You," Kaa said to Jak, "what do you know about all this chilling?"

The white-haired teen didn't Ilie and he didn't beat around the bush. He | ooked up at the nutant
giant and said, "Was us or them They didn't give us choice." He |eaned over and pulled out one of
his little black throwi ng knives fromthe throat of a dead stickie. He wi ped off the blade on a
desk blotter. "W were just trying get out here," he said. "Stickies didn't want to let us."

Kaa | ooked at his Angelica, who nodded. It was the truth, and he accepted it

"l understand," Kaa said to Jak. "You had no choice. Regrettable, but there's nothing nore to be
said." He watched the cleanup for a minute or two, then he said to Jak, "I want you to go up in
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the elevator and bring the rest of the stickies down here to ne."

"Lion come, too?"

"If he wants to," Kaa said, "but don't let himsmck around any nore of the stickies. They don't
like it."

"Can't blame "emfor that," Jak said. He trotted off for the elevator with the lion at his side.
When the teenager was gone, Kaa took Krysty's
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wrist and |l ed her anay fromthe others. She followed willingly. "Sit, Angelica," he said,

i ndi cating one of die office chairs behind a desk. She sat, gazing up at himexpectantly with her
cl ear green eyes.

"I want to finish the conversation | started in the Apocal ypticon vault,*' he told her. "I said
that you are inportant to the future of the new people of Death-lands, but | didn't explain why.
Now is the time for me to do so. | told you back in Wllie ville about ny worst fear, that | m ght

succeed in uniting our land and its people during ny lifetinme, but that once | die, it will all
pass into chaos again."

"I remenber," Krysty said.

"CGood." He snmiled at her warmy. "Fromny study of the treasures of the Apocal ypticon, |'ve

| earned one of the secrets of history. There is a single key to the forging of an enmpire that wll
outlast its creator. And that is, the siring of a true heir. In this case, one who carries
Armageddon's gift of the third, all-seeing eye, one who believes in freedom and respect for al
the nutant peoples. If a true heir does not appear to carry the standard, our noble cause is |ost
just as it begins."

"l understand," she said.

"Angelica, you and | will give our people such a prince, a prince to lead theminto the future. He
will be the fruit of our coupled |loins."

"Does it have to be a prince?" she asked.

Kaa's brows furrowed in nonentary confusion. "Wat?"

"Couldn't it be a princess?" Krysty said.
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He [ aughed. "Yes, of course. External sexual characteristics don't matter in the least. It is the
seeing and the believing that matters, and possessing the will to conplete the task." He caught
both her hands in his. They were | ost between his huge palns. "I ask you, Angelica, will you bear
my of fspring? My prince or princess? WIl you help ne breathe life into nmy beautiful dreanf”
Tears rolled down Krysty's cheeks. She was surprised to discover that she was no | onger afraid of
giving birth to a gaggle of nonsters, needl e toothed or otherw se. Mnsters were |ong-suffering,
noble, ill-used, capable of greatness, as Kaa had proved. Not degenerate, but evolving. If what he
proposed was her destiny, who was she to question it?

"It would be ny honor," she said, and she kissed the back of his hairless hand.

By the time Jak returned with the stickies, the zoo nuties had scrubbed out the gateway chanber.
Kaa ordered the plastic bags noved into the nmat-trans unit and when they were inside, he said,
"There's only roomfor four travelers this first junp. Angelica, you will of course acconpany ne."
"I want Jak to come with us," she said.

Kaa nodded.

"And lion?" Jak asked.

"Of course."

Kaa cracked open the chanber's control panel and nade a few necessary adjustnents so they could
reach their intended destination. Krysty and Jak joined him
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i nside the gateway, but the lion refused to enter the chanber with them It stood outside, roared
ferociously and swiped at the air with its paw. And when Jak woul dn't cone out, the lion tried to
entice himby |eaping around playfully and chasing its tail

"I don't want to leave him" Jak said.

"I't'1l be all right," Kaa assured him "It'Il be safe here with the others. W'Il| be back shortly
wi th anot her group of stickies, and you can rejoin it then."

Jak stuck his head out of the chamber door, and the lion Iicked himfromneck to forehead.

Then Lord Kaa pull ed the door closed. Because the door was shut, he didn't hear the clack and

whi ne of the elevator as it started back up for the surface.

RYAN AND HI'S FRIENDS | ost sight of their quarry as evening fell over the long valley. They had
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foll owed them down the highway for many, many hours. It was all they could do to dog their trail
they were unable to nake up any of the ground that separated them because the nuties kept up such
a chiller pace. Before they lost themin the | engthening purple shadows of the slope leading to
the redoubt, Ryan and the others did get a better view of the people they were tracking, a view
unobstructed by haze, glare and mrage. It was pretty obvious to all of themthat Jak and Krysty
were in the group, and that Kaa was in the lead. He | oomed so nuch larger than the others, they

| ooked like children tagging along behind him They were too far away to be able to tell if Krysty
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and Jak were being held at blasterpoint, or if they were tied or chained to the others.

Ryan figured they were at |east twenty ninutes behind Kaa, which translated into alnbst a two-mile
gap at their current pace. He didn't dare drive his conpanions any faster; he couldn't really,
since they were pushing thenmselves as hard as they could go. If they pressed further, they

woul dn't have anything left for the fight, when it cane to that And he knew it woul d.

When they neared the entrance to the redoubt, they slowed. It was al ways possible that they had
been seen and that Kaa had | eft an anbush behind for them They advanced in | eapfrog fashion up to
t he bunker that housed the redoubt's double entrance doors.

The doors were open.

Ryan went in first, his G 12 up and ready. He found di e passageway enpty except for the Mtsuk
Meat bal I, whi ch stood where they had abandoned it two nights before. Ryan closed the distance to
the arnored personnel vehicle on a dead run, then peered around its rear end. He saw not hi ng—o
rear guard, no sentries. He waved for his friends to cone up

As they rounded each right-angle turn of the passage, they prepared to face the eneny. At each
turn they saw only empty space |leading up to the next zig in the road They paused about three-
quarters of the way down the twisting ranp to catch their breaths fromthe half nile of
consecutive wi nd sprints.

"What do you think Kaa's up to?" MIdred asked.
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"There's only one thing here that could interest him" Ryan said, "and that's the mat-trans
chanmber . "

"So, he's going to take his Apocal ypticon and junp the hell out of here?" J.B. asked.

"Woul dn't you?" Ryan said. "He's got no nore armnmy, so he can't go after the other barons around
here. In fact he's got so few troops that he'd be pretty easy pickings for even the weakest of
them 1'd say he's goi ng back where he came from wherever that is, to regroup, to lick his
wounds. Mebbe to build up his forces again."

"It seens what you're saying," Doc said, "is that we can expect to run into the piebald man
again."

