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Epilogue

Chapter One

Ryan opened his eye and discovered that the jump was over. He was sprawled on the cold floor of a
meat-trans chamber, the eectronic mists dowly fading. His SIG-Sauer pistol was digging into hiship and
his leather eye patch was askew. Son of abitch, what anightmare he' d endured thistime, the Deathlands
warrior thought duggishly, redity dowly returning like waves rushing toward shore. The dream about the
Mutie Wars had been gtartlingly vivid.

Suddenly a severe pain hit Ryan and he grabbed his head in both hands until the throbbing subsided.

Thejump-mares he suffered seemed to be getting worse. Mildred had told him time and again that it was
anatura sde effect of using the mat-trans units, ingtantly traveling from one redoubt to another, hundreds,
and sometimes thousands, of miles gpart. But nobody knew for sure. All of the whitecoats who had built

the mat-trans units were long dead, and nobody had ever found an operating manual. Mildred had had a
CD with codes, but that was |ong gone.

Persondly, Ryan didn’t care much about the pain. Jumping hurt, and that was smply the price they paid
for being able to move freely around Deathlands. As Trader often said, pain waslife. Only the dead felt
nothing.

Weakly, the man rose onto hisarms and rolled over to rest againgt the armaglass wall. The material was
delicioudy cool through hisjacket, and he gratefully pulled in lungfuls of air until hismind began to clear.
He checked hiswegpons. a Steyr SSG-70 bolt-action longblaster, a9 mm SIG-Sauer hand-blaster and
acurved panga.

Adjusting his eye patch, Ryan looked around the chamber at the five people sprawled on the floor. They
were panting hard and drenched in swest. The shock of instantaneoustravel through the predark
machinery was dways painful to the companions, but obvioudy thisjump had been particularly bad for

everybody.

A low moan sounded from aredheaded woman. Krysty Wroth lifted her face and wiped away a string of
drool with the back of her hand.

“Hi, lover,” Krysty whispered hoarsdly. The woman wore a shaggy black fur coat and green military
fatigues. A gunbelt encircled her trim waist, supporting aholstered S& W .38 revolver, dong with a
couple of ammo pouches. A canvas backpack lay on the floor near her blue cowboy boots, the silver
tipsgligening in the harsh fluorescent light.

“Hey, yoursdf,” Ryan replied, smiling back. “ Triple bitch of ajump, eh?’
“Been through worse,” Krysty said softly, then broke into aragged cough. Once, they had jumped into a



flooded redoubt full of rotting corpses. The stench was so overpowering that Krysty was still amazed that
anyone had the presence of mind to hit the Last Destination button so they could jump out of there.

At the grim memory, she experimentaly sniffed. Theair of the redoubt smelled flat and artificid, without
any trace of other living creatures. Good. Severa timesthey had jumped somewhere only to find the
walls had been breached and there were coldhearts or mutiesinside the redoubt. But this one smelled
clean and empty.

“Here, drink this,” astocky black woman said, proffering a battered canteen.
“Any chanceit’ swater?” Krysty asked hopefully, taking the container.

“Nope, anew batch of jJump juice,” Mildred Wyeth replied, brushing apair of beaded plaits from her
face. The woman was dressed in aflannd work shirt and heavy denim pantstucked into U.S. Army
boots. A Czech-made ZKR target pistol jutted from her gunbelt, and there was aworn canvas bag
hanging a her sde bearing the faded letters M* A* S*H.

Back in the twentieth century, Dr. Mildred Wyeth had been a physician who speciadized in cryogenics
research. On acrisp December day she had entered the hospita for what was deemed routine surgery.
But there had been complications and she' d ended up in a cryogenic freezing unit, and dept through the
nuclear holocaust. A hundred years later she was awakened by Ryan and the othersto find astrange
new world of radioactive ruins, acid rain slorms, mutants and cannibals.

One of the physician’ s projectswas to try to perfect some sort of tonic that would ease the agony some
of the companions endured following ajump. Sometimes the companions arrived at a redoubt racked
with pain, vomiting their last med, totally helplessfor severd minutes. In the Desthlands, that was a good
way to get chilled. So far, none of her concoctions had helped much, but she dways had hope for the
next batch. These days, hope was al anybody had.

“Jump juice,” Krysty said without enthusiasm. Then she sghed and took asip. She paused to swallow,
then drank some more. “Gaia, thistastes like coffee!”

“Itis, mogtly,” Mildred replied, sitting upright. “ U.S. Army-issue coffee mixed with sugar, honey, srag
root and afew other things. | figured maybe a stimulant was needed more than arelaxant.”

“P-passthat over h-here,” J. B. Dix muttered, reaching out a hand. “ Cold coffee sounds mighty good to
m-me.” The wiry man was dressed in neutral-colored clothing, Army boots and abrown leather jacket
that had seen better days. A 9 mm Uzi machine pistol hung off hisleft shoulder, a S& W M-4000 shotgun
was across his back and his backpack bulged with odds and ends. Their old mentor, Trader, had
nicknamed him “The Armorer” long ago, and thetitlefit perfectly. There wasn’t aweapon in existence
that John Barrymore Dix couldn’t firein hisdeep or repair in the dark.

Krysty handed him the container and he took a swallow. He paused asif haf expecting his somach to
rebel at the brew, but dowly he began to amile.

“Dark night, thisisyour best mix yet, Milliel” JB. exclamed in ddlight. “I think we have awinner herel”
“Pity | can't make more.” Mildred sighed.

Pulling out apair of wire-rimmed glasses from his shirt pocket, J.B. placed them on hisface. “Why not?’
he asked curioudy. Already he was fedling better, the vertigo of the jump fading.

“About half of thisisthree-hundred-year-old Napoleon brandy,” she stated. “1 doubt we'll ever find
another bottle of it again.”



“Shineisshine”
“Oh, no, itisn't. Trust me on this one, John.”

He grinned. “ Always have before, Millie.” Reaching out to pat her hand in consolation, J.B. shared a
private moment with the physician before passing the canteen to the next companion.

Brushing the snow-colored hair from hisface, Jak Lauren took along drink, some of thejuice running
down his chin. Lowering the canteen, the youth shook all over like adog coming out of therain. “Best
batch yet!”

A true dbino, Jak had been born in the swamps of Louisana. The young hunter was dressed in loose
camou clothing. Odd bits of razors, glass and feathers had been sawn into his jacket, making it camou for
the new world. When hiding among the ruins of predark cities, Jak could al but disappear among the
wreckage. And it would be painful if anyone grabbed him by hisjacket. A massive .357 Magnum Colt
Python hand-blaster rested on hisright hip and countless | eaf-bladed throwing knives were secreted upon
his person. A knife was sheathed on his belt, and the handle of asmall knife peeked from the top of his
left boot.

“Hey, over here” Ryan said, reaching ouit.

Turning, the teen relayed the partidly filled container. Ryan took a couple of swigs, then handed the
canteen to atdl slver-haired man dumped againgt the wall. Wordlesdy accepting it, Doc Tanner drained
the container before giving it back to Mildred.

“Th-thank you, my dear Ryan,” Doc whispered. “ That was needed m-much morethan | could
p-possibly express.”

Tdl and dim, Dr. Theophilus Algernon Tanner was dressed asif from another agein afrilly white shirt
and along frock coat. An ebony walking stick lay across hislap, the silver lion' s head peeking out
between his strong fingers. A mammoth LeMat percussion pistol was holstered at hisside, dong with
severa pouches containing black powder and wadding for the Civil War blaster.

“Wdll, jumps aways hit you and Jak hardest,” Mildred said, screwing the cap back on the canteen.
“Probably from dl the...” She paused awkwardly.

“Indeed, madam,” Doc whispered hoarsdly.

Although only in hislate thirties, Doc appeared to bein his sixties from an unexpected side effect of being
trawled through time. The whitecoats of the twentieth century had performed experiments on Doc for
years, trying to solve the mystery of why he wasthe only timetraveler to survive the experience.
Exasperated by Doc’s many escape attempts, the whitecoats had hurled him forward intime. Redlizing a
mistake had been made by doing that, agents of Operation Chronos still hunted for the man. One notable
agent was Delphi. Part man, part machine, and al devil, Delphi had laid adevioustrap for Ryan, knowing
full well that Doc would be traveling with the man. Thetrick had nearly worked, but Doc escaped at the
last moment, leaving Delphi buried dive in acollapsed tunnd. The rest of the companions believed thet
Dephi had bought the farm, but until Doc saw the cyborg' slifeless body, he would never stop waiting for
the demented monster to return.

“All right, let' sseewherewe are,” Ryan said, levering himsdlf off the floor. The companions assumed
their usual positions and drew their weapons as the one-eyed man walked to the chamber’ s door and
pressed the lever. The door opened onto an antechamber.



Each mat-trans unit had its own unique color, possibly to identify the location to travelers. But that was
just aguess. Nobody knew for sure why the armaglass was a different color, or where dl of the military
personnel disappeared to after the nuke war. Or where they took the megatons of supplies previoudy
stored inside the underground bunkers. The redoubts contained a thousand mysteries, the color codes
being only one of them.

However, one congtant in every redoubt was that the antechamber was usudly smal and dways empty,
except perhaps for asmal table or chair, and was devoid of dust, asterile void. But thisroom was large
and stuffed to the ceiling with wooden boxes. There had to have been a hundred of them filling the room,
each one absolutely identica to the other, aside from ablack serid number stenciled on the side.

“What isdl of thisstuff?’ JB. demanded curtly.
“Dunno. Those aren’t predark mil numberson the sdes,” Ryan said dowly.

“It dmost looks like somebody did arun,” Krysty stated. Her long red hair moved asif stirred by secret
windsthat only she could fed. “ They jJumped into the redoubt, tossed out the boxes from the mat-trans
unit, then jumped out again.”

“A rading party?’ Doc muttered. “ That could very well be, madam. As| recdl, we did something smilar
ourselves once.”

“Yeah, chill Silas,” Jak growled, clicking back the hammer on his Colt Python. Dr. Silas Jamaisuous had
been one of the predark inventors of the mat-trans unit and crazier than a shithouse mutie. “ Think might
be someone' s private cache?’

“Perhaps,” Mildred said dowly. “But look therel”

Squinting dightly, Ryan followed the woman’ sfinger and saw a crushed flower protruding from the
stacks of boxes. A Desthlands daisy. The leaves were ill green and the blossom was only starting to
wilt.

“That’ sfresh,” Krysty declared, raising her S&W .38 revolver. “Can’t be more than aday old, mebbe
two at the most.”

“Which means that somebody has very recently been insde the redoubt,” Ryan growled, holstering the
SIG-Sauer and diding his Steyr SSG-70 longblaster off his shoulder. He worked the balt. “ All right,
triple-red, people. Doc and Jak, Krysty and Mildred, stay insde the mat-trans unit so that nobody else
can jump in herewith us. JB., check for traps. I'll stand guard.”

With practiced ease, everybody did as they were told without comment.

Warily going to the nearest stack of crates, J.B. tilted back his battered fedora and carefully examined
the boxes without touching anything. There were no trip wires that he could see, pressure switches or
anything else dangerousin sight. But that didn’t mean the stack was safe.

“Wel?" Ryan demanded, the deadly Steyr balanced in both hands.

“Tell youinasec,” the Armorer replied, pulling out asmall compass and waving it over the piles of
containers. If there was any kind of a proximity sensor hidden among the boxes then the compass needle
would flicker dightly from the magnetic field. However, the needle remained unresponsive and steadly.

“Okay, we'reinthe clear,” J.B. announced, tucking the compass away.



Casting an uneasy glance toward the exit door of the antechamber, Ryan went to the nearest pile of
boxes. Choosing one, he briefly ingpected it before drawing his panga and using the blade as alever to
force openthelid. The nails squedled in protest, and out puffed excelsior stuffing. Placing asdethelid,
Ryan removed afistful of the soft materid and froze motionless.

Lying nestled in the stuffing was a severed human hand.

Chapter Two

Suspecting atrap, Ryan nudged the gridy object with his pangaand it shifted, exposing two more hands
underneath. All of them were identical, down to the pattern of the hair on the back of the hand and a scar
near the thumb.

“What?” Jak muttered, craning his neck for a better |ook.

“Don’t touch them!” Mildred warned, scowling at the handsin frank disgust. “Don’t get anywhere near
those thingd”

“Saw hands before.” Jak snorted in wry amusement, then frowned as he noticed the slvery wiring
dangling from thewrigs

“Robotic hands,” Ryan growled, stabbing one with the panga. A drop of clear oily fluid lesked out and
was quickly absorbed by the excelsior. “Only seen those once before.”

“Mogt assuredly, gr, and | wastherel” Doc whispered hoarsdly, hisface contorting into aferal snarl.
Angrily, the man dapped the box and it fell to the floor, adozen of the hands tumbling into view. Each
was absolutely identicd to the other.

Sowly approaching, the rest of the companions gathered around the stacks of boxes, saring in
agtonishment.

Prying off thelid of another box, Ryan saw that it was full of white foam peanuts. The foam would
dissolvein gasoline, turning it into a crude form of napam that would stick to dmost anything. That
doubled the chilling power of afirebomb. VVaguely, Ryan remembered Mildred saying how the foam
would last forever and never rot away, and before the Nuke War it had been as common as dirt. But
these days it was more rare than an honest baron. Everything made of the stuff had been consumed
during the endlessfighting after skydark. Molotov cocktails were very deadly weapons, and easier to
make than a blaster.

Tipping the container, Ryan spilled the peanutsto revea aset of four internal organs. They were made of
ashiny brown plastic edged with an assortment of clear tubes and more silvery wires.

“Thosearelivers” Mildred stated. “My God, if thismeanswhat | think it does...”

Nervoudy, the woman adjusted the med kit hanging over her shoulder. Or rather, what she caled her
medica bag. She had found the empty canvas bag awhile back and dowly filled it with what meager
medical supplies she could gather: aplastic bottle of boiled cloth, leather stripsto use asatourniquet, a
razor-sharp thin-bladed knife found in an art gallery, afew herbs and moss she knew helped ease itching
and minor infections, some plastic-wrapped tampons reserved gtrictly for deep bullet wounds, aplastic
bottle of acohol, some plagtic fishing line for sutures, acurved upholstery needle and one small tin of
aspirin. Not much, but it was a art.



Hurriedly opening another box, Krysty dumped a couple of plastic human hearts on the floor. At the
impact, they started to beat, but soon stopped. The companions began to rip through the crates and
boxes, finding more hands, limbs, lungs, kidneys, something that |ooked like gills of al things, and severd
flexible armor plates that none of them could recognize as part of ahuman body. Then aface clattered to
the littered floor, landing upside down.

Using hisebony stick, Doc flipped it over and inhded sharply. Although stiff and lifdess, the face was
painfully familiar to the man, the smooth features so lifelike that he half expected the dissmbodied face to
blink open its eyes and start to talk. Jak kicked foam peanuts over the face until the grotesque visage was
once more out of Sght.

For a couple of minutes nobody spoke and there was only the muted hum of the terilized air flowing
from the disguised wall vents.

“So, he' sback,” Doc said woodenly, the words sounding strangely flat and emotionless. “The foul
cyborg has returned!”

For amoment the universe reded and Doc was back in the underground tunnel fighting the hated
manchine, the only illumination coming from the muzzle-flame of hisbooming LeMat and asizzling laser
beam fired by Delphi. Then the explosive charges detonated and the celling started to fall, astheriver
began to rise over their heads....

With an effort of will, Doc returned to the redlity of the present. If Delphi had been here, then he might
wak through the access door of the antechamber at any second! Drawing the LeMat, he pulled back the
heavy hammer of the Sngle-action blaster.

“John Barrymore, do we have any grens?’ Doc barked, turning to face the door across the chamber.

“Got better than that,” the Armorer replied, pulling asquat mil sphereinto view from his munitions bag.
“I’vegot animplo gren! Been saving it for an emergency.”

“Wadll, thisisit, Sr!” Animplo gren was apredark marve that didn’t explode outward, but instead
created agravitationd field that pulled everything nearby inward to compact into asmall, hard sphere. A
singleimplo gren could reduce aU.S. Army tank down to the size of clenched fist. Nothing could survive
that. Not even acyborg.

“All right, if heishere, then let’ sfinish thisnow!” Ryan declared roughly, diding the Steyr off his shoulder.
“WE re gonna recce the entire redoubt, from the fusion reactors in the basement to the garage on top.
And if wefind Delphi, then we pin him down with blagterfire long enough to get clear and let JB. usethe
implogren.”

“Soundslike aplanto me,” Mildred agreed, pulling out the Czech ZKR. Back in her own time, killing a
person was the worst crime imaginable and carried the most stringent punishments possible. At first
Mildred had found it difficult to reconcile taking alife with her oath as adoctor. But “kill or be killed”
was the mantraof anew America

“How much space needed for gren?” Jak asked.

“We need at least thirty yards,” Krysty replied, her animated hair flexing and turning in response to her
heightened emotiond Sate.

“I...My friends, while truly appreciate these sentiments, honor forces me to remind you that we do not
haveto stay,” Doc noted hesitantly in his stentorian voice. “We can smply leave and jump to another



redoubt. With luck, Delphi will never find usagain.”

“Or nightcreep next week!” Jak shot back scornfully, drawing his Colt Python. “Not run. Ace now!”
“I agree” Krysty stated forcibly. “We should Say.”

“But ill, madam—"

“Dark night, if we rabbit now, we could find oursalves ambushed after every damn jump,” J.B. added,
using hisfree hand to adjust hisfedora. “We arrive weak and sick, then in rushes Delphi.” He vehemently
shook hishead. “1 don’t want to get chilled on my knees puking. That’ s a bastard-poor way to buy the
fam.”

“Thereisno good way to die, John,” Mildred countered, patting his arm. She had seen desth athousand
times before and Thomas Hobbes had been right—it was dways ugly and brutish. “But I" d rather face it
on my feet with agun in my hand. Next time, we may not have animplo gren.”

“Fucking A,” Jak added emphatically.

“Has anybody considered the possibility that Delphi isn't even here?” Mildred added. * Or that he hasn't
attacked yet because of the spare parts?’

“Too vaduableto risk, en?” Ryan said thoughtfully, rubbing his unshaved chin. It was an interesting idea,
and opened ahost of possihilities. Unfortunately there were far too many possbilities and not enough
hard answers.

“Krysty, can you sense anything?’ he asked hopefully.

“No...not redly,” thewoman said hesitantly, trying to concentrate harder. Sometimes she could fed the
presence of danger long before it arrived—hidden coldhearts, deeping muties, even acid rain. Her talent
hed saved their lives more than once. It was aso not very reliable, waxing and waning.

Closing her eyes, the woman tried to focus on the cyborg, but stopped after afew minutes. It was
usdless. The redoubt was full of automatic devicesthat kept the place spotlessy clean and scrubbed the
ar. How could she pinpoint just one more machine? Ruefully, Krysty glanced at the piles of boxes.
Besides, exactly how much of Delphi was gill norm anymore, and how much had been replaced with
plagtic and stedl?

“WdI?" Ryan prompted.
“Sorry, lover,” Krysty answered regretfully. “But I’ m still too wesak from the jump.”

Ryan grunted at that. Fair enough. It had been along shot at best. “Okay, we do thisthe hard way,” he
gated. “ Doc, you can stay here to guard the boxesif you want, but we re going hunting.”

“Then consder me Ajax of Troy!” Doc rumbled, standing alittletdler. “1 shadl not fal on my sword!”
Jak raised a snowy eyebrow.

“| shdl not fal.”

“Ah”

Then Doc' s voice took on amore gentle aspect. “ And thank you, my friends,” he said, looking around a
them. “I... Thank you.”



Sapping the man on the back in reply, Ryan started for the control room with the others close behind,
but Mildred stopped them.

“Wait asecond,” shesaid, ady grinforming. “Leaving isactudly not abad idea.”
“Redly, madam!” Doc said askance.
Mildred snorted. “Not us, yaold coot. The boxes.”

Ryan paused. He had considered smashing al of the parts, but that would take hours, and it was till
possible that the cyborg might be able to use some of the bits. But he couldn’t do drek if they were gone.

“Good thinking, Millie” JB. said, grinning wide. “Come on, let’ s scatter his shit across the world!
Remember what Trader said—denying an enemy necessary suppliesis halfway to winning any fight.”

“The other half isblowing out hisbrains,” Ryan added. “ All right, I'll stay here and waich the exit through
the control room. Therest of you get moving!”

Asthe others headed for the boxes, Ryan leveled hislongblaster at the door leading into the redoubt. At
the first sgn of movement he would open fire. But even if Delphi was standing on the other Sde, hefdlt
sure the cyborg wouldn't attack them straight on. The nuking coward liked to strike from behind, to lay
traps or to hire merciesto do hisfighting. Doc had dmost aced the bastard dl by himsdlf, and thistime
the nuke-sucker would face dl of the companions. The old man wasn't ablood relative, but some
familieswereforged from friendsin the heet of battle.

Blood brothers, Mildred cdled them. Ryan liked theterm. It said alot in afew words. Blood brothers.
None of the companions were related, but there was no doubt they were afamily. And kin helped kin.

Forming aragged line, the other companions started passing the boxes dong and stacking them in the
mat-trans unit. When it wasfull, Krysty tapped random buttons on the control pand, left the gateway and
closed the door, triggering ajump. A few tickslater, awhite mist rose from the floor and ceiling, and the
complex machinery performed itsfunction. A series of etheredl lights danced within the swirling cloud,
then the sparkles diminished and the mist dowly dissipated to show the unit was empty again.

“Dark night, look how many boxes areleft!” J.B. stated, studying the remaining pile. “Must be enough
parts here to build a dozen copies of the bastard. Just how bad did you shoot up his ass, Doc?’

“Asmuch aspossible,” the old man replied with anote of pridein hisvoice. “However, | have noted that
there were no pare brains among this grotesque array of medica effluvia. These must be smply spare
partsfor the next time heis damaged.”

“Which means he' s not making an army of himsdlf,” Krysty said, hoisting another box. The lower they
got in the pile, the heavier each box became and the parts got larger.

“Quite so, dear lady.”

“Good,” Jak snarled, taking the container. “ One enough.”
Accepting the box, Mildred added, “More than enough.”
“Agreed, madam.”

“If these important, then where guards?’ Jak asked suspicioudy, continuing the process. A lid shifted,
reveding apair of lungs. Fighting down a shiver, the teenager tossed the container into the gateway. For



some reason, the body parts reminded him of the cannies they’ d come across back in Louisana

“We're hardly out in the open,” Krysty replied. “Thisisthe center of anukeproof redoubt. No place
safer intheworld.”

In reply, the teen only grunted and kept up the pace. The mat-trans unit wasfilled a second time, and
then athird, before the antechamber was empty.

“Doneand done.” J.B. sighedin relief, removing hisfedoraand smoothing down his hair. “Good luck to
him finding those again!”

“Mildred, any ideawhat those thick plateswere?’ Krysty asked, dusting off her hands. “I’ ve never seen
anything like those before.”

“No ideawhatsoever,” Mildred replied. “Maybe body armor, or something to do with hiswegpons
systems, possibly even the force field generator or acommunications device. . .it could be anything
redly.”

“Including his hologram generator,” Doc snarled in amanner that Startled his companions. The dastardly
cyborg had once dmost lured him into a deathtrap by creating athree-dimensional image of his dear wife,
Emily. How the soulless manchine ever got arecording of her was something that till rankled histroubled
thoughts.

Ryan kept a careful watch on the door that separated the antechamber from the control room while the
others caught their breath. They needed to be razor sharp before daring to leave the antechamber.

When they were ready, Ryan holstered the SIG-Sauer and opened the door. There came a series of
muffled bangs as the mechanica locks disengaged, then the portd slently svung aside on well-oiled
hinges

With the Steyr leading the way, Ryan stepped into the control room of the redoubt. A row of comps

lined onewall, the monitors endlessy scralling with binary codes. Twinkling lights danced acrossthe
console, afew of the switches moving to new positionsall by themsalves. But there was nobody in sight.

Taking aposition near the door to the corridor, Ryan stood guard and J.B. punched in the code, then
eased into the hallway as the door snicked open, Uzi at the ready. He disappeared from sight for a
moment, then stuck his head back into the control room.

“All clear,” JB. reported. “Nothing in Sight, but the usud doors.”

Gathering in the corridor, the companions waited, listening for sounds of movement. When satisfied, they
advanced on triple-red, opening each door and checking every room. Normally, these were offices for
the base personnd. But in this redoubt each room was piled haphazardly with mil supplies: one room full
of combat boots, another stacked high with dark green fatigues, the next with bedrolls and after that
backpacks.

“What did you say about an army?’ Krysty asked sarcastically, pushing open adoor with the barrel of
her whed gun. Insde were lumpy canvas bags containing compact tents. “ There’ s enough stuff hereto
equip an entire ville of sec men!”

“Just no wepsyet,” Ryan corrected, checking insde a closet. He wanted to stop and loot the place, as
he needed anew pair of boots bad. But first and foremogt, they had to know if there was anybody elsein
the redoulbt.



When the companions finished the level, they ignored the elevator and used the concrete stairsto
proceed straight down to the bottom level. There wasllittle to search there asthe entire level wasfilled
with aslently working fusion reactor located behind thick lead walls. Some of the controls on the master
control panel were blinking in the red, but they had found other redoubts doing the exact same thing, and
the machines were ill working smoothly yearslater. Whatever the flashing lights meant, it had nothing to
do with mafunctioning equipment.

Now with their backs clear, Ryan led the way up into the redoubt, going from floor to floor, checking
every room for any sign of the dreaded cyborg. But aside from the cornucopia of clothing and bedrolls
onthefifth leve, the rest of the redoubt was empty of anything useful. Therewas't a scrap of paper in
the wastebaskets or even aroll of toilet paper in the crappers. It seemed asif the redoubt had been
effectively emptied long before Ddphi started hauling in fresh equipment. Of coursethat lft the big
question of where was he getting the supplies?

In the kitchen, the companionsfound al of the refrigerators softly humming, clean and ready to be used,
but totally devoid of anything edible. The rows of ovensworked normally, and the faucets delivered clean
water. But that was all. There wasn't even sdt and pepper in the table shakers or napkinsin the stedl
holders.

“Okay, timefor thearmory,” Ryan decided, shifting the pack on hisback. His ssomach was grumbling
dightly, and the thought of the self-heats they had found the previous week made his mouth water, even
though the food was usually tasteless. But thiswas not the time or the place for chow. Soon enough they
would know if the base was empty, and then they could break out some food.

The othersjudicioudy agreed and proceeded with extreme care, with J.B. checking for trapsall dong the
way. They stopped a couple of timesto listen to strange noises, cresking and a soft pattering from
overhead, but there was nothing in sight and they proceeded, if abit more dowly.

Reaching the next leve, Ryan found the lock on the stairwell door was partidly melted, asmal, clean
hole penetrating completely through the thick metal. Obvioudy the cyborg had been there. Must have
used that damn laser Doc had told them about, the one-eyed man thought. Tentatively, he touched the
meta with afingertip and found it smooth and cool. But that meant nothing. The steel would have been
room temperature after only afew hours.

Crouching to peer through the hole, Ryan saw only the usua corridor on the other sde, along, straight
hall that led past the evator bank and ended at amassive armored door. The armory. When the base
was fully staffed, the corridor would be a degth trap, with no place to hide or take cover from snipers.
Now it wasjust a passageway, athough once before they had gotten trapped inside a cage that dropped
down from the calling.

Gently, Ryan pushed at the door with the barrel of hislongblaster. Asit siwung open there came a soft
exhdation of warm air, closdaly followed by a strange hum and a series of soft paitering again. But this
time he heard it clearly. It amost sounded like rain. Had a pipe busted? Or mebbe asink was
overflowing onthetop leve.

Taking the lead, Ryan proceeded down the corridor, with the rest of the companions fanned out behind
him so asto not offer agroup target. They reached the door without incident.

Going to the keypad on the wall, Krysty tapped in the 3-2-5 access code. Nothing happened.

She repeated the code, and thistime the lock disengaged. The door did aside, reveding abare floor
covered with scratch marks. The companions discovered that the room was completely empty. Sadly,
this was the condition that they found most redoubts. stripped to the walls, every blaster, lightbulb and



fork gone, removed by the predark soldiers after skydark and taken—well, somewhere else. They had
no ideawhere.

“Okay, let’sdo astandard hunt,” Ryan said, removing hisfinger from thetrigger of the SIG-Sauer.
“Check under the racks for anything dropped, and be sure to look in the garbage cans.”

Peering around a corner, J.B. caled out, “1 don’t think that’ s necessary thistime!”

Joining the man, the rest of the companions paused in puzzlement. The area past the corner was as
vacant asthe front of the armory—except for along row of wooden coffins on the cold floor.

“Isthisthe abode of vampires?’ Doc muttered uneesily.

“Far from East Coadt,” Jak said, referring to the ville the companions had visited once. Thelocas caled
themsalves the People, and lived off human blood. They weren't exactly the vampires of legend that
Mildred had shown them in the vids, but close enough.

“Ten...fifteen...twenty...thirty of them,” Krysty said, her hand tightening on her S& W revolver. Her
thumb brushed against the smooth steel where ahammer would have been located for most other
blasters. But the Model 640 had an internal hammer, making it perfect for firing from ingde a coat
pocket.

“Odd place for amortuary,” Mildred stated.
“Mebbethey aren’t for deaders,” Ryan answered.
“What €lse would you put in acoffin?

“Let’sfind out,” J.B. suggested. Going to the first coffin, the Armorer knelt to check for traps, then pulled
out aknife and wiggled the stedl blade into the thin crack between the sde and thelid. Pressing
downward, he got some play, and moved to the other Sdeto try again. Thistimethe nails squeded in
protest, then the lid came loose and crashed to the floor, the noise preternaturally loud in the cavernous
room.

“Are...arethosewhat | think they are?’ Mildred whispered, looking inside.

“Son of abitch,” Ryan muttered, holstering his blaster. Filling the coffin were AK-47 assaullt rifles,
Kaashnikov rapid-fires. The blue-sted barrels gleamed with oil, and the wooden stock shone with
polish. Helifted one of the predark blasters, testing the weight in a knowledgesable hand.

“Seem brand-new,” Jak said suspicioudly, taking another weapon. He worked the bolt and raised the
AK-47 s0 that the overhead fluorescent lights could shine down the barrel.

“Clean!” the teenager announced, releasing the bolt so that it snapped back into postion. “ All need
ammo, and good to go.”

Already at the next coffin, Jak got thelid off and chuckled at the sight of al the curved magazinesfor the
weapons. Ingpecting one, he naturaly found it empty. The brassin an autoloader was pushed upward by
aspring. Leave the weapon loaded for too long and the spring got weak and the blaster jammed in the
middle of afight. It wasthe price a person paid for having arapid-fire that required constantly loading
and unloading the ammo clips.

Thethird coffin wasfull of loose 7.62 mm brassfor the rapid-fires. The next couple contained more clips,
then more Kaashnikovs, more ammo and, finaly, grens. Hundreds upon hundreds of them. Just smple



HE charges, no thermite or Willie Peter. White phosphorous, as Mildred cdled it. But till, it was more
grens than the companions had ever seen before except for the Alaskan redoubt.

Thelast coffin contained assorted survival supplies, folding knives, canteens, Aqua-Pure tabs and the
like. A baron’sransom in irreplaceabl e tech.

Judicioudy, JB. and Ryan chose a couple of the grens and disassembled them on the spot. But there
were no trgps, no gimmicks. The explosive mil chargeswere fully functiond, the smdl wads of C-4 moist
and soft. Then the two men went back and used their knivesto remove the lead for some of the
cartridges and poured out the powder. They half expected it to be sand or sawdust. But the silvery dust
looked normal, and when Ryan touched it with the flame of a butane lighter the propellant flared brightly
and yielded no smoke.

“Smokeless gunpowder.” J.B. chuckled in delight. Most of the blasters they found stored in the redoubts
were loaded with cordite. Greasy stuff that gave off dmaost no smoke but smelled likeamuti€ sfart. This
stuff gave off no smoke at al, none, and there was no smell. The Armorer knew how to make black
powder and how to convert that into gunpowder. Fulminating guncotton, nitro, plas, those were no prob.
Easy pie. But this stuff wasakind of predark chem far beyond his capabilities.

Sitting cross-legged on the cold floor, Jak began to insert live brass into an empty clip. When it wasfulll,
he placed it asde and started on another. Doc joined him at the task and they began stacking the loaded
magazines.

Therest of the companions stood guard, keeping a close watch on the open door.

“Must be about a hundred of therapid-fires,” Krysty said dowly, biting alip. “And mebbe amillion
rounds.”

“Closer totwo million as| figureit,” Mildred said, scrunching her face. “ Spare body parts downdairs
and enough blasters here for an army. What isthe son of abitch planning?’

“Could betrade goods,” J.B. theorized, running ahand aong the satiny finish of aKaashnikov. He took
aclip from the pile and gently inserted it into the receiver, then worked the bolt to chamber around. “A
man could buy awhole ville with just acouple of these.”

“Or take over adozen,” Ryan added grimly.
“Baron Ddphi?”’

“Why not? Last time he gave M-16 assaullt rifles to the people he hired to kill us and capture Doc.
Mebbe now he plansto carve out an empire...” Ryan didn’t finish the thought, but he could see that
everybody e se was a so reaching the same conclusion. After creating his kingdom, the cyborg would
come after Doc and the rest of them again. Only thistime, instead of facing four coldhearts, the
companions could be facing abastard army. A real army, hundreds of sec men armed with rapid-fires.
They had tangled with something similar in Shiloh, but back then the companions did a nightcreep and
used the element of surprise. That would not be the case thistime.

“What puzzles meisthe use of these coffins” Doc said, placing asde another full clip. “Itismost unlikely
that these funeral containerswere al that he could obtain to trangport the blasters. It ssems more likely
that—"

“Fireblast, he must have been smuggling them out of someplace,” Ryan said, completing the old man’s
thought, rubbing his chin. Thelast time, the cyborg seemed to have unlimited supplies. But now he was



smuggling weapons? The only logica reason why he d be doing that: the bastard cyborg had more
enemies than just the companions.

“All right, everybody grab aspare blaster and some grens,” Ryan announced, taking aloaded AK-47
and diding the strap over ashoulder. “1 want to check out the last few levels of this redoubt, then go
outside and find out wherewe are.”

“And then what?’ Mildred asked, filling her pockets with spare ammo clips. “ Should we send dl of this
stuff on another one-way trip to nowhere like the last batch?’

But before the Desthlands warrior could respond, the soft pattering sound came again, closer thistime
and from directly above them. Asthe companions|ooked curioudy upward, the celling shimmered likea
heat miragein the desert and adark figure cameinto view. Eight metd legs extended from a globular
body with red crystal eyes on the front and a stubby little weapon of some kind mounted on the side.

“Droid!” Ryan cursed, diving to the side as he cut loose with along burst from the Kaashnikov.

The Stuttering stream of AP rounds hammered the machine, doing scant damage. Then the scuttling droid
fired back, a9zzling energy beam from the tiny wegpon hitting Ryan directly in the chest.

Chapter Three

A soft, dry wind blew over the weedy landscape, carrying the faint smell of salt. High in the sky above
Nevada, dark purple clouds rumbled ominoudy and sheet lightning flashed brightly, momentarily parting
theroiling cover to expose afiery orange sky.

Lumbering out of the bushes, the monster did down the steep clay bank and landed with a splash in the
shallow river. Standing ten feet tall, the colossal griz bear sudied the rushing water. The river was quite
shalow in that area of the forest, no more than afew feet deep. Huge boulders jutted from the churning
surface, the pray creating a shimmering rainbow above the flow. Wiggling through the rocky shallows
were big slvery trout, golden salmon and huge schools of bright-orange sunfish resembling underwater
fire. In the deeper parts black-hued catfish wiggled aong the bottom egting everything they encountered
without prejudice. They smelled odd, and the bear consumed them only when there was nothing else
avalable

In the warm summer months, the griz would travel downsiream to the cliffs where there were freshwater
crabs, huge blue things that tasted wonderful, the snapping pinchers easily avoided. Other forest
predators savored the delicious rock-dwellers, but none of them dared to chalenge the powerful griz.
Wolves, cougars, even the giant bull moose avoided the monstrouskiller. The griz wasthe largest
cregturein the entire mountain forest, and the unchalenged master of the entire vadley.

There came aflash of gold in the rushing water and the bear lashed out amassive paw. The surface of the
river smacked loudly, and awiggling sdimon bounced into the misty air. Quickly bending forward, the griz
snapped powerful jaws shut on the flapping fish, the skull bones audibly cracking.

Contentedly dtting in the cold water, the bear used both pawsto rip the huge salmon apart, happily
gnawing on thetasty interna organs. Pale blood splattered the thick fur of the beast asit contentedly
consumed dl of the dying fish, then afterward it daintily washed the warm gore off its paws and lazily rose
to head back for the bank.

However, asit neared the grass, the anima paused at the sound of rustling leaves and instantly growled



menacingly, its haunchesrising dightly in preparation for ajump. Then its nose caught astrange smell in
thear. Gavanized in raw terror, al thoughts of fighting vanished. The griz turned tail to chargefor the
deeper water in the middle of theriver.

But it barely traveled ayard when a humanoid figure jumped out of the treetop and landed squarely on
the back of the forest killer. The griz bear snarled in fury asthe hooting stickie dapped it with both hands,
the deadly suckers adhering to the fur and flesh. With ajerk, the hands were raised, crimson gobbets of
flesh ripping free from the Startled bear. Violently shuddering, the wounded animal roared in agony and
rolled over. But the stickie stayed in place and again plunged the sucker-covered hands deeper into the
ghasily openings, pulling out more flesh with one hand and pieces of begting organswith the other.

Agony exploded insde the griz as blood sprayed into the air from the ruptured arteries. Asthe mutie
consumed the dtill-living flesh, the griz mindlesdy turned to run away, careening off apartidly submerged
tree and then damming directly into a boulder. Broken fangs and blood erupted from the brutal impact,
and the bear jerked back for asplit instant, only to charge forward again, trying to reach the deep waters
downstream. But its great strength was fading fast and every step was blinding agony, the sounds of
egting from the thing riding on top stealing what little reason the animal possessed. It weekly tried to rub
the stickie off by hitting aboulder, then the desperate animal rolled over again, keeping its attacker under
the water for aslong as possible before surfacing. But it wasto no avail. Blood dripped off the big bear,
the river running red.

Sowing noticeably, the bear could feel no pain anymore and somehow knew the end was near.
Summoning itslast bits of strength, the griz rose on its hind legsto bellow achdlenge at theworld, then it
collapsed into the running water with atremendous splash and lay ill, its great lungs laboring to draw
ragged breaths. Sight faded to darkness and aterrible cold filled the beast asits thoughts became
confused and muddled.

Steadfastly continuing to eet, the happy stickie barely noticed when the whimpering bear finaly stopped
moving and collapsed dead in the cold water. When it reached the still-warm fish in the belly, the mutie
hooted in delight at the unexpected prize.

Asit extracted the partidly chewed food, the stickie paused at the sound of alow rumble. Usually loud
noises were good. Explosions and fire lways meant norms were nearby, and they sometimes had prizes
worth stedling. But thiswas different somehow, and it rapidly grew louder. Timidly, theworried stickie
looked at the stormy sky, theroiling clouds of black and fiery orange crackling with sheet lightning. There
was akind of rain that fell sometimes, every drop burning worse than the orange-beast that consumed
wood. Once it had seen another stickie caught in adownpour of the fire-rain before it could reach a
cave. Theflesh of the mutie dissolved, exposing the white sticks underneath, then those fell apart, and il
the fire-rain continued, destroying animals and plants, until there were only rocks and bad ground. When
therain stopped, the mutie had fled far away, but still it feared the return of the bad water.

Suggishly, the mutie recalled that the fire-rain had a very specific smell, smilar to old bird eggs, and there
was no trace of the fire-rain smell. This had to be something else. Some new anima perhaps? Drooling
dightly, the gtickie hooted in ddight. The femaeswere dways ddlighted to get new mesat, and would
reward him by spreading their legs.

Inasplintery crash, the armored war wag plowed through the row of trees, the heavy treads flattening
thelaurel bushesinto pulp. Hooting a challenge, the stickie rose to wave both sucker-covered hands at
the strange angular beast, then charged in attack. Jumping high, it sailed toward the rolling thing, but
suddenly there came a series of loud bangs, the noises so close together they almost seemed to be one
long explosion.



Tremendous pain ripped through the stickie as the heavy-duty combat roundstore it apart. The mutie fell
into the dirty river dongside the cooling corpse of the giant bear, dayer and victim joined together forever
in death.

Roalling uncaring over the bodies, the lead APC crushed them in the mud and rocks as three more war
wags appeared from the forest. Each of the armored machines was draped with sandbags for additional
protection, the windows only tiny ditsto prevent an enemy from shooting insde the vehicles. Instead of
whedls, they rolled on armored treads, and the vented barrels of rapid-firesjutted from each sidelike the
quills of aporcupine. On the top of the lead wag was a scarred dome, the stubby barrel of 220 mm
Vulcan minigun sweeping the opposite shoreline for any possible dangers. The next wag had amissile
pod on top, thefiring hatch closed at the moment, and the last two vehicles were armed with the fluted
barrds of high-pressure flame-throwers. Blue-tinted smoke blew from the exhaust pipesrisng from the
roof of the war machines. The metal plating under the patched sandbags was badly scarred in severa
locations, but there were no breachesin sight.

Asindomitable as mountains, the armored wags jounced across the Nelson River, the water duiced off
severd layersof old blood, tufts of human hair and severa mutie suckers coming loose from behind the
ramming prow to wash away.

Sparkling with droplets, the war wags lumbered up the opposite bank, the prows rising high to crash
down onto the grasdand. The big diesel engines revved in power and the machines increased in speed.

“Smack ontarget.” Zane Bellany chuckled, diding shut the steel hatch on the left blasterport and
holstering his rapid-fire. It took two tries because of the cramped quarters, but the man finaly got the
Webley .44 whed gun back into |leather.

Asbad asarock, Bellany sported an enormous head that seemed to merge with hisincredibly hairy
chest. His clothes were clean, but heavily patched, and crude tattoos were visible on every inch of his
exposed skin. A machete hung at his side, tucked in arattlesnake-skin sheath.

“Wagte of ammo.” The driver snorted, feeding the power plant more juice. The gauges on theilluminated
dashboard flickered in response. Asthe wag surged forward, a piece of the aced stickie came loose and
fdl off the array of welded iron bars covering the windshield.

Unconcerned, Bellany shrugged as he reached for the half-eaten sandwich lying on the dashboard.
“Don’'t worry about it,” he said, taking amouthful and chewing. “We got plenty.”

Concentrating on steering the huge transport, the driver merely grunted in reply. Hewas anewbieto the
convoy and till had trouble getting his head around the idea of having enough ammo. All of hislifethe
man had watched grim people fight to the death with fists, knives and clubs over the ownership of asingle
live brass. Y et the four wags of the convoy had cases of the Stuff.

Upon joining the convoy, the driver had been given, given, aleather gunbelt containing apristine S&W
357 revolver, the double row of loops across the back holding atota of thirty live brass. Thirty! It wasa
fortunein brass, but that was nothing compared to the stack of boxes stored in the armory. Grens,
rockets, dl kinds of predark mil shit. Just fragging incredible. How the chief kept finding the tons of stuff
he had no idea

Along with the blasters, Chief Rogan often unearthed predark meds, crystals that you could dissolvein
water and drink to cure the Black Cough, the Blind Shakes, dl sorts of triple-bad ills. The meds were
worth athousand times more than any blagter, yet the chief regularly gave them away. At first that
seemed like an incredible waste. But whenever they returned to those villes, the convoys were greeted
warmly and nobody tried to jack them in the night, sell them rad water, or any of the other feeb tricks



some locals used to rip off outlanders.

Finished with the sandwich, Bellany brushed the crumbs off his shirt and reached over ashoulder to grab
aroll of paper. Carefully untying the piece of cloth holding it closed, Bellany studied the hand-drawn
map, then checked the compass on the dashboard before raising his head to note the landscape outside.
After the river was supposed to be a series of foothills, and than adeep valley...right. They were nearly
a their god. Ralling up the map again, he tucked it back into the honeycomb and grabbed a mike from a
clip attached to the celling.

“Okay, everybody get razor,” Bellany said, the words echoing throughout the long wag. “ And somebody
wake up the chief. We re amost there.”

“And sooner than expected,” afamiliar voice said from behind.

Turning, Bellany smiled in greeting at the man standing in the doorway. “We didn't run into any trouble
likelast time, Sr,” he said, hanging up the mike.

“Then what were you shooting a?’ Chief “John Rogan” asked, frowning dightly. The man waswearing a
mil jumpsuit bleached adull gray to match his pae combat boots. Two different blastersrodein awide
gunbelt and ashort crystal wand was tucked into a shoulder holster. The others had no ideawhat the
thing was, but naturally assumed it was awegpon of some kind.

“Jugt adtickie,” Bdlany sad. “Nothing important.”

Damn it, he missed stickies? Curse the bad luck for them to be found when he was out of the control
room! “ Stickies, eh? Well, asyou say, nothing important,” Rogan lied, limping across the cabin.

Asthe convoy leader took a seet, Bellany forced himsalf not to comment on the man’s condition. Pale
and thin, Rogan adways looked rather sickly, a condition that had tricked alot of coldheartsinto trying to
acethe norm for hisblasters. But the chief was dtill here while the others were now resdentsin the worm
hotedl. In spite of appearances, Rogan was lightning-fast with a blaster and rarely missed. Privately,
Bdlany thought it was more than possible that the chief had just atouch of mutie in hisblood, but wisdy
never mentioned the ideaout loud. Chief Rogan hated al muties with aviolence that bordered on
madness.

Limping to the gunner chair, the man who caled himself John Rogan avkwardly eased into the seet.
Studying the grille covering the front windshield, he buckled on the seet belt usudly ignored by dl of the
other members of his crew. There were some scattered bloodstains on the metal, but no appreciable
damage. Good. It had taken him quite awhile to sted these four trucks from the Alaska redoubt
controlled by Department Coldfire, and getting replacements wastotally out of the question. If another
operative of Coldfire ever found him, or worse, somebody from TITAN, then the cyborg would be
ruthlesdy executed on Sght.

But the fools cannot kill what they cannot find, Delphi noted sagely.

However, hewas gtill annoyed about missing the stickies, though. The cyborg would have appreciated
onelast attempt at raising their intelligence. But so far, the only mutiesthat Delphi had directly
encountered were flapjacks, runts and those annoying little water rat things. Whatever the hell those
werel That doomie caled Haviva had warned him about teeth in the dirty water, and she had been right.
Teeth in the water. The phrase had stayed in hismind. And the fat little muties had been nothing but teeth
in the dirty marshland water. The horrible things aced four of his men before they could escape. Teeth in
the water. Delphi was extremely glad the deadly rodents were far behind them now. On the other hand,
he wanted to find just one more group of stickies. He still had some faint hopes for his broken children,



but it was Sarting to fade away. They might smply be too stupid to ever train.
“How’ sthefuel?” The cyborg sighed in resignation, checking the array of flickering gauges.

“Hafway down,” the driver replied, steering around the ruins of apredark house. The roof and walls had
crumbled to the ground long ago, leaving only the brick chimney. But as the war wags rumbled past, the
chimney visibly trembled and broke apart, finishing the destruction.

“That' s acceptable,” Delphi commented, watching the house recede into the distance behind the convoy.

For some bizarre reason the random destruction felt ominous, dmost asif it was a premonition of doom.
The cyborg tried to shake off the dire thoughts. Hewas aredlist. He did not believe in omensand
portents. That was merely voodoo nonsensefor theilliterate masses. Y et the disturbing feding would not
leave the man-machine hybrid, and he stared at the cloud of dust rising from the wreckage until the
natural contour of the land removed it from his sight. For amoment Delphi wondered if thismight bethe
death waiting for himin the ruinsthat Haviva had foretold. But she had warned him of teeth in the water.
There was no water here. Only crumbling brick buildings, blast crater and weeds.

“Sir, isthere something wrong? Hey, Chief!”

With agtart, Delphi redlized that Bellany had been talking to him for awhile. “No, just lost in thought
over that redhead inthelast ville,” the cyborg lied quickly, then made himself chuckle. “By thunder, she
was fantastic! Damn near aced mein bed, and that was before she pulled aknife and tried to gut melike
afishl”

“Just agreedy dut.” Bellany snorted in disdain. “And you paid her two live rounds! Must have wanted it
al, and she ended up with nothing.”

“Sad, but true,” Delphi said in agreement. Actudly he had been forced to day the whore when he lost
control for asecond during their sex play and accidentally reveaed histrue sdif, the beams of light from
his cybernetic eyes shining directly into her horrified face. She' d shrieked in terror and he' d quickly
pulled aknife to dash her throat, then cut hisown arm to try to cover up the murder. Thankfully, theloca
sec men believed theinnocence of the cyborg, especialy when heinsisted on having another dut finish
what the first one had only started. A norma man denied release would seek completion, so he'd had to
do the same. Anything e se would have been deemed suspicious.

Annoying, but necessary. In the end it had cost Delphi another live round, but the cyborg had sex with
another dut, findly crying out in pretend joy when insde he was seething with impatience to leave.
Happily, if this misson was successful, hewould never have to do such foul, degrading things again. He
finally would have no need for the troopers of this convoy, or these ramshackle old war machines. He
would be whole, complete, indomitable!

Struggling to contral his breething, Delphi rubbed his bad leg, remembering the disastrous fight in the
underground tunnel.

Soon enough, Tanner, he slently raged. Oh, so very soon, revenge will be mine. Only thistime, I’'m not
going after you. That would be too swift, too easy. Thistime I’m going to destroy your only reason for
dayingdive....

“Hey, look!” the driver called, applying the brakes and dowing to acomplete stop. “Isthat the place,
Chig?

“Lookslikeit,” Belany muttered, checking the map. “What do you think, Sr?’



Rejoining the conversation, Del phi looked out the window. The wag was parked on top of ahillock, and
down below were the sprawling remains of some predark city. Most of the structures had been leveled
and remained only as square outlines in the thick carpeting of weeds and scraggly bushes. A hundred
carswere parked negtly in grassy fieldsthat had once been abusy city street. Delphi realized that the
bronze statue of the town’ sfounder was nowhere in sight, the mall was now a scum-covered pond. The
nuke damage to the town seemed minimal. SierraNevada College was aliberd arts college and not on
anybody’ sICBM hit list. However, its graphic arts department had a nexus generation IBM Blue/Gene
supercomputer used to train students for creating Sate-of-the-art computer games and specid effectsin
movies. And hewanted it.

“Hmm, I’'m not sure,” Delphi muttered, augmenting hisvision for telescopic sight. The hundreds of
assorted ruins zoomed into view and he sudied them carefully.

Severd of the college buildings till remained, the thick marble walls covered with moss and dense
growths of wild ivy. Nevada had not been hit too hard during the war, but it had been torn to pieces by
earthquakes, a volcano and the mindlessrioting that soon followed skydark. Add to that the general
destruction of the acid rain storms, and suddenly Delphi wasn't at al sure that he could find the graphic
artslab anymore. It seemed that implacable time was the ultimate destroyer.

As he searched for additiona landmarks, the other wags arrived to park in aragged line alongside the
lead wag. The troopersingde the vehicles were talking animatedly, more than afew of them checking
over their blasters, obvioudy preparing for arecce.

Accessing his mentd files, the cyborg compared his memory of the university town to the present-day
jumble of weeds and broken sdewalks. Overlapping the two images, Delphi saw that too much had
shifted over time, and was forced to sneak a peek at his pam. The nanotech monitor embedded into his
flesh crackled into view for amoment, then faded away again. The replacement hand was not yet fully
interfaced with hisinterna circuitry, but the brief scan had been enough.

“Yes, thisisit,” Delphi stated, Sitting upright. “ Danid, take us down the hill. But move dow! | cannot
vouch for the tability of the subterranean agueducts.”

Thedriver blinked in confusion.
“Ah, gr...” Belany darted.

“The sawers are damaged and the streets may collgpse,” Delphi explained impatiently. “ At thefirst Sgn
of titling, head into theweeds.” Then he diplomaticaly added, “Y ou’ re my best driver, Dan. Try not to let
me...down.”

The man at the whed smiled at the feeble joke. “No prob, Chief,” he boasted, shifting into gear once
more.

Asthe armored wag began to roll, Delphi activated the e ectric circuits to the 20 mm Vulcan minigun on
the roof. He had avery limited supply of roundsfor the VVulcan, mainly because a maximum discharge it
could empty the entire vehicle of shellsin under five minutes. Sluggishly avid monitor on the dashboard
flickered and scrolled into life, displaying agtatic-filled view of the land directly ahead of them. Touching
the joystick, Delphi saw agraduated crosshairs gppear on the screen. Even in histime period, thiswas an
awesome weapon of destruction.

“Zane, contact the other wags,” Delphi commanded, swiveling the VVulcan back and forth to check the
servomotors. “1 want Margaret and Vance to stay on top of the hill and keep awatch on usfrom asafe
distance. Evanisto stay close”



“Already told’em,” Bellany replied, putting the hand mike back initsclip.
For the briefest second, the cyborg smiled for red. “Y ou know mevery well, Zane.”

“That'smy job, Chief.” The bald man smiled, swaying to the motion of the wag. “ To make sure your ass
only hasthat oneholeinit.”

In spite of himsdlf, Delphi snorted in amusement at the rank vulgarity, then jerked around and squeezed
the trigger on the joystick. On top of the wag, the VVulcan roared for a brief second and a gelatinous thing
exploded amid the branches of alarge redwood a hundred feet avay.

“Damn, you'refadt,” Bdlany whispered, raising an eyebrow asthe clear remains of the aced mutie
dripped onto the dirt like clear syrup. “I never even saw the bastard mutie!”

“Whichiswhy he'sin charge,” Danid said, angling thewhed to roll around alarge chuck of predark
concrete studded with iron rods. “And why | drive, and Ettaisthe hedler, and you...Ah, exactly what is
it you do here again?’

Giving ahaf smile, Zane smacked the driver across the back of the head.

“Oh yeah, now | remember.” He grinned, feeding the diesdls more juice. The big engines responded with
asurge of power.

Asthe wag crested over the hillock, awide expanse of greenery spread out beforeit. Thefield of low
grass became dotted with low bushes that merged together into a dense undergrowth. Obvioudy there
had been aforest fire here in recent years, or perhaps acid rain, and the soil was only now reclaiming the
logt territory.

The war wag went over the bushes without any hindrance, the plants scraping dong the belly of the
machine. Reaching level ground, now young saplings grew in abundance: pine, birch and willow. With no
regard for the plants, Danid drove the war wag right over the saplings, snapping off the trunks at bumper
leve.

The rad counter on the dashboard began to wildly click and Danidl abruptly veered away from the lake.
It had to be ablast crater that had filled with water over time. Nasty. His granny had believed that when
ranfilled arad pit, anybody swvimming in it became amutie. The chief said no, but it till sounded
reasonable to him. Most folks were feebs, and how e se could anybody explain why there were so many
damn muties?

A perforated metal pole stuck out of the ground, and Daniel headed in that direction. Soon enough, bits
of predark trash were visible among the weeds and plants. Two wags smashed together, aplastic toilet
sedt, alength of chain dangling off acracked block of concrete.

Pieces of dark asphalt appeared here and there among the plants, and Danid used them asaguide
through the suburbs and into the ancient city. He had done this sort of recce many times before and knew
what to look for.

Soon, the fledgling trees gave way to vertica walls of thick moss, and vines extended in every direction.
Bright red umbrella bushes stood like fiery giants amid the greenery, clusters of tiny birds fluttering about
insde the tangled maze of twisted branches. Delphi knew the strange bushes were not amutation, but
smply vegetation indigenous to Puerto Rico. How it got to North Americawas anybody’ s guess. Most
likely, there had been afew samplesin the college greenhouse, and after the nuclear war, they began to
spread. Delphi had seen lionsin Texas and eephantsin Maine. When humanity tried to kill itsdlf, the zoos



of the world were |eft done, neglected. Some of the starving animals weren't eaten and managed to
escape and breed in the wild.

Which unfortunately did not explain the howlers, Delphi thought. Those mutations were not listed on any
of hisfilesor records.

Howlerswere not genetic experiments designed to survive anuclear war, or biological weapons, organic
killing machines created by the military to combat the growing mutant population. No, they were
something else. Something different and unknown. Privately, the cyborg feared they were true mutations,
Mother Nature s savage response to the atomic rape of the planet. Someday, they would have to be
eliminated, or dse humanity would find itself embroiled in another war for survivd.

More and larger buildings could be seen among the thick carpeting of moss, along with the occasiond
upright door or intact window. A gleaming white satellite dish thrust up from an ivy-covered building, the
fire escgpe festooned with gently waving flowers.

The progress of the war wag dowed from the amount of debris on the old streets. More than once, the
armored prow sammed into abush only to discover afalen-down bridge behind the growth or corroded
remains of somelarge vehicle. Delphi recognized afew of them as Abrams battle tanks. Clearly,
somebody had known what was going on ingde the quiet college, but had arrived far too late to do
anything about it. Just like sex and comedy, the cyborg mused, even in combat, timing was everything.

Asthewar wag reached an open area, Delphi called for ahalt. Only afew yards away wasa
weed-encrusted fountain, the legs of abronze statue risng from the amassed plantsto end in ragged
stumps above the thighs.

“Thiswill do,” Delphi directed, unbuckling his seet belt and standing. “We make camp here. There's
good vighility inal directions. Nothing can get close without us seeing.”

