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The Amtrak Wars - Book 4 - Bl ood River
By: Patrick Tilley
Synopsi s:

On the snow swept overground, Steve, Cadillac and Cl earwater neet with
triunph and disaster as they try to evade the clutches of both the Iron
Masters and the First Family. The sanmurai of Ne-lssan prove to be
tenaci ous adversaries and the rulers of the Federati on have no
intention of |oosening their grip on Steve Brickman. For he and his
friends are valuable pawns in a gane which, if lost, could spell the
end of the First Famly's dream of reconquering the blue-sky world.
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BOOK 4:

BLOOD RI VER
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CHAPTER ONE

If it had not been for the fact that his youngest son suddenly took it
into his head to totter through the partially-open door while his

mot her' s back was turned, |zo Want anabe woul d not have | eapt up from
his witing table and stepped out onto the deck of the houseboat.

Had he not done so, the winter nonths would have passed with their

usual tranquil nobnotony and the lives of several hundred of his
conrades in arns woul d have been spared or, at the very |east, expended
on a nore profitable enterprise.

But it was not to be. Fate, in the guise of fatherly concern,
conpelled himto foll ow and, as he scooped up the infant and lifted him
shoul der hi gh, he saw sonet hi ng which took his breath away.

Two dark stiff-w nged objects were noving across the sky on a line that
woul d take them al nost directly above the boat on which he stood. The
objects were heading in a south-westerly direction, along the ragged
forward edge of a massive bl anket of grey cl oud now advanci ng over Lake
M -shiga fromthe northwest.

ol ivious of the wind-driven snowfl akes that were beginning to swrl
round him |zo Want anabe stood there open-nouthed with his small son
clutched to his breast and watched as the objects passed over the jetty
to which the wheel boat was noored then grew snaller and were finally
swal | owed by the advanci ng snow- cl oud.

And there he stayed, his dark button eyes fixed on the point where the
two winged dots had vani shed, oblivious of the tiny fingers that pulled
playfully at his bottomlip.

The questions raised by what he had just w tnessed caused himto forget
the original reason for being there and it took the shrill cries of his
wife, Yumi ko, to alert
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himto the fact that his son's unprotected head
was now |iberally coated with snow.

Want anabe nmeekly all owed Tonpb to be snatched fromhimand foll owed his
wi fe inside.

By the traditional |aws of domestic etiquette, a wife was not pernitted
to upbraid her husband but, in practice, that convention was nornally
only observed when friends, relatives, servants or superiors were
present. A wife was duty bound to respect and obey her husband but
that did not stop the nore spirited (or malicious) nenbers of the
femal e sex fromgiving their nenfolk an earful in private - or show ng
their displeasure in other, nore subtle ways.

Want anabe seated hinself on the mat behind his witing desk and endured
the inevitable blast for endangering the health of his youngest child
in dignified silence. He knew Yuni ko's concern was wel | -founded but
his mnd was engaged on other, far nore inportant matters which she,
bei ng a wonan, could not be expected to understand.

He slowmy twirled the point of his witing brush on the ink bl ock and
| et her voice flow unheeded through his brain. Stripped of their
meani ng, the stream of words resenbled the clucking of an irate hen
driven froma newy-laid egg before she has had time to adm re her
handi wor k.

Eventually, as the ten-nonth-old child was vigorously rubbed dry and
hi s happy gurgles indicated that he was not about to expire, the
reproachful clucking was replaced by the soft nothering sounds that
humans and ani mal s use when nurturing their young. And shortly
afterwards, when he had been dressed in dry clean clothes, the

gl owi ng-checked child was presented to his father as a peace

of fering.

Musi ng upon the fact that his wife's nmoods were as predictable as night
and day, Wantanabe gathered Tono briefly in his arns, bestowed a Kiss
on his soft, downy skull then handed hi mback carefully. For Yum ko,
the crisis was over, harnobny was restored. Her husband's problens were
only just beginning.

| zo Want anabe and his wife Yum ko cane froma race of people known to
their neighbours as Iron Masters; a stratified collection of asiatic
bl oodl i nes in which the Japanese fornmed the top |ayer, followed by
Chi nese, Korean then the other ethnic groups in descendi ng order.

Each group's position related directly to the distance - in the Wrld
Before - of their ancestral |lands froma sacred site known as Mbunt
Fuji .

Successi ve waves of the Iron Masters' ancestors had | anded on the

nort h-eastern coast of North Anerica between 2300 and 2400 A D. Now,
six centuries later, the seventeen donmins that made up their nation
state known as Ne-lssan - stretched fromthe Atlantic to Lake Erie, and
fromthe St Lawrence Seaway to Cape Fear, in North Carolina.

Want anabe's fanmily owed its allegiance to the noble house of

Yama- Shita, holder of the exclusive licence to trade with the

gr ass- nonkeys who roaned the endl ess Wstern Plains. 1zo's fanmly
fornmed part of the Japanese ruling class but he hinself was a

| ove-child produced by one of his father's Chinese concubi nes.

The resulting social stigma, while not catastrophic, neant he was
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permanently barred fromthe hi gh appointnments open to his peer group
and that his future wife should he choose to marry - would have to be
Chi nese.

This had led to his decision to enter commerce, for it was here that
many Chinese fanmilies had flourished, and his father's connections had
secured hima junior position in one of the rich trading houses with a
string of depots fromBu-faro on Lake In to the Eastern Sea.

His alert intelligence, plus a head for figures and a flair for

organi sati on, won him quick pronotion and a fortunate introduction to
Yum ko, the fourth daughter of a Chinese nerchant who, with a shrewd
eye to the main chance, provided her with a handsone dowy.
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The father's ganble on 1zo's fanmily connections did not bring the
hoped-for rewards. After Yum ko had given birth to a son and a
daughter, and was carrying Tonmo within her, the senior partner's |atent
di sapproval of 1zo's mxed parentage was finally reveal ed when he was
twi ce passed over in the annual round of pronotions, putting an end to
hi s hopes of reaching the top echel ons.

Hi s despair, however, had been short-lived. Summoned to the pal ace at
Sar a- kusa, |zo Want anabe had been met by an official of Lord

Yama- Shita's court who of fered himthe post of Resident Agent to the
Qut | ands.

He woul d, expl ained the trade-captain, be one of a trial batch of five
appoi ntees - the first to be stationed beyond the borders of
Ne- | ssan.

Aware that this was a heaven-sent opportunity to get in on the ground
floor of a pioneering enterprise and escape fromthe veil ed but
vengeful discrinination that continued to shadow his narriage and
career, |lzo accepted the offer w thout hesitation

The wheel boats of the Yama-Shita had visited the two established
trading posts at Bei-sita and Du-aruta once a year for several decades,
but in the sumrer of 2990

Domai n-Lord Hiro Yama-Shita had decided to set up a chain of resident
commercial agents to develop regular contacts with the Mute clans in
the hinterl and.

lzo and the other four appointees were to be the first links in this
chain which - if positive results were obtained - would eventual ly
extend right around the southern shores of the four, interconnected
| akes which forned the Western Sea; the vast body of water the Mites
called ' The Great River'.

Each resident would live with his fam |y aboard a house-boat, smaller
cousins of the three-storied steam powered nonsters that made the
annual journey to Du-aruta. It was envisaged that the house-boats
woul d be permanently noored to purpose-built jetties but, if the need
arose, they could always cast off and put to sea.

Donestic servants woul d be provided and the boats woul d be mai ntai ned
and, if need be, protected, by a small detachnent of sea-soldiers.

For lzo, it meant assuming the | eadership of an enclosed comunity of
thirty-five souls. Food and other stores would be delivered by sea
until adequate supplies could be obtained |ocally.

Yum ko had not been overjoyed at the prospect of an isol ated exi stence
in the back of beyond, but the chance to nake a fresh start plus the
generous | unp sum payabl e on conpletion of a nine-year termand the
prom se of three nonths' paid home | eave for every thirty-six served in
the outl ands had softened her protests.

The possibility that she and her famly m ght not even survive three
years, let alone nine, did not appear to have occurred to her and |zo
had wi sely kept silent about the possible dangers of living anongst a
horde of unwashed, unfettered savages.

The first four residents were posted to Detroit, Sagi naw Bay,

Cheboygan, and Ludington. |zo Wantanabe, the last far-flung link in
the chain, was anchored at a place once known as Benton Harbour, twenty
mles north of the point where, on pre-Hol ocaust nmaps, the Indiana
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state line net the eastern shore of Lake M chigan

Their primary task was to forge closer trade links, including the
recruitnent of nore 'guest-workers'. They were to achieve this by
commercial and cultural 'counselling', the purpose of which was to
change the Miutes' perception of the Iron Masters as cold and forbiddi ng
into sonething nore. paternal. Firm(the grass-nonkeys despised
weakness) yet benign

That, in itself, was a job and a half but the residents had al so been
entrusted with an equally inportant, parallel assignment; the gathering
of intelligence.

Fol l owi ng the first incursions by the Federati on wagon-trains into
Plainfolk territory in 2989, the conflict between Tracker and Miute had
been drawi ng ever closer to the borders of Ne-Issan. Lord Yama-Shita
had hit
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upon the idea of using the residents - Wantanabe in particul ar

- as forward listening-posts. Their genuine effort to inprove trade
rel ati ons woul d provide both the cover and the opportunity to gather
i nformati on about the Federation's war machine and its northward and
eastward advance towards the Running Red Buffalo Hills - the

Pl ai nfol k' s name for the Northern Appal achi ans.

As point man, |zo WAant anabe was nearest the action

Up to now, the probing advances of the warriors fromthe Deserts of the
Sout h appeared to have stopped at the west bank of the w de, meandering
river the outlanders called the Mz-H ppy. The river had its source in
a cluster of |lakes to the north-west of Du-ruta. Wantanabe had only
been on the ground for less than four nonths so nuch renmi ned to be

di scovered, but according to his initial contacts, the iron snakes had
never attenpted to cross this waterway. Wether they could not, or did
not wish to do so, remained to be seen

The Pl ai nfol k had said the iron snakes preferred to follow the |ines of
the anci ent hardways - nost of which, outside Ne-lIssan, had | ong since
crunmbl ed into dust.

From a captured Federation map acquired in exchange for six knives it
was clear the iron snakes (which their owners called wagon-trains)
woul d have to cross a nunmber of smaller rivers to reach the

M z- Hi ppy.

| zo Want anabe had not yet seen one of these nuch-feared killing

machi nes for hinself but perhaps because of their huge size or the
manner of their construction they could not float across a river like a
| oaded cart drawn by oxen and supported on air-filled bags nade from
ani mal skins. So nuch the better. It neant that, until a bridge was
built or suitable ferry craft were put in place, the iron snakes woul d
be held at bay perhaps indefinitely. Gangs of construction workers
were a soft target and even if bridges and ferries were conpl eted, they
could still be attacked and burned by detern ned bands of nen.

The M z-H ppy was |ike the wide noats that surrounded the

pal ace-castl es of the domain-lords of Ne-lssan. |t forned an al nost
endl ess defensive line which - as far as he knew - could only be turned
by journeying northwards around the Western Sea.

Densel y-forested hills pitted with |akes forned the first |ine of
defence. If this was penetrated the iron snakes would be halted by the
San- Oransa, the wide river that protected Ne-lssan's border domains.

But not the skies above them These maraudi ng serpents carried w nged
chariots that could travel through the cloud world of the kam.

R vers and npuntains were no barrier to them

The grass-monkeys called these chariots 'arrowheads', and the soldiers
who rode in them were known as 'cloud-warriors'

Up to this nonent, all the stories about 'arrowheads' dropping
fire-blossons fromthe sky and killing people with long sharp iron were
not hi ng nore than hearsay.

EXaggerated runours. None of his infornmants had ever seen an
"arrowhead'. Neither had |zo Wantanabe until today - when he had seen
two! Only these sky-chariots were not like the crafts his informants
had descri bed.
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Their wings were not triangular. They were stretched out on either
side of their bodies like those of a gliding seabird. And they had a
tail - not fan-shaped like that of a bird, but a tail neverthel ess
attached by two beams to the wings on either side of the plunp body.

Their shape, in one sense, was immterial. |zo Wantanabe was in no
doubt that the sky-chariots were a product of the Federation. Merely
to | ook upon them sent a chill down the spine. They were dark alien

t hi ngs whose form could not have been conceived in the soul of a noble
samurai. But what were they doing in a sky filled with snow?

Lord Yama-Shita's trade captain had told himthat the iron snakes
retreated south to their underground lairs during the wi nter nonths and
his own tane grass-nonkeys had confirmed this was so. But . . . if
there were sky-chariots aloft, it neant that sonewhere away to the

sout h-west, an iron snake was |urking. Hiding
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perhaps in a forest,
awaiting their return

Yes ... News of its presence and its exact whereabouts would soon - if
it was not already - becone common know edge anong the | ocally-based
Mute clans. And someone would bring the news to himin the hope of a
reward. |zo had several trunkfuls of small gifts, some useful, sone
decorative, for such occasions.

Want anabe gazed at the bl ank sheet of paper before himand continued to
twirl his brush on the ink-block even though it was now fully
char ged

It hel ped concentrate his nind on the circunmstances surrounding the
appear ance of the sky-chariots. The air had been getting progressively
col der over the past two weeks but the sky had been clear, or dotted
with broken cl oud.

And that very norning, the rising sun had warned an enpty sky. It was
only later that a line of grey cloud had appeared on the northern
hori zon.

The two sky-chariots had approached fromthe north-east and had fl own
over the nooring in a south-westerly direction - back towards the
M z- Hi ppy.

Whi ch meant they nust have either circled round fromthe north or round
fromthe south - driven back towards the iron snake by the advancing
snowcl oud. But before that, they would have been flying across a clear
sky - so their course would have been observed by the sharp-eyed Mites
who occupi ed the [ ands around Lake M -shi ga.

Per haps hi s nearest neighbour, Saito Aichi, the resident agent at
Ludi ngt on whose house-boat |ay one hundred and twenty mles north of
his own, had seen them crossing Lake M -shiga while the w ndswept

bl anket of snow was still beyond the far shore. Hhhaaawww

Cl oud-warrior was an apt nanme for nmen bold enough to drive their w nged
chariots over such a huge expanse of water! But if they were ever rash
enough to invade the sacred sky-world above Ne-Ilssan, the karni who
guarded the heavens woul d send themcrashing to earth Iike birds struck
by a hunter's arrows.

lzo decided to pen a nessage slip that would be delivered to his

nei ghbour by carrier pigeon. He would have to wait for the snow storm
to pass, but if the bird could be rel eased by noon, he m ght have a
reply the followi ng day that could help himpinpoint the |ocation of
the wagon-train. On the other hand, if the sky-chariots had circled
round fromthe south, word of their sighting would take |onger to reach
him But it would come - of that he had no doubt.

The hi gh-born hal f-caste had made full use of his organizing skills
since arriving in the outlands, putting his greatest effort into the
area south and west of Benton Harbour. As a result, there were few
grass-nonkeys within a hundred miles of where he now sat who did not
know of the rewards to be gained by being the first to report the
sighting of an iron snake or an arrowhead.

Selecting a smaller, nmuch finer brush, |1zo Wantanabe took a narrow slip
of thin paper froma |leather folder and began to conpose his nessage to
Saito. A string of tiny ideogranms - the synbols the Iron Masters used

instead of the roman al phabet - flowed effortlessly fromthe tip of his
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br ush.

For 'Buffalo Bill' Hartmann, commander of The Lady from Loui si ana, the
word canme in the formof a coded radio signal at 0625 hours Mbuntain
Standard Tine, sonme ten mnutes before sunrise on the 12th Novenber
2990. Hartmann was just easing himself out of his bunk when the

Vi dCommilrech on the red-eye shift triggered the soft alarm bl eeper in
the headboard by his pillow He |ooked across at the VDU above the
smal | desk built into a corner of his private quarters and saw t he
screen fill rapidly with Iine after line of five letter code-bl ocks.

Hart mann's wagon-train, which had halted overni ght seventy-six niles
south of the Pueblo way-station, had been following a trail - once
known as Hi ghway 25 - that |ed down through navref point Trinidad and
Rat on, New Mexi co and across the Canadi an River before turning west to
Roosevelt Field, the underground divisional base
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situated close to the
| ong-vani shed city of Santa Fe.

Because t he Federati on maps of the overground were based on
pre- Hol ocaust editions, urban areas, state lines and major hi ghways had
been retai ned as navigational reference points. So although the main
part of the base was several hundred feet below ground, it was known by
its conposite title - Roosevelt/ Santa Fe.

There were ten such bases buried deep within the earth shield under or
near major cities of the southern md-west, the majority naned after
past Presidents of the United States: the headquarters of the
Feder ati on, Washi ngton/ Houston - known informally as 'Grand Central' or
Houst on/ GC, Johnson- Phoeni x, Reagan/ Lubbock, N xon/Ft. Worth,

Ei senhower/ San Antone, Trunan/Lafayette, Le May/Jackson, Lincoln/Little
Rock and Grant/Tulsa. The latest, still under construction, was

Monr oe/ W chi t a.

These cities had vani shed too, leaving only their names on the maps
stored in the Federation's conmputer archives. Nanmes which helped to
soften the grey anonymity of the massive sl ab-sided constructions that
had taken their place. The bunkers, which hugged the earth like a
cubi st sculptor's vision of a beached jellyfish, were the interface
bet ween the underground world of the Federation and the Blue-Sky Wrld
above.

Li ke the network of smaller way-stations and work-canps, they were
artefacts of the third mllennium

Sone dated back to the early part of the twenty-fourth century; beyond
that very few traces of human habitation remmined. Al outward signs

of the twentieth century had di sappeared - vaporised by nucl ear

expl osions or razed to the ground in the internecine struggles between
crazed groups of survivors for control of uncontam nated resources in

the i medi at e post - Hol ocaust peri od.

The shattered ruins, the ransacked shells and anything |eft standing by
the gangs of looters had been slowy destroyed by wind and rain, storns
and hurricanes and the relentl ess passage of tinme. But despite being
dealt an alnmost nortal blow, the planet had endured; had begun to hea
itself.

Unchecked for over nine hundred years, nature had reasserted its
eternal supremacy over the transient, insubstantial works of humanki nd,
grinding concrete into dust, and covering the piles of fallen bricks
and forlorn debris with a shifting | ayer of sand or a carpet of red

gr ass.

Li ke the Santa Fe interface towards whi ch Commander Hartmann was
travelling, the wagon-train under his command was al so an artefact of
the third mllennium

Built in 2961, The Lady from Louisiana - known to its crew as The Lady
- was an armoured |land-train that stood over thirty feet high and
measured a staggering nine hundred feet fromend to end when fitted
with its full conplenment of sixteen wagons.

This was the nobile hone for a thousand Trail Bl azers - nmen and wonen
who ate, showered, slept, fought and di ed al ongsi de each ot her during
the nine months of each year that the wagon-train spent on overground
operations. They also used the sane toilets, and it had been that way
since the Hol ocaust. To date, the President-Ceneral had al ways been a
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man, and generations of wonmen had served as guard-nothers to his
children, but apart fromthese two i mmutable functions there was no
discrimnation on the basis of gender. |In the Federation, nen and
worren enjoyed total equality of status and opportunity from

pi pe-cleaning in the A-Level sewage farns to the top executive suite in
the Black Tower and in front-line conbat agai nst the Mites.

Each wagon, which was linked to its neighbour by a flexible passway,
was fifty-five feet long by thirty feet wide, with roominside for
three decks, and it was supported at each end by two pairs of giant
drum shaped | ow pressure tyres, twelve feet high and twel ve feet

wi de.

Hartmann sat in 'the saddle', the top deck of the forward conmand
car.

This was |ike the bridge of a

1!
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pre-H naval frigate and below it was the wagon-train's version of the
ship's fire/command control center

Hart mann's deputy, It. Conmander Cooper had charge of a second
duplicate command car at the tail of the wagon-train which nmeant that,
in tactical terns, there was no front or rear. The Lady could go back
and forwards with equal facility or split up into two i ndependently
manouver abl e segnments - a ploy that had often thrown attacking Mite
clans into confusion.

The wagon mi x could be nodified dependi ng on whether The Lady was on a
supply run to way-stations or on a firesweep. |In conbat configuration,
the train would haul ten 'battle-wagons' equipped with nulti-barrelled
gun turrets along the top and sides, a 'blood-wagon' crewed by a team
of conbat nedi cs headed by Surgeon-Captain Keever and a flight-car

whi ch housed the wagon-train's own airforce - ten Skyhawk Mark 1's, the
singl e-seat delta-wi nged microlite whose production centenary had been
celebrated in 2983.

The flight car had an extra-w de flat roof which acted as a
mni-runway. Wth throttles w de open, the Skyhawks were |aunched into
the air fromangl ed steamcatapults and 'l anded on' with the aid of an
attester hook just like the carrier planes of the twentieth century.

Due to their interior layout, the flight-car and power-cars carried
fewer guns than the others. It was the conmand cars and

"battl e-wagons' that, quite literally, bristled with weaponry - body
heat sensors, night-scopes and infra-red | aser rangi ng devi ces.

Li ke the submarine and | ong-range bonber crews in the last big war of
the pre-Hol ocaust era, TrailBlazers lived surrounded by their equi pnent
and weapons.

Stores and ammuniti on were stowed in underfloor and over head
conmpartments, bunks fol ded down and were shared by day and ni ght-duty
personnel and, |ike the subrmarines of the Ad Tinme, there were no
port hol es.

Narrow vision-slits could be uncovered in an enmergency but under normnal
conditions, batteries of video screens displayed what |ay outside.

The wagon-train was a seal ed environnent, shiel ded agai nst the
radiation that still fouled the Blue-Sky Wrld, and the air that
circulated inside themwas carefully and constantly filtered. |In the
nine centuries since the Hol ocaust conditions had inproved but
Trail-Blazers were still pulling "tricks' - a slang term based on the
acronym TRIC - Termi nal Radiation-Induced Cancer

According to the First Famly, it was the subhuman Miutes who were
responsible for the sickness in the air.

And everyone knew that to be true because they weren't affected by
it.

Mut es had poi sonous skins which, if touched with bare hands, caused the
fl esh of ordinary human beings to rot, and they exuded noxi ous
chemi cal s which contam nated the atnosphere.

Any Tracker breathing unfiltered air was at risk. Even if they were
not killed in conbat, Trail-Blazers knew that a nine-nmonth tour on
overground operations could shorten their already brief |lives by
several years but that was a sacrifice they nmade w thout hesitation
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'They died so that others might live' was a phrase inprinted daily on
every Tracker's consciousness fromthe age of two onwards, and the
words were carved into the Menorial Walls to be seen in the centra

pl azas of each divisional base. They could also be found painted in
giant letters along corridors, galleries, the tunnel walls facing the
pl atforns of subway stations, and the radials and ringways |inking the
net wor k of accommbpdati on deeps.

You had to be blind and deaf not to get the message for it was
regul arly screened during programe breaks on the nine tv channel s
pi ped through the Federation and was often included in voice-over
station identification announcements, along with a clutch of other
hom lies issued by the First Famly.

'They died so that others mght live' . Yay, brother
Aren to that...

Al t hough prol onged exposure to overground radiation was still regarded
as life-threatening, the I evel had been falling at a steadily
increasing rate over the |ast few
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decades. This was entirely due to

the dramatic reduction in the nunbers of Southern Mites whose presence
had infected the md-western states now cl eansed and reclai med by the
Federation - Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, Oklahoma, Arkansas, Louisiana
and M ssissippi, plus the New Territories of Colorado and Kansas.

That was a big chunk of territory and required constant policing.

Most of the Southern Mutes who had not been killed or enslaved had been
driven towards the east and west coasts and down into the desert wastes
of Mexico. A few nmaraudi ng bands roanmed the Quter States |ooking for
easy pickings |ike scavenging crows but they did their best to avoid
contact with patrolling wagon-trains and had beconme adept at concealing
thenselves fromthe circling Skyhawks whose presence announced the
iminent arrival of one of the feared iron snakes.

The present threat to the Federation's plan to reconquer the Bl ue-Sky
Wrld was to be found in the New Territories and the vast rolling

pl ai ns beyond. The Northern Mutes, who called thenselves the

Pl ai nfol k, were proving a tougher proposition than their southern
relatives. Raised to fight and die with the sane dedication as the
Trackers, they possessed ani mal cunning, incredible physical endurance
and suicidal courage. Fortunately, they were illiterate savages | ocked
into a nomadi ¢, hand-to-nouth existence, and arnmed with primtive
weapons - knives, clubbing axes and crossbows.

Wel ded into a cohesive force under a shrewd, inforned |eader, they

m ght have found ways to neutralise the superior technol ogy and
fire-power of the wagon-trains but tine and destiny were ranged agai nst
them Despite their collective nane, the Plainfolk clans had no sense
of nationhood and were as keen to fight each other as they were to
fight the Federati on.

After rolling out of Nixon/Fort Worth in early March for a run of
stateside patrols, The Lady had spent the summer roaming the centra
pl ai ns - Kansas, Nebraska and Sout h Dakota where her crew had hel ped
reduce the level of air pollution even further by racking up a
body-count of seven hundred and twenty-ni ne | unp-heads.

Some were children but, as old Trail-Blazers were often heard to say:

the little '"uns grow up to be as big, mean and bug-ugly as the
bucks an' beavers who reared 'em.." Harsh but plain conmbnsense. By
taking out the young and the child-rearing fenales, you effectively
neutered the clan. And nore often than not, their deaths often goaded
the surviving male and fenmale warriors into |aunching suicidal attacks
agai nst Trail Bl azer conbat squads sent out fromthe wagon-train.

Hartmann's crew had taken sone casualties but, all in all, it had been
a successful tour, in marked contrast to The Lady's first, catastrophic
encounter with a strong force of Miutes in Wom ng, the previous year.

On his return to the depot, Hartmann and his executive officers had
been brought before a Board of Assessors to face a charge of recklessly
endangering their train.

It was accepted that |unp-heads mght kill Trail Blazers, but they were
not supposed to danmage wagon-trains or outwit their conmanders. Wth
only twenty-one currently in service and a present production rate of
one a year the wagon-trains were the nost precious itemin the
Federation's inventory. The Lady's execs experienced a few bad
monents, but in the end, everyone had gotten away with a severe
reprimand and the | oss of a year's seniority.
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It could have been a |l ot worse. Hartmann had a shrewd i dea why things
had gone so wong, but like all experienced hands, had not attenpted to
defend hinself by telling the truth. To have suggested that the
wagon-train and its crew had run up agai nst the mal evol ent powers of a
Mut e summoner woul d have gotten himinto real trouble. Mite magic
somet hi ng whi ch many overground veterans accepted as a
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proven fact was
a taboo subject within the Federation.

The Manual, the video-archive containing the received wi sdom of the
First Fanmily and the Behavi oural Codes which governed the lives of
Trackers fromcradle to grave contained a cryptic reference to past
all egations of '"Mute magic' and the Famly's final word on the

subj ect .

Oficially, it did not exist. The nere nention of it was a Code One
offence. |If you were caught, or reported to the Provos and
subsequently charged, no plea of mtigation could be allowed. Anyone
found guilty of a Code One infraction was guaranteed a one-way ticket
to the wall.

This time, the homecoming would be different. The Lady had fallen

short of the 1000-kill target that would have earned it a unit citation
but after subtracting the time wasted on supply runs, 729 was still a
respectable total. And there was always the chance they night nai

down the odd clutch of Miute escapees or raiders on the way back to
Ni xon/ Fort Wérth.

Despite their poisonous presence, a nunber of Miutes fromthe deci mated
sout hern clans were used in the overground work-canps. They were
supposed to be chai ned down at night but sonetinmes, through sl oppy
security or outside help, they went over the wre.

Escapees were usually unarned but it always nade the hone run
interesting and Hartmann sonetines sent his nen out after 'phanton
targets to keep themon their toes. Experience had taught himthat it
was when you were rolling with the hatches battened down and your feet
up that the unexpected happened.

And it was a bit like that today. Wen decoded and screened, the
TAC-OPS signal fromCINC-TRAIN in Gand Central put an end to
Hart mann's thoughts of celebrating New Year with his kinfolk in
Ei senhower/ San Antonio. The. Lady was ordered to change course
i medi ately and head east, towards navref Kansas City.

After crossing the Mssouri, he was to take the wagon-train north
through Des Mines, lowa then east along the old US H ghway 80 to Cedar
Rapi ds. The Lady was to make the 1200-mile journey w thout the
customary night halts and he was to ignore any targets of opportunity
en route. On arrival at Cedar Rapids, he was to | aunch his Skyhawks on
a search and rescue nission across the M ssissippi

The order to head north so late in the year with snow already falling
on the | ower slopes of the Rockies came as an unwel cone surprise.

Wnter was the period set aside for rest and refit. Hartmann woul d not
normal |y have expected to be called topside until March for supply runs
and security sweeps inside the Federation. And when he got to the part
of the signal which told himwho he was supposed to be | ooking for, he
got an even bigger surprise

Hart mann keyed the signal into the Command Log the hard di sk whose
menory could only be accessed by a conbination of his owm |ID card and
voi ceprint - then screened hinself through to the Duty RadCommilech and
told himto send the standard | MVEDI ATE ACTI ON response to Fort

Wrth.

Havi ng received the signal, the radio operator knewits tine and
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ref erence coordinates, but at this point, no one, apart from Hartnann,
was aware of its contents.

Leaving his quarters, he roused his Navigation Exec and told hi mabout
the course change they were to make at Trinidad instead of rolling down
to Santa Fe.

Hartmann al so told himhe planned to wait until they had covered the
ten mles to the turnoff point before breaking the news to the rest of
the crew.

Leavi ng the NavExec to draw up a new route and schedul e based on a
three-shift roll, Hartmann returned to his own quarters. CINC TRAIN S
message had contained a third surprise that would be greeted with equa
di smay by The Lady's passengers - Col onel Marie Anderssen, conmmander of
the Puebl o way-station, and sixty-four officers and nmen from her
1000-strong assault pioneer battalion who, prior to CINC-TRAIN s
signal, had been expecting to be off-1oaded at the Santa Fe

i nterface.
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The steely-grey lady colonel, referred to by her subordi nates as
Mary- Ann, had been sunmoned to Grand Central to attend a Forward

Pl anni ng Review Board. And travelling with her were a ni xed bag of
of ficers and other ranks; soldiers, technicians and construction

wor kers headi ng south for their first stateside | eave after two years
up the Iline.

For some of her party, the journey hone woul d have ended with the
fifteen-hundred-foot ride down in the elevator to Level One-1 of
Roosevelt Field and its centrepi ece, New Deal Pl aza; the remnai nder
whose kinfolk were quartered in other divisional bases, were due to
catch the shuttle at the subway station i medi ately bel ow New Dea

Pl aza. After trading a few credits for a hot meal or a session on one
of the range of video battle or proficiency quiz ganes in the Plaza's
recreation arcade they woul d have trooped aboard the Trans- Am Express
for a 120 mile an hour journey through the earth shield. A few hours
| ater they too would have been hone.

But now all that had changed. The digital wall clock was marking up
the | ast seconds towards 0705 when Hartmann re-entered his private
quarters. As comander of the wagon-train he was allocated nore
personal space than anybody else but it was still severely |imted.

Service protocol and sinple courtesy required himto share his quarters
wi th Col onel Anderssen and the designers had thoughtfully provided an
extra fol d-down bunk for such occasions.

Since there was only just enough roomfor one, it meant even | ess room
for two. This called for a certain anount of coordi nati on between host
and guest, but on this trip it was not a problem Hartmann and

Ander ssen were al ready wel |l acquai nt ed.

They had been classmates at the MacArthur Mlitary Acadeny and had both
graduat ed summa cum | aude. Anderssen's posting to the Pioneer Corps
who built and manned the way-stations caused themto | ose touch for
several years but both had noved with equal speed up the pronotion

| adder and with Hartmann's appoi ntment as conmander of a wagon-train it
was only a natter of time before their paths crossed again.

In the intervening period, Hartmann had filed bond papers with Lauren,
a young woman froma third generation Trail-Blazer famly. A few
months | ater, they were notified that she had been selected as a
‘guard-nother'. They had gotten along fine fromthe nonment they had
been formally introduced and were | ooking forward to rearing the child
but soneone at the Life Institute had foul ed up and Lauren had died two
mont hs after inplantation of the microscopic enbryo the fruit of the
Presi dent - General ' s seed.

Trackers were conditioned frombirth to accept the loss of their
kinfolk with a fatalistic shrug. Gief was perm ssible and in extreme
cases counselling was avail able but you were expected to purge it in
private.

Death was to be viewed as a victory, not a disaster, which neant
Hart mann had received notification of the event but no expl anation

Hi s partner's death through negligence - for which no one was ever
called to account - left a sour taste and di scouraged himfromentering
into another officially approved rel ati onship.

Si nce he was not predi sposed to jack up everything within sight
Hart mann had opted for celibacy, contenting hinself in off-duty hours
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wi th advanced vi deo study-prograns and the fraternal conpany of his
fellowofficers. But whenever The Lady had been detailed to nmake a
Supply run to Pueblo that entailed a night stop-over, he had quartered
with his former class-and bunk-mate MryAnn.

And now and then, despite the tight-1ipped di sapproval of Mary-Ann's
dar k- hai red sidekick, Mjor Jerri Hiller, they would cast aside the
burden of command and put the horse between the shafts. They told each
other it was just for old time's sake but they both knew there was nore
to it than that.

Ander ssen poked her glistening head around the edge of the shower
curtain as he cane in. 'Hi..." She
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wat ched him 1l ock the door and
switch on the ' DO NOT ENTER sign. 'You look as if you've got
something to tell nme."

"I have." Hartmann screened hinself through to his deputy.
It. Commander Cooper's face appeared on the VDU
" Morni ng, skipper.”

"Morning, Coop. |'ve got sone items that are going to keep me busy for
the next twenty mnutes, so |'d be obliged if you' d get The Lady
underway. CI NG TRAIN had ordered a course change and a three-shift
roll. Tell M MDonnell to bring the section chiefs to the saddl e at
0730. | want you and the rest of ny staff there too."

"Very good, skipper." Cooper paused. 'Sounds serious."

"Vell, | don't think anyone's gonna feel like dancin' "Turkey in the
M ddle",' said Hartmann. 'But keep this under your hat till | go on
the air - okay?"

"WIl do... ' Hartmann bl anked the screen and put the VDU into text and
sound node. He then stripped off the olive-drab tee-shirt he wore when
sl eepi ng and approached the shower with his thunbs inside the waistband
of his matching boxer shorts. '"Mnd if I join you?"

Ander ssen opened up the curtain, revealing the now famliar |ines of
her firm thirty-six-year-old body. 'Be ny guest..."

Hart mann stepped into the shower cubicle. There was no way two people
coul d stand under the spray head wi thout their bodies touching in
several interesting places - but that was sonmething they' d | ong been
accustonmed to. At the Acadeny, nmale and fenale recruits shared the
same sl eeping quarters and bathroomfacilities which included conmunal
shower blocks with units that could house four at a tinme - or six good
friends.

Hart mann punped sone soap out of the di spenser and worked up a
| at her.

He hadn't joined Mary-Ann in the shower because he was feeling horny.

When the water was running, it was the only place in the wagon-train
you could talk without anyone being able to listen in.

Hartmann had no firm proof that the train was bugged but he had not
reached the rank of commander without discovering that careless talk
coul d, on occasion, cost |ives.

"Want me to scrub your back?"

"Yeah, why not..." Hartmann faced the wall

Anderssen went to work with both hands. 'It's ny back you're supposed
to be doing."

"Don't worry, |I'Il get there. W usually nmanage this twice a year

Twi ce in one week arouses all kinds of unhealthy appetites."
"It's the wong tinme and the wong place, honeybun

Listen. CINC TRAIN just cane through. The Lady's not going home. Not
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yet, anyway."
Ander ssen's hands kept nmoving. 'So how do | get to Santa Fe?"
"W're going to fly you there."

"Bill, be serious. |'venever flown in one of those stick and string
contraptions and | don't intend to start now "

"Yeah, well, 1I'munder orders from CINC TRAIN and while you're on The
Lady, you do as | say. Wich nmeans you' ve got about forty-three
mnutes to get used to the idea."

"Bastard... ' Anderssen tweaked his buttocks with iron hard fingers but
Hartmann, anticipating a revenge attack, had already firnmed themup so
it didn't hurt too nuch.

"C non, Mary-Ann. Ease up. A few puffs of the stuff you keep hidden
away and you won't feel a thing."

'"Great idea but | never carry it around - especially to G and
Centr al

But never mnd that, just where the hell am| gonna sit? If you think
I"'mgoing to let nyself be zipped into one of those buddy-franes you
can forget it!" Anderssen's voice softened as Hartnmann eased hi nself
around. She smled up at himas their loins canme into contact.

Hart mann nmade hinself confortable. 'Don't worry
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Cl NC- TRAI N al r eady
thought of that. One of those two-seat Skyriders is comng out from
Santa Fe."

' Ch, dandy..."

"Hey - snap to it! You got a reputation to keep up
Don't they call you the Iron Lady?"

'Yeah. But that's when |'ve got ny feet on the ground."”
"Look, it's a hundred and seventy-two mles by road.

By air, it won't take nore than an hour and a half. Al you've gotta
do is hang tough for ninety mnutes. You telling ne you can't handl e
t hat ?"

"How was it with you the first tine?"

Hart mann responded, tongue-in-cheek. 'I'mstill waiting for soneone to
offer me aride." He silenced her protest with a quick kiss. 'Listen,
if it starts getting to you, just close your eyes, |lay back and think
of --' Anderssen's firmthighs put the squeeze on his brace and bit.

"Don't say anything you might regret, Billy-boy... Hart mann pi nned
her arnms inside his and | ocked his wists against the base of her
spine. 'You're right,' he said. 'This is no tine to be kidding
around. Do you realize we've only six good years |left - maybe eight,
if we're lucky?" He sighed. 'Wsh | was going with you .

Anderssen didn't resist as he pulled her even cl oser.

She | aid her head under his chin as they rocked gently fromside to
side under the raying jets of warm water.

"Do you still mss Lauren?"

"Not as much as I'mgoing to mss you."

Anderssen slid her arns around his waist. 'Were are you headed?"
'Cedar Rapids, lowa... ' 'Never heard of it."

"It's about twelve hundred miles north-west of here.

On the sane |atitude as Chicago."

"Christo! Doesn't it snow up there at this time of year?"

"So they tell nme."

"Must be pretty inportant for themto risk sending you that far
nort h.

Do you have any backup?"
"Not that | know of."
"So what's the bottomline - or haven't they told you yet?"

"It's a search and rescue mssion. At least, that's what CI NC TRAIN
calls it. Five of our people have gone mi ssing up there." He
shrugged. 'Houston want ne to find themand. bring '"emin."
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' Feds...?"

"If they are, they're not going to tell ne.

'Feds' was the nicknanme applied to special undercover agents thought to
be enployed by the First Famly. No one had ever cone up with any hard
evi dence that such people existed but that had not dispelled the

wi despread belief that they did.

'The only other kind of people roam n' around out there are breakers.

Apart from FI NTEL, of course. But it's the first tinme | ever heard of
anyone operating east of the M ssissippi."

"Yeah. The other odd thing is, two of themare w nglnen from The Lady
- Jodi Kazan, the flight section | eader did five tours with nme before
di sappearing over the side in a ball of flane. In that battle | told
you about when we--' 'Ran into sone unexpected trouble..."

"Yeah, that one. The second was a new boy called Brickman. One of
three we | ost before we turned and ran south to Iick our wounds. |'ve
got nothing on the other three - apart fromthe fact one's a w ngman
but everyone thought Kazan and Bricknan were both posted Kl A over
Wom ng | ast June." Hartmann shrugged. 'It seens we were nistaken."

Ander ssen | eaned away from her shower-mate. 'This guy Brickman ..
woul d he happen to be 2102-8902

St even Roosevelt Brickman?"

"Yeah, that's him How d'you know his nane and nunber ?"

'Because he's the kind of guy you renmenber - for al
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ki nds of
reasons. "

"But why in particular - and how conme?"
"He flew into Pueblo on a wing and a prayer alnpbst a year ago today.

Sai d he'd escaped after being shot down then captured and hel d prisoner
by a clan of Mutes--' Hartmann | ooked surprised. 'Held prisoner?"

"That's what he said. W radioed The Lady to check that you had a
crewman by that name. Your Signals Oficer obviously didn't tell you
about our query.

Anyway, he confirmed that Brickman was one of three wi ngnmen |isted
PDY ET north-east of Cheyenne on June 12th - as the defaulter
clainmed."

' Def aul ter ?"

"It's SOP. Anyone who cones wandering in fromthe overground adrift
fromhis unit and without an IDis automatically regarded as a
potential code-breaker until proved otherwi se. You know that."

"Sure,' grunted Hartmann. 'But up to now, the only breakers |'ve seen
have been dead ones. So what was his story?"

"I never got to hear it." Anderssen dropped her voice right down.

"When we called up Brickman's dope-sheet from Grand Central, it cane
prefixed with a Level Nine entry."

"Which only you could read.

"Lucky | did. Qherwise | mght have got my buns roasted. Your M
Brickman is on the Special Treatnment List."

The news caused Hartmann's eyebrows to rise. 'Is he?
Vell, well, well... Thanks for telling ne - although, to be honest, |
can't say it comes as a total surprise. | always have a one-to-one

word with new crewren when they cone aboard then conpare notes with
McDonnel | ny Trail Boss. W both had himdown as soneone who m ght go

far."
"l know what you nean,' said Anderssen. 'He has that - . . | ook about
him "
Hartmann drew her to him 'Yeah. 1It's the eyes.”" He |ooked deep into
hers.

'So, be careful, huh?"

"You too." He planted a brotherly kiss on the tip of her nose. 'kay,
fun's over. Gt outta here."

"Sure... Ander ssen pushed the curtain aside. 'Just out of interest
do you al ways wear socks in the shower?"

Hart mann | ooked down at his olive-drab feet. 'Aww, shee-utt!" Y see
what happens when you're around?" he peeled off the socks and started
to wing themout.

"It might help if you turned the water off." Marie Anderssen stepped
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out of the cubicle and picked up a couple of towels. She threw one at
Hartmann then started to give herself a vigorous rub-down. 'So what's
the word on the rest of ny party? Are they being flown to Santa Fe
too? O do they have to walk it?"

"Neither,' replied Hartmann. 'They're staying aboard."

Mary- Ann stopped drying her hair with one end of the towel as the other
end stalled between her thighs. 'But these guys are--' 'Due three
mont hs | eave, yeah. It's been postponed.

Tough, but that's the way it is. They'll get hone when we do."

"That is outrageous... Ander ssen cast around for a solution. 'Can't
you drop them off at Monroe/Wchita on your way through? | know the
interface isn't operational yet but they could ride down the air shaft
that was drilled through the floor of the old way-station."

"W're not going through Wchita. W' ve been routed through G eat Bend
and Salina. The terrain is easier to navigate - which neans we can
mai ntai n speed during our night-tinme run."

Ander ssen swore violently then vented her frustration on her own body
with an extra-puni shing rubdown.

' There nust be sonething we can do!"
"Uh-uh, not so nuch of the "we". This is your beef, lion."
Her voice turned sour. 'Thanks, I'Il renmenber that."

"Listen, Marie, |I've got ny orders. |If you don't like
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what' s

happeni ng, take it up with CINC TRAIN - when you get to Santa Fe."
'Yeah, sure. It neans going through channels. Any conplaint | nake
has got to go all the way up to Pioneer Corps HQ before being sent over
to CINC-TRAIN. By which time--' '- assuming it ever gets that fan-'
"you'll be out of sight across the Mssouri."

"Exactly. You know the score -just |ike CINC-TRAIN knew your guys were
hitching a ride hone on The Lady.

There was no order to off-1oad them because no one at Grand Centra
gives a shit whether they get hone for New Year or not. Al GC cares
about is getting this wagon-train to Cedar Rapids. Pronto. So don't
take it out on ne."

Ander ssen turned away fromhim sawed the towel rapidly across her
buttocks and down the back of her |egs.

Hartmann didn't need to see her face to know that she woul d have
preferred to throttle himwith it. Hanging his own towel round his
neck, he fished a clean pair of socks and a set of underwear from one
of the drawers in his clothes cupboard. He wasn't conpletely dry but
he now only had four mnutes in which to get dressed before he was due
to break the bad news to his execs and section-chiefs - and he did not
relish the prospect.

As a conmmander who had a genuine interest in the norale and genera

wel | - being of the men serving under him he could understand Marie
Ander ssen being reluctant to abandon her soldiers but he was irritated
to di scover that she appeared to be nore concerned about themthan she
was about him In less than thirty mnutes she woul d be flying out,
leaving himwith a glumfaced crew and the unwanted probl em of coping
for upwards of two nonths with an extra sixty-four disgruntled

dogf aces.

He zi pped up his khaki fatigues and set a yell ow baseball cap at the
regul ati on angle on his head.

Anderssen, now in briefs and T-shirt, was stuffing her belongings into
a trail-bag. She still had her back to him

"C non, Anderssen - spare nme the fire and ice. This new assignnent
CINC-TRAIN has thrown at us is going to be tough on everybody."