"Exactly," Ryan replied. "He cane real close to getting everything he wanted out of Wllie ville.
If it hadn't been for J.B.'s pyro cocktail, he'd be on his way to Byrumville by now, with his

arny intact. Mebbe even bigger, if the slaves joined up. This Kaa's no stupe. You can bet he knows
that he missed the gold ring by about a whisker and a half. Next tinme he won't be making the sane
m st akes. "

"And if he raises another arny of stickies,” MIldred said, "we could be |ooking at the sane
trouble all over again."

"I't's not "if,'" Mldred," Ryan said, "it's 'when.' Because as sure as we're standing here, he's
al ready thinking up how he's going to pull it off."

"W got to stop himcold, then," J.B. stated. "That's what | intend on doing," Ryan told him
"CGet our friends back safe, and then chill the rad-blasted bastard once and for all."

They noved forward again, and kept on noving down the ranp until they cane to the entrance of the
first level of the redoubt Ryan gestured for themto stay back behind the edge of the opening. He
poked his head out for a | ook-see and jerked it right back

"Stickies," he whispered "Lots of them Over by the elevator. W night have to chill themto get
to it**

"Shh," J.B. said, "Hear that noise? It's the elevator. They got it running again.**

Ryan peeked around die corner. Wen the el evator doors opened with a chine sound, he was pretty
sure who had got the nmachi ne goi ng again. Jak stepped out of the car and said sonething to the
stickies that Ryan couldn't make out The stickies weren't |ooking at the teenager, they were
concerned about the huge lion that stood behind him Jak waved for the stickies to join himin the
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car and they did so, staying as far away fromthe lion as they could get The el evator doors

cl osed, and the arrow indicator over the lintel lit up and pointed down.

Ryan stepped out of the shadows. The first |level was deserted now. There was nothing to stop them
fromcrossing it on a run. Wien they arrived at the elevators, Ryan told them what he'd seen
"Young Jak gone over to the eneny?" Doc said with dismay. "That's a devel opnent that pains ne
sorely."

"No doubt about it, Doc/* Ryan said. "He fixed the elevator. He was running it for the stickies.**
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"Doesn't nean he was doing it willingly, though," J.B. said. "Dark night, Ryan, they could have
Krysty downstairs, threatening to chill her if he doesn't do what Kaa says."

"That's true enough,” MIdred said. "I don't think we should junp to any concl usi ons about anyone

changing their loyalties."

"Excel lent point, Dr. Weth," Doc said. "For all we know, the youth nay be under any nunber of
conpul sions to obey the piebald nan, sonme of them nmi ght even be unconscious. That Kaa has a
hypnotic way to

him"

"I think it's time we took the war to M. Kaa," Ryan said. He pushed the elevator's call button
Sonewhere deep in the bowels of the redoubt, a powerful notor responded. The el evator began to
clinb.

"What if he isn't expecting nore conpany?' MIldred said. "Wen the doors open, we're going to face
a firing squad."

"This time we're the firing squad," Ryan said. "Just

follow my |ead."

The four conpani ons had the el evator bracketed fromevery angle when the doors finally opened on
their floor. The car was enpty. They dashed into it.

"What floor?" J.B. asked, his thunb hovering over the control panel, ready to stab

"Bottom" Ryan said. "Hit five. I'"'mbettin' that Kaa has nmade a beeline straight for die gateway."
The car descended hesitantly, am d squeaki ngs and screechings. Wen it passed the fourth | eve
down,

Ryan dropped to his belly on the floor of the car. The others did the sanme. He doubl e-checked his
autorifle's round counter and then flipped off the safety. J.B., Doc and MIdred did the sanme with
their blasters

Ryan gave thema terse word of advice as the chine toned and the doors whooshed apart.

"Don't miss," he said.

When the doors opened, there were plenty of targets to go around. Dozens of stickles scanpered
around the rows of desks that lay on either side of the broad strip of gray linoleum Mities arned
with the dead baron's bl asters stood over by the gateway. Before the doors were all the way open
they started spraying |lead across the level. Their unainmed fire pocked the walls around die shaft,
sponged the back of the car, but didn't cone close to hitting the belly-down foursonme, which
opened fire at once.

Ryan had his G 12 set on triburst. He chopped down three of the closest stickies, sending them
flopping to the linoleum spurting blood from devastati ng chest wounds. Then he raised his sights
in order to silence the baron's machi ne pistols. He put the scope's cross hairs on the chest of
the nost active mutie and fired. The three rounds punched a single hole between its sagging,

purpl e-ti pped breasts. The scalie's arns flew back, rag-doll style. The Beretta 12-S hurtled off
across the room and the scalie stunped onto its backside on the fl oor.

M 1 dred worked her own special brand of lethal magic with her Czech target pistol. Firing single
shot s,
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she head-blasted six stickles in a rowwithout a mss. Three of the muties died instantly,
toppling as though their strings had been cut One of the remaining three, blinded in both eyes by
the crossways through-and-through of the .38-caliber slug, turned and ran in the opposite
direction, slamm ng into the edge of a desk and skiddi ng si deways behind it. The other two got up
with blood pouring out of their heads and continued their charge at the el evator.

Doc sighted down the massive bul k of his Le Mat pistol and touched off the .63-caliber barrel. The
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singl e shot ami dships blew the right-hand stickle onto its bare behind He followed up on the
survivor with three balls fromthe Le Mat's built-in revolver. The .44-caliber balls shattered die
stickie's pelvis and hip joints. It, too, sat down suddenly on the floor. Neither of them could
get up; though they tried, all they could do was flap their arns and scream

The withering fire fromthe el evator nade the gateway's defenders break ranks. Stickles took off
across the conplex in all directions. The nuties with guns al so deserted their posts, scattering
out of sight behind the rows of gunnetal gray desks.

The one mutie who stayed behind had a bright idea.

It junmped into the mat-trans unit.

"Back me up," Ryan said. He got to his feet and raced across the conpl ex. Sonebody shot at him
but the bullets went high and w de, shattering a bank of fluorescent tubes to his right. Answering
fire, single shots that had to have conme from M Ildred, silenced the

shooter | ong before Ryan reached the gateway chanber.

No way was he going to let one of Kaa's nmen nake a junp and warn his naster who and what was

com ng down the pipe. Ryan snatched the chanber door before it could be closed to trigger a junp.
The woul d-be junper, a grubby-Iooking swanpi e, held a beat-up hand-blaster in his fist. The action
of the autopistol was |ocked back. The weapon was out of beans.

Ryan didn't shoot him He just reached over and grabbed the little creature by the greasy roots of
its hair and jerked it bodily out of the chamber. The swanpi e crashed to the |inol eum outsi de.

As Doc and J.B. crossed the roomto join them sonething big and yell ow dashed across their field
of view. They both opened fire, Doc with the revolver portion of his Le Mat, J.B. with his 12-
gauge scatter-gun. Neither nman cane close to hitting the great beast. Wth an irritated yow it
vani shed behind the rows of desks.