“Y ou expecting trouble, Chief?” Bellany asked, rising to take a Kadashnikov assault blaster from the gun
rack. Expertly, the troopers checked the load in the clip, then worked the arming bolt to chamber the first
7.62 mm round.

“No,” the cyborg stated, taking down an AK-47 for himself. “ Just preparing for it.” He was wearing
better weapons than this, but it would be good for morale for the others to see him armed like them.
People were such fools.

“What exactly are we after here, anyway?’ Bellany asked, dinging the longblaster over abroad shoulder
and stuffing his pockets with spare clips.

“Shine, dutsand daves?’ Danid asked hopefully, turning off the engines. The diesels sputtered allittle
then went gtill. On the dashboard, a second set of gauges and meters cameto dow life, using the power
from the nuke batteriesinsde the floor. Fuel for the motors was difficult to acquire outside of aredoulbt,
but the nuke batteries supplied dectricity for decades before burning out.

“Hardly,” Delphi corrected with adisapproving grimace. “ Thereisalot of old tech here that we can
incorporate. .. ah, that we can use in the wags. Maybe even get the radios to work for farther than a
couple of hundred feet.”

Resting both arms on top of the steering whedl, Danid gave along, low whistle.

“Working radios” Bdlany muttered. “ That’ d give usachilling edge in any fight with anther wag. We
gottatry for those!”



Which waswhy | offered the suggestion, fool. “Exactly, old friend,” Delphi said, beaming acold smile.
“My thoughts exactly.”

Just then the second wag rolled into view and cameto ahdt only afew yards away. Asthe enginesdied,
the side hatch cycled open, lowering to the ground to form a short flight of stairs. Two armed troopers
were standing inside the wag, the door of the security cage closed behind them just in case of any
trouble. Bypassing the stairs, the two men jumped to the ground and stood in a crouched position to give
the other troopersinsde the wag needed clearanceto fire. All of the men were carrying Browning
Automatic Rifles, heavy bolt-action weapons from the Second World War. Only one person was
carrying a Kaashnikov, a short redheaded woman who was the sec boss for the second wag.

Looking over theivy-covered ruins, Cotton Davenport grunted in satisfaction, then unlocked the door to
the cage and walked outside to join the troopers. Next came two more troopers, carrying Browning
longblasters, but these had bayonets attached to the end of the barrels. The blades shone mirror-bright in
the weak sunlight radiating downward from the scormy sky. Both of the guards wore bandoliers dung
acrosstheir chests, theloopsfull of shiny brass cartridges.

“Okay, spread out and do a perimeter sweep!” Cotton commanded, her fiery curls shaking in the cool
breeze. “I wannafifty yard reccein every direction! Y ou find anything, chill it.”

Nodding, the four troopers headed off in different directions, their weapons held at the ready.

“Comeon, Zane,” Delphi said, starting aong the centra corridor of thewag. “1 don’t want to waste any
of the daylight we haveremaining.”

“No prob. Got your six, Chief,” the big man said, striding close behind.

Just past the food locker, Delphi noted the left and right gunners were dert in their metal cocoons, hands
resting lightly on the handles of the Remington .50-cdiber machine guns. Excellent. There should not be
any need for the heavy wegpons on this sojourn, he thought, but it never hurt. Briefly, Delphi wondered if
he should have brought aong the Kalashnikovs.

Turning into the mudroom where the troopers stored their acid rain garments, Delphi took down a
hurricane lantern and dung it over a shoulder before unbolting the door to the security cage and stepping
through to work the handle that activated the armored hatch. With the soft sgh of hydraulics, the section
of the hull disengaged and swung down to the vine-covered ground.

Exiting the wag, Delphi pretended to Stretch sore muscles because it was expected, then strode into the
ruins. Bellany stayed at his side, as Cotton and four more troopers joined the procession. Two of them
wore bulky backpacks and one man openly carried a crowbar. Everybody carried lanterns and grens.

Asthe group moved deegper into the ruins, the buzzing and chirping of theinsect life went slent, and there
was only the sound of the leaves crunching under their combat boots. Surreptitioudy, Delphi checked the
areawith an infrared scanner ingde hisleft hand, but saw no indication of anything large. But he stayed
aert for anything cold-blooded that wouldn’t have appeared on the scanner.

Vineswere thick underfoot, making walking tricky business, and little white mushrooms were
everywhere. Theair smelled of damp earth, decaying matter and flowers. Therewasasmall bananatree
in the smashed display window of aclothing store and clusters of an unknown fruit festooned a public
library. One of the troopers nudged another to point out alarge spiderweb filling an dleyway between
two buildings, and alarge snake on a second-floor balcony stared unnervingly at the norms asthey
moved past.



The jungle of Nevada, the cyborg darkly mused. With the weather patterns of the world this badly
scrambled, it was amiracle that anybody had survived skydark.

Behind them, the engines of the war wags gave off soft pings as they began to cool. Troopers watched
the group from behind the gridwork covering the windshields, and high on the hill there came the flash of
reflected light from apair of binocs.

Going to the cracked marble basin of the old fountain, Delphi located the broken statue and pulled away
vines until he found the rest of thefigure. It waslying amid the leafy ivy and kudzu, the bronze turned a
dark green from acentury of corrosion.

“Isthat their baron or some kinda god?’ atrooper asked curioudy. The Satue was of aman carrying a
longblaster and powder horn, so it had to be a sec man of some kind. He' d seen hunters wearing the
samekind of fringed clothing back east. The fringe waved in the breeze and hel ped keep off thefliesand
skeeters.

“The great-grandfather of their baron, ismorelikeit,” Delphi replied, running calculationsinsde his head.
If the Boston Minuteman had been facing the southeast, then the main road should be to their right.
Hopefully, the physicslab was il standing, or else thiswhole trip would be awaste. Delphi only had
limited resources since being thrown out of Department Coldfire, and every falure threstened hisvery
exigence.

Just for an ingtant, the cyborg relived the awful moment when afriend told him that the executive council
had ordered histermination for the failure to retrieve the test subject, aka Doctor Theophilus Tanner. The
occasiond lack of success on amisson wasto be expected in the chaos of the Deathlands, but Delphi
had broken too many rules, daughtered too many gene-pure people, in hismad quest for Tanner. All
would have been forgiven if he had accomplished the task, but thisleve of failure meant his doom.
Knowing he had only minutesin which to act, Delphi had reluctantly killed hisfriend and used hisldent
card to raid the main warehouse for spare body parts and supplies, then established a supply cache a an
abandoned redoubt. Now he walked the planet amid the dirty savages, posing as atrader, exchanging
trinketsfor food and buying the loyaty of men with gunsand bullets, searching, hunting, committed to
another desperate quest, thistime to gain hisown savation.

“Wadl, nuke me running,” atrooper muttered, rubbing the back of his neck. “Never would have
supposed they had flintlocks back then. Thought that was something new.”

“Yeah?" Cotton asked, suddenly interested. “ And who the frag has new flintlocks?’

The trooper started to reply when something moved in the trees, jumping from branch to branch with
blurring speed, and coming their way.

“Volley firel” Bellany shouted, and the troopersraised their BAR blasters to unleash acrackling
discharge. The hail of bullets tore through the treetops, sending a score of leaves fluttering to the ground.
Then abloody screamwing plummeted into sight to bounce off the marquee of avine-covered movie
theater. Thelifeless body flopped to afire bush and the leaves closed around the small, leathery body,
wrapping it tight to extract every ounce of nourishment.

“Watch for the mate,” Bellany commanded, using athumb to switch his AK-47 from single shot to
full-auto.

The words were barely spoken when alarger screamwing lanced out of the tree to swoop down and
skim aong the ground, its deadly beak and claws ready to kill. Without hesitation, the troopers opened
fire, peppering the plant life with hot lead. But the winged mutie was too fast and the thing was dmost



upon them, shrieking in rage and fury, when Delphi fired once. In an explosion of gory, the head was
blown off the screamwing and the body dammed into Cotton, knocking over the sartled sec woman.

“Th-thanks, Chief,” the woman panted, getting back to her feet. “Nuking hell, that thing wasfast! How
could you ever—’

“Yes, yes, you' rewelcome,” the cyborg interrupted, aready contemplating other matters. “Comeon, |
think the building isthisway!”

As he rushed off by himsdlf, the others scrambled to catch up with Delphi as he darted from astand of
banyan trees to a sagging church. An old skeleton was lashed to the cross on top, only the ropes and
jungle vines holding the dried bonesin place. A plastic rosary till hung from the broken neck of the
Catholic priest, afiberglass arrow shaft going through hisribs exactly where his heart would have been
located; another jutted from the | eft eye socket.

Ruefully, Delphi knew that after skydark, most of the survivors went temporarily mad. Terrified and
garving, they turned against any symbal of authority, police officers, physcians, judges and even the
clergy, killing the very people who could have hel ped them stay dive. Damned themsalvesto a century of
barbarism by their own foolishness and fear. Not many people could read these days, and the word
“whitecoat” wasthe most vile curse word. Advanced technology was suspect and considered magic by
most norms. Traveling across the scorched continent, Delphi had no trouble finding sec mentojoin his
convoy—blasterswith unlimited ammo was alure that none could resi st—but very few wanted anything
to do with the engines, power plant or eectronic machinery.

“This place makes my skin crawl,” atrooper whispered. “I1t'sevil. | canfed it.”
“Frag that noise,” Bellany snapped irritably. “Watch for more screamwings and stay with the chief!”

Frantically, Delphi looked around, then charged in afresh direction. Y es, thiswasit. Hewas close,
amost there! The main street of the ruins was made of red bricks, partidly crumbled back into the moist
earth, witch weed and dill growing thick between theirregular rows.

A large metalic shapefilled an intersection and Delphi thought it was another army tank at first. But ashe
got closer heredlized it was the bent wreckage of an ICBM missile. Probably one of the many that had
been shot down during the brief war. The ceramic nose cone was till attached, and the cyborg nervoudy
checked for any sgns of life from the thermonuclear death machine, or worse, aradiation lesk. But the
missile registered as magneticaly inert, and there was only the low-level background radiation that
blanketed the world these days. The weapon that had killed the world was dead, Del phi noted
sardonicaly. A sword beaten, not into a plowshare, but into landfill. The irony was dmost postic. In
primordia harmony, sheet lightning thundered in the stormy sky.

Moving around the missile, Del phi paused, then moved forward with renewed vigor. Thereit was! At
ledt!

The graphic arts building of the college was till standing, the marble wallsintact, even if the facade was
dightly tilting to the left, so that the front door was now atrapezoid. Thewindow glassfor dl five stories
was long gone, but stout bars <till covered the lopsided openings.

“What arad pit.” Bellany scowled, resting the stock of the Kaashnikov onahip. “You surethere's
anything useful here, Chief?’

“Absolutely,” Delphi muttered, moving to the encrusted remains of the revolving door. The shatterproof
glasswas aso missing from the frame, and he easily stepped through the porta and into the dim interior.



Theterrazzo floor wasthick with dirt, only afew very smdl plants having found the necessary purchase
to grow on the resilient materid. The furnishingsin thelobby were draped with vines, the ceiling thick
with cobwebs, and there was a definite reek of mildew inthe air. Automatically, Delphi activated his
nasdl filtersjust in case there was any black mold in the structure.

“Useyour handkerchiefs!” the cyborg snapped, pulling the knotted cloth over his nose and mouith.

Understanding the danger, the troopers rushed to obey, severa of them sprinkling the cloths with afew
drops of shine as additiona protection.

Proceeding deeper into the building, Delphi ft hisartificia eyes come dive and start to glow to counter
the darkness. Ingtantly he countermanded the process and pulled around the lantern hanging at hisside.
Raising theflue, heflicked abutane lighter aive and applied the flame to the rag wick. When it caught, he
lowered the flue and turned the wick al the way up for maximum illumination. Thewick burned with an
eerie blue light from the dcohal in the glass reservoir, which only served to give the darkness an
additiona n-earthly fed.

Asthe others did the same, the lobby cameto life and Delphi could now see the trappings of civilization.
Dead security cameras mounted on thewalls, an ATM in the corner, pay phones, an acovefilled with
candy and soda machines. The ghostly echoes of abygone era

Going to the reception desk, Delphi held the lantern high. Most of the lettering had fallen off over the
intervening century, leaving behind only a cryptic scramble of partia words and names. Usdless.

Looking around the lobby, Delphi saw two sets of double doors at opposite ends. One set was broken
and hanging from the rusted hinges, the other ill in place, the glassin the observation port cracked but
intact.

Ipso facto, Delphi mentally chuckled, heading for them. However, the doors proved to be firmly locked.
ThelBM supercomputer had cost the college severd million dollars. He had expected some decent
Security. Just not thisgood. Could. ..could this have been one of the hardpoints where the redoubts had
been designed? Suddenly the cyborg felt atingling rush of excitement. This could be the answer to his
prayers! Not just acollege, but atop-secret military laboratory!

“Blow it,” Delphi eagerly commanded, moving back aways.

Now the troopers with the backpacks moved up, pulling out blocks of C-4 plastique. Taking over the
work, Bellany cut the big blocks into smal squares and attached them to the outside of the doors where
the hinges should be located on the other sde. Shoving in smal detonators, the trooper trailed the wiring
behind him as he got clear, then attached them to a small handheld generator.

“Hot pladd” he shouted in warning, then twisted the handle on top.

Thelittle generator gave alow whine and the C-4 violently exploded, smashing the doors apart and
sending a hurricane of exhaust acrossthe lobby, creating a storm of dust. The entire predark building
seemed to vibrate from the concussion.

“David Hannon! Stay by the front of this drek hole and watch for stickies,” Cotton commanded, wiping
her stinging eyeswith the back of ahand. “ That fucking boom might bring every mutiein the areadown
our nuking throatsl”

Coughing loudly, the two troopers shuffled away.

Hurrying closer, Delphi was stunned to see that the doors had not been removed, but instead were



merely separated by afew feet, the adamantine portals fill attached to the locking bar on theinside.
However, the massive hinges were twisted and stretched like warm taffy, leaving a gap between the
doors of about afoot.

“Shitfire, they sure built things strong before the big chill,” Bellany muttered, impressed in spite of himsdif.
“That plas charge should have knocked down the whole damn wall!”

“Ah, but thisis no ordinary building,” Delphi said, holding the lantern next to the gap. Past them was only
darkness. “| think this might have been amil base.”

“A fort? Still blinking, Cotton furrowed her brow. “ Thought you said it was aschool,” she said.
“A little of both, and so much more,” the cyborg said excitedly. “Now stay close and follow my lead!”

Turning Sdeways, Ddphi managed to squeeze through the dim opening and held the lantern high. There
was another long corridor ahead of him, but this one was spotlesdy clean, without any dust, vinesor
mold. There was abreeze coming from behind Delphi carrying the rank smells of the jungle, mixed with
the tang of ages-old dust. But the air past the doors was flat and sterile, tasting rather similar to that of a
redoubt. Sterile and clean. Smply amazing, he marveled. Theingalation seemed to be intact. The sedls
hed to have held for afull century! And if that wastrue...

Unableto restrain himsdlf further, Delphi ran forward past numerous doors marked only with project
codenames—Broken Thunder, Delta Dawn, Madlstrom and the like—until reaching a plain door marked
amply asColdfire.

Eurekal Breathlesdy the cyborg tapped an entry code onto the keypad and there was no response,
which was not very surprising. Even the vaunted nuke batteries had limits.

Glancing behind to make sure the others coming through the doors were not close yet, the cyborg pushed
up adeeve and opened asmal service pand in hisarm. Pulling out a power cord, he attached it to the
port of the keypad and tried again. Thistime agreen light came on, therewas a click and the door svung
open wide. But before Delphi could move, there came the sound of running boots. Quickly he reclaimed
the power cord just as Bellany, Davenport and the others arrived.

“Don't like you going off by yoursdf, Chief,” the bald trooper growled, peering suspicioudy into the open
doorway. “What if you found astickie, or agreenie, hiding in here?’

“I wasin no danger,” Delphi replied tolerantly, pulling down hisdeeve. “Now | want the rest of you to
gay herein the halway. | must do the next part done.”

“Sr, | just said—" Bellany started, but was cut off by acurt hand gesture from the cyborg.

“Oh, I'll befine,” Delphi reiterated, unableto look away from the darkness. Everything he wanted,
everything he needed, could be only feet away in the Stygian gloom. “Besides—’

“No.”
The word startled the cyborg and he dowly turned. “What was that you just said?’ he demanded.
“I said no,” Bellany repeated gruffly. “Where you go, so do we, Chief. End of discussion.”

Impatiently, Delphi started to raly cogent arguments, but then saw the grim determination in the trooper’s
face and accepted the Situation. The only way to stop the man from following would beto kill him. Delphi
had no real problem with that, but there were too many others that would aso have to bekilled, and in



the ensuing fight, some of their bullets might damage the ddlicate equipment insde the predark |ab, ruining
the whole reason for coming herein thefirst place.

“All right, we stay together,” Delphi said, artfully masking his annoyance. “However—’

“I'mon point,” Bellany said, stepping in front of the cyborg and waking boldly into the blackness.
Holding their blasters at the ready, the other troopers stayed close to Delphi.

The floor was bare concrete, thick power cables crisscrossing the expanse in amanner shockingly smilar
to thejungle outside. A huge supercomputer stood mute aong a cinder-block wall, the huge tanks of
liquid nitrogen used to cool the machine standing in anest row inside achained corrd.

Mountains of machinery rose and fell around the group, the shadows cast by their cohal lanterns
making the equipment seem oddly animated.

“So what arewelooking for?’ Cotton asked, tightening her grip on the Kaashnikov.
Pausing in thought, Delphi debated how much to tell them when one of the troopers snorted in disgust.

“Blind Norad, it redly stinksin here,” he said behind the mask covering his mouth. “Kindareminds me of
alatrine”

Pursing hislips, Delphi started to mock thefellow. After dl how could there bethe smell of fecesinsdea
lab that had been sedled for ahundred years? Then he smelled it, too. Fresh dung. But how was that
possibleunless...

“Mutied” Delphi shouted, smashing the hurricane lantern on thefloor.

The glassreservoir crashed and the supply of shineignited, creating arush of light that caught something
large and dark just outside the nimbus of illumination.

“Go back-to-back!” Bellany shouted, raising the AK-47. “Form acirclel”

“No, don’'t shoot!” Delphi cried, but then the shadows moved again and atrooper shrieked ashisarm
wastorn off at the shoulder, taking his blaster withit.

Asthe othersrushed to hisaid, Cotton spun and triggered her rapid-fire. The muzzle-flash strobed in the
darkness almost revealing something darting between the huge predark machines. The 7.62 mm rounds
ricocheted off the hulking equipment, throwing off sprays.

“Damn it, that was an order!” Delphi raged, shaking his Kaashnikov at the norm. “| sad no—"
But the sec woman fired again, alonger burgt, just as Bellany fired his weapon in the opposite direction.
“Shitfire, there’ stwo of "em!” atrooper snarled, pulling agren.

Aghast, Delphi pointed the rapid-fire at the man and was about to shoot when there was movement
above the group and alarge black creature landed in the middle of them, right on top of the smashed
lantern. The blue flames rose around the mutie, gpparently doing no harm to it whatsoever, but reveaing
every feature. It was ahuge catlike cresture, almost the size of apony. The smooth fur was dead-black,
the mouth a crimson dash, the long fangs dripping blood from the recent kill, and the eyes were solid
yelow. Then awrithing nest of tentacles rose from the back.

“Nuke me, it'sahellhound!” atrooper screamed, backing away in terror. Then he convulsed and
toppled over, reveding a second mutie retresting into the gloom with most of his spine dangling from its



horrid jaws.

Dropping his AK-47, Belany spun in acrouch, drew the Webley and fired. The booming muzzle-flame
actualy touched the hellhound, scoring along bloody furrow dong itssde. Snarling insandly, the big cat
charged through the crowd of troopers, bowling them over asit escaped into darkness.

Asthe gutted body hit the ground, the troopers began firing their wegponsin every direction, the
dischargesilluminating the predark |ab. Delicate machinery exploded into pieces as the two hellhounds
circled the group, going in different directions, congtantly moving.

“Sons of bitches aretrying to confuse us!” Cotton bellowed, squeezing off ashort burst from the
Kaashnikov. “How fragging smart are these muties?’

Thelight from the smashed lantern was beginning to flicker and die, and as the illumination diminished, the
hellhounds came ever closer. Oddly, the monstrous cats seemed unconcerned about the other lanterns.

“It'snot thelight!” Cotton realized, shouting over her chattering longblaster. “They don't likefire!”

“Chief, isthere anything in here we can burn?’ Bellany demanded, working the bolt to free a bent shell
caught in the gjector port. He got it loose and the bent casing flew away.

“I havenoideal” Dephi replied, feding both of his hearts pound in his chest.

Suddenly one of the creatures legped on top of acomp, only to jump off againimmediately. The jar sent
the big machinetilting and men scrambled away asit crashed on the floor with a deafening noise,
smashing one of the lanterns. Asthe light vanished, a scream from the other side of the group told of
anather chilling.

“Theeyes!” Delphi shouted. “ Aim for the eyes or the ears! Those are the only weak points!”
Kicking spent brass out of their way, the troopers shuffled closer together for protection.
“Y ou heard the man!” Cotton shouted at the top of her lungs. “ Eyes and ears, boys! Send it to hdll!”

Dropping back, Delphi sprayed an entire clip of rounds at the hellhounds, then dropped the exhausted
wegpon and pulled apistol from his gunbdt. At the grasp of his hand, the wegpon audibly charged and
an indicator light on top registered in the red. The battery insde the H& K needler wasfully charged.

“Everybody out!” Delphi commanded, leveing the Kalashnikov and his pigtal. “I can handlethisaone!”

“No nuking way. We stand together!” Bellany snarled, snapping off shots with the Webley. Then the
hammer clicked on a spent shell. Ducking, the bald trooper cracked the weapon to drop the empties and
hastily thumb in fresh rounds. Onelive cartridge fell and rolled away under awooden desk—and a
hellhound jumped over the desk to land on top of Bellany.

Shrieking obscenities, the man went down, firing the handcannon point-blank into the chest of the thing.
A single swipe of the powerful claws removed histhroat, while the tentacles lanced outward, spearing
two other troopers, scoring minor wounds. Their rapid-fires dropped with a clatter, firing off afew
rounds before stopping.

Recoiling, Delphi paused for only a second, then aimed both of hisweapons and fired them
smultaneoudy. The chattering of the assault rifle completely masked the soft hiss of the H&K coil gun.
The 7.62 mm bullets bounced off the body of the beast, but the 2.5 mm depleted uranium divers
punched clean through the deek, muscular body.



Pumping out piss-yelow blood, the hellhound snarled over ashoulder, and al of its tentacles stabbed for
the cyborg. He ducked, and they missed by lessthan an inch. Staying in a crouch, hefired again and
again, scoring hits both times.

Now the otherstrained their blasters on the wounded beast, hammering it with lead and stedl.

Gushing sticky golden fluids, the creature sprang for the cyborg and missed, but knocked the
Kaashnikov out of his hands, the rapid-fire taking the needler dong with it. But asthe anima landed on
the desk, Davenport shoved her Ruger .357 into one of its ears and fired. The backblast threw the
woman down, but the head of the beast cracked open, yellow blood erupting from the mouth and
exploding the eyes. Weaving drunkenly on itslegsfor along moment, the beast went ill and gently laid
down asif it was merely going to deep. Asthe head listed sdeways, the life fluids ceased to flow from
the ghastly wounds and the big hellhound went till.

Taking heart from the chill, the few remaining troopers cheered wildly, now able to concentrate on the
last man-killer. Trying for the nimble cresture, they succeeded only in finishing the destruction of the
predark lab.

Recovering his needler, Delphi cursed when he saw another trooper fall and made a command decision.
The resources of the lab were already lost. Time to save what he could.

“Usethegrend” the cyborg bellowed, pulling the crystal wand from his shoulder holster.

Taking defensive positions behind the toppled comps, the troopers readied the explosive charges, ripping
off the safety tape holding thearming leve in place.

Asif understanding the danger, the hellhound turned and looped for the door. Already facing that
direction, Delphi waited until it was directly in Sght, then squeezed the wand.

A stintillating laser beam stabbed out from the tip, hitting the big cat in the neck. Y dlow blood formed a
geyser from the punctured artery and asit turned, Delphi increased the power to maximum and burned a
long burst straight down itsthroat. The beast went stock-still as the mauling power ray burned down its
gullet. Now the grens arrived, raining down around the beast and thunderoudly detonating, ripping the

body apart into bloody gobbets.
Asthe smoky blasts dissipated, Cotton walked over to inspect the corpse.

“Y eah, that’ s aced proper,” she said with grim satisfaction. Then the woman hawked and spit on the
tattered remains. “ All right, gather the blasters and boots! Leave the bodies. They’d only be dug up
during the night by animas.”

Moving dow, asif they were drunk, the exhausted men moved among their fallen comrades, taking what
was necessary and ignoring the rest. Desth was part of their job. Later they would mourn for lost friends,
but right now there was till work to be done as quietly and efficiently as possible.

Readlizing thiswas his best chance, Delphi holstered the laser, then took it out again, just in case there was
another of the creatures hiding somewhere. Bio-wegpons! Somebody was going to pay for that dearly.
There was no doubt in hismind that this had been atrap set just for him. How else could animas have
gotten insde aroom supposedly sealed for ahundred years? Clearly, they had been placed there
recently, the doors resealed. And the people in charge of al biologica wesponsworked for TITAN.
Thiswas bad, Delphi acknowledged.

Going to the smashed comp, Delphi looked over the wreckage and sighed. He had hoped that something



might have survived the battle, but the IBM Blue/Gene supercomputer was utterly destroyed. The huge
comp was the finest and fastest of itskind in the predark world, and used some of the prototype for the
circuitsingde hisbody. The cyborg had fervently hoped to find something he could use here, but that was
impossible now. The circuit cubes were broken, the digital wafers shattered, and the plasma chips
warped from aseries of massive short circuits. Gone, dl gone.

With diminishing hope, Delphi went from one server to the next, finding only trash. Thelast two servers
had bullet holesin them, yet were sill serviceable and capable of working. Good news indeed. Except
that they contained none of the experimenta microprocessorsthat he required.

Then inspiration hit and Del phi walked to the control board for the supercomputer and raised the service
pand to pdm over the complex wiring. Incredibly, he received an answering tingle and dug among the
morass of shielded circuitsto retrieve alumpy section of adim piece of ribbon cable. It wasa Thinking
Wire, and aimost as advanced as the version that he carried. Even more important, the microchips
embedded in the cable seemed completely undamaged!

Keeping out of sight behind theraised lid of the console, Delphi opened aport in his chest and fed in the
wire. It took afew momentsfor his systemsto initiate the new hardware, and there was amoment of
disorientation. Then whole sections of deactivated programs and hardware became active in hismind.
Hisautorepair systemswere back onling! Scrolling through the command menu, he held out apam and
there gppeared abardly vigble sheenin theair. Frowning dightly, Delphi rerouted some power and the
trand ucent distortion expanded to afull yard, then it turned transparent.

| have aforce field again! Now he was safe from bullets, lasers, anything. Everything! Even afocused
EMP beam designed to burn out hisinterna circuitry and render him powerless, paralyzed, a prisoner
ingde his own augmented body. Helpless prey for the agentsof TITAN. If they were actively hunting for
him, then it wastime to turn and take astand. No, he' d attack them! The balance of power had been
redressed. Now the war began in earnest.

ugr?l

Quickly dissolving the immaterid force field, Delphi looked up and saw Davenport standing nearby. How
much had she just seen? Did she know the truth?“Y es, what isit, Cotton?’ the cyborg asked in forced
casuaness.

That made the sec woman pause. Thiswasthe first time he had ever called her by her first name. Guess
I’ve just stepped into an aced man’ s boots and am the new sec boss for the convoy.

“WEe reready to leave, Chief,” shereplied, resting the till-warm barrel of her Kadashnikov on ashoulder.
Bdlany’'s gunbelt and Webley .44 hung over the other arm. “ Unless ther€’ s something else you want to
look for around here.”

“No, I’'vefound what was needed,” Delphi stated, lowering the service pand and locking it closed once
more. “Let’sgo.”

“Where, 9r?’

Therewas only one answer to that. “Eagt,” Delphi said, flexing his hands, feding the power course within
them. “Let’'sgo home.”

Chapter Four



Astonished by the sheer speed of the spidery droid, Ryan hit the floor braced for the searing ondaught of
pain from the laser beam. Incredibly there did not seem to be any damage from the bright ray. But he felt
fine, and even his shirt was undamaged. What the frag? Had the thing missed?

Asthedroid fired again, Ryan rolled out of the way and the rest of the companionstriggered their
Kaashnikovsin unison, peppering the machine with ahail of 7.62 mm rounds, the ricochets zinging
everywhere. Then Ryan came up holding the 9 mm SIG-Sauer and put two Parabellum man-stoppers
directly into the machine' seyes. Thered crystal shattered and the droid began randomly lancing out with
the strange white beam, hitting the walls, floor, coffinsand Doc, to no effect whatsoever.

Snarling a curse, Jak cast away the usdess AK-47, smoothly drew his Colt Python and stroked the
trigger, sending abooming .357 round directly into head of the droid. With aloud ringing noise, the shiny
metal deeply dented, the machinelimply fell from the celling to crash on the floor, wildly shaking, the
metdlic legsflalinginsandy.

Moving fast, Doc stepped in close, leveled the LeMat and sent amassive .44 miniball directly into the
dent. The metal split apart with a huge eruption of sparks and smoke began to rise from the droid asthe
legsdowly lowered to the floor and went till. Nobody moved for afew moments until they were sure
the droid was aced and not merdly faking.

Asthe companions gathered around the cresking machine, Mildred went to Ryan and checked the man
over, looking into hiseyes for any signs of dilation, taking his pulse, pressing an ear to his chest to listen
to his heart, and even yanking up his shirt to see the skin underneath.

“I'mfine,” the one-eyed man said patiently.

“Yes, you are,” Mildred findly said, tugging down hisshirt. “And I'm damn glad for thet, but puzzled as
dl hel. Why areyou fine?’

“I guessit missed me.”

“No way, lover,” Krysty said, turning. “I saw that white beam hit you dead-center.” Her hair sarted
flexing asthe woman frowned. “At lead, | think it hit you...”

“Hit,” Jak stated in a no-nonsense tone. “Hit Doc, too.”

“Indeed it did, my young friend,” Doc rumbled, going to the weapon lying impotently on thefloor. The
man kicked aside aleg partially covering the device. “Which begs the question of why we are unharmed.
Did thelaser mafunction, or did it do something elseto usthat has yet to achievefull effect?’

“Likewhat?” Mildred demanded, resting ahand on the strap of her med kit.
The man shrugged. “Possibly we now have cancer or will go insanein afew days. Y ou tell me, madam.”

The physician started to rebuff the suggestion, then had to reconsider. Whoever had set the droid asa
guardian over the blasters would have been incompetent beyond belief to not make sure it was properly
armed. So what did the white light do?

Knedling on the floor, she ran fingertips over the beam unit, then J.B. joined her and they Started to
disassemble the outer casings.

“Think more?” Jak asked, studying the ceiling, hisblaster held tight in atwo-handed grip.

“No, if there were any more of the machinesthey would have joined the fight,” Ryan said, holstering the



SIG-Sauer. “I’ ve seen droids with laser camou before, but never as good asthisone. Until it moved, |
had no idea the bastard thing was hanging above us.”

“Addefrom the odd tapping noise,” Krysty added, removing the mostly spent clip from her rapid-fire
and insarting anew one. “ That must have been caused by the meta legs moving on the ceiling.”

“How do?’ Jak asked, easing his stance dightly. If the others said the area was clear, that was good
enough for him.

“Magnets mogt likely,” Ryan said with ashrug.

“And that’ sdso what thisis,” Mildred said, studying the interior of the wegpon. “Nothing but amassive
capacitor and amagnetic array.” She touched agolden cail. * See, that’ s the focusing mechanism. I've
seen something Smilar inddea CAT scanner.”

“Not las, but mag gun?’ Jak asked quizzically.
13 Ym_”
“So what wasthe light?”’

“That was from ahaogen bulb.” J.B. grunted, tilting back hisfedora. “Nothing more than a souped-up
flashlight, probably just there to help aim the magnetic.”

“Aim the magnet, Sr?’ Doc repeated dowly, chewing over theinformation. “ Are you saying thisis some
sort of scrambling device? Mayhap akind of antirobot gun?’

“Could be, yeah. What €l se would afocused beam of magnetics harm? A comp, mebbe, or a—"

“Cyborg,” Ryan interrupted in ahard voice. “Thiswasn't set here by Delphi to guard the blagters.
Somebody dse put it hereto wait for him.”

“A cyborg chiller,” Jak whispered, impressed and uneasy at the same time. Then he eagerly added, “ Still
work?We use now.”

“No, it'sbusted to drek.” Mildred sighed, standing and dusting off her hands. “ The circuit boards are
fried, the ribbon cables melted, the focusing ring warped...” She dismissed the device with ahand wave.
“The only way we could use thisto hurt Delphi now isif we dropped it on his head from agreat height.”

“This meansthat most likely Delphi has not been herein along while,” Krysty added, ruminating out
loud. “Weeks, mebbe, or even months.”

“It also means that somebody e se wants Delphi aced,” JB. stated. “Which isfine by me. The enemy of
my enemy, and dl that, eh, Doc?’

“Truewords, John Barrymore,” the sllver-haired man intoned. “ Although, | have usudly found that the
‘enemy of my enemy’ axiom loses dl coherent meaning after the aforementioned protagonist isfinaly
eating dirt. Then dl bets are off.”

“Fair enough,” Ryan said savagely, working the bolt on a Kaashnikov. Then his ssomach softly
grumbled. “Come on, let’ s finish the recce of this redoubt. The sooner we know it's safe, the sooner we
can have some chow.” In an effort to save their somachs, the companions had ddiberately not eaten
before doing the jump. It seemed to work, but now they were paying the price.

“I hear that,” J.B. added eagerly, heading for the exit. “1’m not quite hungry enough for Milli€' s boot



soup, but will be soon.”

“Wadll, it kept usdive, that’ sfor sure,” Mildred shot back proudly. “ Although it must have been amonth
before | findly got the taste out of my mouth. 1t made hospita food seem absolutely deliciousin
comparison.”

“Indeed, madam, the flavor combination was rather reminiscent of the haute cuisine of Hades,” Doc
observed, glancing sdeways and trying to hide asmile. “ Although to be hones, it wastruly the finest
boot soup that | have ever had!”

“Aw, shut up, yaold coot,” Mildred shot back, pleased and annoyed at the sametime.

Reaching the exit, the companions paused to check over their weapons before proceeding down the long
hallway. Jak wasthe last to leave and closed the armory door behind them. Even though the machine
was smashed to drek, he didn’t trust droids and felt better with agood foot of steel between them.

“Wait aminute, | may have something,” Krysty said, rummaging in her bearskin coat pocketsto finaly
pull out ahandful of jerky. She offered it around and everybody took some. “Been saving it for awhile,”
shesad. “But it should till be good.”

It took some determined chewing before the dried megt yielded any flavor, but as the recongtituted juices
trickled down their throats, the hunger painsin their bellies eased.

Slightly refreshed, the group reached the elevators at the end of the corridor, but instead took the stairs.
They had been hesitant about using the elevator before as the noise would announce their presence to the
whole redoubt. Wdll, the blaster fight had aready accomplished that. But the cage was a deathtrap if they
got ambushed. The stairs at |east gave them some room to move.

Climbing and chewing, they proceeded to the next level and found the barracks empty and unused, but
gpotlessy clean. Ready to house hundreds of soldiers at amoment’s notice. Ominous.

Continuing up the gtairs, Ryan took the point and eased open the door to the garage level. The parking
areawas full of civilian vehicles from the predark soldiers rushing to the base to escape skydark: pickup
trucks, a couple of Harley bikes, battered station wagons, an SUV and the like, but there were no mil
wagsin sght. Curious.

Staying low, the companions spread out through the ranks of the vehicles, checking out the workbenches
aong thewalls, fuel depot, grease pit and wire cubicle where al the heavy equipment was stored.

“Okay, we're clear,” Ryan announced, standing upright again. “Let’ sgo outsde so J.B. can find out
wherewe are.”

“And then we eat,” Mildred declared, patting the MRE envelope in her coat pocket. Sedled inaMylar
envelope, the Meals Ready to Eat was military ration that was as fresh and tasty today as when made a
century earlier. It wasamogt asif the government knew the nuke war was coming, Mildred thought, and
had made preparations for some people to survive. The observation was not new, just disturbing.
Paliticians, smart enough to plan for war, but too damn dumb to hold on to peace. Thank goodnessthey
weredl gone.

Taking the zigzag tunnel to the exit of the redoubt, the companions abruptly hated at the sight of avehicle
parked just in front of the huge black doors. It was a huge smooth sphere, vaguely egg-shaped, mounted
on aset of armored tank treads.

“Delphi!” Doc bellowed, brushing back hisfrock coat to whip out the LeMat and start fanning the



hammer. The Civil War handcannon boomed and minibals dammed into the wag.
“Hold firel” Ryanyelled.
“Seehimingde?’ Jak asked.

“No, | did not,” Doc rumbled angrily, waving the LeMat to dispd the volumes of smoke pouring from the
hot barrel. “But the windshield can be made opague.”

“S0, mebbe he' snot insde,” Krysty said.

“Mebbe he's playing opossum,” Mildred shot back tersdly.

“Got theimplo ready?’ Ryan asked, working the bolt on the rapid-fire.
“All setto go,” JB. replied grimly, the spheretight in ahand.

“Odd that he hasn't returned fire yet,” Krysty said hesitantly.

“Got atest for that,” J.B. said, and stepped around the corner to whip something forward, then duck
back behind the wall once more.

After afew seconds there came aresounding explosion, followed by athick ringing silence.

Tensdly dert, the companionswaited. A minute passed, then another, and some bitter smoke drifted
aong thetunne following the gentle breeze coming from the air vents.

“That not implo.” Jak scowled. “Reg gren?”’

“Sure,” JB. replied, lifting the preciousimplo gren into view from apocket. “I’m not going to waste this
until I knew the son of abitchisin therefor sure. Lots of reg grens, but only got the oneimplo,
remember.”

Listening hard, Ryan couldn’t hear any movement from around the corner, and bent low to take aquick
look. The wag was exactly the same as before. Suspecting atrap, herolled another gren under the wag
and waited to see what would happen. After another minute, he stood in plain view. Still no response.

“Okay, it'sclear,” Ryan stated, waking around the corner. “There sno way Delphi would st till for this
long unless he' sunconscious”

“Or aced,” Doc rumbled dangeroudy, the LeMat held in awhite-knuckled hold. “I do not honestly know
which | would enjoy more, seeing him deceased or doing the job mysdlf!”

“Bloodthirsty old coot,” Mildred shot back.
“And you have never been his captive, madam,” thetime traveler growled. “While, sadly, | have.”

Gathering around the huge wag, the companions now could see it wasin poor shape. Thetreads had
severa shoes broken off or missing entirely. There was some sort of box on top reduced to little more
than twisted wreckage, and the opague windshield was badly cracked. The normally smooth white hull
was badly pitted in gpots, tiny rivulets of slvery sted congealed along the Sides.

“That washisLAV,” Doc sated in his stentorian bass.

Tilting back hisfedora, J.B. gave awhistle. “Well, somebody kicked hisass, that’ sfor trip damn sure,”



he said happily. “Mebbe heis dead. That' d sure solve alot of problems.”

“He was probably trying to get the LAV into the garage for repairs,” Krysty guessed, running ahand
aong thearmored hull. * Anybody know away insde thisthing, so that we can check?’

Almost too soft to hear, there came alow click and then a section of the hull jutted dightly. Quickly the
companions stepped backward, bringing up their weapons, as the hatch cycled downward forming a
short set of dairs.

Wordlesdy, Ryan pointed to the left and right, J.B. and Krysty heading around the machine to attack
from the other sde.

Then his heart skipped a beat asalong, black, metal leg extended from theinterior, closdly followed by
two more and the globular body of another droid. It took only ananosecond for him to see this machine
did not have a cyborg chiller mounted to its belly, but something else, adeek, ferruled tube with pulsating
fiber-optic cables and anarrow red lensthat glowed like the eye of ademon from Hell.

“Lad” Ryan belowed, throwing himsdlf to the Side and raising the Kalashnikov asashield.

The same as before, he was till airborne when the beam stabbed outward. But thistimeit was a brilliant
red beam the color of burning blood. Ryan felt the rapid-fire get hot in his hands, and when he hit the
floor, he threw it away only amoment before the ammo detonated.

The blast rocked him, but he went with the force of the concussion, rolling away until hitting thewall.
Therewasapainin his sde and another dong his neck, but Ryan ignored those and pulled the
SIG-Sauer as he stood, tracking and firing.

The beamed stabbed the wall next to him and he could fed the terrible heat radiating outward, it was so
close. Ducking, hefired the SIG-Sauer twice, then spun and fired twice more.

Gottakeep moving, Ryan redlized. Can't et it get abead, or I'm the last train west! Move, Cawdor,
move!

Firing and weaving, he got behind the egg-shaped wag and the droid went out of sight. Then it rose
above the vehicle, the dead eyes searching for him. He locked gazes with the machine, and the smooth
hull of thewag turned yellow, orange, pink...and thelaser cut through the vehicle less than an inch away.

Raising hisblaster, Ryan cursed. With the machine on the other side, he couldn’t shoot through the LAV
to hitit! Using the wag as ashield had saved hislife, but now he couldn’t fight back!

Suddenly there was a thundering detonation from the opposite side of the tunnel, and the droid dropped
from sight as ahot wind bresthed around the armored treads underneath, the metal pinging and cracking
from shrgpndl.

That had been agren! Knowing thistunnel was the best place to bomb the droid, he yanked out hisgren,
pulled the ring, flipped off the spoon and lofted the bomb over the wag. Then he ducked.

If possible, the second blast sounded even louder than thefirgt, and something heavy dammed into the
LAV, making it shake.

Glancing upward, Ryan saw acloud of smoke billowing in the tunnel, then Doc appeared from around
thefirg turn in the passage and waved him on. That was dl he needed. Breaking into asprint, Ryan
charged around the wag and across the empty space. Friendly hands grabbed his clothing and yanked
him behind the metal wall just asthe laser cut through the smoke, missng him by lessthan ahair.



“Everything!” Ryan commanded, holstering the SIG-Sauer and pulling the second gren from his pocket.
He armed the charge and threw it hard at the opposite wall. The mil sphere hit and bounced out of sight
into the next section.

Therest of the companions did the same, and the tunnel shook from the continuous bombardment of
high-explosive plas. Thelights went out with a crash of glass, the explosions casting distorted shadows as
they went off.

Then the droid lumbered around the corner only ayard away from the companions. One eye was gone
and aleg was bent, but it still moved with grim resolve.

“Dark night, the nuke sucker isarmored!” J.B. shouted, throwing the unprimed gren in hishand with dl of
his strength. The metal sphere hit the remaining eye of the droid and bounced off harmlesdly.

Then Jak and Doc fired together, the .357 Colt Python and the .44 LeMat sounding like chained thunder.
Even asthe droid came closer, the eye shattered, and it froze, motionless.

Moving around the corner, Mildred took afull second to aim, then gently squeezed the trigger on her
AK-47. Thefiber-optic cables of the deadly laser were ripped from their couplings and the housing bent

digty.

But as they watched, something rose from the top of the droid, aflexing cable with atiny light at the end.
It pointed at them, and the body rotated, the legs extending and contracting as the war machine glided
forward.

Gaia, the thing had aspare eye? Krysty cursed bitterly as she moved away, dropping aclip and reloading
fast. One droid to capture, asecond to ace. Somebody wants Delphi eating dirt even more than we do,
she thought. Now that it was out of the LAV, the robotic machine had them in achilling zone, with
nowhere to hide. Some dim recess of her mind rationaized that thiswas probably why it had laid in
waliting inside the broken wag just like area spider, waiting for the fliesto get close beforeit pounced.

Retregting fast, Jak and Doc fired again, throwing more smoke than lead, with the othersfiring away with
the Kaashnikovs. The combination was nearly deafening, and it became impossible to shout any
suggestions as the desperate group ran adong the zigzag tunnd, getting only a split second of respite
before the droid gppeared once more seeking fresh targets, the letha energy beam constantly flashing out
to punch smdl molten holesin the metal walls and floor.

Tossing grens, the companions scrambled around the last corner, then broke for the lines of parked
wags. Asthe charges detonated, the laser cut through the swirling dark smoke, shattering the rear
window of an SUV and exploding the front tire on acompact foreign car.

Ryan and the others barely got behind cover before the droid stepped out of the tunnel looming high,
amog brushing the celling. Obvioudy it wastrying to stay away from the grens, and with just cause. Two
of itslegs dangled usdlessly from its armored body, athird was badly bent and there was a crackling
electric display crawling around the ruin of the second eye.

At the Sght, Ryan impulsively touched the patch covering his own damaged orb and bizarrely felt a
instant of sympathy. Then cold reason took over and he sivung up the Steyr to fire at the busted section.
That would be the best chance to reach the minicomp inside the machine. Holding his breath, Ryan put
two rounds directly into the charred opening, then the laser impacted on the other side of the convertible
he was behind. The beam diced through the fabric asif it was mist and moved dong thesdeina
sweeping maneuver. Ryan ducked and felt the heat of another near miss. Then he stood and fired again
into the eyehole.



Thistime he was rewarded by afresh geyser of sparks. The machinetitled dightly, but then righted itsalf
and advanced once more. Moving among the civilian wags, the droid stabbed out the laser again and
again, bresking windows and mirrors as he tried to track the scurrying norms.

Ducking behind a sedan, Krysty got aclear view of the machine and rose to shoot at the laser. Already
weakened, the casing was dammed away, exposing the ddlicate crystals and wiring. Asthe droid turned
toward her, the woman stood her ground and fired again. In an explosion of crystal, the laser winked out,
chips and wires sprinkling to the floor.

JB. and Jak whooped in triumph. Then the dead laser dropped off the droid, a hatch flipped open on the
|eft sde and another wegpon cycled into view—Iarger, covered with smooth metal, with asmal hole at
the end of the barrdl instead of acrystl.

“Needler!” Mildred cried in warning, firing her Kalashnikov. The physician hit the wegpon twice, the
7.62 mm rounds ricocheting off the dense housing asif the rounds were thrown gravel. Then therewasa
low hissfrom the droid and the Cadillac the physician was hiding behind violently shook from the barrage
of 1 mm fléchettes.

Ordering the companionsto get down, Ryan threw agren high to detonate in the air above the machine.
It shook from the blow and hosed a stream of fléchettesin his direction, amost tearing the front off the
battered old pickup.

By the Three Kennedys, thisweapon is even worse than the laser! Doc redlized, triggering the LeMat

and AK-47. Internally, the man struggled to recal if he had faced such adevice before. Most of how he
escaped from the Chronos whitecoats was lost in foggy memories. There was something, asymbol, some
sort of acirclewithinacircle...

Reloading the rapid-fire, Doc shook off the usel ess recollection. But even as he shot again, the old man
made amental note to tell the others about the symboal. It could be very ussful later on. A circleina
square? A triangle...? It was gone, like so much of his past.

Mildred threw another gren and the droid picked it off in midflight, the plas creating afirebal directly
above alimousine bearing mil license plates. The blast crumpled the vehicle, and incredibly, the theft
alarm began to bleat.

Unable to shout directions again, Ryan made adecision and threw hislast gren a the limo. It hit the floor
and rolled underneath before exploding, the blast flipping the wag over to crash on asmall compact car.
But thankfully, the larm ceased to sound.

Popping up into view, Jak snapped off two rounds from his Colt Python, then ducked down, ablurry
stream of fléchettes going through the air exactly where his head had been a split second ago.

“Thisismy last gren!” J.B. shouted from somewhere among the parked wags, |etting everybody know it
was anything but a gren. Then a pipe bomb appeared, flying through the air, adangling fuse szzling and
Soitting.

But asif recognizing a superior threet, the droid moved sideways and walked over several wagsto take
refuge behind the fuel pumps. The pipe bomb fell on the roof of aVVolkswagen Beetle and started to roll
of when it cut loose. The wag was blown sideways off the floor and tumbled over a dozen other wags,

breaking windows and headlights until it came to rest againgt the workbench, rattling the assortment of
toolsfor ahundred feet.

Fuming with impatience, Ryan scowled at the droid and wiped his hands dry on his pants. With the droid



poised above the fuel pumps, Ryan knew there was nothing they could do. Only grens seemed to
damage the blasted armor of the thing, and if they used one now, it could ignite the stored supplies of
condensed fud, filling thisentire level of the redoubt with atidal wave of flamethat could chill dl of them
for sure.

His mind whirled with a dozen battle plans and settled on the best. “Takeit out!” Ryan shouted, and
threw an unprimed gren.

A valley of grens sailed toward the droid. They landed, the tape still holding the arming lever firmly in
place. But the machine responded anyway and hurried away from the potentia firestorm.

“Runfor it!” Ryan roared, and started for the door to the gairs.

Crawling over the lines of wags, the droid tried to cut the companions off, launching short bursts from the
needler. But thistime, they threw live grens and gained precious yardage with every blinding detonation.

Ramming open the door with a shoulder, Ryan rushed in and held it aside for the others. Asthey charged
through, he dammed the door shut and dropped to the floor. Almost instantly, it shook violently al over,
the hard metal denting from the incoming fléchettes. There was a brief pause, followed by another burst.
Then silence. Something fumbled with the door latch. Another burst of fléchettes, and more silence.

Asthe seconds ticked away, Ryan crawled to the others and explained hisidea.
Suddenly they heard the sound of the elevator starting to descend.

Moving fast, the companions rushed back into the garage level. Grabbing afire ax off thewall behind the
workbench, Ryan dammed it into the double doors of the eevator and twisted with al of hismight. There
was ametallic creak, a sharp crack and the portas did aside, exposing the dark shaft.

Glancing down, Ryan could see the devator cage dowly descending the shaft. Perfect.

Turning, he saw Doc arrive, dragging athick hose connected to the fuel pumps, with Krysty at the
controls.

Grabbing the nozzle, Ryan pulled the handle to maximum flow as the redhead threw the main switch. For
astomach-twigting minute, only air hissed from the hose, then the pumps duggishly engaged, the hose
went stiff and fuel gushed from the end to cascade down the dark shaft.

Out of breath, J.B., Mildred and Jek arrived with their arms full of the unprimed grens. Setting them
down, they started to yank off the safety tape and pull pinsasfast asthey could.

Suddenly there was a pounding sound from the elevator cage in the shaft asthe Niagara of flammable fuel
arived.

“Now,” Ryan growled through gritted teeth, and the others started to lob the grens and two more pipe
bombs.

When the last charge went over the edge, Ryan shut off the nozzle and backed away fadt, the others
hel ping him move it to asafe distance. Even as Krysty shut off the pumps, there were more bangs from
the shaft, followed by ahail of fléchettes. Then the grens cut loose in anuke storm of explosions, the
detonations changing into a sustained roar as the hundreds of gallons of fud ignited. The entire base
seemed to shake from the confined blast, then avolcano of flame vomited through the open doors,
reaching out for yards and licking at severa of the parked cars.



Protecting the vulnerable fue pumps with their bodies, the companions turned their backs to the blast and
took the pounding. The heat cooked the air from their lungs and the muffled thunder inside the shaft
seemed to go on forever. Then it eased somewhat and died away completely.

Gasping for breath, the companions staggered away from the pumps and returned to the elevator. Thick
clouds of smoke blocked their view down the shaft. They listened closdly for several minutes, but there

was only the sound of the heated meta creaking asit expanded dightly. Then one of the braided cables
that supported the cage snapped with a sharp twang.

“Th-think that did it?” Mildred wheezed, weaving dightly. She touched the meta doors of the elevator
and ingtantly withdrew her hand. Damn, that was hot!

“Dunno. Only oneway totdll for sure,” Ryan replied gruffly, hefting aKaashnikov. “JB. and Krysty,
day herewith Mildred. If anything goeswrong, pour more fuel down the shaft until it nuking floods! Jack
and Doc, with me. And keep those big-ass blasters ready.” The .357 Magnum and the .44 miniballs had
alot more penetration power than the 9 mm Parabellum rounds of the SIG-Sauer or the 7.62 mm rounds
of the Kaashnikovs, and they might need every bit of it if the droid had escaped and now wasloosein
the redoubt.

Nodding agreement, everybody moved fas.

Going to the workbench, Ryan grabbed the ax and hurried down the stairs with the other two men. At
each leve, they paused to check the devator doors, but saw nothing amiss. Finaly they smelled smoke,
and wigps of fumesfaintly colored thear, thewall vents dready struggling to clear atmosphere.

Reaching the bottom leve, they ran past the nuclear reactor and paused at the sight of roiling clouds of
smoke coming from the bulging eevator doors. Diligently, thewal ventswere audibly trying to clear
away the pollution, but more fumes wereissuing from the eevator than the vents could dissipate.

Proceeding carefully, Ryan crept along the wall, with Doc and Jak close behind, their big-bore blasters at
the ready. Gesturing, Ryan directed the men to take positions behind the massive stedl pipes feeding
water to the cooling units of the nuclear reactor. They nodded and assumed firing stances. Alone, Ryan
moved closer to the eevator and strained to hear any movement behind the battered doors. But there
was only the steady crackle of the dying flames.

Unexpectedly, astrange rushing noise came from the ceiling and a deluge of white foam gushed out from
hidden fire sprinklers. With a curse, Doc holstered hiswet LeMat, the black powder rendered useless
from the moisture, and swung up his AK-47, easing back the arming bolt as quietly as possible.

Covered with the sticky goo, Ryan eased closer to the double doors, waited aminute, then dipped the
ax blade into the charred rubber sedl. Bracing his boots against the dippery floor, he twisted the wooden
handle and the doors squedled in torment as they were forced aside, then jammed solid inthewall. A
wall of smokerolled out to fill the corridor with Stygian darkness.

Quickly stepping back, Ryan blinked the smoke from his eye trying to see insde the cage, then something
metallic moved and the head of the droid filled the opening.

The needler hissed, chewing a hole through thewall, missing Ryan by agood foot, then it started angling
in hisdirection. Summoning every ounce of hisremaining strength, the Deathlands warrior swung thefire
ax with both arms and buried it to the shaft into the damaged eye of the machine.

Jerking wildly, the droid yanked the ax from his grip asit began shaking and shuddering, fat blue sparks
crawling al over the damaged hull. The needler fired randomly at the floor and ceiling, then ran empty.



Ryan pulled his SIG-Sauer and put an entire clip into the other eyehole, hammering the metad aside. A
moment later Doc and Jak were a his side, handcannons booming thunder, the heavy-caliber rounds
hammering deeper, and farther, into the armored machine. For some reason that seemed to reduce the
shuddering, and Ryan sensed danger, so he grabbed the ax to pull it free with agrinding noise, then
dammeditinagan.

The ceiling foam dowed to atrickle as the resilient machine turned toward Ryan. Doc drew hisLeMat,
shoved the barrel into atiny rent and hoped the weapon would fire. The foot-long lance of flame from the
pitted muzzle seemed to fill the interior, and the droid went motionless, then dropped limply to the floor of
the elevator.

Not trusting the predark machine, Ryan retrieved the ax and hacked at the body of the droid until the
protective armor sheathing came off, reveding the interior workings. Now the three men fired their
weapons into the complex assemblage of advanced technology until the delicate circuitry was reduced to
apile of loose debris.

“ Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,” Doc mumbled.

“Frag that mutie shit,” Jak countered, reaching into the machine to grab ahandful of loose wiring and
throwing it down the dripping white corridor. “Now, aced for sure.”

“A most wise precaution, my young friend,” Doc replied, wiping the foam off hisface. “Thisisa
particularly redoubtable opponent, and its demiseis not yet assured.”

“Now it nuking is” Ryan said, suffing hislast gren into the head of the droid and pulling the pin.

Running for cover, the three men just made it behind the water pipes as the gren detonated, blowing a
blast of wiring and chips across the corridor for adozen yards. Thelitter hit the floor and skidded aong,
leaving ascore of tiny contrailsin bubbly chems.

“Okay, back to the armory for more grens and ammo,” Ryan stated, touching histhroat. The
flame-retardant foam was stinging his many cuts, although none of them seemed life-threatening. Just
annoying. “ After that we hit the showersand leave.”

“Areweto make ajump, Sir?’ Doc asked, arching an eyebrow.
“Héell no,” Jak answered curtly.

“Damn gtraight,” Ryan said, striding off in adetermined gait. “We re going outside after that Delphi and
end him.” Just then, his ssomach growled in hunger again, but Ryan ignored it completely. Food would
come later. There was more chilling to be done this day.

Chapter Five

After rearming themsealves, the companions went to the garage leve of the redoubt and checked inside
the egg-shaped LAV for anything useful. Delphi had alot of advanced wegponry they might be able to
use againgt him. Unfortunately the wag had seemed to have been stripped to the walls, possibly to make
room for the droid to get insgde to wait for the cyborg to return. Everything was gone, even the chair from
the control board and the engine. The LAV was an empty shell.

“Pity.” J.B. sghed, setting down a pillowcase full of grens he had brought dong. “However, | can il
leave him alittle something to remember usby.”



“Need any help?’ Jak asked eagerly.
“Sure. Y ou start dringing the trip wire.”
L eaving the two men to their work, the rest of the companions gathered by the towering black doors.