As she turned around, the tight line of her mouth twisted into a wy
smle. 'Everybody except me. You're right. You're the |last person
shoul d be dumpi ng on

I"msorry."
‘Don't say sorry. Just say goodbye."

They hugged each other warmy. Anderssen raised her face to his.

"Till whenever, huh?"
"Sure. And don't worry about your guys. It's not going to be a
joy-ride but 1'll do ny best to | ook after "em™

Their lips net briefly then, as they disengaged reluctantly, Hartmann
pi cked up his wistwatch.
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"Christo! I'mlate!™ He buckled it on and gripped her shoul der, his
voi ce now a whisper. 'Listen, this guy Bricknman. Were did he go
after he left you?"

'He was hooded and chained then flown to Santa Fe aboard a Skyri der
fromBig Red One and handed over to the Provost-Marshal of New Mexico
for onward transmi ssion to Grand Central. And GC also ordered us to
erase his name fromour station-log."

Hart mann nodded. ' That expl ains why we were never sent an up-date. We
still have himlisted KIA "

"l don't get it,' breathed Anderssen. 'If he was sent to GC as a
defaul ter | ast November, what the hell is he doing up to his ass in

snow i n | owa?"

' Good question,' said Hartmann. 'But even if | find him you and | are
never going to know the answer.

Young M Brickman is on the Special Treatnment List renenber?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Tille...mtrak%20Wars%20B0o0ok%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (29 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till ey%620-%20A mtrak %20Wars%20B 00k %204%620-%20B| 00d%20Ri ver.txt
CHAPTER TWD

For Steve Brickman, any advantages bestowed upon those sel ected for
special treatment were, at that precise noment in time, fated to remain
unspeci fi ed and dubious. He certainly had no reason to fee

privil eged, except in the negative sense that he and his four
travel I i ng conpani ons had been chosen to be on the receiving end of a
sudden run of bad luck. Once again, hasty, ill-considered action had
placed himin a situation fraught with difficulty and danger.

Their arrival, before dawn that sanme day, on the w nd-carved dunes of
Long Point, on the western shore of Lake Erie, had marked the end of
the first phase of a perilous escape from Ne-l1ssan, the eastern |ands
over which the Iron Masters held sway. The second phase, a
fifteen-hundred-mle journey by air to Womng lay ahead. It was this
journey which, after a tense but triunphant start, had gone

di sastrously wong. Two and a half hours into the flight, Steve had
di scovered they were rapidly running out of fuel - and there was worse
to cone.

Wth the help of two Tracker renegades - Jodi Kazan and Dave Kel so
Steve had nade good a prom se to rescue Cadillac and Cearwater, two
gifted Plainfolk Muites fromthe clan MCall who had fallen into the
hands of the Iron Masters. The pronise had been nade to M Snow, the
clan's. quirky, ageing wordsm th whose brain acted as the repository for
ni ne hundred years of oral history. M Snhow might be the guardi an of
the past and the clan's guiding intelligence but that did not stop him
maki ng m stakes. It was he who was responsi ble for sending Cadillac
and Clearwater to Ne-lIssan in the first place; a decision he had |ater
conme to regret and which Steve, in a rash nmonent, had offered to
repair.

But as with nost situations Steve found hinself in, it was not as
sinmple as that. Before making his pronmise to M Snow, Steve had been
recruited into the ranks of AMEXICO - the AMrak EXecutive Intelligence
COmmando - a top-secret organisation working directly for the
Presi dent - General of the Antrak Federation. So secret that only a

sel ect handful of the First Family knew of its existence.

Trained as a wingnan - the airborne elite of the Federation's
overground strike-force, Steve was now a nmexi can - a generic term
proudly adopted by AMEXI CO operatives along with the use of words and
phrases fromthe pre-Hol ocaust | anguage known as spani sh; the | anguage
of the | ong-vani shed nation which had once bordered the southern edge
of the Federation and was now the refuge for sone of the displaced

cl ans of Southern Mites.

Steve' s new boss, Commander-General Ben Karlstrom had given himthe
same assignnment as M Snow. But since he didn't regard Mites as
people, he had referred to Cadillac and Clearwater as 'targets', and
the word 'rescue' had been replaced by 'capture'

M Snow had al so been targeted - to paraphrase Karlstrom- 'for renova
fromthe equation'. Steve's mission was to bring all three back to the
Federation alive, or |eave their bodies for the death birds. O

el se.

There had been a veiled threat of punitive sanctions that m ght be

| evied on Steve's kin-sister Roz and his guard-parents, Annie and Poppa
Jack. The death or ill-treatment of his guard-parents woul d have
caused himgreat distress but it was sonething he could have borne.
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It was the threats against Roz that could not be countenanced.

Steve had accepted the assignment because it offered a chance to get
back into the Blue-Sky Wrld where he
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had tinme to think and roomto

manoeuvre. Time to think howto rig the board so that everybody got
what they wanted - or were fooled into thinking they had. He had the
i mpression that Karlstromdidn't trust himconpletely.

The feeling was mutual. 1In several action-packed nonths on the
overground, Steve had di scovered that the First Fam |y had been |ying
to their loyal troops for centuries - perhaps fromthe very beginning
when the ash-clouds fromthe firestorns that had swept across Anerica
turned the sun into a chilling, crinson eye for nore than three
decades.

But it was not all threats and doubl e-dealing. Wen the chips were
down it was Karlstromwho had provided the vital back-up Steve had
needed to blast his way to freedom Part of that back-up had been a
fell ow agent code-naned Si de-W nder disguised as a |unp-head with the
aid of plastic surgery.

Si de- Wnder, who clainmed to have been working inside Ne-lssan for
years, had been just part of a baffling set-up that had included sone
hard cases fromone of the Iron Masters' own intelligence networks.

Steve, unaware of this |inkage, had done a separate deal with a

hi ghl y- pl aced samurai from anot her network, and there were probably
more. Layer upon | ayer of deceit and intrigue, like the bland
protective coating that concealed the ultimte truths about the First
Fam |y, the Antrak Federation and their hereditary enemes, the

Mut es.

The task he had been given by Karlstrom- and had voluntarily
undertaken for M Snow - was difficult enough in itself since the
popul ar belief anong Mutes was that no one ever returned from'the
Eastern Lands'.

But it was made doubly difficult by his feelings for the people he had
been ordered to betray. Cadillac and C earwater had reveal ed
thenselves to be 'straight' Mites, with perfectly forned bodi es and

cl ear, unblenished skins - just like real human beings - which had been
skil fully canmoufl aged by vegetable dyes to blend with the

mul ti-col oured hides of their clanfolk.

M Snow was afflicted with the characteristic skin and bone deformties
that had caused all Mites to be | abelled 'l unp-heads' but he had al so
been bl essed with an encycl opaedic nmenory, a piercing intelligence and
a fund of agel ess wi sdom spiced with his own engagi ng bl end of

m schi evous good hunour.

Steve's dilemma arose fromthe fact that he had - to use the tine-worn
pre- Hol ocaust phrase - fallen deeply in love with Cearwater and she
had responded wi th equal passion.

Rai sed in the Federation where the word 'l ove' was not even part of the
vocabul ary, Steve had never ex. perienced this depth of enotiona
i nvol venent before.

But he had been extrenely close to his kin-sister - closer than two
normal human beings can get. He and Roz shared a secret tel epathic
link of extraordinary intensity that had set them apart from other
Trackers since early childhood and on reaching puberty, she had coaxed
Steve into a covert sexual relationship.

Wth his posting to the Flight Acadeny at the age of fourteen this had
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gradual Iy broken down due to the | ong periods of enforced separation

Roz still felt the sane but Steve, the reluctant partner, had noved
on.

Wth his kin-sister, it was the nmental bond that was paranount; his
feelings for Cearwater - which had caused Roz such angui sh - were of
an entirely different order.

Those feelings had caused Steve a great deal of soul -searching too.

Fromthe very first days at school he had been taught to regard the
mal f ormed Mutes as repugnant, disease-ridden animals; an insult to
Nature that had to be ruthlessly extermnated. It therefore followed
that an intimate physical |iaison between a Tracker and a Miute was an
unt hi nkabl e aberration; the product of a sick mnd. But the attraction
he and Clearwater felt for each other had been instantaneous and
irresistible and, for Steve, the desire to possess her body and sou

had devel oped i nto a dangerous obsessi on

H's bond with M Snow and Cadill ac was based on a debt of gratitude.

Even though he had taken part in a
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murderous air raid against their

clan, they had nursed himback to health after a near-fatal crash and
| ater had saved himfromcertain death. Had they been captured by
Trackers, they would have been killed out of hand but these two
so-cal | ed savages had shown a degree of forbearance and forgi veness
whi ch he did not deserve

H's feelings for Clearwater had led himto betray their trust but, once
again, there had been no recrimnations and he could not bring hinself
to betray them a second tine.

The Manual made it clear that nornmal noral considerations did not enter
into the relationship between Trackers and the Mutes. Despite the
superficial resenblances they were not people, they were

ment al | y-def ective ant hropoi ds whose place on the evol utionary tree was
approxi mat el y hal fway between human bei ngs and the vani shed apes.

Karl strom the head of AMEXICO had told himthat 'promises to Mites
don't count'. One half of Steve knew that to be true but the other,
new y- awakened half told himit wasn't so.

From the nmoment he had enmerged to nake his first solo flight above the
overground a profound change had taken place within him He had felt
hinsel f being torn in twd. The solidarity he felt towards his fell ow
Trackers, the solemm oath of unswerving loyalty to the First Famly
conflicted with the growing feeling that he was not and had never truly
been part of their underground enpire.

Entering the Blue-Sky Wrld was like ... coming hone. It defied al
reason but every fibre of his being knewit to be true.

For the nonent, however, the crushing burden of these enotional and
ment al pressures had been supplanted by the nore urgent and fundanent al
probl em of survival..

Steve, Jodi and Dave Kelso were all skilled pilots but they had never

fl own anything as sophisticated as the Skyrider. The instrument pane

was overl|l oaded with switches, dials and radi o navigation aids, plus a

vi deo screen which showed the aircraft's position as a dot on a noving
map which had to be programred before take-off. They had been in too

much of a hurry to discover howto do this, and they were al so

unfam liar with the engi ne which was nore powerful and operated on an

entirely different principle to the battery-powered Skyhawks they were
used to.

Steve had twi ce been a passenger aboard a Skyrider but the first tine
he had been too busy talking to the pilot - his |late classmate Donna
Monroe Lundkwi st; on the second occasion, a night flight with a
taciturn MX pilot who ignored nost of his questions, he had spent the
greater part of the trip gazing through the canopy at the star-filled
sky.

Until that norning, Jodi and Kel so had never seen a Skyrider but, Iike
Steve, they had enough basic savvy to get one off the ground and
manoeuvre it through the air, flying it not with the aid of the
overl oaded i nstrunent panel but by the seat of their pants. The chance
of making a fatal error had been greatly reduced by the provision of an

"idiot board" - an abbreviated Iist covering the essential contro
checks and settings a pilot was required to i nplenment on take-off and
| andi ng.

But the list did not tell themeverything they needed to know before
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enbarking on their journey. And since they had tenporarily inmmbilized
their guide, SideWnder, and the two MX pilots sent to fly them back to
the Federation, there was no one to tell themthe planes were due to be
refuelled for the return flight froma large storage tank buried in the
sandy soil alongside the grass |anding strip.

Wth Jodi's help, Kelso had filled two zi pper-bags with food and ot her
useful itens fromthe beach store before | eaving but if Side-Wnder had
not revealed its hiding place they would not have known such treasures
lay buried beneath their feet. Simlarly, it did not occur to them
that there might also be a fuel dunp. Even if it
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had, they woul d have

been unlikely to discover its location. Like the beach store with its
cunni ngl y-arranged pebble lid, the access points to the fuel tank were
hi dden from unwel cone visitors beneath the weathered stunp of a dead
tree whose centre-section could not be unlocked without the aid of a
speci al tool

The truth was, they were so pleased at having outwitted the trio sent
to bring themin, the idea that the planes mght be short of gas never
entered their heads. They had only one thought - to get the hell out
of Long Point as fast as possible.

Steve was flying with Clearwater in the passenger seat and Jodi's haul
fromthe beach store in the cargo bay; Jodi herself was riding with
Kel so and they had Cadillac in the cargo hold plus the second bag of

| oot ed goodi es.

Li ke Jodi and Kel so, Steve had checked the fuel state inmediately after
activating the batteries that powered the instrunent panel and on-board
systens. The visual display, which was graduated to show the fue

state as a percentage gave a reading of 75% In the |ower half of the
dial there were four snmall rectangul ar wi ndows set side by side. The
first three were red and so was the bottom quarter of the fourth

wi ndow, the upper part was white.

Since his nmind s eye equated white as neutral and therefore
representi ng not hi ngness, Steve assuned, not unreasonably that the
three red markers matched the 75%readi ng, indicating three full tanks
and one al nost enpty. There was a slight problemwth the thin red
strip in the bottom quarter-of the fourth wi ndow but the fact that 3.25
did not divide neatly into 75%did not ring any alarmbells. He nerely
concl uded that a zero per cent reading on the dial left the pilot with
a quarter of a tank to cover those last few mles honme before the
engi ne went dead.

He was wong all the way down the Iine. And Jodi and Kel so, by the
sanme perverse logic, made the sane nistake. It was alnpbst as if their
brains, not wi shing to disappoint their owners, had obligingly
interpreted the observable facts to fit their expectations.

The reverse was true. The red bar in each rectangle indicated an enpty
tank, and the percentage reading applied to the tank currently sw tched
into the fuel supply system The pilots of both Skyriders had flown in
using the fourth, reserve tank and had already used up a quarter of its
contents.

It was only when they were in the air and had been headi ng west for an
hour and a half that his euphoric npbod started to evaporate. The red
segnment in the fourth wi ndow was creepi ng upwards, not downwards and
the needl e indicating the percentage of fuel renmaining was dropping too
fast. He said nothing to Cearwater or to Jodi and Kelso - now flying
off his starboard side with their wing tip lined up with his tail but
thirty mnutes later, after checking every knob, switch and dial, his
worse fears were confirmed. The other three fuel tanks were enpty.

Shit, shit, and triple shit... | Steve selected the plane-to-plane
channel . They had maintai ned-radi o silence since | eaving Long Point to
prevent any el ectronic eavesdroppers getting a fix on their position

Wth no word from Side-Wnder or the two MX pilots for over two hours,
alarmbells would be ringing all over Gand Central and once Karl strom
found out what had happened - if he didn't know already - the |ong
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kni ves would be out. Now was not the time to start broadcasting their
predi canent but Steve had no choice; this was a life-threatening
ener gency.

'Breaker One to Breaker Two. \What's your fuel state, over?"
Kel so's voice came back through his headset. 'Funny you shoul d ask.

Kaz and | have been trying to work out why we were burning up so nuch
fuel at the optinmumcruising speed and altitude. W started off with
75% and now we're down to 30."

"Il got 37 on the dial,' said Steve. 'That's the good news. The bad
news is that reading only applies to one tank. W' ve been flying on
the reserve since takeoff.

The other three are enpty."
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"Jeezuss!" Kelso cursed volubly. 'So how nuch does the tank hol d?

Hang on a mnute - Jodi's tryin' to see if there's a vidifax version of
the handli ng notes stashed sonewhere. You got one?"

"Stay tuned... ' Steve told Cearwater what to | ook for. They searched
the cockpit and drew a blank. 'No joy, Dave. Best thing we can do is
throttle back. Be careful though. These things fall out of the sky
bel ow 65.

But if we can burn off |less fuel we can maybe extend the nileage."

"By how much? We're burning it up faster than you are because we got a
bi gger load! O have you forgotten we're carrying a ratfaced 'coon
skin in the back?"

'"Go easy, Dave. He's wearing a paint-job just |ike you guys."
'Maybe. But he ain't the sane underneath..."

"Now listen! Don't start peddling that shit! W're all in this
toget her!™

'Yeah, except we aint all in the sane airplane! 1'mnot happy about
this, Stevie. Jodi's just shown ne the map.

There's a big stretch of water lyin' right cross our line of flight."

"I know. Lake Mchigan. The far side is the birthplace of the
She- Kargo Mutes. The ancestral home of our two friends here.”

Kel so cane back | ouder than ever. 'What good is that going to do us if
we drown before we get there?!"

"W're not going to!" «cried Steve. 'W can nmake it!"

"This side or that side - what's the difference?!'" bell owed Kel so.
"W're gonna get our heads sliced off wherever we cone down! | knew it
was too good to be true |I' Turning to Jodi, Kelso said: 'Didn't | tel

you that sonofabitch would foul things up for us sooner or later?!"

Jodi, who was studying the video position-plotter and checking
di stances on a plasfilmmap answered himwi th her eyes but kept her
nmout h shut .

Steve also let it pass. 'Y know what? There nust have been a fue
dump at Long Point."

"Brilliant,' sneered Kelso. 'You got any nore usel ess information?!’
Jodi |ost her patience. 'Cut it out, Dave!"

They mai ntai ned the sane course for several minutes in stony silence.

Steve | ooked across at the other Skyrider and saw Jodi's head bobbi ng
around as she nade anot her search of the cockpit. Eventually she held
up a flat rectangul ar object and waved it triunphantly.

"Breaker Two to Breaker One. CGot it, Steve!"

What Jodi had found was a vidifax, a slimpocket-sized databank
measuring four by eight inches. The top surface was divided into an
LCD screen and a set of special function keys including a Scrol

command which allowed the viewer to scan bl ocks of copy by moving them
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line by line upwards or downwards across the screen at varying speed.

Jodi selected the main nenu, noved into the Fuel nmenu and found the

information they required. 'Ckay - . . you there Steve?"
' Breaker One, listening out..."
'The reserve tank holds 30 gallons of fuel. The optinmm burn-off rate

is 1 gallon every 25 niles giving a maxi mumrange of 750 miles---
Kel so chinmed in, 'But we only started with 75% of that."

"1 know,' said Jodi

Steve fed the figures into the small calcul ator on the | ow consol e that
ran out fromthe instrunment panel to a point mdway between the two

seats. 'That still gives us a range of 525 miles."

‘"Hang on. Don't get excited." said Jodi. 'That burn-off rate only
applies to an unl oaded Skyrider with pilot only and no fuel in other
tanks. W got some nore figuring to-' Kelso exploded. 'Wll get to
it, Kaz! The needle on this dial is heading down towards the 20%
mar k. "

Jodi let himhave it. 'Dave, for chrissakes gimme a break! You sound

like a jackal whining after a bitch on heat."
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"We're close to 29,' said Steve. 'But that doesn't mean anything if
we don't know how far we've travelled."

"I think I can answer that. | nmanaged to get this mapping screen
working a while back. W're coming up to navref point G and Rapids.

That neans, | essee

we've travelled 312 mles so far."

"Thanks. 1'll get back to you." Steve began to button in the
nunbers.
Jodi passed the map over to Kelso. 'Check how far it is from G and

Rapi ds to navref M | waukee. .
cal cul ator.

Her fingers darted over the

After a short while, Steve cane back on the air. 'Got it. The
burn-off rate is one gallon every 22 nmiles. |If this 29%reading is
accurate, we can cover another 195 nmil es.

How about you?"

"Not too good, Steve. Wth our extra |oading we're only doing 18.9
mles to the gallon. There's only six left in the tank. According to
the calculator, that's 113.5 mles. But that doesn't take into account
this headwi nd we got bl owi ng up our nose."

Steve glanced at his folded nap. 'We still got a chance.
Lake M chigan is only 80 miles across."”
Kel so's voice ricochetted round the inside of his skull.

"W aint got to Lake M chigan, you di ckhead! Look at your frigging
map! We're just comin' up on Gand Rapids. That's a hundred an'
twelve niles from M | waukee! Look out the wi ndshield! That's a fuggin
ocean out there! You seriously expect ne and Kaz to try and cross that
wi th maybe just enough gas for one hundred and thirteen?

"What d'you want ne to do?!" shouted Steve. 'Jettison fuel so I've
got the same chance as you? GCet your brain into gear, Dave! W're
ei ght thousand feet up. |If the notor cuts, you can glide another ten,

maybe fifteen mles.

"Ch, really? The man who didn't know he was flying with enpty tanks is

now t he expert on Skyriders! |[If you think I'"'mflying out over that
stretch of water just to find out if this thing glides like a fuggin
brick you got another think comin'! | want grass under ny wheel s when

the juice runs out. M and Kaz are headin' south!"

St eve dropped back and closed in until they were flying with wi ngtips
al nost touching. He |ooked across at Jodi Kazan who sat bl ocking his
vi ew of Kelso. 'Jodi, for crissakes! Can't you do sonething?!"

She drew her right hand swiftly across her throat - the signal used to
tell pilots to cut the notor and which was al so enpl oyed to indicate

t he abandonnment of a fruitless situation or discussion. 'l think he's
right, Steve. Have you seen what's up ahead?"

'Yeah,' said Kelso. 'Check the weather at two o' cl ock!"
Steve switched his eyes fromJodi to the northwest quarter of the

sky.
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The [ ong grey bank of cloud that had been poi sed om nously on the

hori zon had begun to nmove while his attention had been diverted by his
| engthy investigation of the crowded instrunent panel, the search for
the vidifax and the cal cul ations of the plane's fuel consunption. The
cloud mass was now angling in rapidly across their front.

Clearwater levelled a finger at the ragged ash-grey wall of cunul us.
"Look! It carries the Wiite Death in its belly!"

She was right. It was a snow cloud whose front edge stretched out of
sight in both directions and whose lunpy top |ayer rose, in places, to
al nrost doubl e their present altitude.

Jodi spoke into the mke fitted to her borrowed crash helnmet. 'W're
gonna have to run ahead of this, Stevie.

It must stretch fromhere to South Dakota. On the fuel we got left
we're not gonna be able to clinb over it and flyin' through it ain't

gonna do us no good either. |If we end up being forced to land in what
the good ole boys call a "white-out’' we could be in all kinds of
trouble."

"W're in trouble whatever we do,' grunted Kel so.

"This is as far as we go, Kaz." Easing back the throttle, he pushed
the control colum forwards and over to the |eft and di ved under
Steve's tail.

St eve caught an over-the-shoul der glinpse of the
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Skyrider as it slid

beneath him He banked to the left and saw it reappear in front of
him He cursed quietly and stabbed the transmt button. 'Breaker One
to Breaker Two. What's your new headi ng?"

"Just follow my ass, Brickman!" shouted Kelso. 'I'maimn' for the
sout heast corner of the |lake. W can head west fromthere!"™ H's eyes
met Jodi's. ‘'Providin' this goddamm weat her doesn't beat us to it!"

He held the nose down and pushed the throttle wi de open. 'Wat a
pi sser!™

Jodi didn't say anything. She'd been here before.

Swal | owi ng his anger, Steve piled on the speed in an effort to catch up
with Kelso. He knew they were obliged to change course but he was
annoyed at having |l ost control of the situation. Kelso had played his
part in the breakout fromthe Heron Pool but he had been nothing but
trouble from Day One.

When you were in the kind of jamthey were in, the one thing you didn't
need were guys who were constantly back-biting i nstead of coming up
with positive answers.

Jodi's long-suffering attitude had no doubt grown out of conradeship
born in adversity but Steve's patience was wearing thin. He nmentally
gave Kel so one nore chance to shape up. |If not, the red-headed

| oud-mouth would find hinself surplus to requirenments - and Jodi woul d
have to decide whether to stick with a loser or join the w nning

t eam

He | ooked across at C earwater and saw she had becone tense and
wi t hdrawn. She sat hunched up in her seat, one hand braced agai nst the
side of the cockpit, the other on the centre console.

Steve laid his left hand over it and gave a reassuring squeeze. 'Hey,
hey, relax! A little while back you were enjoying this. Wuat's the
matter? You not feeling too good?"

Her lips tightened, then she said: 'I do not understand these things
you tal k about. Only that sonething is wong and that there is mnuch
anger between you. Cadillac should have come with us. The two
sand- burrowers woul d then have been free to go where they wi shed."

"You're right. Wuld have made things a | ot sinpler.

The idea was to split the risk so that - if this plane, or Kelso's,
power ed down, one of you mght still have a chance of getting hone."
Her gaze steadied and her nouth relaxed a little. "W wll all get

hone. Were we not born in the shadow of Tali sman?"

"You and Cadillac maybe. | don't think he's too bothered about the
rest of us. Don't worry about Kelso, Jodi and I will straighten him
out. He's one of these people who only feels happy when he's
complaining. But his heart's in the right place."

And if | find it isn't, I'll put a hole init..

Cl earwater put out her right hand for Steve to take hold of again. 'I
fear the Wite Death."

"You?" The idea made Steve laugh. 'C non! You're not frightened of
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anything! You and Cadillac have seen nore of this stuff than any of
us! Kelso's lived through three winters, Jodi's survived one. It's ne
who shoul d be worri ed!

"And are you?"

"Naahh... 1've got you, haven't |? Trust nme. It'll all cone out right
in the end."
"Yes, | know,' said Clearwater. 'Even if you and | don't live to see

it."

Wth the need to keep his eyes fixed on the plane ahead, Steve was not
abl e to exam ne her face and gauge just what she meant by that cryptic
remark. But it was not the first.

Sensi ng she had unsettled him she added, '|I do trust you. M life has
been placed in your hands. It is the will of Talisman."

St eve checked the weather to his right then brought his eyes back onto
Kel so's plane. 'Wy do we al ways have to keep com ng back to that
goddamm prophecy?

Just for once it'd be nice to think | had something to do with the way
you feel."

"But you do, golden one. You do..."

"Yeah... ' Steve stared straight ahead. It nust be
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great, he thought
to have someone you could rely on

Soneone who genuinely cared, who did all the worrying, all the figuring
out, and nade sure nothing bad happened to you. Wy was it he who
al ways seemed to end up carrying everybody el se?

Perhaps that was the way it was for people who |iked running the
show.

But Jefferson the 31st, the current President-Ceneral - who he'd net
ran the greatest show on earth. You could bet your last neal credit he
didn't give a damm about anybody | ower down the wire.

I ncludi ng Steven Roosevelt Brickman. You could see it in the eyes.

Jefferson was the kind of guy who could wal k you all the way to the
revol ving door to his office, a smle on his lips, fatherly hand on
your shoul der - knowing that the hit-squad he'd ordered was waiting for
you to step out of the turnstile.

Pure naked power ... At the level the P-G was operating on, it nust
give you a real buzz

As the two planes |lost height, the grey wall of cloud began to tower
over themlike a giant tidal wave that threatened to swall ow t hem

wi thout trace. The strong north-westerly wind that provided its notive
power was driving the snowfl akes forward fromits |eading edge as they
fell in their countless mllions.

Steve gl anced at the gyro conpass. He was currently tailing Kelso on a
headi ng of two zero zero. They had lost altitude steadily and were now
down to nine hundred feet. It was clear that Kelso wanted to naintain
visual contact with the ground; a wi se decision in the circunstances
but if they were to avoid being engulfed they woul d soon have to sw ng
onto a nore southerly headi ng.

He consulted his map and tried to find a matching feature on the |ake
shore beneath. And then it happened. As his left index finger edged
over the fol ded sheet of plasfilmtowards navref Benton Harbour, map
and ground coincided and he glinpsed the squat, rectangul ar outlines of
a boat nmoored to a wooden jetty.

It was not one of the massive wheel boats that visited the tradi ng post,
but it was still of appreciable size, with a paddl e wheel running
across the full width of the stern.

Col our and detail faded rapidly beneath the first wash of snow. In
perfect visibility, Steve m ght have seen the upturned face of the
figure standing on the bow deck as a pale dot set against the dark
wooden pl anks but not today. |zo Wantanabe saw the two Skyriders pass
over head but those aboard did not see him

Steve didn't need to. There was only one place the boat could have
come from- Ne-lssan. The Iron Masters had put it there, and had built
the square jetty to which it was noored. |Its positioning far beyond
the present borders of Ne-Issan nust have taken place several weeks, if
not nonths, ago. The boat and its invisible crew could only.belong to
domai n-1ord Yanma-Shita; it was his famly who held the exclusive
licence to trade with the Mutes. But Yama-Shita had been dead for a
week - killed by dearwater during the break-out. Did his mnions down
there know that? O know that his assassins had escaped?
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Steve thought it unlikely, even though the Iron Masters used carrier

pi geons for urgent |ong-distance comuni cation. The Yama-Shita fanmly
were probably still reeling fromthe shock and were nore likely to be
concerned with fighting off bids fromenvious rivals anxious to grab a
slice of their trading enpire than alerting their front nen in the
outl ands. For the noment, anyway.

No. The real question was nore basic: Wiy would a boatl oad of Japs be
moored near the southern end of Lake M chigan in the second week of
Novenber? Had Hiro Yama-Shita got some kind of extended operation
going with the Plainfolk Mutes in this area?

The need to press onwards, ahead of the advanci ng snow made detail ed
observation inpossible but Steve had not seen any on-shore
installations out of his side of the cockpit, and neither had
Clearwater. The boat's occupants m ght be arned but they were sitting
ducks.

Steve toyed nonentarily with the agreeabl e notion of
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capturing it and
maki ng a sl ow but stately progress to the trading post at Du-aruta.

They woul d be assured of absolute safety at sea, conming ashore only for
tinmber to feed the boiler - the source of power and warnth. The
probl em of what to eat could be solved by catching fish like the Iron
Mast ers did.

Wnter would give way to the tinme of the New Earth.

Freed fromthe grip of its icy fingers the soil would burst open as the
buri ed seeds awoke. New pink grass would put a warm blush on the face
of the world and as the air softened with the approach of spring they
woul d I'inger off Du-aruta until the M Call del egation joined the other
Pl ai nfol k em ssaries near the end of May for the annual round of
trading with the Iron Masters. Then, before the nmassive three-storeyed
wheel boats steaned into view, they would beach their stolen vessel in
full view of the waiting Mites.

Steve pictured the faces of the Plainfolk as he lead his party
ashore.

Yes ... a lot better than walking to Womng. And if Kelso got |ippy
he'd end up tied to the paddl e whee

"Stevel I'"

Clearwater's cry snapped himout of his reverie. Kelso's Skyrider had
di sappeared. Visibility was now zero. The cockpit was surrounded by
driving snow.

Steve rolled the Skyrider to the left, held the nose down and sl amred
the throttle wide open. The snow started to thin, then fell behind as
they outfaced the bank of cloud.

He knew t hey had gained only a tenporary respite. The only way to
avoid it was by flying south-east - back towards Ne-lssan - the one
pl ace he didn't want to go

Applying a touch of right rudder, he brought the Skyrider back onto a
headi ng of 180 degrees - due south and peered through the canopy. It

was now streaked with melting snow. 'Can you see then?" H's own
eyesi ght was extra sharp but he had di scovered that sonme Miutes were
able to get a visual fix on moving objects at amazing di stances - |ike

birds of prey.

Cl earwat er searched the sky ahead of them

' Hang on. .. Steve made the plane weave fromside to side, dipping the
left wing then the right to provide her with a better all-round view

The sout hern end of Lake M chigan which lay just beyond his right
shoul der fell under the shadow of the advanci ng snow cl oud.

Looki ng down, Steve saw the sand dunes and swanps that had repossessed
the area once drained and flattened under the concrete bases of

st eel -maki ng pl ants and petro-chem cal conpl exes. Poi sonous effluents
and sul phurous snoke-stack em ssions in the pre-Hol ocaust era had
turned the area into a wastel and but nine centuries later, the waters
of Lake M chigan were as clean and blue as when the first 17th century
French fur trappers had canoed down the Wabash

Clearwater flung her armacross the cockpit in front of Steve's face.
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"There!"

He foll owed her pointing finger. Several hundred feet below them a
wi nged speck was headi ng sout hwest.

Kel so and Jodi. Any minute now they would be running out of gas and
they woul d both be searching for a reasonably safe place to put down.

"Don't |lose sight of them' said Steve. He switched on the
pl ane-to-pl ane channel. 'Breaker One to Breaker Two. Wat's your fue
state? Over."

It was Jodi who replied. 'Breaker Two. W' ve had zero on the dial for
the last six mnutes but the notor's still - uh-oh, correction. It
just cut out on us. Over."

"Ckay, hang in there. |1 know you'll be fighting gravity from here on
in but try to find a spot that's big enough for both of us. W'IlIl be
comng in right behind you."

"Roger Wl co. Dave says he can't wait. According to the map there's a
hardway running east to west. W're aimng for that. Breaker Two over
and out."

As Jodi went off the air, the plane ran into another blinding flurry of
snow. A knot formed in her stomach.

"Are we gonna be able to get down?"

Kel so westled with the controls. 'Kaz - that's the one thing you can
be sure of. Wether we walk away is another matter entirely.”
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They broke out into a relatively clear patch of sky.

Two hundred feet bel ow themthey saw the vague outline of the hardway
the remains of US Hi ghway 30

Wth the coating of snow thickening by the mnute, it was inpossible to
gauge what condition it was in and wi thout power they could not nake an
exploratory lowlevel pass. Once again they were wapped in a swirling
white cloud, the flakes turning to translucent sludge as they hit the
canopy. The slipstreamblew the sludge into ragged waves that crept
slowy up the windshield. Jodi and Kel so | eaned forward and peered
through the gaps, trying to get a clearer view

"This is hopeless,' shouted Kelso. 'I'mgonna nake a downw nd
landing!" He selected full flap. 'Pull your straps tight!" Wthout
power, any turn has to be made nose down to avoid a stall which, at |ow
altitude, is usually fatal

Putting the snow behind their tail increased the forward visibility a
little but decreased the speed of the air flow ng over the w ngs,
robbing them of valuable lift and increasing their rate of descent.

The snow covered hardway cane up to neet themat an alarnming rate
before Kelso could line up the nose properly.

' Dave! For crissakes--!"'

BLUMWFFF!  Jodi's skull and spine collided with a sickening jolt as the
three plump tyres flattened onto the axles then bounced the pl ane back
into the air on the north side of the hardway. Trees |ooned up

ahead.

Kel so ki cked on sone right rudder to bring the nose round. Wth the
Skyrider now close to stalling speed its response to control novenents
was nmushy but with the help of a streamof invective fromKelso, it
wal | owed back towards the centreline of the makeshift runway.

"Ckay! This is it!"™ Kelso tried to correct the drift to the right but
the controls no | onger responded. Jodi braced herself as they dropped
through the last fifteen feet |ike a stone.

The mai n wheel on her side of the plane hit the. ground first. The
undercarriage strut had survived the first punishing blow but this
second inpact tore it |oose. The Skyrider crashed forward onto its
nose-wheel , buckling the supporting strut and driving it upwards
through the fusel age. The right wheel |anded on the sloping, overgrown
grass verge, tilting the Skyrider further over to the left. The tip of
the wing on Jodi's side was ripped to pieces as it came into contact
with the ground. She tried to steady herself as the plane slewed
round, jolting and bouncing over the uneven surface of the hardway.

There were sharp cracks and rendi ng noi ses as other parts of the plane
to the rear of the cockpit broke | oose.

The Skyrider spun around once on its belly then slid sideways al ong the
axi s of the undamaged starboard wing into the snow covered undergrowth
on the northern side of the hardway.

Jodi could now only see where they'd been and not where they were going
but during the ground-1oop, she had caught a whip-pan glinpse of

several nore clunps of trees. Her internal radar sensed they were now
probably on a collision course. She dropped her chin onto her chest
and hugged her arns. |If there was an afterwards, she knew t hey woul d
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di scover there was nore than enough roomfor half a Skyrider to pass
bet ween the trees but by Sod's Law they were bound to hit one. She was
not di sappoi nt ed.

Wth the fine tuning only Destiny can provide, the |eading edge of the
starboard wing lost its top coat of paint as it scraped past the rim of
the trunk of the last tree of the last clunp at a neat tangent, | eaving
Kel so's side of the cockpit to take the full inpact.

KERR-RUNCH!'!  Jodi was held in her seat by the safety harness but her
head was thrown back agai nst the bul khead with a force that not even
her crash helnet could absorb. 1In the split second before she | ost
consci ousness, the last thing her mnd regi stered was an overwhel m ng
sense of relief: she mght die, but she would not burn..
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The weat her was even worse when Steve and C earwater arrived on the
scene but with their lighter all-up weight, they still had sone gas in
the tank. Skimming perilously close to the tops of the trees, Steve
fl ew up and down the hi ghway, searching for Kelso's Skyrider

Now flying into the teeth of a full-scale blizzard, Steve had to give
his full attention to keeping the plane on course. He had to rely on
Cl earwat er but even her sharp eyes missed it on the first two
attenpts.

She spotted it as Steve nmade a third, westward, pass.

"There they are |' 'Good! Keep your eye on it!"
"But, ohh - its wings are broken!" She turned around in her seat,
pressi ng her face against the canopy. 'And nothing noves!"

"In this weather, they're better off staying inside,' said Steve,
trying to sound optimstic. He hadn't seen the weckage for hinself
but it didn't sound too prom sing.

On the other hand, there was no point in worrying about what m ght or
m ght not have happened to Jodi, Kelso and Cadillac. The first thing
they had to do was nake a safe | andi ng thensel ves.

Banking to the left, he flew eastwards roughly parallel with the

har dway, passing the Skyhawk on the downw nd |l eg. |Its charcoal-grey
outline was fast disappearing under the snow. Another thirty seconds
on the cockpit's digital clock took himthree quarters of a mle down
the road and clear of the trees.

As he circled round and prepared to | and, he spoke to O earwater over
the radi o channel that linked their headsets. 'Okay! |'m gonna be
busy trying to keep this thing Iined up on the hardway so give ne a
shout when you see 'em Should be any second now "

Cl earwat er unbuckl ed her safety harness and sat on the edge of her
seat, bracing herself against the instrunent panel

Forward visibility was atrocious. The ground on all sides was now
compl etely bl anketed with snow and the sky was full of it. The
instruments told Steve he was flying nore or |ess straight and | evel at
just under fifty feet but his stomach told himthey were being buffeted
up, down and sideways by the gale-force gusts of w nd.

The only reliable guide to where the ground ended and the sky began
were the dark sheltered recesses of the trees where the i nner branches
met the trunks.

"Now!  Nowi!"

Steve waited till the wheels touched before cutting the nmotor. He
caught a fleeting glinpse of the front half of Kelso's Skyrider wapped
around a tree as they flashed past, rocking and juddering along a

si x-1 ane hi ghway that had not been resurfaced for over nine hundred
years. It was like rollerskating over corrugated iron. He pulled the
brake | ever back as far as it would go, |ocking the two mai n wheels.

And just as he was wonderi ng what had happened to the other half of the
Skyrider, they ploughed into it.

St eve, who had received a split-second advance warning fromhis
resi dent guardi an angel, threw his armacross Cearwater's chest and
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yanked her backwards. He 'succeeded in stopping her going head first
t hrough the canopy but the sudden decel erati on caused everything from
the wai st down to slide forwards off the seat. Her knees crashed

agai nst the instrunment panel with a sharp, bone-cracking noise that
made hi m wi nce

Clearwater didn't utter a sound. A secret conbination of true grit and
mental discipline rendered Muites - with a few exceptions - al nost
totally inpervious to pain.

"Christo! That sounded terrible. You okay.9 She eased herself slowy

into an upright sitting position and rubbed both kneecaps. 'I'Il tell
you after I've tried to walk." She searched for the | ever that opened
her side of the canopy. 'W nust find Cadillac--' Steve grabbed her
shoul der and held her down. 'You stay right there. [|'Il go check
what's happened."” He slid out quickly, landing with his weight on his
right foot.

The wound in his thigh gave hima sickening rem nder
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that she wasn't
the only one who m ght not be in the best shape for an overland
expedi tion.

He shut the canopy and checked to see what they'd run into. The
mangl ed tail-boom section of Kelso's plane was caught against the rear
wheel struts. They had al so passed over an unseen but unyi el di ng
projection probably a rock - which had mangl ed the tips of the
propel | er bl ades.

Wel| done, Brickman . . . Opening the hatch of the cargo bay, he
runmaged t hrough the bag of odds and ends they had brought with them
and pulled out a straw poncho - one of the itens of clothing issued to
Mute slaves by the Iron Masters. Lowering the visor of his crash

hel met, Steve | eaned agai nst the howing wi nd and hobbl ed down the
hardway towards the w ecked Skyri der

The buckl ed fusel age pod with its rear-nounted engi ne and one and a
half wings lay hard up against a huge tree - now a dark silhouette

agai nst the white | andscape. The inpact had shaken the snow off the
branches, dunping it on the weck below. There was no sign of novenent
and no sound.

The canopy rel ease handl e on the port side was jamred. Steve broke
open the emergency rescue panel behind the cockpit and used the spiked
axe to prise the canopy open. The hinges were warped and stiff. Steve
forced it upwards and saw that the other half had shattered. Show was
bl owi ng in, covering Kel so's body.

Jodi's had twisted towards the point of inpact. Her |left armwas bent
over her chest, the other |lay across Kel so.

Steve leant in and |aid a hand on her shoul der
‘Jodi . . .?"

Her head rocked slow y against the bul khead as she started to cone
round.

"Hi. How re you doing?"

Jodi's eyes fluttered open. It took a few seconds to get her eyes into
focus. Her brain took a little longer. 'I, uh -
uhh..." Her painted hands funbled ineffectually with the release clip

of her harness.

Steve undid it for her then | oosened the chin strap of her crash hel net
and eased it off. 'Does it feel as if anything s broken?"

Jodi nmoved her arms and legs. 'Nuhh . . . think I"'mokay. It's just
my neck." She raised her head gingerly.

L Omw- 1"

"Here - lenme have a go at it." Steve massaged the nuscles and bones
at the top of her spine, causing her to gasp with pain.

'Hey! Go easy!"

"You'll survive. It's gonna hurt for a while but everything seens to
be in place.”

Jodi carried on where Steve had left off. 'Can always give nyself a
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shot, | suppose. Dave and | picked up some norphine jabs and a few
packs of C oud Ni nes when we raided the beach store.™

St eve nodded towards Kelso. 'W may need all of that for himassum ng
he's still with us. 'Cnon, shift your butt." He gave Jodi a hel ping
hand as she clinbed stiffly out of the cockpit. They saw C earwater

|'i mpi ng unsteadily towards them

"Looks |ike another candidate for the sick parade."”

Jodi's teeth were chattering with cold but she could not hel p | aughing
at their predicanment. 'Wiat a ness! Still, | s'pose things can only
get better.”

Steve was already inside the cockpit checking Kelso's heartbeat- 'He's
alive . . . Dave! Dave! Can you hear me?"

The big man gave an answering groan. Steve lifted the visor of Kelso's
hel met and saw his eyelids pressed tightly together as he mastered a
wave of pain. The alloy ribs and plating on his side of the cockpit
was ripped and mangl ed and Kel so was pi nned underneath fromthe hips
down. Steve realized it would take a while to free him

"Is he hurt bad?" asked Jodi
"Can't tell yet but it don't |ook too good."

Cl earwat er reached them and | eaned agai nst the cockpit sill, breathing
in and out through clenched teeth.

"Wel come to the A-Team .. ' said Jodi
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The joke was lost on Clearwater. She turned towards Steve and waited
for himto acknowl edge her presence.

The acknow edgement, when it came, |acked the easy charmthat many of
his admirers found so irresistible.

"What the hell are you doing here? | told you to stay in the plane I’
"Where's Cadillac?!"

"One thing at a time!" snapped Steve. 'We got a badly injured man
here! "

"But Cadillac may be hurt too!"

"Make up your mind! Alittle while back you told ne everything was
gonna be okay 'cause you were both protected by Talisnman!"

' Chh, Sweet Mdther! You're as pig-headed as he is!"

Monentarily forgetting she had two badly brui sed knees, C earwater
stanped her right foot to vent her frustration and al nost fainted from
the searing pain that filled her leg fromhip to ankle.

Jodi caught her as she swayed and sat her down on the sill. 'Easy now,
just. hang in there, okay? W're on his case."

Steve cl anbered out of the cockpit. He shared C earwater's concern but
tenper tantruns he could do without. 'Jodi - that hole in the canopy
is proving a real pain in the butt. W need sone kind of cover to keep
the snow off himwhile we get himout."

' How about using the hatch off the cargo bay?"

"Brilliant... Steve fished the axe out of the cockpit then, adding a
dash of acid, he said: "And if it turns out Cadillac's still in one
piece, we can ask himif he'd care to give us a hand."

Clearwater nmet his narrowed eyes but refused to take the bait.

Steve got to work with the axe. The cargo door was designed to |ift
upwards, but with the plane lying on its belly and tilted towards them
the rel ease catches were pinned agai nst the ground. After chopping
through the hinges, Steve used the axe handle to | ever the curved pane
open far enough to get one foot on the top edge then he and Jod
tranpled it to the ground.

Cl earwat er hel ped Jodi to pull out the bul ging, overwei ght bag of swag
Kel so had slung in on top of their passenger. As they lifted it clear,
Cadillac's linp body slid into view, head first, face down.

Fearing the worst, Steve turned himover. There wasn't a mark on
hi m
H s eyes were shut, but he wasn't unconscious. He was fast asleep

snoring contentedly.

Wth a cry of exasperation, Cearwater scooped up a handful of snow and
rubbed it over his face then, when he didn't respond quickly enough,
she stuffed a second hel ping dowmn the front of his tunic.