KRYSTY FELL through darkness. Her sense of rapid, uncontrolled descent didn't come from her

whi zzi ng past anything stationary—the space she occupi ed was devoid of |andnarks, beacons,
signposts. It came froma sinking feeling in her gut, a rushing sensation against her skin, a
fluttering wind against the tight coils of her hair. She was conpletely at the mercy of gravity,
un-
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abl e to make neani ngful progress in any direction, except down.

She was grateful when she | ost consciousness.

Then she began to dream

The figure of a woman | ooned over her, backlit by a supernova, rays of incandescent |ight shooting
out fromthe tips of her withing hair.

It was Krysty's birth nother, Sonja Woth. She could tell by the voice.

"Conme here, child,"” Mther Sonja said in tones both soothing and tender, arnms stretched wide to
take her in and confort her

Krysty tried to go to her waiting nother, but she could hardly nove. She was connected to things
behi nd her, things that held her back, things that rattled and cl anked, things that scraped and
tinkl ed. She | ooked over her shoulder. Strings were tied to her clothes, her hair, her fingers,
her arms, her legs, her ankles, her toes; they stretched back for nmles. There was no end to them
And knotted along their lengths every few feet along the way were objects of assorted types: tin
cans, enpty bottles, cartridge casings, honmemade straw dolls, hubcaps, |ong-playing records,

sungl asses. Bright bits of rubbish fanned out as far as she coul d see.

"Cone on, child," Mdther Sonja said. "You nust hurry. W are late."

"Mt her," Krysty sobbed, "I can't Help ne."

She stood there shaking, eyes downcast, afraid to | ook straight into her nother's light, |ight
that grew brighter as Sonja descended and cane cl oser

"This you do not need," her nother said. "Nor this. Nor this."

At her words the strings began to break. And as they did, Krysty realized that they weren't only
hol di ng her back, but they were hol ding her down. She began to rise up in the air, tethered only
by a few remaining |ines. Behind and bel ow her, she dragged answering machi nes, VCRs, candel abr as,
wax fruit, napkin rings, cans of paint.

At her mother's touch, these, too, broke away. And Krysty rose fromthe flat dark plain, hurtling
faster and faster toward di stant pinpoints of |ight

KRYSTY AWODKE ON THE FLOOR of the gateway chanber with her stonmach knotted in cranps. Fighting back
the pain, she pushed up into a sitting position. Jak was dry-heaving on his hands and knees, his

I ong white hair swaying over his face. There were many bl ack plastic bags in the chanber. And one
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ot her person.

Krysty had thought she'd dreamed him

He was enornmous. His white skin was blotched with velvety brown patches. He was hairl ess and
practically naked. Al that covered his private parts was a knotted and filthy | oi ncloth.

Lord Kaa rolled over on his back, still struggling against the aftereffects of the junp. His third
eye was closed, but the Iids had slipped apart, |eaving a gap between them She could see the
glistening white surface of the blind orb.

Krysty backed as far away fromthe piebald nutant
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as the chanber would allow. She could see things squirnmng just under the surface of his skin,
wonnl i ke creatures, crawing at high speed. Her first thought was that they had to be sone kind of
rad-nutated internal parasite. The snell of himin the encl osed space made her head spin. Not just
rank and cheesy after the normal fashion of Deathlands, but fishy and putrid Iike the stickies he
was al ways stroking so fondly. Krysty wasn't exactly sure what she was doing in the chanber or how
she had gotten there, but she knew that she and Jak were in great danger

"Jak! Jak!" she whi spered.

The teenager had his forehead pressed to the floor and was trying to puke up neals he'd eaten a
week ago. He was in no condition to help.

Then Krysty saw the neon-colored M60 |lying on the gateway floor. There were no ot her weapons
visible in the chanber, so she grabbed it It was very heavy, and she couldn't hope to lift it,
along with the attached belt of linked 7.62 mmcartridges, without a surge of Gaia powers. She had
only just found the safety and noved it from Safe to Fire and was | ooking for sonething to prop
the barrel on when a huge hand gripped the barrel and gently but firmy took the machi ne gun away
from her.

"You shouldn't play with that, Angelica," Kaa said to her. "Joyeuse bites."

Chapt er Twenty- Four

Ryan stood sentry along with Doc outside the redoubt's arnory. Inside, J.B. and MIdred were
trying to open the vanadi um safe that housed the arnory's baby nuke. They had been at it for what
seened like a long tine.

"Tough nut to crack, eh?" Doc said.

"Mebbe i nmpossible," Ryan agreed.

Way down the long hallway they guarded, a shadowy, skinny-linbed figure darted from one doorway to
anot her. The flickering of the overhead fluorescent lighting created a kind of stop-action, strobe
ef fect. Ryan braced his caseless autorifle against the arnory's doorjanb and sighted across the
hall fromwhere he had | ast seen the stickie. Wth the bad light and the short distance between
the doorways, a trap |lead was the only way to score consistently.

Atrap lead and a triburst

He had | earned that the hard way.

When the stickie bolted fromthe door to his left, Ryan tightened his finger on the trigger. His
snoot h, steady pull ended when the trigger broke and the autorifle bucked agai nst his shoul der

The triple shot caught the stickie high in the chest and sent it sprawling on its back in the
hall. The stickie wasn't alone there. In
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the half hour J.B. had been sweating over the safe's security system Doc and Ryan had dropped
eight or ten stickles as they tried, rather clunsily, to sneak up on them

"I do believe that puts you one ahead, ny dear Ryan," Doc said, shaking his gun hand to | oosen up
t he nuscl es

"Bingo!" a voice said behind them J.B. had finally sprung the safe.

"Stay on the door. Doc/* Ryan said as he entered the arnory. J.B. and MIldred were staring at the
open door of the safe. Both of themwere grinning. "How d you do it?" Ryan said.

"Just got lucky, | guess."
"He had about a zillion connections wired up," MIldred said. "He cross-rigged the card sensors
somehow. "

"Feedback | oop," J.B. corrected her. "It takes a while but it works every tine."

"Have we got a nuke in there?" Ryan said.

J.B. reached into the hal f-height doorway and rolled out a fat, gleam ng silver cylinder

bristling with electronic do-dads, keypads and readouts. The nuke had its owm little wheel ed
gurney, conplete with tool rack and ops nanual. "This was thoughtful," J.B. said, flipping through
di e | oose-leaf notebook. "Hey, it's a twenty-five kiloton nodel. Crater city."
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"I't'Il take ne fifteen to twenty mnutes to work through this checklist, if MIldred hel ps ne."
"Sure," she said. "Just tell ne what you need." "Get on it, then," Ryan said.

I T TOOK PRECI SELY eighteen minutes for J.B. to prep and fuse the baby nuke. Wen he punched in the
| ast code sequence, the device gave off a series of high-pitched peeping noises, |ike an

el ectronic chick desperate to find its nother

"We can nmove it now," J.B. said. "I'mnot going to armit or punch in the time to detonation unti

after we've junped and we've arrived wherever the hell we're going."