“Did anybody el se notice that the droid acted asif it could understand what we were saying?’ Krysty
asked.

“Maybeit could,” Mildred suggested. “Intelligent machines were being experimented with inmy time. |
guess whoever Delphi worked for...”

“Coldfire,” Doc said, expelling theword asif it were a piece of rotten food. “ Department Coldfire. |
seemtorecdl that it isadivison of Overproject Whisper, the lunatics who built the redoubts!”

“Whitecoats,” Ryan growled, putting awedlth of bitter fedingsinto the sngleword.

“Quiteright, sir,” Doc said. “ Thank God that TITAN isaround to keep...” The man paused, asirange
expression on hisface, then he turned toward the wag. “ John Barrymore, how isthe work progressing?’

Puzzled, the three companions glanced a one ancther.

“It' I go fagter if you stop jeckling me!” J.B. answered from insde the vehicle,

“That'sheckling!”

“Whatever!”

“Ah, areyou okay, Doc?’ Ryan asked, taking the man by the shoulder.

The old man turned to face him with asmile. “ Certainly, my friend, never better. Why do you ask?’
“What wasthat you said about. .. Titan?’” Mildred asked carefully.

“The Titans?’ Doc repeated, stroking hisjaw. “Why, those were the ancient giants that the Greek gods
stole Mount Olympus from to control the Earth. Fascinating story, but why ever did you ask about them
now?’

Nobody spoke for amoment. Clearly, something was going on with the man, but they had no ideawhat.

“Oh, no reason,” Mildred said hadtily. “I was just thinking how the droid was like something from Greek
mythology. A guardian of the rainbow bridge.”

“TsK, tsk. That's Norse mythology, madam.”

“Redly? My migtake”

Just then, J.B. walked backward from the wag, holding up both hands. “Easy now,” he warned. * Steady!
Thisistricky part!”

“Tell something not know!” Jek retorted, aso moving backward down the short flight of stairs. In his
hand, the teen was holding a spool of wire. The other end was insde the vehicle, and he was keeping the
length very taut. As he reached the floor, Jak stepped aside and J.B. carefully closed the hatch on the
wire, snipping it off the end. Then both men scrambled to get clear. After afew minutes when nothing
happened, they relaxed.



“Doneand done!” J.B. announced, straightening his hat. “When Delphi triesthat door, we' |l hear it on
other side of world!”

“Not be enough left to load empty brass!” Jak grinned mercilesdy.

“Then, pray, let us proceed,” Doc rumbled, drawing the LeMat to check the fresh load in the blaster.
“The sooner started, the sooner finished. Ergo sum est, eh, my dear Ryan?’

“Bet your ass,” Ryan agreed, sharing aprivate look with Krysty and Mildred. They were unable to talk
fredy at the moment with Doc standing among them, but the man’ s bizarre behavior would be discussed
leter.

Positioning themsavesin front of the blast doorsin acombat formation, the companions stayed razor
while Krysty punched in the exit code on asmall keypad recessed into the wall, then pressed the lever.
There came the expected rumble of heavy machinery under the floor, then the sound of working
hydraulics, and the nukeproof doors loudly unlocked and opened with alow rumble. A wave of cold
washed over the companions asthey gradualy saw a solid wal of rushing water completely blocking the
exit.

“Dark night, we' re under awaterfall!” J.B. exclaimed, resting the barrdl of his AK-47 on ashoulder. A
fine migt was coming into the tunndl, making everything damp.
“Good way hide redoubt,” Jak commented.

Going to the edge of the dippery floor, Ryan experimentally held out ahand and let the falling cascade
impact hisfingers. The water hit hard, but not with pummeling force, so thiswas clearly not abig
waterfdl.

“WEe re going to need somerope,” Mildred said, holstering her blaster. “No way we' regoing to try to
breach that without support.”

A coil of rope had been spotted in the tool room of the garage and quickly retrieved. Lashing one end
around Ryan, the rest of the companions took hold of the other end and tried to brace themselves.

“We could loop this once around the wag,” Doc suggested, glancing &t the vehicle.
Shifting his grip on the rope, Jak snorted in contempt.

“Toorisky,” JB. answered. “Jak and | have that baby rigged to blow if Delphi fartstoo hard. Stay asfar
away from that wag as possible.”

“ Accepted.”

“Good sdfety tip, thank you, Egon,” Mildred said in asingsong voice that meant she was quoting
somebody.

Wrapping the end of the rope around his own middle, Doc gave the woman aquizzica glance, but she
could only shrugin reply. Thefilm Ghostbusters was one of her favorite movies, but its humor wasa
little too bizarre to try to explain to a schoolteacher from the 1880s.

Seeing that the others had dug in as best they could, Ryan shuffled forward again, moving closer to the
edge, fedling the companions tighten the rope lashed around hiswaist. The cool spray felt refreshing on
hisface and, squinting his good eye, Ryan could dmost see through the shimmering wal. Can't be that
deep then, he realized. Shalow and dow. Thiswasjust camou, and not abarrier to keep out folks.



His deeveswere dready soaked, droplets of condensed mist trickling down hisface into his shirt. He
had taken off his jacket, but the man ill ft like he was carrying fifty pounds of clothing.

“Ready?’ the one-eyed man called over a shoulder, fingering the edge of the doorway.
“Abso-fragging-lutely!” J.B. shouted back over the muted roar of the fall.

Taking adeep breath, Ryan placed an arm over his head and stuck hisface into the rushing water. The
fals pounded on hisarms, but not hard enough to knock him over. Extending afoot, he felt nothing
beyond the tunndl, then stabbed downward with the AK-47. There was no resistance until the
longblaster was completely submerged. There was aledge about four feet away. Good enough.

Pulling back, Ryan gulped some air, brushed the sodden hair from hisface, hunched his shoulders, and
walked out of the tunnel. There was amoment of disorientation as hefdl, then plunged into water. It rose
to his chest before his boots hit rock. With the water pouring al around him, Ryan held his bresth and
waited amoment to make sureit was stable. Then he tugged once on the rope, saying that he was till
aive, and got an answering tug before moving forward once more. Carefully placing one boot ahead of
the other, he moved from aledge of smooth rock to an uneven surface that felt like pebbles and stones.
He was drenched to the skin by now, and felt that hislungs were about to give out, when he suddenly
stepped out of the waterfals and into open air.

Drawing air through his nose, Ryan touched the SIG-Sauer at his side, scanning the areafor any danger.
He was standing waist-deep in awide pool, or rather, asmal lake, with steeply doped sides of what
looked likered clay. Were they back in Virginia?

That was when he noticed the moss covering the bouldersjutting from the lake and the tall banyan trees
lining the shore. Oranges grew in abundance, aong with other fruitsthat Ryan could not identify. There
were numerous birds sitting in the trees, none of them looking like muties, and then amonkey dashed
along the treetops screeching and yelling as other monkeys gave pursuit. A motion in thewater caught his
attention, and Ryan saw a black snake with diamond markings of yellow and blue glide aong the bottom
of thelake. There was alarge lump in its midsection proclaiming arecent kill, but he kept track of its
progress until the snake was out of sight.

Glancing a the sky, Ryan saw the usud maelstrom of purple and orange cloudsfilling the heavens, the
occasiond bolt of lightning zipping from oneto cloud to strike another.

Tugging on the rope for more play, Ryan started to wade toward shore. A school of tiny fish resembling
an underwater rainbow darted past the man. That made Ryan ease his stance dightly. If there were any
large predators in the poal, the fish would be long gone. But he il kept acareful watch for the return of
the diamondback snake. Most animals killed for food, but there were some that aced othersjust because
they could. Man was not onein chilling for sport.

Reaching the shore, Ryan maneuvered clumsly through the ankle-degp mud and crawled onto dry
ground. The grass was freckled with tiny flowers and he recognized them as the same type found insde
the mat-trans chamber. The cyborg had been here.

Sowly draightening, Ryan let the water drip off his clothes as he studied the thick jungle. Straight ahead
was a sort of path, the thick bushes mashed to the ground.

Past the bushes was a broken stand of bamboo, the splintered shafts scattered around and the ssumps
aready ayard high. That looked like the passage of a heavy wag to him. Maybe even awar wag. With
the egg-shaped wag inoperable, the cyborg would have needed new transportation. And there could
have been anything parked in the garage, even an APC or atank.



Knedling, Ryan examined the crushed leaves, but there was no sign of tire tracks or tread marks. And
bamboo was the fastest-growing plant in the world, according to Mildred. Under the right conditionsit
could rise saverd inches aday. Which meant there was no way to even guess how long it had been since
the wag, or wags, forced its way through the dense foliage. But certainly no more than aweek. That
matched the condition of the flowersin the mat-trans. Delphi had been here only afew days ago.

A weak tug came on the rope, and Ryan jerked back twice in reply, saying it was safe for the othersto
exit. Asthe rope went dack, he holstered the blaster and started undoing the knot when the jungle
around him went eerily slent.

Mouthing acurse, Ryan clawed for the SIG-Sauer as alarge figure moved in the shadows under a
banyan tree. Ingtinctively, the man fired twice and abellowing roar sounded as something with four arms
rushed into thelight. Fireblad, it was a hunter!

Moving fat to the Side, Ryan pumped five more rounds into the hideous creature before it was upon him.
Wrapping al four arms around his chest, the gorilla-like animal squeezed with monstrous strength, and
Ryan felt hisribs creak with awful pressure. Nuking hell, the mutie had seven roundsin it and was il
trying to ace him! But the dugs were probably why Ryan was ill dive. The 9 mm rounds weakened the
cresture enough to give Ryan afighting chance.

Wiggling the SIG-Sauer againgt the dark fur, Ryan fired off three more rounds, keeping his head low so
the mutie couldn’t reach his vulnerable throat. The cresture grunted loudly from the impact of each hot
dugintoitsleg and upper thigh, then the grip loosened dightly. Wiggling an arm free, Ryan shoved the
blaster under the snarling jaw and triggered the last two rounds. The muzzle-flame engulfed the beast’s
face, and its head rocked back from the triphammer blows of the stedl-jacketed bone-shredders.

Asthe arms dropped away, Ryan kicked the mutie, but the blow seemed to have no effect asthe dying
animal staggered away, blood gushing from the ghastly wounds. Then it turned and insandly roared to
charge again with agrim intensity. Norma or mutated, Ryan knew that look. It was going to take him
with it onto the last train west.

With no time to reload, Ryan dropped the blaster and drew his pangato meet the charge with adash of
razor-sharp steel. The mutie sumbled to the Side, trying to get around the man, and Ryan lashed out with
theflat of the blast dashing the exposed throat from ear to ear.

Gurgling horribly, the hunter grabbed at the ruin of its neck, crimson life pumping onto the ground.
Y anking the AK-47 off his shoulder, Ryan gtitched the mutie from groin to crown and it sumbled away
to collgpse into the bushes. There was amighty exhdation, and it went ill.

Sheathing his knife, Ryan grabbed the SIG-Sauer from the grass and shoved the empty blaster back into
its holster, never looking away from the steaming jungle. He' d encountered that type of mutie previoudy,
and the hunters dways traveled in packs. He had to get back into the redoubt fast. Hisribs ached, but
there was no wheezing when he breathed, which meant there were no broken bones. He was thankful for
that.

Stepping avkwardly down the dope, Ryan saw something move in the trees and fired ashort burst inits
direction. If he hit anything, there came no answering cry of pain.

Wading back into the lake, he nearly dipped on adimy rock, but caught himself from going into the
water when six more hunters dropped from the trees and charged. Incredibly, they paused at the edge of
the water.

Saizing the moment, Ryan fanned the rapid-fire, stitching the group of muties. That seemed to shatter their



hesitation, and they jumped in and waded forward, with &l four armsraised. Firing again, Ryan tried to
jump aside, when hefelt ahard tug around hiswaist. What in the...Damn! The nuking ropewas il tied
around his middle and was tangled on arock!

Trapped, Ryan did the only thing he could and jumped backward, dipping and diding down the mossy
bank to splash into the water. He had to cut the rope loose or he would never leave the water dlive.
Firing the Kadashnikov with one hand, the man clawed for the panga but felt only empty leether. Then he
gpotted it on the mossy grass, lying amid the ddlicate flowers.

Spreading out, the muties moved into the shalow |ake and began to circle the man, grunting and dapping
a the water to draw his attention. But he refused to follow their lead and turned around randomly, firing
sngle roundsto conserve ammo. Smart, Ryan thought. | forgot just how nuking smart thesethings are.
The second they see metry to reload, it will be all over. Suddenly he heard afusillade of blasterfire, and
two of the creatures toppled over, gushing blood from multiple wounds.

Krysty and JB. stepped into view on either side of Ryan, their Kalashnikovs firing steadily, the spent
brass arching away to splash into the dirty water. Two more creatures were chewed gpart by the
rapid-fires, and the remaining muties turned to flee back into the jungle.

“Watch thetrees” Ryan growled, dropping the clip and reloading.

Giving each of thefdlen huntersaround in the head, Ryan saw one of them rise with astrangled cry,
showing it had been faking, before it flopped back into the water and went still. Under the water, murky
clouds of red were spreading from the still bodies, and the tiny fish were darting in and out of the
unexpected feast.

Shaking the moisture off his glasses, J.B. started to say something when Krysty fired along burst past the
man. Retreating back into the shadows, a bleeding hunter disappeared into the lush plants.

“Cover mel” Ryan snarled, advancing toward shore.
Nodding, Krysty and J.B. raised their Kalashnikovs, ready to chill anything that moved.

Pausing at the shallows, Ryan scanned the area, then darted forward to grab the panga and rush back
into thelake. Bellowing in pain and fury, severa hairy muties jumped into view and rushed to the edge of
the pool, waving their arms, snarling and spitting. But not one of the creatures entered the water.

“Why won't they follow into the water?’ J.B. demanded suspicioudy. He wanted to look down, but
didn’'t dare take his gaze away from the hulking brutes. “ Are there snakes or something?’

“I don’'t think they’redlowed in,” Ryan answered crypticaly, sawing himself free and firmly sheathing the
knife.

“They'reguard dogsl” Krysty said in understanding.

“And we know that Delphi likesto use trained muties, 0...” Ryan stopped short as a creature svung out
of thetrees on the end of avine. It let go and sailed above the companions to land hard on the opposite
shore. Trembling once, it Sghed and went ill.

Firing asingle round into the moss on the shore, Ryan saw the mutie roll over lightning-fast and reach for
that spot, only to grab empty air.

“Nicetry, feeb.” J.B. sneered contemptuoudly.



Turning its massive head, the mutie glared directly at the norm, then walked dowly back into thewaving
bushes and disappeared. The other muties did the same, and the jungle dowly cameto life once more,
the birds twittering and the insects chirping.

Staying on the dert, the three companions retreated to the waterfals, and climbed back into the tunndl.
None of them relaxed until the blast doors were closed.

To the concerned expressions of the others, Ryan explained what had happened outside.
“Hunters!” Jak cried. “ Shit, what do?’

“Wdl, we're not going through that jungle on foot, that’ sfor triple-damn sure.” Krysty sghed, shaking
her head. “ Those thingswould ace thelot of usin minutes, no matter how much ammo we were

carying.”

“Y ou can load that into your blaster,” J.B. agreed wholeheartedly.

“Pity we can't ride out of here” Mildred said wistfully, looking sideways a the white wag.
“Why can't we?’ Ryan said, starting to smile.

The physician frowned. “I thought you said that thing had been completdly gutted?’

“Itis” JB. answered. “But there arelots of civviewagsin the garage. “1’m sure we can do something
with them.”

“They'reusdess,” Krysty said. “Those mutieswould rip off the doorseasily.”

“Not if they are surrounded by aprotective grille,” Doc stated thoughtfully. “ Remember those bikes that
Silasused in Tennessee? They had a cage around them for protection. Mayhap we can do something
amilar.”

“Only onebikein garage,” Jak replied, then added, “but lots of trucks. Those work good. Need cage.”

“We can makethem,” Ryan stated, starting along the tunnel. “The redoubt had plenty of power, so the
electric arc welderswill be working. All we need is some stedl bars.”

“Where get?’
“Thearmory!” Krysty replied. “That has all the hardened sted we can possibly use.”
“Blagters?’ Jak asked. “We gut longblasters?’

“Why not?’ Mildred said. “We have more than we can use, and the barrels are perfect for what we
need. Strong and light.”

“But ruin blagters...” the teen whispered, asif even contemplating such athing was an unforgivable sin.
Weapons were something you fought and chilled for, risked your lifeto get hold of, and held onto no
matter what. To destroy dozens and dozens of working blasters seemed wrong.

“Comeon,” Jak said, brushing back his snowy hair. “If needs done, best do quick.”
“Good man,” Ryan said over hisgrumbling ssomach. “But first we eat.”

“Afterward, Jak and | haveto defusethis,” J.B. said wearily, scowling at the egg-shaped war wag.



“There sno way for usto get another wag through this tunnel with thisthing blocking theway. And one
hard shove will set off ablast louder than skydark.”

“Fair enough.”

Turning away from the blast doors, the companions walked dowly into the redoubt aready mapping out
their work for the next few days.

Outside the redoubt, the hunters gathered in growing numbers along the edge of the forbidden poal,
thumping their chests and howling in savage fury over their dead brothers floating facedown in the dirty
water. They dl knew the laws given to them by the god Delphi. Blood spilled must be paid in blood
taken. Theurgeto kill burned in their minds, but they would have to wait for alittle while longer.

Soon enough the two-legs would come out again, and then the feasting would truly begin.

Chapter Six

Softly, the digital clock chimed the hour.

Damn. Rising to hisfeet, Dr. Edgar Franklin smoothed down his hair and straightened hiscollar. TITAN
expected him to perform certain duties, and thiswas the day he’ d chosen to inspect the Rhode Idand
redoubt. Appearances aways mattered to him. His usud attire was hospital scrubs and sneakers. Loose
and comfortable, they let a man breath and think. But for this day’ s chore he' d decided to wear combat
fatigues, awide gunbelt holstering amilitary-issue pistol and knee-high jackboots. Couldn’t be more
uncomfortableif | waswearing agtraitjacket, he thought.

Leaving the gdley of the redoubt, the man took the €l evator down to the middie level and walked into the
waiting mat-trans chamber. Consulting his persond digital assistant for the correct code, Franklin tapped
in the sequence of numbers and letters.

Instantly, the eectronic mists rose from the ceiling and floor, masking his sight. There was a brief moment
of disorientation, then the mists receded, reveding adifferent redoubt. But stepping from the unit,
Franklin stopped in puzzlement. Where the hdll wasthis? Hewasn't in Rhode Idand. According to the
colorson thewall, this redoubt was located in Antarctical How was that possible?

Leaving the unit, the man cross the antechamber and went into the control room. Pressng apadmto a
blank section of the board, he accessed the secondary systems and ran a quick diagnostic of the unit to
see what was wrong. Had there been amajor malfunction? Had Whisper |ost another redoubt? Severd
had been volatized in the nuclear war, an expected and accepted loss. Then afew were damaged by
natural disasters, earthquakes, volcanoes and the like. Incredibly, one had been flooded, of al things, and
another was nuked out of existence only afew years ago. Y et there was no scientific explanation of how
anuclear warhead from the war could have waited that long to finaly detonate.

Somefool in TITAN security had suggested that ahandful of survivorsfrom the outside had used a
tactical nuke to destroy the base, which was patently ridiculous. Asif their uneducated brains could
possibly learn how to operate a portable nuclear weapon, much less gain entry into aredoubt! The
savages roaming the so-called Deathlands bardly knew how to makefire. Their pitiful, ragtag civilization
was reduced to the level of wooden clubs. Which were hardly capable of causing damageto a
hundred-billion-dollar fortress. Sill, it was a puzzling problem.

A light flashed on the console, announcing the diagnostic was completed. Leaning toward the monitor,



Franklin chewed the insde of acheek asall of the programs reported that the matter-transfer unit was
functioning normally, every primary computer system in the green and every defensive subsystem fully
operating within normal parameters. Strange. Very strange.

Consulting the PDA strapped to hiswrist, Franklin returned to the mat-trans unit and dowly tapped in the
Rhode Idand destination code once more, double-checking that he made no mistakes. Once morethe
mistsrosg, fell, and he checked the walls. God Almighty! Now hewasin aredoubt at the Panama Candl.

“Son of abitch,” Franklin muttered uneasily, then tapped in the code for the main TITAN base.

The mists came and went, and this time the man found himsalf exactly where he was supposed to be. It
seemed that only the redoubt in Rhode Idand was somehow blocked. All right, logicaly, there were only
three distinct possbilities. Thefirst, and most likely, was that the redoubt had suffered atechnical
problem of some kind, dysfunction or malfunction. Or two, the redoubt had been destroyed. Not at all
likely, but theoreticaly possible. Unfortunately the third option was the most likely, and the most
unsettling. There was something blocking the mat-trans chamber at the redoubt.

Checking thefilesin the PDA, Franklin finaly found the command sequence that he needed to impart
whatever blocked hisjump, and spent a good minute carefully tapping in the a phanumeric code.
Stepping into the antechamber, he patiently waited, his pistol up and ready.

A few minuteslater the white mist filled the chamber and then faded away to reveal astack of wooden
Cases.

Curioudy, Franklin holstered hisweapon and entered the gateway to examine the odd boxes. Prying one
open with his bare fingers, the man scowled a the spongy excelsior stuffing and impatiently brushed it
addeto reved ahuman arm with slvery wires dangling from the shoulder joint. Instantly he recognized it
asan artificid limb used for battlefield repairs and to create cyborgs. But that wasimpossible. Every
cyborg had been decommissioned by Coldfire. Except for one. The greet traitor. The sworn enemy of
TITAN.

“God help us, he sback,” Franklin whispered, hisface tightening into arictus of blind hatred. “ Delphi is
back!” And then heredized he had anew duty to perform.

WHILE THE OTHERSWERE preparing dinner, Ryan got Mildred and Krysty donefor afew minutesin one
of the officer’ s quarters by pretending hisribs were especially bad. That redlly didn't require alot of
faking on his part. When his shirt came off, dark purple and black bruises were encircling his entire torso,
and on his back were the clear imprints of four inhuman hands.

Staying near the door to keep awatch out for Doc, Krysty frowned at the sight of the discoloration, but
sad nothing. Nothing she said would help the man hed any fagter.

“And this happened after you shot the hunter?” Mildred said in amazement, running fingertipsaong his
Sdes. “I"ve seen worse, but not on anybody who survived.”

Ryan grunted at her touch. “Just glad | got in asmuch brassas| did. The son of abitch was strong.”

“Morethan you, that’ sfor sure,” the physician commented, shaking her head in disbdlief. “Much stronger
than any normal gorilla, and those are way stronger than humans dready.”

“Yeah, | know.”



“Guessyou do &t that.” Getting the med kit, Mildred rummaged insde. “I can give you some aspirin to
help you deep tonight,” she said, retrieving the bottle.

Taking asmal bandage from her bag, Mildred wrapped the man tight to help hisribs hed faster, fetched
aglassof water from the bathroom and gave him the pills. Ryan dry-swallowed the aspirin, then drank
the weter.

“Okay, now that’sdone, let’ s get to the real reason we're here,” he said in a controlled tone. Looking at
the women, he met their gazes. “What the nuking hell was the problem with Doc? He starts talking about
something caled Titan then goes blank, like the man never heard of the people he wasjust talking about.”

“He mentioned Coldfire, too,” Krysty added. “But he' stalked about them before. Only this Titan was

“Wall, it could be some sort of amental block,” Mildred said, leaning back in her chair. “Maybe
something happened to him that was so horrible he' sblocked it from hismemory.” But even as she
spoke the words, the physician began to frown. “No, that makes no sense. | know he was brutally
tortured by Cort Strasser before you busted him loose, and he remembers every damn minute.”

Although the two of them clashed sometimes, Mildred had the highest respect for the old scholar. He had
survived experiences that would have destroyed lesser men, and she thought Doc was tougher than a
boiled horseshoe when the chips were down.

“Butif that’ strue, thisissomething ese,” Krysty said, her hair tightening protectively around her face.
“Not ablock, but morelike...” She made avague gesture. “Oh, | don’t know, like abungee cord. HE's
free to move about, say and think what he wants, but if Doc goestoo far and mentions Titan, then it
sngps him back hard.”

“Depending upon how wide the perimeters of the block are, this might explain alot about his odd |apses
of memory.”

“True”
“Could this be that stuff you told us about?’ Ryan asked hesitantly. “Hypnotism?’

After amoment Mildred shook her head. “No, that’ s only atool for psychoanaysis. The doctor induces
astate of monomaniac to the patient, but it’ s easily broken. Hypnotism has been used alot in moviesto
turn people into robots, but that doesn’t work in the real world. Heck, hypnotists can barely make folks
stop smoking, much lessturn them into daves!”

“Good to know. So, isthere anything we can do?’ the Deathlands warrior asked, feeling helpless. A
knife wound he could stitch closed, set abusted bone, dig out abullet, but with this sort of invisible
wound, something inside the mind, that was beyond the man, and he had no problem saying 0. Thiswas
Mildred' s specidty so shewasin charge.

“Unfortunately, no,” Mildred replied, crossing her arms. “Damniit to hell, | wish there was something to
be done! Oh, I’ veread severa books, attended lectures, taken some mandatory classes, but ill...” She
shrugged. “Even if | had the proper psychotropic drugs, I’'m only an amateur. If | tried digging around in
Doc'shead, | might make himworse, alot worse.”

“Great.” Doc had aways been atremendous asset to the group, but if his mind wasfindly going, well,
Ryan would do what he hoped the otherswould if he was going insane. Put two rounds behind his ear
and remember him in atoast every now and then.



“Then we do nothing for the moment,” Krysty said.

“Nothing, except offer him our friendship and support.” Mildred sighed. “ And listen closgly if he ever
mentions Titan again. With enough pieces of the puzzle we might have a chance of finding a solution. But
until then...”

“It' slike planning anightcreep,” Ryan muttered thoughtfully, trying to get ahandle on the problem. * Until
we know more about the enemy, what kind of sec men they have, are there dogs, boobies, and the like,
any recceisjust going to get us aced.”

“And that’ sa pretty fair andogy,” Mildred said with awan smile.
From down the hall, they heard Jak call them for dinner.

Ryan and Krysty helped Mildred gather her med supplies, and the three of them walked from the room
logt intheir somber thoughts.

Heading to the kitchen, the three companions were greeted by a ddlicious smell. Inside the fragrant
kitchen, J.B. was standing a one of the many stoves stirring something in asoftly bubbling pot.

Taking warm plates from the steamy interior of adishwasher, Ryan and the women joined the othersat a
long dining table, and dug into the smple med, gray mil cheese on crackers, beef stew, canned bread
with what passed for buitter, freeze-dried coffee with sugar and powdered cream and pressed cherry-nut
cakefor dessert. The military rations were not particularly savory as durability and longevity, not taste,
had been the prime considerationsin designing the predark MRE food packs. But the food was hot, was
somewhat tasty and everybody cleaned their plates.

Afterward, the dirty disheswere unceremonioudy dumped into an empty dishwasher, and thetired
people trundled off to the barracks to choose roomsfor the night, with Doc and Jak getting comfortable
in an office to stand the first shift of guard duty. Normaly, that wasn't necessary locked degp insdea
redoubt, but this night it seemed alogical precaution.

With their Kalashnikovs nearby, the two men settled down a awooden desk with large mugs of black
coffee and apack of playing cards. Personally, Doc would have preferred agame of chess, however, the
uneducated, barely literate a bino teen kept winning, and so the old man had abandoned the noble
pastime of kings and emperorsfor the more dubious pleasures of gin rummy.

Meanwhile, the rest of the companions decided to raid the stockpiles of clothing. Ryan took severd pairs
of thick socks and a pair of boots, Krysty replaced her worn fatigues, J.B. found ashirt in hissizeand
Mildred acquired anew fatigue jacket, dong with severa sets of bootlaces. Made of resilient nylon, the
laces made surprisingly good trade items and could be exchanged for a plethora of goods and services at
most villes. They al chose afew pairs of underwear, and Mildred found abox of combat bras and tried
to find garmentsin the correct szefor her and Krysty.

Moving to the laundry complex, the companions grabbed four of the bath towels on ashelf aboveasnk,
quickly stripped, eyes averted, and donned atowel. They found that most of the bottles of bleach and
detergent had only dried residue at the bottom. But some of them contained a scant few ounces of liquid
that proved to be more than enough for the small loads. While dl the clothes were tumbling in the dryers,
the two couples hit the showers, finding stalls at opposite ends of the huge lavatory for afew minutes of
privacy. It took awhile for the dusty bathroom pipesto ddiver anything but rusty dudge, but eventudly,
that cycled through and they luxuriated in a cascade of unlimited clean water. There was no soap or
shampoo in sight, but the MRE packs had yielded tiny bottles of al-purpose cleanser, dong with
toothbrushes, tiny tubes of mint toothpaste and plastic combs. The men shaved using their kniveswhile



the women watched in amused fascination.

Clean and refreshed, the four weary people, wrapped in towels, reclaimed their clothing and trundled off
to the barracks. Choosing separate rooms, they barricaded the doors, checked their blasters and settled
infor the night. In acouple of hours, Doc and Jak would wake up J.B. and Mildred, with Ryan and
Krysty taking thefind shift until dawn.

Removing histowe, Ryan eased himsdlf onto the soft bed, and was soon sound adeep. Studying the
dark bruises on her muscular partner, Krysty decided he needed deep tonight more than anything else
and settled in beside him under the thick army blankets.

Acrossthe hdl, JB. checked the heavy dresser jammed against the door for a second time, then findly
nodded in acceptance.

“Cometo bed, John,” Mildred said from across the room, her voice low and swest.

Hearing something in her tone, JB. dowly turned. Thelady physician was dready in bed covered only by
acotton sheet. Seductively, she raised a shapely knee. With the light streaming from behind, he could see
the ddicious outline of her full figure through the thin material.

Immediately, JB. started to respond to her sultry beauty. He had been with severa womenin hislife, but
she was the most beautiful, not only because of the face and figure, but for the person inside. Mildred had
fought by his sde through fire and blood, earning more than his friendship. Shewasinsde him, bonded to
hisvery soul. Lacking the right words, the man had never told her, but she was hisworld.

“Tired?’ Mildred asked huskily, allowing the sheet to dip down alittle, revealing her generous cleavage.
“Never that tired,” the man responded eagerly, diding the munitions bag off his shoulder.

Depositing it on the floor, the Armorer placed the Uzi on top of ameta desk, then laid the S& W
M-4000 scattergun alongside. He let histowd tumble to the floor, then removed hiswire-rimmed glasses
and put them on the desk near the blasters. But starting forward, he saw her smile turn into a scowl.

“Ahem,” Mildred said, looking upward.
Puzzled for amoment, J.B. then removed his beloved fedoraand reverently set it aside.

“Honest to God, John, sometimes the way you treet the ratty old thing...” she muttered, shaking her head
in mock anger.

Grinning apologetically, the man stepped closer and took her face in his hands. Gently, he kissed her on
thelips, the light touch relaying more than mere words ever could. The dectric moment built in intensty
astheir hearts quickened, and the caress enfolded to a passionate embrace, their arms wrapped tight
around each other.

Her beaded |ocks clicking softly, Mildred opened her mouth to John and they kissed deeper, more
ardently. Their hands began to explore each other, each intimate caress fueling their mounting desire, his
pale skin a perfect contrast to her dark beauity.

Breaking apart for air, Mildred coyly raised the sheet and John climbed onto the bed. Taking her in his
arms, J.B. hugged the woman tight. Responding to the strength of the man, Mildred felt her nipples
tighten.

Bending to kissawarm breast, J.B. ran ahand aong her ssomach, then did afinger insde the delicate



foldsof her femininity and expertly began asmal circular motion. Gasping in delight, Mildred opened her
thighs, and the man intensified histeasing caresses, invoking waves of pleasure until the woman thought
she could stand no more and finally shuddered al over in velvet ecstasy.

Smiling at her pleasure, JB. looked degp into her lovely eyes, asking asilent question. Whispering his
name, Mildred nodded in response and reached out to stroke his shaft, caressing the stiffening flesh. As
his breath started to quicken, she released him and spread her legs completely. Changing position, J.B.
lightly moved across theyidlding satin until fully anointed with her moisiure, the scent of their passon
filling the bedchamber.

Taking Mildred by the hips, J.B. eased forward, swelling asthe dectric flesh tightened around him.
Murmuring wordless sounds, Mildred arched her back as he partidly withdrew, then he plunged in deep,
the woman crying out in pleasure at the penetration.

Clawing her hands down hisback, Mildred thrilled to the play of the hard muscles.

Asthe man rose and fdl, she yielded to the wonderful motion for several seconds, then began to movein
reply, meeting his thrusts with her own, doubling their pleasure. Secret words were spoken asthey
rocked in unison, limbs entangled, their skin glistening with swesat. Then their movements became fagter,
intensfied. Words were abandoned to primordid breathing. Their gazes locked, the man and woman
joined, moving as one, Striving, yielding, giving and receiving at the same time. Suddenly, Mildred gushed
with new moisture, her nipples hardening, and they dammed together in aphysica crescendo of sensud
ecstasy, unable to bresthe or to move or think, lost forever in the precious instant of perfection....

Sowly, redlity returned and they collapsed againgt each other, panting, trembling from the glorious
aftereffect.

Still completely engulfed inside the woman, J.B. reached out to stroke her face, and Mildred took his

hand to kiss the palm and pressit to her cheek. No words for spoken, and none were needed. All that
could be said had aready been expressed, and for afew precious moments, there was nobody elsein
theworld, no troubles, no danger, only the smiling lovers and the ethered music of their soft breathing.

Chapter Seven

Swimming. ..Ryan was splashing and swvimming in the cool green water of the namelesslake, odd
columns of red rock rising upward like the westhered pylons from some ancient temple. The water
soaked his clothing and filled his boots, weighing him down like sticky lead, draining his strength, but
there was no way to get them while swimming, and hewastiring fast.

A raging fury filled the man and his exhaustion faded away to be replaced with a hard determination. Not
gonnaget aced out herein the middle of nowhere! Now move, you nuke-sucking bastard! Get some dirt
under your feet and quickly find the convoy beforeit’ stoo late! He raged to himself. Some smdll part of
hismind said that it may aready betoo late. The Trader could be lying on the sde of the road chilled by
the stickies, or worse, the convoy had taken off and now was miles avay. But he ignored that. Ryan had
fought bigger men than himsdlf, stronger, meaner, yet dways won because he did not quit.

Unfortunately, there were only sheer rock walsin every direction he turned, unclimbable cliffswith no
placeto get out of the water larger than a spent brass. Then he caught a glimmer of white and ingtinctively
started paddling in that direction. Could it be a sandy beach? A predark wreck? But as Ryan got closer,
he saw there was an adobe ville Sitting on a pebbled shore. Oddly, there was no wall surrounding the
cluster of buildings, which naturaly made him think it was a predark town that had somehow survived



skydark. Y et there weren't any telephone poles sticking out of the ground or cars parked along the curbs
that he could see from thisangle. Strange.

Hisrage was starting to ebb away, his strength fading when Ryan felt the toe of his boot scrape ground
under the green water. Barking a short laugh of relief, the man dragged himsdlf out of the lake and
flopped bonelesdy on the bed of pebbles. The smooth rocks were hot from the sunlight and the soothing
warmth seeped into his aching body like ahedling balm.

Catching his bresth, Ryan rose from the stony beach and checked his weapons before stiffly walking
toward the adobe ville, diligently searching for any signs of muties or coldhearts. He had been caught
oncewith his pants down. Never again.

In spite of the heavy cloud cover, the day was hot, but there was a cool breeze coming off the desert
carrying afaint taste of snow from the nearby mountains, and Ryan gratefully drank in the delicious
sensation. The place seemed deserted, and there was nothing dangerousin sight. Y et he was oddly
gpprehensive. Then it hit him. The buildings were adobe, dried mud bricks, with wooden poles sticking
out of the sdesto support thered clay tile roofs. But most of them reached four, five, even six storiestall.
Which wasflat-out impossible for adobe. The mud bricks couldn’t take that much weight unlessthere
was another structure undernesth supporting them.

Thiswas afake, Ryan redlized. Someplace made to look primitive to hide thered buildings. Could it be
an underground cache like the Trader used, or something else?

Warily, the twenty-year-old man drew his Colt .45 autoblaster and worked the dide to chamber around.
The sound of metal on meta was reassuring, the tiny noise seeming to echo aong the erile white streets.
That was when he noticed one building that seemed different from therest. It wasalittle blurry, asif seen
by tired eyes, or through afaint mist. Tripleweird.

Advancing closer, Ryan studied the structure. 1t was a three-story adobe building, red-tile roof, wooden
shutters over the windows and awesthered door with some kind of aglowing symbol set into the lentil.
A sort of circlewith an oval going across Sdewayswith alarge star set off center to the lft.

There was amoment of disorientation and Ryan found himself standing in the middle of aweedy road,
the sound of engines growing steedily louder. Then awar wag came over alow hillock, closely followed
by severd more. He could not believeit. That was the convoy! But...but hadn’t he just been in alake?

With asqued of pneumatic brakes, War Wag One came to arocking halt and the side door was thrown
openwide.

“Well, nuke me!” The Trader laughed in ddlight, stepping into view. “Look who we have herel”

“Never thought I’ d see your sorry ass again, Cawdor!” J.B. chuckled, lowering the barrdl of his
Remington Bolt-action. “Niceto have you back....” The wiry man stopped talking and squinted through
hiswire-rimmed glasses.

“Behind you!” the Trader bellowed, swinging up ablaster and firing.

Ducking, Ryan swiveled to see awhite mist rise from a depression among the weeds, then anest of ropy
tentacles lashed madly about as a creature pushed through the weeds, the plants turning brown and
withering at the passage of the hdllish thing.

Snarling in rage, Ryan grabbed for the Colt at his hip, but found only bare flesh and rumpled blankets.
Then there came the sound of atailet flushing, followed by running water. With asupreme effort of will,



the man opened his eye to see the bedroom of aredoubt. A dream. It was just that damn dream again,
he thought.

“Morning, lover!” Krysty caled, sticking her head out of the bathroom. There was atoothbrush in her
hand and her smile was foamy. She was dressed only in pants and boots, her new brahanging off a
doorknob. “Niceto see you moving! | was thinking about setting the mattress on fire, but wasn't sure
even that was going to work.”

“Probably not,” Ryan growled, taking his eye patch from a bedside table and dipping it back into place.
“But I know of another way that would have gotten me awake trip-fast,” he said with agentle smile.

“Yeah, | thought of that, too.” She chuckled, waking over, her full breasts swaying from therolling
motion of her full hips. Bending over, Krysty planted along, minty kisson hislips, then pulled back.
“However, I'm starved and want some breskfast. Lots to do today.”

“Yeah, fair enough,” Ryan admitted, feding arumblein his gut from the mere thought of food. Suddenly
his desire for the woman was gone, replaced by adifferent kind of hunger. Throwing off the blankets,
Ryan set bare feet on the floor and reached for his pants. There was atime and place for everything. He
and Krysty would get some private time later on, but right now, there was work to be done.

After ahurried breakfast of beef stew, canned bread and black coffee, the companions went directly to
work on the wags. They broke only for lunch, and by late afternoon, the job was completed.

Stepping back from the predark machine, Ryan wiped his sweaty forehead and studied the last weld on
thefina cage. It looked good, but he had to make sure. Grabbing the hot metal with agloved hand, the
one-eyed man shook it hard, but the gridwork stayed firm and unyielding. Done and done. They were

ready to go.

After ascertaining that the cyborg’s LAV was safe to move, the companions dragged it into the garage
and shoved it out of theway in adisused corner. Then J.B. and Jak rigged the egg-smooth vehicle once
more, thistime adding a coffin full of live brassto the mix. When the wag detonated, the entire garage
level would be filled with amael strom of shrapnd. To be honest, J.B. didn’t know if that could chill
Delphi, but it sure was going to be spectacular! Half of the Armorer wanted to see the staggering blast,
but the rest of him wanted to be asfar awvay from the magl strom as possible.

When that was accomplished, the companions redlly got to work. The best of the civilian wags were
carefully chosen and completely disassembled. Then everything not actualy needed to make the
machines move was meticuloudy removed. Each vehicle was reduced to bare framework, then rebuilt,
the engines raised higher than the |ake outside and the exhaust pipes dtered to go straight up. Next, the
companions added areinforced fuel tank, an entire row of nuke batteries and asingle seat for the driver.
Then the crude speedster was surrounded by a strong cage made of blaster barrels removed from the
stores of Kaashnikovs. The hollow bars were set with care a what the companions sincerely hoped was
acouple of inchesfarther away from the driver than the reach of ahunter.

Therewere ill afew extraKaashnikovs remaining, so the companions each took two, and everything
elsein the armory had been either set with atrap or destroyed by the arc welder.

“Wish we had the time to add some spikesto the cage,” J.B. said wistfully, running a handkerchief ong
the sweetband inside his hat. “ Or make them stronger. If aweld pops, abar could come loose, and then
we d be easy pickings.”

“Not so easy,” Jak replied, checking theload in his Colt Python, then closing the cylinder with aclick.
Holgtering the blaster, he jerked awrist and aknife gppeared in his pam. The freshly sharpened blade



gleamed likesin in the moonlight.

Tucking atoolbox between the row of nuke batteries, the man shrugged. “ Y eah, | know,” J.B. hedged
uncomfortably, Strapping down the sturdy case. “But ill...”

“Don’t worry, John, the doorswill do,” Mildred stated, tying a cloth around her hair. Knotting it tight
under her chin, she made sure every beaded lock was safely tucked away. If ahunter got afistful of hair,
at the very least it would be incredibly painful asthe creature ripped it out by the roots, and at the worg,
deadly asit hauled the driver into range of their claws and fangs.

“Sure as hell hope so,” J.B. said softly. Normally he would have argued to wait for another day or two,
so that he could add some refinements, but unfortunately, time was againgt them. Thelonger the
companions waited, the farther Delphi got from the redoubt. Or worse, the sooner he' d jJump to the
redoubt, see that his spare parts were gone and attack from within, driving them out to the muties
waiting arms.

On impulse, the Armorer touched theimplo gren in his munitions bag. One shot. That wasdl they'd
have. One fragging chance to ace the cyborg. Grimly, the man donned his fedora. So he d bloody make
it count if he had to shove the damn thing straight down histhroat fird.

Seeing hisdark expression, Mildred wanted to offer him some comfort, but continued lashing down her
med kit to the meta floor right next to the Kaashnikov. Back in medica school, awise dorm mate had
once compared the mae of the speciesto brewing beer: sometimesthey just needed to be left alone.
Truewords.

Over a thefud pumps, Doc was holding agurgling hose over apatialy filled bucket. Sowly, thetrickle
of fud dowed to adribble, then stopped completely. All out. Hanging up the nozzle, he lifted the bucket
by the handle and carried it to the last speedster. Using a cardboard funnel, the man carefully poured in
the few pintsof clear fluid.

Sitting behind the whedl, Krysty turned on the paper for afew momentsto check the fuel gauge.

“How much juice did we achieve, dear lady?’ Doc asked, setting the bucket aside and vigoroudy wiping
his hands dry on a clean rag. Shooting a blaster with juice on your skin was afast way to losefingers.

“That put me a alittle more than hadf atank,” Krysty said, frowning. “Y ou sure there’ sno more?’
“Mayhap in another redoubt...” Doc answered guilelessly.

She grunted in reply. “Fair enough.” After battling the droid, there had not been much fud left inthemain
tank of the redoubt, so the companions split what little there was equally among them. Hopefully, it would
be enough to get them through the jungle and far enough away from the hunters. On open ground, the
crestures were relatively easy to ace. But in their natural environment, they were desth machines. There
was no doubt in her mind that the gorilla-like muties would have aced Ryan if they had been dlowed to
enter the pool. That had been afoolish mistake by Delphi. Many fights were lost because somebody
acted stupe, more than anything e se.

Climbing into the lead speedster, Ryan closed the hinged hatch and dogged it shut with adiding bolt. The
crude door was painted a bright yellow, oddly marking its exact position in the resilient cage. Wrapping a
cloth around his own hair, Ryan strapped himsdf in place. Turning on the engine, he checked over the
few gauges dtill attached to the skeletal remains of the dashboard. Oil pressure, temp, power, everything
looked good. Then the man revved the engine hard afew timestrying to makeit stal, but the machine
refused to flood or choke.



The others arted their own engines, filling the garage with noise and exhaust fumes, thewall vents
struggling to clean the atmosphere until there was a brisk breeze blowing through the level. Each seemed
satisfied with hisor her speedster, except for J.B., who gtill wished for something other than the VVolvo
SUV. It was agood wag, but relatively new and he had hoped for something older.

The Trader dways said that old metal ran better, and it wastrue. The flashy models produced just before
the Big Flash dll had dectric carburetors, fud injectors, built-in comps, and the like. So even if they
somehow survived the Nuke War without getting fried by the EMP blast of an atomic blagt, the fancy
engineswere ared nuke-in-the-assto maintain, to hismind. Cruise control, automatic seat adjusters, kil
switches, theft darms, low-jacks, and al of that technodrek had to be ripped out before you could even
dart to rewire the engine to make them run smooth. And there had always been afew speedstersthat
samply could never be made to work, until agunner for the Trader had come up with asnazzy little
bypass gimmick made from assorted bits of junk. With one of those, the Trader could get any wag to
run.

Removing his glasses to polish them on adeeve, JB. grinned at the recollection. Dark night, | haven't
thought about Hoban in years.

“Everybody hot?” Ryan caled, glancing around.

Hands gave curt waves as the companions did alast check on their speedsters, making surethat al of the
food and general supplies were lashed down tight, the rapid-fires |oaded, spare ammo tucked away
safely, dong with the grens. Each person had an AK-47 set in apressure-clip on the floor, far from the
questing hands of the muties, yet readily available to them if the need should arise. But more importantly,
every speedster had arubber mat glued to the floor under the driver.

“Ready and willing!” Krysty answered, working the clutch and gearshift on what had once been a
Nissan. “Just say theword!”

“Thenlet’srall!” Ryan shouted, shifting into gear and starting forward.

Forming aragged line, the Six speedgtersrolled into the exit tunndl, maneuvering easily past the series of
antirad zigzags.

“Half aleague, haf aleague onward!” Doc sang out over the noisy engine of the Saturn SUV. It wasn't a
very powerful wag, but for some reason he felt drawn to the machine. He had no logical ideawhy.

“Aw, stuff it, yaold coot!” Mildred shot back. “Y ou know | hate that damn poem!”
“Hate Tennyson, madam? Impossiblel”

“Mebbe just hate you!” Jak added, trying not to smirk.

Looking over ashoulder, Doc flashed his oddly perfect teeth. “Now that | believe!”

The massive blast doors at the end of the tunnel loomed. Braking to ahalt, everybody got their
rapid-fires ready, as Krysty hopped out to tap in the exit code on the wall keypad and pressthe lever.
Sheimmediately raced back to her speedster, and was safely insde the locked cage before the doors
parted to expose the wall of water.

Anxioudy, Ryan touched the fresh bandages under his shirt ashewaited to seeif any of the mutieswould
come out of the rushing barrier. But nothing happened. The one-eyed man stomped on the gas pedal.

Shooting forward, heliterdly flew through the pounding water and was airborne for severa seconds



before dropping into the lake with aresounding splash. Veering away from aboulder, he jogged to the
left just as Krysty burst into view, closely followed by J.B., Mildred, Doc and Jak.

The lake was chest-high on them, completely covering the tires. Choppy waves smacked the engines,
making them sputter and cough, but then they surged with life.

Steering wildly, the companions did their best to avoid the assorted obstacles submerged in the shallow
lake, and Mildred clipped aboulder hard enough to rattle her teeth. But the physician held on to the
steering whedl with both hands and got the little speedster back under control before it smashed headlong
into another large rock.

Watching out of the corner of hiseye, JB. whistled in relief. That had been close. Too damn close.

Shaking the spray from hisface, Ryan searched for hunterswaiting for them in the trees or bushes, but
then the shore was upon them. Bracing for the impact, the man jounced up the mossy dope and went
flying again for amoment before landing on top of the bamboo stand, sending out broken piecesin every
direction.

Angling past atree, he plowed into abush, and arear whedl dipped in the greenery turning him abruptly
back toward the lake. Savagedly twisting the steering whedl, Ryan fought to stay out of the water and
managed to angle back into the bushes to careen off abananatree in an explosion of bark. Fruit fell from
above like green and ydlow rain as Ryan rejoined the others rocketing through the dense jungle. J.B.
gave the man a game thumbs-up, and Krysty nodded, then they were among the banyan trees. Hanging
vineswere everywhere, and the companions concentrated on their driving. Even shouted conversations
were pointless over the six engines and the steady rustling of the plant life smashed aside by the stedl

cages.

Colorful birds exploded from the trees at their approach, and the little monkeys ran away, screaming and
waving their amsin an dmost human manner. Running over ahissng snake, Ryan dodged alarge flower
that turned to follow the speedsters, then something heavy landed on top of the cage, and ahairy arm
clawed for hisface. Hunters!

Leaning away from the limb, Ryan flipped a switch on the dashboard and the entire cage crackled with
fat blue sparks. On the dashboard, ameter showed the first line of nuke batteriesin the rear of the
speeddter draining dightly, but nothing serious.

With fat blue sparks crawling over it, the mutie blindly tried for the man, missed and accidentaly touched
the door. Now the second set of batteries surged, completing the circuit, and the mutie shrieked as it
burgt into flames from the massive e ectric shock.

Shifting gears, Ryan smelled ozone and cooked flesh, asthe aced mutie tumbled away. Unfortunately the
gas gauge was dropping at an darming rate. Every time hefried amutie, the power drain made the engine
dow. But there was nothing that could be done about that now. He would just have to stay low, stay fast
and trust that the welds were strong enough to hold.

A snarling mutie legped from abush, dl four arms spread. Dodging the creature, Ryan saw the other
companionsin their speedsters darting about. Jak had an aced mutie on the front, partialy blocking his
view. The dbino teen was fishtailing the speedster in an effort to get the smoking corpse off, but was
having no luck.

A large mutie was clinging to the side of Doc’s cage, holding on with both feet while four hands grabbed
for the old man’ slong, flowing hair. Ryan could see the scholar stabbing the button on the dashboard, but
nothing was happening. Fireblast, he thought, something had to be wrong with the bastard wiring!



Quickly angling in that direction, Ryan bounced over some exposed roots, nearly losing his segt, then saw
Krysty dam her speedster into Doc’ swag, crushing the mutie between their two cages. Therewasan
electrica shower astheir cagestouched, Sizzling sparks zapping the creature. A gory ruin, the charred
hunter hung on with asingle arm, then fell away to disappear in the clouds of bluish smoke pouring from
the exhaust pipes. Only the arm remained to sway to the motions of the racing speedster.

A stuttering burst rang out, and Ryan turned to see Mildred trigger her rapid-fire at a hunter perched on
top of her cage. Bleeding from a score of wounds, the mutie thrust downward with a stick, knocking the
Kaashnikov from her grip. The AK-47 hit the floor and tumbled to the rear of the speedster, lying on top
of the nuke batteries.

Stomping on the accelerator, Ryan went cold at the sight. If the metal blaster made contact with the
terminas, Mildred would befried divel

Shouting awar whoop, Jak turned his speedster, streaked aong an earthen mound and fired asingle shot
from his Colt Python. The Magnum round hit atree branch ahead of the crouching physician, the wood
exploding into splinters. Dropping free, the branch hit the bleeding mutie across the face, fangs and blood
gushing from the bruta impact. Asthe mutiefdl off, JB. ran over it with his soeedgter, grinning likea
madman.

Then Mildred dammed on the brakes and the Ka ashnikov flew to the front of the cage and dropped
onto the dashboard. Snatching the weapon with one hand, she rammed it back into the clip on the floor,
then shifted gearsto accelerate to full speed.

There were spaces among the trees now, and occasionally Ryan could see open sky. They had to be
reaching the end of the jungle. He had no fragging ideawhat lay beyond, but without the cover provided
by the trees, the danger from the muties would be eliminated.

Suddenly arock bounced off the cage near Ryan, stony splinters peppering hisface. Cursing vehemently,
the man veered away from the attack, then realized his mistake and spun back again just it time to avoid
abarrage of rocks thrown by other muties.

From somewhere there came the sound of shattering glass as a headlight was destroyed. Doc cried out in
pain. A fist-sze sone shot through the opening of acageto hit the back of Krysty’s chair, nearly
throwing her into the dashboard. Suddenly they were out of the jungle, barreling along an uneven
grasdand that stretched to the horizon.

Loud criesfrom the furious Hunters could be heard coming from the jungle, but they were growing fainter
with every heartbeat. The muties were not allowed in the lake, so maybe they were aso not alowed out
of the jungle? That made sense. What good were guard dogsif they could run away?

A low earthen mound sent Ryan airborne over aravine, and helanded with ajarring crash on the other
sde, nearly losing control of the vehicle. The terrain was getting rougher, wild and jagged. With no other
choice, the one-eyed man dowed his speedster. Unexpectedly, ablaster fired. Ryan turned to see Jak
shaking his head vehemently and heading to the west. He was puzzled for amoment, then understood the
teen was dill following thetrall of Delphi from the redoubt.

Downshifting the gears, Ryan and the others followed the abino youth through the churned countryside
and onto a smooth grasdand. Y oung trees dotted the landscape, but they were few and far between, and
eadly avoided. Sowing for aminute, Jak studied the ground, then took off again, the others staying in his
wake.

Squinting at the grass, Ryan caught aglimpse of the signs of an old campsite, then it was | eft behind.



Fireblast, had there been four cook fires? That could mean fifteen or so people traveling with the cyborg.
Ryan wanted to go back to ook for more details about the weapons and wags of the cyborg’ s convoy,
but they were ill too close to the mutie to risk stopping.

Checking thefud gauge, the man grunted at the needle trembling near the quarter-tank mark. Half of their
juice was dready gone.

High above the racing speedsters, thunder rumbled in the turbulent sky, and there came the faint smell of
sulfur. Ryan fought the urge to increase his speed and stayed close to Jak. If they lost the trail now, they
would never find it again after an acid rain. On the other hand, if they were caught out in the open, after
the storm there wouldn'’t be enough of the companions I eft to stuff into an empty cartridge.

Cadting fast glancesto the other companions, Ryan saw that they comprehended the situation and
wanted to stay on thetrail. Thereredly was nothing else to do but keep moving and hope they outpaced
the coming rain.

Concentrating on thelr driving, the companions sped dong the untamed grasdands, listening to the distant
thunder and waiting for the first sprinkling of fiery death from above,

Chapter Eight

“Yah! Move, you nuking bags of bones! Yah!” James Keifer shouted, cracking hiswhip intheair just
above the running team of horses. Already straining againgt the leather harness, the animas surged
forward, redoubling their efforts, and the buckboard increased in speed across the rough terrain.

Thevdley rose sharply on each sde of the smal convoy, jagged boulders dotting the landscape from
where they had tumbled down the doping hills. Sagebrush and scraggly juniper bushes grew inwild
abundance, tall cacti growing higher than any norm, their thorny arms outstretched asif prayingto a
blazing sun god.

A dozen of the armed daversrode their horsesin tight formation around the rattling buckboard, the big
men hunched low, their hands gripping blasters. One man had an arrow through his shoulder, the wound
bleeding from the front and back, his shirt soaked black and crawling with flies. But the grim man was il
in the saddle, his blaster raised, the hammer cocked and ready. The cargo had been aced, and now they
were fighting for their lives. What a nukestorm of ajob this had turned into!

“Any sign of "em yet?’ Stanley Frederickson demanded from the rear of the buckboard, pulling back the
drawstring on a huge crossbow. The spread of the weapon was more than ayard wide, and few people
could even load the massive bow, much less control the staggering recoil. The string locked into place,
Frederickson pulled an arrow from the quiver on his back and knocked it in place.

“Nothing yet!” shouted one of the other daversin the shaking buckboard. Facing backward, he stood
with one sweety hand holding alongblaster, the other wrapped tight around the iron bars of the cage.

Stout poles supported a canvas avning that kept the blazing sun off the heads of the remaining davers.
Blood stained the floorboards from a chance hit that chilled VVera Nazarene, the body of the aced woman
tossed out to give the others more room to fight. The grim davers had said nothing asthey’ d heaved their
friend to the sand, consigning her to the scavengers.

“Think welogt’em?” G. W. Barton asked hopefully, abloody rag tied around histhroat from anear miss
by the attacking cannies. At every word, the trickle of red seeping from under the crude bandage flowed



faster.

“No fragging way!” Keifer replied loudly, over the pounding hooves of the team of horses. Helicked dry
lips and started to add more, then changed hismind. “Yah! Yah!” he bellowed, cracking the whip again.
“Come on, yabig bastards, move!”

Whinnying in response, the animasincreased their efforts and the buckboard surged forward, which
increased the wild shaking. Grabbing the low wooden sides of the buckboard, the davers held on tight
and prepared for another assault by the cannies. Longblasters were loaded, knives |oosened in sheaths
and the fuses checked on a precious few hand-bombs. The homemade explosives were clay jugs packed
with black powder and |oose pebbles. When the charge blew, the blast sent out ahao of rocks that
chilled anything for ten yards, norm or mutie. The bombs were what the davers used to blow up ville
gates. The men they chilled on sight, but the females and babes would be sold or traded.