"Yyyu-ughhh! Wha - wha's happening?!" Cadillac hoisted hinmself up on
his el bows, bonked his skull on the |ow roof of the cargo bay and fel
back clutching his forehead. 'Sheeehh!"
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Wiile Steve worked to free the bottom edge of the hatch, Cearwater and
Jodi haul ed Cadillac out and stood himupright. H s legs were stil
rubbery. The Miute had drunk so rmuch sake at Long Point they'd
practically had to pour himinto the cargo hold. But with hindsight it
had proved to be the safest way to travel. It was anazing. The sole
injury he'd sustained was the bunp he'd coll ected on waki ng up

Pulling the sodden front of his tunic away fromhis chest, Cadillac
draped an arm across C earwater's shoul ders and gave her, then Jodi, a
| op-sided grin of recognition

Jodi watched as he took stock of his surroundings, ending with a
puzzl ed stare at the dark grey sky fromwhich white flakes were
dropping silently onto his upturned face. His sodden brain finally
wor ked out what was happening. 'Snhow,' he said. 'It's snowi ng!"

I nconpr ehensi on gave way to understanding foll owed by a wave of
cautious elation. Cadillac seized both girls by the arm 'Were are
we - Woni ng?"

"Not quite,' said Steve. He wenched the battered cargo hatch cl ear of
the fuselage. 'But you're getting warm.."
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The wi nd picked up again and the snowf| akes - now as big as conmunion
wafers - began falling thicker and faster than ever

CHAPTER THREE

When Kel so had been heavily sedated and prised | oose, it was

i medi ately obvious that his right armand | eg were broken but w thout
X-rays and an exanmination by a paranedic, it was inpossible to tell if
he had additional internal injuries. Once again, Clearwater canme to
their rescue. Using a previously unrevealed gift allied to her powers
as a sumoner, she was able to 'read’ what she called '"the fire
devils'. Laying her hands gently on Kelso's body, she |ocated the
fractures in his upper armand thigh and found he al so had four cracked
ribs. Wrst of all, he had a broken hip-joint - or perhaps a fractured
pel vi s.

Not good. Not good at all..

Steve was tenpted to put an end to himthere and then. The alternative
was to carry himall the way to Wom ng, but by the time they got there
- assum ng they ever did - he would be beyond even the anmazing skills
of M Snow.

It was a stark choice that might yet have to be faced if their
situation deteriorated and it was bound to cause di ssension. Steve
knew that Jodi would fight to keep himalive until the |last nonent.

But then maybe, if he was in Kelso's place, he would be glad to have
soneone close at hand with the sane protective feelings.

In the meantine, the only thing they could do was to apply splints and
bandages to his broken linbs, secure his hip-joint fromfurther

di sl ocation by strapping his body to the door of the cargo hatch, keep
hi m warm and dry, and heavily sedat ed.

Thanks to Kelso's decision to plunder the beach store at Long Point
they had a supply of bandages, nedicine, food and fire and - best of
all - several mrror-foi
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energency bl ankets. But their long-term
survival was threatened by totally inadequate footwear and clothing and
the lack of shelter

Steve had already taken steps to deal with the latter problem In
order to free Kelso they first had to ease the fusel age away fromthe
tree using branches as |evers.

The broken port wi ng was now propped up by those sane branches, tilting
the plane over so that the starboard wi ngtip touched the ground. Kelso
had been noved underneath as soon as he had been di sentangl ed and now
lay wapped in two of the foil blankets on a floor nmade of smaller
branches cut from nei ghbouring pine trees. The soft ever-red foliage
gave of f a sweet reassuring snmell when crushed underfoot.

Under the direction of Cadillac and C earwater, nore branches were laid
at an angl e against the front and rear edge of the wing. When severa
nmore | ayers had been applied and interwoven to keep out the snow, the
result was a snug, wi nd-proof little hideaway into which they craw ed
to silently nurse their various aches and pains.

Conpared to the scale of Kelso's injuries, the week-old arrow wound in
Steve's right thigh was a mnor inconveni ence but he would not regain
full use of his leg unless he gave it proper care and attention

Clearwater was tenporarily crippled by two bruised and swol | en knees
and the whiplash injuries to Jodi's neck had | eft her extrenely
sensitive to any jarring of her spine.

Wthout a pain-killer, even wal king was now a di sagreeabl e exerci se,
forcing her to tiptoe around |ike Doctor Caligari. That left Cadillac
as front runner - a situation Steve was not at all happy about but one
he was going to have to live wth.

Despite the injury to her neck, there was nothing wong with Jodi's
legs but it would be two or three weeks before his own and C earwater's
woul d be strong enough to face a thousand mle hike - carrying Kel so
all the way.

Steve knew that putting their feet up for so long was a | uxury they
woul d have to forego; the nost they could allow thensel ves was two or
three days - not to rest, but to prepare for the journey ahead.

They had to keep nmoving. |If Karlstrom s electronic ears hadn't picked
up their panic-stricken air-to-air exchanges, he would soon |earn they
had taken off with al nbst enpty tanks. All he had to do then was draw
acircle onthe map. And it wouldn't take long for soneone of his
intelligence to figure out which part of the circle they were nost
likely to be in.

There was the added, and quite unexpected, threat posed by the presence
of Iron Masters at Benton Harbour - only sixty or so mles fromwhere
they had | anded. Since he had been able to see the wheel boat it was
reasonabl e to assune that soneone on board m ght have seen the two
Skyri ders passing overhead. Even if they didn't know what they were

| ooking at, their curiosity would be aroused and if they were |inked by
carrier-pigeon to the Yama-Shita household the news would trave

fast.

Iron Masters were conpul sive scribblers; a constant stream of paperwork
fl owed back and forth through the governnent-run postal system and the
paral l el private networks of couriers - sonme of themw nged - enpl oyed
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by each of the seventeen donmi n-1ords.

Steve and his conpani ons had given the YanaShita fam |y anple cause to
regret their involvenent with flying machines. The domain-lord' s
relatives nmight confuse a report about the two Skyriders with the
rocket - powered gliders he and the others had used to escape fromthe
Her on Pool

Gven the tine of the year, the present weather and the distance now
separating themfromthe famly's headquarters at Sara-Kusa the
possibility of intervention fromthat quarter was renote but there was
no point in taking chances - especially with an unknown nunber of Japs
nmoored just up the coast. Fromhere on in, pursuit by the agents of
AVEXI CO and the Iron Masters were factors that had to be considered
when evol ving what political and mlitary strategists called 'the worst
case scenario': it would be foolish to base their future noves on
anyt hi ng el se.
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Steve, who now sat huddl ed together with Jodi, C earwater and Cadill ac
in front of the fire can, warnmed his hands al ongside theirs and shook
his head as he reflected on their predicanent. Wy did it get nore
difficult and nore conplicated instead of easier and sinpler? Wen
would it ever end? And why had he ignored all the warning signals and
wal ked into this nmess in the first place?

The answer was | ocked away somewhere inside himnmaybe held by the
stranger whose whi spered voice he heard fromtime to time. Wth Uncle
Bart's connections, a safe, confortable desk job in the Black Tower
coul d have been his for the asking but that woul d have been too easy.

The exanpl e set by Poppa Jack and his own need to neasure hinself

agai nst the brightest of the best had led himto becone a wi ngman. And
that, in turn, had led himto discover his affinity with the
overground, a m nd-bl owi ng experience which rel eased feelings that had
shaken his previously unswerving allegiance to the Amtrak Federation
and | eft hi mwondering where he really bel onged.

Steve had al ways believed himself to be smarter than his cl assnates,
had enjoyed pitting his wits agai nst the system but why did he have
this insatiable desire to know everything, to be Nunber One? Wy him
and not the next guy? Wat had given himthe idea that he was sone

ki nd of super-hero who coul d solve any problem and triunph over

i mpossi bl e odds? Were had this arrogant certitude cone fron? It was
i nsane. And how had he who froman early age had cultivated a steely
detachnent - becone invol ved? Wy had he begun to care about what

ot her people felt and what happened to then? Wat the hell difference
did it make? The Plainfolk believed it was all going to happen anyway:

' The Wheel turns, The Path is drawn... ' M Snow, Cadillac and
Clearwater had all trotted out that line at one tinme or another. But
it didn't explain anything - |like who had drawn The Path. Talisnman?

Mo-town? The Sky Voices? And who had gi ven whi chever one of themit
was the right to interfere?

The sane question could be asked of the First Famly.

Per haps that was the reason why he couldn't let go: run for cover, take
the soft option - and why he also felt so torn and confused. He would
like to have been conforted by the thought that he had a friend out
there, watching over him ready to extend a hel pi ng hand, shoul der sone

of the burden but he still couldn't bring hinself to really trust in
anybody or anything. There were tines when he even began to have
doubts about Clearwater. |f you dug deep enough, everyone had an

angle. And what really went against the grain was the idea that
sonmeone else - be it a person |like the President-General, or sone

i magi ned power |ike Talisman - had al ready pl anned each nove he would
make in life and that he, Steven Roosevelt Brickman, could do nothing
to change the future course of events.

Li ke many young nmen, Steve was confusing the material world - externa
reality - with the world of the spirit. And as there were no books in
the Federation and the only noral philosophy - spiced with a |arge
measure of self-interest - was di spensed through the Federation's

tel evideo network by the First Family, he was unaware of the nature of
his dil enma and a key pre-Hol ocaust quotation that might have hel ped to
set his mind at rest: 'We may not be master of our own destiny but each
of us is the captain of our soul"'.

Regar dl ess of our physical or material circunstances, whether we are
fated to be showered with good fortune or dealt the cruellest blows (or
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a mxture of both) we have the power within us to make the conscious
decision to retain our hunmanity, the ability to | ove, and our sense of
what is right and just, and true.

When Jodi had gone back down the hardway to pick up the trail bags from
Steve's Skyrider, she had used her newy acquired know edge of the
nav-systens to get a fix on their present position. The undamaged
cockpit contained an inertial plotting device which automatically
moni t ored speed and direction throughout the flight.

Since it had | ogged the coordinates of Long Point, it was
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able to work

out where it was now. Wen the |atitude and | ongitude readout was
applied to the map, she was able to tell Steve they had | anded a few
mles to the east of navref point Merriville, Indiana.

Their flight had taken theminto the next time zone.

The on-board digital display had adjusted itself automatically, |eaving
their wistwatches running an hour fast - sonething she failed to
notice. Not that it mattered; they had other nore pressing concerns.

But for the record, it was now 1416 hours Central Standard Tine and it
snowed steadily for the rest of the day.

Ni ne hundred nmiles to the southwest, the clocks aboard The Lady from
Loui siana were still set to Mouuntain Standard Tine. Colonel Marie
Ander ssen had signalled her safe arrival at Santa Fe and woul d soon
board the inbound afternoon shuttle for Houston/GC. So far, The Lady
had made good headway, nmaintaining an average speed of 18 miles per
hour. She had succeeded in crossing the Arkansas River west of an old
reservoir wthout having to decoupl e the wagons, and was now headi ng
towards Lamar, the | ast navref point before the Col orado/ Kansas state
I'ine.

The next norning, when |zo Want anabe enmerged fromhis quarters on the
wheel boat, the skies had cl eared.

Clinmbing up the newl y-swept steps to the bridge, |1zo scanned the
surroundi ng | andscape. A deep covering of snow - heaped in places into
mount ai nous drifts stretched away to the north, east and south as far
as he could see.

Because of the weather, 1zo had been unable to send the message he had
prepared the previous day and it was now probably a waste of time to do
so. |If the bird-nen had managed to outrun the snow cloud and return to
their roost the answer to his query would be | argely academic. On the
other hand, the receipt of his nmessage and its contents would be duly
noted in the log. |If exam ned by his superiors it would provide proof
of his alertness. But even if the agent at Ludi ngton had nothing to
report it did not significantly alter the overall situation. The iron
snake, which carried the cloud-warriors in her belly and killed al
those who came too close with its white-hot breath, mght still be
lurking on the west bank of the M z-H ppy R ver

O fensive actions during the winter nonths were unprecedented but they
could not be ruled out. The cloud-warriors could have seen the

wheel boat. |If their masters concluded that its presence signified a
strengthening of the links between the Iron Masters and the Pl ainfol k
they might return to attack it with the nuch-feared fire-bl ossons.

From now on, he and his staff nust remain vigilant. Summoning them on
deck, he told them what he had seen the previous day and explained its
i mportance. Starting inmediately, the entire crew, working in pairs on
two- hour shifts, were to maintain a sky-watch fromdawn to dusk unti
further notice.

After adding a hasty postscript to his original nessage, |zo ordered
the pi geon-keeper to prepare the fastest bird they held fromthe
Ludi ngton coop. While the nmessage, in its tiny capsule, was being
attached to the bird' s leg, a cartier-pigeon arrived fromDi-taroya,
the first outland station, on the straights of Hui-niso. Reports
passed on by 'friendly' Mite clans, whose turf lay to the northwest,
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spoke of two 'arrowheads' that had flown 'out of the east.”
From Ne-1 ssan .

An inner voice told |zo that these were the sane pair he had seen
runni ng ahead of the snowcloud. The agent at D -taroya, who was
preparing a report to send to Lord Yana-Shita, wanted to know if these
craft had been sighted by the staff of the other stations. |If the
answer was 'yes' they were to contact Lord Yama-Shita directly.
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Sei zed by a prenpnition that he had accidentally becone a player in an
intriguing and nysterious drama, |zo tore up his first nessage and
swiftly prepared anot her.

The t hought that the account of what he had seen, signed and seal ed
with his nane, would soon be on its way to the pal ace at Sara-kusa
excited him The original query to Ludington nmight |ay unnoticed for
mont hs, even years; this report would reach people of inportance in a
matter of days, drawing their attention to the diligence with which he
performed his appointed task. 1zo closed his eyes and called upon the
Goddess of Good Fortune to bless his actions. He felt her cal mhand on
his brow, his brush hand ceased quivering. This was not the end of the
affair. There would be nore questions. Wen they cane, he intended to
have some of the answers

The pigeon circled several tinmes as it got its bearings then flew off
eastwards on rapidly beating w ngs.

Calling the master-sergeant to his quarters, |zo informed himthat he
had deci ded to nmake a four-day journey on horseback into the interior,
acconpani ed by two sea-sol diers, pack-nules, and one of the nale
domestics to act as forager. By nmaking contact with the scattered
clans whose turfs lay to the south of his station Izo hoped to
establish with sone precision where the 'arrowheads' had gone after
passi ng over Benton Har-bout.

He asked the sergeant to select three dependabl e nen and appointed him
to conmand the house-boat in his absence.

Each agent had been supplied with four horses and six pack nmules for
overland sorties. The weather was far fromideal for a horseback ride
but the primary reason for the aninmals' presence was to inpress the
natives. The enornmous size of the Geat R ver wheel boats and the

form dabl e appearance of the nasked nobl es and samurai created an

at nosphere of authority and power that could not be nmatched by the
agent's nodest house-boat and relatively puny entourage. Nor could the
sense of occasion that acconpanied their brief annual visits to the
tradi ng post be sustained for nonths on end.

The boats anchored at the outland stations could have been easily
overrun but the agents had been assured they were unlikely to be
attacked. The Plainfolk clans - who were not as dumb as they | ooked
had |l ong realized that any unprovoked aggressi on woul d be
count er producti ve.

But that realization did not automatically engender respect especially
when you were inferior both in nunmbers and physical stature.

That was the real problem the average grass-nonkey stood head and
shoul ders above the average Iron Master. Since they did not have the
awesone bul k of three giant wheel boats to act as a backdrop to their
negoti ations, lzo and the other agents needed sonething to enhance
their status as Sons of Ne-lssan. Horses which the Plainfolk had never
seen before - had been the answer. Once seated in the saddle, |1zo was
imedi ately el evated to an inpressive hei ght and wherever they went,
horse and rider were greeted with universal awe.

After the necessary preparations for the journey had been conpl et ed,
lzo took |l eave of his tearful wife and children and set off in a

sout hwesterly direction. The Iron Masters were used to harsh winters
but the deep snow hanpered the noverment of both nmen and horses.
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Since this was the first winter spent in the outlands, they did not
know that with the onset of the 'Wite Death', the Plainfolk went to
ground, living in a state of seni-hibernation Iike wild animals. Their
brains tended to fall asleep too, and the inhabitants of the few
settlenents |1zo managed to find were even nore doltish than usual and
could offer no assistance even when their spirits had been warnmed with
a cup of sake.

On the fourth day, numb with the cold, hungry and ill-tenpered, |zo
turned back towards Benton Harbour.

Hi s patient escort, hardly able to believe their luck, followed in
grateful silence, buoyed up by visions of steam ng tubs, hot food, warm
beds and gl owi ng charcoal braziers. Their expectations of an early
return to 'civilization' were shattered when |Izo, acting on a sudden

i mpul se, turned left and cantered off al ong an
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anci ent hardway which
the cutting wind had .partially cleared of snow.

The t hree-man escort exchanged weary gl ances then followed w th sinking
hearts, tugging the reluctant pack-mules behind them Head down, face
averted, nman and beast leant their right shoulders into the wind as it
tore thin white streaners fromthe razor-edged crests of the drifts and
sent them snaking across their path. On they went for the rest of the
day, covering some twenty-five mles - much of it on foot - urging
their exhausted ani mal s through the nore densel y-covered sections where
the snow was often thigh-deep

As darkness fell, 1zo's party sought the shelter of a clunmp of pine
trees that stood huddl ed together in the freezing wastes |ike

bel eaguered sentinels. Cutting branches to provide the tethered horses
and nules with a warmfooting, they tied blankets to their backs, fed
themthe | ast of the hay then set up the communal tent at the foot of
the innernost tree.

Supper consisted of balls of cold rice and neat washed down with hot
green tea cooked over a snall charcoal firepot. 1zo sent one of the
sol diers out to make a |l ast check on the aninmals then, on his return,
poured a small cup of sake for each man as a nightcap and announced his
firmdecision to start out for Benton Harbour at first light. Since
their rations were al nbst exhausted and their search had so far failed
to turn up one single piece of useful information his conpani ons were
ready to believe that this tinme he neant it.

Warm ng their feet and hands over the enbers, they slid into their
fur-1ined sl eeping bags, pulled the hood tops tight around their faces
and dream of home: of boughs heavy with pink cherry bl ossom

sun- dappl ed neadows, the quicksilver flash of fish rising fromthe
mrrored surface of a |lake, the laughter of children as they |ay
sprawl ed on top of a wagon-load of sweet-snelling hay, the autum sun,
a vast red disc, sinking through a gol den haze, the scent of pollen and
wild flowers lying heavy on the still evening air.

On the norning of the fifth day, they awoke to di scover they had passed
the night less than a hundred paces from anot her encanpnent: a curious
structure which betrayed its alien origin even under a thick coating of
snow. Arnming their bows, the two sol diers approached cautiously. 1zo,
brandi shing a sword that had never drawn bl cod while in his hands,
call ed upon the occupants to show thensel ves. His inperious comand in
Japanese was unlikely to be understood, but the sound of his voice
breaki ng the stillness ought to have produced sone response.

Not hi ng noved, no one stirred.

Covered by the drawn bows of the two sea-soldiers, 1zo and his servant
made a circular tour of inspection and found thensel ves confronted by
the snow covered remains of a straight-w nged vehicle which lay tilted
on one side. The body of the vehicle, whose width was |ess than the
span of his outstretched hands contai ned a wi ndowed conpartnent, one
side of which had been crushed agai nst the nearby tree.

lzo made a cursory exam nation of the snow covered interior of the
conmpartment from a safe distance, noted the coverless, enpty storage
space that lay behind it then wal ked round to the other side.

The downwar d- poi nting wi ng had been turned into a nake-shift shelter
usi ng branches cut fromthe surrounding pine trees. |zo ordered his
servant to check that it was enpty then followed himin. Smnaller
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branches had been laid inside to make a floor. A few charred pieces of
wood | ay around a snall soot-covered netal container

There were several simlar open-topped containers which, fromtheir

snel |, may have contai ned outl andi sh food. There were also some
i rregul ar-shaped pieces of a nysterious flexible material with a
surface like polished steel and - nost significant of all - some torn

strips of bl ood-stained bl ue-grey cloth.

One of them bore part of a house-synbol which |Izo
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recogni zed instantly. The dark-brown eight-petalled flower of the

M n-Orota. Pale blue-grey was the col our of the clothes worn
exclusively by the slave workers of Ne-lssan. This was part of a tunic
and the bl ood seenmed to indicate the owner had been injured when the
sky-chariot had cone to earth.

The reason for himbeing on board was obvious - this was an attenpt to
escape. But how had an ignorant slave gained access to such a craft
and where were the | ong-dogs who had guided it and its twi n compani on
through the air?

A shout fromone of the soldiers put an end to further specul ation

Emerging fromthe shelter, Izo hurried round to the other side of the
wr ecked sky-chariot and saw one of the sea-soldiers floundering towards
hi m t hrough the knee-deep snow. The soldier pointed to his conpani on
who had noved sone considerabl e di stance al ong the hardway and was
waving his arns excitedly.

lzo broke into a high stepping run, trying to place his feet in the
hol es al ready dug by the two sol diers.

" Anot her sky-chariot!" gasped the first soldier. 'Enpty - but this
one-' He paused to gulp down nore air, ' unbroken!" 1zo ordered him
to rejoin the servant by the weck and pressed on. Halfway there, when
his thi gh nuscl es began to burn, he abandoned the high step and began
to kick his way through the snow like a blunt plough, |eaving a ragged
furrow behind him

As he drew closer to the second soldier, |zo caught sight of the
second, snow covered craft and began to share his excitenent. Viewed
froma distance, it was al nost invisible against the white | andscape.

The wi nd-driven flakes had stuck to the freezing cold surface, covering
all but the extrene underside of the dark grey body.

Bursting with pride, the sea-soldier led Izo towards his find, stanping
the snow down ahead of him The sky-chariot stood on three legs with
its feet buried in snow that rose to within inches of its belly. Wth
its straight wings spread out on each side at shoul der height it |ooked
Ii ke a plunp-bodi ed duck gliding down to alight on a pond.

Its tail - which lzo could just touch by reaching up with his
fingertips - was attached to two parallel hollow beans that grew out of
the rear edge of the wings. A raised hatch, held open by a stay,
reveal ed another enpty storage space. Moving onto the passenger
conpartment, he ordered the soldier to scrub away the frozen coating
fromone of the side wi ndows then peered inside.

The snow lying on the rest of the canopy cast an eerie |light over the
dark-coloured interior. Despite their outlandish design, the two seats
with sets of straps to secure the occupants were easy to identify. As
to the function of the strange devices that lined the four sides of the
compartment, that was a nystery lzo did not intend to pry into. He had
seen enough to convince hinself that it was an exceedi ngly dangerous

pl ace whi ch he and his nen should not attenmpt to enter. The craft, and
everything within it, was the work of the sand-burrowers, slaves of The
Dark Light; the evil force that had totally destroyed The Wrl d

Bef or e.

lzo was left in no doubt that these were the two sky-chariots that had
been seen flying out of the east and had | ater passed over Benton
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Harbour. He and the soldier scoured the surrounding area but the
intermttent blizzards that had hanpered their progress during the
first three days had obliterated the tracks made by the departing
cloud-warriors.

It woul d make finding themnore difficult but Izo was not unduly
worried. Since his party had not encountered tracks of any snal

groups during their southward journey, it meant the cloud-warriors nust
have headed in the direction he expected - towards the west. |[If they
were travelling on foot through deep snow with at | east one wounded
compani on, their progress would be painfully slow

The condition of his quarry and the direction they had
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taken were guesses based on the npbst tenuous evidence but, in the
past, |zo had al ways been | ucky when he had backed his own judgenent.

If he was right again (and he was convinced he was) then there was a
reasonabl e chance of picking up their trail before they reached the
M z- Hi ppy.

But without food for thensel ves and their exhausted horses, |zo knew
that inmmedi ate pursuit was inpossible.

G ven the present weather they would need fresh mounts and nore
pack- ani mal s before undertaki ng anot her overland journey. The first
nmove was to return to the house-boat and send word to his nasters.

Signalling the sea-soldier to follow him he turned back towards the
canmpsite and broke into a stunbling |an..

Steve' s unknown adversary was right. Since abandoning their first
makeshi ft shelter beneath the wing of the wecked Skyrider, progress
across the snow covered | andscape had been painfully slow but the
probl em of keepi ng warm had been partially solved prior to their
departure. Leaving Clearwater to | ook after Kelso, Steve and Jodi had
gone out hunting with Cadillac. The hand-guns | acked the range of the
Mut e crossbows but after two days of pluggi ng away at anythi ng and
everything dressed in a fur coat they amassed enough skins to keep the
wor st of the cold out.

The problem of stitching themtogether had been foreseen by whoever had
desi gned the survival packs that came with each Skyrider; each pack
contained a variety of needles and reels of stout waxed thread.

Squatting around the fire like immgrant tailors fresh froma shetl in
Czarist Russia, they set to work. By dawn, the sewing circle had
produced some rough shapel ess over-garnents which they then tied in

pl ace around each other's bodies using electric wiring and strips of
fabric culled fromthe wecked Skyrider. It was fortunate they were
concerned nore with keepi ng warm t han keepi ng up appearances for when
the last knots were tied and they emerged to test their yeti-boots in
the snow, they |ooked |ike a ragamuffin quartet of stone-age primtives
in search of a mammot h beef burger.

The col |l ective but somewhat reluctant decision to head west along the
har dway was taken round about the tine that |zo Want anabe decided to

head in the sane direction. A bitterly chill wind was driving the snow
hori zontal | y across the | andscape but Steve would not allow themto
wait until it stopped. They set out in a somewhat acrinonious nood but

despite the appalling weat her they chose the right nonent for the snow
and wind quickly obliterated their tracks.

Dave Kel so, trussed up like a Bacofoil munmy in his reflective

bl ankets, and covered with a bear skin - still raw and bl oody on the
inside - lay on an inprovised stretcher with Jodi's half of the canopy
| ashed over the top part of his body as extra protection

Wth Steve paired with Clearwater at the front, and Cadillac with Jod
at the back, the | oad was evenly and easily distributed but after
they'd covered the first fewmles, Steve realized there was no way
they could carry himthrough the snow to Wom ng.

Besi des being not physically possible, there was no point in doing so
as Steve had al ready concl uded.

Kel so's fractures would be incurable by the tinme he got there. But
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even if they dunped him it was highly doubtful whether they thenselves
could survive such a journey, ill-prepared, and in the depths of
winter.

They had to find somewhere to hole up until spring.

Steve only knew of one place - the dugout he'd used in Nebraska. It
was warm dry, well-conceal ed and just about big enough for the five of
them N ce idea, but there were two big snags. The dugout had been
set up by AMEXI CO, which neant there m ght be another undercover agent
in residence - in radio contact with Karlstrom And - the real killer
- it was nore than seven hundred mles fromtheir present position.
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Wth a pang of regret, Steve recalled Bar, the playful wolfcub whose
brief life had been bl own away by Mal one. He wi ped the scene fromhis
i nner eye and turned his thoughts back to the problem of finding
suitable winter quarters.

There had to be another solution .

There was - but the elenments did not drop into place until several days
| ater.

Warnmed by an hour-1long soak in a steaning bathtub and the | oving
enbrace of his wife, Yumi ko, |zo Wantanabe's spirits rose even further
when his trusty sergeant presented another dispatch which had arrived
by carrier-pigeon the day before his return

lzo broke the tiny container with trenmbling fingers and unrolled the

ri bbon of paper. It was |onger than usual and doubl e-sided. The

di spatch - sent directly fromthe Sara-kusa Pal ace, hone of Yama-Shita
- was signed by Aishi Sakinoto, one of the domain-lord s uncles and key
menber of the family's Inner Council. But Sakimto had also witten
the dispatch with his own hand, using the intimte form of address
normal |y reserved for correspondence between nobl emen of equival ent
rank.

The gesture was not |ost on |zo.

The contents of the dispatch were startling. The house of Yana-Shita
sought five slaves who had nurdered scores of high-ranking Iron Masters
with a deadly conbinati on of black powder and The Dark Light, then had
escaped by neans of 'flying-horses’

lzo was requested to do his utnost to discover the subsequent fate of

the two straight-winged craft. If it was found that their aeria
journey had continued, Sakinmto w shed to be infornmed of their I|ast
known heading. |If, on the other hand, the weather had forced themto

come to earth in the area mandated to him 1zo was urged to do his
utnost to di scover the present whereabouts of the riders - alive or
dead.

Saki not o acknow edged that the search m ght prove fruitless but the
honour of the Yama-Shita famly was at stake. |If the riders were found
alive, 1zo was to use the subtlest neans at his disposal to detain them
in the area without giving themcause for alarm A punitive expedition
woul d be nmounted to bring themand their acconplices to justice but
this could not |eave Ne-Issan until spring of the follow ng year

A del aying action was therefore essential but 1zo was ordered not to
intervene directly with his owm small force. The riders had powerful
friends and secret neans to summon themin the twi nkling of an eye.

lzo was enpowered to offer inducements to the Plainfolk to secure their
cooperation. He was, of course, expected to use his discretion but the
Yama- Shita fam |y undertook to honour any such prom ses he nade on
their behalf- if they led to positive results.

The nessage ended with a warmgreeting and the promise that, if 1zo was
successful, he and his fam |y would be richly rewarded with | ands and
titles. 1zo needed no further pronpting. Wth the discovery of the
two abandoned 'flying-horses', his dream of attaining social status and
material rewards comensurate with his abilities was already within his
grasp. |If the cloud-warriors were to be apprehended, there was not a
moment to | ose.
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VWil e the engine roomcrew | aboured to raise a head of steam |zo

wat ched fromthe bridge as a second pigeon bearing the | atest report
hunbl y addressed to Aishi Sakinmoto - was | aunched towards Sara-kusa. A
smal | guard-detail' was put ashore to | ook after the stables and | og
store then, when his sergeant reported the boat was ready to put to
sea, |zo gave the order to raise the anchor and directed the hel nsnman
to steer due west across Lake M -shiga towards the | egendary birthpl ace
of the She-Kargo Mites.
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The prelimnary schedul e drawn up by Captain Ryder, the navigation

of ficer, showed The Lady's ETA at Cedar Rapids as 1615 hours on the
15th November. G ven the tine of year, it proved inprudently
optinmistic but although Ryder bore the brunt of CINC TRAIN s subsequent
di spl easure, he could hardly be blaned for getting it wong. No
wagon-train had ever ventured beyond the snowline before.

From Tri ni dad, Col orado, to the banks of the M ssouri, everything went
according to plan. Travelling round the clock on what Trail-Bl azer
crews terned a three-shift roll The Lady | ogged an average of 18 nph
over the first 620 mles of her journey, arriving at Kansas City in the
| ate afternoon of the 13th.

Al t hough the night air and ground tenperatures were plunging with the
onset of winter they had not encountered a drop of rain or a flake of
snow, despite the cloudy, threatening skies. That left The Lady
rolling over a dry-bed - the optinumconditions for a | ong haul over
the crunbling, grass and weed-infested foundati ons of the pre-Hol ocaust
hi ghway system

The bridges spanning rivers and gorges had vani shed | ong ago. Shall ow,
slowrunning rivers could be negotiated by sinply driving across at the
mar ked fording points; the deeper, wider ones - like the Mssouri could
only be crossed with the aid of special ferrying equi pnent.

Ri vers with precipitous banks or rock-strewn rapids forned i npassable
barriers that had to be circumavigated

Where possible, the Federation's wagon-trains also followed the gentle
curves and gradi ents fashioned by the predecessors of Amrak, the
conpany that had inherited the shrunken remai ns of the Anerican rail way
network - the giant, epoch-making enterprise which had taned and
transfornmed a savage conti nent.

The wi dth of the wagon-trains neant they could only travel along lines
where, in the distant past, two or nore sets of tracks had been laid
and because of their height, the tunnels - nmany of which, in any case,
had fallen in on thenselves - were as inpassable as river gorges.

One of the tasks the First Famly intended to dedicate itself to after
the conquest of the Blue-Sky Wrld, was the restoration of the American
railroad system The Foundi ng Fat her, George Washi ngton Jefferson the
First had been one of the dedicated visionaries who had hel ped to
create the MX missile trains that had ridden the rails before the

Hol ocaust and it was to honour his menory that the historic |ines were
to be rebuilt. Not only rebuilt. Hi story was to be recreated. The
new rol ling stock woul d not be overground versions of the Trans- Am
shuttle with its high-speed |inear induction notor, they would be

| ovi ngl y-constructed replicas of the giant 4-6-4 Union Pacific |ocos
fromthe glorious era of steam when brains and brawn formed an enduring
and unequal | ed partnership that could - and quite literally did - nove
nount ai ns.

Di sgui sed as ordinary freight trains, the MX |l aunch vehicles and
command nodul es circul ated around the Anmtrak systemfrom coast to
coast. The concrete ICBMsilos buried beneath the prairies had been
targeted by the eneny for decades, but the MX trains - the Pentagon's
best - kept secret of the last years of the 20th century - renmai ned
safely hidden fromthe prying canera | enses of hostile reconnai ssance
satellites: inmpossible to find, fix and strike.

Sone perished through randomtargeting - being in the wong place at

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Tille...mtrak%20Wars%20B0o0ok%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (73 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till ey%620-%20A mtrak %20Wars%20B 00k %204%620-%20B| 00d%20Ri ver.txt

the wong tinme during the first strike but many nore survived, their
crews protected in their seal ed, radiation-proof environnents. It was
fromthese trains, as Arerica was turned into a giant funeral pyre,
that the second devastating strike had been | aunched the strike that
utterly destroyed the enenies of freedom but which also triggered the
detonation of their orbiting Doonsday weapons, bringing about the end
of what the Mutes called The A d Tine.

The know edge of that particular piece of history was confined to the

very top echelons of the First Famly. As far as the rest of the
Federati on was concerned, the
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hi story archives that could be accessed
by courtesy of COLUWMBUS |eft the viewer in no doubt as to who was
responsi bl e for the Hol ocaust: the Mites.

Si nce | eaving Pueblo, two of The Lady's conpl enent of twelve new Mark
Two Skyhawks had been constantly al oft during the hours of daylight on
what were known as Forward Air Patrols. The single-seat rear-engined
mcrolites were the airborne equival ent of the sharp-eyed horsemen who
once rode ahead of the ox-drawn pioneer wagons and US Caval ry col ums
that blazed their way across the continent and into history.

Now, twelve centuries later, the Skyhawks - |ike the birds of prey who
were their nanesakes - drifted back and forth across the cloud-filled
blue with the sane effortless grace, scanning the flanks and the route
ahead for any obstacles or hidden dangers.

In the gathering dusk, Gus Wiite, a classmate of Steve Brickman and
| eader of the last patrol of the day, switched on the two | anding
Iights nounted behind perspex fairings at the front of the slim
fusel age pod and turned westwards over the wi de placid waters of the
M ssouri. H's wingman, curving in froma |ast search of The Lady's
northern flank, followed suit, throttling back to put half a mle
between themas he lined up on Gus's tail.

The Lady, who had already turned into wind, switched on the required
illumnation. A green |aser beam designed to act as a | ong-range
beacon was fired vertically fromthe roof of the command car. As it
punched t hrough the cl oud base and went on up, a row of lights set into
the top of the train rippled on to forma centre line and the four
edges of the flight deck were outlined in blue.

On the wi de deck, atop the extra-long flight car, three sets of
arrester wires had been raised to snag the hook which had now been

| onered between the two fat rear wheels of Qus's Skyhawk, and the
ground crew, stationed in the 'duck-holes' on either side of the deck,
stood poised ready to |l eap into action

Apart fromthe total absence of deck officers waving bats, or the
succeedi ng generations of electronic aids, the procedure - as noted
earlier - was essentially the same as that used for |anding US Navy
jets on pre-Hol ocaust carriers. But instead of severa
astronom cal | y-expensive netric tons of airfranme thuddi ng down at
speeds in excess of 120 miles per hour, the Skyhawks breezed in over
the stern at a nodest thirty-five.

BB- BMVMMFFF!  As Gus White snagged the second wire and touched down, the
ground crew | eaped into action. H's wingman, now a mle downw nd on
the sane glide path would be |anding in just under two and half

m nutes. Myre than enough time to unhook the Skyhawk fromthe arrester
wire, fold each wing in two places, unlock the twin tail boons, sw ng
the rear section downwards and underneath the w ngs, and run the
resulting package onto the starboard bow lift.

Wth Qus still in the cockpit, it dropped swiftly out of sight |ooking
like the crunpled creature that energes froma chrysalis then unfolds
in the drying rays of the sun to becone an el egantly-proportioned
dragonfly. The plane was quickly wheeled into the hangar deck, the
lift canme back up and - BB-BMMMFFF! The second Skyhawk | anded on,
bonki ng down hard on its nose wheel as the arrester wire brought it
rapidly to a halt.

Odinarily, apart fromthe watch, the crew of the wagon-train woul d
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have stood down until dawn, but the evening's activities were just

begi nning. CINC- TRAIN had decided to refuel The Lady on its outward
journey rather than get |ocked into sending a tank-train further north
to an uncertain rendezvous on the return journey fromlowa. 'Let's
face it,' said the tanker captain to Hartmann with di sarni ng honesty,
"There's no point in both of us ending up with our asses stuck in the
snow. "

Since The Lady had al ready repl enished its stock of hydrogen granul es
during the stop-over at the Puebl o way-station, Hartmann was directed

to hitch up two of the tank-train's hopper wagons - one at each end,
next
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to the power-cars. Two nore would be left at the Monroe/Wchita
interface in case The Lady needed to top up on its southward run to the
wagon-train depot at Fort Wirth. |t was reassuring to hear that their
return was envi saged.

Hart mann and the nmen and wonmen of his Trail-Blaze battalion set to
wor k, assisted by the tank-train crew and the sixty-four Pioneers from
the Puebl o way-station.

Most of them had gotten over their initial grouchiness at having their
| eave abruptly postponed but whatever their feelings they were now
rostered for trail-duty just like their hosts.

A handful, led by a pugnacious lieutenant called Matt Harnmer and a
Vi dComilrech-4 by the nane of Deke Haywood, had volunteered their
services. Buck MDonnell, better known as Big D, the Lady's Trai

Boss, gathered the renai nder together before The Lady began its
crossing of the Mssouri and announced in his gruff but fatherly
fashi on that he synpathized with their undeserved plight. They had, as
he put it, '"drawn the shitty end of the straw.

However (and here the tone and tenpo of his delivery changed) they had
now had two whol e days in which to adjust to the situation and/or cry
their eyes out. Fromhere on in, he did not intend to have a

di saf fected bunch of noon-faced sack-happy | unp-sucking shit-assed

pi ss-brai ned Pioneers |lying around feeding their faces and doi ng sweet
fuck-all

Regardl ess of their rank or special qualifications they were, as of
now, under his orders and assigned to general duties until they

di senbarked. No slacking or malingering would be tol erated and anyone
reporting sick who was not actually dead would very soon w sh he

wer e.

So they had better buckle to. Over and out..

Ferrying the wagon-train across the Mssouri kept both crews busy for
the next twenty-four hours. Each of The Lady's sixteen wagons plus the
two hoppers had to be carefully | oaded one at a tine onto a steerable
bridging raft. The raft, which had been assenbl ed in advance by the
tank-train crew was nounted on two dozen | arge inflatabl e pontoons and
was powered by heavy-duty water-jet nmotors. |In Texas, the Inner State,
several rivers had pernmanent pontoon bridges made fromthese assenblies
and nore were being installed at key points in the safer areas of the
Quter States.

The desi gners of the wagon-trains had sol ved the transm ssion probl em
by giving each wheel its own electric notor. Emergency batteries,
fitted in each wagon, enabled it to nove backwards or forwards at |ow
speed under its own power. Both sets of wheels were steerable and the
nmovenent of the wagon could be controlled by an on-board operator, or
fromthe outside by neans of an unbilical unit.

This facility nade it relatively easy to marshal a train in the depot,
or re-sequence the wagons to neet altered operational requirenents. It
al so neant that the individual wagons could be driven on and off the
bridging rafts without having to be coupled to one of the power-cars.

Once safely across and re-assenbl ed, The Lady headed north, retracing
the line of the old US Hi ghway 35 that |inked navref Kansas City with
navref Des Mdines. It was on this leg that Ryder's tinings started

goi ng out the window. The first flakes blew across their path as they
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neared the Mssouri/lowa state line and it was not |ong before their
average speed dropped to around 8 nph. The dramatic sl owdown was due,
in al nost equal parts, to the deepening |ayer of snow that cloaked the
natural hazards of the terrain and the fact that the chosen route was
criss-crossed with minor tributaries draining southwest into the

M ssouri River or southeast into the M ssissippi

Approaching Des Mdines with The Lady at tines over axle-deep in snow,
Conmander Hartmann had the genial notion of using the battery of
super heated steamjets mounted under the nose of his comuand car to
clear a path down to ground level. That way, at |east, they would be
able to see what they were running into. The
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jets, which had been

fitted to repel close-quarter attacks by Miutes, were angled to cover
the underneath and flanks of the train without nelting the arnoured
rubber wheels. |If they could blast flesh clean off the bone in
seconds, snow woul d present no problemat all

And so it proved. Like all brilliant ideas, it was incredibly
si mpl e.

The reason no one had thought of it before was because the problem
hadn't arisen. There was only one drawback. The superheated steamjet
system was not designed for continuous operation. This neant frequent
stops to replenish the water tanks which, on this part of the journey,
meant filling up with nelted snow.

Onwar ds they pressed, through pitch dark nights and days of eerie
twilight that seeped through an endl ess grey bl anket of cloud so heavy
with snow it seened about to collapse under its own weight. Wth its
batteries of bug-eyed headlights blazing and its nose and fl anks
wreathed in clouds of hissing steam and whirling snow, The Lady | ooked
like a |atter-day Loch Ness nonster, surrounded by a foam ng wake as it
pl oughed /ts way across the surface of a bleak Arctic sea.

By | ate afternoon on the 21st Novenber, they reached lowa City twenty
m |l es south of Cedar Rapids, five days behind schedul e and nearly nine
days after Hartmann's dawn tryst in the shower with Col onel Marie
Ander ssen.

Once again, as on their arrival at navref Kansas City, the |light was
fading. It was also snowing. Heavily..

The next day, nore snow fell - for an unbroken fourteen hours, burying
the | ens housings on the tv canmeras which acted as their wi ndows on the
wor | d.

Wor ki ng under the eagle eye of Big D, groups of Trail-Blazers and
press- ganged Pi oneers from Puebl o struggled to keep the roof of the
train clear of snow, using ordinary steam hoses and deck swabs. It
proved a thankless task - like picking up | eaves in an autum gal e and
by the norning of the 23rd another eight-inch thick crisp white carpet
lay waiting to be cleared.

This time, however, the roof details found thensel ves worki ng under a
still blue sky. Mst TrailBlazers weren't too enthralled by the sights
and sounds of the overground but it was such a gorgeous sight, severa
peopl e - including Deke Haywood from Puebl o, who was a covert
cloud-freak - went up just to take a look and fill their lungs with
crisp, cold air.

On days like this, reflected Deke, it was hard to believe the
overground was still cloaked in an atnosphere that had to be filtered
before it was fit for Trackers to breathe. According to the First
Fam |y, those few deep breaths had shortened his already all-too-brief

life by a few nore nonths. - What the hell. Everybody had to die of
sonmething. And if you were a Tracker, it sure as hell wouldn't be of
ol d age..

Hart mann huddl ed over a map of the area with Ryder, The Lady's

navi gator. A nmeandering cluster of |akes and old reservoirs |lay across
the shortest route linking his present position and navref Cedar

Rapi ds. To get there would nean going the long way round. |In Ryder's
opi nion, given the present weather conditions, it just wasn't worth the
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hassl e.

If CINC-TRAIN wanted themto get closer to where they thought Brickman
and his friends mght be, it made nore sense to push along the line of
the Interstate towards Davenport on the west bank of the M ssissippi

But as Ryder was quick to point out, that nmeant finding a place to
cross the Cedar River. On the other hand, it would put them seventy
mles closer to the primary search-area, south-west of navref Gary,

I ndi ana.

To fly there and back fromtheir present position plus the standard
square search-pattern when they got there nmeant a round trip of over
five hundred mles. That was unconfortably close to the limt of the
Skyhawk's range but, nore inportantly, it meant that any planes they
di spat ched woul d be airborne for over four hours. |f the weather
suddenly deteriorated - and on the journey north it had proved it
could, with frightening rapidity they nmight not nake it back to the
train.
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Hart mann took the point but decided it was a risk his w ngmen woul d
have to live - or die with. 1In an exchange of nessages with CI NC TRAI N
- already chafing at the tine he'd taken to get as far as he had - he
obt ai ned pernission to re-route The Lady in whichever direction he

t hought best, having taken into account the suitability of the terrain
and the prevailing weather. The First Family only required two things
of him he was to do his utmost to bring in Brickman and his
fellowtravellers, but in attenpting to do so, he was not to pursue any
course of action that mght jeopardize the security of the

wagon-trai n.

Crewnen were expendabl e.
The Lady from Loui siana wasn't.

It was the typical doubl e-bind he had conme to expect and one which
every wagon-train comrander had to live with.