"Sounds good to nme," Ryan said. "Better pick up nore anmpo and sone grens for the trip back down to
the lowest level. W still got a |lot of hostiles between us and the gateway."

The trouble was, they didn't know where all the hostiles had gotten to.

Even though Ryan and the others had done a sweep of the | owest |evel of the conplex right after
securing the mat-lrans chanber, they hadn't found a single nmu-tie. They had vani shed into the
ventilation systemlike cockroaches under a baseboard. Ryan and J.B. had found a couple of duct
grates torn off and sone fresh bl ood drops inside.

The escaped nuties could be anywhere in the redoubt by now.

Ryan and J.B. wal ked in front of the nuke-on-

318

DEATHI ANDS

wheel s. Doc and M|l dred took turns pushing it and bringing up the rear. They saw a | ot of stickies
on the way to the el evator None of themlive, however.

"You sure know how to nake a ness, Ryan,*' J.B. comented as he booted the body of a stickie out
of the way so the cart could roll past

"That was one of Doc's," Ryan said.

"Yeah, how do you know?"

"Did it have a head?"

"Not that | could tell."

"I rest nmy case. His Le Mat takes no prisoners.**

"Hey, Doc," J.B. said, "we got to get you a neater blaster."

"My boy, neatness only counts in penmanship,” the old nman countered. "I assure you |l amquite
content with the antique blaster | have. It is a perfect match for ny damable fatting eyesight
and the palsied trenbling of ny shooting hand. A room broom **

J.B. checked the roof of the car before they entered it He remained on top of the elevator as they
rode it (town to the bottomlevel, to nake sure that no hostiles | eaped on top as it crept down
t he shaft

When t he doors opened, the conpani ons fanned out fromthe entrance, searching the broad roomtor
targets.

"Where is everybody?" J.B. asked.

The room | ooked deserted, but it didn't/”/ deserted.

M I dred scratched the back of her neck

Ryan caught her gesture, and they shared a | ook. "Yeah, | know " he said. "I feel it, too. I think
we're going to catch it fromboth sides in about a mnute."
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J.B. started to pull stun and frag grens out of his pants pockets. He stacked them up on the
gurney on either side of the nuke. "Hel p yourselves, when the need arises," he said.

They started noving away fromthe el evators, blasters at the ready. A head popped up way back in
the rows of desks to the right. Autofire clattered and flashed. Bullets whined harm essly
overhead, then the figure dropped back down out of sight

"CGone but not forgotten," J.B. said, plinking off the grip safety of a fragger. He expertly
under handed the gren between the desks where the head had di sappear ed.

The travel ers ducked as an earsplitting expl osion sent the desks flying apart and nade it rain
ceiling tiles. A slurry of gore splashed over the banks of overhead |ights.

"Got him" J.B. said.

The grenade explosion acted like a call to arns for all the blaster-toting nuties in the |evel.
They junped up on both sides of Ryan and company and fired at will.

None of them could shoot with any degree of accuracy.

In the blaze of full-auto blasterfire, a couple of themdid manage to hit one another, but that
was an accident nmade possible by the sheer nunber of rounds they expended.
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Ryan and the others returned fire as slugs pinged off
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the | egs of the nuke's gurney. They nowed down the nuties before they could duck behind the desks.
Doc had just discharged his nonster barrel when the tile ceiling in front of nemcollapsed. For a
split second the conpani ons thought there was a connecti on between the two events. Then they
realized (here wasn't

If they'd been wondering what had happened to the rest of the stickies, they wondered no | onger.
Bunches of the naked rmutants dropped through the ceiling on all sides of them There wasn't tine
to think, only to react And since they had fought together as a teamfor sone tinme, they knew
exactly how to do that They backed up agai nst the cart, each taking a corner, and cut |oose with
everyt hing they had.

M1l dred used an H&K MP-5 A she'd picked up in the arnory. It was a brutal weapon at cl ose range.
And this was very close range. She fired on full-auto inches fromthe stickles' chests, heads and
bellies, blowing themback onto the Iinoleum The backsplash of guts and brai ns al one woul d' ve
caused a less hearty soul to faint dead away. M| dred dunped the enpty mag, flipped it over and
cracked in the full one she had joined to it with duct tape. She clacked the bolt and let the H&K
rip some nmore, aimng up into the gaps in the ceiling where she could see novenent

Bodi es dropped through the ceiling' s nmetal framework, bodies already nortally wounded.

J.B. tromboned his 12-gauge and sent blast after blast of f!6chettes into the oncoming muties.
Before the
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second plastic hull had hit the floor, he had cycled through the mag. The stickies he hit with
flechettes didn't get up. At a range of four feet, all those little steel darts were stil
clustered in a supertight spread. It was |like getting slanmmed by a howitzer round, and it nade a
bi g hol e.

Finally the stickies stopped com ng

The rolling thunder of their blasterfire echoed deep in the building, then quickly faded. They
could hear the chitter of the conputer banks again.

"Watch out for the enpties," J.B. said, kicking aside a welter of brass hulls that littered the
floor. "You could break your rad-blasted |leg."

They pushed the cart bearing the nuke over to the entrance to the gateway. It took all four of
themto |ift the weapon and its cart inside. They set it down on one of the hexagonal fl oor

pl at es.

"Make sure your mags are full," Ryan said. "There's no way of telling what we're junping into."
When the others had done that, he reached over and pulled the chanber door shut.

Static electricity crackled around and around the armagl ass wal |l s.

Ryan | ooked up and watched the fog begin to formjust under the ceiling. He renmenbered his | ast
junmp and for a nonent, just before he sat on die floor, he felt a tw nge of nanel ess dread.

H's junp dream started out better than nost.

He appeared quite suddenly in the mddle of a scene of domestic bliss in a Swi ss-chal et-type

f ar mhouse,
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Ryan, the daddy dirt picker, and Krysty, the vastly pregnant dirt picker's wife. MI|dred was
there, acting as mdw fe because an infant Cawdor was due to nake its Death | ands debut.

On a rustic, wood-franmed bed, dressed in a long cotton nightshirt, Krysty lay back and prepared to
give birth. Her face was flushed and beaded with sweat, her breathing hard and qui ck.

"That's it," Mldred said. "Push now. | can al nbst see the top of the head."

Ryan coul d see not hing because. MIdred was in the way. He nmoved closer to her and | ooked over her
shoul der. The worman was right There, peeking out between his lover's splayed | abia, was the crest
of his child' s head. It appeared to have no hair.

"Push harder," MIdred urged.

Krysty panted and pushed, gritting her teeth as she strai ned.

"It's comng," Ryan told her. "It's coning."
The head popped out into the light of day, face up. It had no nose to speak of, just a pair of
holes in the mddle of its face. Its eyes were black and dead, like a doll's. And when it opened

its nouth, it had rows of little needle teeth.
Ryan choked back a gasp. Wth his | eft hand he reached over MIdred's shoul der and went for the
hairl ess head; with his right, he grabbed the | eather-w apped handl e of his eighteen-inch panga,
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whi ch was sheathed to the back of his calf.