Lashed securdly in the four corners of the buckboard, covered with heavy tarpaulins, werefour large
barrelsfilled to the brim with black powder and soft lead to be made into musket balls. A staggering
bounty of ammo had been hauled from the Redbone Mountains and paid for with daves—pilgrims,
farmers, fools and feebs, anybody the davers could capture dive in their nets. Then they rode the Great
Sdt, trading davesto Dogrun for lead, exchanging the soft metal to Royalton for black powder, then
trading the powder with Cascade for flints, the shiny, brittle little stones that made the powder explode.
The barons of the villes of Royalton and Cascade pretended they had no ideathat Dogrun used dave
[abor in their mines, and everybody got working blasters.

The hordes of muties roaming Degthlands never stood a chance againgt the booming muskets of the three
villes, and there soon was a safe zone that reached al the way from Green Hell to the Flat Lake.

Unfortunatdly, it seemed that news of their wealth had spread.

At firg, the davers had thought thiswas asmple jack, some outlander mercies doing a nightcreep to get
the cargo of ammo. But when the daverstossed out Vera, the outlanders stopped to collect the body
and one of them took acouple of bites out of the still-warm corpse.

“Fragging cannies,” WilmaFisher growled, tucking her blunt flint into a pocket. Even after being
sharpened again, the rock would be too small for alongblaster musket, but would work just finein a
handcannon.

Taking afresh flint from the row of small pockets sown acrossthe front of her rawhide shirt, the busty
daver tucked it into place and tried not to think about what would happen to her if taken aive by the
cannies. Raped, of course, which might not be too bad, but then she' d betied to arock and dowly cut
apart. The cannies believed that the death songs of people sweetened the meat. Maybe that was just a
story, but Fisher would eat her own blaster before that happened.

Inserting afresh flint, Fisher twisted the screw to lock the rock into place. A charge of powder and lead
was dready in the barrel, but the woman checked the cover of the flash pan to make sure the priming
chargewas gtill in place. With the fragging buckboard bounding and jerking al over the placeit was
surprising that any of the davers ill had teeth in their heads, much less powder in their wegpons! she
thought. But asniff of the pan filled her nose with the reek of rotten eggs. That told her the powder was
gl place, primed and ready.

“Frag’emdl!” Fisher roared, her long hair lashing fredly in thewind. “It’ s chilling time, boys!”

Nobody replied, saving their breath. Every daver wanted to bed the woman, and nobody ever wanted to
face her in battle. Fisher liked chilling more than getting rode, and she loved getting rode more than



bresthing.

Everything had gone fine on the way to the Redbone Mountains, lots of empty milesand afew stickies.
Nothing serious. Severd times aong the way, VeraNazarene had sworn that she saw aflash of reflected
light from the sand dunes, or arock formation, amost asif somebody was watching them through a
longeyes. But that nonsense had been ignored. Asif anybody had aworking scope anymore! But it
seemed the woman had been right. The cannies hit the convoy near the Dune Sea, and she had been the
first to get chilled, ahole blown clean through her belly from asniper.

Just then, agreat cloud of dust rose from behind ahill to their east.

“Herethey come again!” Barton ydled, pulling out two muzzle-loading pistols and cocking back the
hammers

If the Red Shakes hadn’t taken so many of the daverslast winter, the convoy would have twice the
number of blastersthan it did now. More than enough to deal with any attempted jack! But now...

A moment later half adozen predark bikes burst into view from out of an arroyo, sunlight glinting off the

windshields. Carrying throwing axes, the cannieslooked lumpy from the pieces of hardwood strapped to
their bodies as protection from the soft lead bullets. Here and there was aflower of splinters sticking out

showing where alead ball had hit but failed to achieve penetration.

Following behind the group of two-wheders was a massive war wag. The huge Mack truck was pulling a
long, eighteen-whedler, flatbed trailer with wooden walls added. The planks were studded with nails, and
louvered shutters hung protectively over the big tires. Even the cab was coated with wood and nalls,
making it resemble a thornbush, and a colossa eye was painted across the planks covering the grille, the
inhuman orb staring directly forward in sngular purpose.

Wooden armor studded with nails, Barton raged, squinting at the bizarre sight. Who ever heard of such a
thing?

The daver found the painted eyebal oddly disturbing as hetried to am at the war wag, which was
probably what it was intended for—to scare people into running away so that they could be more easily
run down. That redlization brought a cold wave of adrendine to his sscomach. Nuke-sucking cannies were

trying to play him!

Trying to ignore the big eye, Keiffer took aim and unleashed the crossbow, the arrow lancing harmlessly
between the dusty covered riders and burrowing itsalf deep into the planks covering the front of the war
wag, just missng theeye.

Fendishly, the cannie driver of the Mack grinned in response, displaying sharpened teeth, and increased
the speed of the big rig.

Cursing hitterly, Keifer started to rel oad the crossbow.

“Dumb-ass gleeb! Now watch how it'sdone by area gunner!” Fisher snarled, raising her longblaster
and firing. A foot-long lance of flame boomed from the end of the muzzle, dong with ahuge cloud of
dark smoke. A split second later, the windshield of a bike exploded into sparkling pieces, therider
jerking backward as red blood exploded from his exposed throat. Asthe body fdll, the bike veered
away to disgppear into agully. A few moments later there was afiery explosion and a huge gout of
smoke rolled upward into the sky.

“That wasfor Veral” the woman shouted smugly, pulling out aramrod to tart reloading her own



weapon.

Just then, the buckboard hit arock, sending her over the side. The davers watched in horror asthe
woman hit the ground, her blagter flying avay. Shewas il rolling in the sand when the cannie bikers
roared past, the leader swinging ahand ax. Still sunned from thefal, Wilmafeebly tried to dodge, but
the blade hit, cleaving her head wide open and splashing her brains onto a nearby rock.

Startled for only amoment, now al of the guardsin the buckboard began hammering at the cannies with
muskets and crosshows. Grinning widely, the bikers spread out and opened fire with their handcannons,
the staggered volley of smoke temporarily masking the outlanders. But then they reappeared from the
roiling fumes, throwing hand axes. The blades spun across the intervening space and dammed into the
horses.

Screaming in pain, the animals reared, throwing severa of the daversto the hard sand, bones audibly
breaking as the bodies crazily tumbled aong like windblown leaves.

Asthe other riders struggled to control their mounts, Keifer knelt to fumble with abutane lighter, then
stood and heaved ahand bomb. Instantly, the eighteen-whedler dammed on the brakes, tires squeaking
and screeching, while the deek two-wheders quickly separated. The clay jug hit empty sand and
violently exploded. Two of the cannieswobbled on their bikes from the concussion, but none of them fell.

Asthe bikers sped away, more cannies stood up in the rear of the Mack war wag, and started firing
predark handcannons at the davers. Raising his arm to throw another bomb, Keifer as blown backward
with most of hisface gone, the hail of blood, brains and teeth splattering across Frederickson. The driver
cast asingle brief ook backward, then crouched and started insandly whipping the horses.

“Yah! Yah!” thefat daver bellowed, spittle flying from his mouth. “Faster, yamotherless gleebs, or it’s
the stew pot for al of you!” The whip cracked congtantly, the pounding of the hooves sounding like
distant cannon fire, it was so loud.

Fumbling to reload his musket, Barton could not believe what had just happened. The cannies had
predark blasters? Then why were they throwing axes before? Mebbe to conserve anmo? He d never
seen live brassin hislife, only black-powder blasters. So why were they using the brass now,
unless...Nuking hdl, thiswasn't ajack!

“Ambush!” Barton shouted, firing hislongblaster. “We re heading into afragging ambush!”

His eyes going wide with understanding, Frederickson started pulling the reinsto the left, toward the
open desert. But the terrified horses didn’t want to obey and kept going forward. Franticaly, he whipped
the animals, but that only made them dow down in confusion, and the bikersgrew closer.....

SPUTTERING AND COUGHING, the engine of the modified Saturn died avay completely. Pumping the
pedd, Ryan tried to coax the speedster alittle farther until coasting to afull halt near the foot of alarge
hillock. With squedling brakes, the rest of the companions stopped nearby, Jak’ s engine sputtering and
dying before he came to acomplete rest.

“Guessthat’sit.” Krysty sghed, yanking off the handkerchief and running ahand through her hair. “We
mede it farther that | thought.”

“At least we left the acid rain behind us,” Ryan grumbled, cracking his knuckles. He knew the storm
might gtill be coming thisway, but even on foot they should be long gone beforeit arrived.



“Any sign of the hunters?’ Mildred asked in concern, yanking out the spent rounds from her blaster and
shovinginlive brass.

“Don’'t ssehow,” Ryan said, turning off the power to the cage, then throwing the bolt before unlocking
the door.

Pushing it open with aboot, the big man got out and stretched with obvious rdlief, then reached into the
backpack on the floor to unearth a soup-can-size object. With a snap of hiswrig, the predark Navy
telescope extended for afull three feet, and Ryan placed his good eye to the end and looked around,
carefully studying the distant horizon. The telescope was an amazing little thing they had found in the ruins
of the VirginiaBeach Nava Station. The unbreakable plastic lenswas kind of heavy, but the scope
compacted smaler than binocs and was perfect for the one-eyed man.

Turning dowly, Ryan could only see barren desert. There were some reddish mountains to the north,
aong with several sand dunes, but nothing else. “Clear,” he announced with some satisfaction,
compacting the telescope. “Didn't think the muties could follow usthisfar, but it never hurtsto make
sure”

“Caution isthe virtue of thewise,” Doc proclaimed, awkwardly exiting the cage.

“Sowhereare?’ Jak asked, shaking his head and running stiff fingers through his hair. Then he paused.
What wasthat smdll...rotten eggs? He sniffed again, but thistime there was only the dry desert breeze,
as dead and sterile asthe depths of aforgotten tomb.

“Lookslike Augtrdia,” Mildred said, taking out a canteen to dampen acloth and wipe down her face.
But she knew they could be anywhere. These days, there were swvampsin New Y ork, and desertsin
Kentucky. How anybody had survived skydark seemed amiracle.

“Tel youinasec,” JB. sad, removing the cloth from hishair. Crumpling it into abal, the man stuffed the
rag into his munitions bag, then reached under his shirt to pull out aminisextant. Facing the partly cloudy
sky, hefound the sun, got the haf mirror into focus, then did some fast menta calculations. Tucking the
little device away, he pulled a predark map from a pocket and spread it wide.

“Begt as| cantdl...we rein Colorado, near the Utah border, just above the Great Sdt,” J.B.
announced, folding the plastic-coated sheet again and tucking it carefully away in his munitions bag. “If
we had any juice left we could driveto Two-Son ville” The companions had been there awhile back,
and helped the loca baron ded with anasty infestation of stickies. It was one of the few villesin the
world where they would recelve afriendly welcome.

“Utah,” Ryan whispered, achill running down hisback in spite of the dry hest. Briefly, he touched the
leather patch covering his missing eye, remembering the nightmare once more. Then he shook it off.
Mildred had said that a dream was just your brain cleaning out the drek of the day, and carried no
specid meaning.

“Something wrong?’ Jak asked, aknife dipping into hiswaiting palm. Squinting hard, the teenager
glanced over the sandy vista, but there was nothing dangerousin sight. Not even a screamwing moved
through the londly sky.

“No, nothing’ swrong,” Ryan answered, brushing back hislong hair.

“The Zone,” Doc repested, hisface darkening in somber thought. Clutching the silver lion’s head on his
sword stick, he twisted the handle and pulled out afew inches of the Spanish blade hidden inside, then
dammed it closed again with asolid click. Thiswas near where he' d last tangled with Delphi, and he



wondered if the locale had some specid significance to the blackguard.
Thefaint crackle of blasterfire reached them, closely followed by the muted roar of predark engines.

Instantly the companions drew their blasters and waited. Nothing happened. Then the sounds of blasters
came again, accompanied by the rotten-egg smell of spent black powder.

“J.B., with me!” Ryan snapped, drawing the SIG-Sauer and starting up the sandy dope. “ Everybody else
stay with the supplied”

Working the arming bolts on their Kalashnikovs, the companions moved protectively around the
Speedsters as J.B. sprinted forward to try to catch the other man. He joined Ryan at the crest of the
dune. The other man was lying on his belly, head tilted as he listened intently to the soft sounds of battle.
Lying down, J.B. crawled closer and concentrated. He distinctly heard predark revolvers and muskets
firing, along with some sort of homemade explosive. Mebbe a pipe bomb or Molotov. Then he caught
the death scream of ahorse.

“Could be merciesjacking aconvoy,” J.B. guessed.

Saying nothing, Ryan took out the longeyes and crawled over the top of the dune until the other side was
vigble. Through the longeyes he saw a horse-drawn buckboard being chased by apack of normson
motorcycles with an odd-looking war wag bringing up the rear. The machine seemed to have wooden
planks aong the exterior instead of meta armor. Then the man noted the arrows sticking out of the
wood, aong with the splinter clusters of bullet hits. Off by itself, a second war wag was burning out of
control, the occasiond crackle of live brass coming from the fire as ammo cooked off from the heat. His
guess would be a hit from one of the homemade bombs, but it was only a guess.

“Wood armor,” J.B. muttered softly in disbelief. “ Smart. It'd be easier to make than sheet metal and
weighalot less”

“Certainly better than sand bags,” Ryan said grudgingly. “One cut and the sand runs out, leaving you with
an empty bag for protection.”

“True. The stuff wouldn’t stop agren, but then, what would?” J.B. said, answering his own question.
“Nicetouch that big eye. Bet alive brassthat throws off the aim of most coldhearts.”

Grunting in agreement, Ryan changed the focus on the longeyes and looked along the rocky valey,
finding corpses scattered around, and a smashed two-whedler burning. A couple of horseswere
gdloping into the distance toward a dry riverbed.

That was when he spotted the cage full of chilled people in the buckboard. Slaverst Were the folks
attacking them sec men from some ville? He studied them closely and frowned at the Sight of their
pointed teeth, many of them wearing necklaces of dried human fingersand ears.

“Cannies” the Deathlandswarrior growled in disgust.

“Which arethe cannies? J.B. asked, squinting at thefight. “No, walt, | see the cage. Dark night, cannies
jacking davers. Kind of makesyou wish for the acid rain to come, doesn't it?’

Ryan nodded in reply just as ahuge explosion cut off the team of horses pulling the buckboard, and the
two merged, the fighting going hand-to-hand. Knives and hatchets were flashing in the bright sun, blood
Spraying, the curaing of the living mingling with the screams of the dying combining into the low growl of
combat.



“Hell of afight,” J.B. said with ahumorless smile. “This could be just what we need.”

“Yeah, | thought of that.” Ryan grunted, lowering the longeyes. “ Notice those other bikes hidden in the
crater?’ Therewasacircle of tumbleweeds placed around the depression to help mask the presence of
the machines.

“I'mnot blind yet,” the Armorer replied, squinting through his glasses. “ Those must be the reserve troops
in case the fight goes bad for the cannies. Too bad there’ s only four of them, and six of us, or sewe
could...” Sucking air through histeeth, he exhadled dowly. “Y ou know, | just got acrazy idea.”

“Way ahead of you, amigo,” Ryan said, compacting the longeyes and tucking it away to bring up the
Steyr SSG-70. “Better move fagt, this could be over soon.”

“I’'m dready gone,” J.B. answered confidently, crawling backward until he was past the curve of the
duneand out of sght.

Setting the barrel of the longblaster on the grainy sand, Ryan worked the arming bolt and fiddled with the
focus on the telescopic sight. A few moments later he spotted a furtive motion near agroup of boulders,
and saw three of the companions running low acrossthe valley floor toward the blast crater. A glance
down the other side of the dune showed Mildred standing guard over the piles of supplieswith the
scattergun.

“Herewego,” Ryan whispered out of the corner of his mouth, placing afinger on thetrigger of the
longblaster and choosing hisfirgt target.

Chapter Nine

“Burn, yabastards!” Dragon Webber screamed, wheeling around the buckboard and throwing a
Molotov at the horsesin the front.

The doshing glass bottle hit the wooden harness and burst apart to cover the animalsin flames.
Screaming in terror, the horses began bucking and kicking, fighting to get away.

Lashing hiswhip at the cannie on the bike, Frederickson fell forward off the buckboard and was
trampled to death. Then the leather reins snapped and the flaming horses bolted away in blind panic,
trying to get away from the orange thing that was eating them dive.

Out of control, the buckboard wheeled wildly and plowed into a stand of cacti coming to an abrupt halt.
The daversin the rear were thrown around haplessy, Barton going over the sdeto land in the spiky
plants.

Bleeding from a score of minor wounds, the daver rose and fired both of his handcannons at the nearest
cannie. The double load of lead dammed hard into the woman’ s wooden armor, cracking off a piece.
Grinning in triumph, Iron Mary Cantone shot back, and the daver dropped the blastersto clutch his
missing groin, hot blood gushing between hisfingers as herolled about screaming.

Braking to ahat near the buckboard, Dragon swung his ax, ending Barton' s pitiful wails, then climbed off
his bike just as another daver launched a crossbow. The quarrel went straight through his shirt, missing
the cannie by an inch and stabbing deep into the patched |leather seat.

Whipping the ax forward, Dragon got the daver directly in the face, the man faling backward, the fresh
quarrel and unloaded crossbow flying from hislimp hands.



Shouting awar chant, Hammer climbed into view from the other sde of the buckboard, hisax dripping
crimson and ascalp in hishands. Caught in the act of loading his musket, adaver let go of the ramrod
insde the barrel, swung up the weapon and pulled the trigger. The hammer dropped, sparksflew, the
pan flashed bright, then the blaster seemed to bulge dightly just before it exploded. Dropping the
shattered stock, the daver redled around clawing at the ruin of hisface, one eye dangling down a cheek
by along string of whitish ganglia. Laughing, Hammer tossed away the scalp, pulled aknife and buried it
in the chest of the mutilated daver.

Dropping the spent shells from his revolver, Dragon thumbed in fresh brass when he heard agdloping
horse. Spinning, he closed the partialy loaded cylinder and fired twice from the hip. The daver onthe
horse did off the saddle to land on the sand with a crunch, her neck twisted at an impossible angle.

Hauling aweeping daver up by hishair, Hammer dowly dit the struggling man’ sthroet, then shoved him
out of the buckboard.

“Come on, before the rest of these assholes come back!” Iron Mary snarled, kicking acorpsein the face
just to make sure.

Wasting a second looking for more horseback riders, Dragon then joined the othersin the buckboard.
Ignoring the barrels of trade goods, they started stripping the bodies of blasters, when one of the
supposed corpses rolled over to raise acrosshow. There was a sharp twang as the daver fired.

Jerking to the left, Dragon felt the breeze of the arrow pass his cheek. Shitfire, that’ d been close!

Knocking aside the crosshow, Iron Mary jumped on the dying daver, dashing wildly with a curved knife.
Hetried to hold her off with bare handsto no avail. Blood flew everywhere, her laughter masking his
dhrieksof pain until the daver went still. Panting from the exertion of the chilling, Iron Mary smiled asshe
raised the blade to lick the blood off the stedl.

“Mighty sweet.” The buxom cannie chuckled, sheathing the knife.

“We can do that later!” Dragon ordered, rattling the small door of cage. The bars were set too closely
together to pull out any of the meat without hacking them apart first. “Now, hurry and find the damn key
for that cage! The other daverswill come back soon, and | will not leave dl of this behind!”

“Mebbe it wasin the pocket of somebody who fell out of the buckboard,” Hammer squeaked ina
childish voice. The muscular cannie stood over six feet tal, but his head was grotesquely smdll for the
gargantuan body, amogt asif it had been an afterthought. A necklace of tongues hung around histhroat,
his exposed back covered with different tattoos of eyesto protect him from muties.

“So hop out and get it for us, will ya?’ Iron Mary smirked, going through the pockets of abad daver.
Then her head exploded.

Turning fast, Dragon fired hisrevolver at the group of davers galloping toward them on horseback. The
davers shot back with colossal blasters, the lead balls actualy humming as they went by the cannies.

Flipping an ax forward, Hammer got arider in the leg. The daver went tumbling off the mount to land
with asickening crunch. Another daver threw anet at the canniesin the buckboard, but it tangled on the
cage. Shooting repeatedly until hiswhed gun clicked empty, Dragon dropped behind the wooden side of
the buckboard and pulled a blaster from the holster of a corpse. Checking the load, he crouched and
fired, the deafening boom of the handcannon heralding a cloud of dark smoke that blocked out the
world. More shots rang out from both groups, a man screamed, then amotorcycle buzzed past the
buckboard with Pig swinging an ax coated with dimy human entrails. Behind him adaver doubled over to



clutch at hismissing ssomach and collapse Sdeways.

Dropping the black-powder blaster, Dragon started to reload the predark revolver with hislast few
rounds. Inwild confusion, the bikers and the horsemen circled about each other, firing their blasters
nonstop, knives and axes flying about as the two groups battled to the degth in the desert valey.

WITH THEIRBLASTERS held at the ready, the three companions crawled aong the sandy ground, edging
closer to the ancient blast crater. Stopping afew yards away, J.B. checked the rad counter on hislapel
and relaxed when there was only background rad showing. Good. They needed those bikes, but he had
no wish to charge into ahot pit to get the Red Cough. Nothing was worth that kind of misery.

The sounds of battle were still going strong when they reached the clump of tumbleweeds. Thisclose, the
companions could see that the desert plants had been lashed together with rope to keep them from rolling
away on the breeze. A wise precaution, but having somebody hidden as a guard would have been a
smarter move.

Easing to the weeds opposite the combat, J.B. gently parted them just enough to peek through. Three
cannies sat on the big bikes, resting their arms on the handlebars, gridy human trophies dangling from
srands of rawhide. Every bit of chrome was covered with dull tape and the glass windshield had been
replaced with awooden board bolted to the frame. They dl had throwing axes dangling from their belts,
adong with revolversriding in low holgers.

“How’sit going?’ one of the bikers asked, rotating the cylinder of thewhed gunin hishands. The Colt
.22 had little stopping power, but the cannie had found an entire box of cartridgesin acrashed mil wag.
What hisgrandie called an Apee, or, sometimes, an APC. It wasthefind of alifetime, so he was nursing
thefifty live brass aong for aslong as he could.

“Thedaversare coming thisway,” atal canniereplied, shifting his position on the Harley. “We could
attack them from behind—"

“No,” the other sngpped. “ Dragon told usto wait right here, so here we stay until he signalsfor ustojoin
thefight.”

“But they might dl be aced by then!”

“So? That only meanswe eat sooner.” His scomach rumbled loudly just then in perfect harmony with the
rumbling from the tainted clouds overhead. Fearfully, the cannie glanced skyward, then relaxed. Those
were the wrong type of cloudsfor acid rain. Besides, it wasn't anywhere near spring. Let the Sky moan
like an angry dut. The noise would help cover the sound of their engines starting just before they charged
thelast of the davers. Then the feasting would begin!

Staying low to the ground, the companions separated to move around the blast crater in different
directions. Leaving Doc near ascraggly yuccatree, J.B. headed for a pile of boulders when there came
the soft sound of crunching sand and a cannie walked around a boulder zipping up his pants.

The two men stared at each for afull second, then the cannie clawed for his ax as J.B. stepped aside and
Doc lunged into view to plunge his sword directly into the man’ sthroat. Red fluid gushed from the
hideous wound and the cannie grabbed his neck, cutting off two of hisfingers asthey did dong the sharp
blade. He looked into the Doc’ s face with dull comprehension, then eased to the ground and went
forever ill.



Sliding out the blade, Doc waited until he heard awhip-poor-will from the other side of the pit, then he
and J.B. grabbed the aced cannie and threw him over thewall of weeds. The warm corpse crashed
between the parked two-wheders, splattering them with blood. The cannies spun at the gridy arrival and

gasped in shock.

That was when Krysty stepped into view firing her AK-47 blaster. A moment later, J.B. and Doc
appeared from opposite sdes of crater, triggering their own rapid-fires. The 7.62 mm Kaashnikovs and
9 mm Uz tore the startled cannies apart, their lifeblood spraying into the air. Riddled with dugs, one of
them staggered around till horribly aive, then yanked a predark gren from insde the bloody tatters of his
shirt. Shooting from the hip, Krysty fired asingle round and ablack hole appeared in the middle of his
forehead. Sighing deeply, the cannie dropped, hislifelessfinger curled around the pin.

Knedling, Krysty recovered the gren, while Doc and J.B. dragged the other bodies off the bikes. Briefly,
they checked the corpsesfor any more grens, but there was only their axes and handcannons. Since the
companions had much better weapons, those were |eft behind. Carrying too many wegponswould chill
you in the Deathlands even faster than having none. However, Doc did appropriate a cardboard box haf
full of .22-caliber copper-jacketed rounds. Those would make excellent trade goods at aville.

Acrossthevaley, the battle raged on. The smoke was getting thick around the buckboard, making it
hard for both sidesto see clearly. The bikers stayed in constant motion, firing their blasters and swinging
axes. The daversfought back with whips and handcannons, the flame from the muzzles of their wegpons
stabbing through the billowing smoke like angry lighting. One cannie stopped to pull out aMolotov and
light the fuse, but adaver discharged a scattergun, peppering the front of the big bike, blowing thetire
and splintering the wooden shield. His hand raised to throw, the cannie shrieked as he drew back a
bloody stump, blood pumping from the ragged tatters of flesh dangling from hiswrist. Then the Molotov
hit the ground at his boots and whoofed into flames. Covered with fire, the man insandly best at thefire,
his cries becoming louder and more frantic, until the gastank of the bike hissed loudly, the fuel starting to
baoil from therisng hest.

“Run!” Pig screamed, stopping hisbike. Kicking at the ground with both legs, he turned the bike and
started to race away.

Therest of the cannie bikersfollowed his example, and they got afew yards away when the damaged
Harley exploded, spraying out machine parts and human organs.

Taking advantage of the noisy distraction, the companions climbed onto big Harleys, kicked the engines
into life and twisted the handlebar throttles until the bikes were roaring with power.

A dash of Doc’s cane cut away the restraining rope, and as the tumbleweeds rolled away, the
companions raced out of the pit. Charging aong the dusty ground, they curved around the loudly fighting
groups and went straight for the elghteen-whedler Mack with the big painted eye.

Standing in the rear of the war wag, acannie smiled at the appearance of the bikes, then frowned. Those
weren't his people!

“Qutlanders!” the cannie shouted, pulling aMolotov from awooden box. He used athumbnail to flick a
wooden match dive and started to gpply it to the aily rag fuse when he jerked backward to dam into the
splintery planks edging the predark flatbed.

Dumbfounded, the cannie stared at the gaping hole in his chest, unable to comprehend why there was no
pain from such aghastly wound. Sliding into deeth, he dimly heard the report of the Steyr from the distant
sand dune before eternd silencefilled his darkening universe,



Sputtering in rage, the driver yanked out arusty .45 autoloader and worked the dide just asthe side
window shattered, his head bursting apart from the arrival of the 7.62 mm round Ryan fired from the
sand dune.

Rapidly braking to ahdt near the cab of the truck, Krysty jumped off the stolen bike and yanked open
the door to clamber up the step, then the sest, to reach the roof. Staying clear of the protective nails
jutting from the thick planks, the woman sprayed the canniesin the rear with her Kaashnikov. Coming to
ahalt near the driver’ sdoor, J.B. hosed theinterior with hisUzi, the two cannies crying out in surprise as
the bullets forced them into a short degath jig, their lifeblood splattering the windshield.

Without bothering to dow, J.B. hopped off his bike, climbed into the cab and pushed aside the corpses
to dart the engine. There was astruggling whine, then the big Detroit diesdls cameto life, blowing
blue-gray smoke from the double exhaust pipes.

Stopping behind the war wag, Doc leveled his AK-47 and looked around frantically, his heart pounding.
In the pandemonium near the buckboard, aman turned in hisdirection. Doc sivung up the rapid-fire, but
before he could shoot the man doubled over clutching his scomach. Once more there came the sound of
the deadly Steyr.

Suddenly a hatch sivung open in the planks and there was Krysty holding her Kalashnikov and agory
knife. On the bloody floor, amuscular cannie groaned softly and went till.

“Change of plans,” she snapped, wiping the knife on her deeve before sheathing the blade. “ There sno
room for the bikes!”

“Then hasten thy chariot, Hermes!” Doc replied, hagtily getting insde and closing the hatch.

Krysty didn’t know the quote, but understood the tone. Going to the front of the wag, she thumped afist
twice on the meta roof. Promptly, the war wag lurched forward, rattling and clanging across the rocky
ground.

Starting to turn toward Ryan and the others on the hill, J.B. cursed as agroup of cannies looked up at the
noise of the approaching vehicle.

Redlizing that they were being jacked while they werein the middle of afight, the cannies raced toward
the companions.

A bald woman whose arms were covered with tattoos almost reached the big wag when the bike
toppled over, juice gurgling from anew holein the fuel tank. Stunned at the sight, the woman stood il
for amoment, then the war wag plowed directly into her.

Thelimp body went flying to land ahead of the wag, and J.B. drove over the cannie, the heavy tires
smashing her flat.

Heading around the battle, the Armorer saw that more of the cannies were running toward the war wag
asit rumbled pagt, their faces darkly grim. One cannie pulled back hisarm to throw an ax, then spun, his
throat pumping out blood like a broken fountain. Asthe sound of the Steyr arrived, the cannies and
daversboth dived for cover.

Sticking an arm out the broken window, J.B. fired a couple of bursts from the Uzi at the group, then
ducked behind the door. A heartbest |ater, incoming rounds hammered the side of the Mack, shattering
the sdeview mirror, punching clean through the wood shutter covering the door and scoring a bloody
path across hiseft calf. Nuking hell! Snarling at the pain, J.B. switched legs and started working the gas



pedd with his other foot.

Intherear of the wag, Doc and Krysty looked around frantically for ablasterport, but apparently that
particular invention was unknown to the cannies. But there were boxes nailed to the floorboards to make
steps so that you could get higher than the protective planks and fire at folks outside.

“Haveto do thisthe hard way,” Krysty said, dropping anearly spent clip to insert afull one.
Going to afiring step, Doc did the same. “On your mark, dear lady.”

She nodded. “One, two...” But thewag jerked hard to the side, throwing them to the filthy floor, and
there came the dull explosion of agren.

Scrambling to their feet, the man and woman raced to the rear wall and climbed on the boxes to peek
over thetop. Severd cannies had reclaimed their bikes and were racing in hot pursuit. Then aflight of
arrows sailed overhead from the side of the war wag, closdly followed by scattergun boom, lead shot
peppering the wooden armor with arattling sound.

“It seemsthat the last of the davers has expired and now the cannies have turned their full attention on
us!” Doc muttered, crouching to flick the selector switch on the AK-47 to full-auto.

“Too bad for them,” Krysty retorted, doing the same. “ One, two, three!”

Standing up together, they fanned the rapid-fires at the scurrying people until the clips ran empty, then
they ducked again. Incoming lead pounded the wooden planks, throwing splinterswith stinging force.
Then something hit the side of the war wag with aclunk. A moment later there was ahuge explosion
behind thewag, ahall of something very hard hammering the planks.

Pulling the pin on agren, Krysty tossed it over the wall. Asthe charge detonated, she rose and began
shooting at the nearest biker. The stuttering rounds chewed a path across awooden shield, then sent up
puffs of dust from the ground. A tall cannielogt his hat and another fired back with acrossbow. The
barbed quarrel hit the top plank only an inch below Doc’ sface. The scholar recoiled, then fired back in
grim resolve.

Astherapid-fire cycled empty, Krysty dropped the blaster and drew her S& W whed gun. It didn’t have
the range of the longblaster, but it was much more accurate. Squeezing off careful rounds, Krysty saw the
lead smack into the wooden shields on the lead bike, but fail to get through. Fair enough. Taking a
gtance, shefired again, dower, more ddiberately. A tire blew on abike, sending the rider flying, then
another rider dropped his crossbow as blood gushed from aminor shoulder wound. The bike wobbled,
amost toppling over, but the cannie managed to right the two-whedler and come on even fadter.

Deciding to follow the success of the redhead, Doc dung the rapid-fire over ashoulder, set the selector
pin on the LeMat to the 16-gauge shotgun, stood and fired. The front tire of a second Harley
disintegrated into rubbery shards, the nose dropping to stab into the sand. Asthe bike flipped over, the
howling cannie went flying asif launched by a catapult, and impacted onto the rear of the war wag with a
gridy sound. After amoment Doc checked, and the corpse was dangling from the wooden armor, held in
place by the rows of sharp nalls.

Holstering her blaster, Krysty checked her pants' pockets, then her shirt. “Lighter!” she demanded,
holding out a hand.

Searching hisfrock coat, Doc tossed over abutane lighter, one of severa the companions had foundin a
New Mex redoubt. She made the catch, just as the war wag jogged to the right, then the left. There was



another loud explosion, thistime so close that |oose sand rained down into the rattling eighteen-wheder.
Going to abox of Molotovs, shelit the aily rag fuses on severa, tucked away the lighter, grabbed the
box and heaved the entire thing over the back wall of the flatbed. Tumbling avay fregly, the box crashed
on the ground behind the Mack war wag and the twel ve firebombs exploded, combining into atowering
inferno.

Arching wide around the fiery obstacle, one of the bikersjerked his head back asa 7.62 mm round from
Ryan's Steyr took him squarely in the face. Almost casualy, the cannie did off the bike, the two-wheder
continuing onward for severa yards before the front whed twisted and it flipped, tumbling dong the
ground, throwing off broken machine parts.

Finding himsdf done, thelast cannie biker shouted something unintelligible over the sputtering diesd
engine of the Mack war wag, then veered sharply away, zigzagging across the rough terrain. Twicethe
sandy ground kicked up aong the escaping bike, then the cannie swung behind astand of cacti and was
gonefrom sght.

Angling out of thevaley, JB. drove the wag onto the desert and around a couple of sand dunesto findly
find Mildred. He braked to ahdt near her, the backpacks and extra supplies piled around her boots.

“Anybody hurt?” Mildred asked, looking closely at the dirty people. Their clothing was matted with fresh
blood, but none of it seemed to be from them.

“Nothing serious,” Krysty replied coally, reloading her S& W blaster and tucking it back into the holster.
Then she did the same for the AK-47 and dung it over ashoulder.

“I caught oneintheleg,” J.B. said, hanging an arm out of the window. “But it’ sjust ascratch.”
“You sure?’ Mildred demanded.
“Yeah.” Hegrunted. “No biggie”

But seeing the man’ s obvious discomfort, Mildred yanked open the door to inspect the wound.
Thankfully he had been right; it was only aflesh wound. Y anking a clean cloth from her med kit, the
physician tied it around the bloody pant leg as atemporary bandage. Later on she would clean the
scratch and give it acouple of stitchesif necessary. But for now, that would do.

A sharp whistle announced Ryan’ s arriva, the big man diding down the dope on the seat of his pants, the
Steyr held tightly in araised hand.

“Five of them are till sucking air,” he stated, working the bolt on the Steyr to remove the spent ammo
clip from insde the longblaster. “ Couldn’t get a clear shot once they figured out where was hiding.”

“Damn!” JB. snarled, closing the door again. He flexed hisinjured leg and it did fed alittle better. Millie
could handle a bandage the way he did plas.

“However, | did spot moretiretracks,” Ryan added.

“Delphi?’ Krysty asked from over the planks.

He nodded. “Could be.”

“Great!” J.B. sad. “Then get your assin the Cyclopsand let’sroll!”

Ryan smiled. Cyclops was a pretty good name for awar wag.



Just then, ahail of blasterfire sounded, dust kicking up from the top of the dune.
“Good shots” Jak admitted grudgingly. “They got bikes?’

“Nothing that |ooked in working condition,” Ryan answered, dropping in afresh rotary clip; the clear
plastic was dightly cloudy with scratches, having been used ahundred times before over the years. But
thefiveliveroundsinsde were till visble. The Kaashnikovs and the Steyr took the same size ammo, but
it had been atrip-long time since the man had found any replacement clips. When these were gone, the
longblaster would have to be individually loaded before every shot.

“Horses?” Jak asked pointedly.
“Chilled, or onfireand running for therr lives.”
“Onfire?’

113 Yq).”
“Damn.” The teenager snorted, throwing his bedroll up and over thewall of planks.

But Doc caught it and dropped theroll insde. “No need for that. There sahatch inthe back,” he said,
jerking hischinin toward the rear.

Heading that way, the abino nodded, and the companions quickly relayed their supplies and spare
blastersingde the Cyclops, along with the precious toolbox, and a couple of the nuke batteries. When he
had the chance, J.B. planned to wire them to the wag headlights to make a nukelamp. It was a hundred
times brighter than aflare, and would last until the halogen bulb died. The downs de was they weighed
more than awhed barrow and exploded if dropped into water. But the nukelamps were still much better
than tallow candles.

Dragging out the corpses, Ryan took the gunner seet, with J.B. staying a the whed. Going to the rear,
Jak and Mildred climbed through the hatch and into the fortified eighteen-whedler. The physician could
see that the wag had started out as aflatbed, designed for hauling concrete abutments, stedl girdersand
other heavy cargo. Thetruck probably had an industria transmission and reinforced frame, which made it
damn near perfect for awar wag.

“Head for the dry riverbed,” Ryan directed, hefting the rapid-fire to amore comfortable postion. “That's
the direction thetire tracks go.”

“Sure they’ re not from thiswag?’ J.B. asked, sarting the engine.

Brushing back his hair, Ryan frowned. “No way. This hegp hasworn tires. The ones from the redoubt
were brand-new.”

“Fair enough,” JB. said, shifting into gear. “Let’ shaul ass” With a shudder, the Cyclops lurched forward
acouple of feet, then settled into a steady chugging asit began to build speed rolling across the hard
sand.

Chapter Ten

Charging into view, Dragon and the rest of his crew reached the top of the sand dune, their longblasters
sweeping for the hidden sniper. But nobody was there anymore, only some empty brassglinting in the



sunlight dong with alot of footprints.
“Son of abitch got away!” Dragon snarled.
“And there they go,” Pig growled, pointing to the north.

Holding ahand to hisforehead to shade his eyes, Dragon stared hatefully at the moving dust cloud
kicked up by the heavy war wag. The bastards seemed to be heading for the dried riverbed, which was
both good news and bad, he thought. If the outlanders went south, the banks were much too steep for
thewag to get out again until reaching the Great Sdlt, and if they went north. ..

“Gone,” Big Suzy muttered, lowering her handcannon and ax. The nicked blade was smeared with
blood, with tufts of hair sticking out. “ The fragging Cyclopsisgone! Black dust, we spent years putting
the thing together, jacking tires, learning how to make shine, fixing theradiator...”

With asputtering roar, the fat blonde raised both fists and shook them at the sky. “ Shitfire!” Savagdly,
sheturned on Dragon. “You! Y ou said this was gonna be a peach! Easy pickings! Now we' re stuck on
foot in the middle of mutie country!”

“Shut up,” Dragon muttered in adangerous voice. “ Shut up right now, bitch.”

Defiantly, Big Suzy snarled at the cannie and took a step forward, her hand raising the ax dightly, then
she met his cold gaze and went pale. “Hey, yaknow,” she muttered, lowering the blade, “1 was just
taking....”

The man turned away from her and looked again at the vanishing dust cloud. Y ep, he thought, they were
heading north. Shit.

“Hey, what' rethose?’ Hammer asked suspicioudy, his big hands twisting on alongblaster.

Walking over the crest of the dune, the cannies|ooked down the other side. Parked at the bottom of the
dune were haf adozen strange wags. The stripped-down speedsters had a metal cage around them for
some reason, and seemed to be completely undamaged.

“Why the frag would they |eave those behind?’ Ratter asked, sucking thoughtfully between his prominent
front teeth.

“Let’sfind out,” Dragon said cautioudy, starting down the sandy dope. “ And watch for boobies! These
mutie loversaretricky!”

Reaching the ground, the cannies spread out so that any mines or pit wouldn’t catch al of them. Circling
around the speedsters, they found nothing that seemed dangerous, and finally Dragon walked up to one
and gaveit akick. Nothing happened.

Through the gridwork cage, he closely inspected the workings of the speedster, from the raised engine to
the collection of nuke batteries. There were splotches of dried blood on the floor and dashboard, along
with tufts of charred hair and some leafy vines. These had recently been in afight with something large
and hairy.

“Nuke me, they came from the north,” Dragon muttered in surprise.
“Green Hdll?” Hammer squesked. “But that’ sfull of those four-arm muties!”

“Which explainsthe cage,” Pig added, rubbing the back of his neck. “They drove through thejunglein



these things?’

“Seemslike,” Dragon said, easing open a hatch. The cannie froze at the Sight of the wiring going to the
nuke batteries, then relaxed with the redization that if the bars were live, he' d be a pile of smoking ash by
now.

Sliding behind the whed!, the cannie looked over the controls, and soon found anewly installed button on
the dashboard. That had to trigger the batteries. Smart. A sizzle cage. Trip smart.

Experimentally, Dragon checked the gears, then turned the ignition switch. The engine Sarted
immediately, then died with a sputter. He tried afew more times, but there was no response.

“Thesethingsare smply out of juice!” Dragon cried in ddight. “ Shitfire and honeycakes, boys, we're
back inbiz!”

Stepping from the speedster, the man grinned at his crew. “Pig, Suzy, check over the stiffsand scav
every wegpon you can, especialy any grensor firebombs!”

“What about the meat?’ Ratter asked, running blunt fingers through his greasy, unkempt hair.

“That’ syour job,” Dragon ordered. “ Take only arms and legs, and stack *em in the rear. Lots of room
back there with the batteries.”

The man shrugged. “ Sure, no prob.”
“What about me?’ Hammer asked timidly, shifting hisbootsin theloose sand.

Placing ahand on the shoulder of the tall man, Dragon beamed asmile. *Y ou get to dig up those extra
cans of juicewe buried in the blast crater. Haul em over and fill the tanks.”

“Sure, | cando that,” Hammer said eagerly. Heredlly didn’t mind doing most of the heavy lifting,
because he was the biggest and the strongest. That was only fair.

“Asfor me...” Dragon looked upward. “I’ll stay on top of the dune and watch for muties.”

Nervoudy, the other cannies glanced toward the sky. Already vultures were circling high above the
vdley, attracted by the smell of blood. Soon the screamwings would arrive, and then the stickies.

“ After we get these rolling, what should we do next?’ Suzy asked, scratching under afat breast. “Head
back to the cavesto start smoking the mest, or haul assto Waterton and sdll the flints?’

Head back to the cave...What was she, an idjit? Dragon thought. “Frag that noise!” he snarled, casting a
hard look to the north again. “We re going after the coldhearts that jacked our damn war wag and get it
back!”

Just then, the faint sound of hooting was carried to them on the desert wind. Asit faded away, the
cannies rushed to their assigned tasks, Dragon clicking back the hammer on his stolen musket ashe
started up the dune once more. He knew atrick or two with nuke batteries that would make the thieves
wish they had never been nuking born. He could dmost hear their pleadings for desth aready.

THE DESERT GOT ROUGHER as Cyclops approached the bank of the riverbed, theland rising and faling in
low curveslike waves a sea. Nukescaping, Ryan redlized, and checked the rad counter on hislapd, but
the device registered only the usua background level.



“Okay, hold on to your ass!” J.B. shouted out the broken window.

Asthe war wag reached the irregular bank, the Armorer twisted the steering whed sharply, trying to
anglein for an easer descent. But the sun-baked mud crumbled under their weight and the lumbering
elghteen-whedler tilted dangeroudy, amost tipping over.

Shifting gears, J.B. dternated between the gas and the brakes, trying to get the Cyclops under control.
The whed's spun fredly in the air, the engine roaring with power. Then the other tires got purchase and the
war wag lurched forward to go over the bank and fall a couple of feet on the dried mud with the force of
ameteor. Everything loose went flying, the windshield cracked, the shutters hanging over thetiresflipping
up to smack againgt the splintery planks with a deafening crash. Then the war wag went lolling from sde
to side, rapidly building speed asit raced along the smooth riverbed.

“So that' swhat skydark felt like,” Ryan said out of the corner of his mouth. “No wonder so few of us
survived.”

“WEe ve gone through worse,” J.B. muttered, ignoring the painin hisleg to shift gears. The dried mud was
smooth and even, perfect for high-speed driving.

In the rear section of the fortified Mack, the rest of the companions dragged themsalves off the floor and
started putting everything back into place. Backpacks and bedrolls were scattered around, one of them
missing entirely, and the nuke batteries had did straight to the rear of the wag, hitting the wood so hard
they made impressionsinto the planks. A headlight was aso smashed and a couple of small kegs had
broken open, covering the floor with loose black powder and lead balsthat rolled dangeroudy
underfoot. Plus, severd crates had flipped over, disgorging mounds of broken flints, musket parts, spare
motorcycle parts and astaggering collection of dried human remains, mostly fingers and sexua organs.

“Cannies,” Mildred muttered in disgust.

“Aced now,” Jak replied, taking abox of body parts and emptying it over the Sde of the war wag. Then
he changed his mind and also tossed away the box.

“Mogt of them, anyway.” The physician Sighed, rolling up adeeve. “Comeon, let’ sclean thisralling
abattoir before we catch the plague.”

Finding some old clothing in a plastic box, the companions used the rags as brooms and swept the floor
clean of powder and shot, shoving it out the rear hatch. Once they could safely walk again, the
companions did athorough search of every box, barrd and crate, finding afair assortment of empty
brass, adozen Molotovs, a hammer and spikes for repairing the wooden armor and more trophies. In
short order the companions cleared away al of the gridy items, including arope of what seemed to be
horsehair, but nobody could tell for sure, so over the Sde it went.

“Ashesto ashes, dust to dust,” Doc stated, throwing away the last box of horrible dried things.
“Amen,” Mildred added solemnly.

Opening the Mol otovs, the companions checked to make sure the bottles were full of shine, not fue, then
used it to liberaly clean their hands and to wash the badly stained floor. Some of the cannies had been
aced hard, and left behind more than their fair share of bodily fluids, not dl of it blood.

Settling down to let the thick fumes evaporate, the companions dutifully checked over their blasters, then
garted carving smal blasterportsinto the thick planks. By the time that was accomplished, the air was
refreshingly clean and the companions literdly breathed adeep sigh of rdlief.



“At least we have alot of spare arrows,” Mildred said with atouch of satisfaction. “ That’s something,
after losing al of that black powder.”

“Those are not arrows, madam, but quarrels,” Doc corrected, raising afinger asif about to point to the
blackboard. “A crossbow uses quarrels, not arrows.”

“What dif 7’ Jak asked, arching asnowy eyebrow.

“An arrow has asmooth shaft, but aquarrel is notched to fit the guide of acrossbow and stay in place.”
Mildred snorted alaugh. “Well, thank you, Fred T. Janes.”

“Who, madam?’ Doc asked, puzzled.

That brought the physician up short, and shetried to think of some way to explain about the creator of
various military guides, but finally decided that the concept was just too complex. “Never mind,” Mildred
sad, hiding alittle smile. “Not important.”

Sowly, the long hours passed, and the sun was dipping toward the horizon when Jak proposed making
dinner, the suggestion greeted with aresounding lack of interest. The memory of the trophies was il
sharp in their minds, and that ruthlesdy killed the others' gppetites. With ashrug, the unflappable abino
teen went to a corner of the flatbed, opened an MRE envelope and dug into the hundred-year-old
Spaghetti with gusto.

Twilight was beginning to claim the world when the end of theriverbed cameinto view. Gingerly using his
throbbing leg, J.B. dowed the wag asthey cameto amarshy field filled with what appeared to be wheat
or some other kind of cultivated grain. Easing the Cyclopsinto the flooded cropland, J.B. wasrdieved to
find the water only a couple of inches deep. However, the plants grew so close together, hisview was
reduced to lessthan afew feet ahead. If they were dtill following the riverbed, it wasimpossible to say.

“Freblast, we' redriving blind,” Ryan muttered, glaring at the waving wild abundance around them.
“There could be stickies, or abastard cliff, only a couple of yards away and we d never know about it
until too late.”

“Atthisratewe |l bein here until we run out of juice,” J.B. replied with ascowl, his handstight on the
whed. “How big was the Size of the average predark farm? Couple of miles?’

“Moreliketen or twenty. Sometimes alot more.”
Scowling, the Armorer’ s muttered reply consisted entirely of vulgarity.

Standing in the rear of the war wag, the rest of the companions were resting their arms on top of the
spiked wood and using their vantage point to scan the rustling vista of waving plants. None of them could
see any order to the plants, let alone predark ruins, abandoned grain silos, bridges, homes, barns or any
other sign of the prior owners. Just endless acres of the gently waving plants. There were some mountains
on the western horizon, but where the cropland ended and the rocks began, nobody could say for sure.

“Reach to foothills?” Jak asked uneasily, clearly hoping that somebody would disagree.

“Mayhap it does, my young friend,” Doc rumbled in congternation, the LeMat gripped tightly in one hand
asif hewas drawing comfort from the Civil War blaster. “We should be thankful thisisnot Austraia. |
have read where some of their larger farms extend for hundreds of mileswithout abreak.”

“What isanyway, wheat?" Jak asked curioudly, reaching out to grab a plant, but staying his hand at the



|ast moment.

“Millet,” Krysty replied, resting her arms on top of the wooden planks. “Makes good bread onceit’s
been cracked.” Then shefrowned. “Funny, | didn’t think it could grow in wetlands like amarsh.”

“Mugt beamutie strain,” Mildred guessed. “ So | wouldn't try eating any until | have run sometests.
There are grainsthat get an ersatz kind of mold that contains anatural form of LSD, apowerful
hallucinogenic, ten times worse than wolfweed.”

“Worse?’ Jak repeated. “Nasty.”

“Any chanceit might affect us by breathing?’ Krysty asked, covering her mouth and nose with ahand.
The millet had arich earthy aromathat was very pleasant, but the woman had encountered perfumed
flowers before that tried their best to eat her dive. In the Deathlands, the only place you were safe was
the grave.

“No, impossible. You haveto edt it,” Mildred replied after aminute. “ The mold was much too heavy to
bearborne”

“Hey, back there!” Ryan cdled out the window, craning his neck. “ Any sign of thisfield ending?’
“Not until we reach the mountaing” Krysty answered promptly.

“Wdl, let usknow if anything comesinto sght!”

“Will do!”

Soon the plants were so thick around the Cyclops the muddy earth below was impossible to see
anymore.

“Dark night, there sno way we' re ever going to find any tiretracksin this,” J.B. declared, downshifting
to acrawl. “Mebbe we out to stop and—" But the man was interrupted by strident whistling, closely
followed by an explosion of steam from under the hood. The dashboard engine gauge swung fast into the
red.

“Thick we blew ahose?’ Ryan snarled, throwing open the door.

“Only oneway to find out.” JB. sighed, turning off the engine. He waited afew moments, but the gauge
stayed in thered. Yes, it had to be ahose. Then he thought, Or the water pump, or the thermostat, or a
dozen other things. Who knew if the cannies knew the difference between a socket wrench and a sock?

“I'll check for the box,” Ryan said, climbing out of the cab. Staying on the corrugated metd step agood
foot above the murky water, he pushed the seat forward. Most predark trucks had spare storage there
for smal items, flares, shovels, tow ropes and the like. But the man found only some predark candy-bar
wrappers, acrumbling yellow sex mag, aroad flare reduced to waxy residue and afew rusty tools esten
through with corrosion. Clearly, the cannies had not even been aware that the seat moved, or esethey
would have taken the mag.

“Nothing useful in there!” Ryan called, pushing the hinged seat back into position. “I’ll get the toolsand
gray tape.” The Trader caled it duck tape, but Mildred always said “duct.” Weird.

“And abucket!” J.B. snorted, doshing around to the front of the war wag. Steam was rushing out from
around the hood. If it was just a hose, they’ d be moving again in lessthan an hour.



As Ryan pushed some plants aside to dosh away, J.B. tugged on hisfingerless gloves and checked for
traps. Sure enough, there was a boobie, a spring-loaded blade set to chop off questing fingers. Using a
lock pick, the Armorer easily disarmed it and cast the pieces aside. Bastard amateurs.

Tromping around the hulking flatbed, Ryan noticed some furtive movements among the muddy roots of
the millet. Had that been arat? Most likely, considering the combination of shallow water and abundant
food. But that would bein their favor. Rats attacked people when they were starving, but with dl of this
millet around these rats|ooked fatter than the ass of a baron’ sfavorite gaudy dut.

Bunching up ahandkerchief for protection, the man raised the hood and awave of steam wafted out. It
was definitely asplit hose, J.B. noted, waving ahand in front of hisface. His glasses were misty from the
moist heat, but he could see the rent through the billowing cloud. The war wag had to have picked up
some lead back in the valley. Stepping away, he used the handkerchief to wipe his glasses. Therewas
nothing he could do but wait until the engine cooled enough to wrap some tape and twine around the
split, then refill theradiator.

Going back into the cab, J.B. turned on the heater. The power gauge flickered as the batteries engaged,
then waves of hot air blasted from the vents under the dashboard. Thiswas atrick the Trader had taught
him long ago. If you were short on time and aradiator was boiling over, then just turn on the damn
heeter. They used the hot water cycling through the engine block to warm the interior of thewag. It
sounded craz, but turning on the heater helped cool down an engine. That could buy you extraminutes of
driving, which sometimeswas dl the difference between sucking air or feeding the worms.

Reaching the back of the Cyclops, Ryan thumped afist on the hatch, and it was opened by Krysty,
holding the tool kit and a bucket.

“Figured you' d need this.” The woman smiled as she stepped down into the marsh. The dark water
crested high on her blue cowboy boots, obscuring the embroidered spread-winged falcon design.

“Don't forget these,” Mildred added, offering afistful of rdatively clean rags. “They’ll do for filtering the
marsh water.”

“Thanks,” Ryan said, taking therags.
Just then, a plump creature scurried between the man and woman, then darted under the war wag.
“Damn, that wasabigrat,” Krysty said, touching the strap of the AK-47 dung over her shoulder.

“Mother of God...That'sarat,” Mildred whispered, going pale. “Don’t move! Everybody stay perfectly
gillr”

Starting to turn away from the hatch, Ryan and Krysty froze motionless at the physician’ swhipcrack
tone. Warily, they glanced around at the thick rows of millet, their hands creeping toward their blasters.
Therewas nothing in Sght but the millet and therats.

“Easy now,” Mildred said, dowly moving the scattergun forward and gently working the pump-action.
“Back in the wag, and close the hatch. Easy! No sudden moves!”

Asif encased in solid ice, Ryan and Krysty turned and stepped back into the Cyclops. The instant the
jamb was clear, Mildred dammed the wooden portal shut and worked the bolt.

“John, get the fuck out of thewater!” the physician bellowed at the top of her lungs, spinning and running
to the front. Climbing onto awooden box bolted to the planks as afiring step, she rose above the wall
and pointed the S& W M-4000 at the hairy lumps waddling among the muddy stems of the millet.



“John!” she screamed, atouch of panic tightening her throat. “ John Barrymore Dix, wherethe hell are
yw! ”

“Right here, Millie,” J.B. said camly, climbing into view on the roof of the cab. “Damn near lost my hat
when | heard you shout like that.”

“Thank goodness.” Mildred looked over the man intently. The cuffs of his pantswere damp, but it only
looked like dirty water. “Did any of them bite you? Or scratch? Even asmdl bite could be fatal!”

Fatal? Now, the other companions scrambled onto the firing steps and prepared their blasters, gazing at
the sea of rustling millet with newfound caution. What had the physi cian seen that none of them had
noticed? Snakes? Millipedes? They had fought the big insects before, and that one time had proved to be
more than enough.

“No, Millie, I'mfine,” JB. replied, Sitting cross-legged on the roof. Scowling at the waving cropland, the
man swung up his Uzi and worked the arming bolt. “ Okay, what' s the prob? Are there stickies here?
Swampies?’

“Gator?’ Jak asked, scowling at the swampy ground. The plants grew too close together for agator to
move around easily, but the teenager could not think of anything else that could have frightened the
woman.

“By the Three Kennedys, | wish it wasagator,” Doc rumbled, hisface registering darm. “Good call,
madam. | might never have recognized the rodents fast enough before they had swarmed through the
hatch and into the war wag. | have only seen anillustration of them in the newspaper.” Keeping the
rapid-firein hand, the man dso drew the LeMat. “Now, we at least have afighting chance at lifel”

“What mean? Just rats.” Jak sniffed in disdain, easing hisgrip on aKaashnikov.

“Worse than that,” Mildred said grimly, the gentle wind riffling through her beaded locks. “ These aren’t
rats, but solenodons!” At their puzzled expressions, the physician explained.

Indigenous to Cuba, the tiny rodent was acknowledged by many as one of the most deadly animalson
the planet. In Mildred' s day, solenodons had been hunted to the brink of extinction.

“The bite of asolenodonistoxic,” the physician added tersdly, studying the small animas scurrying
through the greenery. So peaceful and tranquil before, now the field of millet seemed abuzzing deathtrap.
How many of the deadly little creatures were moving around the trapped companions? Hundreds, maybe
thousands. She swallowed hard. They wouldn’'t have enough bulletsto stop them all if the rodents
attacked.

“Isthere an antidote to their bite?’ Ryan asked, furrowing his brow. “Cut the bite, suck out the poison?
Burn it with black powder?’

“ NO_”

The one-word answer sent achill through the companions. A single bite from a predark solenodon meant
unstoppable degth, and these muties were ten timeslarger.

“Solenodons,” Doc repeated. “ Even the pharaohs of Egypt never faced such aplague asthis!”

“It wastheir Szethat amost threw me,” Mildred confessed to the man. “They’rejust so damn big! But
oncel saw that head...” She shivered.