After discussing the weather situation with Captain Baxter, the Flight
Operations exec, Hartmann told himthey'd been sent to recover five
"bodi es' but did not identify them CINCGTRAIN s first transm ssion
had stated that the details of the mission were only to be disclosed on
a 'need-to-know basis. Wen Baxter had grasped what was required of
his ten wi ngrmen, Hartmann called MDonnell up to the saddl e and asked
himto put sone nmen up to clear the roof.

"Start 'emon the flight-deck then work outwards, towards both ends. A
fast clean job, M MDonnell. W need to get our birds in the air by
el even hundred hours."

"Yess-SURRI'" The Trail Boss slammed his brass-topped drill stick under
his left arm gave Hartnmann an inpeccable salute then left to gal vani ze
hi s underli ngs.

He was a big man, above average height for a Tracker, but he was
capabl e of nmoving with surprising speed and agility.

At 0927 hours, the first two $kyhawks were catapulted off the angled
ranps at the front of the flight deck within seconds of each ot her.

The clouds of steamdrifted round the ground crew as they quickly
dragged the | aunchi ng shackl es back to the start position. Two nore
Skyhawks waited their turn on the rear lifts, wings and tails stil
folded, their helnmeted pilots already strapped in the slimnosed
cockpit-pods. Behind the rear bul khead | ay the tanks of |iquid nethane
that powered the hyper-efficient engine nounted at the rear, its
two- bl aded propeller in the vertical position, ready to turn over at
the touch of a button

GQus White, was the first pilot away. The only wi ngman to have survived
The Lady's first encounter with the Plainfolk Mites the previous year,
@Qus had been posted to The Lady along with Steve and several other
classmates. @Qus had seen themall die or disappear over tW) days of

ni ght mare action. He'd been with Steve when Jodi had been | ost
overboard, and he had seen Steve's Skyhawk plunge into a burning
cropfield they had both set alight with canisters of napalm

A new section-leader with three years |ine experience had been drafted
in to head up the replacenents - nost of whomwere as raw as Cus, but
after a shaky start when he'd fallen foul of Big D, he had applied
hinself diligently to his allotted tasks. Since he was al so bucking
for pronotion he had worked hard to nmake hinself Captain Baxter's
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bl ue- eyed boy.

The reward for his brown-nosing had been his appoi ntment as deputy
section-leader. 1t was a post which brought no extra credits or any
real executive clout. The only thing the hol der earned was the chance
to go boldly where no wi ngnan had gone before. To lead, in other
words, the nore hazardous m ssions. Since the post was an essentia
steppi ng-stone to further pronotion, they were risks a young anbitious
schener had to take.

Gus White knew he was searching for five survivors fromtwo Skyriders
that had been forced down through | ack of fuel but he had not the
slightest inkling they were being lead by his ex-classmate and rival,
Steve Brickman. And while, on occasions, he experienced a vague
naggi ng regret about |eaving the trapped and injured Steve to burn in
that Mute cropfield he had, to all
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i ntents and purposes, wi ped the
i ncident fromhis nind.

There was really nothing he could have done with a jamred gun agai nst
so many screamng hostiles. Right or wong, what did it matter? GCus
didn't believe in weighing himself down with noral burdens. Steve
Bri ckman was dead. KI A, Wom ng, June 12th, 2989.

End of story.

Except, of course, it wasn't. And there was sonething else that Cus
didn't know. Steve had silently sworn to get even. Had Gus been aware
of what was waiting for himdown the pi ke, he mght have searched the

| andscape with sonething | ess than his customary zeal

Li eutenant Matt Harmer, who also figured on Steve's hit list since he'd
headed the wel conming conmittee at Puebl o, stood beside Buck MDonnel

on the enpty flight and watched the four Skyhawks spread out then

di sappear as they rose higher and higher into the eastern sky.

Normal |y, once the given task had been acconplished, Trail-Blazers
rarely lingered for any length of tine on top of the train - especially
in Plainfolk territory where anyone standing in an exposed position ran
the risk of being skewered by a ten-inch bolt froma Mite crossbow.

But today wasn't |ike any one of the countless days spent on previous
overground fire-sweeps. Despite having spent six years up the line,
McDonnel | had never seen so nuch snow before - a snmooth dazzling white
carpet under a vast, unblenished blue sky. He wanted to take in the
scene for real, inits true awe-inspiring dinmensions rather than in

m niature through a tv screen

Even so, he was not a man to take needless risks just to ogle the

| andscape. As a seasoned canpai gner he knew they were reasonably safe
- for the nmonent, anyway. The wagon-trains were fitted wi th body
scanners mounted in the | ead and rear command car whi ch coul d detect
the presence of warm bl ooded animals and differentiate between the
two-1 egged and four-|egged variety.

The scanners were always switched on prior to any activity on the
flight deck and had been used to cover the work parties clearing the
snow of f the roof. Their invisible beanms, which could calibrate and

pi npoi nt heat sources at a range of eight hundred yards, were linked to
the wagon-train's fire-control system Once a target had been | ocated,
its position was passed directly to the gunners manning the turrets
covering the rel evant sector.

That was the theory; in practice - |ike nbst electronic giznmos in the
Federation - the set-up aboard The Lady had never been 100% operati ona
but it had greatly reduced the nunber of surprise attacks. And it
meant Big D and the lieutenant from Pueblo could relax for a few

m nutes and take in the view instead of standing back to back with
their eyes peel ed, punping out adrenalin, guns cocked and trained,
ready to blow away the first thing that noved

Harmer pivoted slowy on his heel, scanning the vast white enptiness
that surrounded themlike a hungry wolf, then returned and caught
McDonnell's eye. 'The only thing that's been keeping nme going up to
now i s the thought | might get a chance to flatten a few | unps and
thread some beaver. But up to now, we've rolled right past everything
the scanners picked up. kay, the heat is on. But now we're here and
you promi sed we'd see sone action. So tell me - where are all the
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fuggin' Mutes?"
"Don't worry,' said MDonnell. 'They're out there."
'So when do we get started?”
' Probably sooner than you think. | reckon they ain't gonna take too
kindly to us barging in just when they're getting ready to cel ebrate
the New Year."

Harmer's narrow eyes gleanmed. 'Geat. There's nothing | |like better
than spoiling sone |unpshit's day.

Especially when they're having a party. That's the best tinme to hit
"em - when they've got nothing but snbke between their ears."

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Tille...mtrak%20Wars%20B0o0ok%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (84 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till ey%620-%20A mtrak %20Wars%20B 00k %204%620-%20B| 00d%20Ri ver.txt
CHAPTER FOUR

Buck McDonnell was right. There were Miutes out there and they weren't
all - as lzo Wantanabe believed - in a state of suspended ani nati on.

Wiile it was certainly true that, conpared to the rest of the year, the
wi nter nonths were narked by |ong periods of sleep and inactivity, the
Pl ai nfol k were still able, when awake, to get their brains in gear

Li ke the other Iron Masters who had preceded himto the outlands, |zo
Want anabe was, by his very nature, unable to nake a di spassi onate study
of Miute behavi our.

Li ke the Trackers, he had cone inbued with an unshakeable belief in his
own superiority and full of second-hand information and preconceived

i deas about the people he would be dealing with. None of the Resident
Agents had been in place | ong enough to forma detailed picture of the
daily life of Mutes during a bleak wi nter and, what was nore, it was
not something they had been asked to record.

As a Johnny-cone-lately, |1zo was forced to rely on the information

gl eaned by previous visitors and they - for the reasons stated above
had | earned surprisingly little about the way Miutes really lived, how
they thought - or what they thought about. As a result, lzo did not
know t hat one of the defensive tactics enpl oyed by Mites was to pretend
to be even nore stupid than they | ooked.

Many Mutes were hanpered by a genetic fault that affected the |ink
between the part of their brain which stored acquired know edge and
their nouth. In conputer |anguage, you could input data but due to the
software fault, you couldn't get a print-out. The severity of the
probl em varied w dely between individuals but, in a social context, it
made it difficult, and sonetines inpossible, to put what they knew - as
opposed to what they had seen, thought or felt - into words. And since
Mutes did not know how to read or wite, the know edge they possessed
of ten remai ned | ocked away.

In captivity, shackled and beaten, treated and worked |ike beasts of
burden, they becane norose and silent.

"Miute', an abbreviation of nmutant, took on an added neani ng. But they
were far fromdunb. In the history archives of the Federation they
were referred to as "the wily Miute', but the attributes they were
considered to possess were |ow animal cunning and primal ferocity.

Courage and a lively intelligence were not qualities that could be
ascri bed to subhunans.

Trackers - who believed thenselves to be the only true human beings to
have survived the Hol ocaust knew how 'real people' were supposed to

| ook. Since the Miutes did not conformto this nodel they were regarded
as m sshapen and ugly, and this | ack of symetry, this ugliness was
proof of their sub-human status and irredeenable stupidity.

Their enemies fromthe dark cities beneath the deserts of the south,
convi nced they were opposed by witless savages, had been lulled into a
fal se sense of security.

Bel i eving thensel ves to be superior in both firepower and brai npower,
commanders of overground units had, on numerous occasions, nade
tactical errors they would probably not have comitted against a nore
respect ed opponent.
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The irony was, when the inevitable post nortemtook place, the

sand- burrowers were so convinced they were the master-race they
preferred to find scapegoats anong their own ranks rather than face up
to the proposition that they m ght have been outsmarted.

The sane tactics had been enployed to cope with the threat fromthe
east. The Plainfolk, whose warrior ethos was based on the courage of
the individual in one-to-one conbat, were quick to realize they could
not fight a war on two fronts against foes who both possessed what
Mut es regarded as weapons of mass destruction; |ong
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sharp iron that
could kill or mai mwhol e groups of people with a single blow delivered
froma great distance

Apart from a few bl oody skirm shes when the wheel -boats had made their
first forays along the shores of the Geat River, relations had been
reasonably snooth and nutual |y beneficial despite the fact that the
Iron Masters appeared to be calling the shots. The |eaders of the

del egations fromthe Mite cl ans who gathered annually at the trading
post were painfully aware that the barter deals negotiated by the
masked yel |l ow dwarfs were | oaded agai nst them but it had been agreed
(anobngst hereditary bl ood-enem es who could agree on precious little)
that a bad bargain was better than no bargain at all

There was nuch to be | earned, by adopting the role of the awed and not
very bright savage and much to be gained in the way of quiet
satisfaction - as was the case with the Mutes whose winter slunbers |zo
had so rudely interrupted.

As it happened, none of the inhabitants who energed fromthe three
settlenents he had approached on his initial sortie had seen any
arrowheads flying through the sky or conming to earth. Gven a warm
spring or sunmmer's day, the prospect of |ooking for such an object and
being rewarded for finding it would have aroused their enthusiasm

Only an idiot - or an Iron Master - could sustain the necessary | eve
of excitenent with intermttent blizzards sweeping in fromthe north
over a thigh-deep |layer of snow.

So the reception commttees of warriors and elders had stared at him
with sl eepy eyes and sl ack nouths, pretending not to understand. Wen
all the fire-water that was on of fer had been drunk by a fortunate few,
and the ponpous little fart finally abandoned his attenpts to persuade
every available adult to join in the search for the el usive arrowheads,
they watched hi m wobbl e off astride his strange, four-Ilegged beast then
returned to their huts to warmtheir chilled bodi es over blazing
heart hst ones.

And while |zo and his weary escort struggled on through the snow, they
squatted on their talking nmats, passed around a pi pe of rai nbow grass
and | aughed at the Iron Master's absurd behaviour. Only clever people,
they agreed, who used silent speech to record everything they saw and
did but understood nothing were capable of such foolishness. Wnter
the period known to the Muites as The Wiite Death - was the nonment when
Mo- Town, the Great Sky-Mther who breathed life into the | and each
spring nmourned its passing. As the last |eaves were stripped fromthe
trees by the icy winds that came howing out of the northern wastes,
her heart grew chill and the world was covered with her frozen tears.

Everyone knew that the cloud-warriors - unlike the dead faces - had the
good sense to stay in their burrows fromthe end of Yellowing to the
time of the New Earth.

But not this year - as sonme of their blood-brothers were soon to
di scover. ..

The sane hostil e weather systemthat had al nbost doubl ed The Lady's
journey-time to navref lowa Cty had al so wecked Steve's hopes of
maki ng a speedy getaway. Driven by the fear that Karlstrom night send
in an MX snatch squad but wi thout having any clear plan of action
Steve's prine objective had been to put as nuch di stance as possible
bet ween thensel ves and the point at which they had cone to earth. But
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since leaving their first canpsite beneath the wing of the wecked
Skyhawk they had been nmoving with pai nful slowness, taking several days
to cover just over sixty mles. On tw of those days, bitterly cold

wi nds and driving snow had prevented themfromnoving at all and it was
only the expert trail-craft of Cadillac and O earwater that saved them
from dyi ng from exposure.

Al t hough Kel so was kept liberally dosed with pain-killer, he had
recovered fromthe initial shock of the accident. The norphine
substitutes Jodi and Steve injected himw th produced a state of
drowsi ness interspersed with periods of lucidity. And during these
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|atter nonments it soon becane evident that, despite his injuries, he
was as conbative and caustic as ever and there were occasi ons when
St eve found hinmself w shing Kel so had broken his jaw instead of his
pel vi s.

Day ei ght dawned bright and clear. Stepping out fromthe shelter of
the pine trees, they scanned the cl oudl ess blue sky and the dazzling
white | andscape. An overnight frost had brushed a thin [ ayer of ice
crystal s over the undul ati ng carpet of snow, making it gl eam and
sparkle with countless points of rainbowtinted |ight.

It was a scene which, on any other occasion, would have inspired
feelings of pure joy at just being alive but, despite its breathtaking
beauty, the four stretcher bearers took in the view then eyed each
other with sonething less than total enthusiasm The fact that there
was no razor-sharp wind and no threatening cloud-wall of snow | urking
on the horizon nmeant there was no excuse for not noving forward. But
the sane good weather could also entice the warriors of hostile Mite
clans out into the open in search of fresh neat.

Each of them knew that the atrocious conditions they had encountered
since landing were the main reasons why the Pl ainfol k clans who

i nhabited the area had not put in an appearance. So far. Wthout
having it spelled out, everyone knew there was no way they could reach
Wom ng without stepping on the turf of a hostile clan.

Snow or no snow, it was only a matter of tinme before they would have to
face their first challenge. And again, w thout having someone spell it
out they also knew the first would probably be their last. |If attacked
by a deternmined and nunerically superior group the handguns they
carried would only afford thema brief respite and woul d probably be
more effective if turned against thenselves. Suicide was infinitely
preferable to an excruciating death through ritual nutilation

The subject of how to defend thensel ves when this inevitable - and
term nal - encounter took place had been broached on several occasions
as they sat huddl ed over a fire inside their overnight shelters but no
one had put forward a coherent plan. Jodi was left with the npression
it had been tacitly agreed that if the problemdid arise, Cearwater
woul d sonehow use the inexplicable power she possessed to get them out
of trouble.

Since the first day, when the four of them had staggered |ike drunken
sailors through a blizzard carrying Dave Kel so's stretcher
shoul der - hi gh, they had got thensel ves better organi zed. The hatch
cover to which he was strapped had been turned into a sled which they
pul led along with a lot less effort two at a tine. It gave Kelso a
much snoot her ride and neant that the two who weren't pulling could
hunp the honmemade backpacks into which their supplies had been

| oaded.

Towar ds noon, the trouble they'd been expecting appeared in the shape
of a solitary fur-clad Mute warrior who anmbled up out of a dip in the
ground and stopped as he caught sight of Cadillac and C earwater who
wer e wal ki ng about a hundred yards ahead of Steve, Jodi and Kel so.

Everyone froze - including the Muite, who was carrying a crosshow.

St eve wei ghed up the distance between them and deci ded there wasn't a
ot he could do. The warrior was a couple of hundred yards away from
where he stood - too far even for Cadillac to pick off with a

handgun.
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And it was just as well none of themtried because nmore fur-clad Mites
rose into view on either side of the first.

"Shee-itt..." breathed Jodi. 'Wat the eft-eft are we gonna do?"

"Stay calmand start counting,' said Steve. There were thirty of them
- five hands - spread out in a long line that started behind Steve's

ri ght shoul der then angled in past Cadillac and C earwater barring the
way ahead. Roughly a third of themcarried crossbhows; the rest were
armed with a mixture of spiked head-crushers and knife-sticks.

Wthout the rapid intervention of Talisman, the presence of so nany
bowren beyond the reach of their handguns made the outcome of any fight
a foregone concl usion.
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Steve and Jodi watched with hated breath as C earwater raised her
right hand and nade the traditional sign of greeting. As she did so,
Cadi |l ac produced the fat-barrelled pistol he'd taken fromthe
Skyrider's rescue kit and fired a white signal flare vertically into
the air.

' Sheee-ehhh!" The sibilant Mite cry that signified amazenent, awe and
admration burst fromthe throats of the warriors as they watched the
dazzling fireball rise some two hundred feet before curving over their
heads and falling to earth behind them leaving a drifting trail of
snoke to mark its passage through the air.

It was the equivalent of the "white arrow , the crosshow bolt that
carried a snoul defing sheaf of dried grass aloft as a signal that the
hunter or the hunted w shed to parl ey.

After a suspense-filled monment when nobody in the Mite |ine reacted,
the four warriors in the centre went into a huddle then raised their
right arms and returned Clearwater's greeting. There was then a
second, |onger confab between the | eader of the Mite posse and
Cadillac. Fromthe anmount of head-noddi ng, sone sort of agreenent
seemed to have been reached. Steve eyed Jodi and let out a husky sigh
of relief.

Arapid tap-tap-tap drew their attention down to Kel so whose

hat ch-sl edge | ay between them He was knocking on the inside of the
perspex canopy that covered himfromhead to hip with the knuckl es of
his good left hand. Jodi hunkered down besi de him

"What is it, Dave?"

"Cet this cover off a me and give me a gun!" The words canme out as a
hoarse, nuffl ed whisper

"Are you crazy? \What for?"

"What a dunb question! If we're going' down under this heap of
shit-balls, | wanna take one.with ne!"

Jodi reacted with an angry gasp then sl apped the canopy al ongside his
face. 'Dave! Do everyone a favour will you!? Just go back to
sl eep! ™

Jodi stood up in tinme to see Cadillac trudgi ng towards themthrough the
snow carryi ng both backpacks.

Clearwater was still engrossed in conversation with the four |eaders of
the Mute posse.

Cadi | | ac handed Cl earwater's pack to Jodi and gave his own to Steve.

‘"I don't want to sound too optim stic but we may have struck | ucky.
was worried we'd run into one of the D Troit clans but these guys are
M Waukee Mutes - braves fromthe O an Kojak."

"Aren't the M Waukee supposed to be ffiends of the She-Kargo?"

Cadillac responded to Steve's question with a faintly patronizing

smle. 'That's an over-sinplification. Even clans fromthe sane

bl ood-line will kill each other to protect their turf. Let's just say
they dislike the She-Kargo slightly less than they dislike the

D Troit."
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"Terfific..." Steve eyed Jodi. 'So where does that |eave us?"
"Alive - for the nonent."

Jodi surveyed the inpassive line of Mutes. The fact that they weren't
psychi ng thenselves up with warli ke noi ses sonehow nmade the situation
seem nore threatening. She nudged Steve. 'I| don't get it, By rights
these guys should be | eaping all over us. Are they frightened by
signal flares?"

‘No. Must have been sonething he said." Steve turned to Cadill ac.
"What did you do - hit "emwth some fancy fire-speech?"
"On the contrary. It was what they had to say that floored ne."

Cadill ac gl anced over his shoul der at C earwater then ran his eyes
slowy along the Iine of Miutes before com ng back to Steve and Jodi

'The reason we're not dead is because they regard us as somet hing

speci al . "

' Special...?"

'Yes. They've been expecting us." Cadillac saw them exchange puzzl ed
| ooks and expl ai ned. 'The Kojak's have got a wordsmith |ike M Snow.

He is the guardian of the Talisman Prophecy but he has al so kept alive
anot her centuries-old prediction which - on the face of it

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Tille...mtrak%20Wars%20B0o0ok%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (92 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till ey%620-%20A mtrak %20Wars%20B 00k %204%620-%20B| 00d%20Ri ver.txt

- appears
to concern us. It's very strange..."
Steve blew his top. 'Caddy, for chrissakes spare us the suspense! W

appreciate the build-up but this isn't the time or place! Just give us
the bottomline!"

'Ckay. Hang on to this. Besides teaching them about Talisnan, their

wordsmith has been telling themfor years that one day ". . . a snal
group of Plainfolk The Chosen - would fly out of the east in the
bellies of iron birds"--'" 'l don't believe it--' 'Hold on, | haven't
finished! "... and that their arrival would herald the birth of
Talisman and the return of The Lost Ones" - the Mutes held in
Ne- | ssan. "

"I see... ' nused Steve. 'And this is why they haven't killed us." He

| ooked across at Jodi. 'What d'you think?"
Cadillac cut in before she got her nmouth open
"Christo! Wat a dunb question! |It's what they think that matters

If they believe we're "The Chosen", why disillusion then? Let's go

along with it. | nean, who knows? |t might actually be true."

"It mght," admitted Steve. 'If you believe that stuff."

He eyed the nmotionless warriors. 'Did you tell themwe flew here from
Ne- | ssan?"

" No. "

"So how did they know about the "iron birds"?"

'The sane way as the Plainfol k knew about cloud-warriors and iron
snakes centuries before wagon-trains energed from beneath the deserts
of the south.

That's the nmagi c of prophecy."”
"Yeah . . ."

Jodi, who had been follow ng their conversation with grow ng puzzl enent
said: '"Wuld you nmind telling ne what all this iron bird shit is
about ?

And who or what is Talisman?"

Steve flagged her down. 'Sone other time, Jodi. So where do we go
from here?"

Cadillac smled. 'Well, for the nonent, you three aren't going
anywhere. We can't risk Kelso shooting his nmouth off."

"Ayy-nmen to that,' said Jodi

'They wanted to take us all back to their settlenment so their wordsmth
could question us but |I told themour "blood-brother"” had contracted a
mal ady that lurks in the | and of the dead-faces. And until he got
better, he should not be brought into the settlenment. | explained that
we were not infectious. It was only young children in the genera
vicinity of the invalid who were in danger."

"Neat. So we stay and you go..."
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Steve | ooked at Jodi. His eyebrows formed the silent question

"That's okay by ne, Steve. Cearwater gave us all great paintjobs but
even if Dave kept his nobuth shut neither of us know the ropes. You may
be able to wing it but it's not gonna take 'emlong to cotton on to the
fact we aren't the real thing."

"Yeah, you're right." Steve slapped his fur-clad hands together
'Ckay - how does it play from here?"

"They're taking ne and Cl earwater back with themto neet their
wordsmith. That's why |'m |l eaving you the backpacks."

"And what do we do,' asked Jodi. 'Canp here?"

'Yes. There shouldn't be any trouble. W're on their turf." Cadillac
made a qui ck appraisal of their surroundings and pointed to a nearby
stand of tall pines whose | ower branches drooped under the weight of
the accunul ated | ayers of snow. ' That |ooks like a pretty good spot.

Why don't you check it out?"

"W will,' said Steve, feeling distinctly upstaged.
"VWhere' re they taking you?"

"They didn't say exactly. Just somewhere north of he re."
"So you can't tell us when you'll be back..."

"No. But these guys are travelling light - which means their
settlenent can't be all that far away. M guess is we'll be back in
the next couple of days."

"Or never,' said Jodi

Cadillac replied with a philosophical shrug. 'Depends on how we make
out with their wordsmth. If we can
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convince himwe're the real thing
we may be offered a warmbed and free nmeals for the rest of the
Wi nter."

St eve absorbed the scenario with a thoughtful nod.

'That takes care of you two, and naybe Jodi and ne at a pinch. But
that | eaves Kelso out in the cold - or is his "malady" going to be
suddenly and magically cured?”

"Be realistic, Bricknman. W both know there's only one cure for Kel so
and--' 'Now wait a minute--!"

Cadill ac rounded on Jodi. 'No! You listen! Because w thout ne and
Clearwater your life's not worth shit!

Even if M Snow was here right now he couldn't put Kel so back
t oget her.

He needs mmjor surgery - and only your people can handl e that--

"But--' 'Look! |I'mnot going to argue about this. Kelso's your
probl em - and you've got two days to nmake up your nind what to do about
it."

"You m serable piece of lunmpshit!" Jodi lunged at Cadillac's throat.

Steve saw Cl earwater start running towards them as he stepped in
between the warring pair, deflecting Jodi's hands before they could do
any damage. ' Cool it!

Chri st opher Col unbus! What d'you wanna do - blow the whole deal ? |’

She rounded on Steve, eyes blazing. 'I'mnot going to let you kil
him*"

' Shut your face!" hissed Cadillac. 'I'Il give you this one |ast
time." He lowered his voice further. 'The one chance we have of

getting out of here alive is by pretending to be who these guys think
we are. Wiich nmeans passing you two off as Plainfolk Miutes. And that
means,' - he jabbed a finger at Jodi - 'you gotta act |ike one! For
the Plainfolk, death is just part of a continuing cycle of existence.

When a warrior is badly injured--' 'Yeah? Well, you're gonna have to
get rid of ne too!"

Cadillac waved dismissively. 'That's it. 1've had enough. You handle
it, Brickman." He turned away as Cl earwater arrived anxious to

di scover what all the shouting was about. Cadillac put her in the

pi cture.

Cl earwater came over in an attenpt to calmthings down. 'Jodi, please,
I know how you feel about Kelso but you're only prolonging his agony.

If you'll just let me explain--' 'l don't wanna hear any
expl anations!"

yel | ed Jodi

"You can both go fuck yourself!"

Steve westled with her as she tried to break free.
"Jodi! For chrissakes! Keep your voice down!"

Cadill ac strode of f purposefully to rejoin the | eaders of the Mite
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posse. Halfway there, he | ooked back and summoned C earwater with an
i mperi ous wave.

Clearwater signalled himto be patient. She didn't want to | eave unti
Steve and Jodi had finished arguing.

"I"mserious, Brickman. |'mnot gonna let you do it."

"Look! No one's gonna kill Dave. | pronmise! |I'mon your side in
this. W'Il sort sonmething out! Okay?"

"I'f you say so." She stopped struggling but her body was still shaking
wi th anger.

"Good. Now back off and simmer down. Hell - | mean - after all we've
been through. it'd be stupid to blowit now"

Jodi eyed themboth resentfully. 'Yeah, it would be, wouldn't it?"

She knelt down to check on Kelso. He had drifted off to sleep
Clearwater took Steve aside. 'WII she be all right?"

"Yeah. No problem It's you |I'mconcerned about. At tines you' ve
been barely able to put one foot in front of another. Are you gonna be
able to handle this run?"

She laid a hand on his arm 'Don't worry about rme.
"Mutes feel no pain" - isn't that what they say?" Her eyes becane
clouded. 'I don't want to | eave you but | have to go with Cadill ac.

You understand why, don't you?"

"Sure. Take care. O himand yourself."

"W'l | be back soon. | promse."

"I'"l'l hold you to that." Steve stepped back and shooed her away.

"Better hurry. Your lord and master is getting inpatient."
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Preceded by six Kojak braves and flanked by the renaining twenty-four,
Cadill ac and Cl earwater jogged away through the snow w thout a
backwar ds gl ance

Steve watched themuntil they di sappeared behind a fold in the ground
then | ooked down at Jodi

"Cadillac's right,' she said, shoul dering one of the backpacks.

"There's no point in arguing. One nore, one |less. what does it
matter? That's the way |unp-heads think." Her eyes net Steve's as she
straightened up. 'I guess that's the difference between them and us.

That's supposed to nake us the good guys and themthe bad."
‘It's not that sinple, Jodi."

She gave a derisive laugh. 'No. Wth you it never is.

But then, you're not really one of us any |onger are you?"

They picked up the rope | eads of Kelso's sledge and headed towards the
trees. Neither of them spoke for a long tine.

Led by Gus Wiite, the four Skyhawks clinbed to five thousand feet and
fl ew due east in parallel |anes, each pilot keeping visual contact with
hi s nei ghbour. Forty odd m nutes after take-off, the patrol crossed
the M ssissippi, a snmudgy grey line that neandered across the

snow- covered | andscape like the first, haphazard scrawl nade by a young
child on a pristine white page.

An hour later, the northern' hOSt wi ngman caught sight of the | ower end
of Lake Mchigan. It was his first sight of one of the G eat Lakes.

Nei t her he nor his conpanions had ever seen so nuch water before. In
the centre of the curving shoreline, between |zo Wantanabe's base at
Bent on Harbour and the | egendary rai nbowice city fromwhich the

She- Kargo Mutes had sprung, lay navref Gary, |ndiana.

On the nmap-table around which all ten wi ngnmen had gathered to be
briefed by Baxter, the Flight Ops Exec, navref Gary was positioned

hal fway al ong the top edge of a shaded rectangl e which, on the ground,
was fifty miles square. This was the prinmary search area

Sonewhere within it were two Skyriders - either whole or in pieces.

The first task of the air patrols |launched by The Lady was to di scover
where the planes had conme down. Having done that, they were then
required to establish the fate of the five people known to have been
aboard. If they were not lying dead in the weckage, they nust be
presunmed to be alive and proceedi ng westwards on foot. |[If so, the
flight-section was required to make a major effort to discover their
present whereabouts and assist in their recovery.

This was the reason, continued Baxter, why four sets of ski attachnents
- which would allow the Skyhawks to | and and take-off from snow - had
been fabricated by the engineers during the 'journey north from designs
suppl i ed over the video-link by Houston/GC

GQus White asked the question that was on everyone's nmind. 'Are we
working to a time limt on this, sir?"

"Nope. We're here for as long as it takes,' replied 'Baxter
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It sounded om nous. Since nobody wanted to be out here in the first

pl ace, it neant the rest of the crew would be constantly on their
backs, pressurizing themto get the job done so that everyone coul d get
horme in time for New Year.

But there was nore. Baxter had concluded the briefing by applying
another turn of the screw. Wilst in the search area, and on the
outward and return |l egs they were also to record the position and size
of any Mute settlenents and take note of the |evel of over-ground
activity. But they were not, repeat not, under any circunstances to
attack any ground targets - even if they cane under fire fromthe
ground - without first obtaining specific authorization to do so from
Hart mann hi nmsel f.

The only situation in which the use of weapons mnight be sanctioned
woul d be to cover a landing to investigate clearly identified weckage
or to evacuate survivors. Gee whizz. thanks a bunch, sir...

Pi cking the mutinous undercurrent fromhis ten pilots,
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Baxt er

privately questioned the wi sdom of 'nonaggressive' patrols but got no
joy from Hartnmann. The wagon-train comander shared his reservations
but he had been given clear and precise instructions by Cl NC TRAI N who,
in turn, were acting on orders emanating fromthe Oval Ofice.

Karl strom the Operational Director of AMEXI CO was the prine nover
behind the search for Steve and his conpanions but the signals were
prefixed with 'Eagle One'; the President-CGeneral's code-name. The
acronym AMVEXI CO never appeared on any vi deo-screen or hard copy and
this "invisibility' was one reason why, over the centuries, the

organi zation's existence had been successfully concealed fromall but a
chosen few.

From the nonment that Kel so had broadcast his covert Muy-Day signal and
al erted the organi zation to what had taken place at Long Point,
AMEXI CO s sophisticated intercept system had been nonitoring the range
of radio frequencies utilized by the stolen Skyriders.

During the brief exchange with Kelso via the airborne signals unit
there had not been tine to query the fuel state of the two aircraft.

Kel so had been instructed to fake engine trouble, providing himwith a
valid excuse to change course, flying around Lake M chigan instead of
across it. Wth Cadillac |ocked in the cargo hold, Brickman would be
obliged to follow A |ot depended on how well Kel so stage-nanaged
events but he was to try and land in lowa, as close to the M ssissipp
as possi bl e.

It was only after contact with Long Point had been restored that
Karl strom | earned the aircraft had taken off wi thout being refuelled.

By then it was inpossible to contact Kelso and nodify the arrangenents
wi t hout risking blow ng his cover.

The rapi dly-enptying fuel tanks had provided himw th an even better
excuse for changi ng course but the Skyriders had been forced down, in
the mddl e of a snowstorm sone two hundred miles short of the point
Karl strom had sel ected. The heated conversations between Steve, Jodi
and Kel so about their predicament had been recorded but because they
had gone off the air prematurely, AMEXICO s signals unit had been
unabl e to obtain an exact fix on the point where they had | anded. And
they had stayed off the air ever since.

Now, al most two weeks later, Karlstromwas unaware that Kelso - the man
he was counting on to keep himposted - was lying with his broken body
strapped to a nake-shift sledge and that the conpact but powerful

wal ki e-tal kie he had used to such good effect at Long Point had been
crushed when he'd wapped his Skyrider around the unyielding trunk of a
bi g pine.

G ven Brickman's action against his fell ow operatives at Long Point,
Karl strom had deci ded agai nst sending in nore nmexicans. The first
three had only been tenporarily disabled, but had Bricknman's attenpt to
steal the aircraft msfired, the consequences mni ght have been a great
deal nore serious - perhaps fatal

In seeking Side-Wnder's help to escape from Ne-l1ssan with Cadillac and
Cl earwater, Brickman had spoken of the need to reach Womi ng to capture
his "third target': M Snow - the nobst powerful sumoner known to the
First Famly. |If this was true, if Brickman was only pretending to
have changed sides, Karlstromcould foresee a situation where - in
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order to reinforce his credibility as a dependable ally of the dan

M Call - he might be obliged to take nore drastic neasures agai nst any
new attenmpt by AMEXICO to bring in Cadillac and C earwater before he
was ready to deliver them His original assignnent had been to capture
all three.

Per haps the plan he'd worked out needed the presence of Cadillac and
Clearwater to bait the trap for M Snow. ..

So be it. If Brickman believed he could pull off a hat-trick there was
no point in throwi ng away hi ghly-trai ned nen who coul d be used nore
effectively el sewhere. Far better to give himas nuch rope as he
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needed. As long as he delivered the goods what did it matter if he
ended up hanging hinmsel f? That was why Karlstrom- who flattered

hi nsel f that his own devious mnd was nore than a match for Steve's had
sel ected The Lady from Loui siana to conduct a search of the area.

Since Brickman and his friends | acked the necessary clothes and

equi prrent to rmake an overland trek in the depths of winter, he m ght
have second thoughts about going it alone. |If the correct signals were
recei ved, assistance - in whatever measure required - would be quickly
and di screetly provided.

On the other hand, if sacrificial goats were needed, they too would be
provided - from anongst the crew of The Lady.

The whol e exercise rested on the assunption that the principal players
had survived the forced | anding and its attendant dangers. Through his
daily contacts with Roz Brickman, Steve's psychic kin-sister, Karlstrom
was confident they had. So, barring sone unforeseen disaster, it would
only be a matter of tine before Steve and Jodi Kazan canme up agai nst
their old bunknates.

Yes... It would be an interesting test of her loyalty and the extent of
his duplicity.

Cadill ac saw two of the patrolling Skyhawks pass overhead as he and
Cl earwat er jogged northwards with their escort of warriors. For a
brief instant, the posse halted and stared open-nouthed at the
"arrowheads'

Several braves arned their cross-bows but Cadillac advised them
through their |eader, not to waste their precious bolts. The craft
were too high for their skins to be pierced even by a well-ainmed
shot .

Through their contacts at the tradi ng-post, the O an Kojak knew of
these craft and were aware that their appearance usually signalled the
presence of one of the dreaded iron snakes, but up to that nonment, no
arrowheads had ever appeared east of the M ssissippi

That in itself was amazi ng but what were they doing here during the

Wi te Death when, according to the She-Kargo, the iron snakes - having
fed on the blood of the Plainfolk - craw ed back to their lairs beneath
the Deserts of the South?

Deat h Leopard, the | eader of the posse, waved the col um forward.

Clearwater, tight-Iipped but unconpl ai ni ng, kept pace using the nmenta
powers that Mites possessed to block off the pain fromher badly

brui sed knees. Beside her, Cadillac was quietly pleased to discover
that he was not short of breath despite the lack of practice.

@ ancing up fromtinme to tinme he saw the two aircraft hold the sane
st eady eastward course, becom ng tiny specks that were soon swal | owed
up by the unbroken blue. He believed he knew why they were here but
this was not the nonent to speak of such things.

On the journey to the search area, Gus Wite's patrol spotted a handfu
of settlenments and a number of ground novenents. Al four pilots would
dearly have loved to indulge in sone |owlevel strafing but the plastic
muzzl e caps of their nose-nmounted machi ne guns had been taped on to
catch anyone tenpted to violate the order not to fire.

Failing to find any sign of the crashed Sky-Riders within the allotted
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time, Qus ordered the others to head back to The Lady and continued the
search until he had just barely enough fuel to make it hone. He had
been secretly hoping he might |ocate one or both of the aircraft and
thus take the entire credit himself instead of getting into an argunent
with the others about who saw what first. 1In this he was destined to
be di sappoi nted but he turned for hone content in the know edge that
the extra effort would not go unnoticed by the top brass.

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till...trak%20Wars%20Book%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (102 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till ey%620-%20A mtrak %20Wars%20B 00k %204%620-%20B| 00d%20Ri ver.txt

He | ocked on to The Lady's radi o beam and gradually | ost altitude,
levelling out at two thousand feet in order to get a closer |ook at the
snow covered world bel ow

As soon as Kel so had been installed under the cl ose-packed groups of

pi nes, Steve left Jodi in charge and went out with a brace of hand-guns
in the hope of felling sone fresh meat. In the time they'd been
overground, both Jodi and Kel so had overcone the revul sions al

Trackers had towards eating the real thing - no easy task for soneone
rai sed on a diet of synthesized soya bean pap

Steve had prom sed to be back in an hour but it was close on two before
Jodi sighted himthrough the 'scope she'd been using to scan the
surroundi ng | andscape. Her relief at his return was tinged with

di sappoi nt nrent when she saw he was enpty-handed.

She went out to meet him ' One of those days, huh?"

"Yeah." He rubbed his wounded thigh. 'Saw all kinds of stuff out
there but it was either too fast on its feet or too far away."

"Never mind, we can always open - ' Jodi broke off as Steve's attention
fastened on sonething in the sky.

Fol I owi ng his gaze, she saw the bl ue-grey speck and hurriedly focused
the 'scope on it. The blurred inmage resolved itself into a
straight-winged aircraft painted in the standard Federation bl ue and
flying directly towards them

Jodi gasped as she caught sight of its white wingtip markings. 'l
don't believe this - Steve! Look! It's from The Lady!" Before her

i nvoluntary separation fromthe wagon-train during the battle of the
Now and Then River, Jodi had been a nenber of The Lady's crew for five
years, rising fromw ngman to section leader. 'Christo! Talk about
luck! D you realize what this nmeans?"

Steve, who had only served aboard for sone three

nmont hs before bei ng shot down, didn't share her sudden gush of
nostalgia. He took a brief |ook through the 'scope. 'Yeah. |[1'Il tell
you exactly what this nmeans. That plane up there is one of the new
nmodel Skyhawks | told you about. We're |ooking at the wong end of a

six-barrell ed machine gun!" The information didn't appear to

register.

' So what ?

Don't you understand? This changes everything!" 'You're right. W're
in even bigger trouble than we were before." Steve pulled her back

under cover of the pine trees where they had set up canp.
Kel so's inmprovised stretcher lay on the far side of the bivouac area.
H s face was turned away fromthem and he appeared to be sl eeping.

Steve turned back to Jodi and sank to his knees, pulling her down wth
him He held up a warning finger as he let go of her wist. 'Calm
down, okay? | can tell fromyour face your brain's working overtine.

I don't know what you're cooking up but if it's what | think it is, you
can forget it!" It was Jodi who now grabbed hold of him She seized
his left forearmw th both hands and shook it excitedly.
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"Listen! If Hartmann and Big D are still aboard, there won't be any
trouble! [If | can nake contact with them and get back on board | can
expl ai n what happened to ne!'’

"And...?"

"Brickman! | did five operational tours with those two guys! |f they
testify on ny behalf I'd have a better chance of getting a fair shake
froma board of Assessors! | could be reinstated!" 'That's what they
want you to think,' said Steve. 'For chrissakes, Jodi! The

Federation's got at |east twenty wagon-trains on the ,overground. Do
you think it's just a coincidence that plane just happens to be from
The Lady?"

Jodi's excitenent faltered nonentarily. 'It's the first tinme to ny
know edge that a wagon-train has ever nade an of fensive sweep at this
time of year. But apart fromthat, the fact that it's The Lady who's
prow i ng around
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out there doesn't strike me as being particularly
sinister.”

"Real ly? What d'you think she's doing here?"

Hunting Mutes, what else? You' ve seen for yourself there's plenty of
em around. "

C non, Jodi. You can do better than that. That guy up there was
| ooki ng for

How d' you figure that out?"

"What's the matter with you? You got frostbite on the brain? Wen
that ape Side-Wnder woke up and found us gone, he knew where we were

headi ng- -’

L} |_b\,\/?ll

'Because, like a fool, | told him And those two pilots knew just how
far we could get on the fuel that was left in the tanks! Steve shook
his head and cursed under his breath. 'W should have shot the
bastards... ' Steve's eyes hardened. 'Kelso was going to and--'

"I know. | stopped him"

"Big mstake. But | still take the booby prize. W should have burned

those Skyriders instead of just leaving 'emstanding there like a
coupl e of signposts."

"Wthout bodies inside that wouldn't have fool ed anybody for long. And
al t hough 1've never flown anything that wasn't battery powered | woul d

guess that planes with enpty fuel tanks don't catch fire unl ess soneone
puts a torch to 'em"™

"No... you're right,' nuttered Steve. 'But with this snow covering
what was | eft of themthey'd have been a | ot harder to find. Once they
pi n-point those planes - if they haven't spotted themalready - they'l

know we're out here. W only saw one today but they nust have the
whol e flight-section patrolling this area.”

"D you think he spotted us?"

"Hard to say. There's plenty of tracks out there, ours and the ones
made by the Kojaks. But it doesn't matter because unl ess soneone

pl ants a big arrow besides ours there ain't no way they' re gonna be
able to spot the difference."

"Do you think they'll conme back? The planes | nean."
"Yeah. Bound to. |'monly guessing here, but given the tine of day
and the fact that he was flying due west, |'d say he was probably

headi ng for honme. So where would you say that puts The Lady - on the
far side of the M ssissippi?"

' Sounds reasonabl e .

They consulted the map together. The M ssissippi River wasn't
depicted. The left hand edge ran down through Joliet, Illinois.

"Terrific... St eve shoved his half of the map towards Jodi. 'l stil
don't think Hartmann's gonna put any |ine-nen across the water. M
geography's a little hazy but | reckon we nust be about a hundred,
maybe a hundred and fifty nmiles fromthe river."
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Jodi snoothed out the crunpled map. 'At least..."

"Well, you know himbetter than | do but | can't see Hartmann sending a
conmbat teamthat far out on the |linmb without the proper backup - can
you?"

"No." Jodi chewed on her lip. '"So . . . what happens now?"

'"For the nonment, nothing. W sit tight and stay under cover until we
find out what kind of a deal Cadillac and O earwater have nanaged to
put together."

"But suppose there isn't a deal? Wat do we do if they don't conme back
in a couple of days |like they said? How |long do we wait here - for

ever?"
Steve sighed inpatiently. 'Jodi, if there isn't a deal, we'll know
soon enough. Those Kojak braves'll be swarm ng all over us!" Jod

consi dered this unappealing prospect with a thoughtful nod then said:
"Lemme nake you a proposition. You were sent out to bring in those two
smart Mutes. GCkay. Wth sonme help from Dave and ne, you got 'em out
of Ne-Issan. But now they've gone - and they night not be back. So
before we find ourselves up shit creek without a paddle, | suggest we
cut our losses and try to rejoin The Lady."

St eve gave her a disbelieving stare. 'Are you crazy?"

"Brickman, be realistic. Wat chance do we have out here?"
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' The sane chance as everyone el se! You nmade it through one wi nter
You can do it again."
'Last year | was one of ninety renegades in a highly organized group
Run by WMal one, renenber?"

"I"'mnot likely to forget." Steve's laugh had a bitter edge to it. 'l
al so haven't forgotten he managed to | ose over thirty breakers,
i ncluding you and Dave, to the M Calls. Sone organizer!"”

' Ckay, so he mmkes m stakes too. But he was onto your nunber in nought
seconds flat."

"Yeah, that's right. He was..."

Jodi | owered her voice. 'The point I'"'mtrying to make is, | was with
my own kind. | don't trust that bunch of Mites your two snoothies are
trying to do business wth.

Like | said, those lunps are soon gonna find out |I'mnot regulation
i ssue, but even if there was some way to swing it I'mnot prepared to
come with you if it means dunpi ng Dave."

"Jodi! For chrissakes, be reasonable! W' ve done our best for the
guy. Mst people would have put a bullet through himand left himin
t he weckage!"

"Yeah? Well, |I'mnot nost people. You prom sed ne no one would kil
him- that we'd work sonething out.

Now it sounds like you're ready to hit the Delete button
Whose side are you on, Brickman?"