Before he could catch hold of it, the half-born stickie
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sank its teeth into its own nmother's crotch. Krysty screaned and started poundi ng between her |egs
with her fists. Blood sprayed all over the bed.

"Back!" Ryan said, shoving MIdred aside.

Everything noved in slow notion, everything except the little stickie'$ jaws.

Ryan grabbed the thing by the head and jerked it out of Krysty's body. Its neck was stronger than
it looked and it didn't break. He flipped the stickie around and held it by its ankles. Stil
connected to Krysty by the unmbilical cord, it growed at himand snapped.

He swung the panga down in a tight arc, severing the cord in the mddle. Wiile Mldred tried to
stop Kry sty's bleeding, Ryan left the chalet, carrying the stickie infant by its heels. He took
it across the farmyard, under snow capped nountains and a bright blue sky. He carried it to the
pi gpen, where his hogs awaited their slops.

And threw it in.

RYAN CAME TO ON HI S KNEES. Hi s head was spi nning, but he knew he had to get up and get ready to
fight The | apis-1azulLi-colored armaglass wall was no help when it came to standing. It was slicker
than slick. He bit the tip of his tongue until he tasted bl ood. The sharp pain cleared his head,
driving back the tendrils of junp fog.

Ml dred was already up and trying to rouse Doc. J.B. appeared to be awake, but just barely. Ryan
gri pped himunder an arnpit and helped himto his feet.
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"Bad junp?" J.B. asked.

"I's there any other Kkind?"

"Yeah, dunb question.”

Doc stood up on his own and brushed at the front of his frock coat's lapels. It was a fruitless
gesture. What was on those | apels had been there for a very long tinme, and it was never coning
of f.

"I don't see anyone outside,"” MIldred said as she turned back fromthe chanber door's small

wi ndow. "We'd better nove while we can."

They gathered up their weapons and slipped out the gateway door

The room out si de coul d have been transplanted from nost of the redoubts they had visited over the
years. It was standardi zed, governnent issue: |low ceiling, fluorescent l|ights, conputer banks,
linoleumfloor, rows of netal desks. The only thing different about this place were the piles of
bl ack pl astic garbage bags Iying along the outside of the chanber.

Ryan untied one of the bags and poked around inside. Wien he drew his hand back, it was full of
papers. "The Apocal ypticon," he said. "It's all right here where Kaa dunped it."

"The glory that was Greece, the grandeur that was, et cetera, et cetera,"” Doc intoned

"Help me get the nuke out of the chanber,” Ryan said.

When they had lifted the device and its gurney onto the floor of the conplex, Ryan lifted the

pl asti c bag he had opened and dunped the contents out on the tile.
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He grabbed one of the handholds built into the side of the nuke's casing and nodded at J.B. "G ve
me a hand here," he said.

The two of them nuscled the bomb into the center of the opened plastic bag.

"Set the tinmer but don't engage it yet," Ryan instructed.

J.B. leaned over the nuke and tapped a nine-digit access code into its keypad. "Okay, how much
time should we give then"

"Five mnutes ought to do it."

J.B. input the nunbers. "To engage the timer you just hit this button once."

"Got it," Ryan said. He started pouring the papers on top of the nuke. He didn't tie the top
closed, but left it folded over. "Now let's find a way out of here," he said.

Chapt er Twenty-Fi ve

It was hard for Krysty to maintain her conposure with Kaa sitting so close to her on the settee,
di scussing his plans for their imrnent marriage. The veil of illusion had been lifted from her
eyes. Whatever the mat-trans systemhad given to her in terns of psychic sinpatico with Kaa and
menbers of die stickle race, it had subsequently taken it away. She renmenbered what she'd felt
before her last junp, but she couldn't remenber why. In retrospect it all seened |like one of those
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fever-inspired nightmares in which the internal logic is perfect, if denonic, and when you wake
up, you recall that while you slept, you acted agai nst all your waking principles and, to your
shane, had a great tine doing so

Krysty had been taught by Mdther Sonja to respect all life, and to judge beings by their actions,
not their genetics. Mther Sonja had taught her to judge quickly, and be right. Deathlands was no
pl ace for a universal do-gooder, even one with the power of Gaia. Do-gooderismwasn't a surviva
trait in the place Krysty called hore.

What had seened so attractive to her before her recent junp, Kaa's unification of all the nmutie
races
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agai nst the norns, now seened utterly wong to her. For a time she had been ready to spill the

bl ood of every norm if necessary, to free "her people." Now she wasn't Now she was able to
measure Kaa's phil osophy through her own perspective.

Sure, mutants had been getting the wong end of the stick fromnornms for a long, long tinme. Sure,

mut ant s out nunbered them Sure, nutants weren't inherently evil. But neither were norns. Sone of
the norns she'd nmet were capabl e of conpassion, gentleness, decency, honor. In a world peopl ed by
far too few honorable beings, it seened a crimnal waste to chill every norm After all, mutants

decidedly weren't inherently good, either. Not only that, but there was sonmething tw sted in nopst
of them though not each and every one. In a way they were a danger to the human species and she
knew that was the root of the way many norm humans reacted to them Krysty knew that from her own
experience. So why should the bad nmutants live while the good norns died?

It made no sense.

In sone other situation, in sone other place, she night have rai sed these questions to Kaa. She
ni ght have even debated with him point by point. But here, trapped in his lair, far from her
friends if they still lived, sitting so close to him she had no intention of risking an argument
This despite the fact that he had shown no tendency to tenper. In fact he seemed quite gentle.
Except when he was lost in the throes of a third-eye fit
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Hi s politeness and reserve only made the whole situation nore confusing for her. If he had been
viol ent and threatening, she could have witten himoff as just another Death |ands thug. But
clearly he wasn't. She could see how that genteel part of himm ght have been attractive to her
but she coul dn't understand how she coul d have overl ooked the repul siveness of his physica

appear ance, how she coul d have agreed, wi thout a second thought, to nate with him She deeply
regretted that decision now.

"Angelica, you seemdistant," he said. "Are you all right?"

She nmanaged to snmile up at him She was |ess successful in her attenpt to avoid staring at the

wiry little creature that was wiggling under the skin of his cheek. "I'mfine," she said,
shifting her gaze to the nbssy green shadows that franmed his front teem

"Good," he said, "then let's go. Everything is ready downstairs. | can't stand to wait any
| onger."

O fering a hand, he helped her to her feet, then guided her out of the room and down the second-
story corridor.

"I wish my friend and sponsor, the owner of this place, was here to w tness our wedding," Kaa
said. "Pressing business called himaway to another part of Death |lands. | know he'll be

di sappoi nted. "

Krysty wasn't listening. She wal ked like a pull toy on a string. As they descended the wi de,
carpeted staircase, the woman saw the audi ence Kaa had assenbled for their wedding. Standing in
front of the great win-
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dows of the house were a few do/en stickies, nostly i mmature ones, some still suckling, and Jak
Laur en.