“How soon till we can move again?’ Ryan asked

“Half hour, mebbe more,” J.B. answered, shifting his position on theroof. “And | ill have to patch the
hose and refill the radiator!”

“Dowe aso havetofill thetanks or do we have enough juiceto leave?’ Krysty asked inrea concern.

“No prob. We'regood for at least acouple of miles,” JB. said without much enthusiasm. “It’ s getting the
water that concerns me. How much isin the canteens?’

Walking over to the bedrolls, Mildred lifted the containers and shook. “ Six canteens, each about half-full.
Say, three quarts.”

“Barely enough,” the Armorer replied. “Nothing from the prior owners?’
“Sorry, no. They must have kept their canteen of water on their bikes.”
“Shit!” the man cursed.

“No, you mean, piss,” Ryan countered. Taking two canteens, he unscrewed the tops and poured the
contents of oneinto the other. “ Okay, people, fill "er up. Every drop will help.”

“Shine, too,” Jek added. “ Small amount won't hurt much.”

“Any chanceit'll acethe smdl of boiling urine?” Mildred asked hopefully, tying not to grimace.
“Nope. Makeworse.”

“Swell.”

“Mayhap providence shines upon us and this new breed of solenodon has no venom,” Doc said
hegtantly.

“Could be, but I’ d hate to be the one to find out,” the physician returned. “L ook, we' re probably safe
insde the Cyclops, aslong we don’'t annoy them. Stay quiet, and make no noise. L et the engine cool, do
the repairs and drive out of here nice and dow. Everything will be fine once we re far enough away from
here”

Jerking her head toward the south, Krysty frowned. “Don't think we have that option anymore,” she
sad, ligening intently. “ Engines are coming thisway. A lot of them.”

Rushing to the other side of the war wag, Ryan pulled out his Navy telescope. Sweeping aong the
riverbed, he easily found alarge dust cloud coming their way. Adjusting the focus, he saw the Six caged
speedstersthey had left by the sand dune.

“Fireblag, it'sthe cannies,” Ryan stated, compacting the scope. “Bastards must have had a cache of
juice somewhere for those bikes, and they’ ve come to get their war wag back.” The one-eyed man
spoke camly, but he was furiousinsde for not having considered the possibility and smashing the
speedgters before leaving. Now the companions were trapped in a chilled wag, surrounded by afield full
of poisonous muties.

His misiake might chill themdl.



Chapter Eleven

Asthe huge black doorsto the redoubt in southern Arizona opened wide, Edgar Franklin paused to
frown at the dark tunndl. There should be aguardian here, and Everbrites dong the ceiling. Clearly
something waswrong.

For abrief second the TITAN agent panicked, thinking he had walked into atrap set by Delphi, then he
saw the destruction aong the tunnel. Scorch marks pitted the curved walls, the mold on the bricks,
marking where the tunnel had been three feet deep in water but wasn’t anymore. There had been some
kind of amgor fight here, and his suspicions automaticaly went to Del phi. Only who had he been trying
tokill?

Suddenly a huge shape moved in the darkness, lumbering toward the man.

Camly, he studied the creature. It was atrand ucent blob, vaguely resembling aworm, but insde the
living jelly was an armature of stedl and twinkling lights, the metd flexing and bending. Franklin did
nothing as the colossal thing approached. Towering over the human, it seemed ready to strike, then the
thing stopped dead.

Reaching out a hand, Franklin paused, and the jelly parted to expose the armature. As he stroked the
cool metal with afingertip, theinternd circuits read hisfingerprints and a hatch cycled open the display a
smdll control panel. Tapping in acode on the keypad, atiny rainbow-colored disc about the Size of a
quarter jutted from adot.

Taking asmall box from his belt, Franklin inserted the mini CD and watched as the blast doors opened
again, thistime reveding Ryan and the other companions. Hitting fast-forward, the man skimmed through
the numerous battles with the companions until the guardian was destroyed in amassive exploson.

“Wdl done,” Franklin said, turning off the video disc. The agent wasimpressed in spite of himself. There
were very few peoplein the world who could tackle aguardian and live. Y et these postwar vagabonds
had done so with little more than raw bravery and astolen APC. Mogt impressive. Turning off the
monitor, Franklin waved ahand at the guardian and the deadly jelly flowed to cover the armature once
more.

“Stay,” he commanded, pointing at thefloor.

The guardian bowed dightly and did not follow as the man casudly strolled along the tunnd. The Type4
guardian was not quite as smart as a Cerberus cloud, but then it was harder to kill, and lasted much
longer. Two very vauable attributes. Plus, it was also harder to find. A Cerberus always reeked of ozone
and you could smell one approaching from a hundred feet away. Try asthey might, there was nothing
Overproject Whisper could do to correct that flaw, and so the other types of guardians had been created
to see which functioned the best as a possible replacement. So far, the question was far from being
Settled.

After ahundred or so feet, Franklin reached a huge crater in the floor, the rim broken and sagging. Now
thiswas a recent addition. More handiwork of the vagabonds? Going to the crumbling edge of the crater,
Franklin looked down and saw only darkness. Using athumbnail to flick the sde of aring, his entire hand
began to glow and he aimed the palm into the pit. The brilliant hal ogen beam stabbed deep into the
murky recesses showing the crumbled foundation and broken stalactites, of dl things. How utterly
bizarre.



Listening closely for any movements, Franklin could only hear the running water and the occasiona
squed of arat. Obvioudy some sort of ariver had been formed below the access tunnel, probably runoff
from the nearby mountains, the rushing flow undercutting the floor until it was so wesk that the weight of
the stolen APC had caused it to crash through. And they survived afal of over ahundred feet? Odd.

“Attend me,” Franklin said in anormal tone. A few minutes later the guardian undulated into view and
paused for more ingtructions.

“Fix that,” the man commanded, gesturing at the hole. “ And reinforce the foundation so there will be no
further collapses”

Obediently, the guardian oozed away, gathering loose bricks and other debrisinsideits trand ucent form.
Franklin nodded at that. Good enough.

Proceeding to the end of the tunnel, the TITAN agent studied the black rock wall for any signsof a
breach, and decided that the vagabonds had not Ieft or returned thisway. Going to a seemingly
discolored section of the brick wall, he pressed a pam there and a pand opened in the rock face,
exposing asmall keypad. Tapping in the standard exit code, he stepped back asthe wall disengaged and
rumbled apart, admitting a blinding display of bright golden sunshine.

As his eyes darkened to the hard exposure, Franklin walked out of the tunnel, his shoes crunching softly
on the loose sand. A featurel ess desert extended to the horizon, and there was only the low moan of the
wind to disturb the harsh landscape.

Franklin made a curt gesture with his right hand and asmall compact needler dropped into his palm.
Checking over the tiny wegpon, he tucked it up the deeve once more, then started walking due north.
Roughly ahundred miles away was the last known location of Delphi, anew city that the localscaled
Two-Son ville. It was there he would begin the hunt for the rogue cyborg, and Dr. Theophilus Tanner.
The council had chosen him, and hewould not fail.

A MOIST WIND BLEW OVER the green field of millet, the fronds rustling around the stalled wag like a sea
of autumn leaves.

“Okay, we gotta move. Give me those bastard canteens!” J.B. ordered, extending a gloved hand.

Rushing forward, Mildred stood on afiring step and reached out to pressthe strapsinto hisgrip. Their
hands lingered together for atrifle longer than necessary, then the private moment passed and they were
al busnessagain.

“WE Il keep them off your back,” Krysty promised, diding the Kaashnikov off her arm and working the
bolt.

“Damnwell better,” J.B. growled, scooting aong the roof and onto the front windshield.
“Herel” Jak called, tossing over abrown bottle.

Turning just intime, J.B. made the catch, saw it was shine, nodded thanks and tucked the container into
one of thelarge pockets of hisleather jacket. Then, grabbing the raised hood, he artfully swung around
the dented metal, out of sight.

“All right, we gotta keep them asfar away from thewag and J.B. as possible!” Ryan said, placing aside
the Kaashnikov and swinging up the Steyr SSG-70 longblaster. “1t' || be even worse if the canniestossa



firebomb in here and set off one of these mucking barrels of juice.” Clusters of sted drumswere |lashed
into place at each of the four corners, the old rusty fuel drumslooming dangeroudy among the
companions like imprisoned foes just waiting to turn on their captors.

“If one of thoseignites, the cannieswouldn't need to cook their dinner tonight, that’ sfor damn sure,”
Krysty added, cracking open her S& W revolver. Inspecting the load, the woman noted the five rounds:
two predark, three reloads, dl of them dumdums. She closed the wesapon with a soft click.

“We could dump the fuel,” Mildred began, then stopped hersdlf. That would only leave the war wag even
more vulnerable, Sitting motionlessin aspreading pool of diesd fud. Grimly, the physician made ahard
decison and laid aside her precious med kit. She might need to move fast, and the weight would only
dow her down. Slinging the AK-47 over ashoulder, she worked the pump on the S& W M-4000 and
moved to the front of the wag. If any of the cannieswanted J.B., they’ d have to go through her first! For
amoment she wondered what her Baptist minister father would have thought about that, then she
dismissed the thought. The Reverend Mr. Wyeth never had to defend his congregation from a horde of
davering cannibas. But shefelt in her heart that if the occasion had arisen, her peaceful father would have
sent them all gtraight to hell.

Bending to reach into abox, Jak pulled out several throwing axes and walked around the interior wall of
the flatbed, stabbing them into the planks here and there.

Loosening the LeMat in his holster, Doc understood. Those were in case the cannies got inside the wag
and the fight went hand-to-hand. The dire thought steeled the time traveler, and he went to the left wall of
the flatbed to start emptying his frock-coat pockets of grens and ammo clips.

Ever so softly, the sound of racing engines increased as the disturbancesin the millet fanned out, the
location of the speeding wags only detectable from the trembling wakes I eft behind.

Good thing the millet was so high, or elsewe' d be visble for miles, Krysty redlized, setting amuddy boot
on the box that served as afiring step. Whispering under her breath, the woman said afast prayer to
Gaa

“Think they might be stupid enough turn on the cages?’ Mildred asked hopefully, studying the waving
millet.

“Sure hope s0,” Ryan answered roughly, the Steyr moving to track the distant movementsin the plants.
“In thiswatery marsh, that would fry their assesfaster than svimming in apond in Washington Hole.”

In spite of the Stuation, Mildred dmost smiled at the image of the cannies getting thoroughly poached ina
boiling, radioactive lake. The overconfident politiciansin Washington, D.C., had to have been utterly
shocked when they’ d got hit by that long microsecond burst of hard redlity. There was nothing in the
world quite as sobering as atomic missiles shooting toward you.

A metallic clang erupted from the other side of the raised hood, J.B. muttered a curse, and something
gplashed into the soupy marsh. Ingtantly there was alow trilling from the muddy water, the musica tones
risng in volume and steadily spreading outward until they seemed to fill the entirefield.

“That solies?” Jak demanded, looking over thewall.

Down among the svampy roots, the plump creatures were running around, clearly excited about
something. The dropped wrench? Then the teenager saw afaint trace of red in the dark water and he
recognized it as blood. The stain seemed to be coming from the front of the war wag. J.B.’swounded leg
had to be bleeding again!



As Jak turned to tell Mildred, there was a commoation in the nearby plants and a speedster shot past the
Cyclopsonly fifty feet away.

“They here!” Jak bellowed, sending off along burst from the Kadashnikov. The hail of hot lead glanced
off the protective cage around the speeding wag....and then it was gone, swallowed whole by the sylvan
fidd.

“Okay, no need to be quiet anymore,” Krysty snarled, burping the AK-47.

Aiming toward the crest of the wakes going through the millet, Ryan and the others sent converging
greamsof hardball anmo into thefield. If they hit anything, there was no way of knowing. But asthey
reloaded, there came back an answering fusillade from the black-powder muskets, puffs of dark smoke
rising to pinpoint each cannie. Lead miniballs hammered the thick wood planks edging the flatbed aswell
aslife brassfrom rapid-fires, and the companions stood on the firing stepsto train their wegpons on the
greenery near the telltale muzzle smoke. But again there was no cry from achilled cannie.

Grabbing agren, Doc yanked off the tape around the arming lever, pulled out the ring and whipped the
explosive charge forward as hard as he could. The mil sphere disappeared into the waving millet adozen
yards away, and there was aloud detonation, dirty water, uprooted plants and aced solies soaring high
into the sky.

Lightning flashed across the darkening sky as the engines of the speedsters changed direction toward the
blast. Trilling loudly, the carpet of solenodons also raced away to investigate the noise.

“Chew "em up!” Jak shouted, jerking the arming bolt to clear ajam from the Russkie rapid-fire. Thelittle
solies seemed to like fire and explosionsjust as much as stickies.

“How are you coming aong there, lover?’ Mildred asked, not looking in that direction. Therewasa
flutter in the plants and she fired a burst with no results. Damnation, the very plantsthat were protecting
them from the cannies were d'so making it near impossibleto chill the enemy. Theirony was dmost

postic.
“Tdl youinatick!” JB. shouted in reply.

With hislegather jacket draped over the engine, the man was lying on his belly with outstretched hands
knotting alength of primacord fuse around a canteen. Lowering the container to the ground, helet it fill,
then hoisted it up and poured the murky fluid over the outside of the radiator. Reeking steam hissed off
the hot metd. Fanning away the reeking fumeswith his hat, the Armorer did it again and thistime got a
little less steam, the muddy water clinging to the metdl for afraction longer.

Lurking in the plants nearby, the solies watched the incomprehens ble behavior, unsure of exactly what
was happening or how to respond.

A speeddter burst out of the millet, the cannie inside holding a homemade scattergun. Jerking into action,
Ryan and Krysty fired their Kalashnikovsin unison, just as Ratter discharged his blaster. The boom
sounded louder than doomsday in the field as a barrage of broken glass and bent nails peppered the
planks, splintering the wood near Doc. Turning sharply back into the millet, the cannie whedled away and
gtartled voices were raised out among the wild plants.

Continuing to burp rounds from the AK-47, Ryan caught aminor disturbance in the plantsto hisright.
Firing afigure-eight burst in that direction, the one-eyed man heard an answering cry of painand a
Speedster charged out of the millet to violently crash into the eighteen-whedler. The entire war wag shook
from the impact, and Big Suzy was thrown from her seat to smack into the protective cage.



Bleeding from the nose, the stunned cannie clawed at the steering whed when Mildred delivered a
thundering dose of double-aught buckshot. Suzy was blown open, faling backward onto the nuke
batteries. As her blood gushed onto the terminalss, there was aloud crackle. Quickly, Mildred looked
away just before the entire cage was covered with adazzling display of eectric sparks. Galvanized, the
corpse jerked wildly, the muddy water doshing over the rubber floor mats, bubbling. A hundred
solenodonsin the nearby roots went stiff. Then the terminals were burned clean and the short-circuit
vanished. The charred body fell to the floor mats, the distorted features burned into asilent scream. The
plump little forms started bobbing in the swirling muck and atrill was raised from the other solies, but this
time sounding different.

“Onedown,” Mildred said, working the pump to chamber another 12-gauge cartridge. Then rapid-fires
spoke from within the waving forest of plants and something hummed past her head. Ducking, the
physician rose again afoot to the left and fired the S& W randomly into the plants before ducking back
down again to reload.

Ignoring the sound of blasterfire coming from the fortified flatbed and the millet, J.B. decided that the
radiator was cool enough to make the repair. Placing the dirty canteen on top of the manifold, he
wrapped hishand in athick wad of cloth and pressed down hard to twist the radiator cap. If it wastoo
hot, the man knew that he would be hit in the face with ageyser of boiling coolant and probably go blind,
but he was running out of time. Asthe cap came free, there was an exhalation of trapped gases and some
mixed gurgling, but nothing ese.

Grinning in victory, J.B. quickly got one of the clean canteens, unscrewed the cap and poured alittle of
the redoubt tap water directly into the copper-lined mouth of the radiator. Asit sank into the interior
there was some burbling and alittle steam. Careful asif mixing abatch of plas, the Armorer added more
water in small amounts. Almogt there. ..

SPRAYING A LONG BURST from the AK-47 in aflat arc across the plants, Ryan moved the muzzle back
and forth. Clipped-off leaves formed awhirlwind in the air, and acannie cried out shrilly. A musket
boomed and aminibal dammed into the planks near the one-eyed man, sending out a spray of splinters.
He burped the blaster twice toward the musket’ s discharge, then turned to send along burst in the
oppositedirection. Thistime he clearly heard the rounds hit the sted cage and somebody bitterly curse.

“Fuckerssmart,” Jak drawled, inserting afresh dip. “ Shoot on move, hard track.”

Not bothering to reply, Ryan cut loose toward what he hoped was another of the speedsters, and the
wespon stopped cycling with amisfire jammed in the g ector port. Asthe man worked to clear the port,
aclay jug saled into view with ashort Szzling fuse.

“Incoming!” Doc roared, swinging the Kaashnikov toward the bomb. The ceramic container broke apart
intheair, raining black powder and what looked like human teeth onto the green plants.

Another jug flew toward the Cyclops and Krysty got it with asingle round. Then a speedster zoomed
past the rear hatch and the portal shuddered from ahammering miniball.

“Fireblagt, thiswas their wag and they know every bastard inch!” Ryan cursed, putting aburst into the
disappearing speedster. A nuke battery in the rear split apart and there was a gushing roar of chem and
eectricity, but the driver till seemed dive and the caged wag was till moving asit wheeled out of sight.

Two more jugs were airborne, and the companionsfired every wegpon to just take them out in time.
There came more double booms from the massive flintlocks, then along pause, closdly followed by loud



banging from the primitive handcannons. The leafy green stalks were brutalized by the heavy miniballs,
and the wooden planks bucked from the impacts. The homemade armor stopped most of the lead, but
oneminiball punched through and grazed past Krysty, missing her by acouple of inches.

Going pale, the woman dropped the Kaashnikov, her face contorting into arictus of unimaginable agony
asafigful of her animated hair floated down to the dirty floorboards. Redling blindly, Krysty collapsed to
her knees, shaking and moaning.

Chapter Twelve

Caught by surprise, Ryan stopped shooting for amoment at the sight, then put his back to the woman
and kept firing. Getting that much of her hair clipped had to have felt like having al of her fingers hacked
off. Eventualy, Krysty would be okay, but shewas out of the fight until further notice. Comeon, JB., he
railed. Get thisfat wooden bitch moving again!

Bullets and minibals zigzagged through the smoky air congtantly, and the tattered stalks were starting to
fal over to create an open space around the war wag, which was the last thing the companions wanted.
Switching tactics, the companions Sarted tossing the grens, trying to make the field impassable for the
Speedsters. But the companions had done their work too well and the stubborn little speedsters merely
jounced over the rough ground plowing down more of the bedraggled millet.

Night was starting to descend and J.B. thanked hislucky starsthat the headlights were turned on. This
half-ass repair was tough enough without trying to do it in the dark! Flinching as he accidentaly put some
weight on hiswounded leg, JB. suddenly noticed thetiny rivulet of blood running down his legther jacket
to drip into the marsh water below. A dozen or more solies were down there lapping &t the life fluid and
Snapping at one another to get more.

Grabbing theroll of gray tape, he wrapped it around the stained bandage on hisleg, ignoring the pain that
caused. When there was no more seepage, J.B. put theroll aside and, with a shaking hand, started
pouring some more water into the radiator. It steamed lessthistime, the water bubbling up and over the
rim to flow down the sides and drip into the muck below. That sent the solies scurrying away, but they
came back again sniffing for the source of the ddiciousred fluid....

Running low on grens, Ryan got abox of Molotovs and pulled out one, lifting the oily rag tied around the
neck of the bottle asafuse. Lobbing it gently onto the soupy ground, it landed with a smack, and then he
fired asingle shot. The bottle shattered and the chemsinsdeignited to form apool of firethat brightly
illuminated the area. Hissing in rage, the solies scurried away from the blaze.

Coming out of the millet, a speedster veered away from the flames, and Jak took out a headlight with his
Kaashnikov. Mildred got the other, and the snarling cannie driver turned away to speed into the
thickening darkness.

Therest of the companions followed Ryan’ s example and soon there were adozen fires dotting the green
plants. The noise of the speedsters lessened as they withdrew, but the companions knew they’ d be back
as soon asthe flames died. And there were only a couple more Molotovs, nowhere near enough to erect
another ring of fire. Right now they had the advantage, but when the Molotovs were gone, the cannies
would highlight the eighteen-whed er with their headlights, blinding the peopleinside, and that would be
the end of the matter.

The muskets and rapid-fires sounded once more and the wooden armor of the front cab was hit severa
times. Then aminiball glanced off the hood and it shook wildly. Moving fast, J.B. jumped off the engine



into the marsh and missed getting decapitated by the thickness of a prayer. The hood was il vibrating
when he jumped out of the water and grabbed the splintery wooden planks just as solie snapped at his
boot. Kicking the mutie in the head, he heard bones crunch. Asthe body toppled over lifeless, the other
solies converged on the twitching corpseto rip off gobbets of flesh. Scrambling frantically back onto the
battered hood, J.B. siwung around his Uzi and put aspray into the marsh, chilling ascore of thelittle
monsters.

Suddenly thefield was alive with answering cries, squeds, grunts and trills coming from every direction at
once, and awave of solies attacked their dying brethren. Catching his breath, J.B. desperately looked
around, trying to figure out how he was going to get back under the hood that he was currently standing
on top of without becoming chum for the insanely carnivorous solenodons.

Deciding that this was his chance, Ryan kicked aside the locking bar of the hatch and jumped into the
mud.

“Areyou mad, sr?’ Doc bellowed, rushing forward to haul the man back inside.

But Ryan took off a arun, zigzagging past thefiresand piles of falen plants. It wastime for the cannies
to get ataste of their own medicine.

As he doshed through the muck, solies rose from the cloudy water trilling and hissing. Immediately
Mildred'sZKR target pistol barked repestedly, and severa of the fat muties burst apart, spilling their
gutsinto the mud. The other soliesturned away from the man to consumetheir fallen brethren, and Ryan
pulled the SIG-Sauer and kept heading for the bobbing headlights.

Zooming around, the speedsters had plowed crude roads through the millet, and he stayed along the Side
of one, ready to divefor cover if one of the wags appeared. The shadows were becoming black, and the
man was garting to question the judgment of his plan when he came upon aspeedgter sttinginasmall
clearing, the cannie ingde the cage |aboring to load a musket.

Ryan fired once and the cannie toppled over, his brains splattered across the dashboard.

Backing away from the engine, Ryan put two more dugsinto thefud tank. Asthe juice poured into the
mud, hefired again, the muzzle-flash igniting the fud fumeswith awhoash. Quickly, heraninto the millet
asthe flames raced back into the ruptured fuel tank inside the cage.

Still moving, Ryan heard the speedster explodeinto afirebal, the blast illuminating the night.

A curse came from the plantsto hisright, and Ryan bent low to sprint that way through the sticky mud to
find himsdf looking directly into the face of the big cannie. Jerking back in surprise, Hammer pausedin
confusion before going for his handblaster. But the delay wasfata, and Ryan sent awhispering
man-stopper directly into the canni€ sleft eye. The man barely reacted, sitting there asif trying to decide
what to do next, then sighed and went motionless, one hand still on the steering whedl. Repeating the
performance with the gas tank, Ryan was yards away before the second speedster detonated.

Back in the cab of the Mack, J.B. yanked out the clip from a Kaashnikov, then worked the bolt to make
sure there weren't any live brassin the chamber. Slinging the empty rapid-fire across his back, the
Armorer pulled agren from his munitions bag, primed the charge and tossed the bomb just ahead of the
war wag. The blast shook the millet for yards, and adozen solies screamed in death, thefiery blast
sending a score of the muties sailing away, the bodies burned, broken and bleeding.

Instantly jumping from the cab, J.B. raced to the front of the vehicle, raised the hood again and crawled
back on top of hislesther jacket over the engine. Only moments|ater, aswarm of soliesarrived to



savage the chilled carcasses of the dead. Whew! That had been close, he thought.

Shoving his Kaashnikov between the battery housing and the hood, J.B. checked to make sure it was
firmly in place, then got another gren ready and lobbed it into the field asfar ashe could. The blast
flashed bright and the solies around the wag paused at the noise, then scampered away in droves.

Freefor afew minutes, the man lay down again and went hurriedly back to work. Drying the damaged
hose with a handkerchief, J.B. carefully closed the rent asif it were awound in living flesh, placed the
piece of rubber floor mat, then began to wrap gray tape around the opening. Therewas aterrible clang
asanother minibal hit the hood, punching cleanly through the rattling meta. Ducking low, J.B. hoped for
the best as he continued to work.

When J.B. had enough layersin place, he added afew more purely as a precaution, then used histeeth
torip therall. Trying to ignore the sounds of battle from &l around, the Armorer started lashing the twine
around the tape in neat rows. He didn’t know if this sort of jackleg fix would be able to take the pressure
of abig Detroit power plant, but it was the best he could do under the circumstances.

KEEPING A SHARPWATCH for Ryan in the darkness, Krysty was shoving one of thelast clipsinto her
AK-47 when the tattered plants parted and a speedster rolled into view, the big tires crushing
solenodonsinto the sogpy mud. The animals squealed as they were chilled, sending out awave of trilling
from the other muties.

Dropping the AK-47, Jak whipped out his Colt Python handblaster and started banging away at the
cannie asthe man lit the oily rag fuse on aMolotov. Then awave of solies came boiling out of the marsh,
climbing al over thefat man, their claws and teeth dashing at hisrawhide clothing.

Cursing in shock, Pig dropped the firebomb and tried to yank one of the snarling muties off his chest, but
they were dready burrowing into hisflesh, red blood streaming down his body and onto the Molotov.
Squeezing one of the mutiesin both hands, Pig crushed the creature until its spine audibly snapped, but
that only made the others scamper over hisface, snipping at his mouth and eyes. Shrieking in pain, Pig
blindly swatted the creatures when the Molotov shattered and flamesfilled the speedster. Failing madly,
the burning cannie could only scream as the solenodons kept digging into his chest, the torrent of blood
tinged green with the venom from their sharp fangs.

Aiming for the cannie, Jak changed his mind and went back to loading the Kalashnikov. Thiswas not the
time or place for mercy. They weren't out of thisnuking field yet, and might need every round they had to

ecapedive.

“Chill you dI'” Dragon snarled, firing ahogleg pistol. The weapon boomed loudly, flame lancing out
through the billow of smoke. A tire on the flatbed blew and the machinetitled dightly.

Asthe companionstried for the driver, the muzzle-flashes of the Kaashnikovs bloomed in the blackness.
Dragon killed the headlights and took off, the tires spinning fredly as he zigzagged through the dick mid.
Shouting impossible threets, the cannie leader began circling the war wag, firing his musket, then
switching to his predark whed gun.

As another tire blew, Mildred redlized what the cannie was doing and cursed hisintelligence. If he took
out enough of thetires, the big wag wouldn’t be able to move, trapping the companions anong the solies
forever.

As Dragon swung past the cab, the Uzi chattered, the 9 mm rounds ricocheting off the cage throwing out



bright sparks. Then the cannie smashed aMolotov on adented bumper and the burning liquid engulfed
the left front tire,

Stepping into view from the plants and smoke, Ryan kicked a solie out of the way and swung up the
Steyr to fire once at the speedster perfectly silhouetted by the flameslicking at the front of the war wag.

Dragon was dammed backward into his seat from the 7.62 mm rounds, blood gushing from his shoulder,
thewhed gun firing skyward to hit nothing.

Ryan dived to the Sde as the speedster raced past, veering out of control. Then Dragon dammed on the
brakes, shifted gears and executed a sharp turn to come straight back again. Crouching in thefilthy
water, Ryan squeezed off ashot. It clanged off the stedl cage, and Dragon thrust out an armtoraisea
throwing ax, the dancing firelight flickering off the polished stedl asif it was aready coated with blood.

Firing twice more, Ryan ducked below the ax and put around directly into aspinning tire. The rubber
exploded off the rim just as Dragon turned to make another sharp turn and the speedster flipped over,
tumbling adong the swampy ground to findly stop upside down.

Tangled indde the cage, Dragon tried to reach the hatch when the first wave of solies arrived, the blood
dripping from his shoulder aclarion cdl to thelittle muties. Trilling in delight, they poured through the
openings of the cage and covered the man, biting and clawing.

Snarling curses, Dragon crushed the animalsin his hands and threw aside the pulped bodies. But more
and more of them came out of the millet, tearing open terrible wounds and then tugging out the intestines
of the dtill-living man. The cursing changed to insane shrieking asthe canniefdl to hiskneesinto the
bloody mud, the solies burrowing ingde his chest cavity with only their lashing tailsvisible.

Y anking out the Kaashnikov that held up the hood, J.B. swung around the hood and onto the roof, then
kicked it hard with a boot. The hood crashed down with anoise like metalic thunder and for a split
second, every soliein the field stopped making noise.

Scrambling back into the cab, J.B. tried to remain cam as he twisted the ignition switch. The diesdl
sputtered and died. Pumping the gas pedd, hetried again.

Shest lightning crashed overhead to silhouette afigure at the passenger-side window. Swinging up his
Uz, JB. nearly fired until he saw it was Ryan trying to get ingde the cab.

“Movethispiece of shit!” the one-eyed man roared, firing his SIG-Sauer downward. A solie squealed.

More rodents gppeared to converge on the partially consumed bodies, white bones gleaming from the
bloody tatters of the clothing. Muskets lay usdlessin the gory mud, and one speedster lay on its Side, the
engine till running, the rear whedl's spinning freely an inch above the mud. A solenodon climbed on top
the warm machine and began to dash the leather set.

Twisgting the ignition switch once moretime, J.B. was rewarded by aroar of power and the wag lurched
forward. It jerked into the field of millet, the flames dying on the left front whed in the watery mud before
thetireloudly blew and the cab titled hard to the | eft. Struggling to control the massive war wag, J.B.
aternated between the brakes and the gas, congtantly shifting gear. Speed was their only hope now, but
the faster they went, the less control he had.

Dark night, J.B. thought. Thisfragging thing has eighteen whedls and the cannie had to ace one of thetwo
tiresthat mattered.

Shouts and blasterfire came from the fortified section of the flatbed as afew solies scrambled up the



splintery wooden sidesto attack the companionsin the rear. Mildred blew the head off asolenodon asit
came over the top, and Doc blew apart two with one blast from the shotgun round in hisLeMat. But the
explosions and blood only drew the attention of more of the plump animals and the bloody mud
darkened with their furry bodies.

“Krysty, wake up!” Mildred shouted, thumbing fresh cartridges into the S& W scattergun. She only got
two into the blaster when severa of the solies scurried over the top of the planks. She shot from the hip,
the bodies blown into hamburger from the stainless-sted fléchettes. The other solenodonsinside the
wooden walls momentarily turned their attention away from the companionsto attack their falen
brethren, and everybody frantically reloaded.

Hissing in rage, asolie scrambled over the wall near Jak and legped for the teenager from behind. In
midair, the mutie exploded into fur and guts.

Spinning, Jak saw atrembling Krysty brace herself by grabbing onto abarrdl of juice, the smoking
S&W Modd 640 tight in her fist. The woman was degthly pale, her animated filaments hanging limply as
if ordinary hair, but her face was grimly determined, and the pocket blaster swept the interior of the
flatbed for new targets.

Fuming with frustration, J.B. tried to get the wag to move faster, but the flat tire was flopping loosely on
the rim, making the front suspension shimmy so hard the steering whed was amost jerked out of his
hands. The noise of thetire was louder than the engine and attracted the solies more than grens. Dozens
of the muties attacked the loose rubber, only to be crushed under the shuddered rim. Then furry heads
popped into view above the battered front armor. Leaning out the window, Ryan shot the solies off the
hood, angling the rounds carefully to make sure that he didn’t ruin the repair job on the radiator. But he
was fast running out of ammo, and there didn’t seem to be any end to the siwarm of solenodons.

Trying their best to not fall over from the constant jerks and bouncing of the war wag, the companionsin
the rear shuffled together and put their backs together to form acircle. The floorboards were littered with
gpent brass and aced solies, but thelittle muties kept coming over thewalsin ever-increasing numbers.
The companions werefiring their blasters nonstop, chewing the top of the plank wallsinto splintery ruin
asthey chilled the muties before they could get over thetop.

Sapping in hislast clip, Jak saw asolie makeit over thewal and drop successfully inside to land on top
of abarrd of diesd juice. He couldn't shoot it there! If he missed, the whole wag would go up in flames!
Asthe solie braced for aleap, the teen hurriedly jerked his hand forward and a knife blade pinned the
squirming creature to the wooden wall.

Holstering hisempty LeMat, Doc broke formation to grab a Kalashnikov lying on the bedrolls, and a
solenodon landed on the deeve of hiscoat. Trying to shakeit off, the man cursed asit dashed at the
fabric, the greenish venom spreading across the worsted materia. With no other choice, Doc grabbed
the animal by thetail and flung it over the rear wall...then looked in horror at the taitered deeve. Hisbare
forearm was visible through the tear, apair of scratches traced aong the skin, but there was no blood
and no sign of venom. Shaken by the near miss, Doc snatched up the AK-47 and worked the arming
bolt to rejoin the fight, more determined than ever to keep the deadly muties out of the vehicle. But the
rapid-fire was empty and there were no spare clipsin sight.

Casting away the usdless blaster, Doc pulled out his sword and hacked a solenodon in two, then speared
another completely through, the blade entering the mouth and coming out the rump. Hipping the twitching
body free, Doc began dashing at the muties, lopping off their heads the instant they cameinto view over
the planks.



Dropping aspent clip from the SIG-Sauer, Ryan reloaded and kept firing, blowing asolie off the hood,
then firing acrossthe interior of the cab and blowing one apart asit tried to attack J.B. behind the whed!.

With awrenching noise, the shredded tire came off the rim and the wag noticeably increased in speed.
Now able to release the steering whedl for a second and shift to a higher gear, J.B. accelerated the wag,
plowing through the millet until thetal plants began brushing the solenodons of f the outside of the vehicle.
Soon there were alot less of the hairy muties making it over the planks, and then none at dl.

Heading west, J.B. bresthed asigh of relief. Ryan started to hastily shove loose brassinto aspent clip for
the SIG-Sauer when he saw in the rearview mirror that the solenodons were ill coming after the war
wag, the narrow path of crushed millet plants flattened behind the big vehicle thickly carpeted with the
plump muties. There didn’t seem to be any end of the things, and on the dashboard, the engine
temperature gauge dowly began creeping back toward the danger zone.

Chapter Thirteen

Standing on the edge of acliff, Delphi was admiring the scenic view on the other side of the chasm.
Nevadawas such abeautiful state with al of the white-water rivers, soaring hills and jagged mountains.
Even the nuclear war had done little to damage the majestic landscape.

Oh, afew of the hillswere missing, and a couple of the mountainswere alot smaller, the cyborg admitted
to himsdf. But such minor dterations were trivia compared to what had been doneto the rest of the
world. Washington, D.C.; Paris; Berlin; Tokyo...dear heavens, there were sections of Europe so
devastated that they would never recover. But the colossal defenses of Cheyenne Mountain, the supreme
headquarters for NORAD, had spared most of the West from the atomic ravishing of thewar, even if
Cheyenne Mountain itself was aglowing hellzone of tortured strontium nuclel and cesum-rich lavafieds.
But thiswas why he had chosen the Lehman Caves of Nevada as his base of operations. Therewaslittle
nuke damage and numerous predark ruinsto scav for suppliesif necessary. And it had proved necessary.

Glancing over a shoulder, Delphi checked to see how the work was progressing. A short distance away,
the four war wags of his convoy were parked near the main entrance to caves. A squad of histroopers
was attaching tow chains to the boul ders blocking the entrance, while Cotton and the others stood guard
with the Kaashnikovs.

Delphi smiled at that. Thiswasthe only way in, or out, of the [abyrinthine maze of the Lehman Caves.

L ocks could be smashed, guards dogs dain, sec men bribed and land minestripped. Ah, but smple
boulders could only be removed by heavy machinery. High explosives would only make the front
entrance to the caves collapse. True, the use of granite boulders was cumbersome and crude, but aside
from moving to aredoubt, this was the only way to be sure that his home was completely undisturbed.
And moreimportant, undiscovered by any agentsfrom TITAN or Coldfire.,

Long ago, the cyborg had established numerous such disguised |ocales throughout the Degthlands as
rewards for the coldhearts he hired to do specia tasks. Now the caches were hislifeline, afew precious
depots of ammo, fud and tech.

If only | had thought of adding some spare parts for mysdlf, Delphi thought. That would have saved me
from traveling the so-cdled Deathlands to dig up achip here and a circuit board there, on top of using the
jungle redoubt to raid the laboratories of Coldfireand TITAN.

But at least he now had enough suppliesto finish hisorigind misson: find Doc Tanner. That would get
him reingtated with Coldfire, and then hisrea work could continue from this deplorable interruption



of...How long had it been? Heredly didn’t like to think about it too much. The facts only depressed him.

Glaring hodtilely into the windy cavern below, Delphi fdlt the cal of nature and loosened his clothing and
began to relieve himsdf into the wind. The cyborg was mostly mechanica parts these days, even more so
after tangling with Doc Tanner, but afew pieces of him were il quite organic, especidly the one part
held in hishand. There were cybernetic replacements for both males and females, but none of them
functioned quite aswdll asthe origina equipment.

Softly, there came the sound of afootstep from behind.

Unableto decideif he should zip up first or turn around, Delphi paused for amoment, and froze
motionless as he felt the cold sting of sharp stedl pressed to his bare throat.

“Don’t move, outlander,” the huge man muttered, his breath reeking of ketones, diseases and shine. “I
been watching this cliff for weeks, waiting for you to come back. And now you have, wags and bags and
al, sweet asagaudy dut to her bed.” The gigantic man cackled insanely. “Now give me your blaster or
I'll cut you likeamutie dog!”

“My troopers...” Delphi began.

“Areahundred yards away! And if those big blastersturnin our direction...” With unnaturad strength, the
man pushed Delphi closer to the edge of the cliff until the degp chasm yawned only inches from his shoes.
The cyborg wasimpressed. To possess such colossal strength, the coldheart clearly had morethan a
touch of mutiein hisblood.

“One nudge, and you'reflying, feeb!” the giant whispered hoarsdly. “Now, give me those blasters!”

“No, | don’'t think s0.” Delphi snarled, mentally activating his new force field. Asif moved by awall of
invisble sted, the man was shoved away from the cyborg to go straight over the edge of the cliff and
tumble away screaming.

Finished emptying his bladder, the cyborg rearranged his clothing and walked away from the cliff toward
the waiting convoy. His sensors said there were no more hidden coldheartsin the rocks. It was silly of
him not to check more regularly, but it didn’t seem to be necessary anymore. Even after Tanner had
nearly dain him, and half of his systems were damaged, such primitive attacks had not been ared danger.
Now, he was stronger than ever.

Walking around a boulder, Delphi found himsdf confronted by a dozen of histroopers from the convoy,
with Cotton Davenport in lead. They looked concerned, and the Kaashnikovsin their hands were poised
for combat. The rapid-fires seemed rather bulky and ungainly from the addition of a 30 mm gren launcher
under the main barrel, but the man held the big-bore blasters with confident ease.

“We heard a scream, Chief,” Cotton said as aquestion, glancing around. “Isthere trouble?’
“No,” the cyborg replied codlly. “No trouble. | aced a screamwing. |s everything loaded?”

“Yeah, sure,” Davenport answered hesitantly, dowly easing her stance to rest the AK-47 on abroad
shoulder. “The boulders are ready to move on your word. A screamwing, you say?’

“Well, it certainly looked like one.” Delphi chuckled, strolling away. “Let’ sget indde and load up for
another trip, avery long one thistime. Weeks, possibly months.”

The group of troopers registered surprise at the pronouncement.



“Months?” Cotton asked. “ Shitfire, Chief, we could cross the world in that. Where we going?’

“A place cdled Front Royad in Virginia,” Delphi said with afrown, starting for the caves. “We re going to
find acertain...cannie by the name of Doc Tanner.” That last part had been off the cuff, but thelie
sounded good. “He aced alot of my friends, and now it's payback time.”

“Fuckin’ hate cannies,” atrooper growled. Severd of the other troopers grimly nodded in agreement. All
of them had lost kin to the cooking pots of the stinking cannies, and more than afew of them carried
deep scarsfrom vicioudy fighting the flesh-eating devils.

“Cannies gotta get chilled, that’ s the nuking truth,” Cotton agreed wholeheartedly. “Y ou sure this Tanner
isat, ah, Fort Roya?”’

“Front Roya,” Delphi corrected. “And no, I'm not sure. It' ssimply the best placeto sart.” Then the
cyborg made asnap decision. “However, if wedon't find himin Virginia, then we'll hunt for him
elsewhere. Underground.”

“Underground,” Cotton repeated dowly, then glanced at the boul ders blocking the entrance to the cave.
“Y ou mean, in some sort of cavern like we have?”’

“Oh, much better than this.” Delphi snorted, and started to tell them about the redoubts, but stopped just
intime. That knowledge would come later. First, he had to get Tanner, and when he was accepted back
into Coldfire, then, and only then, could the cyborg unleash hisarmy of primitivesinto the mat-trans
system and openly declare war on his masters!

They abandoned me, Delphi raged internally. Left meto perish among the primitives asif | wasafailed
experiment, amutie with too many legs, or abioweapon that refused to kill. Well, never again would the
cyborg alow othersto hold such power over hislifel

But first the cyborg would have to cresture Tanner. He was the key to everything! Victory,
revenge...and savation.

SUDDENLY THE PLANTSWERE gonein front of the lumbering wag and JB. hit the brakes, squinting into
the night to seeif there was more ground ahead or only empty air. Sharp cliffsrose around themin
jagged profusion, and for past few milesthe low rumble of awaterfal grew steadily louder.

[lluminated by the flickering yellow beam of the sole remaining headlight was ahard, flat scrubland with
only afew tuftsand clumps of the millet growing sporadically amid the uneven barrens. In the distance,
mist ruled the night, and the waterfall could be heard from somewhere nearby.

“Dirt never looked so good.” Ryan exhaled, sitting up straighter in the seat. “ This might be agood place
tofix the bastard tire.”

“I hear that,” J.B. growled, flexing his cramped fingers. His arms ached from trying to maintain control of
the shuddering wag, and his shouldersfdt like asolid knot of congedled muscle. “ Okay, let us—Son of a
bitch!”

Glancing in the Sdeview mirror, Ryan grimaced a the sight of adozen solies coming out of thetall millet
and into the wan moonlight. Fireblast, he' d never seen anything like it beforein hislife.

“Wait here,” Ryan commanded, throwing open the door and hopping down to the ground.



Approaching the handful of solies, Ryan armed the AK-47 and skillfully put asingle round into each fat
mutie. Standing in the chill night air, he warily studied the field of millet for any more of the little bastards.
Then awhistle sounded from the rear of the wag.

“That lookslikethe last of them,” Mildred said, her ZKR blaster held in atwo-handed grip. “ Persistent
littlethings, aren't they?’

“Indeed, madam,” Doc agreed, a hurricane lantern held in one hand and the LeMat in the other. “King
Sisyphus was a dugabed in comparison to these arduoudy diligent solenodons.”

Cocking an eyebrow, Mildred stared at the man in unabashed amusement. “ Refresh my memory,” she
sad. “Exactly what the hdll did you teach in school again?’

“English literature, but | was amost voracious reader of, well, everything.”
“I guess s0.” She chuckled, shaking her head.

There came the sound of wood scraping againgt wood, and Ryan looked up to see Jak peering over the
plank wall, dso holding alantern and Kaashnikov.

“Soliesmight becircling,” Jak suggested uneasily. “ Catch from side.”

“No, impossible. They’ retoo stupid for such complex thinking,” Mildred stated firmly, holstering her
blaster. “I don’t care how many foldstheir cerebral cortex may have, the heads are smply too small for
them to beintelligent.”

“Runtssmart,” the teen inssted, referring to arace of humanoid muties they had encountered once. The
underground dwellers had been scarcely three feet tdll, but with full human intelligence. The companions
survived tangling with the little warriors only because of superior firepower.

“And they were human muties with heads twice the Sze of these rodents,” Mildred replied. “Or whatever
asolenodon technically is. | don’t know what genus, or class, they belong to.”

“Genus, pain. Class, inthearse,” Doc muttered in dark humor, resting the longblaster on a muddy
shoulder. The weary companions looked like zombies fresh from the grave, their muddy clothing ripped
and splattered with solie blood. All of their boots bore deep scratches from the fat muties, only the
anti-landmine sted platesin the U.S. Army footwear saving them from being poisoned by the green
venom of the resilient rodents.

“Hey, JB., acethe engine!” Ryan shouted over a shoulder.
“No prob!” the man answered from the cab. The rumbling diesel died away.

Several minutes passed as Ryan listened closely to the sounds of the night, but the big man could only
hear the ticking of the hot engine and the pervasive rustle of the wind-stirred millet.

“All right, that wasthe last of them,” Ryan declared, easing off the bolt on the Ka ashnikov and draping
the rapid-fire over ashoulder. “Might aswdll fix the fragging tire before we go any farther. Jak, stay on
guard. Mildred and Doc, rustle everybody up some chow. JB. and | will...” Hefrowned, fegling his gut
tighten. “Where sKrysty?”’

“Adeep,” Mildred answered quickly. “ She' sdegping in one of the bedralls. That bullet she took through
her hair drained her. She needsto rest.”



“Yeah, let her deep,” he said with surprising gentleness. “J.B. and | can fix the wag by oursalves.”

“Although we' Il probably wake her anyway with the repairs,” the Armorer said gruffly, walking into the
glow of thelantern and wiping hishands on arag. “ There sasparetire, but no spare rim, and the one we
have is more warped than a boiled boomerang.”

“Any chanceyou can fix it?” Mildred asked hopefully. “ Hammer the rim back into shape?’ She had
tremendous confidence in John' s ability to repair damn near anything made of metd.

“Good enough for it to hold ased? No way. If we were back at the redoubt, | could probably do
something, but not out here.” J.B. scratched under his hat. “Now | might be able to shift acouple of tires
from the back and put them on the front, but that al depends on how many we haveleft.”

“Why two?’ Jak demanded, brushing back his snowy hair. “ Only oneflat.”

“Becausethe front tiresare totaly different from therear,” J.B. explained patiently. “They’ refor steering

the cab, while the onesin the flatbed are for supporting the cargo. They don'’t turn like the ones up front,

and we need amatch pair to make the cab steer smoothly. Dark night, the front suspension is banged up
enough from our ride through that damn marsh! On top of which, the rear tires are bigger than the others,
o we |l haveto trim the damn planks, t0o.”

“Fair enough,” Jak said in acceptance. “ Radiator fixed.”
“Yeah.” JB. shrugged. “ That's something at least.”

Just then, there came a high-pitched whistling from under the hood and white steam blasted onto the
ground under the engine, quickly dowing to abubbling dribble of hot water.

Cadting an angry look at the teen, J.B. tugged hisfedora on tighter and tramped toward the cab,
muttering nuke-hot curses.

It was dawn before the companions got the Cyclops back under way again. Transferring the tires had
been hard work, but the flatbed had built-in jacks for disengaging the locking mechanism of the cab, and
the toolboxes had contained awide assortment of wrenches, hammers and crowbars. Thistime, J.B.
used aleather belt and some pieces of wood to reinforce the damage hose, with Mildred hel ping by
treating the busted hose like abroken leg. Doing arecce, Doc had located the waterfalls and used the
canteensto fill the radiator, plus make a pot of black coffee. The mil brew was strong and bitter, but it
banished their exhaustion, &t least for alittle while. When the work wasfindly done, everybody had a
meal and caught a couple of hours of deep. Ther clothing wasfilthy, stiff with dried blood, but the
companions were awake and rested.

Sarting the engine, Ryan listened to the machinery for severd minutes before revving the diesd, trying to
blow the repair. But the pressure stayed steady, the engine temp keeping well within the operational
limits. Satisfied, he shifted into gear and the Mack moved smoothly forward, the replacement tires
seeming to work just fine.

With an exhausted JB. catching some additional deep in the back, Krysty wasriding in the cab. Resting
an elbow out the window, the redhead was chewing astick of hundred-year-old gum from an MRE
pack, seemingly her old saf again. A Kaashnikov rested across her 1gp, and a cannie throwing ax lay on
the seet between her and Ryan, dong with a canteen of lukewarm coffee.

After some discussion, the companions had decided to try for Two-Son villein the Zone. There had been
no trace of Delphi after the watery marsh, but since the friendly ville was roughly in thisdirection, it



seemed the logical place to go. With the accursed cyborg on the move again, they’ d need someplace to
use as a base of operations, and they were sure of afriendly reception from Baron O’ Connor, aswell as
Sec Chief Stirling. On the downside, there was no way they had enough juice to reach the ville, but the
reserve barrels of diesdl in the flatbed would take them most of the way. That was good enough. With
luck they could find aville and trade the war wag for some horses, or buy more juice. Asde from the
dried human trophies, the cannies had kept alot of the personal possessions of ther victims. There were
boxes of boots, pocket combs, harmonicas and such in the back. Along with severa kegs of black
powder, abag of sharpened flints, abox of assorted knives, severa axes and adozen flintlock blasters.
Aslong as nobody recognized the war wag of the cannies, they werein good shape. Jak had tried to use
some shine to remove the painting on the front planks, but it was made of some predark stuff that
stubbornly resisted being erased, so the teen had settled on hacking up the giant eye with an ax.

“Mayhap we should cal the wag Justice,” Doc said, chuckling. “Because now we are blind.”
“Or the Stygian Witch,” Mildred shot back amiably.

“Singular? Most inappropriate.”

“How about Norad?” Jak suggested, trying to join the conversation. “They blind.”

Mildred dutifully considered that. She had been puzzled hearing that curse for the first time, but it made
sense, too, seeing how the North American Air Defense had redlly dropped the ball in protecting the
nation. Blind Norad was one of the most vulgar phrasesthat existed in the Deathlands. Y eah, it fit, all
right, but just seemed too disrespectful to the military personnel who had died standing their pogtsin
Cheyenne Mountain. Their regrettable sn of omisson had been paid for athousand timesover ina
thundering moment of nuclear fury.

“Okay, what about—" she began when there was a crackle of lightning, alow rumble of thunder, and it
daredtorain.

Horrified, the companions darted for cover under tarpaulins and plastic sheets. But after afew minutes,
there was no reek of sulfur, and they were delighted to discover it was merely water coming down
instead of deadly acid rain. Taking advantage of the storm, they used the tiny bars of complimentary soap
that came with the MRE food packs to scrub their clothes while still wearing them, and washed as much
of the bloody mud out of their hair as possible. Fedling greatly refreshed, the companions continued the
lumbering overland journey in the no-name wag, expertly catching the fresh rain to refill the canteens once
more.

“I dill like Justice.” Doc gamely tried once more, screwing the cap on adoshing canteen.

Her sodden array of beaded |ocks hanging down like adrowned tarantula, Mildred irritably snorted.
“Oh, shut up, yaold coot.”

Sowly thelong milesrolled by and eventualy the scrubland changed into a pine barrens, the stunted trees
becoming larger and growing closer together until forming athick forest that wasimpossblefor therig to
traverse.

Braking to a hdt, the companions waited for therain to cease, then J.B. used his minisextant to pinpoint
their location and check amap. They were very close to the Utah border, pretty much in the middle of
nowhere, but he located a predark highway to the south only acouple of milesaway. If it till existed, it
should take them past the forest and more than halfway to Two-Son ville.

Heading to the south, Ryan soon found the remains of the highway. The gray asphat was badly cracked,



weeds growing out of every crevice, and therewere alot of potholes. But it was still passable and went
in the correct direction.

Crossing agranite bridge, Ryan saw the sprawling ruin of apredark city at the bottom of the gorge. A
partially melted skyscraper rose above the flattened stores and burned homes, and alay on its Sde amid
the neat rows of parked civilian cars at a shopping mal. Ryan gave the ruins only aglance. He had seen
amilar things. When the nuke war came, the titanic explosions annihilated anything near them, but
everything dsejug alittle farther away was sent tumbling. Once he' d found an intact iron bridge smack in
the middle of agrassy fidd, the closest water ahundred miles away.

The rad counter on hislapel began to move into the red, and Ryan shifted to ahigher gear to leave the
vicinity fast, not dowing down until the bridge was far behind them.

Fragrant pine trees grew thick along the ancient highway, abrown carpet of dead nettles so thick on the
ground that it sometimes hid the asphalt. There was alot of wildlife in the area, and Ryan saw severa
wolves racing through the trees, but then they were gone.

Willow and birch trees began appearing among the stately pines, along with something that resembled
oak, and then anew variety of tree cameinto view.

Climbing on afiring step, Doc grinned, showing his eerily perfect teeth. “Mapletreed” he cried, beaming
in pleasure. “Those are maple trees! The same as we had back in VVermont.”

Viewing the trees made the man think of home, and Doc briefly considered asking Ryan to stop so that
he could harvest some of the wonderful sap. They had axes and buckets, what else was redly needed?
But then he remembered it took hoursto gather the sap, after which it had to be thoroughly boiled and
then reduced. A full bucket of raw sap yielded only acup of syrup.

Without a proper thermometer, he’ d need some white vinegar to cut the froth in case of overbailing.
Egad, | might aswel wish for the moon on astring. And besides, it wasthe wrong time of year.

“Maple syrup.” Mildred sighed, smacking her lips. “It'sbeen along time since | have even thought about
pancakes.” Oncein aredoubt, she had found an MRE pack claiming to contain pancakes and syrup, but
the hard crunchy stuff inside had seemed morefitting to repair busted tank armor than as bregkfast fare.
Pancakes were no longer part of her life, any more than traffic jams and cable TV. Gone, and better

forgotten.

“Pancakes?’ Doc said asif he had never heard the word before. “Waffles, madam! Those are the only
proper milieu for maple syrup!”

“Fair enough.” She chuckled. “ Shall we stop off at awaffle house for the breskfast specia ?’
“If you find onethat’ s open, I'll pay.”
“Ded!” Shelaughed.

Lying curled in acorner, JB. grunted. “Will you two please shut up?’ he demanded from under his
fedora “I’'mtrying to fragging deep!”

“Of course, John, sorry,” Mildred apologized.
Reclaming his seat, Doc sighed. “Waffles” hewhispered longingly.
“Pancakes” Mildred replied softly with agrin.



“Gumbo,” Jak added, lost in his own thoughts of home.

In the cab, Krysty sharply jerked her head to the right as something flashed by in the distance. “ Passme
your longeyes, will you, lover?’ she asked, leaning out the window.

Keeping afirm grip on the steering whed, Ryan did so and she extended the telescope to itsfull length,
studying awoody hill on the right side of the highway. Looking in that direction, Ryan could only seethe
misty forest.

“Something wrong?’ he demanded tersaly, dowing dightly asthe highway began to curve.
“Theré savilleup there” she said, compacting the antique. “I wonder if...”

Snarling acurse, Ryan savagely dammed on the brakes and desperately downshifted. Bucking hard in
response, the Mack tilted sharply and nearly flipped over asthe whedls locked, then the tires began
diding fredy acrossthethick layer of pine needles.

For asplit second, Krysty saw athick tree trunk lying across the highway, then they hit and there was
only noise and chaos.

Chapter Fourteen

A cool night wind blew over the desert carrying the faint smell of the nearby Great Sdt, which had been
greatly dtered since the nukecaust. The setting sun only areddish blur behind the thick cloud cover inthe
sky, the muted light made the landscape appear asif it was bathed in blood. Suddenly sheet lightning
crackled amid the billowing clouds of chems, amoment later strident thunder rumbled downward like the
voice of God.

Rudely awakened, ascreamwing gtirred in its nest atop atilting skyscraper, then launched itsdlf out the
window to glideinto the thickening shadows, eyes hungrily sweeping the ground below for anything
edible. Alive would be preferable, but there were young to feed, so anything organic would do.

Landing briefly on top of asagging billboard, the winged mutie squawked in disappointment at the
discovery that the hard, shiny, smooth frame was not organic. Anointing it with feces as areminder to not
check the dead thing again, the screamwing took off, whedling through the air asit investigated rooftops,
aleyways and schoolyards. But not even the lizards and rats seemed to be out this night. The screamwing
was starting to think that she would have to day one of her young and feed the body to the othersto
keep them dive, when she caught amovement near the edge of thetall stonethings. Darting in that
direction, the mutie caught the smdll of living flesh on the wind and folded back her wingsto streak down
from the mottled sky, her deadly beak poised and ready to strike as she headed straight for the two-legs
ambling acrossthe hot sand.

STOPPING TOREMOVE the cap from his canteen, Edgar Franklin heard a soft beep from the proximity
sensor under hisloose clothing. Damn, a screamwing! Those were dangerous. Closing the canteen, the
man drew his needler and looked up, his eyesfiltering out the background light until spotting the deadly
little mutie coming at him at over ahundred miles per hour. Most impressive! Locking on to the target,
Franklin fired once from the hip and hol stered the weapon. A few seconds later a handful of burned
feathers and bones rained down upon the hard-packed sand covering the dusty Street.



Stepping over the smoking corpse, Franklin took out the canteen again and sipped the water insde while
continuing hisjourney through the predark ruins. He was dressed in loose rags and mismatched boots, his
backpack made of more patches than originad materid. A long, jagged scar had been carefully pasted on
hisface, calluses on his hands, and histeeth stained amottled brown to smulate rampant decay. The man
could bardly recognize himself, which was good. That might buy him afew seconds of indecision before
Delphi attacked if they should meet. 1f? Make that when. And in a contest between cyborgs, asplit
second could make the difference between life and degath.