"Yours. At least I'mtrying to be - but it's not easy when you keep
changi ng your fucking m nd!"

The accusation riled her. 'Jeer! You got a nerve! You chew ne out
for switching tracks but you been rewiting the programe ever since we
ran into each other back in Nebraska. First you tell ne you' re dressed
up like a lunp-sucker just to save your hide. It then turns out you're
an undercover Fed out to kidnap sonme smart Miutes - and you | ay that
True Blue stuff on ne and how hel pin' you will save the day and your
kin-sister's ass.

"Finally, at first hiccup -' when Kelso and | start having second
thoughts - you're ready to dunp little sister and kiss goodbye to the
Federation! It just doesn't figure.

You're up to something, Brickman. This ain't exactly the time and
pl ace to fall out but the fact is, | don't trust you."

"Yeah . . . ' Steve let out a long, weary sigh. 'You're right to be
suspi ci ous, Jodi, but you're reading things the wong way. | was
pressured into this operation by threats against Roz. And yes, | did
ask for help fromthe Federation. |If it hadn't been for them we woul d
never have gotten out alive. | promised |I'd help you escape from
Ne-lssan and | did. But | never intended to go back in."

"So why all the talk about ne being True Blue and how we were all going
to be heroes?"
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That's sinple. | couldn't do it without you. But for us to escape
had to work with the Federation and you had to agree. Sooner or |ater
you' d have asked where all the hardware was conming from- so | had to
appeal to your loyalty. One Lindbergh Baby to another

"When we tal ked after we'd been captured by the MCalls you were pretty
negative about the Federation so when you agreed to help | couldn't be
sure whet her you'd had a permanent change of heart, or whether you were
just hitching a ride on the wagon."

St eve paused and watched the colour flood into Jodi's cheeks. 'l
didn't find out you'd been stringing ne along until we were in that
i nflatabl e on our way to Long Point."

"I didn't lie to you, Brickman. | was ready and willing to go back
in.

It was just, well. that whole set-up at Bu-faro. And that guy
Si de- Wnder, not just painted up but with lunps stuffed in his face!

The di scovery that the Fam |y had peopl e working hand-in-glove with
those di nks spooked ne. It suddenly nade ne realize we were just a
smal | part of a rmuch bigger deal and | felt..."

' Expendable...? W' ve never been anything else, Jodi."
'Yeah, strange... | don't know why it came as such a shock."

"That's because until we broke | oose and were able to give our brains
sonme el bow roomit never occurred to us
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that there night be an
alternative to what was on offer

From the noment we were old enough to understand it's been drumed into
us that the only reason for a Tracker's existence is to die so that the
dream of the First Family can be fulfilled. The conquest of the

Bl ue- Sky Worl d. ..

"But no one has ever questioned their right to it - or whether it's
worth the lives that have been |l ost, the sacrifices that have been
made, and the untold nunbers that still have to die before they
repossess the overground."”

"It's not just their dream' said Jodi. 'It's sonmething we all
shar e.

Well, nbst of us..."

Steve picked up the 'scope and noved to where he could see the western
hal f of the sky through the branches. The Skyhawk was now a | ong way
away, a tiny dot on the vast, cloudless yellow canvas that hung above
the western horizon.

He returned and crouched down facing Jodi. 'The questionis - if that
dream becones reality, what will happen to the Pl ainfol k?"

Jodi shrugged. 'If the Federation gets its way, | guess there won't be
any."

Steve found Roz's words on his lips. 'Don't they have a right to
exi st ?"

Jodi responded with a blank stare. 'l don't know what you're getting
at."

"They're people Jodi! Human beings, like us! Qur ancestors were their

ancestors too!"

Jodi was unmoved. 'So what? If it's true, which | doubt, that was a
long long tine ago. And even if you could prove it, who' d wanna
believe you? D you think everyone's gonna kiss and nmake up after al
the sacrifices that generations of Trackers have nade? Stop trying to
kid yourself, Brickman. Lunp-heads and breakers don't mx. \Wether
you're inside or outside the Federation, they're the eneny and al ways
will be. If we don't kill them they' Il kill us."

"The M Calls didn't kill you and the other guys."

"No. They sold us down the river so the Iron Masters could stick it to
us instead!" 'Haven't you |l earned anything since you' ve been out
here?!" hissed Steve. 'Cadillac and O earwater hel ped us escape! |If
it wasn't for her we wouldn't be here!"

"And we helped them But it's different now In Ne-lIssan, we had a
common eneny - the Iron Masters.

That deal fell apart the noment we reached Plainfolk territory. W're
back in their country. They're anongst their own kind. Just |ook at
the way Cadillac's behaving."

Steve nodded. 'He has been coming on alittle strong..."

"You can say that again. A couple of weeks ago he was falling apart
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and you had to glue himback together one day at a tine. Now he's
behavi ng |i ke an arrogant sonofabitch!" snapped Jodi. 'That nmay be
okay by you but he's not wal king over me |I' Steve apprai sed her
thoughtfully. 'You know what? | think all this guff you've been

| aying on me about Us and Them who did what to who, and whether you
can trust me or not is pure buffalo shit. This is really about Kel so,
isn't it? You' ve got it into your head that if we can get himaboard
The Lady--' 'What other chance does he have?" «cried Jodi. 'C non

There's a conpl ete conmbat surgical teamriding around in that
bl ood-wagon! |If we could arrange for a pickup, they could get to work
within mnutes of himgetting there!"

Steve gl anced over at Kelso. He hadn't noved.

Maybe he was dead. Sonme chance. Good of' Dave wasn't the kind of guy
who' d do everyone a favour by going quietly .

He turned back to Jodi. 'They could, but now you're kidding
yoursel f.

You know as well as | do they're not gonna put Kel so on the operating
table. They're gonna put three rounds into his brain. He's a
renegade, renenber?"

"You're wong. Heisn't..."

Steve frowned. 'What d'you nean?”
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'He's an undercover Fed. Just like you." She watched Steve trying to
grapple with this revelation. 'You don't believe nme, do you?"

' How | ong have you known about this?"

"Since we left Long Point. D you renenber nme comng back fromthe
beach store ahead of Dave and how we sat there with the notors running
wonderi ng where the hell he'd got tot 'Yeah..."

"Vell, while | was cursing himwith every name | could think of, I
fiddl ed around with a few of the knobs and switches and. ..
accidentally turned on the tail end of a radio transmission." 'Go on

"I't was Dave."
"You sure about this?"

"Absolutely. He was talking to Sky Bucket Three, the sane bunch your
friend with the lunps in his face got in touch with just after we
| anded at Long Point."

"Did you manage to get a handl e on what Kel so and this Sk/Bucket were
tal ki ng about ?"

"Not really. Skybucket was relaying instructions from soneone called
Mot her. That nmke any sense to you?"

Steve's face gave nothing away. 'Alittle..."

‘Mot her' was the soubriquet coined by AVEXI CO operatives for
Kar | strom

It had entered their private | anguage over a generation ago and had
proved so popular, the then Operations Director had allowed it to
supersede his official code-nane MX-ONE. Karlstrom who appreciated
its shades of meaning, had continued the tradition

"Did Kel so use a code-nanme?"
'Yes, Rat-Catcher..."

Steve absorbed Jodi's revelations calmy. There was little to be

gai ned by being angry. 'Wiy'd'you wait till nowto tell me about
t hi s?"
Jodi hesitated then said: "It seened |ike the right tine.

Let's face it, we've had nore inportant things to think about over the

| ast few days. Cadillac was al ways around and, well, | was..."
"Confused . . ..9" '"Yeah. Truthis, | didn't know what to think.
was surprised, naturally. 1'd spent nearly a year on the run with
Dave. GCkay, at tines he could be a pain in the ass but |I'd gotten
pretty close to him | thought he was genui ne.

But then... | thought you were too. A little mxed-up, perhaps,

decking yourself out as a Mute. But when we met up again in Ne-Issan
and you finally cane clean and told nme you were an undercover Fed, plus
all that other shit - like your thing with the Herald--' She waved it
all amay. 'I'mjust a sinple, straight down the |ine type person,
Brickman. Wth all the deals you had going there were tines when

| ost track of who was shafting who. My first reaction - after I'd
recovered fromthe surprise - was to think that maybe you and Dave were
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in cahoots, but working both sides of the track."
St eve nodded. 'Yes, | can see how you mght think that..."

"Then we ran out of fuel and the way Dave acted made nme think that
maybe you didn't know what he was up to.

By which time he'd picked a tree to run into and broken half the bones
in his body."

'"So you started feeling sorry for him.."

"What was the point of telling you? You m ght have tried to shoot him
there and then!"

Steve's anger rose. 'What makes you think | won't do it now?!"

Jodi grabbed hold of him 'Because you don't have to, and | won't |et
you! What harm can he do now? The poor bastard can barely nove!"

'So what do you care? | just don't get it, Jodi. He helped get us
into this nmess. Wy are you trying to protect hin®"

'For the sanme reason when you were tied to a post face to face with a
corpse, | persuaded Malone to |l et nme cone back and cut you | oose

Because | cared! And Dave cared enough to come with nme! The sanme way
you cared enough to get ne out of Ne-Issan - or Was that because Dave
and | were needed to nmake up the nunbers?"
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"No! | nmeant it! | promised to get you out and | did
We're all fromBig Blue, right?"

"Exactly. We're the best. That's why | want to do what's right for
bot h of you."

"Go ahead. |I'mlistening..."

"If those planes come over again |I'mgonna |let 'em know that Dave and
are down here. And if they ask where you are, |'m gonna say that you
Cadi |l ac and Cl earwater never canme back froma hunting trip. That you
were probably captured by a bunch of Miutes and the only reason

escaped was because | stayed behind to | ook after Dave." Jod

paused.

' How does it sound so far?"
'Keep tal king..."

"Il probably have to tell themyou'd tal ked about trying to get to
Wom ng - but that everyone could forget about that now because if you

weren't already dead, you probably soon would be." She shrugged.
"Miutes kill anyone who invades their turf, right?"

"Right..."

"OF course, | won't say anything about all that stuff Cearwater did at

the Heron Pool. They probably wouldn't believe it anyway. And
besi des, tal king about Mute magic's a Code One of fence."

Steve waited a while. 'Is that it...?"
'Yeah. "

"Aren't you forgetting one thing? Kelso m ght be an undercover Fed but
you ran with a bunch of breakers for over a year. Wat do you think
they're gonna do, Jodi pin a lifesaving nedal on your chest? You' ve
seen too nuch and you know too rmuch. If they take you back to Fort
Worth you'll probably end up against the wall."

"I know. But that's the only way | can save both your asses. Two
lives for one." She grinmaced ruefully. 'That's not such a bad
per cent age. "

"This is crazy. There nust be sone other way to get Kel so on board and
keep you off the--' '"No!" Jodi grasped Steve's wist firmy. 'I want
to goin."

She searched his eyes for sone sign of encouragenment and drew a
bl ank.

"I know it looks as if |I'mrunning out on you but she paused
awkwardly, ' . . . this is the best chance |I'mever going to get to
straighten things out."

"Then take it. Wth the top deck of The Lady on your case you should
come out cleaner than the PG s underwear."

"It'"d be nice to think so but if | draw a ticket to the wall I'Il go
quietly and say ny piece. |'ve had enough, Brickman." Her nouth
twisted into a tired smle. 'Once upon atine | believed in the

Federation - that the First Famly could do no wong. Then Dave and
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Mal one and Medi ci ne Hat showed ne anot her whol e new way of |iving,
feeling and thinking and | believed that too.

‘"I realized we'd been fed a whole pack of lies only to discover that
Dave - one of the guys who saved ny life -wasn't for real either. |
don't hate himfor it. But it made nme realize there ain't no truth to
be found anywhere, Brickman. So you might as well pick the nopst
confortable lie and live with it."

"I think you're wong but | know what you nean."

Steve sighed with genuine regret. 'It's your decision, Jodi. So where
do we go from here?"

"Wll... before | do anything rash, maybe | should tal k things over
with Dave."

‘"Leave that to ne,' said Steve. He saw the flicker of alarmin her
eyes. 'Don't worry, I'mnot going to give hima hard tine. |'mpretty
sure he went along with you because he wanted to see which way |'d
junp. He probably had orders not to make contact. The high wres who
run this scumry business back in Grand Central have sone strange

i deas.

They don't |ike us guys at the sharp end getting too friendly with one
anot her."

Jodi nodded. 'Tell me something..."
"What's that?"

"When we were crossing Lake Erie. |If Dave and | hadn't told you we
didn't want to go back in, what were you planning to do?"

"I'"d have taken you out with the gas just like the others,' said
St eve.

Jodi checked the sky for herself then stood up and
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moved out into the
open. She | ooked back at Steve.

"When the new i ntake cane aboard The Lady in '89, Big Dtold ne you
were the one to watch. |1'mnot surprised they made you an undercover
Fed."

St eve shrugged nodestly. There hadn't been a plan.

Fromthe nonment they'd boarded the wheel boat for Bu-faro he'd been
playing it by ear. Plagued by divided |loyalties, his mental confusion
had steadily increased until Roz had cone through on their own private
line with the reassurance he needed. But given their present perilous
situation this was not the nonment to reveal any hint of weakness or

i ndecision.. |f Jodi was convinced he was ten noves ahead of everyone
el se in the gane, why spoil the illusion?
CHAPTER FI VE

For the wi ngnmen aboard The Lady from Loui si ana, the second day produced
nore encouraging results. The primary search area had been assail ed by
new snow flurries overnight but the acconmpanying wi nd, which scul pted
the | andscape into a new pattern of knife-edged dunes and hol | ows, bl ew
nost of the accunul ated snow fromthe abandoned Skyri ders.

They were spotted by the afternoon patrol led by Nate Stinson. He had
been Deputy Section-Leader aboard Sands of |wojima before being
transferred and noving up a notch into the post that Jodi had held
aboard The Lady. Stinson radioed news of the find to Hartmann then,
after all four pilots had nmade a | ow 1| evel check on the area, he
detailed Vickers to I and and exam ne the crash site.

The wi ngman, one of two on the present patrol whose aircraft had been
fitted with ski attachments wasn't too thrilled at having drawn the
short straw but there was nothing he could do except say ' Roger,
Wlco' . He put down al ongside the remains of the highway and taxied
back to where one of the Skyriders still stood nmore or |ess uptight
with its wheels buffed in the snow.

Leaving his motor running, in case he needed to nmake a qui ck getaway,
Vi ckers made his way towards it. The wind had cleared patches of the
crunbling highway but the vegetation on the overgrown sl opes had
trapped the snow beneath an icy crust.

This was Vickers' second operational tour but, up to this nmonment, he
had only ever set down on the flight-deck of the wagon-train. Well

that was not quite true. He had nade four touch and go l|andings to try
out the skis but this was the first tine he had actual ly wal ked
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nor e
than ten yards on Plainfolk territory and prior to crossing the
M ssouri he had never, in his whole life, seen so much snow before.

Pressing ahead on the blithe assunption it was all ankle deep he
crashed through the brittle surface and sank in over his knees.

Recovering fromhis initial surprise, he attenpted to resune the

pur poseful stride with which he'd left the Skyhawk but was quickly
reduced to an ungainly waddl e by the buried tangle of roots and stal ks
that kept trapping his feet.

Goddamm fuggin' overground. . . First Fanmily wanted their brains
examning ... who'd wanna live in an asshole place like this?

It was not all that far to the highway, but by the time he reached it,
Vi ckers had run out of obscene swear words to heap upon the heads of
the shit-brai ned high-wires who had dreant up this operation

Fromthe air, the plane had appeared to be undanaged, but as he drew
closer, Vickers saw that the Skyrider had been reduced to a nere
shel |.

A horde of scavenging Miutes, working with the same expertise that
desert vultures bring to the job of renoving the edible parts of a dead
canmel, had picked the netal carcass clean: seats, cables, control rods
and wires, instrunents, hatches, parts of the canopy, every square inch
of fabric and anything that could be unscrewed, unpicked or torn | oose
had vani shed.

An exani nation of the snow covered debris wapped around the nose-whee
reveal ed that this Skyrider had ploughed into the severed tail section
of its conpanion during its landing run. Vickers used his

wal ki e-tal kie to report his findings to his airborne conpani ons then
clinmbed back into his 'hawk and taxied eastwards till he came opposite
the last of the trees where the forward half of the other aircraft had
come to rest.

This too had been stripped but a close inspection provided sone usefu
clues. Snears of dried blood on the jagged ends of netal stringers and
formers in the crunpled cockpit section testified to the force of the

i mpact and the |ikelihood that one of the five people they were | ooking
for had been either killed or seriously injured on |anding.

Beneat h t he broken starboard wing, Vickers found like |zo before him
the remains of a fire. The pine branches that Steve's party had woven
together to formthe walls of the shelter had been thrown asi de and
scattered but several renmamined intertwined giving a clue to their

use.

The fire-cans and food tins - which mght have told hima great dea
more than they told Izo - had been carried away as trophies but the
scattered circle of ashes and a solitary ring pull-tab froma
standard-i ssue ration can suggested that the surviving crewnen had
spent some time under shelter before vanishing into the snow covered
wast es.

Whet her they had vani shed of their own accord or had been overwhel nmed
by the sane force of Mutes who had descended on the two aircraft in
search of booty could not be established. Backing clear of the tree
under which the weckage |ay, Vickers gave his section-|eader a status
report and his views on what had happened.
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'Roger, Blue Two. Well done. Put some sky under your wheels."

They were the words Vickers had been waiting for. He hurried back
across the highway and waded up the other side to where he'd parked his
Skyhawk facing into w nd.

He didn't waste tinme brushing off the snow or strapping hinself in. He
just ramed the throttle wi de open and held his breath until he had
regai ned the conparative safety of the air. The audible sigh of relief
came as the altinmeter showed the Skyhawk at five hundred feet and

cl i mbi ng.

Made it... YeeeeHAAAHH!
Fresh snowfalls and cloudy skies limted the air search during The

Lady's third day on station. The flight-section were stood down but
the rest of the crew plus the
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Puebl o contingent found thensel ves with
pl enty to do.

Fol I owi ng the discovery of the two Skyriders, Hartmann had decided to
press forward to Davenport. The nove, when conpleted, would extend the
Skyhawks' range by anot her one hundred and forty niles, allow ng them
more tine in the air east of the M ssissippi

Several squads of heavily arned line-nen, dressed in the white
coveralls that had been airlifted to the Kansas City rendezvous with
the tanker-train, were sent out to reconnoitre a twenty-mle stretch of
the Cedar River.

When a suitable crossing point had been found, The Lady noved forward
and unl oaded the two bull dozers she carried. Under the direction of
Buck McDonnel |, they began the task of cutting an access ranmp down to
the water. |It. Conmander Moore, the senior Field Oficer had already
put two conbat squads onto the east bank to form a bridgehead and the
usual perineter defence that was al ways depl oyed when the crew were
"shifting dirt' was set up around the wagon-train.

The river at this point was only six to eight feet deep over a finn
gravel bed which neant The Lady could roll across w thout even getting
her belly wet. The crossing was del ayed when the engi neers deci ded
they woul d have to use expl osives to blast |oose the rocks buried in
the escarprment on the far side but just after dawn on the fourth day,
the 'dozers had cut the required exit ranp and The Lady was on her way
to Davenport.

The i ncreasi ng nunbers of arrowheads criss-crossing the sky did not go
unnoticed by Cadillac's hosts. The settlenent had not cone under
attack, but having watched several blue and white Skyhawks pass al nost
directly overhead, Carnegie-Hall, the Kojak wordsmth, becane
sufficiently concerned to ask his honoured guests if the appearance of
the cloud-warriors and the attendant iron snake was |linked to their own
descent fromthe skies.

Cadi |l ac who, fromthe outset, had been anxious to | eave Carnegi e and
the Kojak elders in no doubt that he and C earwater were the stars of
the select group the clan had been eagerly expecting, ignored her
war ni ng gl ance and answered in the affirmative.

Havi ng al ready held the clan spellbound with his faultless command of
the Iron Masters' |anguage and his graphic descriptions of life at al

I evel s in Ne-lssan, he now reveal ed that C earwater was a summoner who
hel d the key to several Rings of Power.

Hey- yahhh

Like all wordsmiths, Cadillac could not resist the lure of a receptive
audi ence - especially when the story he was telling enhanced his own

i nportance. Let the elders of the dan Kojak mark this! He, Cadillac,
son of Sky-Wal ker out of Black-Wng and she, daughter of Thunder-Bird
out of Sun-Dance, had been born in the shadow of The Thrice-G fted

One.

And M Snow - who was known and respected by his peers through the
annual gatherings at the trading post - had declared themto be the
Sword and Shield of Talisman

And had not the M Calls, the paranount clan of the She-Kargo, caused
nine cloud-warriors to fall fromthe sky before forcing the first iron
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snake to venture into Plainfolk territory to turn tail and flee?

Cadil |l ac described the parts he and C earwater had played in that great
victory, allying their powers to those possessed by M Snow - The
St or m Bri nger.

Carnegie-Hall and the elders roared their approval. |In truth these
were mghty deeds!

But there was nore, declared Cadillac. And with his audience hangi ng
on every word he went on to describe how, before |eaving the eastern
| ands, they and their three conpanions had dealt the Iron Masters a
mortal blow, killing mighty warlords and decinmating their armes with
sky-fire and earth thunder.

Hey- yahhh .

This, concluded Cadillac, was why they and their conpanions were feared
and pursued by the sand 118

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till...trak%20Wars%20Book%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (119 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:36 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till ey%620-%20A mtrak %20Wars%20B 00k %204%620-%20B| 00d%20Ri ver.txt

burrowers just as, in time, the dead-faces would seek to avenge their
wounded pri de

This last remark of Cadillac's was totally off-the-cuff; mere verba
enbroi dery. Had he been drawi ng i mages of the future froma
seeing-stone with their nmeaning spelled out in letters of fire, he
could not have made a nore accurate prediction. But he was not
destined to discover the chilling truth that |ay behind his boastfu
words until the danger burst upon himlike a sudden rockslide sweeping
down upon travellers in a narrow nmountain pass.

Carnegie-Hall, a dark, sinister-1looking |unp-head with a bushy bl ack
beard - who Cadillac judged to be half the age of M Snow - was quick
to pick up on the unexpected news that C earwater was a sunmoner. |f
she had aided M Snow to defeat the attack on the M Calls could she not
- as a sinple gesture of thanks for the protection and hospitality

whi ch the O an Kojak was honoured to offer them- drive these
cloud-warriors fromthe skies and force the unseen iron snake to return
to its burrow?

The question left Cadillac open-nouthed but he had gone so far over the
top there was only one thing he could say: 'If it is the will of
Talisman, this thing shall be done." Then, feeling that his reply
needed nore of a flourish, he added: '"And in its doing the Plainfolk
shal | witness the power of The Chosen, and the C an Kojak shall be
justly rewarded for being the first to receive them"

How true, ny young friend, thought Carnegie-Hall

How true. But the rewards he had in mnd were of an entirely different
order.

As soon as they had a nonent to thenselves, Cearwater treated Cadill ac

to a withering look. 'WlIl done. This time you' ve excelled
yoursel f."
Her eyes bl azed as her anger nounted. 'How dare you speak of the

secret gifts that are nmne alone to reveal ! ?"

"I got carried away,' said Cadillac. He spread his hands
apol ogetically.

"You idiot?C earwater vented her fury by drumming her fists on his
chest. 'I sat there wi shing your tongue would drop out! How can we do
what you have promni sed! ?"

Cadil l ac fended her off gently. 'Calmdown! | didn't prom se we'd do
anything. | said it would be done if it was the will of Talisman!" He
st epped back, drew hinmself up and said loftily: '"It's tine you
understood that | don't just say things. These words are given to

ne.

You or | nmay not understand their neaning when they spring fromny |ips
but in tine, Talisman's purpose will 'be nade plain to us. Learn to be
patient, for all will be well."

"Bravo,' replied Clearwater. 'I hope you're right." He was begi nning
to sound nore and nore like the gifted young nman she had grown up with
and whose life had been entrusted to her care. Stubborn, conplicated,
tornented, petulant but also brave, loyal, imaginative and |ikeable. A
true friend. The Cadillac to whom she had gi ven her body and sou

until the fateful day that the Sky Voi ces had spoken of when the

gol den-haired cl oud-warrior had fallen fromthe skies
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Changi ng the course of all their lives..

Cadi | | ac abandoned his contenpl ation of the cosm c nysteries and patted
her shoul ders reassuringly. 'Don't worry. |'ve got a good feeling
about this."

As darkness shrouded the snow covered wastes to the east of navref
Joliet, Illinois, Steve sat with his knees drawn up to his chin,
contenpl ating the glowi ng enbers of the fire they had Iit within the
small circle of trees. On the other side of the pool of orange |ight,
Jodi was feeding Kel so sonme soup she had nade froma foil sachet of
soya beef-flavoured concentrate and nelted snow.

During the day, Steve had built a waist-high circular wall of snow
around the canpsite with four exits that could be bl ocked by
branches.

A layer of nore sl ender
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branches covered the floor. Besides

concealing the brightest part of the fire at night, the wall gave
shel ter against the icy wind, and once inside, they were able to keep
t hensel ves reasonably warm and snug.

When Kel so could not be coaxed into eating any nore Jodi cane over and
of fered Steve what was left.

'"No thanks, you have it." Steve watched her gulp it down then scrape
out the can. 'Is he still awake?"

"Mmmm .." She sucked the spoon clean then |Iicked her Iips.

'CGood." Steve dropped his voice. 'It's time he and | cleared the
air."

"Can | sit in.9" 'No. The less you know the better." He saw her
bristle.

"Look. | know you find it difficult to trust ne but try just this
once. Have you said anything to Kelso about, uhh . . ..9" She shook
her head. 'There didn't seemto be any point."

"You're right. Well done. 1'll tell himit was ne who caught himin

the act. That way you're in the clear.

You' ve got enough problens without getting m xed up in whatever Kelso's
m xed up in."

Jodi shrugged. 'I know about you."
'Yeah. And even that's too nuch.”
"So what if soneone starts aski ng questions?"

"Just tell '"emwhat you did, and that you did it because | told you |

was acting on behalf of the Federation and - . . you believe | stil
am"

"CGot it." Jodi smiled. 'You really know how to put over the old
sincerity routine. | renenber you tryin' to buffalo ne when we first

met at Forth Worth. Your eyes actually glow. D you know that?"

"For chrissakes, Jodi! |I|I'mnot trying to put one over on you! This is
for your own good!"

"Just kidding. That's the trouble with guys like you."
"What d'you nean - "guys like ne"?"

"Over-achievers. They got no sense of hunour. But seriously - these
peopl e who may question ne... do | tell "em| know about Side-W nder
and the tie-up with the nips?"

"Only if they ask you first. Stick to the golden rule
Don't hide anything but don't volunteer any informtion

Above all, don't attenpt to justify your actions. Let ne take the
heat .

You did what you did because | asked you to. Okay?"

"Ckay... ' Jodi got to her feet.
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Steve followed her up. 'Do ny eyes really gl ow?"

Jodi laughed. 'You tryin' to tell ne you never practised in front of a
mrror?" She stepped outside the snow circle and | ooked up through the
outer branches.

"Christo! Take a look at this..."

Steve joined her. A hard white noon rode high in a blue-black satin
sky, edging a majestic procession of dense black clouds with a fleeting
glow of silver. The light, which was strong enough to cast shadows on
the snow, turned the night frost at their feet into a carpet of

pearl s.

The | andscape beyond, harsh and blinding in the winter sun, had been
coloured in with nysterious, washed-out shades of blue. At nonents
like this, it was easy to understand why Mites thought such beauty was
the inspired handi work of sone all-powerful being. Like M-Town, the
Great Sky- Mot her. ..

Jodi surveyed the scene then said: 'This is one of the things |I'm gonna
mss."

'Yeah. Not bad, is it?" Conpared to this, the vistas offered by the
John Wayne Pl aza paled into insignificance.

She fisted his shoulder. 'Think I'lIl stroll around for a bit while you
guys swap secrets. Have fun..."

Steve laid a few nore branches on the fire then settl ed down beside
Kel so. 'You and | need to tal k."

"S'posing | don't feel like it?"
"S' posing it nmeans living instead of dying?"
"You nmean | got a choice?"

"Wanna know somret hi ng? Adversity really brings out the best side of
your nature."

"Move it along, Brickman. OQherwise | may fall asleep
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on you."

Steve outlined Jodi's plan to get them both aboard The Lady, and the
reason why she thought she'd get a friendly reception.

' Because of her connections..."
"Yes. | think it's a runner, don't you?"

Kel so greeted this with a husky sneer. You could see by his face it
hurt even to breathe. 'She might get away with it but what about me?

When they feed ny serial to that bug-eyed nonster back in Houston,
they' Il know I've been on the run for over three years. Those guys on
that wagon-train'll dunp ne over the side without even bothering to
change t he bandages!"

"It's true they rarely take renegades back alive, but in your case
think they'll make an exception."

'Ch, yeah? You nust know sonething' | don't." Kelso tried to keep his
voi ce and expression neutral but the way his |lips froze up around the
wor ds gave hi m away.

"Wong. | heard sonething | wasn't neant to." Steve's eyes fastened
on the left side of Kelso's head. 'Hold still.

You got a bug crawling up your neck." He reached over and flicked away
the imaginary insect then slid his forefinger upwards under Kelso's ear
and | ocated the pea-sized transceiver |ying beneath the skin just bel ow
the edge of the skull

Kel so tried to nove his head away but Steve's own transceiver had
al ready picked up the signal and fed it into his eardrumas a
mosqui to-1i ke whine. Jodi was right.

Davi d Kel so was a nexican - as Steve had once suspected back at the
Her on Pool when he'd encountered the irascible red-headed breaker
humm ng ' Down Mexi co Vay'.

"Just testing. Let me guess your call-sign -RT-CR..7?"

Wth only one free hand and the rest of himtied to the hatch, Kelso
knew he was at Steve's nercy. 'How |long have you known?"

"It was just before we took off fromLong Point. | heard this
character called Rat-Catcher asking Sky-Bucket Three to pass 'a nessage
to Mother." Steve fed himan edited version of Jodi's story.

"What can | say?"

"Plenty. That evening back at the Heron Pool - when | met you in the
all eyway and--' 'l was humm ng our signature tune--' 'Yeah. Wen |
responded with ny call-sign - why didn't you answer back?"

Kel so shrugged his good shoulder. 'I was checking you out. Jodi'd
told me what you had in mind. | just wanted to nake sure you really
were one of us."

"Are you telling ne that, on top of everything else, there are guys who
pretend to be nexi cans?"

"There are some strange people out here, Brickman grinding sone very
pecul i ar axes."
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"And you thought | mght be one of them.."

' The question did crop up. Jodi wasn't one hundred per cent sure of
you either. You're a hard nan to pin down."

"Look who's tal king. What about your change of heart on the way to
Long Poi nt ?"

"Sinple. It was Jodi who suddenly got cold feet. | pretended to go
along with her to see which way you would jump." He saw the doubt
creep into Steve's eyes.

"C non, Brickman, you know the way Mdther likes to run things. |If
we're not sent in as a team individual agents do not |ink up wthout
prior instructions. It's SOP."

' Except in an energency."

"Right. But response to a May-Day is not mandatory if it risks

j eopardi zi ng your own operation. The same applies to the situation
where you came on to ne. |If it's not in the script, thenit's up to
each individual agent to react as he thinks fit. Depends on the
circunstances. He may not want to bl ow a deep cover that's taken years
to acquire. GCkay, that nmay nmean there are tines when the right hand
may not know what the left hand is doin', but it's the only way AMEX CO
and its operations can remain watertight."

'Yeah, | suppose so..." A sudden thought struck Steve. 'Did we run
into each other by accident in Nebraska, or did--
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"By accident, of

course! Jeer! Wiat a question! If I'd known | was gonna get captured
by those fuggi n | unp-heads you woul dn't have seen ne for dust!" Kelso
was |ying, but now that Bricknman thought he knew all the answers, it
was easier to slip one past him

Besides, it was half-true. They had been alerted to Brickman's
arrival. As a brand new nenber of AMEXI CO he had been 'posted to
test the limts of his physical and mental endurance - and had passed
with flying colours. Kelso and Medici ne-Hat had been detailed to go
back to cut himloose before he suffered serious injury and, by a happy
coi nci dence, Jodi's genuine concern had provided a conveni ent cover.

The bit which hadn't been planned was their unexpected encounter with
the clan nicall.

'So what were you doing out there?" Steve knew it was a waste of tine
asking but his curiosity got the better of him

Kel so replied with a croaking |laugh. 'You never cease to amaze ne,
Bri ckman. "

' How about Mal one? He seened to know a great deal about under-cover

Feds. "
"That's a question you'll have to ask him" Kelso yawned. 'Is there
much nore of this? |'mfindin" it hard to keep ny eyes open."

"I want you to give a nessage to Mother."

Kel so yawned again. 'Hope it's not a long one..."

"No. But listen carefully. | was sent out to capture three snart
Mutes. Cadillac, Cearwater and their teacher - an old guy called M
Snow. "

"Wll, two out of three ain't bad. Especially on your first

assi gnnent . "

"WIl you listen to ne?" denanded Steve angrily. 'This is
i mportant!

Those tWD are piddle-shit conmpared with M Snow. You saw what
Clearwater did at the Heron Pool? Yeah? Well, M Snow can unleash ten
times nore power than that!'

'"So just how d'you propose to bring himin?"
"The only way | can get to himis through his pupils.

They have been raised to take his place when he dies and they're his
only weak spot."

"Go on . "

' Knocki ng out Side-Wnder and the two MX pilots was necessary to give
me the deep cover | need. Cadillac and C earwater have to believe |I'm
totally committed to the Plainfolk. That's why | promsed M Snow |'d
do ny best to rescue themfrom Ne-lIssan. |f | can get them back safely
to their clan in Woning, I'lIl be the | ocal hero and--

"That's when we snatch all three."

"Exactly." Steve grinned. 'Y see, the thing is, | don't really give a
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damm about saving your ugly hide. | just need soneone | can trust to
expl ai n what's happening. Soneone with the right connections. The
first thing you nust do when you get aboard The Lady is contact Mot her,
relay what |'ve just told you, and ask himto arrange for Hartmann to

get his marching orders. | want that wagon-train out of here ASAP and
| don't want to see another one north of the Kansas state |line until |
send word. "

'Some chance. They may pull out The Lady but | can't see 'em hol di ng
up the whole fuggin' war while you get your act together."

"Just pass on the nessage, okay?"

"Ckay. But | think I ought to warn you. |f someone offers me a quick
rebuil d under a general anaesthetic, your nessage nmay have to wait
until | cone round."

' Bad, huh?"

"I've known better days." Kelso fought down a wave of pain and
clutched at Steve's arm 'Listen. | appreciate you sticking by ne.

Thanks for fixing ne up with a ride hone."

"You're not there yet, amigo."

"Al'l bar the shouting. | owe you one - okay?"

"I'f you get that nessage through, we're even. But if you feel like
doing ne a favour, just nake sure Jodi conmes out of this in one

pi ece.

She's putting her neck on the line to save yours. Renenber that."

Towil Lt
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'Good. Here's the bottomline. Apart from Mdther, if anyone wants to
know, you two are the only survivors.

You didn't see anything. It's Jodi who's got the full story. Cot
t hat ?"

'Yeah..."

Jodi cane over to give Kelso his nightly jab of pain-killer then
stroked his forehead. 'Okay, get sone sleep, chanp. W want you in
good shape for the big event."

"When's, uhh ... tonorrow. ..? Kel so's eyes started to cl ose.

"Soon,' said Steve. It would have to be. There were only two nore
shots of norphine left in the | ocker

For the return journey to the canpsite, the Kojak el ders provided
Cadillac and Clearwater with an escort of two hands instead of the
original five. A though this appeared to devalue their worth it was,
in fact, intended as a conplinment. Having listened to Cadillac's
extravagant claims, the elders had cone to the conclusion that even if
only half of it were true the 'Chosen Ones' woul d be nore than capable
of protecting thenmselves and their escort.

The deci sion was not unani nous, but taking their |ead from
Carnegie-Hall, the dissenters did not declare thenselves. Having
netted this prize catch, the wordsmth was reluctant to jeopardize
their safety but questions of etiquette were involved. To have

provi ded their honoured guests with the same, or an even |arger escort
woul d have inplied that Cadillac's testinony regarding their status and
Clearwater's powers had not been taken seriously.

Ti me- honoured tradition required wordsniths to speak openly to one
anot her. They m ght not declare all they knew but everything they
decl ared had to be true.

For one nenber of this select band to inply by word or deed that a
brother-in-spirit had used his gifts to weave a tissue of lies would
have been a serious affront with unpredictabl e consequences.

The el ders had another nore practical reason for reducing the size of
the escort; the warriors were needed el sewhere. The appearance of the
i ron snake had disturbed the winter slunbers of the Miute cl ans whose
turf lay close to the M ssissippi. Had they been capabl e of submerging
their individual interests they nmight have put up a concerted and

vi gor ous defence but the day when the Plainfol k clans exchanged their

i npl acabl e hostility towards one another for a sense of nationhood was
still a long way off.

I nstead of standing their ground, they had begun to withdraw in a
northeasterly direction. That very norning, a posse of Kojak braves
had encountered an advance party of C Natti Mites from an unidentified
clan who were in the process of planting marker poles on |and al ready
cl ai ned by the M Waukee.

The C Natti - the fawning jackals to the wolf-packs of the D Troit had
been driven off without a fight but they threatened to return in
greater nunbers and this had given the Kojak el ders cause for

concern

Wth some nine hundred braves of both sexes, the Kojak did not fear an
attack by a rival clan but they could not w thstand sinultaneous
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i nvasions of their turf by several adversaries - as was bound to happen
if the iron snake continued its advance.

A damagi ng conflict could only be avoided if the threat fromthis
fearsome beast was elinmnated. Since Cadillac MCall had clained its
arrival on the scene was directly linked to the appearance of the
Chosen Ones, it was only reasonable to expect these gifted individuals
to use their conbined powers to renove it. Carnegie was given the task
of explaining to Cadillac before he left that defeat of the iron-snake
was no |onger regarded as an optional, goodwi Il gesture: it was now
essential to prevent the clan being overwhel med by the pressure from
its displaced neighbours.

Clearwater's heart sank as she |istened but Cadill ac
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accepted the assignnent with the confident air of a man for whom
nothing is inpossible. He chose to ignore her reproachful glances as
they ran sout hwards but behind his purposeful 'can-do' denmeanour he was
silently castigating himself for his uncontrolled el oquence. And the
phantom personality that dwelt within his brain was running around in
nmounting pani c repeatedly asking the sane unanswerabl e question: 'What
am | gonna DOLt ?"

Steve intercepted the colum a mle north of the canpsite and took
Cadillac and Cl earwater aside. 'You had ne worried. W were expecting
you the day before yesterday."”

' The journey took |onger than we thought,' said Cadill ac.

Steve's eyes nmet Clearwater's. Her face | ooked drawn.

' You okay?"

Cadillac cut in ahead of her. 'She's fine. Wat have you done about
Kel so?"

"He's still with us but hold onto your hat. Jodi has come up with an
interesting solution and | think it's sonmething you and | should talk
over." He searched the sky. 'Let's get under cover..."

Cadillac told their escort what was happening. The fur-clad braves
followed theminto the nearby stand of pines and settled down out of
ear shot .

Steve cast his eyes over the Kojak Mites then asked: 'How d'you nake
out with their wordsmnith?"

Cadillac responded with a self-satisfied smile. 'W're here, aren't
we? | did a real nunber on him"

Clearwater's expression didn't change but her eyes conveyed a different
story.

"I bet . . . But sonething struck ne while you were gone. How cone
you and M Snow didn't know of this prophecy about the Chosen Ones?

t hought you wordsmiths passed this kind of stuff around during your

annual get-together at the tradi ng post."

Cadillac did not attenpt to hide his exasperation at what he perceived
to be an attenpt to underm ne his newfound authority. 'Brickman!

Just | eave the business of prophecy to those whose nminds are trained to
dwel I on such things!" Cdearwater, in an effort to keep the peace,
said: 'The Add One may have kept it secret to protect us. 1gnorance of
the terror and humliation we were fated to endure in the Eastern Lands
gave us the blind courage we needed.

For eknowl edge of these things m ght have weakened our resol ve. "Nice
try,' said Steve, with an admring nod. 'But it doesn't answer the
question.” He inclined his head in the direction of their seated
escort. 'If those guys were expecting us to drop in - as their
wordsmith said we would - it neans you were destined to survive the
trip to Ne-lssan. So it doesn't nake any difference whether you knew
what you were letting yourself in for or not."

'Can we get back to the real purpose of this conversation?" snapped
Cadillac. 'W are not here to justify our actions but to hear his
excuse for failing to deal with the problemof Kelso!" 'I was coming
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to that. Those guys over there. are they in charge, or are you?"
Cadill ac gl anced at the twelve Miutes then frowned.
'How do you nean....?"

"Jack me! It's a sinple enough question! WII| they do what you tel
"em" Cadillac | ooked at the Miutes again then studied Steve warily.

"Just tell me what the plan is, Brickman. | can see you can't wait to
tell me."

"It's brilliant. Those Skyhawks that have been flying overhead are--
'--from The Lady. | know. They have white wing tips.

Only these are Mark Two's - as opposed to the delta-w nged nodels you
and Jodi were flying last year in Woming. Before the MCalls cut
short your prom sing career."

"Correct... ' Steve didn't let the interruption needle
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him Cadillac was just trying to | evel the score. Sonme chance. But

he woul d have to be watched. |f he wasn't sl apped down soon he'd start
believing he was running things. Meanwhile it was tinme for sone soft
soap. An easy smile. 'Wen you break into a guy's brain, you really

clear out the shelves..."

"Just thought I'd remind you - in case you were trying to put one over
on ne."

"On the contrary. This is a chance for you to | ook good in front of
your new friends."

"Don't tell ne. Let me guess. Jodi wants to try to get back on board
The Lady - and she's going to take Kelso with her."

"Very good. Flushing that sake out of your system has really sharpened
you up."

"Ckay. That gets rid of Kelso but how does it benefit us?"

"Jodi is going to swear, hand on heart, that she saw the three of us
caught by a big posse of Miutes while we were on our way back froma
hunting trip. She wasn't spotted because she'd stayed under cover with
Kel so but she had the 'scope on us. W were cut down and stabbed
repeatedly then our naked bodi es were carried away slung on poles.”

Cadi |l ac and C earwat er exchanged | oaded gl ances.

Sensing there was sonething going on that he wasn't part of, Steve
tried to feel themout. 'You' re probably wondering if Kelso can be
relied upon to corroborate her story. It's not a problem Since you
|l eft we've been keeping himheavily sedated. He doesn't know what day
it is." He studied their faces but neither was giving anything away.

"So it's down to her. And since she was a trusted nenber of the crew
for five years..."

"They' ||l believe her..."

"Sure,' continued Steve. 'Wen the news gets back to Grand Central
they'll tell Hartmann to pull out. You can take the credit and
everyone' |l be able to go back to sleep again."

Cadillac mulled it over. Brickman had handed hi mthe opportunity he'd
been | ooking for. The plan began to crystallize in his mnd.

" Neat . .

I like it."

"CGood. 'Cos you're going to have to sell it to those twelve guys over
there. W don't want 'em going apeshit when those planes cone in for
t he pickup."

"I"'mnot a total idiot, Brickman."

Steve rolled his tongue around a tart reply then decided to swall ow
it.

There woul d be tine enough to nail this grass-nonkey to the wall

When Hartmann cane on screen to announce that an eight-figure serial
nunber had been sighted stanped in the snow one hundred and forty mles
east of their present position, the news was greeted with a spontaneous
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cheer. Since the crew had been told they were searching for five
Trackers, everyone was genui nely pleased they'd been found but the rea
excitenent was generated by the prospect that their successful recovery
woul d nean an early return hone.

Sunmoned to the saddl e, Trail-Boss MDonnell recognized the seria
tapped onto the screen by the RadCommifech who had received the
nessage

Hart - mann, who knew there were nore to serials than net the eye, had it
run through the conputer

Sure enough, up it canme: 2096-5341 KAZAN, JODI, R MJUSTERED ABOARD THE
LADY FROM LOUI SI ANA, 5 APRI L 2984. PROMOTED FLT.

SEC/ LDR 1 MAY 2986. M A/ BELI EVED KI LLED WHI LE ATTEMPTI NG TO LAND ON
DURI NG STORM NEAR NAVREF CASPAR, WYOM NG, 12

JUNE 2989. FILEXTRANS ENDS Nobody who was on board at the tine was
likely to' forget the 12th of June.

Hart mann had known Jodi was out there since being ordered to change
course at Trinidad but he was genuinely surprised to have been handed a
positive ID and a precise |location on a plate just when the search,
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after a pronmising start, had entered a needl e-int he-haystack [ hase.
He turned to McDonnell. 'That's incredible...”

"Doesn't surprise me at all, sir. That is one tough honbre.” Com ng
fromthe lips of Big D, the termapplied regardless of the recipient's
gender - was the ultimte accolade. And one that was rarely

best owed.

Hartmann turned to the execs and technicians on duty in the saddle.