Krysty wanted to break away from Kaa's grasp, but she didn't. It was so strange. She was rel uctant
to hurt his feelings, but ready to chill himif given half the chance.

Jak | ooked apprehensive as she took her place by the w ndow.

The cerenpny was brief and to the point Kaa asked her to be his wife and bear his offspring. She
sai d she woul d, though she didn't intend on doing anything of the kind. There was no public
kissing to seal the deal; for that, Krysty was thankful. Kaa scooped her up in his nmassive arns
and carried her back up the stairs.
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"I know we will be content," he was saying.
Again she wasn't |istening. She was trying to think of a way to escape before the marri age was
consunmmat ed
He carried her into a | avish bedroomsuite and gently set her down on the edge of the bed. She
noti ced that his huge hands were trenbling, and that there was a great bul ge stretching out the
front of his |oincloth.
"I've waited for this nonent for such a long time," he told her. "I've never been with a ferale
before. Not ever. |'ve saved nyself, |'ve saved all ny seed for you."
Wth that, Kaa ungirded his loins, and his turgid nenber sprang up fromits confinenment. "For
you," he said, stroking hinself to full erection. "Al for you."
Hs cock wasn't only big, it was too big. And the
330
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hai rl ess scrotum beneath it |ooked bl oated and swollen, and it was drawn up tight |ike the bag of
an aroused bull.
He nmoved cl oser to her so she could touch it.
Krysty didn't want to be anywhere near it, but she needed to buy some tine. Though she tried, she
couldn't get her ringers all the way around it. And as she tried, she could feel the wire worns
wi ggling under the tightly stretched skin. She steeled herself to the task and caressed hi monce,
fromroot to tip, then she said, "Wash first. Please."
He stepped back at once. "Of course, I'msorry," he said. "I'Il do it now 1'll be right back."
The nonent he shut the hallway door, she was up and running. Wen she tried the handl e, she found
it was | ocked.
"Krysty?" a voice on the other side said. "You in
t here?"
"Jak! Get nme out of here!"
"Can't do it," he said. "Door not open. No key out here. He be back any mnute."
Krysty cl osed her eyes and called on her Gaia power. As she enptied her nmind, the Earth Mt her
force swept into her body, rilling her with incredible strength. She gripped the knob with both
hands and turned it. It snapped off with a crack. Tossing the knob aside, she poked her finger
into the hole and clicked over the |atch. She had the door open in a flash. Strangely, using the
power didn't sap her strength.
Skydar k
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"Back to the redoubt!" she said to Jak as she dashed past him
They sprinted down the stairs and across the great hall's entry room They were out the door and
down the path toward the steam shadow when they heard a voi ce boom fromthe nansi on behind di em
"Angelica!l Angelical Vit!"
Waiting was what they had no intention of doing.
It was a downhill run all the way to the redoubt's entrance. The path was in better shape than
nost they'd seen. The asphalt was still intact, with no gaping holes to stunble on. Miggy cl ouds
hung | ow over the road, shrouding the tropical trees, vines and flowers fromthe sun. Krysty's and
Jak's backs and heads were instantly dripping with condensed noi sture.
Nei t her one of them spoke as they ran, not wanting to waste their breath. They knew that Kaa would
be cl ose behind, and that he wouldn't be pleased. Wen they cane to the redoubt's vanadi um stee
entry doors, Jak punched in the entry code. The doors swung back and they entered. On the way past
the inside control panel, he tapped in the close code. Then he raced to catch up with Krysty.
The ranp they followed zi gzagged down to the top floor of the redoubt. Unlike the conpl ex near
Wililie ville, it didn't have a fleet of vehicles in cold storage. The upper floor was given over
to rows of large crates and boxes, which were stacked to the ceiling in places. Krysty and Jak ran
down an aisle between the rows, heading for the double doors of the redoubt's elevators.
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As they skidded to a stop in front of them a bell chined and the right-hand set of doors started
to slide apart
"Go for it," Jak shouted, prepared to throw hinself at whoever was inside the car
Krysty was ready, too, but when the doors opened she found herself |ooking into the face of her
| over.
"Ryan! You're alive!" she cried, throwi ng her arns
around him
He hugged her briefly. "Sure am"
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"Cood to see you safe, ny dear boy," Doc told the ruby-eyed teenager
"Same here," Jak said inpatiently. "Hate rush things, Kaa two m nutes behind."
"Step in," Ryan told him When the boy got in the car, Ryan hit the Down button. The doors slid
shut, and the el evator descended snoothly.
"Are you all okay?" Krysty asked as she accepted her handbl aster from Ryan
"Everybody's fine," Mldred said. "Funny, but all that stickie dreamstuff seens |like it happened
to sonmeone else. The last junp seens to have cl eared ny

head. "
"Mne, too," Krysty said. "I feel like ny old self again." As she |ooked around the group, the
ot hers nodded, as well. "I wonder what happened?”

"DEEP, " Doc nuttered
"What's that. Doc?" Ryan said.

"I do not know," he admitted. "It just popped into ny head. D.E.E.P is an acronym for Downl oad
Error
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Elinmnation Protocol, | think. | seemto recall that it is part of the gateway software package.
It could be a replication checker."

"Dark night, Doc, could you put it alittle plainer?" "I seemto recall there was a programthat

shifted through the gateway's information on you before you were actually renmaterialized by the
system It checked to make sure that no m stakes were nade, that everything was in sync with your
DNA code. On the other hand, if it is disabled for sonme reason, then | suspect errors can creep
in."

"So, when we went back through the mat-trans system" Krysty said, "it autonatically renoved the
stuff we got fromthe stickies?"
"I do believe that was what happened. Are we still going to nuke this place?" "Nuke it?" Krysty

repeat ed. Ryan nodded. "J.B. busted into the nuke-safe at the other redoubt. We got a |live baby-
nuke screamer waiting down by the gateway chanber. W know how dangerous it is.” He gave her an

i ntense look. "Do you nave a problemw th that?"

Krysty didn't have to think twice. "No. No problem It's sonmething that has to be done. It's just
that with all the rad poison that's already all over Deathlands, | hate to add nore. That madness
was supposed to have ended a hundred years ago."

As soon as they stepped out of the car on the | owest |evel, the elevator chinmed and the doors

cl osed. They
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coul d hear the notor engage and the car start back up to the top

"He's here already,"” J.B. said. "W'd better get a nove on."

They ran under the low ceiling, across the gray, institutional linoleumto the piles of plastic
bags besi de the gateway chanber.

"I't's the Apocal ypticon," Krysty said.

"More than that," Ryan told her. He folded down the top of one of the bags, exposing the arnmed
nuke. "Is this the button here?" he asked J.B

"Hit it"

Ryan pressed the keypad, and the device started to cheep. It cheeped about a dozen times in rapid
succession, then a set of nunbers appeared in the LED readout 5:00, 4:59, 4:58. Ryan pulled up the
sides of the bag and tied it closed.