The old corroded Colt .45 revolver at his hip was fully functional, but it was purely window dressing, to
make him appear the part of an itinerant wanderer. His backpack held only afew meager possessions,
plus the mandatory trade items, a glassine envel ope containing asingle AquaPur tab, spent brass suitable
for reloading and a carefully ripped and then taped wall poster of a naked predark woman. She was
most pleasing to view, and would buy him out of alot of troublein most villes.

Under hisdirty clothing, Franklin carried asmal arsend of wesponry, severd of which were surgically
embedded into his body, including asdf-destruct charge. If Franklin should die, anything near
him—especidly De phi—was going to be obliterated by an HE charge of staggering power.

Shuffling along the barren streets, Franklin marveled at the excellent condition of the buildings: post office,
bookstore, hair salon...A lot of them had intact roofs, many of the sgnswere il legible and there was
even glassin some of thewindows! Just incredible! Although every pane had been sandblasted to amilky
white by the never-ending desert breeze. The same with the cars. Every inch of paint had been removed
from the chassis, only the models made of fiberglass retained their origina colors, the touches of metalic
green and iridescent blue strangely incongruous amid the rest of the beige and gray landscape.

It was plain that World War Three had been very kind to the city of Tucson, not asingle nuclear bomb
detonating anywhere near the sprawling metropolis. All of this damage was clearly man-made, probably
from the rioting mobs searching for food and killing scientists. ...

Damnit! Franklin raged. | must remember to speak in contemporary terms! The nuke war was called
skydark, and nobody killed anymore, they aced, or chilled, and scientists were dways referred to as
whitecoats. If he had said those thoughts out loud to the wrong people some ville sec man would have
fragged him on the spot and put his ass on the last train west.

Turning acorner, Franklin saw agap in the row of buildings, cracked bricks and broken masonry strewn
across the street, the foundation reduced to merely a blackened crater. The cyborg raised his hand to
check the map on hisPDA. Y es, thiswas the place where the local baron and his sec men had destroyed
anest of the modified stickies created by Delphi. What a gargantuan waste of time and effort that had
been. Intelligent muties. The phrase was an oxymoron. The gene-blasted things were incapabl e of
advanced learning. So what was the point of Delphi trying to make them smarter? Had he actualy been
trying to force them to evolve, or merdly to hail him astheir god? It was pitiful.

Walking through the penumbra of amovie theater, Franklin saw the dying light of the sunset glint off
something shiny in the distance and stopped in histracks. Ah, thereit was at last! Two-Son ville had to
be very close for him to see areflection from the greenhouses surrounding the Citadd .

Easing closer, the man paused at the sight of avast field of broken foundations and cracked asphalt. A
dozen buildings had to have been brought down in the middle of the city to create thislarge empty field.
But the pieces of the Structures had not been wasted. In the middle of the clear zone was awalled
city—acity within acity—the outer wall risng ten yards high, the top sparkling with broken glass and
barbed wire. In these dark days, it was amost formidable barrier. The front gate was colossdl,
composed of overlapping pieces of metal and wood: railroad ties, car doors, sheet iron, everything and



anything thelocas could find.

A ring of concrete K-railsformed an irregular pattern in the ragged field. Franklin knew those were
positioned to break the rush of the muties or any human invadersin war wags. Therewasatermfor it, a
shatter zone, he dimly recalled. Obvioudy these humans had not fallen quite so far asthosein FHoridaor
Oregon. Rising high behind the massive wall was atruncated skyscraper, the roof cut at asharp angle,
clearly damage done from the nuclear wind of skydark. That was the so-called Citadel, home of the
baron and hisfamily.

Backing away dowly so hewouldn’t attract attention in case there was anybody watching the ruins,
Franklin eased around the corner once more until the ville was out of sight. Looking around, he spotted
an empty hardware store and went inside. The shelves were vacant, of course, but more important, there
were the remains of an old campfire. Perfect. That would lend alot of credenceto his story.

Sliding off his backpack, the agent of TITAN started making camp. When night fell, thelight of his
campfirewould attract any stickiesin the crumbling city. Onewould do in apinch, but twenty would be
much better. A nice hooting mob of muties charging through the ruins and intent upon his blood murder.

Pulling out the Calt, the cyborg cracked open the cylinder to check the position of the four dead rounds.
Y es, adozen or so stickies would be perfect. Then he could start hisred work.

IN A RESOUNDING CRASH, the planks across the front of the war wag smashed into kindling as the Mack
rammed into the tree trunk like arunaway expresstrain. Chunks of bark and amillion nettlesfilled the air
asthe headlight shattered, the windshield cracked, both fenders buckled and the hood flipped up to
expose the roaring diesal engine. The two companions inside the cab were thrown onto the dashboard,
and the peoplein the rear were tossed around like rag dolls, pelted and hammered from every direction
by flying boxes, barrels and crates.

With the tires smoking in protest, the flatbed swung sideways to also crash against the barrier blocking
the highway, the colossal pinetreerolling back afew yards dong the cracked asphalt.

Locked into position, the brakes squealed in protest asthe big rig shuddered to arough halt, the
transmission banging and bucking loudly, clouds of white steam flooding from the ruptured radiator hose.

Minutes passed and nothing moved inside the crippled war wag. There was only the sound of the gentle
breeze blowing through the pines trees edging the highway and the dow drip of hydraulic fluid onto the
pine needles from a cracked pump. Then with alow groan, the hood came back down with aringing
crash.

Scrambling up the hill, agang of grinning people quickly headed for the busted vehicle. They were
dressed in forest camou, with leafy branches lashed to their squirrel-fur jackets. Their boots were merdly
thick layers of cloth held in place with strips of green rawhide. The garments were crude, the hide badly
cured. But bare stedl knives were thrust into knotted rope belts, and everybody sported aclub and a
homemade blaster. The primitive blaster was composed of only athin tube attached with strong twineto
ablock of wood. A precious .22 round was stuffed into the tube and nailed to the back was a
spring-driven mousetrap with anail attached to the killing bar as afiring pin. The weapons|ooked
haphazard, almost comical, asif they were about to come gpart at any second, but each deadly blaster
was adorned with aneet row of notches, indicating the owner’ s number of successful chills.

“Shitfire, we got abig onethistimel” Dexter cackled in delight, the leader of the coldhearts waving the
homemade wegpon and checking for any movement from the passengers or driver. The wag was



enormous, the biggest he' d ever seen.

“Dulle, Inga, watch for any sgn of Levine and his sec men!” Dexter barked, amost dancing with
excitement. “Martin, Betty, Spencer, check the cab!”

Asthe others spread out, Martin went to the passenger door and yanked it open. “Wegot adut!” he
cdled, then spun as histeeth went flying across the highway.

Y anking back the wooden stock of the Kaashnikov, Krysty flipped it over and pulled the trigger, but the
rapid-fire did nothing. Gaia, the dam it got against the dashboard must have broken something insde.

Cadting it aside, the redhead pulled her S&W .38 and shot the coldheart in the chest. The dumdum round
made asmall holein the squirrel-skin jacket, but came out his back the size of afig, pieces of flesh and
bones spraying onto the pine needles.

“What the...Holy nukes, she aced Marty!” Dexter gasped in dishelief, bringing up hisblagter. “ Chill the
dut!”

Taking am, the coldheart thumbed the pressure plate of the mousetrap, the killing bar snapped forward
and the nail struck the predark .22 brass. The blaster gave abang, and a soft lead dug smacked into her
whed gun, sending it Spinning away.

Flexing her stinging fingers, the woman cursed at the lucky shot and turned to race after her whedl gun.
She could seeit plainly lying on a patch of asphalt, the burnished stedl reflecting the dappled sunlight. But
before she could reach it, Betty threw her club in asideways motion. Spinning through the chill air, it
dammed into the woman just as she was going for the wegpon. Stunned, she fell to the ground fighting for
bresth.

“No need to chill thedut,” Betty boasted proudly, waking over to the supine companion. “Alive, you
feebs can ride her for weeks before we sdll her to the davers for muskets and flints!”

The stocky blonde grabbed Krysty by the collar and hauled her up, and the snarling redhead buried her
knife into the belt of the coldheart, twisting the blade to widen the chilling wound before yanking it out.
Groaning into deeth, Betty ssumbled asde and Krysty dived for thewhed gun, coming up withit hedina
two-handed grip. But the coldhearts had aready taken refuge behind the fallen tree spanning the
highway. The woman knew around into the tree would force the rest of them into sight, but there were
four shotsleft in the gun, and four coldhearts. She had severa speedioaders on her, but positioned out in
the open, those might aswell be empty for dl the good they’ d do her right here and now.

Just then, the cracked windshield of the Mack was blown into pieces, the tiny cubes of green safety glass
showering across the hood as Ryan fired his Kalashnikov on full-auto. The 7.62 mm rounds hammered
aong thetop of thefalen tree, throwing off bark and splinters.

Clutching his bleeding face, Dulle stood and turned to run, but Krysty shot him in the back. The coldheart
flopped down out of sight.

Instantly, Krysty broke for the flatbed, snapping off a couple of shotsjust to keep the coldhearts from
getting agood bead. Asthe woman darted behind the trailer, there was a bang and a chunk of the wood
armor cracked loose to strike her on the shoulder. Samming againg the rear hatch, Krysty panted for
breeth and frantically reloaded. Damn, those sons of bitchs were good shots!

More bangs came from the coldhearts and Ryan replied with severa short bursts from the AK-47. Then
something launched into the air from inside the fortified flatbed. The glass bottle arched acrossthe



highway and crashed behind the tree trunk to erupt into awhoosh of flames.

Screaming madly, a coldheart stood, beating at the fire with her hands and blaster. The weagpon was
triggered and agout of red blood blew out of her thigh, but the burning woman never seemed to notice as
her piteous wails became louder, her long hair igniting to completely engulf her face.

From out of nowhere, ahorn sounded asingle loud note and the remaining coldhearts broke from cover
to race down the dope toward the pine trees. Taking careful aim, Ryan waited until they weredl inplain
sght, then executed each of the runners with aneet round in the back of the head.

Incredibly, the leader of the coldhearts still kept moving, although no longer for the tredline. Weaving
drunkenly, he turned, hisface dack and mouth drooling dightly.

Getting a bead on the coldheart, Ryan could see that while the body was il bregthing, there was
nobody inside the riddled head anymore. But before he could shoot, Krysty fired her .38 and the
mindless man jerked to fal over like apuppet with its strings cut.

“Everybody okay?’ Mildred asked from the rear of the flatbed, her face smeared with red from abloody
nose.

“Been better,” Ryan replied gruffly, rubbing his aching ssomach. When the Mack hit the tree, he had
dammed into the steering whedl, completely knocking the air out of hislungs. Hefdt like he'd been
kicked by amule.

“Better than them, anyway,” Krysty retorted, dropping the spent brassinto an open pam and tucking it
away into apocket for later reloading. Then she used a speedloader and dropped five live brassinto the
cylinder of her whed gun.

That was when agroup of armed men and women charged out of the pine trees from the other sde of
the highway. Running in formeation, every person was carrying alongblaster of somekind, everything from
aBARto aflintlock, the only identica feature of their mixed clothing being arawhide fringe hanging from
their gunbelts. Stopping near the splintery end of the tree, the armed newcomers glanced at the dead
bodies on the asphdlt.

“Nuking hell, the outlanders aced Dexter’ sgang!” asec man cried out. “Hip, hip, hurrah!” Therest of the
party raggedly joined the cheer.

That caught the companions by surprise, and they exchanged puzzled looks when abig man on ahorse
galloped out of the woods. Reining in the stalion, the rider was broad and tall, with black hair and afull
beard with sideburns hanging down in aily ringlets. The man wore a uniform of some kind with the
insgniaremoved, and there was a blaster on each hip. His dark clothing was clean and hislesther boots
shone with polish. Nobody had to tell the companions that thiswas the loca baron.

“So what the hell happened here?” the baron demanded. “ L ooks like Dexter and his mutie-loving feebs
tried another jacking, and thistime got jacked themsalves.”

Krysty walked over to stand by her lover. “That’ s about right,” Ryan drawled, resting the stock of the
Kaashnikov on ahip. “Y ou the baron here?’

“Mind your tongue, outlander!” a sec man snarled, advancing astep. “He' sthe lord baron to the likes of
you!”

“At ease, Sergeant O’ Mdley,” the baron commanded, not even looking at thefellow. “Yeah, I’'min
chargeof Pineville. ThenameisLevine, Avarm Levine.”



“Ryan Cawdor.”
“And I’'m guessing you' re the leader of thisgroup?’

“Close enough,” Ryan said with a shrug, then introduced Krysty and the other companions standing
behind the wooden planks of the flatbed. Their blasterswere in plain sight, but not pointed directly at the
newcomers.

“So, Lord Baron, | gather that we did you folks afavor by taking out these bastards,” JB. said, resting
an a'm aong thetop plank of thewall, hisUz held in acasud grip. Just because folks smiled nicely,
didn’t mean shit to him. Mildred and Doc liked to quote some old poem about outlanders who smiled but
were gill coldhearts. Although they called them amiling villains. Y eah, the Armorer had met morethan a
fair share of those over the years, that’sfor sure.

“Did usafavor? Hdlfire, we re gonnathrow aparty tonight over thischilling!” Levine barked in laughter,
looking in frank pleasure at the sprawled bodies. Already the corpses were covered with insects
indugtridly hauling away the fresh food. “These mountain men have been jacking most of the wagsthat
comethisway for years. Not every one, but enough. Raping, taking daves, stedling everything they
could. WE ve been hunting them for a dozen winters and thisis the closest we ever got. Only folks that
ever chase’ em away was John Rogan.”

The sec men nodded in agreement at that, but the companions went tiff.

“Comeagain?’ Ryan asked softly, thewind blowing across the highway and stirring the bed of pine
needles. “What was that name?’

“Trader Rogan,” the baron repeated. “ John Rogan. He runs a convoy through the Great Salt and around
Bad Water Lake. Sdlls blasters, ammo, panes of glass, crop seed, sometools. Just about anything useful.
Even books, sometimes.”

“Does heindeed, sr?’ Doc muttered, frowning deeply. Some time ago, Del phi had hired a group of four
brothersto try to track down the companions to murder Ryan and capture Doc. The cyborg had
equipped them with e ectric motorcycles, working radios, M-16 assault rifles, grensand a host of military
gear. They had been John, Edward, Alan and Robert, the Rogan brothers.

The companions had chilled the coldhearts, but now Delphi was usng one of their names. In an attempt
to disguise hisred identity? Who was the cyborg hiding from? Doc wondered. There was amoment of
dizziness. What had he just been thinking about? Oh yes, Delphi was pretending to be the aced coldheart
John Rogan. Most curious.

“Sure, we' ve heard of the guy,” Ryan hedged. “ Dressesdl in white?’

“Yeah, that'shim.” Levine nodded, leaning forward to rest an arm on the pomme of hissaddle. “Hell of
atrader. His convoys help keep thisville dlive. Sold us meds once that stopped a dose of the Black
Cough that nearly wiped us out.”

“Did he?” Mildred asked, puzzled.
“Bet your ass,” O’ Malley retorted belligerently. “ Saved my wife and babe, and never asked for jack.”

“Some folks say he’ sthe Trader,” another sec man added proudly, putting alot of emphasison the last
word. “Y ou know, the one that fought in the Mutie Wars? But Rogan says that was somebody ese” He
shrugged asif unableto figure out the truth of the matter.



“Doeshe? Interesting,” the physician muttered, pinching her cheek thoughtfully. What in the world was
going on here? Could Delphi have changed that much after fighting Doc? Had some of the damage
atered his brain patterns, maybe even changed his thinking? Or was this some complex trap to ace the
lot of them again? That seemed alot more likely. Well, whatever the damn cyborg was doing, Mildred
felt absolutely surethat it would only be beneficid to Delphi and nobody ese. Certainly not these people.

“Beagreat honor to meet him,” Ryan said with astraight face. “When is he due here again?’
“Couple of weeks.”

The one-eyed man tried not to grimace. Damn. They had to be at the end of hisroute, which logicaly
meant if they hurried, the companions could hit him from therear. A nuking good ideawith one big flaw.
Annoyed, he glanced a the battered war wag. It had stopped dripping fluids from underneath, but
looked asif ahard fart would makeit fall apart.

“Wadll, we aced them, but they got usfirst,” Ryan sated, dinging the Kaashnikov across his back. That
was an old trick of the Trader, thered one. Holster your blaster in the middle of cutting aded and the
other fellow would be more interested in doing business. “ Any chance you got amech or ablacksmithin
your ville?’

The baron’s horse snorted loudly and shifted its hooves on the cracked pavement. “ Got both,” Levine
sad, stroking the muscular neck of the animal. “ Be glad to have you stay herefor awhile. Till first
snowfdll, if you like. | offered amonth of food and shine for anybody who got one of the coldhearts, so |
owe you that much & least.”

“Besides, everybody would like to meet the people who sent Dexter on the last train west,” atall sec
man added. “ Shitfire, there, One-eye, I'll buy thefirst round of shine mysdf!”

“Shut up, foal,” O’ Malley growled, watching the outlanders asiif they were about to start spitting poison.

“Think we need to drag it up the hill with some horses, or will it roll?’” the baron asked, frowning at the
war wag. “I’d say no, but I’ ve been wrong before.”

“Let you know inatick.” Getting into the cab, Ryan tried the ignition switch and there was only afast
series of clicks. Changing the setting on the choke, he pumped the gas peda hard and tried again. There
were more hard dlicks, then the engine caught with athroaty sputter, banging and clanging until settling
into afitful chugging.

Quickly, Krysty got back into the passenger sest. “ L ead the way!” she shouted out the broken window,
holding the door closed by draping an arm outside.

“Sergeant O’ Mdley, stay here with two othersto clear the damn highway!” Levine shouted, whedling his
horse around. “ Everybody e se with me. Double-time, boys, unless you want to drag it home!”

Walking sullenly, the sergeant stepped out of the group with two other sec men, and the rest of the armed
norms broke into afast trot, heading back toward the dense woods.

Grinding through the gears, Ryan followed close behind. Once off the highway, he saw a crude dirt road
snaking through the doping pinetrees, going to alarge ville sanding prominently on the crest. Not
surprisingly, the outer wall appeared to be made entirely of logs. Although there was something odd
about them that the man couldn’t quite see from this distance.

“What do you think, lover?’ Krysty asked out of the corner of her mouth. “ Should we wait here for
Dephi, or go after him once we' re back on the road?’ The war wag jerked hard, amost throwing open



theSdedoor. “That is, if we canfix thisrolling pile of shit.”

“Firgt | want to know more about why Delphi istreating these folks like they were blood kin,” Ryan
muttered, fighting to keep the sputtering engine turning over. “Then we' Il decide on where, and how, we
chill hisass”

“Fair enough,” Krysty muttered, hugging the rapid-fire. “ Think they might actudly be kin?’

“There sno way to tdll for sure. Could be. But more important, we need to know how many sec men he
has, what kind of blasters, how many wags and such. I'd prefer a stand-up chilling, but I’ [l settle for
drilling the bastard theway | did Silasif that' swhat it takes.”

“A hell of ashot.” The woman smiled.
Ryan shrugged in dismissal. “The wind waswith me.”
She laughed at the false modesty. “1 just hope the bastard cyborg hasn’t made any more smart tickies.”

“I hear you.” Ryan snorted in agreement. Already, the engine temp was cregping upward so he turned on
the hester. Bruta heat gushed from the air vents, banishing the dight chill inthe air until the two peoplefelt
asif they were dtting indde aglowing rad pit.

Thelong trek up the hill was noisy and arduous, the diesel congtantly stalling and flooding. But eventualy
Ryan got the shuddering machine onto level ground and the struggling engine smoothed out alittle. Not
much, but enough so that the temp gauge lowered a hair.

“Thisisajoyousday, boys” Baron Levine shouted from hishorse. “Let me hear you tell the ville!”

Obediently, acorpora pulled out a battered old harmonica and started blowing a snappy tune. Keeping
intime, the marching sec men and women began to sing loose harmony.

“Sec men stand upon thewall,
when coldhearts come, we Il ace’em dl!
Blaster boom at first darm,

outlandersfdl to buy the farm!”

“A battle hymn?’ Doc asked in amazement. “My word, | have not heard one of those since the War
Between the States!”

“Never heard.” Jak snorted. “Good song. Like.”

“Many Jewish families sang after the Sabbath dinner on Friday.” Mildred smiled. “ After acouple of
thousand years, they got pretty damn good.”

“Guess.”
“I was dways puzzled why it was called benching.”
“’Cause sing on bench?” Jak asked, brushing back his snowy hair.

“Honedtly, | havenoidea.”



“Dinner over. Sing on bench. Occam,” the teen said with the certainty of youth. Occam was something
Doc used to talk about, some predark whitecoat who said the smplest answer was usualy the correct
one. A person could load that into a blaster.

Surreptitioudy, Doc and Mildred exchanged amused looks over the albino teen’s casua referenceto the
philosophica axiom of Occam’s Razor.

“Guess we re rubbing off on him,” the physician whispered.
The song went on for severd stanzas, boasting of bravery and nightcregps, cannies and muties.
“Very nice” Doc beamed, restraining from applauding.

“Yes, itwas. And | fully expected it to become vulgar a some point,” Mildred said, sounding oddly
pleased. “Hard to imagine anything not, these days.”

“The wit and wisdom of Henry David Thoreau would not be found very entertaining in these dark days,
my dear Doctor.” Doc sighed, leaning against abarrd. “Y ou know, | never even considered trying to buy
my way out of the pit by Snging. | know quite afew battle hymns, both British and American, plusafew
Prussian and French songs. Change aword or two, here and there, and voilal”

“Wearla?’ Jak asked, furrowing his brow.

“Itisapredark word meaning there you have t, or there you go.”
“Gotcha, | suss”

“Ancther good word, my young friend.”

Turning her head away, the physician tried to hide her amusement. Languages were living things thet
changed congtantly. In only a hundred years, twentieth-century English was nearly asincomprehensible as
Babylonian, and it had been the same back in her time period. Nobody said to-morrow as separate
words anymore, it was aways “tomorrow.” Farewell was origindly “faretheewdl,” and goodbye wasa
contraction of “God' s blessing be upon you.” Briefly, the physician wondered what the future would
bring. Then Mildred frowned. Nuking hell, thiswasthe future.

Thethick forest ended a hundred feet away from the ville, the rocky ground dotted with low tree ssumps,
theair redolent in the thick smell of pine. Anybody, or thing, trying to reach the villewould crossthat
open ground and be an easy target for the ville defenders.

Thisclose, Ryan could now see what had caught his attention at the bottom of the hill, and gave alow
whigtle. Thelog wall of the ville rose about twenty feet and was completely covered with intricate
carvings of griz bears, bull moose, mountain lions, soaring eagles and fiery mushroom clouds. Naked sec
women beheaded stickies with swords, vol canoes spewed lava and giant worms battled predark army
tanks. Some of the designs seemed new, while others were darkly weathered.

Only the front gate was different, the smooth surface covered with sharp sticks draped with concertina
wire. Sec men walked along the top of the decorated wall, and guard towers rose from behind, along
with numerousthick plumes of smoke. Thiswas obvioudy aheavily populated ville. A gdlows hung over
thewall at one point, arotting corpse dangling from the noose, squawking birds pecking off bits of the
decomposing flesh. The arms ended at the wrist, the hands missing, clearly indicating that the crime of the
deceased had been theft.

“Gaa, I’ ve never seen anything like these carvings before,” Krysty said, not sureif she found the



decorations offensive. The only purpose of awall wasto keep out coldhearts and muties. Nothing a
damn thing more. To make them pretty seemed inappropriate somehow. Almost. ..obscene.

“Mugt be abitch doing fresh ones every time the wall gets damaged from afight,” Ryan observed,
downshifting the gears. The engine rebelled and he fought to keep control. The man guessed there was
redlly nothing wrong with making avillewal pretty. He' d just never seen it done before.

These éaborate carvingstold him much about the locas. Unlessthey had alot of highly skilled daves,
which was highly unlikely, the peoplein theville didn't mind hard work, and that meant they were good
fighters. Not because of physical strength, although that always helped, but because of the discipline
involved. Willing workers made good fighters. One just seemed to go naturdly with the other. Ryan
frowned at the thought. Could this be the source of Delphi’ s convoy hands? It was adisturbing

possibility.

Chapter Fifteen

Asthe baron galloped toward the ville, the front gate swung open exposing an inner bulwark of crushed
rock topped with a muzzle-loading cannon. The sec men and women behind the cannon crisply saluted
the baron as he rode by with the running sec men close behind.

Rattling and clanking every inch of theway, Ryan directed the war wag through the gate and angled
around the bulwark to enter the ville. The amassed sec men behind the bulwark didn’t sdlute thistime,
and watched the clattering wag in close scrutiny, scarred hands resting on the holstered blasters by their
Sdes.

Asthe Cyclops shuddered past the formidable gate, Mildred could only stare at something nailed to the
wooden jamb. A smdll roll of paper, or maybe parchment, tilted dightly off center.

“Madam, am | mistaken,” Doc said softly, “or wasthat a Jewish prayer scroll on the gate?’

“Surelooked like amezuzah to me” Mildred said with awide grin. “Maybe this mountaintop villewas a
winter ski resort beforethewar. Or at least awinter retreat. Perhaps alot of Jewish people left the big
citiesaround Christmas to get a break from the nonstop barrage of carolsfor a holiday they don’t
celebrate. Possible”

“Then skydark hit in January, trapping them here,” Doc mused. “ So they turned the ski resort into afort
to survive.” Made sense, he supposed. The companions had encountered villes ruled by Aztec priests,
the Amish, aRussian czar...so why not ardigious group such asthe Jews? After civilization crashed, the
world had been up for grabs and alot of folks reached out to seize a handful for themselves. It was nice
to know that acouple of villeswere being run by thinkers and scholars, instead of the usua amora
sociopaths.

Asthe war wag started down awide street paced with bricks and loose gravel, every civilian in sight
stopped whatever they were doing to gape at the machine with ill-disguised contempt. Ryan could hardly
blame them. The Mack was literally held together by duct tape now, and could come apart at the seam at
any moment. Privately, the man wasimpressed that the war wag had made it thisfar without bursting into
flames. Whatever el se was true about the desert cannies, they had definitely been good mechs.

“Wheredid you get dl of those fancy rapid-fires?” asec man shouted up to the cab over the banging
engine. “Got any more brass for them? What would you take in trade?’



But Ryan said nothing, pretending he couldn’t hear over the [aboring diesdl.

Asthe war wag rambled dong, Krysty noted a shalow gutter running down the middle of the Street. That
could befor gathering drinking water or to pool the rain to extract the sulfur to make black powder.
Possibly both.

Not surprisingly, wood seemed to be the primary construction materid in the forest ville; nearly every
building was made of hand-hewn beams, the lintels adorned with intricate carvings, ranging from obscene
to comicd. Only the roofswere different: awild conglomeration of plastic sheeting, sheet meta and crude
clay tiles, anything cgpable of withstanding the deadly acid rain.

Closdly watching the passing crowds, Ryan saw that there were alot of people carrying crossbows, but
only the sec force had blasters. Good. If the companions had to leave in ahurry, that would aid their
departure alot, Ryan decided.

The sounds of the villefilled theair: drunken singing from atavern, the shrill laughter of gaudy duts, a
couple of bare-chested men fighting in an aleyway surrounded by other men placing bets. A group of
children ran dangeroudy in front of the war wag chasing adog with apiece of plastic in itsmouth. A blind
man sat cross-legged on the street, darning a sock.

Somewhere aman was singing, awoman sobbing and somebody playing abadly tuned guitar. Theair
smdlled of boiling soup, freshly sawed wood, spent black powder, curing leather hides, fresh bread,
horse dung and, of course, the al-pervasive aroma of pine.

“Look, over therel” JB. said excitedly.

Inthe dleyway between two storeswere alot of junk cars and trucks, piled three, sometimesfour, layers
deep. Among them were a couple of large vans, atractor, asnowplow and aMack truck cab. Thetire
and rims were gone, the gas tanks rusted through and full of buzzing bees. But the wreck was exactly
what they needed. That was, if any of the hoses were in good condition. There was even awindshield
only mildly scraiched.

“Bingo. Isglasshard to ingtal?” Mildred asked in aworried tone.
“Nope, easy aspie,” the Armorer replied amiably. “ Just have to make damn sure it doesn't drop!”
“Straw on floor,” Jak commented asiif that settled the matter.

“Not abad ideaat that,” J.B. admitted, pulling abit of cigar from his shirt pocket to inspect the stubby
roll, then tuck it away. “Hopefully our flintlocks and black powder will fetch agood price from the baron.
WEe re bastard sure not trading any of our modern pieces.”

Slowing his mount to an easy trot, the baron rode around a corner. As the war wag followed, Ryan saw
alarge corrd full of horses and a couple of large barns. One of them had the outline of a horse painted
above the doors, while the other had a castellated gear. Nobody needed to know how to read to figure
out which wasfor horses, and which for wags. At the approach of the noisy wag, the horses started
uneasily nickering, more than afew rearing up to dash the air with their hooves and loudly whinnying in
disapprovd.

Coming to ahdt, Baron Levine did to the ground and pointed at the barn doors. A couple of the sec
men rushed forward to throw them open wide, showing alargeinterior covered with sawdust, thewalls
lined with neat rows of parked vehicles, brown ddivery vans, Beamers, apolice car and alot of
snowmohiles.



“Park it in the back!” the baron shouted over the laboring engine. “Near the grease pit!”

Applying the brakes, Ryan got the huge vehicle through the doors without hitting the jamb, then braked to
acomplete stop in the middle of the barn. Shifting out of gear, he twisted off the engine and listened to it
sputter on for dmost afull minute beforefinaly going ill.

Throwing open the doors and hatch, the companions clambered out of the war wag, only Jak staying in
the rear to guard the supplies and spare blagters.

“Yaknow, outlander, | had adog make similar noises once,” a sec man said, hooking thumbsinto his
pal omino-colored gunbelt. “ Shot the poor thing mysdlf out of sheer kindness.”

“Then boiled it for soup, | suppose?’ Krysty asked, crossing her arms.
The man grinned. “ Of course. Why waste a perfectly good dog?’
“Sounds like amitzvah of mercy,” Mildred quipped, hefting the med kit over her shoulder.

With that, every sec men in the barn turned their attention to the physician, and the baron dowly raised an
eyebrow. “And how do you know that holy word?’ he demanded politely, hisgrip tightening on the
leather reins.

Privately, Mildred cursed hersdlf for the dip. What was common knowledge back in her time was
probably forbidden arcanianowadays. “An old friend used it alot. Said it meant agood deed or act of
kindness.”

“It does,” Baron Levinereplied, easing hisstance. “And I'm pleased to know there are others of our faith
dill diveintheworld. | assumed we were the last of the Isradlites”

“No, there are others. Not alot, but some,” Mildred stated.

“Arethere?’ the baron said, nodding. “Good newsindeed.” Petiently, he waited for acouple of minutes
hoping she would say more, but when it was clear that she was finished talking, he dismissed the topic
with ashrug. They would talk further on this matter later, when they were done. HE d make sure of it.

By now acrowd of villagers had gathered outside the barn, most of them with smal children. They dl
craned their necksfor a better view of the war wag and outlanders, but nobody dared walk into the barn.
Wags and blasterswere only for the sec force, even if they didn’t work. That wasthe law. Villagerswere
not allowed to even touch such things.

“Lord Baron, there were some wrecked wags back inthe ville,” J.B. said, taking off his hat and dapping
it againgt aleg to shake off the dirt. “Do we talk to you about doing ascav for spare parts, or somebody
ds=?

“Unfortunately for you, those belong to Sergeant O’ Malley,” the baron said, sounding apologetic. “But
I’ll seethat he accepts any fair offer you make.”

“What about the homemade blasters of those coldhearts?” Ryan asked pointedly. “ Those should cometo
usfor doing the chilling. That enough?’

Now some of the sec men began to grin and nudge one another.

“Y es, those blasters would be enough for anything you want,” the baron said, rubbing hischin. “That is, if
he can dso have their clothing, boots and knives. Do we have an accord?’



Trained by the Trader, Ryan knew agood deal when he heard it. “We have an accord,” he said, making
sure to repeat the odd word.

“Doneand done,” Levine gated, tilting hishead dightly. “Let’ sgo to my home so that you can wash and
meet my wives. I’ m sure they will be eager to meet the people who have removed the thorn of Dexter
fromthesideof our ville”

Ryan shook his head. “WEe Il be happy to come for dinner, but we' re deeping here with the wag.”

“Yes, | see” the baron said, narrowing his eyes. “Fair enough, | suppose. | could offer to put guards on
the barn to protect your belongings, but they would be my guards, so what’ sthe point? 'Y ou’ ve earned
our trugt, not the other way around.”

He paused, then shouted, “ Sergeant Cuthbert!”
“Yes, my lord?’ abroad sec man asked.

“Send in some braziers and charcod to keep our guests warm through the night. I’ 1l see to the banquet
tonight.”

“Atonce, Gr!”
“In the morning we can...” The baron stopped talking.

At the doors, the crowd parted to alow a hunchbacked woman to shuffle into the barn. At her
appearance, the villagers and sec men ceased dl conversations and became so il that the cawing of the
crows feasting on the hanged thief could dimly be heard.

Her long hair was the degpest black, nearly ebony, with only faint wings of slver at her temples. Her
dresswas worn but clean, her moccasins layered with different colored patches. The hump on her back
was pronounced, nearly bending her double, and she walked stiffly and with obvious difficulty.

Stepping afew yards away from the companions, the wrinklie raised her head to show that her eyes
were pure white.

“What isit, Haviva?’ the baron asked in asurprisngly gentle voice.

“I have amessage for the newcomers,” the blind woman said softly, dmost in awhisper. “ Those who
walk theinvisible road that spans the world below the ground.”

The sec men and villagers|ooked perplexed by that cryptic declaration, but the companions became
tensaly dert. They didn’t know who the woman was, but that had sounded like a pretty good description
of the gateways hidden in the subterranean redoulbts.

“Everybody out!” the baron commanded, gesturing broadly and pulling his horse dong. “ The doomie
needs to speek privately with the outlanders!”

All of the others quickly left the barn; only the baron remained. Nothing happened in the villewithout his
knowledge and consent, and that included future events.

The companions stayed in place, closdy watching the wizened hunchback. They had encountered muties
before with the gift of seeing into the future. Doomieswere usudly sickly, asif their frail bodies could not
support the terrible weight of the knowledge in their minds.

When the double doors were closed and bolted, Doc brought over aburlap sack of sawdust and placed



it behind the hunchback. Fumbling with aclawed hand, Havivafound the lumpy bag and sat with a
grateful Sgh, asif completely exhausted from the torturous ordedl of standing.

“Which of you isthe leader?’ she asked.

“That'sme,” Ryan answered, brushing back astray lock of hisdark hair. “What do you want to tell us,
old one?’

Raising her head, Havivadirectly faced the man. “Inthe sand,” she whispered. “Thereisakey hiddenin
the sand that opens the door that cannot be approached. Y ou must find that key in order to day the
ancient giants!” Sweat broke out on her brow and trickled down her lined face. “ The giants want only
good, to help dl of humankind. Their heartsare pure! But their planswill fail, and we shall pay aterrible
pricein new firel”

New fire. Did she mean there was going to be a second skydark? Ryan wondered. And what were these
giants she spoke about? Some predark tank or warship? Those were often called giants. And what was
this door that could not be approached? That couldn’t be aredoubt. They went through those dl the
time. Just then, some dim memory flickered, then vanished just asfadt.

“Where arethe giants?’ Ryan asked, casting aglance sdeways at the baron. Levinewaslistening to the
conversation in total confusion. Good. The less the man knew, the better.

“But you know wherethey arel” Havivawent on. “Y ou have seen their home. That isthe door!”

“The door that can’t be gpproached.” Ryan snorted in disbelief. Okay, enough of this shit. She had him
going for amoment, but thiswas going nowherefast. Theidjit doomie was making no senseat al.

“No, | spesk thetruth!” Havivainssted, asif hearing his unspoken thoughts. “ The giants have sent aholy
warrior to find the machine that walkslike aman! But they must not succeed, or else that death will forge
achainthat endsusal!”

The machinethat walkslike aman...Ddphi? Now she had Ryan'stotd interest. “How do wefind the
holy warrior?” he demanded. “Is he aso part machine?’

“He does not matter, only hisservants,” Havivamuttered, looking upward into theinfinite. “ Friends will
kill you by trying to save you! Enemieswill save you by trying to kill you!” She grabbed hisarm, her
fingersdigging in hard. “Find the key, open the door and kill the ancient giants! Stop the new firel”

“Do giants have name?’ Jak demanded gruffly.

Nodding, the doomie reached out a hand to move a bony finger through the dirty sawdust on the floor,
making asmall circle, then alarge ovd that cut through the middle, and on the left Sde she made acrude
dar.

Astonished, Mildred scowled at the pattern. That looked like the astronomy symbol for the planet
Saturn. But if that was correct, then what did the star represent? One of its many moons?

“TITAN!” Doc roared. With a badly shaking hand, he aimed the blaster at the design. “ That isthe
symbol of TITAN!”

Moving fast, J.B. used his boot to wipe the symbol from the floor. Breething heavily, Doc continued to
dare at the floor, then dowly turned to walk away, whistling asif he didn’t have acarein theworld.

Stunned, Krysty was speechless. The man couldn’t even look at the symbol.



“Tdl me, Haviva,” Mildred said urgently, licking her lips. “ Do these ancient giants... Arethey...Do they
speak oftly?’

“Yed” thedoomiecried. “Y ou understand! The giants whisper!”

Jerking back, Mildred recoiled from thewords asif physically struck. Doc had told them that the
time-trading project had been adivision of Overproject Whisper. Did they send people to the future?
Werethere giants hunting for Delphi, and if they found him it would somehow trigger a second skydark?
Did that mean the companions had to save Delphi to prevent another nuclear holocaust?

“Enough of thisshit!” Ryan demanded, taking the hunchback by the shoulder. “Whereisthe bastard
door? Where sthe key?’

“But you have seen them both,” Havivawhispered faintly, her misshapen body starting to sag. “Y ou see
themdl thetime....”

“Where? When have | seen them!” Ryan demanded, putting as much force into the words as he could
muster.

“In...your dreams...” she exhded, strangely dumping over.
Releasing his grasp, Ryan watched as the woman eased to the floor and went till.
“Sleep? | wake,” Jak declared, reached out to shake the hunchback.

“Don’t bother,” Baron Levine said, staying the teen. “When she stops, that’ sall you'll ever hear on the
subject again. The strain of seeing the future is becoming too much for her. Every year our doomie says
lessand degps more. Soon...” He shrugged. All things died. Not even abaron could do anything about
that.

Kneding, Mildred suspicioudy placed two fingers on the carotid artery in the throat of the hunchback,
checking for apulse. “Havivaisnot adeep,” the physician said, dowly standing. “ She'sgone.”

“What? Impossible!” the baron roared, going to the woman and shaking her hard. “Havival Haviva!”
But there was no response from the hunchback.

“I'mtruly sorry,” Mildred said, feding helpless. “I wish there was something | could do.” The canvas
med kit seemed to be adab of cold granite hanging at her side.

“Shedied giving you thiswarning,” Levine muttered. “It’ slike Havivawas waiting for you to arrive
before she could dlow hersdf tofindly...let go.”

“Pity it didn’t make any sense,” Ryan said evasively, and instantly regretted it. From the dour expression
on the baron’ sface, he was deeply insulted by thelie. Damn.

Scowling darkly, the baron pulled aknife and put asmall cut into hisleft deeve, then sheathed the blade.
“Goodbye, little one,” he whispered, giving atug to dightly rip the materid.

Recognizing the gesture for what it was, J.B. respectfully removed hishat and Krysty said ashort prayer
to Gaia. The others bowed their heads. Then, going to the wag, Mildred retrieved a blanket and draped
it over the dead woman. The hunchback hadn’t been under her care, yet the physician till felt like she
had just lost a patient.

“Enough! Life goeson. I'll send in some sec men to remove the body,” the baron growled, turning to



head for the door. “Asfor you folks, get to work on your damn wag! | gave you amonth, and my word
isstone. But after that you' re no longer welcomein my villel”

“But, Baron...” Mildred began, then stopped, knowing it was futile to argue to anybody at atimelike
this

Unbolting the door, Levine threw it open and walked outside, then turned to look at the covered form on
thefloor. “ Thirty days,” he growled, and strode away shouting orders.

“Taking hard,” Jak said, easing his grip on the Colt Python. “Think they kin?’

“Doesn’'t matter,” Ryan said, wearily rubbing hisface. It had been along day and it wasn't over yet.
Fireblagt, he wastired. “We were planning to leave long before a month passed, so thishasn't redly
changed anything. Reccethevillg, fix the wag and then go after Delphi.”

“But if chilling the cyborg will start another skydark...” Krysty began hesitantly.

Impatiently, Ryan cut her off with agesture. “ The doomie said the person sent by what Doc called
TITAN couldn’t chill Delphi. Shedidn’'t mention usat al.”

“True,” the redhead agreed hesitantly. The predications of adoomie did not ways cometrue. Time
flowed like ariver, not a concrete road. It was forever changing, flowing, taking on new patterns. The
mere fact that they had gotten ahint about what was to come might change the outcome al by itself.

Nothing was absolute or carved into stone. Time was sort of like plas, soft, maleable and always deadly.
Mildred and Doc said that it had to do with free will. Ryan and J.B. believed it was because knowledge
was the ultimate wegpon. Jek didn’t give anuke. And asfor her, well, Krysty considered the future a gift
from Gaia. It could be changed if you were worthy and tried hard enough.

“Swell. Now it’sarace to see who acesthe cyborg first.” J.B. returned his hat to the accustomed
position. “Us, or these assholesfrom TITAN.”

“If the doomie wastdlling the truth.”
“Abigif.”
“True”

Pulling out a scrap of paper and apencil, Mildred licked the stubby point and made a copy of the design.
A circle, anovd and agtar, the symbol for TITAN. For some reason, the design seemed familiar. She'd
seen it someplace before, but where?

“So, what isthistown you' ve been dreaming about?’ Krysty asked curioudly. “Don’t think you ever
mentioned it before.”

After making sure they were done, with nobody hidden or listening, Ryan told them dl about his
reoccurring dream from the Mutie Wars.

“Dark night, | dways did wonder what happened when you fdl off that hill,” J.B. said, removing his hat.
“Hell of atde.” He smoothed the brim of hisfedorawith strong fingers. “ Sounds like you saw something
that you shouldn't have and got chased away, like adog pissing on avillewal. Whoever thesefolks are,
they could have aced you easily enough.”

“Just dropping me back in the nuking lake would have doneit,” Ryan agreed honestly, crossing hisarms.



“But the only thing you ever saw wastheville)” Mildred added. “Which logicaly meansit must be
someplace special. Perhaps a predark fortress, or even the master redoubt.”

“Whered| soldiersgo?’ Jak demanded in surprise.
13 M @/m”

Taking aseat, Ryan frowned. Now there was an unsettling possibility! Tangling with the cyborg was
going to be atough enough fight, but if thiswas another Anthill, or even aredoubt full of predark soldiers,
they’d bewaking into arad pit of trouble. Uneasily, helooked a what remained of the design in the dirt.
Just for asecond there was aflicker of memory about the white building in his dream, then it was gone.

Studioudy glancing at the flatbed and Mack Sitting quiescent only afew yards away, Mildred frowned.
“It might even be the laboratory that Doc escaped from.”

The words hung thick between the companions, filling the air like invisble chainsto focustheir attention
upon the tal, elderly-looking man standing a ongside the war wag, his head bowed in somber
contemplation.

“That would explain alot of things,” Krysty agreed, biting alip thoughtfully. “Well, the little doomie hung
onjust long enough to pass us thiswarning. Sounds like we' d be triple-stupe foolsto ignoreit. Doesn't
matter if it' sthe home basefor this TITAN person, or just ahardsite for Delphi. We haveto do arecce.”

“Fair enough,” Jak said resolutely. “If help Doc, kick nuke in ass. Know whereis?’

“Not redlly, that whole damn journey isblurred in my head,” Ryan answered, sounding angry. “But you
werethere, JB. Any chance you recall mefalling off adliff during the Mutie Wars?’

“Yeah, | do,” JB. said. “Happened just that one time, about a hundred miles from here, a a place called
Lake Powel.”

Tensdy dert, Ryan waited for some interna reaction to the name, but nothing happened. Good. Mebbe
the warning from Haviva had somehow freed him from the mind block he seemed to have about the
damn place. He had no ideawhy people from this TITAN group were after Delphi, but the one-eyed
man felt certain that the mystery would be ansered once they got inside that white adobe building with
the symbol for TITAN above the door.

Chapter Sixteen

The crackling firelight cast dancing shadows across the sandy street, the reddish glow inside the predark
store making it resemble the bloody mouth of some hungry beast.

Sitting near the campfire, Edgar Franklin tossed another piece of wooden door onto the flames, causing
an explosion of hot embersthat swirled and danced upward to the smoke-stained celling. Twilight had
come and gone. Now black night ruled the predark ruins, softening the angular contours until it seemed
like avast sone canyon full of arroyos, buttesand rills. A cold wind blew among the old buildings, softly
dtirring the loose sand to the sound of distant rain. From somewhere within the concrete maze, an owl
hooted, and then atumbleweed rolled aong the boulevard, moving past the gaping storefront asif it were
late for an appointment. Franklin added another piece of wood to the fire. Even in death, the grest city
maintained the preciousilluson of life.

About an hour ago, a couple of mangy wolves had padded up to the store to peer inside, the reflected



firdight making their eyes shine eerily bright. Unfortunately, the animals were much too scrawny to be
considered a decent threat, so he killed them with the needler and let the screamwings savage the bodies
until therewas’t atrace of them remaining aside from afew dark stains on the dusty sand.

Picking up agavanized aluminum pot, the cyborg poured some coffee into a cracked ceramic mug and
took asip. The pungent black brew was strong and bitter. There was a packet of powdered hot
chocolate secreted insde the folds of his clothing, but that was being saved for atrade item. In somber
retrospect, it seemed to the man that the entire world had become one huge prison where the strong
preyed on the weak and food was the only real currency. Well, food and weapons.

Finishing the mug, Franklin tossed the dregs onto the fire and impatiently rubbed the container in the sand
to clean it enough to go back in his pocket. It was nearly midnight and he was becoming quite impatient.
The ruins were supposed to be filled with stickies, but he had heard rumors of something called the
Metro being used to eradicate most of the muties. Perhapsit wastrue. Pity. But if nothing of sufficient
sze arrived soon, hewould have to take mattersinto his own hands, wounding himself with aknife, and
staggering to the ville claiming he was attacked by coldhearts. It would be much more believableif he
was seen being chased by some stickies, but need drives where the devil must, asthe old saying went.

Just then, something large stirred in the darkness outside the store, and the cyborg strained to hear
shuffling steps and then the telltale swish of atentacle lashing through intheair. A stickie? Tensdy, the
cyborg waited, but there were no more sounds of movement. Damn, even one stickie would have been
better than—

Throating an inhuman cry, a shambling mockery lurched from the darkness and into the red firdlight, a
dozen ropy tentacles thrashing around, a billowing white mist obscuring the body of the oncoming
creature. For only abrief moment, Franklin vagudly saw the face of the thing, the skull obscendly splitin
two asif two or more heads had merged together, or perhaps were in the process of separating.

With agutturd cry, Franklin stood and quickly backed away. Nuking hell, ahowler! The bedamned
monstrosities were one of the horrors of the Degathlands, and nobody knew what they were aside from
death incarnate. The whitish mist surrounding them was a powerful neurotoxin, and even adrop on bare
skin paralyzed a person. True omnivores, howlers ate anything they could reach, and only asingle one of
them had ever been successtully chilled without resorting to anuclear device.

Asthe howler moved through the empty doorway, Franklin drew his needler and fired along burst at the
misshapen thing. The discharged pins hit the howler in the ches, if it had a chest, and punched clean
through doing no visble damage. Shit!

Asthe beam winked out, the cloudy mutie howled in unbridled fury and charged, the deedly tentacles
lashing out in every direction. Stepping to the side, Franklin fired again, sweeping the wegpon’ s lambent
beam sidewaysto try to cut the howler in two, but with no results. The fléchettes passed through the
mist-shrouded body asif it were ahologram.

Keeping to the middle of the store, its tentacles sporeading wide to prevent any possibility of the prey
dipping past, the howler moved directly into the campfire, seemingly unaffected by the crackling flames.

That broke hisresolve, and Franklin turned to pelt toward the rear of the store. He had to get outside.
He needed room to maneuver! But reaching thefire exit, the cyborg found the metal door would not
open, no matter how hard he tried. Then he saw the jamb was bent, warped from the collapse of the
upper stories. Firing hisweapon at the howler for amoment, Franklin then turned the beam on the door
to start cutting out a crude circle. Asthe beam chewed through the predark stedl, the needler in hisgrip
became uncomfortably hot, the wegpon designed for single shots, not continuous operation. The noise of



the tentacles grew steadily louder, and he felt apainful stinging start on the back of hisneck. Curse
Coldfire for never sharing the secret of their force fields!

Glancing nervoudy over ashoulder, Franklin saw the thing was dangeroudy close, the white mist
billowing outward, discoloring the rubber floor tiles. Pulling the Colt, hefired the two live rounds at the
mutie, the muzzle-flash temporarily parting the swirling mist and giving him aglimpse of the cresture
undernegth. No...impossble!

Gagging on vomit, Franklin threw himsdf & the porta with al of his strength. There came the sound of
tortured metal, and for one terrible second Franklin thought the door would hold, then with aloud crack
it swung free, throwing him haphazardly to the ground.

Scrambling to hisfeet, the TITAN agent sprinted into the cold darkness, the sand crunching under his
shoes asthe cyborg propdled himsdlf franticaly toward theville. All considerations of trying to trick his
way insde were gone, replaced by the heartfelt desire to get his ass safely behind that big wall.

Burgting out of the dlley, Franklin took the corner at full-tilt and started to charge across the shatter zone.
Dodging past the concrete K-rails, the cyborg tucked away the needler and fumbled to empty the
dummy shellsfrom the Colt and thumb in live rounds. From behind, the undulating cry of the howler kept
coming hisway, sending achill down hisspine.

Taking refuge behind athree-foot-high K-rail, the cyborg rested the blaster on top of the concrete
divider and put three booming rounds directly into the cloudy horror. The muzzle-flash lit up the night,
and the howler responded by heading toward him faster.

“Help! Help me! Open the fragging gate!” Franklin screamed, triggering the last threeroundsone a a
time, before dropping the brass and struggling to reload. Moving backward, he bumped into adivider
and dropped some of the brass. Panic seized him and Franklin closed the partidly loaded cylinder to
click on three empty chambers before firing two thundering rounds at the howler, then turned and ran for
theville

Straight ahead, he could see dim shapes moving aong the top of thewall, and then there came some
flashes of light from the pinnacle of the Citadd. Mirror flashes? Damn, these primitives were more
advanced than he'd believed possible!

Suddenly the sec men on thewall disappeared and Franklin felt awave of dismay, when therewasa
flurry of movement in the dark sky above. Hitting thewall, he turned and started rel oading the Colt again
just as severd objectsfell to the rocky ground just in front of the grabber, the glass bottles shattering and
bursting into pools of flame.

His hands shaking from the effort to smoothly load the whedl gun, Franklin cursed their abject Stupidity.
Fire had no effect on howlers! Then more objects came pelting down to land in arough circle around the
shambling creature, each metalic tubetipped with ashort length of szzling string. Pipebombs? The
Molotov cocktails had been thrown only to highlight the target!

A split second later, powerful explosionsfilled the night, knocking over aK-rail and sending the howler
flying for severd yards. Asit landed, more pipebombs dropped around it in a precise pattern, and the
series of deafening blasts seemed to shake the world.

Closing the cylinder of the Colt, the cyborg was impressed. Those blasts had been way too powerful for
black powder, or even gunpowder. Could they have found a stash of predark dynamite? No, these were
better than that, but not quite as strong of TNT or C-4 plastique, which I€ft...He smiled. Guncotton!
Fulminating guncotton! 1t seemed that some unsung geniusin the ville had rediscovered the ancient Civil



War explosive. And why not? It was only amixture of cotton filaments and nitric acid. If you knew how,
it could be made from bedsheets and silver jewery. Once again his estimation of the ville went up. Smart.
Clearly, these were extraordinary people. Perhaps this ville could be used for some of hisown plans.
Afterward, of course...

A fusillade of blagterfire came from the sec men on top of thewall, closaly followed by another
bombardment of pipe bombs. Lashing insandly, the howler ssemed to be trying to attack the explosive
charges, itstentacles cracking K-rails and kicking up astorm of loose sand and rocks.

Then there came the sound of heavy machinery dowly building in tempo, then the night was dashed apart
by adiver of light that dowly expanded. The gate was opening!

Dashing forward, Franklin snapped off two more rounds at the mutie in passing, then dived through the
narrow crack to land on hard ground.

All around him sec men were shouting orders, blasters discharging, and the thumping motors dtered
pitch, the massve gate dowing down to now rumble closed. Scuttling away from the ever narrowing
crack, Franklin saw the howler reach the opening and thrust out atentacle just as the gate resoundingly
closed.

Thetip nipped off, the piece of ropy length fell to the ground and wiggled around mindlesdy until asec
man skewered it with an arrow from acrossbow. Lifting it warily, he swiftly climbed abroad flight of
wooden stairsto the top of thewall and tossed it back into the night. An angry cry came from the other
sde of the gate, then the titanic portal shuddered as something rammed it from the outside.

“Still here?” asec woman demanded scornfully from on top of thewal. “Then try this, fucker!” Lighting a
fuse, she threw down a pipebomb and stepped back. A few seconds later there came aloud explosion
from the other side, and then ringing silence.

“Wel?" abig man asked, holding asawed-off shotgun in both hands.

The sec woman looked down and grinned. “He got the message, Chief!” She chuckled triumphantly.
“The howler ismoving back to the ruins.”

“Fair enough. All right, ease off the cannon,” the sec chief commanded, |etting down the two hammerson
his blaster before diding it into aholster a his sde. Therewas dso aBAR strapped across his back, and
alarge knife tucked into hisleft boot. His face was heavily scarred, the overlapping patterns amost
obscuring some sort of a blue tattoo on histhroat.

Only afew yards away from the gate, Franklin saw a sandbag net filled with sec men holding blasters
and Molotov cocktalls. Aiming at the gate was alarge muzzle-loading cannon, astiff fusejutting from the
end like questing antennae.

“Y ou heard the chief,” a plump blond woman said, lowering her torch. “ At ease, ya bastards. The howler
got onelook at Betsy here and pissed itsdlf!”

There came ascattering of laughter from the armed guards and they dung the BAR longblasters over
their shoulders, the burning ragstied around the neck of the Molotovs yanked loose and dropped into a
plastic bucket full of water to hissinto extinction. Barely visible behind the sasndbags was a pyramid of
wrought-iron cannonbdls, along with severa lumpy cloth bags.

Franklin identified canister rounds. During the Civil War, such itemswere made of thin sheets of tin and
filled with hundreds of musket balls. But these homemade versions probably contained only smdl bits of



junk, broken glass, bent nails, busted pieces of pottery, anything the ville couldn’t readily use. But fired
from the maw of a black-powder cannon and the barrage of debris became a shotgun blast of
devadtating potential over ashort distance.

Most likely about six feet past the open gate, the cyborg guesstimated. He didn’t know if the hammering
could have dain ahowler, but it would have shredded anything el se, and &t the very leat, the sheer force
of the multiple impacts would have thrown the mutie back outside again so the gate could be closed.
Clever. Then the cyborg did a double-take at the sight of two of the men carrying canvas bags dung over
their shoulders, the Sides decorated with alarge red cross. What the hell was going on in the ville?

“Now, asfor you,” the chief sec man said, crossing his arms and glowering downward. “Can't say
you've earned alot of friends here, rist, bringing afragging grabber down our throats.”

Rist...tourist? Sprawling on the ground, Franklin pretended to pant from exhaustion. Y es, of course, the
genesis of the word was obvious: tourist. Tucson had once been avacation city, but after skydark,
outsiderswould have been extremely unwelcome, and the word became dang for anonresident.
However, thiswas when the cyborg noticed just how many sec men were stlanding near the gate, their
hands full of blasters, Molotov cocktails, pipe bombs and torches. That was disturbing. TITAN did not
have the secret of force fields like Coldfire, and there was enough weaponry here to digpatch him without
much effort on thelr part.

“I...had no choice,” Franklin started, trying to shift uneasily under the stern gaze. “I was...” Don't say
compelled, idiot! Small words, always use small words! “My dreamsforced me here.”

“Your dreams,” the sec chief said dowly, asif testing the words for ahidden trap. The fellow didn’t look
crazy, but the sec boss had been fooled before.

“I'm hereto find aman cdled Silver,” Franklin explained, dowly risng to hisfeet. “I had adre—A friend
of hisisin terrible danger and needs help.”

“Yeah?Wdl, I'm Chief Stirling,” the big man declared. “ Steve Stirling. Been told that’ sakind of slver.”
The sec boss kept a hand near his double-barrel blaster. “What’ s the name of thisfriend of mine?’

Dusting off his clothing, Franklin shook hishead. “I don’t know hisnamefor sure,” the TITAN operative
lied. “But it' sgot something to do with therain.”

“Rain?’ Stirling laughed.