"Wll, there it is, gentleman. CQur first contact - and she belongs to
The Lady."

Everybody within earshot gave an exultant yell and punched air.

IYO n

Hart mann gave his Flight Exec the nod. 'Initiate recovery procedures,
M Baxter. | want Kazan back on board as soon as possible. And that

i ncl udes anyone who's with her. Keep ne posted throughout. | want the

full story as it devel ops.”

"Yessir!" Baxter saluted happily and went to work.

Hart mann took McDonnell aside. 'l don't want to be a killjoy, Buck,
but as and when she's brought in I'mrelying on you to keep the
reception strictly low key." He watched the broad grin fade from
McDonnell's face. 'A lot can happen in seventeen nonths."

The Trail-Boss got the message. 'I just can't figure her as a cee-bee,
sir. Kazan was a straight arrow. |It's partly ny fault she went

m ssing. As soon as the flood waters went down, one of her section - a
guy called Brickman cane onto ne. He wanted to take a search party
down river. | turned himdown flat. Told himwe didn't waste w ngnmen
on bag-jobs!"™ He grimaced ruefully. 'l know that a short while later
we were hit by a scream ng mass of lunpshit but | felt bad about it
then - and | feel even worse now. "

"You did what was right, Buck. Regret is a wasted enotion - especially
now she's been found and is apparently well enough to tranple her

serial nunber in the snow. | share your high regard for her but - mnuch
as |'d like to - we're not going to be able to keep her to oursel ves.

In fact, it's likely to be sone considerable tine before she's

re-instated. If at all. Wen those Assessors get to work..."

"She'l'l conme through, sir. 1'll bet nmy badge on it. The crew-chi ef
told me how she went over the side. |If you ask nme, she'd need nore
than just luck to get out of a jamlike that. Wonmng to Illinois is a

long way to travel w thout a wagon-train wapped around you. Yessir.

I can't wait to hear what she's been up to." He threw Hartmann a
knowi ng |1 ook. "Wuld | be right in thinking she's |inked with those
two Skyriders we've been |ookin' for."?"

"I"'mafraid we won't know that until she cones aboard,' said
Har t mann.

Apart fromhis deputy, It. Comrander Cooper and Ryder, the Nav- Exec,
no one el se on board knew Kazan and Brickman were two of the five
peopl e The Lady had been sent out to recover. Kazan's nane was now out
of the bag but Hartmann judged it prudent to avoid linking her with the
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downed aircraft for as |ong as possible.

"Cos there are people who say those Skyriders are often used by
Feds. "

Hart mann stiffened. Since his instructive shower with Col onel Mrie
Ander ssen, he'd becone convinced The Lady had been sent out to pick up
the pieces of a covert operation that had gone wong. But he wasn't
prepared to share his thoughts with anyone else. 'No coment, M
McDonnell. And a word of advice. | would suggest you avoid further
specul ation on that particular subject in public and in private."

McDonnel | | eapt to attention and gave Hartnmann an inpeccabl e sal ute.
" YesssSURR! "

Moore, the senior Field Commander approached with his deputy, Captain
Virgil Cay as the Trail-Boss |eft the saddle.

"What is it, Bob?"
"Virgil has an idea he wants to run by you."

Clay explained. 'I've got this gung-ho lieutenant fromthe Pueblo
way-station who's offered to take a detachnent across the M ssissipp
so we' ve got backup out there on the ground."”
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"Harner...? 1|s he the guy with the broken nose and no...?"
"That's him He clainms to have nineteen nen prepared to go with him
They' ve all had wi nter conbat experience."

' Does he know how far he's got to travel? Kazan is a hundred and forty
m | es due east of here."

"He's already solved that. W' ve got four Skyhawks fitted with skis.
Hs plan is to fit two buddy frames - one each side of the fuselage."

Hartrmann turned to It. Conmander Moore. 'Can they lift two passengers
in full conmbat gear?"

"They can if they strip out the multi-gun."

"Harnmer's checked all this with Baxter. |If all four aircraft fly three
sorties we can have twenty nen on the ground in seven and a half
hour s.

The round trip will take approximtely three hours."

"That al so nmeans the first eight nen will be on their own for three
hours. "

'"He's thought of that. The other 'hawks will have to fly top cover
during the build up. In fact, they'll need air cover during daylight
hours the whole tine they're out there."

Hartmann didn't | ook inpressed. 'Wich neans our entire air conponent
is going to be tied up while this goon tries to grab hinself sonme glory
and another citation, and it'll take seven and a half hours to fly 'em
all back in." He shook his head. 'It seens a very extravagant waste
of airpower..."

"On the other hand - ' began Moore.

Hartmann cut in. 'l know exactly what you're going to say, Bob. |
just think we should wait until we've got Kazan aboard. Let's see how
she fits into this assignnent and just who else is out there."

"Ckay. | can live with that..."

Captain C ay | ooked di sappointed. He'd been hoping to hitch a ride and
grab a citation of his own. 'So what shall | tell Lieutenant Harmer,
sir?"

"Gve hima mp to play with and tell himto prepare a list of the
equi pnent he and his nmen will need. Have they got their own
weapons?"

"Only side-arms, sir.
"Arrange for themto be issued with the full ordinance | oad, M d ay.

And tell Harnmer he's responsible for inspecting his teanmis weapons and
maki ng sure everything is in perfect working order. | want them at
conbat-alert status twelve hours from now "

"Yess-SIRRRI" Cday's right hand flew up to the I ong peak of his yell ow
basebal | cap. He spun on his heel and left the saddle at the double.
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Moore gl anced shrewdly at his commander. ' That shoul d keep the
|ieutenant busy for a while."

'Yes,' sighed Hartmann. ' Those goddam Pi oneers.

Just because they didn't nmake it onto a wagon-train they can't resist
trying to prove what eager-beavers they are.”

He dragged his fingers over the ends of his bushy white nustache - a

sign he was nulling sonething over. 'Do you think he could be a
pl ant ?"
"Hard to tell,' said More. 'Wwy don't you ask MaryAnn?"

"I mght just do that. Meanwhile, keep the pressure on him Bob. Wth
a bit of luck, he might get overexcited and shoot hinself in the
foot."

Moore smiled. 'I'd say that was unlikely. But it can always be
arranged. "

Hart mann's question about the gung-ho |ieutenant from Pueblo referred
to the covert deploynment of military personnel attached to the
Department of Assessors. They performed the sane duties as regul ar
sol diers of varying rank and grade but their real task was to nonitor
the operational 'zeal' and conpetence of wagon-train commanders and
their crews.

Their presence aboard a wagon-train, or inside a way-station, usually
only came to |light when they appeared as w tnesses for the prosecution
at disciplinary tribunals. No one knew how w despread this unpl easant
practice was but the know edge that the testinony of these scum bags
had sent good nen to the wall hel ped keep everybody on their toes.
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In certain aspects of their work, notably their assessment of a

crew s'attitude' to the | eadership and directives of the First Famly,
the active service evaluators - for that was their official title
resenmbl ed the political comm ssars attached to units of the Soviet Arny
- notably during the pre-Hol ocaust conflict known as World War Two.

The conm ssars, however, were highly visible and could take issue with
mlitary commanders over the 'correctness' of tactical decisions. An
ASE had the sane power to weck a man's career; the trouble was, you
couldn't even see the tip of the iceberg. By the time you di scovered
it was there, you were usually already badly hol ed and si nki ng because,
for serious code violations, no pleas of mitigation were all owed.

To the Departnent, an evaluator serving with an operational unit was
referred to as 'an ace in the hole'

The tine they stayed with a particular outfit could be a nonth or a
year. An ASE could be a senior or junior officer, a technician, or a

| oWy dog-sol di er manni ng a weapons barbette - or there m ght not be
anyone fromthe Departnent on board at all. That was the strength and
the beauty of the system there was no need for a vast arny of

snoopers. Like so many of the controls exercised by the First Famly,
it operated on the classic principle known as ' FUD - Fear, Uncertainty
and Doubt .

Li eutenant Harmer m ght have proved to be a pain in the butt but one of
his fellowtravellers from Puebl o, Deke Haywood turned out to be a rea
find. The VidCommilech-4 had an unsettling enthusiasmfor cloud-filled
skies, but as far as anyone knew it was not an arrestable offence

al though it might be a certifiable disorder. Watever the officia
verdict, the crew of The Lady regarded Deke's addiction as a mnor and
forgi vabl e abberrati on when set al ongside the fact that the guy was an
el ectronic genius. Since com ng aboard he had al ready debugged severa
systens and was now working his way through a |ist of equi prent whose
intermttent malfunctions had resisted the diagnostic skills of The
Lady' s own repairmen.

In anticipation of this first air-to-ground contact, Deke had al so
assenbl ed two identical black boxes - one for each of the alternating
four-plane patrols. Wen fitted to a Skyhawk it woul d enabl e sonmeone
on the ground bel ow to be patched through to The Lady. Al the w ngnen
had to do was drop a suitably-packed wal ki e-tal ki e and Hart mann woul d
be able to talk directly to whoever was out there.

As it happened, Steve's party had two radios - one fromeach of the
energency survival packs fitted to the Skyhawks. As a result of which
Jodi cane on the air and was put through to the nan hinself while sone
guys in the flight car were busily fitting a drag chute to the canister
containing the wal kie-talkie that Gus Wiite was waiting inpatiently to
del i ver.

Qus, who had pictured hinmself comng over the rise |like the | egendary
5th Cavalry, was not well pleased.

"Never mind,' said Baxter. 'You can go out and pick her up."

It was the patrol |led by Stinson who had spotted her serial nunmber and
reported it to The Lady. Vickers, having nade a | andi ng, had swapped
pl anes with a guy called Ovens and it was he and the No.4 - Marklin who
were now flying what had quickly been dubbed the 'Ski-hawks'. Both nen
offered to go down and investigate but Stinson decided against it.
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Up to the nonment of sighting the serial nunber, the aimhad been to
maxi i ze the tine spent in the air. Since the ski attachnments produced
a significant amount of drag, the two planes had not yet been saddl ed
with the additional burden of the 'buddy' franes - which neant they
were unabl e to pick anybody up.

Stinson radioed for instructions. Baxter, the Flight Exec told him
that the second pair of Ski-hawks aboard The Lady were now being fitted
with the emergency stretcher-type attachnents. Owmens and Marklin were

to
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bring their planes in for the same treatnent; he and Vickers were
to circle the recovery point until relieved.

H dden at a safe distance beneath a dense cluster of pines to the north
of the canpsite, Steve, Cadillac and C earwater took turns to watch
events unfold with the aid of the 'scope that had come fromthe sane
survival pack as the handset that |ay beside them The set was turned
to the standard frequency used by the Skyhawks for air-to-air and
air-to-ground transm ssions.

Hol ding the 'scope steady on the clunp of trees under which Kel so | ay,
Steve saw Jodi energe hol ding the second handset in her |left hand and a
flare pistol in her right. She |ooked up at the Skyhawks circling high
overhead then fired a green flare alnost parallel with the ground. The
dazzling ball of light |anded near the middle of the huge bl ock of
nunbers Steve and Cadillac had hel ped her tranple in the snow during

t he ni ght.

St eve wat ched the snoke drift fromthe burning nagnesium and nental |y
reviewed their preparations to reassure hinself they had covered al
t he angl es.

To add weight to her claimthat she had spent the | ast several days
alone with the injured Kelso, they carefully concealed their |ast noves
around the canp by treading the same path through the snow. And when
they withdrew northwards to their present hiding place, they again

wal ked in single file. Jodi followed for part of the way then doubled
back to create a return track as they entered the trees.

Before | eaving the canpsite, Cl earwater used sone of the pink soap
| eaves and nelted snow to scrub the dye off Kelso's face, neck and
hands then hel ped Jodi do the same. The clean-up was designed to

prevent a knee-jerk reaction by her rescuers. |f they suddenly found
thensel ves confronted by what | ooked |ike a Mute they m ght shoot first
and feel foolish afterwards. It then occurred to Steve that when her

pai nted body cane to light it would inevitably |lead to nore awkward
questions. Jodi agreed and was soon standi ng naked and shivering by
the small fire. They all pitched in and with everybody scrubbi ng away
li ke crazy, she didn't stay cold for |ong.

Kel so's injuries meant they couldn't do the same for himbut that,

deci ded Steve, was his problem The nexi can would be hospitalized as
soon as he got on board and Karlstrom alerted by the RX code attached
to the nmexican's serial nunmber woul d ensure he was surrounded by a wall
of silence.

Wil e Steve went over the scenario with Jodi to nake sure she was word
perfect, Cadillac and O earwater had given Kel so a | ast exam nati on,
maki ng sure his splints and bandages were still firmy in place to
avoid further dislocation of his Iinbs during his aerial journey. And
when that had been done, Cadillac hel ped Steve check the campsite to
make sure all evidence pointed to it being occupied by the two peopl e
that would be found there. C earwater having persuaded Jodi to knee
down, proceeded to nassage her neck in an effort to soothe the pain
fromthe whiplash injury she'd suffered in the crash and whi ch had
flared up again during the big scrubdown.

At one point Jodi appeared to fall briefly asleep but when she opened
her eyes she was able to nove her head freely without the slightest
twi nge of disconfort.

"That is amazing!'
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"Not to the Plainfolk,' said Cadill ac.

‘It"'s all in the mnd,' explained Cearwater. And she took hold of
Jodi 's hands and | ooked deep into her eyes.

"When the time cones to act, heed the voice within you and you will be
able to summon up the strength required to achieve that which is asked
of you."

At the time, this had struck Steve as a slightly odd thing to say but
they had then gone out to stanp Jodi's nunber across the | andscape and
he had not given it a second thought.
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CHAPTER SI X

Now, in the early afternoon of the follow ng day, the plan was com ng
to fruition. Steve, who had been listening with the others to the
chatter of The Lady's wi ngnen as they spoke to each other, knew the
gi ant nunbers sighted on the ground had been confirmed as being those
issued to Jodi and that a recovery operation was now underway.

He wat ched Jodi ready the handset as one of the Skyhawks which had been
circling high above her spiralled dowmn and nade a | ow pass over the
dying flare.

Nate Stinson, the pilot, dipped his wings as he sped past Jodi. She
waved as it banked away in a clinbing turn to her right. Levelling out
at five hundred feet, Stinson kept the starboard wing down and let the
Skyhawk' s nose travel along the horizon in a gentle 360-degree turn

Jodi switched on the handset as the blue and white nachine fl ew over
the snow covered pines beneath which Steve | ay hidden

'2-0-9-6-5-3-4-1 cal ling Sky-hawk.
How do you read, over?"

"Blue One to 5-3-4-1. W have you in the frame and read you five by
five. Your call-sign is Snow Bird, repeat Snow Bird. Need your
sit-rep to facilitate recovery.

Stand by while we patch you through to Sun-Ray Lady, over."
'Roger, Blue One. Show Bird standing by..."

Swi t ching channels, Stinson called up The Lady and received
confirmation that his black box was relaying Jodi's transm ssion. The
exchanges were being taped and a digital voice transducer was
simultaneously translating it into text onto one of the nany video
screens. Sun-Ray Lady was Hartrmann's call-sign

"Blue One to Snow Bird. Sun-Ray Lady now on line.
Proceed with sit-rep. Blue One listening out."

Steve, Cadillac and Clearwater listened intently as Jodi gave Hartmann
a succinct run-down on the state of health of her travelling conpani on
and told himthat she and Kelso were all that was now | eft out of the
original five-strong party.

Hart mann t hanked her then asked for Kelso's serial nunber.

Jodi reeled it off, adding: 'I was told to nmention there's an R
X-suffix - whatever that neans, over."

"Roger, Snow Bird. Stand by." Hartmann turned to Dexter, the Duty
RadConm Tech. 'Is our video-link with Houston up and runni ng?"

"It is now, sir."

'Key that |atest name and nunber through to Central Records Contro

with a ten-ten rating. | want imediate verification and procedura
gui dance!" 'Yessir!" Dexter's fingers noved ninbly over his
keyboard.

RX was shorthand for 'Refer to Executive'. It neant that no

adm nistrative action could be taken in regard to an individual w thout
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reference to AMEX, the Executive Branch of the Amrak Federation housed
in what was known as the Black Tower. dd hands |ike Hartmann knew
that AVMEX was an extension of the First Family. That neant M Kel so
was working for the Wiite House. Could Jodi Kazan - as Buck MDonnel |
had hinted - be working for themtoo?

Steve, Cadillac and C earwater caught intermttent glinpses of
Stinson's Skyhawk as it continued to circle over the canmpsite. Jodi
had gone back under cover and was now standi ng beneath the tips of the
out ernost branches with the handset close to her ear. |Its twin lay
between Steve and Cadillac, quietly dribbling static.

Hart mann came back on the air. 'Sun-Ray Lady to Snow Bird plus one.

Recovery now underway. Two,
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repeat two pick-up vehicles air-borne at
fourteen-fifty hours. ETA your position sixteen-twenty hours Centra
Standard Tinme. Do you have tine-check, over?"

"Snow Bird to Sun-Ray Lady. Affirmative. | make it
fifteen-fifty-five, over."

"You're running an hour fast, Snow Bird. It is now
fourteen-fifty-five. W have to wthdraw your top cover but don't
worry. The cavalry is on the way. Do you have any col oured flares?"

"Affirmative, Sun-Ray. Three red, two green."

' Ckay, Snow Bird. Put up a green if recovery can proceed. |If there
are hostiles on the ground fire a red in their direction. Escort wll
| ay down covering fire on your range and bearing."

Steve and Cadil | ac exchanged gl ances.
"So hang in there, Kazan,' continued Hartnann.

Despite the distance you could hear the smle on his face. 'If
everyt hi ng goes according to plan we shoul d have you back on board in
plenty of tine to nmuster for the red-eye shift."

"Can't wait, sir. Snow Bird listening out."
It was the turn of Clearwater and Cadillac to | ook at each ot her

Steve, who lay on the far side of Cadillac, was unable to see the glint
of triunmph in his eyes.

Jodi, three-quarters of a mle to the south, watched the | owflying
Skyhawk dip its wings as it turned westwards and clinbed to catch up
with its high-flying conmpanion. As the sky enptied she was seized by a
sudden anxiety. So near and yet so far... Never nmind.

She | ooked at her watch. Their replacenments would arrive soon. By
ei ghteen hundred hours, all being well, she'd be back on board and
whooping it up with some of the good ol e boys.

She ducked in under the branches and went over to check if Kel so was

still awake. Maybe the news that in three hours tinme he would be in
the capabl e hands of the medics aboard The Lady would bring a smle to
hi s face.

Fi ndi ng hi m asl eep, she deci ded not to wake him

For the next forty-five mnutes, the sky above the canpsite renmai ned
enpty. Jodi had never thought of herself as a patient person but since
meeting up with Kel so she had di scovered a hi dden reserve of that

preci ous comodity. She needed to draw upon it now but with her
expectations raised by the friendly exchange with Hartnmann she became

i ncreasingly anxi ous as she began inmagining all the things that could
go wrong.

Bri ckman mi ght have offered her a reassuring word but they had agreed
to maintain radio silence in case one of the incoming planes picked up
the transm ssion.

The minutes ticked by with agonizing sl owness, each one underscored
every ten seconds by Kelso's rhythmc snores. It sounded as if his
nose was full of gravel
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Finally, she sighted three Skyhawks flying towards her, strung out in
line abreast. She checked her watch then focussed the 'scope on each
of the planes. These early birds all had clean sets of wheels and,
sure enough, they stayed high. As their |eader began to circle
overhead |i ke a buzzard | ooking for breakfast, the outer pair turned
away north and south and kept on going. These guys certainly weren't
t aki ng any chances.

The handset crackled as it canme alive: 'Blue Four to Snow Bird plus
one. Update your sit-rep, over."

Jodi thunbed the Transmit button. 'Snow Bird to Blue Four. W are
still up and running and have you in the frame, over."

" Roger Snow Bird. Pick-up teamreport their ETA still stands at
si xteen-twenty hours on your green. Blue Four listening out."

At ten minutes past four, Jodi sighted three nore dots headi ng towards
her at a lower altitude. The 'scope revealed that the | ead and
starboard aircraft in the formati on had short skis attacked to the

t hree- wheel ed undercarriage. Wen they drew near enough to be seen
clearly with the naked eye, the port 'wheeler' broke away to neet Bl ue
Four who had begun to descend in a gentle spiral. H's two conpanions
whose return had been timed to coincide with the Ski-hawks arriva
converged to follow the sane flight path. The 'wheeler’
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t acked

hinsel f onto the end of the line as the trio | evelled out sone eight
hundred feet above Jodi's head, then all four began to orbit the

pi ck-up zone, chasing the tail of the man in front.

As the two Ski-hawks approached in a shallow dive, Jodie sent a green
flare soaring high into the air. Passing under the arching trail of
snoke fromthe flare, the two planes skimred past the canpsite in rapid
succession, dipping their wingtips to within inches of the snow as she
bounced up and down, waving her arms excitedly. Jodi watched t hem nake
a second, higher pass to select a suitable landing site then dodged
back under cover and knelt beside Kel so.

'Dave! Dave! Wake up! They'll be with us any minute!" She patted
hi s cheek then shook his good shoul der excitedly as his eyes fluttered
open. 'We're on our way!" Seizing the rope | eads of the nake-shift

sl edge, she dragged Kelso out into the open. Apart fromthe flare
pistol, the 'scope and the handset there was nothing else to carry.

Steve and the two Mutes had carried away the trail bags containing the
rest of their plunder

The first of the two pick-up planes turned off its crosswind | eg and
began its final approach fromthe northeast - to Jodi's right. The
second, now flying downw nd, was tenporarily obscured by the trees
behi nd her.

Bri ckman and his friends would be able to see them both. Jodi wondered
if he was havi ng second thoughts.

She felt a sudden pang of regret at |eaving himbehind at the nercy of
those | unp-heads, but what the hell - he had nade his choice and she
had made hers. She had found herself again. And the inner certainty
about the rightness of her decision had given her the courage to face
what ever | ay ahead.

Only one nore hurdle remained to be cleared. Having convinced Kel so
that Steve had been killed, she was now saddl ed with the task of
selling the story to everyone else. Al the way up the line. And

unl i ke good o" Dave, their brains weren't befuddl ed with pain-killing
drugs.
She'd just have to do her best. It was too late to back out now But

it would be the last lie. The very last..

The second Ski-hawk was still on its final approach as the first slid
to a stop about fifty yards fromwhere Jodi stood. She pulled the
shapel ess fur hood clear of her face and waved to the pilot as he
pushed open the canopy and clinbed out, then she started to hau

Kel so's sledge towards it. The pilot raised his tinted visor and
jogged towards her. Behind him the second aircraft touched down
snmoot hly on the undul ati ng carpet of snow.

Jodi greeted the first wingman with a broad snile.

"Nice of you to drop in." She thrust out her hand. 'Good to see you,
Gus. "

GQus's eyes rested on her briefly then flickered away as he checked
their surroundi ngs, easing his handgun in its holster as he did so.

VWhen he'd gone full circle, he | ooked at her again - as if he couldn't
make up his mnd as to whether she was worth rescuing or not.
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Jodi thought that maybe he didn't recognize her.

'Kazan. Jodi Kazan. A year last April | was your--' 'Yeah,
know. . ."
GQus gave the hand that was still on offer a perfunctory shake. 'What

happened to your face?"
"If you're that interested, ask me again when we get back on board."

Gus pointed to Kelso who |ay strapped to the cargo hatch. Beneath the
hatch, was a crude franme made of saplings which acted as runners. 'Can
he be noved off that contraption?”

"W can cut away the saplings but he has to stay strapped to the
hat ch.

That's what's hol ding hi mtogether."
Gus swore under his breath and took one of the rope | eads from Jodi

'Ckay, c'nmon. Let's get himstowed away and get the hell out of
her e.

You can ride w th Ruddock."
' Sur e. No Sweat..."

"He's one of the new boys. G aduated this year. [|'m
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Deputy Section-Leader now. How about that?"
"Congratul ations,' said Jodi. 'You' ve cone a |long way...
And you' ve got a long way to go. Dickhead

They dragged Kel so towards Gus's plane. Ruddock, the second pick-up
man, throttled back and drew up on the far side. He left the notor on
ti ckover and ran over to help. 'Howre we doin'?"

"Fine,' grunted Gus. 'Just get that frame ready while | cut this shit
off." He drew his conbat knife and started to saw t hrough the raw

ani mal sinews that Cadillac had used to | ash the sapling underfranme to
t he hat ch.

Jodi did the sane on the other side.

Ruddock fol ded down the buddy frame that was attached to the port side
of the Skyhawk's fusel age pod, clipped the upper and | ower support
stays into position and depl oyed the clear plastic zip-up bodybag in
whi ch the passenger would ride - protected fromthe gaggi ng rush of air
and the freezing cold.

When the three of themoffered up Kelso's alunminiumstretcher, it was
clear that it wouldn't fit inside the body-bag.

"Awwhh, SHIT!" <cried Gus. 'I don't fucking believe this!" 'It's
okay!" cried Jodi. 'He's got two foil blankets wapped around him
plus these furs. Just cut the bag and use the front section to cover
his head!" 'But the hatch is too fuckin' wide! The straps won't go
round it."

' Then DO sonething', you asshole!" booned Kel so.

"Just get ne the fuck outta here!’

" Shut your face, soldier!™ snarled Gus. 'You're lucky we're here to
pull you out of this ness!’

'"CGo piss up your nose!

Jodi banged her fist down on the hatch. 'Dave! For crissakes! Stop
maki ng waves!" She turned to Gus. 'We can | engthen them by using the
ones of f Ruddock's plane! | got two good hands to hang on with - and
believe me, after getting this far | ain't gonna let go!" Ruddock was
already on the move. 'I1'Il get '"em..

Jodi watched Gus take anot her anxious | ook around.
And she suddenly renenbered what Steve had said.

This was the guy who had left himtrapped in the weckage of his
Skyhawk in the mddle of a burning cropfield. Underneath the bonbast,
the guy was scared shitless at the prospect of coming face to face with
a bunch of scream ng Mites.

"This is one helluva job you' re doing here,' she said soothingly. 'And
I know what's on your mind. Relax. | ain't seen nor snelt any
| unpshit for days."

"Yeah...?"
-Fromtheir hidden vantage point to the north of the pick-up zone,

Steve, Cadillac and C earwater watched the proceedings. Steve had his
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eye glued to the 'scope.
Cl earwater |ay al ongside him

Cadi | | ac who was kneeling a couple of yards behind them asked: 'What's
happeni ng?"

"I"'mnot sure,' said Steve. He had been trying to interpret the
gestures that acconpani ed the heated exchange between Jodi and the
pilots. 'They seemto have run into sone kind of problem"

"Hope it's not serious." Cadillac swng round and caught the eye of
one of the Kojak braves who was positioned deeper in the woods, sone
fifty yards to his left. Cadillac raised his left hand and brought it
down with a swift chopping notion.

The Koj ak brave acknow edged his signal and placed his fingers together

in front of his nmouth. The shrill terror-stricken cry of a small
ani mal caught in the jaws of a sharp-toothed predator pierced the
silence for a brief instant. Not |oud, but chilling.

Startled by the sound, Steve rolled over onto his side.
"Jeer! \What the hell was that?"

Cadi | | ac noved back al ongsi de them ' Sonme poor creature about to cone
to a sticky end, | imagine. Could I, uhh...?"

"Sure." Steve placed the 'scope in the Mute's outstretched palm
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As Ruddock ran back with the two securing straps, the air around Cus's
Skyhawk was pierced by a quite different, but equally chilling sound.

Zzzzzzwheeeeee!

Gus ducked instinctively. 'Wat the fu--?" Zzzzzzwheeeeee! Sonething
el se flew past themthen - Zzzzzzvhi kkk! Zzzzzzzwhokkk.t Two crossbow
bolts hit the Skyhawk. The first passed straight through the port tai
fin and kept on going. The second entered the nose, just nissing
Ruddock on the way in, and canme to rest with six inches of the sharp
end sticking out the other side right where Gus Wite was standing.

GQus | eapt away |ike he'd been electrocuted. 'Hoh-lee SHT!'" He pulled
his gun out and dived for cover

Ruddock joined him 'Can you see 'em ? Can you see 'enl? \Were the
hel | are they!?"

Jodi knelt down beside them 'Don't panic, boys.
They're a | ong way away."
'How can you tell!?"

' Because those guys don't usually mss. |If they were close, that bolt
woul d have skewered all three of us."

Jodi sighted along the enbedded crossbow bolt and pul |l ed out her
handset. 'Blue Four this is Snow Bird.

May Day. We're under crossbow attack by unknown nunber of hostiles.

Esti mate range one thousand yards fromour position. Watch ny red for
bearing. Over!"

Jodi tossed the handset to Gus and hurriedly |oaded a red flare into

the fat-barrelled pistol. Resting her hands on the top of the fusel age
above the bolt, she fired the flare towards the distant |ine of
trees.

The range was not one thousand yards but one thousand three hundred and
twenty-five. She had gone out there with Brickman and the others to
lay the false trail during the night and she had nechani cally counted
the paces on the way back

And the red flare was ained directly towards the point where she had

| ast seen them Jodi could not even begin to guess what had gone wong
but there was nothing she could do to protect Brickman now. |[If the

| unp-heads he'd opted to run with had decided to get into a shooting
match it was a sinple case of Them and Us.

Zzzzzzwhonkk! A crossbow bolt sped in froma different direction and
bounced of f the open canopy of Gus's Skyhawk. Ruddock, who was tying
the extra straps to the pair on the buddy frane, ducked and swore, but
kept his fingers busy.

'"See that!" shouted Gus. 'Cane fromover there!" He thunbed the
handset. 'Blue Four, this is Gound Hog One. W got incomng fire
fromhostiles at one o' clock as well as our eleven! Wat are you
waiting for!? Go get the suckers!”

"W're on our way, Ground Hog. Blue Four out."

"Jodi fired a second red flare towards the right hand end of the
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treeline as the four circling planes split into two pairs and dived
towards their invisible targets

Ruddock grabbed her shoulder. 'Get over to ny ship and pull down the
buddy frame. Can you do that - and get into the bag?"

"Sure. No problem"”

"Ckay, go for it! @us and I'Il get your friend stowed away and |I'Il| be
right with you."

Jodi dodged round the back of Gus's plane, crouched by the propeller
then darted towards the second Skyhawk. Zzzzzzwheeeeee! Another
crossbhow bolt flashed past her. Then a couple nore, overhead this
time, wider of the mark. Zzzzwheeeezzzzzwheeeee!

The | unps behind the crossbows nust have realized those four planes
were now com ng down to nail their asses.

A voice cane into her mnd. Insistent. Demanding.

Reni ndi ng her of something she had to do. Yes, of course. It all nmade
sense. This wasn't an attack. Nobody was neant to be killed. This
was a diversion, to draw away the attention of those who m ght not
under stand whil e she hel ped her friends

It mght have seenmed like a lifetinme to Gus and the others who were

pi nned down on the ground but the four orbiting Skyhawks were on the
case in under thirty seconds. The delay was due to the fact that Blue
Four,
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fl own by Sheela Cray, had to give Hartmann a rapid sit-rep

before she could obtain clearance to lay down covering fire. But now,
at last, it was open season for Mites. Cray, who was | eading the
attack on the left hand section of the wood, switched on the electric
nmotor that would spin the six barrels of the Thor needl e-gun and pl aced
her right thunb on the firing button. Wen she pressed it, Thor would
spit out a deadly hail of razor-sharp flechettes at the rate of twelve
hundred rounds a ninute.

In the target area below, the twelve Kojak Miutes were already on the
move, racing back deeper into the wood and convergi ng on the crude
shelter of woven saplings they had built during the night to Cadillac's
instructions whilst he and the other Sky Travellers had been busy

el sewhere

Steve and Cadillac were still in the danger zone, |ocked in violent
argunent and on the verge of coming to blows. Cearwater, tenporarily
forgotten by both nen and oblivious to their presence, stood severa
yards away, eyes closed, feet apart, hands on thighs, face turned
towards the sky, her mnd turned to sonething beyond it.

"What the hell is going on?" raged Steve. 'I| thought you were in
control of these people I' 'Cal mdown! They know what the score is.

Nobody's been killed. Al they did was take a few pot shots!"

"A few pot shots!? Those apes nearly w ecked the whol e fuggin
exerci se!"

"Don't you understand!? These guys are warriors, Brickman! That's the
eneny out there. There's a question of pride involved here. The
honour of the clan!

It took a lot of arguing to get themto hold back. | had to agree to
| et them make this gesture of defiance."

"Yeah? | suppose it didn't occur to you that the guys up there m ght
respond with a little gesture of their own!"

"In that case we'd better get going." Cadillac reached out to take
hol d of Steve's arm

St eve brushed his hand aside and turned towards Cl earwater.

Cadill ac grabbed himfirmy. 'Don't interfere, Brickman! She knows
what she's doing!"

Clearwater's body shook as the initial jolt of earth power entered
through the soles of her feet and travelled upwards to neet a sinilar
charge that cane funnelling down fromthe sky like an invisible
lightning bolt. The nuscles in her body hardened, the sinews becane
taut, her face turned into an inplacable mask and when her eyes snapped
open, they glowed with an intensity as terrifying as the | egendary
Medusa of ancient Geece, part-bird, part-beast, part-wonman whose gaze
turned nmen to stone.

Her arms shot forwards and upwards, the index fingers pointing towards
the two oncoming planes and the shrill ululating cry that was the mark
of a sumoner burst fromher lips. An inhuman, unearthly sound,

i mpossible to describe. Heart-stopping, gut-shrivelling,

br ai n- pi erci ng.

A sound that left an indelible scar in the mnds of those who heard it,
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turning bones to jelly and blood to water.

As she had |l earned in Ne-lssan, Clearwater could only enter the m nds
of others if a door was open, but she had no need to confront those
whose bl ood | ust was roused and whose killer instincts were directed
agai nst herself or those she had been chosen to protect. The energy
that fuelled their hatred acted as a conduit for her power, sucking it
into the very centre of their being.

The sane madness that had seized Steve's classmate Fazetti over the
forests of Wom ng and caused himto turn upon his w ngman, Nayl or, now
gri pped Mark Riddell, who was flying behind Sheela Cray. He turned on
his | aser ranging sight, brought the red dot onto the fusel age of
Cray's Skyhawk and bl ew her out of the sky.

The shattered plane flipped over to port and went in nose first.
Riddell didn't give it a second glance. Only one all-consum ng thought

filled his mind. He had to protect the Iives of those below fromhis
m sgui ded conpani ons.

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till...trak%20Wars%20Book%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (153 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:37 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till ey%620-%20A mtrak %20Wars%20B 00k %204%620-%20B| 00d%20Ri ver.txt

Banki ng steeply to the right, he made a successful beam attack on the
| eadi ng Skyhawk then turned towards the fourth plane, piloted by his
friend Essex, and flew straight into himwith a feeling of unutterable
rapture.

Ruddock who had run over to zip up Jodi's buddy bag froze nonentarily,
his mouth and eyes w de open. The scale of the disaster, its

i nexplicable nature and the rapidity with which it occurred had |eft
hi m speechl ess.

Jodi, who sat up intine to see the last three planes go down shared
his sense of shock and desol ati on but she had al ready been introduced
to the destructive powers of a Mute summoner - and she recogni zed
Clearwater's handiwork. But there was no point in trying to explain
what had happened to Ruddock. No tine either

She wriggled back into the bag face down and hugged the frane. 'Don't
bot her zipping ne in! Just get this thing out of here before the sky
falls int"

Ruddock didn't need any further encouragenment. He leapt into the
cockpit, pulled down the canopy and slamed the throttle w de open

Gus Wiite's Skyhawk was ahead of them racing away over the snow. Jod
saw it |ift off and clinb steeply, with Kelso strapped to the port
side. A second or two later, they were in the air too. A wonderfu
buoyant feeling. W nmde it, Dave. W' re going hone...

Hart mann received the news of the successful pickup and the sudden,
spectacul ar | oss of the four escorting Skyhawks soon after lift-off.

He thanked the two pilots for their part in the recovery operation and
wi shed them a safe return flight. Hartmann knew somet hi ng about
sumoners. The wagon-train conmanders contributed to an unoffi ci al
pool of know edge, and the subject of sumpners and Miute magi c was one
of the itenms that were discussed in hushed whi spers when two or three
of them got together.

There was no hard evidence of the existence of such people nor was
there a logical, or even plausible explanation of where their alleged
power cane from but no one could deny that sone appallingly destructive
force unconnected with natural phenonena had, fromtime to tinme, been
directed against the forces of the Federation. Mre specifically, it
had been directed agai nst The Lady. |In Woning, and now here. A force
that could warp m nds and conjure up a stormout of a clear blue sky.

Cray had been the first victim but Wite had been uncertain which of
the other three pilots was responsible for the carnage. It had a
depressingly famliar ring but Hartnmann knew his thoughts on the matter
woul d have to be kept to hinself and the few cl ose associ ates whom he
could trust. To talk about it publicly was a Code One violation. Sone
face-saving fornula woul d have to be found for the official log. But
this time, with four brand new pl anes involved, it would have to be
sonet hing nore plausible than 'pilot error’

Gus and Ruddock set down smoothly atop the snow on the port side of The
Lady and taxi ed back towards the flight car in the gathering dusk. The
ground crew and sonme of the medics fromthe bl ood-wagon were waiting

al ongside. Hartmann had used the steamjets to blast away the snow
beneath the wagon-train and the ranmp in the belly of the adjoining
section had been | owered for people to come in and out.
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Buck McDonnell was on hand as Jodi slipped out of the bag on the buddy
frane. He had been planning to snmile but with the | oss of four

wi ngmen, there was little to smle about. Even so he was relieved to
see her. He cast a jaundiced eye over her ragamuffin fur outfit.

"Kazan . . . You look Iike sonething people shoot for lunch." He
threw his arm across her shoulders. 'C non

The A d Man wants an urgent word with you. |In private."

"I''l'l be right with you - sir." Jodi broke away as the nedics started
to free Kelso fromthe buddy frane. She listed his probable injuries
and the treatnment she'd been able to give him then added: 'I'd forget

the stretcher.

Best thing is to |l eave himstrapped to that hatch until you get him
into surgical on a pre-op trolley."
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The nedi ¢ who' d conme out to supervise Kel so's.

transfer to The Lady agreed. 'CGood idea. Okay, boys, let's do
that."

Jodi took a last |ook at her buddy. Hi s eyes had gl azed over. She
shook hands with Ruddock and waved to Gus White. ' Check you guys
| ater, huh?"

As she wal ked up the ramp with MDonnell, the flight crew chi ef
signal |l ed the boom operator to start wi nching up Ruddock's Skyhawk.

Four ground crewren stood on the |lowered port bow lift ready to unhook
the plane and manhandle it into the twenty-foot-high hangar deck

Bel ow them ot her nenbers of the ground crew hurriedly fol ded the w ngs
and tail of @Gus's plane and pushed it into position under the boom as
the first few flakes of fresh snow drifted down.

On board The Lady, the nedics laid the cargo hatch and its
foul -snelling fur-wapped |load onto a trolley.

One of them stuck his nose close to Kelso's body. 'Think we've got
some gangrene here..." They ran the trolley down the centre aisle
towards the bl ood-wagon, three cars aft of the ranp.

Movi ng forward, Jodi and MDonnell passed through the flight car before
Ruddock' s Skyhawk canme down on the forward lift. Wth four planes
gone, there'd be a lot nore roomin the hangar. And enpty seats at the
mess table. MDonnell ushered Jodi onto a battery powered wheelie
parked in a side bay and sent it gliding along the aisle towards the
command car.

The belly ranp of the wagon behind the flight car closed as the |ast
man canme aboard. @us Wiite's Skyhawk was brought down into the hangar
then the lift rose, sealing the rectangular hole in the flight deck

The remai ni ng wi ngmen and ot her crew nmenbers clustered round and
listened intently as Gus and Ruddock descri bed how t he whol e operation
had al rost gone down the tube. Harmer, the hardnosed |ieutenant from
Puebl o simered with anger. |If his request to put his men out there on
the ground had been taken seriously it would have been | unp-heads |ying
gutted and bl eeding into the snow i nstead of boys in bl ue.

In the bl ood-wagon, Surgeon-Captain Keever's team checked to see that
Kel so was still alive, and listened to the report of his suspected
injuries. Keever decided to nmake a visual exam nation followed by a
top-to-toe sonar scan. He told the nmedics to renove the straps hol ding
Kel so to the cargo hatch then cut away the furs and reflective foi

wr apped around his broken body.

Jodi and McDonnel | stepped off the wheelie and entered the conmand
car.

Baxter, the Flight Operations Exec cane down the steps fromthe
saddl e.

"I's the Commander up there?" asked MDonnell.
"Yeah. He'll be down directly." Baxter offered his hand to Jodi

"Long time no see. How does it feel ?"
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'To be back on board? Kinda strange but - it gets better by the
m nute."

'What happened to your face?"

Jodi fingered the disfiguring slab of pink scar tissue that ran down
the left side of her face and neck and responded with a twi sted

smle.

"I got that when | kissed goodbye to The Lady. |'m hoping the "wel cone
hone" is gonna prove |ess painful."

Baxter gave a disinterested nod then turned to McDonnell. 'Go on
through. Everything's in there. |'mjust gonna catch up with ny guys

in the flight car."

McDonnel I shunted Jodi al ong the passageway into Hartnmann's private
quarters. A clean wingman's uniformlay in a neatly folded pile on the
bunk al ongside a couple of fresh towels. 'Okay, strip off."

"Strip off...?"

"That's what | said, soldier. W can't have you up front of the Ad
Man | ooking like that. So c¢'nobn. Peel that rancid junk off your back
and get in the shower."

Jodi | ooked confused. 'I - | - can't!" She clutched her forehead. It
felt as if soneone was stabbing her brain with a red-hot knife.

'Kazan, | said strip off!" He grabbed her by the shoul ders and shook
her roughly. 'What the hell're you tryin' to pull!?"
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Jodi shrank away, snarling like a cornered nmountain cat as the pain in
her head reached a new crescendo.

"CGet away from ne, you sonofabitch!”™ Her right hand flew towards the
combat knife tied to the outside of her thigh. 'Touch me again an'
I"1l kill you!"™ MDonnell's nmental radar registered a troubling
echo.

There was sonething badly wong and it called for inmediate action

H s pile-driving punch knocked her sensel ess before the knife was clear
of its scabbard. As he knelt over her crunpled body, he sensed soneone
behind him Hartmann was in the doorway.

"How much did you get of that?"

"Enough. " Hartnmann stepped inside and knelt down beside them 'Wat's
goi ng on, Buck?"

"Can't say, sir. But I've got a feeling we're in deep shit." As he
spoke, he started to rip the loosely sewn furs fromJodi's body. He
came to the now griny blue-grey cotton tunic she wore as a sl ave-worker
in Ne-lssan, pulled it open and saw what | ooked |ike a square stick of
wood wedged under the sash around her waist. Except that this piece
had a radi o-controll ed detonator enbedded in it.

"Christo!" gasped Hartmann. 'That's not wood, that's--' 'A fucking
BOWB!'!" vyelled McDonnell. He grabbed hold of the stick of P3X tore
the detonator out and flung it through the open door into the
passageway beyond.

'Sound the general alarm" Hartmann strai ghtened up and | unged towards
the big red slambutton on the wall by his video console.

The nove which woul d have autonmatically seal ed each wagon fromits
nei ghbour came too |ate.

As five nedics lifted Kelso off the cargo hatch, the detonator in the
passageway outside Hartmann's quarters shattered with a | oud bang and
two sinultaneous expl osions ripped through the wagon-train.

The nost catastrophic blast was centred on Ruddock's Skyhawk. The
charge placed beneath the pilot's seat, caused the fuel tanks of the
adj acent tightly-packed aircraft to explode. This, in turn, triggered
further detonations as the racks of napal mcani sters and underfl oor
pressuri zed fuel tanks ignited, causing the flight-car to erupt with
the convul sive fury of a mni-vol cano.

Bl azi ng fuel and glutinous fireballs of napal mconbined into a hellish
tidal wave that swept along the aisles of the adjoining cars, engulfing
those standing in its path. Two car-lengths away in both directions,
shocked crewnen had the presence of nmind to close the energency doors,
containing the fire but sealing the fate of all those trapped on the

ot her si de.

" Anong t hose who di sappeared, or whose bodi es were anong t hose found

| ater, charred beyond recognition were Baxter, the Flight Ops Exec, Cus
Wi te, Ruddock, Lieutenant Harmer, the remai ning wingnmen and the entire
ground crew. And many ot her good men besi des..

The second bl ast, in the bl ood-wagon, blew Kelso to pieces, killed the
five nmedics hol ding himand Surgeon-Captain Keever, and w ecked the
operating theatre. Like all P3X explosions in confined spaces, it was
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murderously efficient. Several nore of the hospital staff who were in
the conpartnent or working close by were either killed outright or
fatally injured. Those |ucky enough to survive energed fromthe
debris, concussed, |acerated and badly burned.