"What about all this stuff?" MIdred asked, gesturing at the piles of bags. "Shouldn't we take
sone of it with us?"

"No time for that," Ryan said. "W've got to be out of here before Kaa reaches the mat-trans unit"
They scranbled into the chanber and J.B. punched the LD button, which would send them back to the
Wllie ville redoubt Ryan pulled the door closed. The nonent the | ock clacked, they heard the

rapi dly buil ding whine of the systemis electronics. The scent of ozone trickled through the
chanber

Ryan watched the el evators through the clear arna-glass wi ndow. He saw the doors open and Lord Kaa
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rush out. The nmutant was naked except for his conbat boots, and he carried an M 60 nachi ne gun
That was the image Ryan carried as he fell into unconsciousness.

Chapter Twenty- Si X
Lord Kaa sprinted across the redoubt's lower |evel, heading straight for the gateway chanber. As
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he neared the door, the systemwas still cycling down; he could hear the shrill whine of its

el ectroni cs. The whine died away as his finger closed around the door handle. He jerked open the
door. There was nothing inside. Only a few wi sps of m st

remai ned.

"Angelical" he cried. "Angelica, why did you do this to nme?"

He slunped to the floor of the chamnber, dropping Joyeuse by his side. He had read of fenal es who
betrayed and teased. The | egends were full of them beautiful women with wiles that nmesnerized and
vanqui shed even the nost valiant and steadfast of Charl enagne's heroes. Had Angelica in reality
been one of those deceptive, cunning creatures? If so, why hadn't he sensed it? Up until the
nmonent she had made her escape, he had been certain that she shared his feelings and his dreans.
He put his head between his hands. What was he to do now? he asked hinself. To pursue her to the
ends of the earth? That's what the heroes of the | egends had
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done. They had put aside all other concerns and chased after the | adyl oves who had rejected them
It seenmed an enpty quest, nore suited to willful and wild paladins than to their w se and
respected | eader.

That, too, he had | earned fromhis study of Charlemagne's life.

But he couldn't deny the pain in his heart. It was exactly as he had imagined it, and as hurtfu
as what he had felt at the death of his loyal troops, at the loss of his army. It was hard for him
to reconcile the equality of pain. Though no one had died just now, his sense of |oss was no |ess.
Twice in a single day, a victory mat he had | onged for had been snatched fromhis grasp

He want ed revenge agai nst the i npostor Angelica for deceiving him but only on his terns. He

woul dn't spend tine and energy chasi ng her down now. To do nat would nmean giving up his plans for
the rebuilding of his army. No, he would wait to taste vengeance. Once he had his troop strength
up, much w ser for the m stakes be had made, he would resune his canpai gn agai nst the eastern
barons. Eventually his path and hers would cross again. And then he woul d nake her pay.

Kaa got up and | ooked at the gateway chanber's control panel. The LD button was still clicked in.
She and the boy had junped back to Wllie ville. So nuch the better, he thought They nmight stil
be in the vicinity when he returned in a week or two with fresh troops.

As he stepped out of the chanber, he regarded the stickles who had foll owed hi mdown fromthe
mansi on.
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They were the nucleus of his new arnmy. He reached up to open his third eye and converse with them
but a sound nearby nmade hi m stop

It was a cheepi ng noi se, harsh, electronic.

It seenmed to be coming fromthe pile of trash bags.

Kaa knelt over the heap and quickly located the source of the sound. He ripped open the bag and
stared dunbfounded at the donmed top of a mninuke. The cheeping abruptly stopped. It was neant to
draw attention to the countdown timer, and it had.

The nunbers had fallen to sixty seconds, fifty-nine, fifty-eight.

The piebald man | eaped to his feet. There was no tinme to explain the situation to the stickies, no
time to peel back his lid and show them the kind of help he required. Kaa began to grab the bl ack
pl astic bags and throw them over his shoulder into the gateway

chanber. There were a | ot of bags, and he didn't have rnuch

time to work.

He tried not to think about how Angelica had sabotaged him the extent of her treachery, how she
had to have conspired with others to plant the nuke under his nose. In a fury he noved the

Apocal ypticon fromthe floor to the heart of the chanber. The stickies huddl ed together uneasily
out under the lights. They didn't understand his agitation, and it al armed them

Twenty-two seconds.

Twent y- one.

He had to stop, even though there were still precious
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docunents outside the chanber. He knew it would take time to reprogramthe controls and for the
systemto cycle up for transfer

Wthout a word to his stickies, Kaa junped back through the chanmber entry. He couldn't risk just
hitting the LD button again. There was no telling what kind of welcom ng conmittee Angelica and
her friends would have waiting for him He wasn't an expert at running the gateways yet, but he
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knew how to switch the systemto automatic, which nmeant that once the chanmber powered up, he would
be sent at randomto the nearest available mat-trans unit, and that neant he could end up well
away from ground zero

He tripped the automatic sequencer, and the chanber began to hum As he reached for the door
handl e, he | ooked at his stickies, clustered there with the renaining plastic bags. How coul d he
turn his back on then®

Ten.

Ni ne.

Kaa opened his third eye, and the stickies jerked. He sent one inage into their nutant brains, a
nmovi ng picture of them running, diving through the chanber door

Seven.

Si x.

By the tine the counter dropped to five, the last stickle had hurled itself over the portal. Kaa
sl atmmed the door shut He glared out the wi ndow at the device that stood only a few yards away. It
was cl ose enough that he coul d see the readout

Four .

340

DEATHLANDS

Skydar k

341

Thr ee.

Fog tendrils caressed the top of his head, nunbing

it.

He turned away fromthe chanber door's wi ndow, knowi ng he had waited too | ong.

THE SECOND JUMP in such a short tine took its toll on Ryan and the others. It left them shaky and
di soriented. No one vonmited, but they all tried, dry-heaving in chorus. Gradually the retching
subsi ded, and they sat on the hexagonal floor plates with their backs pressed agai nst the

armagl ass wall, trying to catch their breath.

"Do you think we got hinP" D x asked.

"I'f the nuke detonated,"” Ryan replied. "I saw himconme running out of the elevator right before
everything went black. If it detonated, there's nothing |left of that redoubt. Probably took out
hal f the nount ai nsi de

withit."

M | dred opened the chanber door. She had her ZKR 551 target revolver out in front of her. "Don't
see any nore stickies," she said. "It looks all clear to ne."

They exited the gateway and, once outside, stretched and | ocosened their cranped nuscl es.

"See a big nmutie mountain lion here?" Jak asked

t he ot hers.

"Yeah, we sawit," J.B. said. "It was a blur going
that way."
“You didn't chill it?"

"We tried, ny dear boy," Doc said, "but we nissed by nore than a nile."