“Yes Heistdl, very tal, with black hair and only one eye. Carriesa curved knife like nothing | have ever
seen before”

A hush fdl over the crowd of sec men and suddenly not one of the blasters was pointed at Franklin
anymore.

“Nuking hell, that soundslike Ryan,” Stirling whispered. “Not rain, you feeb, Ryan!”

“And he'sintrouble?” abarrel-chested sec man demanded, advancing a step. “Whereishe? Tak fadt,
rig!”

“I do not know where,” Franklin said, dramatically gazing into the sky. “When | deep, there are dreams
and | see digtant faces, events, wars, births...they mostlly cometrue...”

A sec woman gave alow whistle.



“So you'readoomie?’ Stirling demanded.
“No!” Franklin denied hadtily. “I’'m no mutie! I'manorm! Ain’'t nothing like that thing outside!”

Moving his hand off the blaster, Stirling snorted. “Blind Norad, thereain’t nothing like ahowler thisside
of hell, and we got lots of folksin here with alittle mutie blood in’em. So don't worry about that. The
baron has never hung arist for being different. What' s your handle?”

“ Adams, Eric Adams. And | ain’'t no doomie!”

“Sure, sure,” Stirling said soothingly. “Y ou just have dreams sometimes and they cometrue. Hey, no
biggie, right? Everybody dreams.” The chief sec man had an ideawhat was going on here, but if this
Adamsredly was adoomie, then he needed to be handled as gently as a newborn colt. Doomies were
incredibly rare, and even more vauable. Advance warning of adrought, or acid rain or mutie attack
could save the whole fragging ville. Of course, there were folks who sometimes only pretended to be
doomiesto try to get food and shine from the baron. But the cure for that was easy: dit the tendons so
theliar couldn’t run, then toss him naked to the next stickie that happened by the ville.

“Sounds like nuke shit to me, gr,” Lieutenant Edward Rogan muttered in adeep growl. In hisgripwasa
shiny blue Webley .44 revolver, and amachete hung under hisleft arm in alesther shoulder holster. The
brass was |oaded with black powder now, but worked as good as ever.

Advancing astep, the colossdl lieutenant nearly made Stirling look small. The barrel-chested giant had
countless small scarson hisface until it seemed barely human. A gold ring dangled from hisleft ear, and
he walked with a pronounced limp.

Turning, Franklin looked directly at the much larger man. “ The river was deep enough to spare your life,
but not your leg,” he said softly, trying to sound like he wasin atrance and not merely repesting data he
had memorized. “ And you lay unconscious for anight and aday before thisman—" he pointed at the
chief “—came adong to drag you out of the mud, and build afire...”

“Bah, everybody knowsthat story.” Stirling grunted. “Wetdll it over shine a the gaudy house. Now a
red fragging doomie...”

“Y ou worked for the machine that walked like aman,” Franklin continued, asif not hearing the
interruption. “He gave you and three others predark things, machineswith wheels, and rapid-fires! He
stood behind glassthat could not be broken and called himsdlf Delfy.”

“Delphi,” Rogan groaned, his face contorting into an unreadable expression. A hand gripped his blagter,
and helet go dowly. Nuking hell, so thisfeeb was ared live doomie! There was no way anybody else
could know those things, especidly about the invisiblewall that protected Delphi from blastersand
knives. HE d never even told Chief Stirling that detail, and he owed the sec boss hislife.

“Guessyou redly areadoomie,” the sec chief said, seeing the conflicting emotions on theface of his
friend. “ So, what' s this about Ryan being in trouble?’

“Frag that drek.” Rogan’ s eyes glinted in open hatred. “ Do you know anything about Delphi?” The giant
man couldn’t care less about Ryan and the others. They had tried to ace him, and he' d survived only
because of that namdessriver and Chief Stirling. It d been afair fight, and he held the outlanders no
grudge. But Delphi was different. That was a persona meatter, and the last Rogan brother had sworn a
blood oath to find and chill Delphi no matter the cost. Even hisown life.

Stirling stepped between the two and grabbed Franklin by the arm. “ Tell me about Ryan first,” he



demanded. “Whereishe? What' sthe trouble? Talk fast, and I'll fill your pocketswith live brassl Dozens
of roundd Tel me!”

“D-dozens?’
“Guaranteed! Now talk!”

“My dream was about both,” Franklin whimpered, finding it easy to sound frightened by the sec man. His
grip waslikeiron. Perhgps there was just atouch of mutie blood in him, en?*To the far north, past the
Great Sdtisavilleby alake. Therocks are bloodred, the water dark green, and there they shall mest,
Rain and Delfy, but only onewill walk out of the predark ruinsaive...Sometimesit isthe one-eyed giant,
and sometimesthe man dressed dl inwhite....”

“Soundslikeit ain't been decided yet,” Stirling mused thoughtfully. “And I can make the difference?’

“Yed But only if you hurry!” Franklin said excitedly. “ And it may aready betoo late, unlessyou get
there before...” Slumping his shoulders, the TITAN operative began panting for breath as he had seen
real doomies do after avision.

“Beforewhat?” Rogan demanded gruffly. “Talk, rigt!”

Making avague gesture with his hands, Franklin shrugged and reded alittle bit, sumbling to stay on his
feet.

Damn dl doomies! They were wesker than breadcrumb coffee! Chief Stirling snapped hisfingers, and a
couple of sec men rushed over to take hold of Franklin and help him to the sandbag nest. Sitting, the
TITAN operative began to bresthe shalowly, and he wiped hisface with atrembling hand. Apparently
the locals believed his act, as they moved away to hold a hushed conference. Only the plump blond sec
woman seemed to be keegping a close watch on him, asif expecting trouble.

“Shitfire, Chief, we owe Ryan and his people atriplelot for their help with those muties,” asec man
declared resolutely. “If they’ rein for a shit-storm, then count mein to help!”

“And me!” another sec man added, followed by a chorus of eager voices.

“Cut the chatter,” Rogna barked, rubbing the scars on his neck. “The doomie said the dream was for
only the chief and me.” The old wound still hurt sometimes when the acid rain came, and he dways took
it asasign of danger. But was the doomie a danger, or was it Delphi? There was only oneway to be
sure.

“Beddes, therainswill be coming soon,” Stirling added. “Which meanswe |l be hit by coldhearts seeking
shelter, new muties, cannies looking to get fresh supplies of medt.... Therest of you have got to Stay here
to guard theville”

“Mebbe we should check with the baron,” a sec woman offered, glancing toward the Citadd rising from
the center of the ville. “He owes Ryan ablood debt for saving Danid and—"

“Tdl himinthemorning,” Stirling retorted, cutting her off abruptly. “However, I'm leaving right now.”
13 8’ r?!

“You heard me.” Putting two fingersinto his mouth, the sec chief sharply whistled across the courtyard.
“Hey, Hannigan!”



Masked by shadows, the door to a predark auditorium swung open exposing afat man holding alantern.
Behind him were wooden gtals holding the ville horses and mounds of green hay.

“Yes, 9r?" Hannigan asked degpily, fighting back ayawn.

We were tossing pipes, and he was deeping? Lazy fragging bastard, Stirling thought. “Get my horse
saddled! And pack aweek’ sworth of food! Plus adozen pipe bombs!”

“No, get acouple of horsesready!” Rogan countermanded. “ Along with one of the new med kits, plenty
of water, and fill the fragging saddle bags with every pipe bomb they can hold!”

“Ah...Chief?” Hannigan asked uncertainly, glancing a Stirling.

Stirling and Rogan looked hard and long at each other, then the chief nodded grimly. “Y ou heard the
lieutenant!” he bellowed. “Now move your ass”

“YS, S'r!n

A few minutes later, the stablehand returned with the mounts, the iron horseshoes clanking againgt the
cobblestone streets. Dutifully, Stirling and Rogan checked over the packs, then climbed into the saddles.

“Okay, Sergeant Hassan, you're in charge until we get back,” Stirling commanded, tightening thereins.
“Give usamoon. After that, consider us aced. But don’t send any rescue parties! Thisisaprivate
matter, and not ville biz.”

“I’'m sure Baron O’ Connor would say different,” the sergeant muttered, stroking hisbeard. “But since
can't talk to him till the morning, that’ stoo nuking bad for me, | guess.”

“Yeah, you'll beagrunt by dawn,” Stirling agreed.

The sec man dismissed that cavdierly. “Been there before, and till made sergeant faster than you.”
“Fair enough,” Stirling said, extending a hand. “ Protect the baron, and watch your back, old friend.”
They shook. “You, too, gr.”

Waking hisdark stallion toward the gate, Lt. Rogan paused near the sandbag nest. * Y ou better be right
about this, Adams,” he growled in hisunnatura voice. “ Because getting chilled by ahowler ain’'t nothing
compared to what | will do to you if thisis some sort of trick.”

Incredibly, Franklin believed the threat. The big man radiated an aura of danger that was dmost papable.
“Avoid the hollow lands,” he suggested in reply. “ And watch for apainting of awinged horse.”

“Awha?’
“A red horse with wings. Y ou shall find what is needed there.”

Starting to ride away, Rogan shot the man asuspiciouslook asif questioning his sanity, then faced the
gate. “Open "er up!”

With the sound of working machinery, the massive gate began to lumber aside.
“Y ou sure about this, Chief?” a sec woman asked, scratching her cheek.

Checking theload in his sawed-off scattergun, Stirling said nothing. Delphi had walked right up to the



man as helay bleeding in the grass, then walked away chuckling. The nuke-sucker laughed as he | eft
me to board the last train west. The memory burned in hismind. Was he sure about going after
Delphi?Hédl yes.

“Any sign of the howler?” Rogan shouted up to the guards on thewall through a cupped hand.
“Clear asshinel” asec man replied loudly. “But there' s something moving in the ruins to the west!”
“Stickies?’

“Can'ttdl!”

Fair enough.

Bunching the reinsin one hand, Rogan drew the Webley and thumbed back the hammer. He wasn't
afraid of getting chilled, only of failing. Delphi had gotten his entire family aced, and now was his chance
for payback.

Asthe gate cleared the wall, the two sec men kicked their horsesinto agdlop, riding through the narrow
opening and into the featureess night.

Asthe sec men at the controls shifted the gears, the gate dowed its rumbling passage, stopped, soon
closed with a muffled boom.

Hassan hitched his gunbelt. “ Pierpont, Smith, check the juicelines on the diesdls! If we need the gate hot
again tonight, | want it primed and ready! Everybody ese, check your blasters!”

Asthe sec men hurried to their assorted tasks, Hassan strode over to Franklin. “On your fedt, rist,” he
decided. “I gotta keep you off the streets until dawn. Then we both go report to the baron.”

“Yes, of course” Franklin said, reclaiming hisfeet. “ Any ideawhere—"
“Sr?’ avoice sad from the shadows.

Drawing their blasters, the sec men turned fast, then relaxed and hol stered their wegpons. A young
woman stood at the murky edge of the light coming from the acohol lanterns. Shewas paeand dim,
with long ebony hair tied into aloose ponytail. Her clothes were clean but heavily patched, and a coiled
bullwhip hung at her hip. Oddly, the grown woman was cradling apredark doll in her left arm asif it were
aliving child. Sometime ago a child she’ d grown to love contracted the Black Cough and died.
Devadtated by the toddier’ suntimely deeth, thefina straw in alifefilled with hardship, the woman had
lost her grip.

“What do you want, feeb?’ ablond sec man snarled rudely.

“I cameto bring my brother hisdinner,” the woman replied, proffering awicker basket. There were
some raw vegetablesingde, dong with asmall loaf of bread and some smoked mest. “1 heard something
about Ryan...Isthere any word about my husband?’

“Husband?’ Franklin asked in shock. There had not been anything in the file about Ryan or any of his
companions getting married. This could change everything.

“Yes, 9r,” thewoman said with adreamy smile. “I’'m Emily Tanner. My husband isDoc Tanner,
Theophilus Tanner.” Then shelovingly looked down at the bundle of plastic and rags she held. “And this
isour little daughter, Lily.”



The TITAN operative was speechless. What was this? Had Operation Chronos trawled Emily Tanner
successfully from the past? Then he noticed the scorn in the faces of the sec men, and thewild glint in the
woman' sfevered eyes as she adjusted the rags around the doll. Ah. The poor woman was insane, and
had fixated on Doc Tanner for some reason. Wait amoment, the dinner was for her brother.... Could
thisbe Lily Rogan? In hislast report to Coldfire, Delphi had expressed abelief that Tanner might have
had a brief sexua liaison with the former gaudy dut. Now she wasinsane and believed they werea
couplewith achild? How very interesting.

“I'mtruly sorry,” Franklin said, trying to sound believable. “But Doc Tanner... Tanner was chilled, aced
by Delphi.”

The wicker basket hit the ground and the young woman went deathly pale as she tightly hugged the dall
to her chest. “No,” she whispered amost too softly to hear.

“Yes maam,” Franklinlied. “I'm afraid it’ strue.”
Going oddly ill, Lily Rogan turned and walked stiffly into the darkness and out of sight.
Damn, he had hoped for a better reaction than that! Oh, well.

“They'redl aced,” Franklin said softly, gazing upward at the cold and distant stars. “ Or will be.” Just for
amoment, there seemed to be a subtle movement in the heavens, and then it was gone, lost in theinfinite
black.

Chapter Seventeen

Night had conquered the rocky vista of the Nevada plains, and the four wags of the convoy were parked
inarough square around a pair of crackling campfires.

A dozen men were sitting around the doublefires, stitching holesin their clothing, smoking predark
cheroots, Sipping real coffee and sharpening knives. Staying along the shadowy edge of thefirdight, a
pair of troopers patrolled the campsite, their arms cradling shiny new BAR longblasters. A harmonica
played softly, and somewherein the rocky plateaus, ahdlhound snarled defiantly at the moon, the
response of the mutie triggered by its distant canine ancestors.

The double fires had been Delphi’ sidea, to prevent a coldheart, or mutie, from extinguishing onefire and
leaving his man to fight in darkness. Oh sure, the wags had headlights, but first someone had to find the
wagsand get hisassingde.

“Wall, timeto stretch my legs before deep,” Delphi said, pretending to yawn and stretch. “Beback ina
tick.”

The music stopped and severa of the troopers looked up from whatever they were doing.

“Want some company, Chief?’ abony norm man asked, lowering aharmonica. “Never wise to wander
about donein these parts.”

“Héll, sir, nobody should ever go anywhere done,” Cotton Davenport added grimly, working the freshly
oiled bolt on her BAR.

In dark harmony, a hellhound sounded its battle cry at the cold and forbidding sky once more.



“Nothing out there | can't handle,” the cyborg stated confidently.

Reuctantly, Cotton grunted at that, knowing it to be true. The chief waslightning-fast with his
handcannons. “ Ten minutes, and then | come get you,” shereplied gruffly. “Don’'t careif you'reinthe
middle of adump, or choking the chicken. Don’t want you out of my sight for too long, Sir.”

Bemused, the cyborg smiled tolerantly a the woman. Her devotion to hiswelfare was astouching asit
was misguided. When it became necessary to terminate this group, he would make her death as painless
aspossible. “Givemean hour,” he said, hitching his gunbelt.

“Nope,” Cotton said, shaking her head. “ Fifteen minutes.”

“Twenty.”

She paused, then shrugged. “Done.”

“Done,” Delphi replied with ahdf amile, and rose to walk away into the night.

“Him and hiscrazy walks....” A trooper chuckled, spooning more beans from atin can.

“Aw, shut your piehole and go check on Jeffery on thelead wag,” Cotton growled, returning to her
military ablutions. The recelver of the longblaster was sticking dightly for no reason that she could
discover, and it was making her ornery.

Sensing this was not the time or place to chalenge the woman, the trooper stood and headed for the
nearest war wag, still regularly esting the predark baked beans.

As soon as the cyborg was out of the light, Delphi activated hisforce field and breathed asigh of relief as
the soft glow of theimmaterid barrier permeated the darkness. He never redly relaxed until he was safe
behind the impenetrable force barrier or insde aredoubt. There were just too many thingsin the world
these days whose sole purpose in life seemed to be hilling and eating people.

| helped create afew, but not this many! Delphi denoted sourly. It was amost asif Nature was
responding to the Nuke War in a concentrated effort to remove the annoying speciesthat had so
damaged the world.

When he was far enough away from the enclave of war wags, Delphi illuminated his eyes and swept the
darknessfor signs of stickies. He had heard a soft hooting earlier that evening, and knew they had to be
somewhere in the area. Not close enough to be athreat to his wags and troopers, but possibly near
enough to reach in ashort walk.

A cold wind blew over the barren landscape carrying the smell of ancient concrete dust, which meant a
ruin of some kind was rdlatively close, so he headed in that direction. Soon enough, he found the tattered
remains of atruck stop, the restaurant and pumps reduced to only jagged teeth rising from the hard
crystdline ground, the soil obvioudy fused solid from anuke hit.

Wolfweed grew thick in the area, dong with some more of the trip-cursed millet. Staying dert for any
soliesin the area, Del phi inspected the thicket of weeds and was delighted to find ascore of stickies
deegping in apile a the bottom of arad crater. Hisbuilt-in Geiger counter registered letha radiation, but
that meant nothing to his shield, and the cyborg walked confidently through the weeds to pause & the
edge of the depression.

Theforce field kept his smell from the muties, but the soft sound of his shoes on the fused ground caused
them to gtir, and one big stickie raised her misshapen head to deepily glance around and then stare



directly at the unexpected sght of ajuicy two-legs stlanding right dongside their crib. Food!

Standing upright with surprising speed, the hulking femal e raised both of her sucker-covered hands and
inhaled deeply to sound awarning hoot, when Delphi raised ahand and played acolorful beam of light
over the amassed muties. In aningtant, all of them were awake. Severa of the young scurried away in
terror, then dl of the adults formed a defensive wall between the children and this strange two-legs. One
male hooted softly, morein puzzlement than anything e se, his mind swirling with bizarreimages and
idess.

Taking heart at that, Delphi doubled the power to the Educator, then tripled it. Come on, my broken
children, learn, think...learn to think! Put up a rock, pick up that broken truck axle...raiseitasa
club. See your enemiesfall under the blows! Think, my children! Learn to think!

One of the stickies started to reach for the axle shaft, then shuddered and dropped to the ground, athick
fluid running fredy from his ears and mouth. Then the big femade soiled hersdlf, and dl of the children
began to bleed profusdly from their horribly human-looking eyes.

Infuriated at the reactions, the cyborg vicioudy increased the power of the Educator to the maximum
level. Wildly going into convulsions, the family of stickiestoppled to the radioactive ground, frothing and
twitching.

When the bodies stopped bleeding, Delphi turned off the Educator and fanned the pile of corpseswith
his laser, quickly reducing them into charred ashes and blackened bones. Failure. Another failure! But
then, stickieswere hardly even sdf-aware enough to be caled sapient, much less sentient.

Turning away from the dain muties, Delphi strode purposefully back to the campste. Clearly, these
creatures had smply been too crude to accept the advance training. Perhaps | pushed them too hard? he
wondered. Or too fagt? But it really made little difference. He had been ableto fix everything that had
been damaged by that grenade blast from Tanner, but apparently not the Educator. That sophisticated
piece of equipment was beyond any of his makeshift repairs. Such apity. It seemed to kill the stickies
now, instead of awakening their minds.

A subtle motion in the gloomy shadows made Delphi drop into a combat stance, his needler and crysta
rod sweeping for targets. But then Cotton stepped into view from behind a boulder, bracketed by two
other troopers holding longblasters and oil lanterns.

“You'reearly,” Delphi said, holstering his wegpons.

“Heard a hoot and thought there might be stickies around,” Cotton replied, studying the darkness asiif
searching for any hidden dangers. “ Guess | waswrong.”

“No, therewere gtickies,” Delphi grunted, mentally engaging the internal lock on the Educator insde his
pam. “Just not anymore.”

“Fair enough,” Cotton said in acknowledgment.

However, asthe group moved around the boulder and into the twin nimbi of the crackling firdlight, it
occurred to Delphi that the Educator now made asplendid torture device. Adjusted to avery low setting,
aperson might last for hours, maybe even days, writhing in hideous torment under the probing beam of
the mafunctioning Educator.

It would take me yearsto extract afitting revenge from Tanner, the cyborg thought hatefully. So I will
make sure hisfriends diefirg, crawling and begging for mercy, until | findly turn the beam upon him!



Delphi felt himsdf actudly smile. Days of screaming, yes, that would be sufficient. Now al hehad to do
wasfind hisnemesss....

| T SOON BECOME APPARENT to Ryan and the others that it was awise decision to leave the mountaintop
ville as soon as possible. The work on the war wag should have taken them only afew hours, but it was
nearly aweek before it was ready to roll, and for good reasons.

Although Baron Levine had kept hisword and food was ddlivered to them every day, whenever he
wasn't around it smelled odd, and Mildred was soon convinced that the cooking had been liberaly
seasoned with feces. Asfor everything e se—machine grease, replacement planks, rawhide strips,
shine—theloca civies started asking for more and more jack until the prices were astronomica. More
than once blasters were drawn, and the sec men had to intervene—reluctantly. No chillings had
occurred, but it was only amatter of time. The companions had done nothing to cause the passing of the
little doomie Haviva, but apparently she had been beloved by everybody from the baron down to the
gaudy duts, and now the whole ville blamed them for her boarding the last train west. The onusfor the
passing was lashed around them like an infernd millstone.

When their food supplies began to run low, Jak went out hunting and brought back wild rabhits, along
with every pocket jammed full of shiny green leaves. Mildred and Doc recognized the plants askudzu, a
common weed in their time that grew faster than ivy and was harder to kill than horseradish. Y et the
abino hunter indgsted the leaves were not only edible, but dso tasty. After an experimental nibble or two,
the rest of the companions had to agree with that assessment. The kudzu leaves were as Swest as cactus
fruit, and left a pleasant aftertaste in the mouth. After that, somebody aways went along with Jak to help
carry back extrafoliage. Soon the rear of the war wag was well stocked with smoked mest, kudzu, wild
carrots, tree crabs, acorns, pine nuts and barrels of spring water that had been carefully boiled under
Mildred s harsh scrutiny, just in case the locals had gotten to the bubbling spring outside the villewalls
before the companions had discovered its location.

Ryan’srad counter proclaimed the water clean of radiation, but that was the least of the companions
worries. Every night, something large would patrol around the ville, never coming close, but dwaysthere.
The sec men on the wal were unable to find the thing in the torchlight, and even dcohol lanterns
augmented with pieces of broken mirrors were insufficient to the task. Norm, mutie or machine, there
was no way to tell, but the presence of the midnight visitor aced any notions of dipping away in the
darkness. When the companions left the ville, it would have to be during broad daylight. That meant the
war wag had to be in shape for combat, which meant more time on repairs, and hunting, and so on.

But findly everything was ready, and the companions drove the heavily patched wag out of the barn and
through the beautifully carved gates of the ville. The scowling sec men watched them depart with clear
pleasure, and severd of the guardsraised their blasters dightly, but they withheld firing, more frightened
by the devastating power of the predark Kaashnikovs than the anger of their baron. The hatred of the
locals was dmost palpable.

“So long, Shangri-La,” Mildred said with asigh, watching the gates close. A moment later, they loudly
locked, and then locked again. Exodus in stereo. “ Aside from the people, that was anice ville. The baron
was nice, the water clean, plenty of game in the woods and no dave pens.”

“Seen better,” Jak drawled, tucking aleaf of kudzu into his cheek asif it was a chaw of tobacco.

Trundling down the doping hill with Ryan at thewhed, J.B. in the passenger sedt, the big rig jounced
along the forest trail and back onto the predark highway. Every indication of the attempted jacking and



fight was gone; even the thick carpeting of pine needles had been removed, exposing the jigsaw of
cracked asphdt to the crud light of day.

“I was most sure that the sec men were going to try to chill us once we were out of sght of theville”
Doc rumbled, easing down the hammer of hisLeMat and holstering the blaster. “1 am extremely pleased
to be proved wrong.”

“Why waste powder on outlanders dready leaving?’ Krysty stated, her long crimson hair flexing in the
morning breeze.

“Too true, madam. Waste not, want not. We are as aced to them now aswe could ever be.”

Heading west once more, Ryan dowed the Mack and kept a sharp watch on the bushes growing aong
the roadway. A loaded AK-47 rested on the patched bench between the men, along with abox full of
grens. The Molotovs were gone, every precious drop poured into the fuel tanks of the lumbering
Cyclops. The big diesd was running smoothly again, but it consumed juice theway arapid-fire did brass.

“Anything?’ Ryan asked tersely, steering with one hand, the other tight on the gearshift. The transmisson
fluid wasamix of different types of oil and afew predark chemsthat J.B. added to prevent frothing. It
worked, but shifting gears required alot of muscle.

“No, we'reclear,” JB. answered, shifting his glasses to amore comfortable position on his nose. “ Guess
they redly aregoing to let usleave dive”

“Wisemove,” Ryan stated, going to ahigher gear to accelerate the wag. The repaired engine roared with
power and black smoke steadily chugged from the overhead exhaust pipes.

The forest was cool and thick with shadows that morning, the cloud coveringsin the sky abrilliant orange
that amost resembled early daylight. Soon, the dried brown pine needles covered the road once more,
and Ryan eased up on the engine alittle, deciding that traction was more important than speed. Doc often
recited some old poem about such things, but the man could never remember it correctly. Something
about being soft?

“Monkeys,” J.B. muttered, gazing out the open window. “ Something to do with amonkey.”
“Softly, softly, catchee monkey.” Ryan chuckled. “ Thanks, that was preying on my mind.”
“No prob.” JB. chuckled. “I...” He stopped to frown, then sniffed hard. “Do you smell smoke?’

Quickly, Ryan looked over the dashboard, but the few remaining gauges that were still working seemed
to befine. “No trouble with the engine. Mebbe we' re just cooking some grease and ail off the engine
block.” Then he caught awhiff, dark and pungent, amost sweet. Wood smoke!

Suddenly a huge crowd of animal's surged across the highway—deer, wolves and a cougar—all moving
fast. The sght was unnerving. Mortd adversarieslike that would only travel together to escape from a
greater danger—earthquakes, floods or their worst enemy, fire.

Just then, something thumped twice on the roof of the cab. “ Get this shitbox ralling!” Krysty yelled from
the rear of thewar wag. “Theforest isonfirel”

“Where?' J.B. shouted backward. “Behind or ahead?’
“Tothesdes. Both sded”



Fireblast! Forcing himsalf not to look, Ryan concentrated on driving and shoved the stick to the highest
gear while tromping on the floor peda. The big engine responded and the war wag surged forward with

renewed speed.

“Think the locasdid this?" J.B. demanded, tightening his grip on the Kalashnikov. Billowing plumes of
dark smoke were starting to come through the trees, dowly turning day into twilight.

“Nobody who livesin awooden ville would set the bastard forest on fire,” Ryan admonished. “This must
bejust acoincidence. A lightning strike or something.”

The Armorer said nothing, but the expression on hisface clearly stated his opinion of the matter.

“Yeah, | know,” Ryan muttered, hunching his shoulders. The war wag was still accdlerating, but the
engine gauges were starting to creep upward again, too.

More animals charged across the highway in front of the Mack, and aflock of birds and screamwings
flew overhead cawing, tweeting and hooting their terror. Taking agentle curve down the side of the
mountain, Ryan ran sraight into ariver of smoke, the dense band of gray asimpenetrable as any fog.
Curaing bitterly, the one-eyed man turned on the headlights and twin halogen beams stabbed outward to
pierce the swirling fumes and dimly illuminate the road surface. Mentally, the man praised JB. for
ingdling those nukelamps under the hood. The beams were a hundred times brighter than regular wag
headlights, and didn’t drain the batteries. Without them, he' d be stone blind right now, lost in the murky
gloom.

The smdl of burning pine was getting stronger, and the companions started coughing. Pulling out
handkerchiefs, they quickly wet the cloth with their canteens and tied the crude masks over their faces.
That eased the coughing, but their eyes fill stung from the pungent wood smoke.

Shrieking in agony, something dashed out of the burning bushes covered with writhing flames. The
companionstracked the griz bear with their weapons, but, blind from the searing agony, the bear charged
right back into the forest and disappeared in the roiling smoke.

Sowly, the companions were becoming aware of afaint noise, alow crackling that steadily grew in
volume. Waves of heat were coming from behind them and to the right, and there were brief flashes of
reddish light dancing between the densdly packed trees. The fire was amost upon them.

Another mob of wild animals raced across the predark highway, squirrels, conies and ahost of other
small animas. Then something large came out of the smoke to dam hard into the wag, cracking a
headlight. Ryan savagely twisted the whedl to avoid the blurred shape, and the startled face of abull
moose flashed past J.B.’ swindow.

The Armorer burst into laughter at the sight, then blinked and fired off aburst from the AK-47.

“What'd yasee?’ Ryan demanded, trying to look to the right and watch the road at the sametime. Just
then the wag gave athump asit rolled over something small and not quite fast enough to escape both the
fire and the speeding war wag.

“Could have sworn...” JB. gtarted, squinting hard into the cloying smoke. Then he jerked back and
triggered the Kdashnikov again. “ Son of abitch!”

Before Ryan could ask, he saw it, moving through the smoke and flames like some impossible colossus.
It was huge and irregularly shaped, the shdll glistening asif wet and rippling with arainbow of colors.
Then the smoke parted for amoment, and Ryan looked directly at the huge thing. It was the droid from



the redoubt, but the machine was radically dtered. It had only four telescoping legs now, the body was
the chassis of the egg-shaped war wag and there was a projector of some sort perched ontop. Ina
moment, it was gone, |eft behind the racing Mack. Then something stepped onto the highway and started
following after the war wag with remarkabl e speed.

“Fireblagt, the bastard thing must have fixed itsdf!” Ryan snarled, veering wildly away from the machine,
“How isthat possible? | smashed the comp!”

“I don't think itisthedroid,” J.B. retorted, yanking agren from the box. “But the war wag! Doc said the
damn thing was amost sentient. Delphi talked to it like a person!”

“Then the bastard thing was functional the whole time we were therel” Ryan snapped, dodging another
throng of terrified creatures. “ Fragging machine must have been playing possum, pretending it was aced
to hide from the nuking droid!”

“So after we aced the droid and |ft, it took all those spare parts and rebuilt itself!”
“Either that, or thisisanother droid!”

“No fucking way!” Thiswasthe same LAV, he recognized some of the burn marks from the redoubt. So
the bastard machine had been tracking them dl these miles, gathering parts and metal to make jackleg
repairs. Ryan wouldn’t be surprised if there were afew pieces of the speedsters and the two-whedlers
mixed in there by now.

Striding purposefully behind the war wag, the LAV started lancing out shimmering beams of light.
Wherever the stintillating rays hit, atree burgt into flames, the raging fire congtantly building in intengty.

With aguttural cry, Doc dropped down fast, and abeam hit the rear of the war wag, the new green
planks smoldering, the pine sap popping and snapping. In atick it was through and bored out the other
gde, just missing the cab.

“Ryan, stay away from the maple trees!” Krysty bellowed, snapping off wild shots at the dimly seen
machine. “If they’ rejuicy with sap and get too hot, too fast—" The woman was cut off asamaple tree
violently exploded, the noise louder than agren. A dozen other trees began to topple over from the
unexpected blast, a hurricane of sparks swirling outward.

“Fucker,” Jak cursed, ingtinctively reaching for his Colt Python, then releasing the checkered grip. There
was nothing the handcannon could do against this sort of threst.

Swinging up her ZKR target pistol, Mildred took a stance and snapped off three fast shots. Two of them
ricocheted off the egg-shaped chassis, but the third directly hit the crystal lens of the laser. Ingtantly, the
LAV answered back, the energy ray dicing through the thick smoke to punch ahole in the wooden
planks, passing within ascant inch of the physician.

“Son of abitch must have reinforced thefocusing lens!” Mildred spat, lowering her blagter. *If the smoke
wasn't lowering the coefficiency of that beam we d dl be aced for sure!”

Uncaring about the tech talk, Jak and Krysty both put severa bursts from their Kaashnikovsinto the
machine. But if the 7.62 mm hardbal mil rounds did any damage it wasimpossibleto say. Theair was
thick with smoky embersand the LAV kept constantly on the move, staying behind trees and only
stepping into the clear to attack with the laser again. More than once it missed the bucking war wag
completdly, but every hit added more holesin the planks. In short order, the machine wouldn't have to
guess where the people were behind the wood; it’ d be able to see them quite clearly.



Off in the distance, another maple tree loudly exploded, the LAV pausing at the sound before continuing
after the war wag.

Digging into apocket, Jak unearthed a spare clip for the AK-47 and whipped it at the gpproaching
machine. The curved magazine landed amid some burning shrubbery. Asthe LAV waked pag, thelive
rounds started loudly cooking off. Pivoting, the machine began peppering the shrubbery with the laser
until there was no more banging.

“Stupe,” the albino teen said, searching for another clip.

Taking advantage of the brief distraction, Doc went to the front of the flatbed, thumped twice on the roof
of the speeding cab and stuck out his hand near the passenger window. J.B. didn’t waste any breath
asking what the scholar wanted. He smply passed up agren.

Returning to the rear, Doc guessed the distance, then passed the sphere to Krysty.

Slinging the Kaashnikov over a shoulder, the woman took the gren and pulled the pin, but kept her hand
tight on the arming lever until the war wag stopped bucking for asingleingant. In ablur, she whipped her
hand forward and the gren sailed high to disappear in the smoky air. A split second and it reappeared to

bounce off the top of the LAV and explode thunderoudly.

The machine rocked from the detonation, one of its spidery legs bucking. But thenthe LAV righted itsalf
and surged forward, the laser flashing nonstop. A dozen more holes were scored through the planks, and
arear tire blew, throwing everybody to the corrugated floor, which gave Mildred an idea

Scrambling back to her feet, the physician grabbed aflat tire from a pile of rubbish they had been
planning to fix, and heaved it over the Sde. Thetirelanded near afallen tree and began to smolder, thick
smoke coming off the burning rubber to spread out in ablack cloud. Covered with the fumes, the LAV
paused in confusion, and Jak threw another gren. Once more, the machine attacked the fiery bushes, dl
thetimefdling farther and farther behind the war wag. The laser stabbed out blindly and only succeeded
in setting more trees ablaze.

The heat was becoming oppressive, and bresthing was a chore. But al the companions could do was
dampen their cloths and keep firing.

The horn sounded from the cab, and the companions looked in that direction to see Ryan waving an arm.
Krysty rushed over, and he passed her a pipe bomb.

“Curve up ahead!” Ryan shouted, pointing that way.

“Onit!” Krysty yelled in return, and went to the corner of the flatbed to find alikely candidate. She found
one dmost immediately. There was ahuge pine tree covered with flames and leaning dangeroudy close
to theroad.

Asthewar wag raced past, she gently tossed the gren right at the base. They were only afew yards
away when the charge exploded, ripping apart the base of the giant pine. In asplintery crash, thetree fell
across the roadway only moments beforethe LAV regppeared from the stifling chaos of the
conflagration. The companions held their breath but the machine didn’t even pause asit headed past the
fiery tree and took off in anew direction.

“Fuckin’ stupe,” Jak said with alopsided grin. “Whowee, that close!”
“Amen to that, brother.” Mildred sighed, brushing back her beaded locks.



Suddenly the flatbed jounced hard and the companions heard a gurgling splash. Clear water dripped
through severd of the laser holes, and looking over the riddled planks they saw that the Mack was
forging through ashalow creek. The air was just atouch cooler here, and they al bresthed easier while
checking over their blagters.

The sky above them was a solid blanket of gray from the rampaging forest fire, the noise of the burning
woods deafeningly loud. In every direction, maple trees were detonating every few seconds now,
throwing up geysers of flaming branches and shattered bark.

Fighting to keep control of the big rig, Ryan twisted the steering whed sharply to avoid aburning tree as
it came crashing down into the creek. The water temporarily extinguished the flames and the charred
branches scraped aong the side of the vehicle asit passed by. The damp wood burst into flames once
more, fed by the boiling sap insde the battered tree trunk.

Hitting amud hole, the cab listed and the front tires spun fredy, then found purchase. The wag lurched
forward to glance off a broken dab of ancient concrete. Cursing steadily, Ryan brought the it back under
control just intime. More dabs of concrete were lying on the shore, which offered an interesting
possihility. Angling out of the creek, Ryan jounced the vehicle up the bank and the wag was soon
shuddering along the cracked remains of a predark road. It wasjust one lane, not abroad highway like
before, but the farther they got from the creek, the better the condition of the concrete dabs. Within
minutes, thefire waseft in their wake, the road surface humming below their tires.

“Nosgnof theLAV,” JB. said, craning his neck out the window to look behind. “But that doesn’t mean
anything. It tracked usfor ahundred miles, and waited aweek for usto come out of that ville. For my
taste, that’ sjust too bastard smart for any comp or machine!”

Glancing into the dirty Sdeview mirror, Ryan said nothing. The firewas till coming their way, and the
engine was close to overhegating again.

The road turned abruptly to the right, and the one-eyed man yanked the whedl hard to keep from going
over the edge of acliff. Thetires squeded in protest, the flatbed fishtailing out to smash into the low wall
of loose boulders that served as a safety fence. Therear of the wag rebounded as the impact sent a
meassive stonerolling for severa feet, and then they dropped out of sight.

Gaining the roadway once more, Ryan frowned to see that they were running parale to adeep chasm.
He listened for the boulders to hit bottom, but there wasn't a sound. Only a soft whispering wind.

“Dark night, that must be bastard deep,” J.B. observed sourly, craning his neck for a better [ook. “ Better
move off this quick and get us some combat room, just in casethat LAV finds us a second time.”

“No need,” Ryan declared, shifting to alower gear. The tranamission stuck, and he had to pump the
clutch and shake the shift to get the grinding gearsto findly engage.

Squinting through his glasses, J.B. frowned then broke into aragged grin. Less than amile up ahead was
athin black line extending across the chasm.

“Hot damn, abridge!” JB. cried in ddight. “Now we re cooking with microwaves”

Shifting gears once more, Ryan dmost smiled at the twentieth-century expression. J.B. and Mildred were
gtarting to sound like each other more and more these days.

Asthewag drew closer, Ryan could see the bridge was actudly a box trestle made of riveted iron.
Perfect. Even weakened with age, atrestle should still be strong enough to support the war wag. But



soon the one-eyed man could see that the bridge was not designed for civilian traffic. It wasfor a
railroad! There was no pavement, only rusty sted rails and wooden ties with open spaces between them
that showed only air.

Sounding the horn, Ryan warned the others just before ramming onto the railroad tracks. The wag shook
wildly asif hit by abarrage of cannonfire, but he got it moving in theright direction, the tires scraping
along the sted rails, bouncing from one wooden tie to the next. The needles of the gauges on the
dashboard began to jump around madly, making it impossble to seeif the rattling was doing any damage
to the beleaguered diesdl engine. The hood was shaking so hard, the man half expected it to come loose
and crash into thewindshield.

But Ryan forgot about such minor cons derations as the entire bridge gave alow moan, and abrown
snowstorm of rust flakes sprinkled down from the quivering girders over the aged tracks.

Chapter Eighteen

Astherain of corrosion covered the windshield, Ryan activated the wipers. But only the passenger side
worked.

“Sofar, so good!” JB. said unnecessarily loud, studying the tracks ahead for any obstructions. Bridges
were agood spot for coldheartsto try to jack travelers. He' d seen it done many times before. “None of
the wooden ties have fdlen away yet, so | think we' refine. Just keep moving!”

Bracing himsdlf, Ryan shoved the gas pedd to the floorboards and threw the transmission into high gear.
Thewar wag promptly accelerated, and bizarrely the shaking eased somewhat. Must be going too fast to
fal between thetiesanymore.

Hafway acrossthe trestle, Ryan risked a glance outside and saw awhite-water river at the bottom of the
chasm, jagged rocks thrusting up from the turbulent cascade like the broken fangs of prehistoric beast. A
few moments later they were through the trestle and Ryan banked the steering whedl sharply. The war
wag lurched violently, and then was rolling smoothly along aflat grassy fidd.

“Park anywhere. | want to check for damage,” J.B. said, releasing his death hold on the dashboard.
“No prob.” Ryan braked to a stop.

Throwing open the cab door, J.B. hopped to the ground and rubbed his soreleg. It till hurt alittle from
the graze he got back in the dunes, but only alittle. Then apiercing whistle came from the rear of the

wag.
“Incoming!” Krysty shouted, and severd of the Kadashnikovs started chattering.

Samming open the door, Ryan swung out of the cab with the SIG-Sauer in hisfist. Just acrossthe
bridge, smoke was starting to pour out of the trees, announcing the arrival of thefire. And deep within the
murky interior something large was smashing a path through thefoliage. The LAV had found them again!

Emerging into view, the spidery machine paused near therailroad tracks, sending out awhite ray of some
kind to play along the ancient sted!.

Switching blasters, Ryan worked the arming bolt on the AK-47, dismayed a how light it felt. Haf aclip
wasn't going to stop that droid. Nothing they had would, except. ..



Asthe machine advanced to the trestle, aflickering glow started coming from the woods, dark smoke
risng to taint the sky. A scattering of animals burst from the forest to race past the LAV, but it
completely ignored them, staying with the railroad tracks until they reached the bridge. Looking upward,
the machine swiveled in their direction and the laser began to strobe, the rainbow beam lancing out to hit
the gridwork of old beams and punching white-hot holesin the riveted stedl. Moving fast, the companions
took cover, but the crisscrossing girders of the box trestle offered no clear view of them from the other
sde.

“We could run,” Mildred said loudly, “but there’ sno placeto hide. | see only open countryside for
miles”

“Stand here,” Jek declared grimly, hefting a pipe bomb. “Finish now!”
“Everybody out of thewag!” Doc bellowed. “ Kegp on the move! Do not offer agroup target!”

Advancing to the mouth of the box trestle, the LAV paused, temporarily stymied by the fact it wastoo
large to enter the trestle, then it reached out with two legs and crawled on top of the bridge to scuttle
forward, the laser needling out to stab holesin the ground all around the war wag.

The fragging thing wastrying to herd them back into the wag for agroup chill, Ryan realized in cold
certainty. Just how smart wasthisthing?

“Nuke running,” he declared firmly. “J.B., we got no choice. Useit!”
“Yeah, | know,” the Armorer said unhappily, digging in a pocket as he walked closer to the bridge.

Pulling out ametal canister, he yanked thering, flipped off the arming lever and heaved with dl of his
might. Tumbling through the air, the gren landed on top of the trestle, and promptly rolled through the
gridwork of girdersto land on the open array of railsand ties.

“Gala” Krysty whispered, her hair flexing wildly. “Don't let it fal through!”

Asif her battlefield prayer was answered, there came a brilliant white flash, followed by ahurricane of
wind dragging the companions toward the bridge. They dropped flat and dug in their fingersto Say in
place. Next there was a crumpling noise unlike anything they had ever heard...and then slence.

Rising from the ground, Ryan adjusted his eye patch. The LAV was gone, and so was the entire bridge,
aong with large chunks of the cliff on both sides.

“Sothat’sanimplo gren,” Mildred said in low astonishment. “ Never actualy watched one explode. ..
mean, implode before. Impressive. | have absolutely no idea how the thing works.”

“Nobody does anymore.” Going to the edge of the cliff, Krysty looked carefully over the edge and saw
only the rushing white-water below. Nothing could be seen in theriver. The droid and bridge were smply
gone, compacted to the size of pebblesin lessthan thetick of achron.

“WEéll, there sno going back now, even if wewanted to,” J.B. commented dryly, tugging hisfingerless
gloveson tighter. “But without that implo gren, we don’t have a chilling edge on Delphi.”

“Yeah, wedo,” Ryan growled. “He does't know we' re coming, and that’ || be enough.”
“Unless he dso has encountered adoomie,” Doc rumbled in dark consternation.

There was no possible reply to that, so the companions said nothing as they clambered back into the



wag. Starting the engine, Ryan headed west again. According to the map J.B. had checked, Bad Water
L ake was about sixty miles away. With luck, they could be there by early dawn.

Mebbe I'll even get achance to recce that white building, the one-eyed man contemplated. Although he
had agut feding it' d be atriple-smart move just to blow the place to nuking hell.

WITH BRAKES SQUEALING, the lead war wag of Dephi’ s convoy came to ahalt on the pebbled beach of
the huge lake. A few moments later, the other three wags crested alow rise and stopped dongsde the
motionless wag, forming aragged line. Some |oose stones tumbled away from studded mil tiresto splash
into the scummy green water. They dropped through the thick covering asif it was mist and vanished
from sight, the scum rippling outward for afew yards, dmost gppearing to be dive from the subtle
disturbance.

Jagged red rocks rose from the hidden depths of the lake like the teeth of adragon, ancient and
wegathered. Sharp dliffs edged the huge |ake most of the way around, leaving only a scant few breaksin
the sandstone paisades where the doping pebble shore could be easily reached. Severa mileswide, the
lake stretched across the horizon, afoamy vista of dark green, thethick layer of dime broken only by the
occasiond red dagger of rock or the bleaching bones of an aced traveler. There was no sound of birdsin
the air or of waves on the shore, the scum making the water too thick to lap against the hard stones.

With alow hydraulic sigh, the side of the lead wag cycled open and Delphi stepped onto the beach,
Cotton and afew other troopers close behind. A soft breeze ruffled their clothing and hair, the dank air
ripe with the pungent smell of filth and decay.

“What arad pit!” Cotton exhorted, hitching her gunbdlt. “No wonder we never came thisway before.”

“Guessthat’ swhy thelocadscal it Bad Water Lake,” atrooper drawled, scratching his unshaved neck.
The man fdt itchy just looking a the colossa quagmire.

Another trooper grunted in agreement. “ Shitfire, I’ d rather walk acrossarad pit naked than dip atoein
thisstinking drek hole!”

“I heartily agree,” Delphi muttered in annoyance, running a hand across his smooth blond hair. The
cyborg did not recall the lake being in such apoor condition. Had it gotten worse, or were his memory
circuitsfaulty? Briefly, hetried to access any ill-functioning satellites overhead, but there was only the
steady crackle of static from thethick layer of radioactive isotopes blanketing the world just behind the
storm clouds.

Suddenly alow swell lifted the scum and moved across the lake only to disappear down into the secret
depths once more.

“What was that, the tide or something?’ atrooper asked nervoudly, tightening the grip on hisBAR
longblaster.

“Something,” Delphi answered in droll amusement. “ There are mutiesin the deep parts of thelake. They
rarely come to the surface, but when they do, it isbest not to be around.”

“| zero that, Chief,” a sec woman replied with agrim expression.

“Ever seen one of 'em, Chief 7’ atrooper asked curioudy. “I heard tell of seamuties before. Krakens,
they were cdled. Nothing but tentacles and teeth.”



But Delphi said nothing in reply, his eyes narrowed in somber contemplation. Teeth in the water. No,
surely the warning had been for the rodentsin the millet field.

“Mannheim, Caruthers, Beltran! Keep afinger on the triggers of the autoblasters!” Cotton shouted over a
shoulder, unwilling to take her sight off the Stygian pool. “If anything comesinto view from that pest bog,
blast it!”

In response, there came a chorus of metdlic clicks from the Vulcan 20 mm rapid-fires on top of each
wag asthe safeties were released.

Crossing hisarms, Delphi scowled. The four war wagswere al modified formsof aLAV 25,
Piranha-class transport, and were waterproof, capable of floating for days. But therewasno way in
nuking hell hewas going to risk crossing this stagnant pool of toxic chemsjust to save afew days. No,
they’ d have to take the long way around. Unfortunately, both directions were equaly unappedling. To the
north were mountains with deep ravines that might be impaossible to cross, not to mention snow
avaanches, and to the south was the Great Sdlt, and more stinking muties than he could think. Impossible
terrain or nonstop combat. Damned if we do and damned if we don't, he thought.

“Okay, Chief, which direction do wetry?’ Cotton asked, squinting Sideways.

Weighing the options, Delphi started to reply when an internal darm sounded inside his head. What in
the...Son of abitch, the LAV had just been destroyed! And lessthan ahundred milesto the east! He
looked in that direction. But how wasthat possible? The nearest villewould be...Pineville. But the
cyborg had established that was a secure zone, afalback position in case he ever needed to hide from
TITAN. The LAV was programmed to never gpproach the ville under any circumstances.

Which left only four distinct possibilities. The machine might have suffered some sort of mafunction and
actualy was in fine shape but was smply unable to broadcast anymore. That made the most sense.
Second, that some natural disaster had destroyed the LAV, avolcano or an earthquake. Not an
unreasonable possibility. But with the on-board protocolsin effect, that seemed rather far-fetched. Third,
an operative of TITAN could have found the machine and destroyed it. Delphi didn’t like thet idea very
much. It would mean that TITAN was now on the move againgt him, aggressive insteed of reactive. He d
have to gart watching for traps. The fourth possibility wasthe least likely, dmost ridiculous, but the more
Delphi consdered it, the more it seemed to make some sort of horrible sense.

Ryan, the cyborg raged silently. The LAV had to have been destroyed by Ryan, Tanner and the others!
Logicdly that meant they had been hunting for him from the Colorado redoubt wherethe LAV had been
in storage. Which aso meant they were now heavily armed with AK-47 assault rifles and grenades.
More than an equd for histroopers. The cyborg flexed his hand, fedling the weight of the damaged
Educator buried insde his plagtic skin. But not for hiswar wags, and certainly not for him.

“Everybody back inthewagsl” Delphi bellowed. “ Get razor, people, we re heading south!”
“Acrossthe Great SAt?” Cotton gasped, taken aback. “North would be alot easier.”

“And dower,” Delphi retorted. “We have more than enough firepower for anything, or any thing, that
getsin our fragging way.”

“If you say 0, gir,” thewoman relented hesitantly. “But why the rush? Why not take the time and go
around the long way?”’

“Let’'sjust say thet | heard ahoot,” Delphi replied, giving acarefully caculated haf smile.



The rest of the troopers grinned back, taking heart at his bravado.
Blind Norad, they were dumber than stickies.
“Beddes, have | ever steered you wrong before?’ the cyborg added.

“No, sr, you haven't,” Cotton replied, straightening her shoulders. “ Okay, Chief, give the word and we'll
follow you right into nuking hell!”

Good, Delphi mentally noted, starting back to the waiting machines. Because that was exactly where they
were heading.

Straight to hell.

REACHING THE CREST of alow desert hillock, Chief Stirling paused to look around the desolate
countryside. Therewas ablast crater to the south, therill of lavathrusting upward like a picket fence of
spears. But therewas no glow in the air above the crater, so it was probably safe for the two men to stay
inthe area. Just not for too long, the sec chief amended privately.

The weathered ruins of apredark city rose on the horizon to the west: concrete bridges broken off in
mid-span, the crumpled remains of buildings littering the grounds. In every direction around the ruins
were scattered pieces of broken tech, debris thrown wide of the nukestorm and embedded by the
pervasve desart sand: awhite enamel sink with the faucet till attached, the rim of acer tire, atopless
fernae mannequin, the bent hatch to atank, a gravestone, astuffed bear.

Removing the stopper from a canteen, Edward Rogan took asmall sip of the lukewarm water and held it
in hismouth for aminute to alow the tissuesto absorb the fluid before findly dlowing himsdf to swallow.
Aswith everything e se, there was an art to staying dive in the desert.

“What adrek hole,” Rogan commented, scowling at the landscape. There was nothing in sight but
desolation. Not even any treesto offer shade, or atrickling creek. It was the type of place aman would
ride through on the way to somewhere ese.

“Seen worse, but not by much,” Stirling replied, pulling down his neckerchief. Pouring afew drops of
water into a caloused palm, the man vigoroudy rubbed the water over hisface. Damn, it was a hot day!
And there was still along way to ride before reaching Bad Water Lake. What they would do then, he
wasn't sure. But if Ryan and the others were in some sort of trouble, he’ d just head for the sounds of
chilling and watch out for flying lead.

Snorting in reply, Rogan Started to take another sip, but paused at the sound of thin metal fluttering in the
wind. Only there was no wind to be felt thisday. Not even a breeze.

Easing ahand to his Webley, the huge sec man looked warily over ashoulder to see what made the
noise, then he paused to blink in surprise.

“Wadl, nuke me.” Rogan chuckled. “Looky therel”

Turning fast, Stirling leveled his sawed-off aley-sweeper, then lowered the weapon when he saw an old,
predark sign sticking out of the side of asmall sand dune. Surrounded by tumbleweeds, the worn metal
was heavily corroded with rust, but there was till just enough paint on the surface for him to seethe
vague outline of ared horse with wings. A red-winged horse.



“Son of abitch,” the sec chief whispered, resting the double-barrels on his shoulder. “ Just like that
doomietold us about. Think we should have arecce?’

But Rogan was dready off his mount and throwing the reins over aclump of cacti festooned with colorful
flowers.

“Yeah, guess0,” Stirling relented, and did the sameto his own stalion to join the norm standing near the
sgn.

“Okay, now what?’ he asked bluntly.

“How thefrag do | know?’ Rogan muttered, then squinted against the harsh sunlight. There was adark
shadow behind the tumbleweeds.

Approaching the plants asif they were apit full of stickies, Rogan saw they were plastic and lashed into
position with thick nylon rope.

“Markers” Stirling whispered, swinging up his sawed-off again and clicking back the two hammers.
“Thisisacache for somebody. Mebbe coldhearts or davers.”

Or Délphi, Rogan mused, but he did not say that thought out loud. The chief did not know that he had
once worked for the Delphi, only that he hated the bastard and wanted to ace him persondly. That alone
was enough of abond to make the two men friends. The duts could yak about love, but hatred kept a
man strong, like powder in ablaster.

Going to the largest tumbleweed, Rogan |ooked around carefully and grunted upon spotting a
gpring-loaded mantrap in the sawgrass. Moving back afew feet, he found astick and tossed it onto the
pressure plate of thetrap. The rusty stedl jaws closed with aresounding bang that made it legp off the
ground and rattle the chain that anchored it to awooden hatch set flush to the hard sand.

“Watch for another,” Stirling warned knowingly, running ahand over his blue tattoo. “Nobody but a
stupe leaves only onetrap.”

Nodding, Rogan used his machete to probe the edge of the hatch until finding the locking mechanism.
Twigting the blade, he felt the lock give and jerked back fast as a scattergun boomed from the tunnel
below. Dropping flat, the two men heard objects humming past them overhead for afew seconds. Then
there was only silence and aspreading dust cloud that expanded until it was thinned down to nothing. The
noise echoed across the sandy desert for along time.

Easing their heads over the jamb, the two men looked down into the tunnel to see aworn iron ladder
attached to a cinder-block wall, dectric lights glowing dimly from the concrete ceiling. The sec men
exchanged excited looks. Thiswas no trader’ s cache, but abaron’ s bolthole!

Tossing down another stick, Rogan saw there was no reaction from the walls or floor of the predark
tunnd. But Stirling held the man back and threw down a heavy stone. It hit the floor and cracked apart
setting off another blaster hidden insidethewall.

“Bagtard redlly protected his stuff well,” Rogan said in grudging admiration.

“Almost too well,” Stirling agreed, titling back his hat. “If we find any more traps, mebbe we should
moveon.”

“No prob there. | like my guts where they are right now, safeinsgde me.”



“Y ou can load that into ablaster and fireit, my friend.”

Testing the ladder with more sticks and stones, the two men made it down to the floor where they found
atrip wire. Stepping over the wire, they crept around a corner and gasped.

The next room was a storehouse of blasters and munitions. Plastic pallets lined the floor, and meta
shelving covered thewalls, every inch of the depot packed with mil supplies: combat boots,
vacuum-packed fatiguesin clear plastic bags, web holsters, ammo, grens, a pile of canvas satchels
marked C-4 and arow of plastic tubes of unknown function. In the corner, adusty canvas sheet was
draped over something large and irregularly shaped.

“Rapid-fires” Rogan snorted in ddlight, taking an M-16 assault rifle down from awall rack. “ She's
packed with gel, but looks in perfect shapel”

Already at the pdlets of grens, Stirling was checking over the explosive charges for any signsof rust or
corrosion. But they seemed to be in the same perfect condition as everything else. Asif the cache had
only beenfilled afew days ago. That stirred adark suspicion at the back of hismind, but how anybody
giving them afortunein blasters could be a bad thing he had no idea. But instincts honed in ahundred
battles told him thiswhole cache was some sort of clever trap. Stirling just wasn't sure who it was set to
ace.

“LAWS!” Rogan laughed, lifting one of the plastic tubes. “ These are fire rockets that fly farther than
arrows and are hot like adozen bombs!”

Easing down the hammers on his double-barrdl, Stirling gave alow whigtle. “ A man could take over a
villewiththislot,” he sadinacarefully measured tone.

Asif sensing trouble, Rogan turned. “ Y ou saved my ass,” he said bluntly, “and | gave Baron O’ Connor
my word. Never meant much before, but it doesto you.” He said the last word strongly, thrusting out a
finger. “1 want thisstuff so | can chill Delphi, then we give the rest to the baron. Got no interest in
becoming one mysdf. Savvy?’

“Natch,” Stirling said after amoment. Then he grinned. “ So let’ sloot the place, amigo! With these sorts
of blasters, Delphi is gonna be eating dirt by noon!”

“Fragging hope s0,” Rogan muttered darkly, going to the corner and yanking away the canvas shest.
“Mebbethisisaflame-thrower or a—Nuke me!”

With the soft sound of powerful hydraulics, the sec hunter droid dowly roseto itsfull height and took a
single step toward the startled men, the thick sted arms extending to proffer the spinning meta blades.