The expl osions were triggered by the sanme radio transmtter Steve had
used to such good effect during the escape fromthe Heron Pool, but it
was Cadillac and C earwater who had engi neered them

Three charges remai ned fromthe Heron Pool exercise and, on |anding
near the Hudson River, Steve had carefully renoved themfromthe
rocket -powered gliders they had used for the first part of their
journey. During the boat trip to Bu-faro, the plastic explosive,
detonators and the radio transnitter had been packed in the bag that
Cadi |l ac had kept safely in his cabin.

From Bu-faro, the bag had been ferried to Long Point,
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st owed aboard

one of the stolen Skyriders then lugged through snow to the fina
canp-site. And when Cadillac had | earned of Steve's plan to put Jod
and Kel so on board The Lady he had decided to strike a blow that woul d
i npress their hosts and renmpve, at a stroke, all further opportunity
for Steve to continue his doubl e-dealing.

Using a length of twi sted ani mal gut and a piece of bent netal prised

| oose fromthe cargo hatch, Cadillac had rigged the handhel d
transmitter so that the buttons controlling the three expl osive charges
woul d be depressed when Kel so was lifted clear of the hatch.

The transmitter and one of the charges had been pl aced beneath Kel so's
body when they had checked his splints and bandages. C earwater had
then used her powers to enter Jodi's mnd while massagi ng her neck

Acting on a planted nmental inperative, Jodi had conceal ed the second
charge agai nst her own skin. Later, during the diversionary attack by
the Kojak Miutes, she had taken advantage of the confusion to place the
remai ni ng charge in Ruddock's Skyhawk. She had no nenory of having
carried out these actions but the original progranme remrmai ned enbedded
i n her subconscious.

So when Buck McDonnell proposed an action that would reveal the charge
hi dden under the tunic and thus violate the plan - she resisted like a
der anged zonbi e.

Kel so had been given the sane treatnent, nmaking himinsensible to the

| et hal package placed in the small of his back. Sudden, violent death
overtook himbefore his brain could register the sickening realization
that he had been betrayed. It was ironic - for had there been tine, he
woul d have cursed Steve with his dying breath.

Ironic and rat her sad because, for once in his life, Steve was
bl anel ess. He had played it straight. Well...

straight-/sh. And he had ended up bei ng outsmarted.

But at that nmonent in time, Cadillac hadn't told himthe good news. So
as the three of themran northwards with their jubilant Mite escort,
Steve was unaware that The Lady from Loui siana | ay gutted and burning
and that, with Kelso's death, his carefully-laid plans had al so gone up
i n snmoke.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Even though there were no further falls of snow, it took Steve nearly
three days to cover the forty or so miles separating their abandoned
canmpsite and the Kojak settlement. Hanpered by the arrow wound in his
thi gh he had been unable to match the pace set by the posse and
Cadi |l ac had taken the opportunity to further underline his newfound
superiority by urging himon nercilessly.

Steve gritted his teeth and willed the pain to disappear but on the
second norning his leg sinply gave way.

Stunbling forward |ike an exhausted horse, he ended up nose down in the
snow.

Cadi |l |l ac stood by, hands on hips while two Kojak braves haul ed his
rival upright. There was a brief discussion as to whether he should be
carried the rest of the way on tracking pol es but Steve, aware that he
ri sked | osing any 'standing' he mght have acquired as one of The
Chosen, insisted on arriving on his own two feet - in his own good
time.

Cl earwat er announced she would stay with himand asked for two braves
to acconpany them as guides. Since she had al ready denonstrated the
power to denolish any opposition they m ght neet on the way, there was
no lack of volunteers. Cadillac pressed on with the remmining ten and
by the tine Steve linped into the ring of firelight, he was already
installed in the principal place of honour

Arriving ahead of the others enabled Cadillac to grab the lion's share
of the acclaimas his escort recounted what had happened and boasted of
the part they had played in the downfall of the four cloud-warriors.

Among the Plainfolk, this macho di splay was known as 'strutting their
stuff.

But that was not all, declared Cadillac, when it was his turn to
speak.

He had kept his promise to drive the iron snake back to its lair. As
his escort would confirm two of The Chosen, acting on his orders, had
used their power to enter the minds of the eneny, forcing the surviving
pair of cloud-warriors to carry them back, |ike avenging angels, into
the belly of the beast.

Even now, as he spoke, it lay broken and burning, consuned by the
deadly fire it harboured within its belly.

The clans to the west, whose turf lay closest to that of the valiant
Koj ak woul d eventually pass on word of its dstruction by a series of
invisible blows striking with the force of earth-thunder

In unl eashing their awesone power, the Chosen ones had perished - but
not for long. Their spirits, borne aloft on the flame-tinted snoke
woul d be gat hered by M-Town, the G eat Sky-Mther and returned to
earth in the bodies of mighty warriors. Wat the fortunate braves had
wi tnessed - and the testinony of their nei ghbours would soon confirm
was the power of Talisman acting through those born in his shadow.

Heyyy, YAHHHH  The cry cane fromclose on a thousand throats. The
subsequent cel ebrati ons, acconpani ed by ritual drumm ng, dancing and
chanting, and enhanced by copi ous |ungfuls of rainbow grass had been
underway for mpost of the night when the tail-enders arrived.
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Clearwater still rated a triunphal entry and was borne shoul der-hi gh
into the crowded arena where a giant bonfire, ignited by the Kojak in
honour of their guests fuelled a scorching hot colum of flane sone
twenty feet high. One of the nore parsinonious el ders estimated that
it had consuned, within hours, nore than a month's supply of w nter
fuel for the whole settlement but his carping fell on deaf ears.

Steve, the lame duck - literally and netaphorically was also warmy
recei ved, but as he had not as yet figured in any spectacul ar action or
di spl ayed any nystical attributes, he found hinself relegated to the

si del i nes.
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Cadi |l ac' s new grandstandi ng style was beginning to get under Steve's
skin but he did not allowit to throw himoff course. |In their present
situation, it was nmuch better to have the Mute fired up with a good
head of steam His inherent personality problens would eventually
cause himto come off at the bend and Steve intended to be there when
it happened. And this tine, he would not be in any hurry to pick up
the pieces. Besides, it was not all bad news: with the Miute's star now
in the ascendant he had accepted wi thout denmur Cl earwater's expressed
wi sh to bed down with the conpetition.

Cadill ac who, froman early age, had al ways taken a tremendously
earnest view of hinself and his allotted.

role as M Snow s successor, was nhow very close to achieving the

phi | osophi cal detachnent he had sought for so |ong. Jeal ousy and ot her
petty enotions could not be allowed to deflect a true warrior from The
Pat h.

Cadillac's mind was now directed towards greater and far nobler
concerns - the forging of the Plainfolk into one nation in readi ness
for the | ong-awaited conming of Talisman.

Hs rivalry with Steve was no | onger centred around the possession of
Clearwater's body and soul: it was for the | eadership of this great
enterprise. Only he, Cadillac MCall, descended fromthe bloodline of
the She-Kargo, the bravery of whose warriors had no equal ampbngst the
Pl ai nfol k, possessed the qualities and the vision to assune the role of
the First anongst The Chosen

In any case, his earth-longings were now anply catered for. The
council of elders of the Can Kojak, recognizing himas the chief
architect of the spirited attack on the cloud-warriors and the

predi cted death of the iron snake had offered hima nultiple choice of
the available fenale braves to grace the hut placed at his disposal

To while away the long hours of darkness, Cadillac chose three
conpl ai sant ' body-sl aves' named Tight-Fit, Stone-Fox and
Af t er noon- Del i ght .

Yes. It was all beginning to cone together. Through his own quick

thi nki ng, and Cl earwater's power, he had reproduced his favoured

exi stence in the service of Domain-Lord Mn-Orota except now, he had
"standing', the respect and admiration of his hosts; something the Iron
Masters had denied him The recognition of his abilities made himfeel
whol e agai n, gave hima feeling of boundl ess confidence. That, plus
the generous pipefuls of rainbow grass and the attentions of his
fragrantly-oiled, full-bodied bedrmates al nost made up for the gnaw ng
desol ati on caused by the conplete and utter |ack of sake.

The clan's huts had been set up in a series of concentric circles in a
forest clearing to the west of what had once been known as Arlington
Hei ghts; a sub-division of the pre-Hol ocaust city of Chicago. Fur-clad
sentinels patrolled the perineter and the paths through the ot herw se

i mpenetrabl e undergrowmth. Oher, unguarded paths were false trails
sown with hidden death pits bristling with sharpened stakes and ot her,
equal ly lethal, tree-nmounted devices.

As a mark of honour, Steve and Clearwater were allotted a hut in the
"“inner circle' normally reserved for the el ders and other notables Iike
Carnegie-Hall and Flying-Tiger, the clan's paranmount warrior. Cadillac
and his three foxy | adies had taken up residence next to the wordsmth
whose hut lay on the opposite side.
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The huts were shaped differently to those made by the M Calls. Steve's
previ ous hosts used a system of socketed frames and curved saplings to
buil d skin-covered huts shaped |ike the tops of button mushroons about
five feet fromfloor to snmoke ring whereas the Kojak used six straight
rough-hewn poles tied together near the top to forma triangul ar
structure over twice as high. This meant you could stand up inside and
exit on your feet instead of having to craw out through the doorflap a
mar ked i nmprovenent. But despite the extra space, or perhaps because of
it, they were not as warmor as cosy as the wonb-like constructions of
the M Calls.

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till...trak%20Wars%20Book%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (164 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:37 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till ey%620-%20A mtrak %20Wars%20B 00k %204%620-%20B| 00d%20Ri ver.txt

Steve crawed into bed as the celebrations slowy tapered off sonetine
after dawmn. Cearwater followed, Iying quietly beside himwth
tantalizing submi ssiveness.

Steve was not inmune to the warmni ng presence of her naked body and the
delicious way it matched the curves and holl ows of his own when he
turned his back to her.

But even when he felt that electrifying zing as she pressed that soft
spot between the top of her thighs against the base of his spine the
best he could manage was a munbl ed, vaguely grunpy 'G nite." After
what he'd been through in the |last ten days he could barely raise his
little finger let alone a head of steam- and he stayed buried up to
his nose under the thick layer of furs either asleep or dozing for the
rest of the day.

It was the norning after, when he woke up with hunger pains and a
terrible thirst and was searching through the tote bags for a fresh
wound dressing that he noticed the square sticks of explosive, the
detonators and the transnitter were nissing. The discovery nmade his
stomach turn over. Two nore increasingly frantic searches confirned
his worst fears and he knew, with nmind-chilling certainty who had taken
them - and why.

Throwi ng asi de the doorflap, he strode across the central reservation
towards Cadillac's hut.

Cl earwat er who happened to be wal ki ng back fromthat direction net him
hal fway. One look at his face said it all. 'You know. .."

"Damm right. \Where's Cadillac?"

"He's with Carnegie-Hall and the elders.” She bl ocked the way as he
went to step past her. 'If you want to talk--' '"Talk?!'l" Steve's fury
expl oded. He tried to brush her aside but she deflected his arm before
hi s hand reached her shoul der and took a firmhold of his wist,
pulling it down to waist level in one swift nmoverment. 'Vent your anger
then. Let your wath fall on me. For without ny help this thing could
not have been done."

"I have no quarrel with you. The bone |I've got to pick is with
Cadillac."

Her fingers didn't relax their vice-like grip. 'He and | acted
together. | will answer for him"

St eve knew she was strong but this time he had the inpression that, if
she tightened her fingers any further, she would crush the bones in his
wist. Her eyes were |ike sapphires set in ice, devoid of |ove or
compassi on.

He rel axed the nuscles in his body. Watever the provocation, he did
not intend using brute force to subdue her

She rel axed her grip and led himtowards the south side of the
settlenent. They passed through the last ring of huts towards the
dense surround of trees and when they were no longer in earshot of the
nearest clanfol k they came face to face again.

' The expl osive | brought out of Ne-lIssan. Where is it?"

"It was placed in the belly of the iron snake."
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O course. \Were else... ? ' How?"

Clearwater told him The tone of her voice was neither triunmphant nor
pologetic. It all seenmed so absurdly easy. Al Steve could do was
cling on to the vain hope that sonething m ght have gone wong. He
glinpsed Cadillac com ng towards them as she ended her account with a
fatalistic shrug of the shoulders. 'This thing had to be done. For
only by denonstrating our power could we obtain the necessary standing
in the eyes of our hosts and gain a secure shelter during the tinme of
the Wiite Death.”

"You'd already killed four wingnen!" cried Steve. He waved angrily at
Cadillac as the Mute reached them

"Wasn't that enough for this conceited, |unpsucking sonofabitch?!’
"Grow up, Bricknman. That wagon-train had to be stopped dead inits
tracks. Did you think it could just be wi shed away?" Cadillac's tone
was nocki ng, triunphant.

Steve rounded on him "It would have pulled out once Grand Central
| earned our carcasses had been carried off by Mites! That was the
whol e point of putting Jodi and Kel so on board!’

Cadillac greeted this with a bitter laugh. 'Really?
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We're not idiots, Brickman - and neither are your nasters who rule the
Dark Cities. O have you forgotten Rozal ynn, your Kkin-sister? Even if
Jodi kept her promi se and steadfastly held to the story that the three
of us were dead, whether under forced interrogation or worse, your

masters woul d know you were alive!" 'Not necessarily." Steve hadn't
figured on the Mute getting that deep inside his skull. He'd have to
tread carefully. 'Roz, uh... knows what the score is now "

'"Ch?" Another bitter laugh. 'And just what is the score, Bricknman?

Your tongue and your intentions are as sinuous as the iron snake that
carried you to us inits belly!" Steve fought down the urge to fatten
Cadillac's nouth."

"Jack me! You got one helluva nerve coming out with shit |ike that!

The only reason you're standing there with your head on your shoul ders
is because | promised M Snow |'d get you and O earwater out of
Ne-1ssan. And dam nearly got ny ass busted doing it!" 'Yeah? You
wanna know t he reason why your ass wasn't busted? Because we saved it
for you! You're so busy trying to claimall the credit, you' ve

overl ooked the fact it was O earwater who saved the day for all of

us.

And it was the planes | designed and built that gave us a flying start
on the road hone!" 'You designed?! Ha! That's the best joke of
al I'!

If you hadn't hacked your way into nmy nenory-bank, you woul dn't have
known how to join two pieces of wood together!'

" Ch, yeah?"
"Yeah! You'd still be the sane stupid lunp-head | net in that
cropfield who didn't know one end of a rifle fromthe other!" As the

wor ds came out, Steve wi shed he hadn't said thembut it was too | ate.

"You're right,' admtted Cadillac. 'Saving you was an act of
incredible stupidity born of conceit. | should have let you burn."

"Stop this!" cried Cearwater. She lashed out with both fists,
striking themin the solar plexus. The force of the bl ows made them
step back, breaking their nose-to-nose confrontation. She moved in
between them 'Is this the way The Chosen are to be remenbered by the
Pl ai nf ol k?

Squabbling |i ke bad-tenpered children?!” 'Keep out of this,' said
Steve. 'Ever since we landed this ballon-head' s been treading on ny
toes and I'mnot taking any nore of it." He squared up to Cadillac
agai n.

"Ckay. | was out of line with that cropfield stuff. You saved ny life

then, so | reckon that nmakes us even. And yeah, you did put together a
few spruce and silk flutterbugs. W won't bother to ask where the
sudden burst of expertise came frombut there's one thing you can't
deny. That project would never have gotten off the ground w thout
rocket-power." He jabbed a thunb against his chest. 'And that was ny
idea!" Cadillac did not |ose his newfound cool. '"Was it? Ws it all
your own work? O did you get a little help fromyour high-flying
friends you talked to every night?! The same thoughtful people who
dropped what ever you needed into that pond at the back of the Heron
Pool ?
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What were they expecting in return? These people who used their
influence with certain Iron Masters to secure us safe passage through
the domain of the Yanma-Shita to the waters beyond? What promise did
you give thenf

The sane you gave to M Snow? To deliver us out of Ne-lssan? Into
whose hands, Brickman? Answer ne!

I nto whose hands?!" Steve saw the same accusing look in Clearwater's
eyes but he managed to conceal his confusion. 'N ce try, am go. But
you can't score off me with this one because |I've got nothing to

hi de.

The Federation dropped those supplies to me 'cos they thought | was
wor ki ng for them

Sure . . . they sent ne out to capture both of you. | accepted the
assi gnnent because it was the only way | could get back up onto the
overground. They had ne over a barrel because of the threats to harm
Roz. | figured once | got out here | mght be able to find a way to
get her off the hook--'

"By capturing us."
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"No!" «cried Steve. 'I went along with the idea to buy sone tinme - so
as | could get things sorted out! But when | got into this nmess | had
no idea you were in Ne-lssan. | couldn't see nuch hope of rescuing you
but . . . when you didn't turn up at the trading post M Show was so,
well - distressed, | agreed to give it a try."

He gl anced at Cl earwater then said: 'If you want to know t he whol e
truth, she's the reason | canme riding to the rescue. | didn't really

care what happened to you but since the A d One was due to die and the
clan couldn't function properly without a wordsmith..." He threw up
his hands. 'My only concern nowis to nake sure you're delivered
safely to Wom ng."

"And you're not planning any nore betrayals on the way."

Cl earwat er opened her mouth to protest but Cadillac silenced her. 'l
have every right to ask such a question! |If the cloud-warrior is ready
to betray his bl ood-brothers how can we be sure he will not turn

agai nst us?!"

Steve's eyes met Clearwater's and held them The blue of her pupils
had softened. 'Ask this lady here. She knows what the truth is.

came back to the overground because - don't ask ne why - this is where
| feel I belong. Wth her."

Her gaze did not waver. 'Your words bring warmh to nmy heart,
cloud-warrior. But what will becone of your Kkin-sister?"

"Can't say. But while we were crossing towards Long Point, her voice
entered ny mind. It was she who told ne to stay with you. She no
| onger fears those who are trying to control our lives."

'So you have chosen to throw in your lot with the Plainfolk."

"Isn't that obvi ous?"

Cadill ac | aughed derisively. 'Atypically devious reply fromthe man
who can never answer with a straight "yes" or "no"! 1In a few days with
luck - we'll know if our coup against the wagon-train was successful

If it is, then last year's slaughter of our clan-brothers and sisters
wi || have been partly avenged and we will have earned ourselves a safe
haven for the winter.

"But do you know the real reason why | planted those expl osive charges

aboard The Lady? To put an end once and for all - to your
doubl e-dealing! To force you to choose sides by |eaving you only one
side to be on! |If those charges have gone off as planned, many wil|

die and that nmurderous nmachine will be permanently crippl ed.
"There will be questions, investigations, accusations.

And in the end, the finger will point at the one person with the neans,
the opportunity, and the necessary degree of ruthlessness and duplicity
to commit such an outrage. Not sone stupid | unp-head who doesn't know
one end of a rifle fromthe other, but you, Brickman

'So you can kiss goodbye to the idea of keeping a |line open to your
powerful friends in case things don't work out the way you' d pl anned.

You're with us fromhere on in, whether you like it or not."

There was no doubt about it, thought Steve. He had seriously
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underestimted Cadillac. The young Mute was a | ot sharper than he'd
thought. But then - why wouldn't he be? How foolish not to have
realized that he was now pitting his wits against a nmental mrror inage
of hinsel f!

He apprai sed each of themin turn, trying to guess how well he had
defended his corner. Since the last clinmactic, blood-soaked day at the
Heron Pool, his relationship with C earwater had noved onto another

| evel .

Al t hough | ess feverish, the physical relationship was still as strong
as ever but other, nore disturbing elements now lurked in the depths,
like the cold | ake-creatures that had brushed agai nst his naked body
during his noonlight swi nms, sending shivers down his spine.

At tinmes, when the brilliant blue was veiled with grey, her eyes becane
those of a stranger, filled with a nysterious, broodi ng nal evol ence.

Not directed at himpersonally, but at the world - or perhaps at the
wor | d he represented.

But not now.
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Now t hey were the eyes he had seen in that perfectly-forned face
hal f - hi dden among the ranks of M Call warriors on the night he had
bitten the arrow

The eyes that had lain in wait for his, capturing his heart and nind,
drawing himinto a web of intrigue, deception and high adventure. A
dangerous, mnd-tw sting gane which, if the Talisman Prophecy was
fulfilled, would end in the death of one nation and the birth of

anot her.

He sent Clearwater a silent nessage and on receiving the reply he
sought, he focused his attention on Cadill ac.

Any anger he felt was conceal ed beneath a note of grudgi ng
adm ration.

"I've gotta hand it to you, Caddie. | didn't think you had it in
you.

Even if the idea of taking.

out The Lady had occurred to ne | don't think I could have used Jod
and Kel so as bomb-carriers. Still... nowthat it's done and you' ve
bot h expl ai ned why, there's no hard feelings."

"I"'mglad to hear it.

"No, | nean that. When you think of it as an abstract problemyou cane
up with the ideal solution. In fact and | hate to say this - it was
pretty dam brilliant."

"I had a good teacher..."

Steve caught the irony but he could see that the new Cadillac | apped up
complinments just like the old nodel

He | aughed. 'I doubt if | can teach you anything now.

But you're wong about one thing. |It's true about nme trying to keep a
line open to the Federation but it wasn't because | was planni ng sone
ki nd of double-cross. | was hoping to use the connection to our
advantage and give Roz tinme to get her act together but. you've
decided to do it the hard way." He shrugged. 'I can live with that.

So why don't we w pe the tape and start again fromthe top?"

Drawing his knife, he slit open one of the snmall veins on the inside of
his right wist and extended his hand towards Cadillac. The Mite nade
the sane ritual cut then they gripped each other's forearns in a
Roman-styl e greeting.

Cl earwat er cupped her hands round their wists, pressing themtogether
so that their bl ood mingled.

"Now you are truly brothers. Let there be peace and friendship between
you. Ofer love and loyalty to your clansnen, dedicate your life to
the service of Talisman and save your anger and hatred for the enenies
of the Plainfolk. Do you so swear?"

"On this, our blood, | swear,' said Cadillac.

Steve repeated the oath with appropriate solemity. |t neant as nuch
as the Tracker Prayer he'd nouthed daily for fifteen of his eighteen
years. But it was an arrangenent he could live with until the tine
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cane to get even .

Wth his air conmponent and nedi cal team w ped out in two swift hamer

bl ows, upwards of a hundred dead and with scores of injured crewnren who
could only be given basic first aid, Hartmann had no alternative but to
wi t hdraw sout hwar ds.

Abandoni ng the two shattered wagons plus three which had been
completely gutted by fire, Hartmann reformed The Lady and headed back
across the Cedar River towards navref Des Mines. On |earning the bad
news, CI NC-TRAIN wired back the necessary approval and ordered The Lady
to head for the Monroe/Wchita interface.

The choi ce of Mnroe instead of the wagon-train's hone depot at

Ni xon/ Fort worth was significant. It nade sense to disenbark the
casualties at the nearest divisional base where they could receive
skilled nmedical attention but it was also to be the end of the line for
Hart mann and his execs. Mnroe/Wchita was the terminus for the
northern spur of the Trans- Am Expressway and the | ast paragraph of
CINC-TRAIN s signal |isted everyone from Hartmann down to and i ncl udi ng
Trail -Boss MDonnell who were required to board the first avail able
sout h- bound shuttle.

Those naned had no il l usions about the kind of
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reception awaiting them

at Grand Central, and the atnosphere aboard The Lady on the honeward
journey was as grimand bleak as the winter |andscape that fought them
renorsel essly, every inch of the way.

Jodi Kazan, on recovering from MDonnell's knockout blow, was found to
be in deep shock; a condition that was | ater diagnosed as cat al epsy.

She seened incapabl e of speech, did not respond to questions, and did
not react to her surroundings or any other external stimuli, such as
when food was placed before her. Unable to stand unaided, she |ay
vacant - eyed on her bunk. \When placed on a chair, she remained in the
position chosen by whoever put her there, |ike one of those
stiff-jointed nmanni kins used by arti sts.

CI NCG-TRAIN, who had been told of her role in the attack on the
wagon-train, ordered her to be confined to a punishment cell unti
handed over to the Provost-Marshal's office at Monroe/ Wchita.

When The Lady reached the interface, the Base PM came aboard personally
to place Hartmann and the other fall-guys under close arrest, and Jodi,
now wearing a defaulter's black junmpsuit with a big yellow X front and

back, was hooded and shackl ed and put aboard the sane shuttle.

The injured crewren, nostly bum cases, were off-loaded together with
the bodi es of those who had died en route and the victins of the two
initial explosions who had been identified. Those blasted or charred
beyond recognition had been buried in a mass grave cut by the remaining
'dozer on the banks of the M ssissippi

A new, stripped-down team of execs cane aboard to run what was left of
The Lady back to Fort Worth, closely followed by six grey-unifornmed
Assessors. The | egal eagles took over the aft command-car and

i mediately notified their presence by screening a prelimnary list of
crewren required for interrogation

By the time The Lady reached Fort Wbrth, everyone on board at the tine
of the disaster had been thoroughly questioned and sone, judged to be
inplicated in the overall failure to apply the proper on-board security
measures, finished up in the slamer.

Wth the aid of drugs, an AMEXI CO nedical team who were no strangers to
m nd control - nanaged to neutralize the nental inperative C earwater
had planted in Jodi's brain, and restore her to some senbl ance of
normality. The failure to carry out the order to destroy herself and
The Lady had triggered conplete nental and nuscul ar paral ysis; a
self-inflicted punishment that w thout remedial treatnent could have
eventual ly killed her

Once programed, Jodi was |ike a conmputer which throws itself into a

| oop trying to obey an instruction it is unable to execute; a condition
known as 'lock-out'. The only way to break the cycle is to pull the
plug on the machi ne before it goes round the bend and burns out the

not her boar d.

Karl strom the head of AMEXICO net the President-General to discuss how
the investigation should be handl ed. They deci ded that Hartmann and
those arrested with himshoul d appear before a Board of Assessors, but
because of the sensitive nature of nuch of the evidence, those selected
to conduct the proceedi ngs woul d all be disguised nenbers of the First
Fam |y who knew of the existence of AMEXI CO and were also familiar with
the Talisman Prophecy and the concept of 'Mite magic'
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Karl strom agreed to take the role of President of the Board, and the
P- G al so nom nated Fran Del ano Jefferson - a young relative of his, who
was Steve Brickman's controller. The nonination raised Mther's
eyebrows but when the P-G expl ai ned what he had in mnd, Karlstrom
found hinself w shing he'd thought of it first.
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Jodi squared her shoul ders and snapped to attention as the young

dar k- hai red wonan entered the interrogation room Her hood had been
renoved when her escort left the roombut she still wore wist and knee
shackl es and was chained to a floor | oop. The woman who was dressed in
a grey junpsuit - the uniformworn by the Legal Division - sat down at
the desk in front of Jodi, activated the video and adjusted the angle
of the screen. She keyed in a call-up code and read the top |ine on
the screen, '2086-5341 Kazan, J.R?"

"Yes, sir-ma'am"”

' Take the weight off your feet." The dark-haired woman snil ed
synpathetically as Jodi sat down on the noul ded cushi onl ess swi ve
chair fixed to the floor' behind her. 'I'msorry about the chains but
it's regulation - you understand?”

"Yes, sir-ma'am"

"You can drop the "Sir",' said the dark-haired wonman.

"Maybe |'d better start by introducing nyself. |'m Nancy Reagan

Del aney." She smled. 'Could be coincidence but maybe they picked ne
because you and | both cone fromthe sane base. Anyway ... because

yours is a sonewhat conplex case, the Legal Division has appointed ne
as your defence counsel."

She sniled again as she noted Jodi's surprise. 'I| know.

I had a simlar reaction. Code One offenders are not normally all owed
to enter pleas of mitigation. But as | said, you re considered to be a

speci al case." The wonan gl anced at the screen. 'Your record - up to
the tinme you went over the side is exenplary and | want you to know
that | intend to do ny utnost to see that after due process, the Board

moves for an acquittal

"But before you say anything, | nmust warn you that | will not be

all owed to be present during the hearing. M plea on your behal fwhich
I hope to construct fromthese interviews - will be presented for the
consi deration of the court before you cone before the Board of
Assessors. So tell ne, Jodi - are you prepared to confide in ne on

t hat basi s?"

"Yes, ma'am | realize ny situation doesn't |ook too good but | have
not hing to hide."

"I"'mpleased to hear it." Delaney scrolled through the data she'd

al ready called up on the screen. 'In ny book, anyone who's earned five
stars and the kind of commendations | see listed here is a True Bl ue
who knows exactly what they're doing and why."

For the first time since boarding The Lady, Jodi started to feel like a
human being again. She felt i mensely reassured by the woman facing
her but at the sane tine it was a strange experience. Delaney could

al nost have been her kin-sister. She had an oval face and short
lustrous dark hair - except Delaney's was parted on the right and swept
neatly back over her ears whereas her own unkenpt | ocks had been shorn
of f, leaving her with a boot-canp crewcut.

She also had a wider fuller nouth and | arger, violet-blue eyes whereas
Jodi's lips had thinned out fromyears of playing hard-ball with the
hai ry-assed Trail Bl azers under her comrand, and her deep-set eyes were
the col our of weathered granite. And of course, her own face was

hi deously scarred down the |left hand side whereas..
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Del aney placed her forearnms on the desk and | aid her hands one on top
of the other. 'Let me tell you what mnmy biggest problemis

Conmander Hartmann and the Trail-Boss of The Lady have both made
statements in your defence. They believe you did not know ngly, and
with intent, carry expl osives onto the wagon-train."

"It's true, mp'am | didn't."

"I want to believe you. But apart fromthe two pilots, you and Kel so
were the only people to get within an arms length of the two Skyhawks
you flew out on. Now we know it couldn't have been Steve Bricknman or
the two Mutes that were with you because we have a tape of you telling
Conmander Hartmann they'd been kill ed sonme days previously. So since
it's obvious that Kelso wasn't in a position to do anything, it nust
have been you. Wy don't you just adnmit to the charge and get this
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busi ness over with?"

'Because | didn't do it, ma'aml | wouldn't do anything to harm ny
trail-mates. | joined The Lady when Commander Hartmann becane

wagon- master and |'ve served the--' Delaney cut off the rest of the
sentence with a slicing nmovement of her hand. 'I know all about your
record.

But strange things happen when peopl e becone renegades. Their
attitudes change - sonetimes quite profoundly. It's sonething in the
air. They becone...

contam nated. "

"I didn't become a renegade, ma'am | was found by renegades. The
group never undertook any hostile action against units of the
Federati on and anyway, for nmost of the time | was with them | was
recovering fromthe injuries | sustained when ny Skyhawk--' 'Yes, yes,

I know all about that. You still haven't explained who, if it wasn't
you, planted those expl osives charges. On Kelso, in one or both of the
Skyhawks that |anded, and how you cane to be carrying another charge
conceal ed on your person."

"I didn't know they were there, ma'am| swear it!

'"So you keep saying. I'mtrying to help you, Jodi, but you' re not

hel ping ne! You resisted an order to renove your clothes - and even
tried to draw a knife in an effort to delay the discovery of the

expl osives you were carrying. Two wi tnesses, senior officers - fellow
Trail -Bl azers you profess to care about, have testified that you were
only a split second away from destroying the forward comand car
killing them and probably everyone else in the saddle!" The accusation
brought tears to Jodi's eyes. 'I didn't doit, ma'am At |east

didn't know | was doing it. They nust have nmade ne--'

' They...?"

Jodi's nmouth fluttered open. 'B-b-beg pardon, nma'an?"

"Don't play games with ne!" Delaney slamed her pal m agai nst the
desktop. 'You said "They nade nme do it". W are we tal king about,
Jodi ?"

The expression on Jodi's face reflected her mental anguish.

"Brickman's still alive, isn't he? And so are his Mite friends. You,
the loyal Trail-Blazer, the True Blue - or so you would have us believe
- lied to Commander Hartmann, didn't you? He trusted you - like
McDonnel | and the rest of the crew - and you betrayed them Am/|l
right?"

Jodi hung her head as her eyes flooded with tears.
"That's the way it |ooks ma'am but..."

Wth a tired gesture, Del aney tapped out the command to clear the
screen then sighed. 'I'msorry, Jodi. | don't think there's anything
I can do for you. |It's obvious what happened. You and Brickman saw
the patrols from The Lady and realized the gane was up."

"No mp'am it wasn't like that,' murmured Jodi

Del aney ignored her. 'It was only a matter of tine before you were

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till...trak%20Wars%20Book%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (177 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:37 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till ey%620-%20A mtrak %20Wars%20B 00k %204%620-%20B| 00d%20Ri ver.txt

found and brought in. You knew the punishnent nmeted out to
r enegades.

There was nothing to lose. You |lied because you were a willing party
to Brickman's plan to destroy The Lady."

"No! It's not true!™ <cried Jodi. 'He didn't have anything to do with
it! Neither did |l - at least, not knowi ngly. She nust have nmade ne do
it - the same way she made those Skyhawks destroy each other!" '(On,
real l y?" Delaney had cleared the screen, but their conversation was
still being secretly videotaped. 'Tell ne about that."

Jodi recounted how she had watched with growi ng horror as the second
Skyhawk in the first formation blasted the |ead aircraft out of the sky
then turned on his coll eagues, shooting one down before crashing into
the other - with fatal results for all concerned

Del aney listened with a bl ank expression

Jodi then described what had happened after C earwater had entered the
fray at the Heron Pool

Wien she reached the point where Donain-Lord H ro Yana-Shita had thrust
his sword through his body eight
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tinmes before falling dead at
Clearwater's feet, Jodi paused and grinmaced ruefully.

"I know I'mcomitting a Code One offence in claimng to have wi tnessed
Mut e nmagi ¢ but every word of what |1've told you is true. One nore
violation - what difference does it make? |'mfinished anyway. But |
figure if you or soneone could get word to the First Family and | et

t hem know what some of those | unp-heads are capable of, they nmight be
able to do sonmething about it. At |east that way, ny death would serve
some purpose.”

Del aney responded with a synpathetic smile. 'The thought does you
credit even if the events, as you describe them are totally
unbel i evabl e. "

"Ma'am if | hadn't been there |I'd' ve reacted in exactly the sane

way.

But it's the truth. | swear it. And there's something else | think
you ought to know. Brickman wasn't a renegade. He was an undercover
Fed2

Del aney | ooked puzzled. 'An undercover Fed...? | don't think I

under st and you. "
"It's Trail-Blazer jargon for sonme kind of secret agent..."
"Did he tell you that?"

"Yes - 'cept he didn't use that word. And | accidentally found out
Kel so was one too. As to what outfit they were working for, or who's
in charge. all that side of thing's a nystery. They didn't say and
didn't ask. Oficially such people don't exist - right? But this is
not something | dreant up. This is a big deal - and the guys running
it are tied in with the nips who hel ped us get out of Ne-lIssan."

"I see... Del aney nulled over this | atest disclosure then sat back
and pl aced her elbows on the armrests of her padded chair. Steepling
her fingers, she said: 'Go back to the beginning. | want to know
everyt hing that happened from when you went over the side during the
storm”

Jodi took a deep breath and | aunched into her story. It took quite a
time. But then it was quite a story.

When she got to the point where she and the others had transferred to
the powered inflatables just before dawn and were headi ng across Lake
Erie towards Long Point, Del aney checked her wistwatch then |eant
forward and rai sed her hand. 'Okay, we're going to have to hold the
rest over. Tell nme - referring back to our earlier discussion - whose
idea was it for you to try and get back on board The Lady?"

"Mne, ma'am Soon as | saw those white wing-tips, | knew what | had
to do."
'Ye-esss, | can inmgine . "

Jodi leapt to attention with a rattle of chains as CQunsel | or Del aney
rose from behind the desk and eyed her reproachfully.

"A slow start but we may eventual |y get somewhere.

However, | must say |'mvery disappointed you had to be pressured into
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admtting you covered up for Brickman and his Mute friends. It
seriously weakens the case | was hoping to nake on your behalf. And in
view of your |atest claimabout Bricknman and Kel so | am now obliged to
seek the guidance of nmy superiors. | leave in a |l ess hopeful state
than when we began. Perhaps you will reflect on that."

"Yes, sir-ma' anl'

Del aney nodded curtly. 'Good. Till tonorrow then..." Pressing the
del ayed-action buzzer to call the Provo escort waiting in the next-door
office to take Jodi back to the cells below, she left the room At the
end of the short corridor was an elevator that could only be operated
by those carrying the very highest levels of IDcards. The buzzer
summoni ng the neat-|oaves - by nowtotally bored out of their skulls
did not sound until the doors closed, concealing the identity of the
exal t ed passenger

As Del aney was carded mnel odi ously upwards in deep-pile carpeted |uxury
to the higher levels of the Wite House, she carefully renoved the
violet-bluo contact lenses to reveal the |less striking but nore
conpel | i ng grey-brown eyes bel ongi ng to Frankl ynn

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till...trak%20Wars%20Book%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (180 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:37 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till ey%620-%20A mtrak %20Wars%20B 00k %204%620-%20B| 00d%20Ri ver.txt

Del ano Jefferson one
of the President-General's favourite nieces, and controller, for the
| ast six years, of Steve and Roz Bricknan.

The next day, when Jodi was brought up for interrogation, she found
that Del aney was acconpani ed by a nman of indeterm nate age; slimbuild,
medi um hei ght, | ean angul ar face topped by a high forehead and dark
eyes that mi ssed nothing. He was dressed, |ike Delaney, in the grey
uni form of AMEX s Legal Division

The thin, hard nmouth and jaw suggested this was a man used to getting
what he wanted. But the reassuring lines that converged on the corners
of the eyes and the quirky twist to his lips said this was a nman who
used intelligence and hunour to elicit the truth instead of a bl ackjack
and a bath-tub full of cold water.

"This is a colleague of nmine,'" said Delaney. 'He has special know edge
of the, uh . . . areas you nmentioned yesterday. You may talk freely
with himof matters |'mnot qualified to discuss." She turned towards
t he door.

"Uh... beg pardon, sir-ma'am-' Del aney stopped and | ooked back
expectantly.

' Does, uh - does this nean you're no longer going to act as ny defence
counsel | or ?"

‘Not necessarily..."

Karl strom took over as Del aney wal ked out. 'Because of the conplex
nature of this case the full facts may have to be withheld fromthe
Board of Assessors. 1In order to make sure you get a fair shake, the
Department will probably nodify or annul the sentence when it comes up
for confirmation or... we may find a way to avoid you com ng up for
trial."

"I understand, sir. Thank you, sir.

"Delaney and | are here to offer whatever help we can.” A hint of a
smle. 'There are always ways of acconmopdati ng deserving cases such as
yoursel f-provi di ng, of course, you tell us everything - exactly the way
it happened."

"I will, sir. | don't have anything to hide."

"Yes . . . well, not now perhaps. However, | should warn you, |'ve
been al |l owed access to certain files. The First Fam |y know a great
deal nore about Brickman and his friends than you m ght think."

"I came back in of my own free will and at the first opportunity,
sir.

I"mhere to tell the truth.”
"Good. Tell me the whole story fromthe begi nning."
Jodi | ooked confused. 'Fromwhen | went over the side of The Lady?"

'"No. From when you went over the side of that fishing smack on Lake
Erie into the powered inflatable and decided to throw your lot in with
Bri ckman and his Miute friends." Karlstromis lips tightened into a thin
smle as he noted Jodie's disconfiture. 'Delaney told me you were
havi ng problens trying to recall certain recent events.

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till...trak%20Wars%20Book%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (181 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:37 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till ey%620-%20A mtrak %20Wars%20B 00k %204%620-%20B| 00d%20Ri ver.txt

Do you think you can renenber that far back?"

"Yes, sir." Jodi told himwhat had happened: expl aining why she
changed her mnd while still being held in the slave-deal er's conpound
at Bu-faro, how Kelso had agreed with her, telling Steve, and the

coll ective decision to make the break at Long Point.

"You needn't tell me how,' said Karlstrom 'I've read a copy of the
report nade out by the person you know as Si deW nder."

Jodi picked up the story at the point where she had accidentally

over heard Kel so passing a nessage through SkyBucket Three to someone
called 'Mther'. She had no inkling that Mther, the head of AMEXI CO
was standing right there in front of her.

She went on to give details of the crash | anding and the subsequent
trek through driving snow, the encounter with the Miuites and the
appearance of the Skyhawks from The Lady. The reassuring sight of
their white-tipped wings had aroused an overwhel m ng desire to be
reunited with her trail-mates. Brickman on the other hand, had greeted
her decision to go back in with astonishnent.

"Astoni shment...? Are you sure?"

"Yes, sir. He tried to talk me out of it. Said they'd
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probably send me to the wall and shoot Kel so out of hand - because of
his injuries."

"Did you believe hinmP"

"Yes sir. |'ve seen sunmary executions of renegades in the field
whi | st serving aboard The Lady and |'ve watched 'em going to the wall
on Channel Nine. | told himl didn't care what happened to ne. It was

Dave | was concerned about."

Karl strom gave an understandi ng nod. 'And that's when you told
Bri ckman that Kel so was an undercover agent "

"Yes, sir.
"How did he react? Was he surprised? Angry? O did.

you get the inpression you were telling himsonething he already
knew?"

"Well, sir - with Brickman it's sonetines kinda hard to tell. He
| ooked both surprised and upset - but it was nore to do with the fact
that | hadn't told himearlier."

"But Brickman showed no sign of changing his mnd and coming in with
you."

"No, sir." Jodi fed Karlstromthe edited version. 'He'd gotten
hinself tied in to some kind of deal with the two Mutes who canme out of

Ne-Issan with us. Don't ask me what it was. Al | know is they and
Brickman had to get to Wonm ng. Mybe he explained things to the big
guy with the red bandana. Side-Wnder." She spread her hands. ' You

gotta understand, sir. When you've got Trackers wal ki ng around - not
only painted up but with lunmps stuck in their faces, and others
pretending to be renegades it's kinda hard for a sinple-mnded dog
soldier like me to know which way is up!

"Ye-esss, it must be..."

"The thing was, Brickman sorta cane round to ny way of thinking but |
was worried that the Mutes wouldn't let me and Kel so get back on
board

That's when | offered--' '--to lie on his behalf and say that he and
his two friends were dead..."

Jodi felt the undamaged side of her face go pink with enbarrassnent
"Yes, sir. After that he was one hundred per cent behind the idea."

"I imagine he was..."

Jodi was acutely conscious that her testinony was proving as danagi ng
to Steve as it was to herself. This was not how she'd wanted it to

go.
"I'"'msure he had a good reason, sir."
"So am |. Wat happened then?"

Jodi told himabout taking a m dnight stroll while Steve and Kel so had
their fireside chat.

"Any idea what they tal ked about ?"
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"No, sir. But |I think it must have been sonething secret 'cos Brickman
wouldn't let ne listen. He said | already knew too nuch for ny own
good. They tal ked for about twenty minutes or so."

"More than enough tine for Brickman to plant the expl osives."
"No, sir! Wen | got back, Dave - | nean, Kelso was still conscious!

And anyway, if |'m supposed to have planted the explosives in the
Skyhawk and inside ny shirt, how did he make nme do that?"

Karl strom shrugged lightly. 'Brickman's a very persuasive fellow. He
tal ked you into hel ping himget those Mites out of Ne-lssan - and you
offered to lie to save his skin even though you knew you coul d be sent
to the wall. Blow ng yourself to pieces is nmessier than facing a
firing squad but the end result is the same. And a lot faster, too."

"No, sir!" «cried Jodi. 'If |I'd been sent to the wall only | would
have di ed! The sole reason for comng back in was to try and save
Kelso's life!'

' The sol e reason...?"

"No, no, uhh - | nmean the main reason,' stanmmered Jodi. 'The two Mites
wanted to kill Dave! | offered to cover up for Brickman because it was
the only way | could get themto cooperate!”™ 'And once you were safely
aboard, you were going to tell your conmanding officer you' d been
forced to lie and that Brickman was still alive..."
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"I never got the chance, sir.

‘"No. You were too busy trying to blow up The Lady."

"That wasn't my doing, sir. | tried to explain that to the counsellor
yest erday. "
'Yes, she told ne. It's certainly an intriguing idea..."

"That's the way it happened, sir. Brickman didn't have anything to do
withit. It was Cadillac and C earwater.

They're fromthe clan M Call. Their turfs in Woni ng.

It was The Lady's wi ngnmen who fired their crops |ast year and strafed
their warriors with napal mthen when they tried to hit back, The Lady
took 'em apart.

' They had both notive - revenge - and opportunity."”

Jodi told Karlstromwhat happened during the night prior to the
pi ck-up, and backed up her thesis with an account of the skills and
know edge Cadillac had di splayed in Ne-lssan

Karl stromal l omed Jodi to present her case without interruption then
said: 'Thank you. |If this is true, it seens that Brickman bears a
great deal of responsibility for allowi ng - perhaps even encouragi ng
this transfer of know edge to one of the eneny. You know the officia
view of Mute magic but we will bear in mind the possibility that you
may have been subjected to sonme ... how shall | put it - unorthodox

m nd- war pi ng techni ques?

' However, because of the prinma facie case against you arising out of
the attack on The Lady you will remain in detention for the tine

bei ng--' Jodi shot out of her chair and stood rigidly to attention. 'l
understand, sir!"