"I'f you're thinking about getting reacquaintcd with it," Krysty said, "nmebbe you'd better think
again."

Jak frowned at her.

"Because you aren't the sanme critter it licked up and down a few hours ago,” Krysty went on
"You' ve | ost sonething you were never supposed to have. It might not find you such a good
conpani on anynore."

"Mght find it likes you nmore as lunch,” J.B. said, |aughing.

"Not afraid of him"

"Seriously, Jak," Krysty said, "you'd be taking a big risk if you let that cat get close to you
again."

"Not around here, so not a problem™

"Probably took off up the ventilation system" Ryan said. "He's out there, roam ng Deathl ands by
now. "

"Fine with ne," Jak said. "Deserves to be free."

They checked their weapons, then noved for the elevator, which was still where they had left it.
It didn't ook as if they had any new hostiles to worry about.

When they reached the redoubt's top level, J.B. once again disconnected the elevator fromits
power source. Then they wal ked up the ranp and through the doubl e doors.

It was night outside. The noon was already high in the sky, a disk of polished bone. A soft, warm
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breeze ruffled their clothes.

"Smel l's good out here," J.B. comented.

"Yeah, clean,"” Jak said.

"Did you ever in your life see so many stars?" Doc asked, tipping his head back
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Ryan put his arm around Krysty's slender waist, his fingers finding the rounded curve of her hinp.
She | eaned agai nst him and as she did, strands of her hair uncoiled to softly brush his cheek
"Where to now?" M| dred asked him

"Don't know. Mebbe we should take a hike over to Byrumville."

"Way woul d we want to go there?" J.B. asked

"I"mjust thinking that we don't know if we chilled Kaa. Nuke could' ve been a dud. Mebbe we
shoul d head on up the baron's road and have a talk with Bl ack-heart Button. Then nebbe go on and
visit the other barons around here."

"Ryan, we practically got ourselves chilled the last tine we tried to warn them"

"Yeah," Jak said. "Didn't believe us then. Wiy woul d they believe us now?"

"Because of that," Ryan said. He pointed way down the valley, under the glittering field of stars.
Al nost on the horizon line, something glowed red-orange.

"That's Wllie ville?"

"Still burning,"” Ryan said. "Everybody within fifty mles of that tower is going to know sonet hi ng
bad went down. W don't have to prove anything this
tinme."

"I think it's a good idea," Mldred said. "If Kaa isn't dead, he's going to be back this way
sooner or later."

"I don't think it's a good idea, but I'lIl go along with it because |'mtoo tired to argue,"” J.B
sai d.
"Count ne in, as well," Doc said.

"Then it's settled," Ryan said. Wth that, he and Krysty started down the ruined road.

A FEW HOURS LATER, when the conmpany stopped to rest, Ryan and Krysty slipped away fromthe others.
Until they kissed, there was still a strangeness between them Once their |ips touched, however,
the old magic returned in a rush.

"l mssed doing that," she said huskily. Her pal mwas already pressed flat against the bul ge of
his crotch, gently but insistently rubbing himto life. "Mssed this, too."

"WAit a minute," he said, lifting her hand fromhim He kissed the center of her palm "I want to
talk to you about something first It's sonething | should ve told you about a long time ago."
Haltingly at first, but then with rapidly growi ng confidence, Ryan gave her the whole story on his
participation in the Muitie War and the battle of Coupe ville. He didn't sugarcoat it for her. He
didn't underplay his role in the nassacre. He didn't try to excuse his actions because he was
young and wild, or because he had lost friends to the nmutie rebels' blasters and bl ades. He laid
it all out for her to see, and when he was done, he told her why he hadn't explai ned any of that
part of his history to her before.

"How could | tell you about it when | couldn't face up to it myself?" he said. "Until that rea

bad jump we had with the stickles in the chanmber, | couldn't
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make mnyself | ook at what |'d done. | guess because | was afraid that | night do it again."
"That won't ever happen," Krysty said. "You're too strong to let it."

"l think you're right. I know |I'mnot worried about it anynore."

"Conme here, lover," she said, putting her hands on his shoul ders and pulling himclose. She

unzi pped the front of her junpsuit and put his hand inside.

Ryan brushed her nipples with the backs of his knuckles, gently bunping themover the rising tips.
Krysty stood still for this teasing caress only for a nmoment. Then she was clinbing out of her
junpsuit and unzi pping his fly. She drew himout with her hand, then w apped her arms around his
neck and junped up, |ocking her long, slender |egs around his waist. Her tongue pushed into his
mout h as she reached for hi munder her buttocks. Her fingers guided himinto her blazing warnth
Her wild squirning, coupled with an unseen fallen branch, sent them both toppling to the ground.
Laughi ng, she renmounted him Krysty finished first, then using the amazing interior nuscles that
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were part of her Gaia gift, drew himto sudden, violent climx, as well

Under the stars they |lay exhausted in each other's arnms. Secure in the know edge that J.B. was on
watch, they drifted off to sleep

KAA FELT NEI THER t he heat nor the flash of the nuke. That was because, technically speaking, he
was no

| onger inside the mat-trans chanber when the device detonated. A few nanoseconds before the

expl osion, his nolecul es—as well as the nolecules of all the living and inani mate contents of the
gat eway—had been mapped and deconstructed, and the information necessary for reconstruction
prepared for transm ssion

At the instant of thernonuclear ignition, the data was already cycling through a back-1oop on the
pl anet-straddling, nmat-trans pathway; it was in a holding pattern until the conputer selected its
random final destination. The automatic system had been designed to operate that way so it could
accommodat e t housands of nearly simnultaneous transm ssions without re materialization overlay. A
final electronic handshake between destinati on and departure point was required before the
transfer was effected. Therein lay the glitch

A nanosecond postbl ast, there was no | onger a departure point for any one of the hundreds of
possi bl e destinati on gateways to connect to. Encoded and perpetually en route, Kaa's DNA sequence,
his brain-wave pattern, the three-di nensional structure of his every cell, surfed the Cerberus
networ k, goi ng nowhere in particular at the speed of light.

And as it hurtled around and around, Kaa's digitized simulacra dreaned a dreamthat had no

di scerni bl e begi nning or end.

He appeared to tunble through a black void, and as he fell, thin objects fluttered all around him
Iike | eaves, only rectangular. And white. There was an end-
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| ess supply of them And they flicked past himso quickly that he couldn't tell one from another.
There was no pattern to their com ng and going, no repeating shifts in their density or direction
It was all perfectly, horribly random which was why he couldn't tell the past fromthe present or
the present fromthe past.

No end.

No begi nni ng.

In other words, a | oop

Qut of desperation, he funbled for the flaps of his third eye and peel ed them back. He | ooked

i nward, hoping for a glinpse of something he recogni zed. Even his worst nightnare was preferable
to this.

But the view inside was the sane as the view outside: a tineless black waste, mllions of sheets
of paper whipped by a silent whirlwi nd, and Kaa, falling.
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