Chapter Nineteen

The smoke dowly faded into the distance behind the companions as their battered war wag lumbered
aong theralling hillsde. Evening was darkening the world before they reached flat ground once more and
stopped to refuel. The big barrels of diesel were tapped, the juice flowing into plastic bucketswith acloth
stretched over them to filter out any dirt or debris that might have gotten mixed into the preciousliquid.

“Watch for any flashes of light,” Ryan warned, sanding guard while Jak and Doc emptied the buckets
into the rusty stedl fue tanks of the big rig. “Anything bright could be awar wag coming thisway.”

“Or alaser targeting usfor amissile strike,” Krysty added ominoudy, working the arming bolt on a



Kaashnikov. Standing in the rear of the flatbed gave the woman much greeter visihbility, and shewas
keeping a close watch on the setting sun. That was the direction Delphi would attack from if possible,
hiding hisadvancein the dying glare.

“If see, what do?” Jak asked, lowering the empty can to the ground and wiping a sheen of sweat from his
brow.

“Do?" Mildred repeated. “If acontrail Sarts arcing into the sky, we jump ship and run like the blazes!”
“Thank you, Sister Mary Sunshine,” Doc said sarcasticdly, an AK-47 resting in his hands.

“Even paranoids have enemies, Theophilus,” Mildred said, then chuckled, keeping atight grip on the
Kaashnikov. It had amassvely greater range than her ZKR target pistol, and while the scope was low
power, it was better than nothing. Mikhail Kaashnikov had invented a damn fine weapon.

It was funny, the physician redlized, back in her time this was the chosen weapon for the enemies of
America the Soviet Union, Vietcong, Arab terrorists, Colombian drug lords and the like, and here it was
the protector of civilization. Theirony would have been amusing if it wasn't So damn heartbreaking.

“Full,” Ryan announced, tossing the empty fuel can over the splintery wooden armor of the flatbed. It
landed with ahollow clatter on the corrugated floor. “Let’ sroll while we still have some daylight |eft.”

“Milesto go before we deep, eh, Doc?’ J.B. said with asmile, trudging into the rear of the bigrig.

“Indubitably, sir,” Doc answered, soicaly sill on guard. “ And as the poet so wisdly added, we aso have
many promisesto keep err we dareto deep.”

“Likeacing Ddphi,” Jak noted grimly, flipping hisjacket over ashoulder and climbing into the cab. It was
histurn to drive, and he was|ooking forward to operating the big rig. Ever since he saw hisfirst wag, a
steam jenny powering awater pump, the albino teen had liked machines. He considered them to be just
like blasters. Not good or bad. Just toals. It al depended on who was holding the controls.

After removing hisjacket and setting it aside, Jak started the engine and ran a check over the controls
while Doc got in the passenger seat to ride shotgun. The albino teen hunter knew everything had to be
okay with therig, or ese Ryan or J.B. would have told him.

Doc saw the condition of the teenager, and wisdly dipped off his own frock coat and folded it neatly on
the front seet. Even though night was coming, the air was steadily getting warmer. The companionswere
gpproaching the Great Sdlt, avast crystaline plain of sizzling desert and sun-baked rock where nothing
grew but the body count.

Rumbling black smoke from the overhead exhaust pipes, Jak worked the gearshift and brake, and the
Mack lurched into motion, starting across the barren flatlands and steadily building speed asthey headed
directly into the setting sun.

“Milesgo before deep,” Jak said, shifting gears. “Know any other poems?’

“Certainly!” Doc said with asmile, the barrel of the Kaashnikov protruding out the open window. I
have every sonnet written by Shakespeare memorized! Along with most of Milton's* Paradise Lost,’
Dante's‘ TheInferno,” the collected works of Walt Whitman, Emily Bronte, Alfred Lord Tennyson—"

“Anything good?” the teen interrupted, putting alot of emphasis on thelast word.

“But they'redl excdlent...” Doc started, sounding puzzled, then thoughtfully pursed hislips. “Ah, you



mean ribald! Wéll, thereisamost disrespectful limerick about arather specia fellow from Nantucket...”
“Heard it. Others?’

“Not redly, no.”

“Damn.”

Settling into the monotony of long-distance travel, the two men turned their talk to battle plansfor
confronting Delphi. Sowly the storm clouds followed the sun over the horizon and the black velvet of
night filled the sky, the stars twinkling brightly around alow, bloodred moon. Around midnight, the
companions stopped for food and a bathroom break, and to pour the last of thejuiceinto the fudl tanks.
The barrels were deadweight now, bone-dry empty. In less than aday, they would be back on foot. In
preparation for that, Mildred and Krysty started making backpacks of food, while J.B. and Ryan sorted
through the collection of blasters, taking only those in the best condition. There was aminor excitement
when a solie was found hidden under awooden box they had been using as a seet, but the deadly little
mutie was long dead from starvation. However, the knowledge that it had been living among them,
waiting for release to strike was rather disturbing. Stabbing it with his panga, Ryan flipped the corpse
over the side and cleaned the blade.

Just then, a soft hooting came from the darkness and the companions scrambled to get back insde the
war wag. Hastily starting the engine, Jak drove away fast, the headlights sweeping across a group of
gtickies for only asecond before they were left behind. The hoots came louder for a minute as the muties
gave chase, but the sounds faded as the wag picked up speed. Soon there was only the noise of the
diesd and the hum of the predark tires on the hard-packed sand.

“At least they weren't holding any weps,” Ryan stated, easing the safety back on his SIG-Sauer and
holstering the blaster.

“Thank Gaiafor that.” Krysty Sghed, her hair flexing asif anxious. “ That's something | never want to see
agan.”

“ Another good reason to chill that damn cyborg,” Mildred muttered in unaccustomed anger. “ The world
isquite screwed up enough asit iswithout hisinsanity to help thingsaong!”

“I zerothat,” J.B. Sated, releasing the pistol-grip safety on his9 mm Uzi blaster. “The Trader dways said
that if something wasn't broke, then don't try tofix it!”

“ Amen to that, brother!”

Soon there was the faint smdll of sdt inthe air, waxing and waning with every tuft of the breeze. But the
smdll got steadily stronger as the ground changed from stubby grasdand to sandy barrensand findly into
adesert. The companions pulled neckerchiefs around their mouths to keep out the loose windblown salt.
The granules stung their eyes, but there was nothing they could do about that, so it wasignored like so
many of life ssmdl pains.

“Thisisit, the start of the Great Sdt,” J.B. sad, resting hisfolded arms on the top plank of the splintery
wall. “Dark night, we haven’t been here since...” He paused to frown.

“Not sincewe last tangled with Delphi,” Ryan finished. “Y eah, | know. What the frag isit about this
particular dice of hdll that keeps drawing us back again and again?’

“Just coincidence. Thereisn't anything specid about it,” Mildred declared firmly. “ After dl, thisisjust
desert, miles upon miles of hot, dry, sandy nothing.”



“Mebbe,” the one-eyed man muttered uneasily. “But it does make me wonder sometimes.”

“Anything look familiar, lover?” Krysty asked, scanning the plains and dunes around them. The heavy
tires of the wag were kicking up ahuge dust cloud. In the daylight, they’ d be visible for miles. Hopefully,
the same would be truefor Delphi.

“Familiar? No, rocks are rocks,” Ryan replied. “ There’ s nothing specia about anything in the Great Sdlt,
andit'sbeenalongtime”

“I ssem to recdll that we had just left some partidly melted ruins and were trying to reach the mountains
when the stickies attacked,” J.B. said, stroking his chin. “We were near agorge...an arroyo? No, it was
acliff overlooking ahuge greenlake....”

Studying the ground, Ryan felt foolish looking for the tire tracks of War Wag One. But that had been
many years ago. The one-eyed man frowned in concentration. But I’ ve been here long before our
encounter with Delphi, heredized, feding the yearsdip away. | rode this sand with a Colt on my
hip, and my missing eye still giving me headaches just before a rain storm.

With asqued of brakes, the war wag came to an abrupt halt that most threw the companionsto the
floor. After amoment, they recovered and looked over the plank wall to see that the Mack was stopped
near the edge of adliff. Dully illuminated by the bloated moon was avast shimmering expanse of gray that
gretched outward from the cliff for miles.

“We're here,” Ryan said, feeling an odd surge of excitement in his somach. “Bad Water Lake.”
“Can’'t seeathing. Jak, acethelightsl” Doc commanded.

Obediently the headlights went out and darkness covered the land. It took several minutes for their sight
to adjust to the gloom, then Ryan went to the rear of the flatbed to unbolt the hatch and hop to the
ground.

Walking carefully to the edge of the cliff, the companions kept their blasters at hand as they stood facing
the huge lake. Long minutes passed, and there was only the sound of the wind and the ticking of the
cooling engine block. Nobody spoke as they studied the seemingly endless expanse of gray. Therewas
no reflection of the moonlight on the waves, so there was obvioudy something covering the water, chems
mebbe, or scum.

WEe ve seen smilar things before in the Oarks, and Pacific, Mildred noted, crossing her arms. Once, very
long ago, Bad Water Lake had been called Lake Powell. She caught a special about it once on the
Travel Channd. Built to power some hydroe ectric dam whose name she couldn’t recall, Lake Powell
was one of the biggest reservoirsin predark America, and one of thelargest in the world. The rough and
craggy shoreline was longer than the entire west coat of North Americafrom Alaskato Mexico. There
had been severd attemptsto stock the artificia lake with fish, and they’ d dl failed until somebody got
wise and seeded the lake with plant lifefirst for thefish to eat. Then the lake had become a sportsman’s
paradise. But that was before skydark.

Now, acliff extended dong thelake likethewall of aville, impossibleto traverse. Here and there were
broken canyons, deep recesses where the cliff crumbled down to the shore of the lake, offering limited
access. Therock formations were beautiful, rising and flowing adong the shores asif formed by the hands
of aloving sculpter. Gigantic boulders were perched miraculoudly on top of small peaks, and a soft wind
whistled through arroyos asif they had been carved to become musical instruments. Dotting the distant
shoreline were the hulking wrecks of houseboats, huge vessels, two, three stories high, the gold trim and
dlver brightwork still shiny in the Utah sun. And covering everything was athick layer of green scum that



looked as hospitable as an open grave.

“So have the mighty falen. This had been aplayground for millionairesin my time,” Mildred said, resting
both arms on therailing. “They dl tried to build fancier boats than their neighbors, the vessels soon
becoming ridiculoudy expensive. Severa of them wereworth millions of dollars...abaron’sransom,” she
deftly trandated for the others. “They had jetsinstead of propellers, plasma-screen televisions, fireplaces,
wine cdlars, hdiports, everything you could possibly think of, and then some.”

“Thenthewar hit,” Ryan said in atolerant voice. “ These millionaires probably turned against each other
for thelast supplies of fuel and food.”

The physician shrugged. “ Some would have had some weapons on board in case of thieves or pirates. It
wasrare, very rare, but it did happen sometimes.”

“And so their Bacchanalian paradise ended like this,” Doc intoned dourly. “To become a sargasso of
death and destruction. The damn fools probably had enough to start a proper ville, and live in safety, but
no, they each wanted it dl, athousand little baronsfighting over the last few scraps of civilization until
they destroyed themselves.”

“Pride goesbeforeafal.”

“As does supidity, madam,” Doc growled, the cool wind ruffling hissilvery hair. “ And as the good book
suggests, | do not suffer foolsgladly.”

“Corinthians 11:19,” Mildred replied, settling the matter.
“Hey, what there?’ Jak asked, pointing.

Everybody turned in that direction. Far off in the distance was alarge block shape sitting motionlessin
the gently rippling seaof gray.

Pulling out the longeyes, Ryan extended the Navy telescopeto its full three feet and studied the scummy
lake until finding asandy idand located in asmall cove. Son of abitch, thereit was, exactly ashe
remembered. A couple dozen adobe buildings clustered around an open plaza. Ryan thought the ville had
been on shore, but there it was, smack on theidand. He had to have gotten lost tumbling off the cliff. This
wasthevillefrom hisdreams.

No, this place wasredl. | have been there and walked those streets! Ryan frowned. Then asplit tick
later, | awoke milesaway.

“Any idands here from your time, Millie?’ JB. asked, adjusting the position of the wire-rimmed glasses
on hisnose.

“No, thisis something new,” the physician stated, taking hold of the canvas strap of her med kit. Clearly,
from the rock formations, the water level of Lake Powd had lowered over the intervening century. But
enough to form an idand? The land mass would have had to be only adozen or so feet below the
surface.

In spite of the weak moonlight, the one-eyed man could still make out alot of the features of thelittle
ville. It was surrounded by sand dunes set so perfectly around the adobe buildings they were obvioudy
fakes. The streets were empty, devoid of wags, carts of any kind. The only movement came from some
torn curtains fluttering in the evening breeze. A large Y uccatree grew inside a broken house, the
branches going out the windows, the roof serioudy off-kilter. Not a damn soul wasin sight. No sec men
or civilians. Not even ahorse, dog or chicken wasvisble. Just acouple of fat Gilalizardslounging near



some cactus plants. Forked red tongues lolled from the open jaws, and the rainbow-speckled hides of
the lizards glinted brightly in the moonlight asif they were made of polished metal.

“Easy swimtoidand. Any sharks?’ JB. asked, scowling at the featureless gray expanse.

“No, just gamefish,” Mildred replied. “Nothing dangerous that would frighten the touristslike pike, or
barracuda. Much lessa great whitel”

Just then, something broke the surface of the lake, causing alow swell to rise and move across the water
for along distance, then disappeared into its depths once more.

“Then again, | could bewrong,” Mildred rlented sagely, rubbing the back of her neck.
“Don't...don’'t | know thisplace?’ Doc asked so softly the words were amost lost in the breeze.

That made Ryan pause and lower the Navy telescope. Those were amost the exact same words the old
man had said when they’ d met for thefirgt time. Suddenly the one-eyed man had the feding that huge
pieces of the puzzle about skydark and the redoubts were moving closer together, almost near enough
for him to get aglimpse of what was actudly happening. ...

Squinting hard, Krysty suddenly pointed. “What' sthat?’
Bright lights suddenly appeared acrossthe bay.
Moving fast, the companions dropped flat to the ground, drawing their blasters and clicking off safeties.

Adjusting the focus on the scope of his Steyr, Ryan swung back and forth in gentle arcs until locating the
aray of lights.

“Wags,” he whispered unnecessarily, knowing the distance was far too grest for the sound of avoiceto
carry. It would probably take a blaster shot a second to get there, if it could reach that far.

“How many?’ J.B. demanded, wiggling his glassesfor a better view. But it was hopeless. To him, the
lightswere merely bright smeary blobs.

“Four sets of headlights,” Ryan reported, sucking a hollow tooth. Then he got them in focus. Shitfire,
thosewere LAV 25 armored personne carriers. Two of them had 20 mm Vulcan miniguns mounted on
top, while the others had something el se, but he wasn't sure what they were. The hullswere
camou-colored, the splotches of green, red and brown dotted with gray smears from soft lead bullets
ricocheting off the resilient predark armor. All of the machines were equipped with tires and treads,
making them able to drive on land or acrosswater. Suddenly that idand didn’t seem so distant or
unreachable.

“Whoever thesefolks are, they ridingin LAVS,” Ryan stated bluntly. “ Two with aVulcan, and two with
what lookslike...” Therewas abright flash of red and orange. “Y eah, they're flame-throwers. A
screamwing attacked and they fried it inflight.”

“Damn good shooting,” Mildred praised in agrowl. “ This has gotta be Delphi.”
“Makessense”

“Gala, we have no chance againgt four of those predark war wags,” Krysty stated bluntly. “ Remember
those e ectric motorcycles Delphi gave the Rogan brothersto try and ace us? If these are mil versions of
anything like those, | say we scrub thisrecce and leave.”



“I agree,” JB. sad, thewordstasting like ash in his mouth. “We are outclassed and outgunned. I'd go up
againg one, or even two of them, but four...” The man didn’t finish the gatement. Heredly didn’'t have
to.

Infuriated, Ryan was forced to agree and started to say so when door opened in the rear of the armored
wags and people climbed out and into the light. There was a score of men in matching camou jumpsuits,
along with abusty blond woman carrying severa blasters. She seemed to be in charge; everybody
jumped when she pointed at something. Then athin man stepped out of the crowd and walked to the
very edge of the cliff to stare down at theidand.

Cold adrendine flooded Ryan at the Sight. The fellow wastall and thin, with blond hair plastered against
his head. His clothing was different from the others', asmooth tan in color clear. A holstered blaster at
his hip, and there was some sort of glass, or crystal rod, tucked into a shoulder holster. Walking along
the precipice, the man moved with adight limp, then he turned away from the others and raised ahand
and sudied the glowing pam in private.

“Delphi,” Ryan whispered, putting awedth of raw emoation into the single word. Working the arming bolt
of the Steyr, the Deathlands warrior set the crosshairs directly on the chest of the hated cyborg. The wind
was puffing from the left, which wasn't good, but he could compensate. The range was extreme, but he'd
once aced an enemy even farther away. One pull of thetrigger and it was al over. Doc would be free,
and the danger ended. The coldhearts would fight among themsalves over control of the LAV's, probably
destroying the machines and one ancther. It couldn’t be better. Then I’ d be free to recce the blasted
idand, Ryan thought.

Pulling in along breeth, he held it for amoment, then stroked the trigger. The muzzle-flash was il vishble
when he tracked the longblaster to the left, where the wounded man would fall, and hefired again, then
shifted to the right and fired twice more.

The shots were executed swiftly, and Ryan rode out the recoil of the last shot asthefirst 7.62 mm
hollow-point round arrived like silent thunder. Doubling over in pain, the cyborg grabbed his ssomach as
blood gushed from the hideous wound. Stumbling to the left, Delphi recoiled asthe next rounds arrived,
but there was no blood, and he didn’t seem affected in any way.

That was when Ryan saw two black blobs hovering inthe arr just in front of the cyborg, and inginctively
understood those were his bullets. Fireblast, the bastard had turned on hisforcefield! the one-eyed man

thought.

Sowly straightening, Delphi removed his hands from the bloody cloth, gpparently undamaged, and
brushed away the bullets hovering in front of him like flies stuck in amber.

The big blonde and the other uniformed sec man were running around in confusion, firing their BAR
longblasters at nothing in particular. Swinging his head back and forth like adroid scanning for targets,
Delphi suddenly paused and looked directly at Ryan far across the midnight bay, and smiled.

The sght was unnerving, but Ryan fired two more rounds directly into cyborg' sface, the 7.62 mm dugs
damming to adead stop inches away from his grinning visage.

Dephi shouted something over a shoulder, and the two war wags with cannons on top began to spit
flames

Bursting into action, the companions rose to race away from the edge of the cliff, but therain of 20 mm
shellsarrived a heartbeat later and the ground erupted in powerful explosions. Salty dust filled thear asa
section of the cliff broke away with Ryan yards away from safety.



“Gaig, no!” Krysty screamed, advancing a step. But there was no reply from within the swirling dust
cloud.

Chapter Twenty

From within the moonlit cloud, ahand raised into view and grabbed hold of the sawgrass. Asthey
clenched into afist, blood seeped from between calloused fingers as Ryan pulled himself over the
precipice and got an elbow onto solid ground.

Finished reloading, the 20 mm miniguns began to hammer away once more asthe rest of the companions
rushed forward to grab the one-eyed man and haul him away from the crumbling edge. Scrambling to his
feet, Ryan charged for the war wag a second before the shells arrived, the barrage of detonations
throwing up gouts of flame and creating adense swirling cloud of dirt and sdlt.

Taking refuge behind the war wag, the companions heard alow rumble and another section of the
weakened cliff broke away to plummet to the shore in astentorian cascade. After afew minutes, the
incoming fusillade of shells stopped and an eerie Slence covered the land. There was only the panting of
the companions and the soft pattering of loose rocks tumbling off the cliff to the shore below.

“Dark night, that was close.” J.B. exhded, wiping hisface with the back of agloved hand. “Too damn
closefor my taste!”

“Wall, | wasn't going over asecond time.” Ryan coughed, then hocked and spit brown onto the rocks.
“That wasfor nuking sure!”

“Now what?’ Jak asked in rea concern, hefting his Kadashnikov rapid-fire. “Blasters chew Mack apart
when get closg!”

“And there’ sno damn cover to hide behind!” Krysty cursed. Each of the companions was coated in
grainy white, looking like something that escaped from ashdlow grave.

“Doesn’t matter if werun or Say to fight,” Doc rumbled darkly. “In just afew moments, we shdl bein
plansght.”

“Which leaves us only one choice,” Ryan declared grimly, pulling a butane lighter from his coat pocket.

THE SOUND OF ENGINES filled the air, constantly punctuated by random blasterfire as the four predark
war wags rolled aong the edge of the cliff. Oddly, the dust cloud located where the outlanders had been
was thicker than ever, the grayish white of the salty sand rapidly becoming an impenetrable brown.

“I don't likethis,” Delphi muttered, squinting &t the thickening clouds. “Full stop!”

“And hit the headlights,” Cotton added grimly, looking suspicioudy through the windshield. Between the
arborne salt and smoke it wasimpossble to see athing in the night. Visibility wasless than twenty paces.

“Surething, Chief,” Jeffery said, braking the lead war wag to afull stop and pulling out aswitch on the
dashboard.

Instantly, four sets of brilliant beams stabbed out into the thickening fumes. There were only vague shapes
shifting in the dark cloud, then flames rose high, adding abright hao of illumination that slhouetted what



remained of the big Mack rig and wooden flatbed.

“Holy nuking hell, their wag ison firel” Jeffery shouted in delight. “No chance of the bastards getting
awvay now!”

“Mutie shit, it'satrick!” Cotton growled, grabbing the mike from the celling. “All wags, triplered! Thisis
an ambush! Repedt, thisisa—"

But that was as far asthe woman got beforethe LAV 25 to their left violently detonated, astaggering
firebal expanding from within in atitanic roar. Broken pieces of the armored chassis and bloody chunks
of flesh dammed into the other three wags, denting one and smashing the front windshield of another.

Asthe wag was buffeted by the concussion, Delphi suddenly redlized what had happened. Ryan and the
others couldn’t run, or hide, so they’ d set their own wag on fire to create a protective smoke screenin
order to ambush the convoy. The plan was audacious, dmost insane, but it had worked, and in asingle
ingtant the cyborg had lost aquarter of hisfighting forces.

Enjoy your victory, Ryan. It'syour last, Delphi railed silently.

“Openfirel” he belowed into his hand, the words bizarrely echoing throughout the three remaining
predark wags.

It took only a heartbesat for the gunnersto unlimber their blasters, and soon crisscrossing streams of 20
mm shellswere randomly hammering the murky ground, throwing more dirt and salt into the air, making it
even more difficult to see. Jeffery cut loose with the flame-thrower, the hissing column of firelicking
acrossthelandscapein hdlish fury.

Suddenly the burning wooden wag lurched into motion and charged forwardtoramintoaLAV 25. The
front grille of the Mack crumbled from theimpact, the lightweight metal and chrome doing no damage to
the heavy stedl-aloy armor of the predark war machine. But the big diesel engine surged with power, the
burning tires dug into the loose soil and the Mack began forcing the LAV sideways, heading directly for
thediff.

“Acethedriver!” Delphi screamed, pulling out his crystal wand and pointing it at the flame-enshrouded
cab. But there was nobody in sight behind the whedl. Bastards had to have rigged it somehow, the
cyborg guessed, tightening the grip on hiswegpons. Jammed a stick on the gas peda and lashed down
the steering whedl. Not a bad trick, but surely the LAV could easily escape such a crude trap!

Black smoke gushing from the louvered exhaust ports, the LAV lurched into action, trying to angle awvay
from the ragged cliff. But the smashed chassis of the Mack was tangled on the armor frame of the LAV,
and the battling machines began to curveinto the dense cloud and out of sight.

“Harrison, shoot the outlander wag with your cannon!” Delphi yelled into hisglowing hand. “Blast
yoursdlf fregl”

“No need, chief!” the trooper shouted over the sound of grinding gear. “1 can get usfree!”

“That wasan order!” Cotton bellowed, hunched over asif charging into afight. “Use the fragging
cannon!”

“Not going to waste brassfor alousy...Nuking hdl!”

As Dephi switched his eyesto the ultraviolet spectrum, the cloud dramaticaly thinned and he clearly saw
the struggling LAYV and Mack truck go over the edge.



“Harrison, talk to me!” Cotton demanded, fearing the worst. “Harry!” But there was only silence.
“It'stoo late,” Delphi said smply, hiswords amost awhisper.

Piercing screams came from the celling speaker of the control room, closely followed by adeafening
series of metdlic crunches, shattering glass, indescribable banging, clanging, then awatery splash and
dlence

Stunned beyond words, Delphi could only stare at the empty section of cliff. It wasincredible! Ryan and
his people had taken out two of hisarmored personnd carriersin only afew minutes! How was that
possible? Just for a second, the cyborg tasted fear, then he shrugged off the useless emotion.

If I want to live, think fast, and move faster, Delphi rationdized. Thiswasit, chilling time. No more
finesse or clever plans. Just bare-knuckle bloodletting. Get clear of the smoke, establish anew firebase,
lay down suppression fire, bracket the targets, then kill them al.

“Wags, retrest at full speed!” Delphi commanded into hishand. “ Don’t turn around, just move!”
“Get the fuck out of this cloud, people,” Cotton roared into the mike, “or we' re shit in acan!”

Working the controls, Jeffery didn’t even bother to reply as he threw the transmission into Reverse and
tromped on the gas pedd. With alow rumble, the LAV’ s engine engaged and the mil wag started moving
swiftly away from the murky cliff. But it traveled only afew yards before something bounced off the
windshield, then exploded, hard shrapnel peppering the armored hull. A thin crack appeared in the
predark plastic and bitter smoke began to seep into the control room.

Grabbing Cotton, Delphi hauled the sec woman to the floor as two more grens hit the windshield and
violently detonated. Theresilient mil plastic shattered into amillion jagged pieces asit blew into the
vehicle, cutting Jeffery into shreds, hisdeath cry lost in the sound of the razor-sharp debris ricocheting off
theinterior walls, gunracks and sests.

The shardswere il falling as Dephi and Cotton crawled aong the short passage out of the control room
and to the rear cargo area. There were four other troopers standing near the exit hatch with longblasters
intheir hands, unsure of what to do.

Still in gear, the LAV continued to roll dong backward, without direction. Every bounce shook the
damaged transport, and loose itemsrolled around the corrugated floor to get dangeroudy underfoot.
Strapped into position, the side gunners hung limply in their chairs, red blood dribbling from their tattered
clothing, pointed pieces of windshield sparkling from the countless smal cuts covering their gory bodies.

“Grab whatever you can, boys,” Cotton ordered, taking amixed bag of ammo and grensfrom apeg on
thewall. “These nuke-suckersredly screwed the mutie when they tangled with usl” Therewasatrickle
of warmth on her cheek, but the sec woman stoically ignored the minor wound as she loaded aclip of
tracer brassinto aBAR.

Wordlesdy, the men nodded and started to fill their pockets with brass and grens.

“Stay low, and only shoot when you clearly seethe outlanders,” Delphi commanded. “1 don’t want any
of my people aced by friendly fire.” Actualy, hedidn’'t giveadamnif they died. Hejust did not want
them getting in the way when he went after Ryan and Tanner. When thiswas over, he'd chill everybody.

As Cotton and the other troopers got ready, Delphi yanked apand off the wall, exposing a series of
glowing buttons. “Ready?’ he asked.



Taking adeep breath, Cotton worked an arming bolt. “Rock and roll, chief.”

Pressing the buttonsin order, there was a series of dull thuds from the corrugated floor, and asection did
asdeto reved sandy ground streaming past the opening. Without a pause, the cyborg dropped through
to hit the dirt and go flat. A moment later, Cotton dropped from the LAV, followed by the othersin tight
formation. Sdlty dust filled the air, and it was hard to see clearly, but amoment later, the shadow of the
LAV 25 was gone and they were clearly bathed in the bright halogen headlights.

Frantically, Delphi and Cotton dived to the sde, but the others moved too dow and blasterfire tore three
of them gpart before they could get out of the lethd illumination.

Triggering their Browning Automatic Riflesin tri-burdts, the troopers hammered the swirling cloud with
heavy rounds. But there was no answering cry of pain to announce ahit.

Listening hard for any sound of the hated outlanders, Delphi watched the LAV 25 veer off randomly to
daminto adune. Therear hoisted upward and the whedl sl eft the ground. Stuck in place, the machine
continued to run, the front whedls starting to dig down into the crystaline soil, throwing more sdt and
sand into theair.

Moving away from the shuddering vehicle, Delphi saw the cliff had collgpsed completdly to form asort of
rough steps leading down to the polluted lake. At least | have an avenue of escape if necessary, the
cyborg noted hitterly, flexing his hand. The Situation was quickly getting out of his control, and awise
man knew when it wastimeto go. Not yet. He still had alot of chilling to do first. But soon.

Struggling to shove afresh clip of brassinto the open breech of hislongblaster, Caruthers flinched and
dropped the weapon to grab histhroat. Blood was spurting out in pulsating arcs, aleaf-shaped throwing
blade buried to the hilt in the Sde of his neck. Asthe dying man toppled to the ground, Delphi calculated
the angle of trgectory to throw the blade and sent asizzling ray from the crystal rod in that direction,
followed by aburst of fléchettes from the needler. If he hit anybody, there was no way to tell. How had
this battle turned so fast against him? The convoy had four armored vehiclesto Ryan' sold piece of
homemade junk, and yet the outlanders werewinning! It wasimpossible! Intolerable! The cyborg
scowled. He should have been traveling with ahundred hunters, instead of leaving them to guard the
redoubt. Those would have donethejob, easily daying Tanner and the others.

Then afiery flower blossomed in the cloud. Delphi recognized it asthe muzzle-flash of aKaashnikov and
ingantly raised hisforcefied. The hail of hardball roundsloudly zinged off theimmeateria barrier, more
coming from another direction in the night, and then till more. He replied with the needler and laser, only
redizing at thelast second that the bright energy beam was how they were finding him. Reluctantly, he
shesthed the rod and flexed his hand to activate the mafunctioning Educator. It hummed to lifeinsde his
flesh, and he moved it inadow arc, blindly trying for achill. A gren camefdling from above to detonate
over the cyborg, the hot shrgpnel churning the ground around his shield but completdly failing to
penetrate.

“Herel am, Tanner!” Delphi shouted. “Come and get mel” But the only reply was another thrown knife,
two grens and more blasterfire.

Murky figures moved toward the trapped wag and the last LAV 25 unleashed a shuttering stream of 20
mm shellsto pepper the ground and doping dune. An anguished cry told of a hit, but Cotton grimaced
when she recogni zed the voice as Mannheim’s. Shitfire, another man lost! The trooper tried to kept
mental count of the aced, but it was hard to think. The noise of the furious battle was becoming
deafening. Hot lead was flying in every direction. Grens detonated louder than thunder, and the 20 mm
blaster congtantly burped short burstsinto the fray. But then Cotton detected anew sound among the



chaos, low and dull, amost mechanica. And it was coming siraight toward her.

Chapter Twenty-One

As Cotton siwvung up the BAR, she pulled out the sawed-off 12-gauge and started forward grimly. The
smoky cloud was starting to thin, and the woman scowled at the unexpected sight of two men on
horseback riding toward the fight. For a single moment, Cotton thought they might be coldhearts, but
then she saw that their clothing matched and that they were packing rapid-fires. They had to be sec men!
But where had they come from? There wasn't aville around for ahundred miles! But it didn’t redlly
matter. If they weren’t her men, they had to be chilled. That wasalock.

Staying low, Cotton tried to get a bead on the newcomers when something metallic cameinto view
trailing after the two big men. Nuking hell, she thought, it was a predark machine of some sort! Thelarge
cylindrica body was made of shiny stedl, and there were armored treads underneath, rocketing the thing
forward dmost as fast as ahorse could run. Which meant it was alot quicker than any person on foot.
There was a smooth dome on top bristling with antennag, and the thing sported two crazy red eyesthat
spun around in every direction. FHexing meta arms extended from the sides, each of them tipped with
spinning buzz saws.

“Mother of night, asec hunter droid!” Delphi gasped, firing the HK needler and the laser at the war
mechine.

The sizzling red beam struck the droid and seemed to be absorbed, but the Stainless-stedl fléchettes
bounced off wildly, some of themn coming back to impact the cyborg' s shield. In the gloom, adistant
figure cried out, hisintestines dithering out of atattered bely like atangle of oily snakes. Focusing on the
fellow, Delphi cursed when he saw it wasn't Tanner or Ryan.

Just then, two horseback riders galloped past the cyborg, firing M-16 assault rifles a point-blank range.
But the 5.56 mm hardball rounds rebounded harmlesdy from hisforce field, and he shot one of them in
the arm with hislaser, the other with the needler, before they vanished into the billowing cloud. How
bizarre, the cyborg thought. One of them resembled Edward Rogan. But that was impossible. The Rogan
brothers had dl been chilled and buried long ago. He paused. Or had they? Quickly, the cyborg set the
laser to full-power, minimum aperture, and swept the battlefidld, trying for aquick chill.

Incoming lead and sted pounded the shield from severa directions, and another rain of grenswas
augmented by alarge homemade pipe bomb. The combined detonation rocked the cyborg, amost
making him fall, then ingpiration hit, and Delphi reached out with his EM implantsto seize control of the
droid and turn it againgt the outlanders. But try as he might, there was no answering signa from the droid.
It spun around and charged directly for him, asif locked on to his broadcast.

Standing his ground, Delphi stabbed out with the laser and needler, the dudl weapons savaging the droid,
removing an arm and melting an eye. But the machine kept coming, as unstoppable as the risng moon.

“The metal thing is after the chief!” atrooper bellowed, swinging up hisBAR and firing atri-burst at the
machine. “Chill the fucker!” The hail of hot lead hit the chrome dome, doing scant damage. Then the
machine saw the man, the twin saw swinging in opposte directions. They heard the horrible sound of
sted cutting flesh. The trooper shrieked for a brief moment, then blood sprayed high as hefdll to the
ground in ragged pieces.

“Nuke-sucker aced Immy!” Cotton yelled. “Light it up!”



The servo motors of the LAV 25 whined into life as the 20 mm Vulcan swiveled on top of thewar wag
and then the blaster started vomiting flame. The shells hit the ground near the machine, throwing out gouts
of sand. Nimbly, the droid dodged to the side, then grabbed the predark APC in adeadly hug. Sparks
flew like fireworks as the spinning blades dug into the steel armor, dowing chewing a path insde the
machine. Rounds poured from the blasterports, the muzzle-flames stabbing outward, but the angle was
wrong and the BAR longblasters couldn’t get a bead on the attacking droid.

Withdrawing the blades, the droid wrapped its arms around the barrel of the VVulcan minigun and yanked
the rapid-fire free to the sound of screeching metal. The sec man operating the weapon screamed as his

hand came away minusfingers, life pumping from the ragged nubbins of flesh. Tossing away the minigun,
the droid plunged the buzz saws through the unfortunate man.

Lurching into action at the ghastly sight, Cotton sprinted back to the LAV trapped against the dune.
Clambering ingde, she activated the flame-thrower and aimed the blazing column of jellied fud at the sec
hunter droid and fired. Covered in flames, the droid reached out to grab the fluted nozzle of the weapon
and crush it tight. From inside the wag there came arrattling hiss, then the seals blew and the interior of
the wag was flooded with burning chems. Cotton screamed briefly, then the fudl tanksignited and the
wag detonated along with the ample stores of munitions, the double explosion ripping the droid apart, the
sparkling debris flying through the cloudy air dong with the tattered norm counterparts.

Therain of destruction fell across the churned ground as a horse ran past Del phi without arider, and the
cyborg knew the two newcomers were now on foot. Fools. Trying to lure them close, the cyborg trained
the Educator on agadloping horse. Gavanized asif hit by lightning, the animd went gtiff, the muscular
body shaking al over. Foam began to drip from its mouth, and itslegs buckled as the stallion toppled
over to commence jerking irregularly, somelong plastic tubes sticking out of the saddle bags breaking
gpart and spilling out pieces of predark rockets. Turning off the device, Delphi saw theanima go limp as
drops of red blood started to bead its hide.

“Hear that, Tanner?’ The cyborg laughed. “ Y ou're next, old man! And then I’ll go back intimeto
pleasure your wifel”

But the outrageous lie yielded no results. Either Doc Tanner had not heard the threet, or he didn’t believe
it, which was much morelikely. A blind fury boiled within the cyborg. Cotton was chilled, the LAVsS
were destroyed, time to end this now!

Expanding hisforce fidd to the maximum range, Delphi moved rdentlesdy through the swirling fumes,
triggering hiswesgpons at anything that moved, no longer caring if he aced some of his own troops.

K EEPING THE SLAB OF BROKEN plank in front asashied, Ryan stayed low and fired the Kaashnikov at
the smadll area of clean air that moved within the swirling, acrid fumes of the burning wag and tires. The
damn cyborg never realized that the force field that protected him aso made him easy to spot. The plan
had been to try to lure Delphi to the cliff and throw him into the lake. Doc had said that hisforcefield
stopped working when it got wet. But the cyborg was crafty and was keeping asfar away from the
crumbling edge as possible.

A wounded trooper lunged for Ryan and hefired the AK-47, blowing away histhroat. Asthe corpse
sagged to the ground, the twitching hand triggered the BAR, atrio of rounds hitting the plank and
damming it out of Ryan’sgrip. The wood went airborne and disappeared in anew volume of smoke
from the three burning LAV's. Fireblast!

Working the bolt on the Kalashnikov to clear abrassjammed in the gector port, Ryan found the clip



empty and tossed the rapid-fire away. That had been the last reload. Now he was down to the Steyr,
SIG-Sauer, afew grens and the panga.

A heated barrage of roundstold him that somebody had more ammo for their BAR, and Ryan stayed
low as he moved across the sandy ground. His eye was stinging badly from the airborne sdlt, but there
was nothing he could do about that right then except ignore the pain. Pieces of smoldering metal and
steaming chunks of bodieslay everywhere, spent brass lying golden among the sllvery grains of sdt and
sand.

The telltale boom of the LeMat proclaimed that Doc had aso run out of brass for the predark AK-47.
Then the Uz chattered, abrief Stutter of flame pinpointing the location of J.B. in the smoke. A red beam
lanced across the battleground toward the Armorer, and he ducked, barely in time. Bresking into afull
run, Ryan pulled out the panga. Come on, feeb, usethat las just once more time, Ryan urged silently.

A dark shape rose from behind a chilled horse and stedl flashed mirror bright as atrooper stabbed at
Ryan with aBAR, the bayonet gleaming like polished death. The bayonet knocked the Steyr aside, and
the one-eyed man swung the pangato dice his attacker across the chest. Lurching away, the trooper
tried to am the longblaster, but ssemed unable to find Ryan even though the Deathlands warrior was only
ayard away. Attempting to pull the trigger with shaking hands, the pa e trooper staggered, drool flowing
from hisdack mouth.

Knocking asde the BAR, Ryan mercifully leveled the Steyr and shot the man in the forehead. Blood,
brains and bone went flying.

The faceless corpse hugged theriflelike achild did afavorite toy for protection from the monstersin the
night. Then alambent energy beam stabbed out of the roiling smoke and hit the corpse. The clothing
burgt into flames, and Ryan jerked aside to throw agren. It vanished into the gloom, and afew seconds
later it detonated, the sound of the explosion mixed with astartled cry. Encouraged by that, Ryan
prepared another gren and started forward, the Steyr leading the way.

THROWN BACKWARD by the explosion, Delphi hit the ground hard and struggled onto hisfeet justintime
for aroaring giant to charge out of the smoke. The startled cyborg recognized Edward Rogan and
immediately shot the huge man in the chest with both the needler and the laser. But as the body collapsed
to the ground, Delphi saw the szzling fuse dangling from the canvas satchel strapped to hisback, dong
with the clearly printed words U.S. Army, C-4 plastic explosive, demolition charge.

Spinning around fast, Delphi tried to run when the world became solid white as the trip-hammer
explosion engulfed him completely. Suddenly airborne, he seemed to float for avery long time through
the moonlight before crashing onto the pebbled beach. Theforcefidld flared from the impact, but held, as
strong as ever. Climbing to hisfeet, the jubilant cyborg laughed in triumph at the knowledge that he
missed landing in the scummy water by lessthan afoot.

Glancing upward, Delphi saw Ryan and the companions standing on the cliff above, then ahail of dark
objects flashed past the cyborg to splash into the polluted lake.

“Missed!” Delphi said with asneer, raising the crysta rod to chill his adversaries when the barrage of
grens and pipe bombs loudly detonated, throwing afoamy wave of dirty water over Delphi. Erupting into
sparks, the force field visbly wavered and then vanished.

Horrified, the cyborg looked down at his dripping wet hands, then quickly aimed the laser just asthe
companionsfired their assortment of blasters.



Pain tore through Delphi and hisinterna systemswent into emergency function, closing off arteriesand
rerouting blood as microfilaments raced to close the gaping wounds in his chest and limbs. More grens hit
the beach to roll into the lake, the explosions soaking him again and again, as he sumbled away,
bleeding, unsure of whereto go or what to do next. A LAW rocket streaked through the gloom, then a
pipe bomb landed nearby. He kicked it away to bounce off a boulder and disappear into the thick green
scum. The blast sent a.column of steam and dime skyward, and he clumsily dodged thefaling hail of hot
filth, his strength returning with every beat of hisartificia heart. The blood had stopped gushing from the
bullet wounds, and hisvision was clear once more. Bregking into afrantic run, the cyborg pelted dong
the pebble beach, thinking only of escape.

Bullets kicked up the stones dong the shordline, ricochets throwing out sparks as more grens detonated
in thelake behind him. Only afaint gpray reached Delphi, moistening histattered clothing, washing away
the red blood tinged with hints of yellow. Hisforce field fluttered in response, struggling to come back
online. Just afew more seconds and he would be safe. It flickered again, bright sparks dancing al around
the cyborg. Y es, dmost therel

Then something large fell from the sky, and Delphi ingtinctively ran away, trying to gain as much precious
distance between him and it as possible. The thing hit the beach with aresounding thump, and he saw it
was another satchd charge. Thefools missed the lake entirdly!

Then the awful truth hit Delphi one second before the twenty-four blocks of predark C-4 plas ex
violently detonated. The satchel charge had been exactly on target.

Chaos ruled Delphi’ s mind as he was blown sideways to splash into the lake. FHloundering in the mucky
water, the cyborg sank to the bottom as his struggling force field dropped completely. But the depth was
only afew yards. He till had afighting chance!

Struggling to hold his breath, Delphi clawed for purchase on the smooth pebbleslining the shallow water,
grabbing hold of something round and full of holes. Panicking at the thought of another gren, the cyborg
illuminated his eyes and stared in mindlessterror at the charred skull. There was just enough tattered flesh
left for him to identify Edward Rogan, the teeth grinning evilly in the dappled weter. Thenit hit him. Teeth
in the water!

Cadting the horrid thing away, Del phi surged forward and broke the surface to desperately pull ina
lungful of air. Brushing away the sodden hair from hisface, the cyborg could not see anybody nearby,
and he doshed for the beach. Choppy waves were spreading out fast, and hazy gray smoke lingered
over the turbulent water.

Lying on the shore were more pieces of Rogan, aboot with afoot ingde, a bent machete and a gunbelt
with an undamaged Webley 4ill firmly in the holster. Excdllent! Racing toward the beach, Delphi dmost
made it out of the water when he heard the sound of galloping hooves. Jerking toward the collapsed
section of the cliff, Delphi saw two men riding a horse across the loose soil. Ryan and Tanner!

The cyborg grinned in ddlight. Excellent! Now he could chill the fools and take their horsefor his escape.
Raising his hand, Delphi aimed the Educator, and his hand flinched as ahole was blown clear through the
pam. A rolling boom echoed from the cliff overhead, telling of asniper, and pain racked Delphi asfat
blue sparks started crawling over his flesh from a short-circuit. Mentaly, the cyborg screamed for the
autorepair systemsto fix the device, but there was no response.

Staggering away from the shore, Delphi tried to raise hisforce fied to no avail when something tightened
around hisleg. Looking down, the cyborg saw it was adimy tentacle extending out of sight under the
scummy waves. Other tentacles were wiggling dong the bottom to haul away the scattered bits of Rogan.



The fresh blood had to have attracted the attention of some underwater scavenger! Glancing at the
Webley only yards away, Delphi attempted to break free of the undulating limb, but the grip waslike
iron. Thrusting his damaged hand into the water, he hoped the short-circuit might drive the mutie away,
but the tentacle only tightened more, nearly crushing hisleg, and began to inexorably pull him away from
the shore and deeper into the toxic chem lake.

Reining in the wounded horse, Ryan and Doc jumped to the ground and advanced upon the cyborg,
steadily firing their blasters. Lead plowed into the scummy water, blowing away smal pieces of the
cyborg. Hydraulic fluid and blood seeped from the punctures, staining the lake mottled colors.

“Wait!” Delphi yelled asthe waves |gpped at hischest. “ Save me, and I'll tell you the secrets of the
redoubts! | know it al! I know everything!”

Ignoring that plea, the two grim men continued to trigger their wegpons as the tentacle bodily hauled
Déelphi back under the water and out of sight.

Turning on his eyes, the cyborg saw that the creature seemed to be composed of nothing but tentacles
and alarge doppy mouth that opened and closed constantly. Fumbling for the decorative knife on his
belt, Delphi unexpectedly felt the hard dgps of hot lead hit him again. Suddenly he understood thet the
outlanders were not trying to ace him, but to cripple him. Served to the lake mutie like tossng adog a
bonel!

Madness overwhemed the cyborg as his laboring lungs began to throb with the need for air. Then his
internd systems came online, and flapping gills opened in his neck, brining new strength with arush of
oxygen. Redoubling his efforts to escape, Delphi dashed at the tentacle. Incredibly, the ropy limb
withdrew, only to be replaced by a dozen more tentacles that wrapped tightly around hisarms and legs,
pinning the cyborg helpless. Asif it were some ancient Kraken from predark myths, the aguatic mutie
dragged the squirming Delphi into the shadowy depths of the lake and stuffed him whole into its gaping
mouth.

Screaming curses, Delphi thrashed madly as a thousand tiny fangs pierced hisflesh and hardened gums
began to dowly grind, ripping away layer after layer of clothing, skin and muscle. Pain filled hisworld.
Stll dive and horribly conscious, Delphi began traveling down the putrid gullet as searing ssomach acids
washed over his helplessform as the cyborg entered anew type of hell.

Chapter Twenty-Two

“And so ends Delphi,” Doc said, holstering the smoking LeMat. “1 would have preferred to take hislife
personally, but nothing is perfect.”

“Near enough.” Ryan grunted, holstering the SIG-Sauer and diding the Steyr off a shoulder to work the
arming bolt. Patiently, he waited for the cyborg to rise again from the scummy waves. But after afew
minutes, the man eased his stance and clicked on the sefety.

“Setisfied, my dear Ryan?’ Doc asked, arching an eyebrow.
“Near enough,” the one-eyed man replied, amost smiling.

A clatter of loose stones from behind made the two men turn and grab for their blasters, but the noise
only proved to be the rest of the companions clambering down the doping embankment of loose sdt and
sandstone. Everybody seemed undamaged, except for Chief Stirling, who had abloody arm stuffed into



his shirt for support. A LAW rocket was strapped across his back, the launching tube cracked but till
servicegble.

“That paysalot of debts,” the sec man boss stated, giving them ahard smile. “Never thought I’ d seethe
day. When Rogan and | found that fragging droid in a cache of predark blasters, | thought | was on the
last train west for sure.” The man grinned. “ Then the nuking thing gave abow like we were barons and
asked for orders.”

“Soyou told it to come dong, and help ace Delphi,” Mildred guessed, hefting the med kit dung over her
shoulder.

“Y ep. Worked, too, although damned if | know why.”

“How find?’ Jak asked, hislong hair billowing in the breeze.

“Doomietold us back in Two-Son.”

“Thank Gaafor that,” Krysty said, finishing reloading her S& W revolver and closing the cylinder.

“Y eah, good thing doomies are on our Side,” J.B. drawled, resting the Uzi on ashoulder. “Be a
triple-bitch to fight an enemy who knew what you were going to do, even before you did!’

“Got that right,” Stirling agreed, rubbing hisarm.
“I can fix that,” Mildred said, reaching into her med kit. “ Only take afew minutes.”

“Sounds good,” the sec man replied, easing the limb from within hisuniform. “It’sgoing to be along wak
back to Two-Son without horses or wags.”

“Firg, we haveto reccethat idand,” Ryan said, waking to the edge of the beach. Now that Delphi was
gone, he couldn’t take hissight off the place. So near. He was dmost there. Adjusting his eye patch,
Ryan noted that down here he could even see the white adobe building with the strange design above the
doorway, and now he knew what the symbol stood for.

“Get ready, TITAN,” the man whispered softly. “Here | come—"
Therewas aflash of bright light and amoment of disorientation.

Ashisvision cleared, Ryan blinked at the Sght of snow covering the landscape, reaching al theway to
the craggy black mountains on the horizon, the snowcapped peaks and tors, challenging the heavens
above. The sun was high overhead, and a shaggy goat stood on anearby tor, chewing on some flowery
weeds growing out of asmal crevice. Fireblagt, it happened again!

Hastily looking around, the Desthlands warrior was relieved to find the rest of the companions standing
waist-deep in snow only afew yards away from the towering black doors of aredoubt.

“Dark night! What the fuck just happened?’ J.B. blinked, artled. He removed hisfedorato brush back
his hair and jam the hat back on good and tight. “Must have been TITAN’s defense mechanism. Mighty
nice of them to send us here, rather than the moon.”

“Whereishere?” Jak asked with a scowl, trembling from the bitter cold. “ Alaska?’
“Tel youinasec,” JB. replied, tugging the minisextant out from under his sandy shirt.
“Moreimportant, whereis Chief Stirling?” Doc asked, hiswordsfoggy in the cold air. Hadtily, the old



man began to button his damp coat.

“Probably back at Two-Son ville,” Mildred guessed, stuffing her hands into pockets. “And | strongly
suggest that we get our damp asses out of the cold before we dl catch pneumoniaand die.”

“Well, | seeno placedseto go,” Krysty observed dourly. Walking to the keypad, she tapped in the
entry code. After the usual pause, the massive blast doors rumbled aside and a greet exhaation of warm
air rushed out to greet the companions.

“Okay, thisis...Sberia” JB. said dowly, then double-checked thefigures. “Y ep. We' re smack inthe
middle of nuking Siberia, about athousand milesfrom Maoscow.”

“Y ou sure about that?” Mildred queried. “Why would there be aredoubt here?’

“Who knows?’ the Armorer replied, tucking away the minisextant. “We ve been in redoubts outside
Deathlands before. Who knows why any of them were built.”

“Sberia. The other side of the world,” Mildred said in a soft voice that was dmost awhisper. “You
know, to anybody with brains, this would be seen asawarning to never trouble the folks on that idand
@a' n.”

“Guess 0. Lagt time they sent me back to the Trader,” Ryan added, studying the landscape. “ Thistime,
hafway around the globe. Brasswill get you powder that the next time, we'll be aced. Chilled to the
bone.”

“So the next time, we get them first,” J.B. said confidently, walking into the access tunnel. “ Smash the
idand to drek, before getting close. We' Il figure out something.”

The companions hurried into the redoubt’ s access tunndl.

Stomping the snow off his shoes, Doc |ooked at the distant Russian mountainslost in somber
contemplation. Cort Strasser was aced, as was Silas, and now Delphi. When would enough blood be
Spilled to pay his debt to the universe? When would sufficient lives belost to redress the balance?

“When will I be dlowed to go home!” Doc bellowed, shaking afist at the morning sky. The shouted
words echoed across the snowy field and down into the river valey, seeming to repesat forever. But if the
universe heard, or cared, there was no reply.

With asigh, Doc turned away from the barren wasteland and started into the foreign redoubt to rgjoin his
friends, the only red family he had anymore. A few moments later, Krysty keyed in another code and the
titanic blast door closed with a hollow boom.

THE MOON WASSTILL HIGH in the nighttime sky when the green layer of scum covering Bad Water Lake
gtarted to ripple around the small idand. Then, incredibly, the land mass began to dowly move away from
the pebbled beach until it wasin the middle of the lake, very far away from the dark shore.

Moments later, a dozen Krakens moved below the scum, creating low swells and they assumed positions
around theidand like sec men standing guard. Asif compelled by awill of its own, the green scum
expanded to fill in the ragged patches, and a strong wind blew in from the hills, throwing loose sand over
everything on thedliffs

Soon, every trace of the battle was erased asif the fight had never happened, and athick silence settled



over the huge artificia lake, undisturbed except for the sound of the low wind and the dap of the dirty
waves againg the rocks.

BACK IN TWO-SONVILLE, Edgar Franklin leaned againgt alow cinder-block wall and sipped warm beer
while he watched the workmen tail in the ville s greenhouses. Safe behind thewal| of glass, the thriving
green plants seemed almost unnatural set amid the endless desolation that surrounded the walled city. In
gpite of himsdlf, the cyborg was mildly amused. Not even the legendary Dante ever imagined alush
garden in the center of Hell.

Finishing off the ceramic mug of homemade brew, Franklin set it aside and started toward hisroom in the
basement of the gaudy house. Thankfully, everything had gone according to plan, and the grand scheme
of thingswas finally back on schedule. He had completed his assigned task, and Delphi was deed. In the
morning, he was supposed to meet the baron, but instead, he would dip out of the ville at dawn and
return to the redoubt, then jump back to his base and resume hisregular duties. The traitor had been
destroyed, but TITAN’sbid for control of the Deathlands had only just begun.

Epilogue

The light from the campfire was low and reddish, dmost asif the world had been painted with blood. A
warm breeze was blowing across the Great Sdlt, and Dr. Mildred Weyth was sipping ahot cup of
coffee, the companions taking amuch-needed rest. Under her anxious fingerswas asmadl leather journal.
She had found it in the redoubt and decided it would be perfect for acodex, asort of catalog of al the
useful information that she learned during their travels. She could aso record afew observations.

Not anything | would ever need, Mildred noted, but something to hel p some future generation to Stay
aive and thrive. Even in these blighted days knowledge was power, often more useful than aloaded
blaster.

Opening the journal, Mildred took out a scavenged predark pen, gathered her thoughts and carefully
began to write.

For those who come after me...Inthisjournd | will list al of the useful knowledge that | have gained
over my long and bloody travels through this strange new world. For example, boiling excrement and
mixing it with clean sand makes a perfectly good soil for growing plants.

Shethen drew acrude picture to show how window glass from predark houses and office buildings
could be used to build greenhouses to keep off the acid rain. That started anew train of thought, and
Mildred described how to make black powder, and how to convert that into the much more powerful
gunpowder, and then how to make fulminating guncotton. It wastricky, but John had taught her how and
now she could pass on that knowledge.

Lifting the pen from paper, she frowned. There was so much data, so much vital knowledge that she
wanted to impart to future generations, but therewas no way for her to list it in any kind of order. Things
would smply be listed as they occurred to her. Random knowledge for arandom world. Somehow, that
seemed only proper.

Pinevilleislocated in western Colorado, north of the Great Sdit. It isapeaceful ville with afair baron.



Do not be afraid to go there in times of trouble. But the sec men are tremendous fighters, so don’t piss
them off!

She paused again, feding the warm breeze move her hair.

Thisisthethird ville | have encountered with arule by law, rather than the drunken whim of madmen.
They are Front Royd in Virginia, Two-Son villein New Mexico, New Mex, | suppose, just below the
Great Sdt, and Pineville. Sowly but surdly, afew people are carving out dices of civilization from this
savage wilderness. Seek them out, thereis strength in numbers, and use this codex to aid the struggle for

peace.
She paused again.
“Millie?’

With ajerk, the physician looked up and saw J.B. running stiff fingers through his rumpled hair.
“Something wrong?’ she asked in concern.

“Nope, it'sjust your turn to get some deep,” he said with asmile, taking his glasses out of a shirt pocket
and putting them on. “What are you writing?’

“Jugt apoem,” Mildred lied, closing thejournd and cinching it tight with aleather strap.
“Dirty?’ John asked hopefully.
“Now, why ever do you ask?’ She laughed, rising to kiss the man good-night.

The task took longer than expected, but nowhere near aslong as they both would have liked. Eventualy,
Mildred left the man to hiswork. She didn’t know why she had lied to her lover about thejourna, but in
retrospect, it now seemed awise precaution. She suspected that her companions wouldn'’t approve of
her writing about the redoubts as the knowledge might be used againgt them someday.

And that was correct, she admitted privately. This codex could end up biting them al in the ass. But it
was a chance she would have to take. Her father would have called it amord imperative.

If I hide knowledge away like abaron did his guns and food, hoarding it for my own personal use, then
I’m as quiilty asthe foolswho destroyed the world, damning the innocent to lives of brutal hardships,
needlesstoil and abject misery.

Was the book dangerous? Hell, yes. Wasit necessary? Also, aresounding yes.

Mildred admitted to herself that most likely nobody would ever see the codex, much lessfind it useful.
But Ryan had taught her to prepare for what an enemy could do, not what they might do. Hope for the
best, plan for the worst. I'll add more as often as | can, until the book isfull, she vowed.

The predark physician sood gazing at the starry sky, then looked into her soul. Somehow, there had to
be away to end the bloodshed and warfare, to return peace to the world, and she vowed to do
whatever she could to try to make the dream come true.

Because in spite of everything—nukes, muties, droids and coldhearts—hope il survived, even there,
deep in the heart of the Desthlands.
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