'--charged with a Code One offence . He gave her a narrow eyed

| ook. Karlstromdid not like being interrupted. 'I don't need to
underline the seriousness of your present situation but bear in mnd ny
openi ng remar ks about the special nature of this case. You wll
undergo a thorough debriefing covering the period between your | ast
take-of f from The Lady and your return

"You' ve already gone through nuch of this with Del aney but |'m sure
can count on your whol ehearted cooperation.”

"Yesssirr!"

"On the other hand, don't go overboard. In your own interests and that
of the Federation, | advise you to structure your replies to avoid any
mention of "Mute magic". It's entirely up to you, of course. |'m not
asking you to tell lies."

"No, sir. How d'you nean, sir?"

"Just stick to the facts, don't enbellish them Take the incident at

the Heron Pool. You coul d describe what you thought you saw then, and
on any other simlar occasion where you were an eye-w tness. Just take
care not to make it sound too far-fetched and, above all, don't attenpt

to explain it. The last thing we want is for your mental state to be
called into question. D you follow me?"
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"Yesssirr!"

"CGood. | can't promise anything but 1'Il do ny level best to see you
get a fair shake."

The foll owi ng day, Karlstromand Fran Jefferson were sumoned to the
Oval Ofice. The President-General had al ready scanned the edited
voi ce-tapes and text sumaries of the two interviews.

"What d'you think, Ben? Have they turned hin®"

"This is one of those times when | don't have a neat answer." The set
of Karlstroms mouth plus a tired wave underlined his frustration. 'W
al ways knew Brickman was a tricky customer. But then |I've got a
natural ly suspicious mnd."

"W both have,' said the P-G 'That's why I'mstill in the hot seat
and you're head of AMEXI CO "

"It certainly helps. But we both know there's nore to it than that."

"Absolutely. But this is notine to dwell on the mysteries of natura
sel ection and the precarious path of
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preferment." The P-G swivelled
his chair a few degrees to his left and ai ned a questioning gl ance at
Fran.

"I"'msticking with the Commander-CGeneral's original reading of the
runes - based on what happened at Long Point and events prior to
t hat .

I think Brickman's still on the case,' she said.

"It's possible. But then, as his controller, you' re going to resist,
for as long as you can, the idea that he's finally junped the rails.”

Fran admitted the truth of this with a smle. 'l won't deny | have a
vested interest in maintaining an aura of infallibility."

"So do we,' replied the P-G 'It was Ben and | who.

recruited himinto AVEXI CO and sent him back out there." He treated
Karlstromto a genial smle, enjoying his predicanent. 'Could young
Bri ckman have outfoxed us? M, the nman who's supposed to know

everything and you, the man who likes to think he knows everything?"

"Don't rub it in..."

"Just kidding, Ben." Karlstromwas one of the few people the
Presi dent-General could relax with. 'Okay, if you don't yet have the
facts, Fran, nmake an inforned guess. ' 'Kazan is confused but her

background material shows her to be a dedicated Grade A soldier. |'m
inclined to believe her testinony - even though nuch of it is not
adm ssible. "

' Ben . L

"I agree. If Brickman had been part of the plan to cripple The Lady
he'd have killed our three operatives at Long Point. W deliberately
kept the reception committee small to allow himsonme el bow room sone
flexibility. But it didn't enter his plan of action. It was Kel so who
went through the motions - and all owed Kazan to talk himout of it.

The two incidents just don't square - and whatever el se he m ght be,
our golden boy is consistent." Karlstromoutlined what he thought
Steve' s gane-pl an m ght be.

"And you think, when he discovered Kelso was a fell ow Mexi can, he put
himin the picture..."

"Let's call himRat-Catcher and her Jodi. That way, we'll know which
"K' was working for us. And the answer to your question is "Yes",
think he did. Jodi says Brickman tal ked to himfor about twenty

m nutes and both of them kept their voices down. Rat-Catcher was an
old hand. He wouldn't have spent time swapping case-notes and--' '--it
was too early for themto be saying goodbye..."

"Exactly. What is nore, the two Miuites weren't around. |[If their
eventual fate was the subject of the conversation Brickman coul dn't
have picked a better tine. As to his game-plan, well - there I'monly
guessing. "

"But it does fit in with what we know of his character?"

The President-General ained the question at Fran
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"Ch, yes. Brickman is nore than capabl e of that degree of
deception."

'The question is - was that all Rat-Catcher was supposed to tell us?

O was there sonething el se?"

The P-Gsnmiled. 'I'Il leave you to westle with the inponderables,
Ben." He stood up to indicate the neeting was over. 'Bricknman knows
what will happen to his kin-sister if he steps too far out of line." A

t hought struck him 'Can't she tell you what he's up to?"

"Only in general terns. The psychic feed-back is rmuch nore precise
when she's trying to establish his |ocation

But for sone reason, the heavy snow that's currently bl anketing
Illinois and Indiana nakes it inpossible to relate the inmages she is
receiving to the map | gave her."

The P-G accepted this with an understandi ng nod.

"While we're on the subject | took another | ook at that video tape you
sent over."

"Ch - you nean when Brickman was forced to bite the arrow?"
"Yes. Very disturbing..."
"I know how you feel. It never ceases to amaze ne.

But the one interesting point to energe fromour study
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of this pair is

the fact that the link only appears to work one way. Brickman doesn't
seemto be aware we know he's alive. |If he did, he woul dn't have
gotten Jodi to tell Hartmann that he and the Miutes had been killed."

"Or given Rat-Catcher a nessage telling us - perhaps that he was stil
up and running."

'Exactly."

Fran was slow to grasp the point Karlstromwas trying to nake. ' You
mean, uh... he could have tel egraphed his true intentions through
Roz...?"

"Yes..."

' Maybe he did,' nused the P-G ' And nmaybe she decided not to tell you
about it."

' The thought had occurred to ne,' adnitted Kafistrom 'I was hoping
you woul dn't nention it."

"Do we have any way of finding out how this mnd-bridge works - or how
efficient it is?"

Karl strom shook his head. 'W know as nuch about tel epathy as we do
about Mute magic. Al we have is enpirical proof that it works. Roz
can get specific nessages through to him W have a tape of themin
Sant anna Deep where he nentions this."

"Yes, | remenber. They connected on that incoming shuttle. So in
theory, she could have told himthat we're using her to nonitor his
nmovenments and his state of health.”

' She could have but it woul d appear she hasn't.
Brickman's | oyalty may be in doubt but his sister's isn't.

I'"ve been playing up the jealousy factor. She regards Cl earwater as a
rival who has to be elimnated. That cane over very clearly on the
sanme tape and the video recordi ngs of our subsequent neetings prove her
f eei ngs haven't changed."

' Good. . . "

"She's also receptive to his nental state. The distance separating
themis not alimting factor. The link with Brickman is usually
triggered by a specific incident involving a high degree of stress or
enotion. The tapes of the psychosomatic woundi ngs denonstrate the nost
striking aspect of the connection but SideWnder's report confirns her
ability to relate nental pictures of Brickman to specific activities
and identifiable |ocations.

"Again the traffic appears to be one-way. Roz is trying to deepen
their nental kinship. He, on the other hand is trying to shut her
out.

We only have her word for that but it's backed up by what she says on
the Santanna tapes. To prove the true extent of their telepathic
abilities would require a controlled experinent."

"And the participation of both subjects

"Exactly. So until Brickman cones back in, we'll have to put that
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particul ar piece of research on hold." - "And hope in the neantine
she's playing ball with us."

Karl strom nodded. ' Thanks for spoiling ny day."

"My pleasure, Ben." The P-G ushered Karlstrom and Fran towards the
turnstile. 'W're running They Were Expendable on the big screen. Wy
don't you join us for supper tonight?"

"I will. That's one of ny all-tine favourites."

"Contains a message for all of us,' said the P-G Hi s hand slid across
Karl strom s back and gripped his right shoul der.

Karl strom who had grown up with the Presiden{-General and aided his
accession to the high-backed chair in the Oval Ofice, knew the precise
meani ng of the P-G s affable gesture; the nomentary but unm stakabl e
steely pressure of fingers on bone. Behind the smiles and the jokes,
Jefferson the 31st was saying: Don't funble the ball on this one,

Ben- baby, because your ass is well and truly on the line..

When Fran had been rotated through the turnstile into the circul ar
reception-hall beyond, Karlstromsaid: 'There's one subject we haven't
touched upon. What to do with Jodi Kazan..."

‘Do we have any choice?"

"Not a lot. The pity of it is she's a good soldier. O rather she
was. Under normal circunstances, the active duty she put in helping to
get those Mutes out woul d have earned her a comrendati on and two ful
stripes.
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But because of what she now knows we can't put her back with the
dog-faces and she's tenperanentally unsuited for intelligence work.

Then there's the wagon-train. W' ve used drugs to counter the
destabilizing influence of that |unp-head bitch but it's no nore than a
hol di ng operation. What she hel ped do to The Lady has bl own her

mnd. "

He grimaced. 'Emotionally, she's a real ness..."

"Physically too,' said the P-G ' That face... He bani shed the image
with a shake of his head. 'Punp her dry, then get rid of her. Onh, by
the way, we'll be eating at seven-thirty sharp."

Karl st rom nodded and stepped into the turnstile.
CHAPTER EI GHT

Poppa Jack, the guard-father of Steve and Roz Brickman, gave up the

| osing battle with radiation-induced cancer during the night of the
23rd/ 24t h Decenber 2990 - three days short of his thirty-sixth
birthday. Since the quasi-religious pre-Hol ocaust cel ebiation known as
Christmas had been di scarded soon after the birth of the Federation,
there was anple tinme for the ex-w ngman's body to be bagged, burned and
remenbranced before the New Year Festivities began

As a double-six - the rating given to those rare individuals conpleting
twel ve overground tours and w nning twel ve successive commendations for
meritorious service, Poppa Jack qualified for an Honour Party conposed

of stiff-backed, young ensigns dressed in the tricolour uniforms of the
Wi t e House Cuards.

The cerenony, which included a brief televised homly by the
Presi dent - General, took place on Level Six of the upward-spiralling
Wal | of Heroes, a vast marble-clad shaft at Gand Central. And it
ended with the tear-inducing strains of an electronic Last Post as
Poppa Jack's ashes - now sealed in a slimbrass shell-case - were
inserted into the wall alongside his engraved name. The firing pin had
been replaced by a snmall circular keyplate, and when the base of the
shell slid flush with the lustrous black marble, the plate was turned,

| ocki ng Poppa Jack's ashes into the wall for all tine.

The upward spiral was not w thout significance. Wen the grand design
was realized and the tinme came to take possession of the Bl ue-Sky
Wrld, the final exodus from Grand Central woul d be nade al ong this

wi ndi ng ranp past the recorded nanes of those who, down the centuries,
had nade the ultimate sacrifice to turn the
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cheri shed dream of the
First Fanmily into reality and ensure the long-termfuture of the Antrak
Feder ati on.

'They died so that others might live." This inspirational utterance
attributed to the Foundi ng Fat her was one of the two inescapable
exhortations enbl azoned on every avail abl e wal | - space t hroughout the
Federation. The second, nore chilling, addressed those who night be
tenpted to question the wi sdom and supremacy of the First Famly: "Only
people fail, not the system.

Wearing her green blue and white junpsuit with its big arm chevrons
that identified her as a student surgeon-physician and the tasselled
parade | anyard that denoted her existing rank as a general nedica
practitioner, Roz stood at attention facing the Wall of Heroes, chin
held high, right armraised in a mlitary salute. She was flanked by
Anni e, her guard-nother, in a standard orange and grey outfit and Uncle
Bart, Annie's kin-brother, resplendent in the all-white uniform and
stetson of a States Provost-Marshal. Annie's eyes, like Roz's, were
msted with tears. Bart, as befitted his status as head of interna
security for New Mexico, remained stony-faced throughout.

As she listened to the last, echoing notes of the invisible trunpet,
Roz was conscious that Poppa Jack had not been accorded the fina
honours that were his due. Hi s conbat record should have earned him
enrolment into the select conpany of M nutenen which, like the
Foragers, was the ultimate achi evenent - short of beconing a menber of
the First Family - to which ordinary Trackers could aspire.

The excl usiveness of these two conpanies rested upon the fact that
menbership was restricted to a hundred living 'nanes' at any one
time.

The ranks of M nutenen were reserved for conbat personnel Trail-Blazers
and the foot-sol diers who had preceded the wagon-trains; the Conpany of
Foragers conpri sed those who had rendered equal ly meritorious service
whi | st assigned to one of the other overground units - the Pioneer
Battali ons, Survey and Exploration, MIls and Mnes, and the Genera
Quarter-Master Corps whose tanker-transports provided the fuel, food,
muni ti ons and the host of other itens required to keep the

af orenenti oned groups in business.

Wth so few places available only those with the nost outstanding
records of service could be considered as candi dates and, as a result,
enrol ment was often a last-mnute affair; the reward for a lifetine of
endeavour bestowed around the age of 40.

Since this was the average life-span of an ordinary Tracker it was, for
many deserving cases, a deathbed pronotion. And, human nature being
what it is, the initials DBP had entered the underground | anguage of
the Federation as a synonymfor intangible or illusory rewards |inked
to the completion of a particularly shitty assignnent.

But this was not strictly true. Although Poppa Jack had been all owed
to die without the proud know edge that he'd been chosen to join the
sel ect conpany of M nutenen, his posthunous el ecti on woul d have brought
extra lifetime privileges for Annie, including uprated living quarters
in one of the new deeps. But despite Uncle Bart's connections, this

| ast honour had been denied him

Roz suspected that Karlstromand the facel ess nmenbers of the First
Fam |y who were directly involved in Steve's case had decided to accord
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their guard-father only the mninumrecognition he could not reasonably
be denied. So be it... Come what may, his name was now chi sell ed
deeply into the black narble wall on the south side of Level Six and
there it would stay regardl ess of what she and Steve did fromhere on
in. Poppa Jack was finally hone free and the veiled threat by
Karlstromto strip himof his field decorations could no | onger be used
to browbeat theminto blind obedience.

That left Annie. Despite the declaration of his desire to help them
Karl strom had hinted that his freedom of manoeuvre was limted by |ess
sympat heti c superi ors.

Annie could also be in jeopardy if Roz and Steve did not
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do what was

asked of them But as of today, their guard-nother appeared to be out
of danger. Prior to the funeral cerenony, Uncle Bart had announced
that Annie would be joining his personal staff at Roosevelt/ Santa

Fe.

Working that closely with one of the 'high-wires' - plus the fact they
were related - made Annie a lot less vulnerable. After mulling over
Uncle Bart's news, Roz decided that if the First Famly were going to
dump Annie in the A-Levels - or worse - they would not have all owed the
transfer, and her pronotion to JX-1, to go through.

Wth one guard-parent reduced to ashes and the other in a relatively
safe haven, Roz felt able to breathe again.

Her own future as a surgeon-physician still hung in the' balance but it
no | onger mattered whether she was allowed to continue her studies or
not. |In the nmonths that had passed since Steve returned to the

overground she had di scovered her life had a deeper purpose.

Thi s know edge had gi ven her a greater awareness of the nature of the
power within her. She no |onger feared those who sought to contro
their lives. Wen the tinme came she would use that power to bend their
mnds to her wll.

But despite this increased awareness, there remained a great many
t hi ngs about whi ch she knew not hi ng.

Take, for exanple, three aspects of Poppa Jack's funeral. Roz m ght
have viewed the future with | ess confidence had she known that the
fifteen-m nute tel evized appearance of the President-General during the
cerenony, which had left her heart bursting with pride and her eyes
filled with tears of gratitude, was not the live broadcast or
pre-recordi ng she nmi ght have expected but an el ectro-nmechanica
creation.

As the biological begetter - in theory, at |least - of the present
generations of Trackers, George Washington Jefferson the 31st was the
benign, in vitro father of themall. This progenitive feat - nade
necessary because the majority of both sexes were born sterile - was

| auded in the prayer which Trackers were called upon to recite twice a
day whil st facing one of the countless portraits of the
President-CGeneral. Like the slogans which nmet the eye whi chever way
one turned, the hol ographic portraits had to be displayed in every
public access area, workshop, ness-deck and accommodati on unit
containing over thirty square feet of floor space. - . . Saviour of
the Blue-Sky Wrld, Creator of the Light, the Wrk and the Way, Keeper
of all Know edge, Wsdom and Truth, in whomthe Seven G eat Qualities
are enshrined, and from whose sacred life-blood our lives spring..

Since, in biological terns- or so ran the popul ar belief-every Tracker
was related to the present or previous holder of the office of

Presi dent-General, he or she was expected to display the sanme seven
qualities which characterized the unique nature of the First Famly and
their right to eternal |eadership of the Antrak Federation

Qualities w thout which the nation would have perished centuries ago:
Honesty, Loyalty, Discipline, Dedication, Courage, Intelligence and
Skill.

To contravene the Behavi oural Codes was not only an act of disloyalty
to the Federation, it was a betrayal of parental trust. Paternalism
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however, is a two-way process, and in return for their unquestioning
devotion and allegiance, it was only fitting that the President-Genera
shoul d say a few words when the nore deserving of his 'children' were
buried. It was part of the firmbut caring imge the First Fanmily

wi shed to project. But the sheer nunbers involved nmade a persona
appearance in front of the video cameras a | ogistical nightmare.

The problem like nearly all those encountered by the First Famly, had
been solved with the usual mxture of ingenuity and col d-eyed
efficiency. Like his predecessors, the 31st President-CGeneral had
provi ded the programmers with a conprehensive hol ographic filmportrait
whi ch had been used to produce conputer-generated audi o and vi deo
master-tapes. Using digital processors, these tracks and i mages coul d
be mani pul ated to produce a totally authentic-sounding speech on any
subj ect,
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tailored to the required | ength, and underscored by the
appropriate gesture or expression.

In the case of Poppa Jack - 2003-4093 John Roosevelt Brickman - his
file had been pulled fromthe archives by a keyboard operator in the
Ohit Section of the Disabled Veteran's Division and conbined with an
appropriate funeral oration froma regularly renewed sel ecti on of over
two hundred. The only other information required was the transm ssion
date and time and whether it was to be networked or 'vectored which
meant the President-General's speech praising Poppa Jack woul d only be
screened in specific locations such as Roosevelt/Santa Fe - his hone
base - the Air Force Acadeny at Lindbergh.

Fi el d beneath the deserts of New Mexi co where he trained as a w ngman,
and on the sets dotted around the Wall of Heroes in Gand Central where
the cerenony was taking place.

COLUMBUS, the central computer that was the guiding intelligence of the
Federation - or one of its many satellites - had done the rest,
slotting Poppa Jack's nanme and gl owing references to the salient points
of his mlitary career into the speech in the sane way that
pre- Hol ocaust formletters offering credit on easy terns, or
car-winning 'lucky nunbers' tied to trial magazi ne subscriptions were
warmy and personally addressed to the recipient throughout.

The result was slick, seanmless and, to Trackers raised frombirth with
the aid of video screens, indistinguishable fromthe real thing - right
down to the carefully-engineered catch in the throat.

Secondl y, Poppa Jack's listing on the Wall of Heroes was not as
permanent as Roz imagined. 1n the Federation you could becone a

non- person just as you could under earlier totalitarian regines. Her
guard-father's nane m ght have been carved with graceful precision by a
conput er-control |l ed mechani cal engraver but it could be obliterated
overnight by the application of a special silicon paste nixed with the
bl ack marbl e dust. Wen ground and polished, the virgin surface was
restored - ready to receive the nanme of soneone deened nore fitting for
eternal renenbrance

The third and | ast point concerned the identity of the man that Steve
called '"crazy Uncle Bart'. Bart N xon Bradl ee, Annie's kin-brother was
one of the many nenbers of the First Fanmily who had been given

per manent 'deep-cover' assignments in the community at large. These

i ndi vi dual s, however, were not agents of AMEXICO Like the nmajority of
the Family, Bart did not even know such an organization exi st ed.

I ndi stingui shable fromordinary Trackers, their task was to act as

rol e-nodels for their 'conrades-in-arnms' and through their rapid
pronotion to high ranking positions, denmponstrate what ordinary Trackers
coul d achi eve through hard work and selfl ess devotion to duty.

The truth was somewhat different. Wile people |ike Hartmann and
Anderssen could rise fromthe ranks to comand wagon-trai ns and
way- st ations, they were depl oyed overground. The scope of their
operations and by extension, the power they were able to exercise was
governed by the | ogistical back-up supplied by the Federation

Control of the interfaces, and the divisional bases within the
earth-shield was a quite different natter. No one outside the First
Fam |y was permitted to occupy senior positions or any key posts in
sensitive areas such as conmunications, policing, food-processing,
interstate transportation and the all-enbracing environnental
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servi ces

Had Roz known that Bart was Family, she m ght have been tenpted to
believe that Annie, as his kin-sister, was now i mune to any threat of

reprisal. It would have been a mistake to think so. The female egg
and mal e spermthat formed Annie were brought together in a | aboratory
dish while Bart was the product of normal sexual intercourse. It was

this reproductive act identical to that enployed by the primtive Mites
which set the First Fam |y apart fromtheir subjects. But even if
Anni e had been conceived in this fashion it woul d
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not have made her

i nvul nerable. In the past, when the future of the Federation had been
threatened, the Fanmily had never flinched fromdevouring its own - and
it would not hesitate to do so now.

When the cerenony was over, Roz stayed with Annie while Bart Bradl ee
went to a nmeeting at the Black Tower - home of the Amtrak Executive.

Anni e had two hours to kill before she and Bart boarded the westbound
shuttle for Santa Fe. Stepping into one of the two elevators that ran
up and down the central core of the.

spiralling ranmp, they descended to Level One and used Annie's |IDcard
to pull a wheelie fromthe head of the line. There were over fifty of
t hem parked obliquely along the roadway, plugged nose first into a

I ong, low recharging unit.

Running on four small fat tyres, the battery-powered wheelies were |like
topl ess, pre-Hol ocaust golf-carts. The type Roz and Anni e had sel ected
functioned as a self-drive taxi; a larger version consisting of a prime
mover hauling a string of open trailers ran at preset times over fixed
routes.

Wien inserted into the dashboard, Annie's ID-card switched on the
nmotor, and when it was withdrawn at the end of the journey, an
appropriate nunber of credits was deducted. The micro-chip contro

unit al so recorded the | D nunmber of the card owner and when the wheelie
was parked on the next recharging plug, it transmtted this information
to COLUMBUS along with the grid coordinates of the entire journey.

These coordi nates were stored as magnetic data on flat nmetal ribbons
buried at regular intervals beneath the road surface, and should
sonmeone in authority wish to do so, they could be reproduced on a VDU
to give a visual display of the route taken

The turnstiles and el evators which gave access to specific areas and
| evel s operated on the sane principle.

In this way, everyone's novenents could be continuously |ogged and, if
necessary, inpeded. Access to certain areas, services and |evels of
informati on avail able over the public channels of the video network
depended on your rank and function and this was controlled by having
ID-cards with differential ratings. The mcroprocessors at the various
control points also rejected any card if the credit balance was within
five points of zero, and could be programred by COLUMBUS to swal | ow t he
card carried by a wanted person and sound a piercing alarmto alert any
Provos near by.

The | D-cards, which had to be presented for 'topping-up' every eight
weeks in the same way that pre-Hol ocaust workers lined up to collect
their pay cheques, was one of the many ways in which the First Famly
kept their hold on their |oyal subjects. Wthout an authenticated
card, a Tracker could not obtain food directly fromone of the

mess- decks, could not send a videogram or use a vi deophone, could not
use any of the avail able neans of transportation, change |evels, or
nmove from one control area to another. He or she could not even play
Shoot - A-Mute - the nost popular arcade gane in the Federation

Deprived of the neans to stay alive or nove around - unless sheltered
by card-carrying friends - a code-breaker or a 'diss' was like a rat
caught in a trap. There was only one way to avoid being caught and to
those who knew how, it was known as 'eating your way through the
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bri ckwor k'

Roz sat silently beside Annie as they drove down the curving four-I|ane
tunnel that linked the Wall of Heroes with John Wayne Plaza. As they
passed the turn-off to the shrine of the Founding Father, George

Washi ngton Jefferson the 1st, Roz saw Annie gl ance towards the
brightly-lit arched col onnade.

"Do you want to visit?"

Anni e slowed the wheelie. 'Dyou mnd? W don't have to wait in
I'i ne.

Just sit on one of the benches for a mnute or two."

"What ever you want. We got plenty of tine..."
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Annie let a couple of oncom ng wheelies pass then turned right and
drove into the crowded parking area

Pressing the 'Hold'" button on the dash, she pulled her card and
returned it to its protective wallet. This action reserved the vehicle
- which would now only start if the sane card was inserted, and a sl ow
wi nk-1ight on top of the dash cane on to indicate the wheelie was stil
in use.

But not for ever. The 'Hold'" button had a countdown mechanism |If the
card-holder didn't return within an hour, the mcro-chip turned off the
wi nk-1ight and put the wheelie back on offer

The nenorial shrine of the Founding Father attracted a steady stream of
visitors like Lenin's Tonb in Moscow s Red Square. The red narble
mausol eum along with the nearby Kremlin had been vaporized in the

gl obal Hol ocaust that had obliterated virtually everything ever built
fromthe tine of the Pharaohs to the beginning of the 21st century.

Lenin's tonb had | asted | ess than a hundred years but the Founding
Father's last resting place, fifteen hundred feet bel ow ground, had
been kept safe and secure for nearly five hundred years and woul d
remain so. Not just for another five hundred years but for five
hundred t housand. That proud boast was an indication of how |l ong the
First Fanmily planned to stay at the helm

Skirting the slowy noving eight-deep |ine, Annie and Roz found an
enpty bench carved out of the sane white marble as the fifteen
foot-high scul pted portrait head of George Washi ngton Jefferson the
1st. The base of the neck rested on a deliberately rough, jagged
granite plinth, standing ten feet high so that no matter how nmany
peopl e crowded into the rotunda, his face could always be seen by those
entering. H s two imortal phrases were carved into the surroundi ng
wal | on either side so that those queuing up on the left to touch the
spot worn snooth by pilgrins approached under the words, 'They died so
that others might live' and wal ked out past the om nous reninder, 'Only
people fail, not the system™

The Foundi ng Father had actually died in 2045 AD, sone thirty years
after the Hol ocaust but his vision of the Federation and the future had
been stamped indelibly on his descendants. The shrine, formally opened
in 2500

AD, had been built to conmenorate the Break-Qut in 2445: the

| ong- dr eaned- of nmonment when the first Pioneer Battalions broke through
the earth-shield and began construction of the first permanent

i nterface, above Houston/ G and Central

This return to the overground, which the Founding Father had | aid down
as the overriding objective of the followi ng generations, had been the
first step in the present battle to repossess the Blue-Sky Wrld. Five
and a half centuries of unrelenting guerrilla warfare with the wily
Mute, to which was added the equally violent struggle to tane the vast,
hostil e | andscape. A | andscape which was overlaid by an invisible,

poi sonous bl anket of air. Those five and a half centuries of conflict
had taken its toll, as the Wall of Heroes and the | esser Mnunments to
The Fallen in the divisional bases testified. And now Poppa Jack's
name had been added to the list.

As they gazed up at the strong, serene face of the Foundi ng Father,
even Roz - who had becone increasingly prey to doubts about the
integrity of those who ran the system- felt a sense of security,
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solidity, continuity. And with good reason. Had not the First Famly
protected and nurtured themfor nearly a thousand years? Had they not
sheltered their flock fromthe fires of the Hol ocaust and the freezing
darkness that followed? Had they not |ed them back towards the |ight
that filled the Bl ue-Sky Wrld?

The Foundi ng Father had foreseen the dangers, had laid plans by which
the Four Hundred and their famlies would survive. And when the world
of the Od Time was put to the torch by the raveni ng hordes of Mites
that poured out of the cess-pits the once-proud cities of America had
becone, he had dared to dream that one day, when the corrupt and evi
el ements had choked to death by feeding on their own poi sonous flesh,
the strong
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and the brave would energe to cleanse the earth and take
their rightful place in the sun.

The succeedi ng generations of the First Family had cherished that dream
and, as a result, vast areas of the overground were now controlled by
the Federation. But the poisonous presence of the Miutes still polluted
the atnosphere. According to the Manual, their sweat, their excreta,
their breath were charged with | ethal toxins.

Death radiated fromtheir bodies |like heat froma ceranmic hob. And it
was an accunul ated dose of these poisons, absorbed over years of active
duty, which had laid waste to Poppa Jack's body and finally killed

hi m

In Roz's own lifetime, the newscasts had carried figures show ng that
the | evel of poison in the atnosphere had been dropping. Years ago,
when Steve had dared to ask if there night be another reason - apart
fromthe presence of the Mutes - that nmade the air bad for Trackers to
breat he, Poppa Jack had becone angry, warning them both that a person
could get into deep trouble for having bad ideas like that. And when
pressed to explain why the danger was decreasing, he had slamred his
fist on the table, shouting: 'That's because every year that goes by,
we're killin'" nmore 'n nore of the foul -snelling sons of bitches! Ain't
it obvious? The less there are, the better it gets! But it won't ever
be fit and proper to breathe until the bones of the |ast |unp-head have
been bl eached white and ground into the dirt!"

But Steve had spent six months as a prisoner of the Plainfolk Mites,
had eaten their food, breathed the same air, had even - Roz shuddered
at the thought shacked up with one and was, apparently, none the worse
for the experience..

"Always nmakes nme feel good - comn' here,' murnured Annie. 'Makes you
realize how long the Fanm|ly's been |l ookin' after us. And how well they
done it. That man up there, he held it all together. Al those

hundreds of years ago ... he knew where we was headed, an' what had to
be done for us to get there. An' every year that passes brings us a
step closer." She sighed. 'I won't live to see the Blue-Sky World but

you might. A lot can happen in ten years."

Annie was referring to the Fanmily's prom se to repossess the Bl ue- Sky
Worl d by the year 3000 AD.

"I have a feeling, fromwhat--' Roz broke off abruptly. She had been
about to say 'fromwhat Steve told ne' but, as far as Annie knew, Steve
had never returned fromhis first overground tour aboard The Lady from
Loui siana. O ficially, he was dead; mssing in action over Woni ng,

| ast year. She nmade a new start.

"--uhh, fromwhat, uh, y'know, one hears around the canpus. From guys
who have kinfolk on the wagon-trains..."

"Yeah...?"
"That it could take a whole | ot |onger."

"Scuttlebut!" snapped Annie. 'Never heard Poppa Jack spreadin
spi nel ess runours like that. An' | don't want to hear any fromyou

Now or ever!™

"No, ma'am.."
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They sat in silence for a while then Annie produced a tissue and w ped

the tears fromher eyes. 'Y know what | w sh? That Poppa Jack and
Stevi e could have been renenbranced together. | know they didn't
al ways see eye-to-eye." She sniled, renmenbering. 'Never knew a boy

who wanted to know so much. Every tine Poppa Jack answered a question
he cane back with two nore

Just couldn't seemto make hi munderstand that things were just the way
The Manual said they were. The rows they had..."

"And the beatings..."
"Yes... still, they thought the world of each other

Woul d have nade ne real proud to see their nanes set side-by-side on
that wall. | know the rules 'bout those who go missin' but it don't
seemright for Stevie's body to be lyin' out there sonewhere and not be
renmenbered." She dried her eyes again then w ped her nose.

Roz hesitated then reached out and took firm hold of

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till...trak%20Wars%20Book%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (203 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:37 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till ey%620-%20A mtrak %20Wars%20B 00k %204%620-%20B| 00d%20Ri ver.txt

her

guard-nother's hand. Bracing herself, she said: 'Annie, | couldn't
tell you this over the video-phone but - . . Stevie isn't dead. |
can't tell you how!| know. | just do. He's going to cone back to us
one day, |'msure of it.

And he'll be a hero. Just |ike Poppa Jack."

To her surprise, Annie did not reproach her for going against the
official word concerning Steve's fate. She patted Roz's outstretched

hand. 'dad you told ne. |1've had that feelin' too." She |ooked
around to see who was in earshot then | owered her voice. 'But it
doesn't do to talk about such things. Even if it's true - an' | pray
to the Foundin' Father to nmake it so - it won't bring himback any
qui cker."

"Just don't |ose hope."

Anni e shook her head. 'The bag-nen'l|l have to show ne his body
first.

Have you spoken to anyone el se about this?"

"No..."

"Then don't." Annie hugged her. 'I appreciate you tryin' to soften
the bl ow. "

"I"'mnot making it up, Annie. It's true, as sure as |'m standing
here."

Because when he dies, so will I...
"I know, | know, sweetie." Annie stood up. 'C non
Let's go before we | ose that wheelie."

They spent the next hal f-hour wandering around a snall part of John
Wayne Pl aza, the biggest rock chanber in the entire Federation. The
free-flight donme at Lindbergh Field was the only other excavation that
approached it in size.

The Plaza's ground plan was in the formof a five-pointed star |ying
within a circular ringway with a dianmeter of one nmile. The V-shaped
areas grouped about the central pentagon were lined with galleries

whi ch cane together in a snooth sem -circul ar sweep above the arches
that gave access to the encircling ringway. The views across the Plaza
wer e spectacul ar but they were nothing conpared to the view upwards;
the tapering vault above the pentagon measured a dizzying ei ght hundred
feet fromfloor to apex.

Above t he apex, Pioneers were already sinking a shaft through the | ast

| ayer of rock and earth to link the plaza with the overground and when
the final stage was conpleted, a steel and glass tower woul d continue
the lines of the vault upwards, converging to forma glittering
five-sided pyram d el even hundred feet high, topped by a covered
observation platform The world above woul d becone one with the world
bel ow, |inked by express el evators that would carry you upwards towards
the clouds and a breathtaking view of the Bl ue-Sky Wrl d.

Even now, there was a lot to see (sone said too nuch) and a |eisurely
visit took the best part of two days.
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Parties shuttling in fromoutlying bases on three day passes were
quartered in units running off the top galleries of the V-shaped

vi stas; the Trackers who staffed the Plaza were stationed i mediately
bel ow.

"Working the Plaza' was viewed by many as the best underground posting
a guy could pull, better even than pronotion to executive rank.

"High-wiring' it up the Black Tower nmight prove ultimately nore
rewarding but it was also a great deal nore precarious. Like the
dog-sol diers said: 'The higher you go, the further you fall'

As Commander Bill Hartmann and the di sgraced executive officers of The
Lady knew only too well.

But back to the Plaza. The second and first street-level galleries
contained a variety of arcades, ness-decks, space parks - conbi nations
of architectural and | andscaping el ements where you could just sit or
stroll around and enjoy the view - and exhi bition areas coveting every
aspect of the Federation, past, present and future.

Twenty credits brought you a 10-minute ride in a cockpit of a Skyhawk
surrounded by a conputer-generated bird' s eye view of the overground.

Artfully placed jets of air created a slipstreamto conplete the
illusion of novenent and a series of targets were
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presented for the

rookie-pilot to gun down by firing a soft |laser. Another exhibit, a
full -sized wal kt hrough nock-up conposed of three sections of a
wagon-train: the command nodul e, power car and a typica
battle-station, attracted a steady flow of visitors.

After watching the acconpanyi ng vi deo-di spl ay, many vyi ppies -Young

Pi oneers, who spent their 13th year as unskilled | abourers, digging
subway tunnels, air shafts and ot her back-breaki ng engi neering projects
- left the nock-up and headed straight for the recruitment information
bureau to add their nanes to the |list of would-be Trail-Blazers. And
for the even younger visitor, aged four to seven, there were seats to
he had aboard a miniature, open-topped wagon-train that made regul ar
trips around the Plaza. They, too, stepped down, filled with a

wi de- eyed sense of adventure and a restless desire to grow up as soon
as possi bl e.

Few, fromeither group, would ever step on board a full-sized,

battl e-worthy wagon-train but the illusion of choice was carefully
fostered to counter the inpression of a suffocating regi mentation being
i mposed fromthe top down.

You obeyed the orders of the First Family because you believed that it
was right and proper to do, not because you were forced to. The Fanmily
gave you life, fed you, reared you, gave you a valued role in society,
a sense of purpose and a promise of a better future. The

Presi dent-General, |ike those who had preceded him regarded you as his
own kin; sons and daughters of one great extended family. And like the
father of any famly he placed his trust in you and, not unreasonably,
expected that trust to be returned. Plus undying gratitude and
|l'ife-1ong obedience. Sanctions were only applied to those who betrayed
that trust. Such irrational behaviour was the product of a diseased

m nd; a sickness that was judged to be highly contagious.

Code- breakers were |ike plague-carriers; they had to be renoved from
society and if they could not be cured then they had to be destroyed.

Roz and Annie enjoyed a leisurely cup of Java by the cooling fountains
and greenery in the spacious central pentagon beneath the soaring
light-filled vault. It was not the only source of illumnation but its
warnth and brightness gave a hint of what it would be like to live in
the rays of the sun that generations had died w thout ever seeing. The
| ush broad-1|eaved vegetation had been grown .from seeds carefully
preserved by the First Famly. Back in the Ad Tine, before the
hell-fires that spawned the Mites, the overground had been green too.

Now the trees and grass were blood-red, flesh pink and fireball orange
but one day that would change. When the an had been purified and the
earth was purged of all that was unclean, a new world woul d be created;
a world that enbraced the sinplicity and goodness that had been | ost
along the way and - as in the words of the song - the good ol e boys
would return '"to the green, green hills of hone'

Roz gazed around the Plaza and down the tapering broadwal ks filled with

air, light, colour and novenent and nmentally conpared it to the grey,
ci nder-bl ock face of Roosevelt/Santa Fe, her divisional hone. 'How the
other half live..." She turned to Annie. 'Still, you should be okay,
now that you're nmoving in with Uncle Bart. | seemto remenber you took

me there once.

When | was. six?"
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"Five..."

"I't was pretty fancy."

"It's certainly better than the quarters ne an' Jack started out
Wit h.

But things inproved when you two cane along. Bart lives better'n nost
but then. he has an inportant job to do. Wen those high-wires from
the Black Tower conme out to see him you can't have '"emsittin' wth
their knees under their chins." Annie gestured towards their
surroundi ngs. 'You mark ny words. One day, everywhere's gonna | ook as
good as this."

They took the elevator to the top gallery of the south-west vista.

Because of the funeral, Roz had been given a pass fromlInner State U
whi ch all owed her to
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stay overnight with Annie. They picked up their

zip bags fromthe janitor's office and, after keying in their onwards
destinations, they inserted their |ID cards and | ogged thensel ves of f
t he accommodati on roster

The informati on was rel ayed through the network to COLUVMBUS enabling it
to record where they'd been and where they were going, just as later,
it would note their arrival. The current |ocation and destination of
any individual was tenporarily recorded on the ID-card's menory. This
enabl ed the Provost-Marshals to identify a valid card. Provos, the
visible internal security force of the Federation a.k.a. 'neat-I|oaves',
often carried out random I D checks at what were known as 'choke-.

points'. Using portable plug-in termnals they could run an i nmedi ate
check on the card's status and, by pressing the Run Data key, obtain
the full story on suspect card-holders fromthe files held by COLUVBUS
in under two seconds.

Duri ng several of the Saturday ni ght sessions hosted by Chi sum at

Sant anna Deep, Roz had joined in conversations with her student friends
about the runoured existence of a hidden sub-culture inhabiting disused
service tunnels and the | ong-abandoned subterranean installations of
the pre-Hol ocaust era.

Whenever one of these underground workings was discovered it was

expl ored then denolished with expl osive charges or sealed and filled
with gas. Over the years, Roz had watched several newscasts in which
the di scovery of these installations and their subsequent destruction
had been featured but there was never once any nention of people having
lived in these dusty vaults and tunnels.

Apart fromthe televized trials and execution of Code-One defaulters
who were charged with specific, individual crimes - the First Fam |y
did not acknow edge the exi stence of any organi zed groups of

dissidents. And if the official view was that such groups did not

exi st then any reference to themwas, by definition, an unsubstanti ated
runour and runour-nongering was a Code Three of fence which, if

repeat ed, could nake you a candidate for 'reeducation'

Yes, thought Roz, as she slipped her ID-card back into its own specia
pocket inside her junp-suit, life in the Federation contrasted starkly
with the unfettered existence of the Plainfolk that Steve had descri bed
and whi ch, on occasions, she had shared through the telepathic Iink
that enabled her mind to unite with his. A link so profound she was
able to 'see' with her inner eye the inmages that fell upon his retina,
hear the same sounds, snell the same odours, and share his feelings of
intense joy or fear in nonents of nortal danger. And also the pain,
for when his flesh was pierced so was hers, the wounds - unlike his

m racul ously healing within hours.

A new batch of w de-eyed travellers streanmed out of the subway station
under John Wayne Pl aza as Roz and Anni e wal ked down the ranp and made
their way through the turnstiles onto the outbound platform The
incom ng shuttle had al ready gone down-line into the depot where it
woul d switch tracks and pick up another crew before gliding back to
pi ck up Annie and the ot her passengers, some of whomwould be riding to
the western termnal at Jackson/Phoenix in the new y-incorporated Quter
State of Arizona

Roz searched the platform but could see no sign of Uncle Bart.

"He won't arrive till we're due to | eave,' said Annie.
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"Bart don't wait for trains - they wait for him" State
Provost - Marshal s, |ike other high-wires were allotted a speci al
compartment which Anni e had shared on the way in and she woul d be
travel ling back the same way. 'You don't have to wait if you've got
better things to do."

"I want to stay,' said Roz. 'W don't see each other all that often
and..."

"I know,' Annie gave a sad snmile. 'And nowthat Poppa Jack's gone

They gazed at each other silently for a while then Roz said: 'Things
have been happening to nme. | can't explain but... | may be going
t opsi de. "
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Anni e | ooked di smayed. 'But what about your studies? Does this nean
you'll be quitting nedical school ?"

"I don't know. Maybe they'll let me re-enter the second year. You
know how it is. | got word |I'm needed el sewhere."

Anni e | ooked over her shoul der then dropped her voice to a whisper
"I's this something' to do with Steve?"
Roz nodded.

Her guard-nother mulled the news over then appeared to cone to a

deci sion. She checked the nearest tine display then | ed Roz by the arm
into one of the passageways linking the two platforns. 'You were never
meant to know this, but after what you said back at the shrine about
Stevie being' alive an' what you just told ne, |'ve got to get

sonet hing' off my chest. 'Specially as we nmight never get to see each
other again." Watever she was about to say was obvi ously naking great
enoti onal demands on her

Roz went to interrupt. Annie gripped her hands. ' No!

Hear ne out. | done ny best to rear the both of you by the Book an' be
everythin' a guard-nother should but with Poppa Jack away so nuch it
wasn't easy. | can renmenber times when | could have been ki nder and
more carin', an' | knew you wanted me to be but... | held back

"You know why? There was sonething' about the two of you. The way you
seened to talk to each other without sayin' anythin' that frightened
me. Maybe | was just imaginin' things but it was like - when you were
together - ne an' Poppa Jack an' the rest of the world was shut out.

Li ke you were different. Special. D you know what |I'mtalkin
about ?"

"Yes..."

"Wll you are special. Don't ask nme how and why.

Nobody told nme. There was a ot of things they didn't tell ne, but |
found out anyway,' Annie took a deep breath and | aid her hands on Roz's
shoulders. 'I didn't carry you inside nme, honey. Not you or Steve."

"Ch, Annie--' 'Hush now You've done some of your doctor trainin' at
the Life Institute..."

"Yes, but not in obstetrics. That's a Famly matter."

"But you know roughly what happens. | nean - how people get born..."
"OfF course. W saw a whol e series of video-graphics."”

"Well, when you go into the delivery room they give you this gas.

It's supposed to ease the birthin' process and usually knocks you out

but it didn't work properly with ne. It nade ne feel sick, but because
I was frightened | might throw up over the doctors and add to th ness
that was happeni ng' down below, | kept ny eyes closed and pretended it

was workin' so's they wouldn't punp nore of it into ne.

' Nobody guessed | was peekin' out on the sly. Both tines were the
same. | saw the babies they took outta ny belly. They weren't the
ones | was given a couple of days later in the nursin' ward."
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"Are you sure?" Roz felt confused, but in a curious way, not
surprised.

"Just like you're sure about Stevie being' alive. How |l know s a
different matter. You were both given to ne to |ook after. But you
came from sonmewhere else. That's maybe why |'ve always had this
feelin' you were special an' it looks as if | was right."

'Does this nean that Stevie's not really nmy kin-brother?"

"I can't answer that. But there's no reason why he should be." Annie
smled. "Cept for the fact you two' ve al ways been closer than the top
and bottom deck of a bean-burger."

As they hugged each other, Roz kissed Annie on both cheeks. ' Thanks
for telling ne. But it doesn't change the way | feel about you. You
were kind and you were caring and | won't allow you or anyone else to
say that you weren't. It doesn't matter who carried ne. You are the
one who raised ne."

"Just doin'" ny job,' said Annie.
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"You did nore than that, and as far as |'mconcerned we'll always be
kin. And if Stevie was here he'd feel the sanme way."

Anni e stepped back and pulled out another tissue. She dabbed at both

eyes then bl ew her nose. 'Were're you headed - State U?"
"Yes, but there's no hurry. 1've been excused cl asses unti
tonorrow. "

"I'd rather you went now,' said Annie. Her voice was close to

breaking. 'The shuttle'll be along soon and well - | don't want to
upset your Uncle Bart. He hates to see people cryin'. So, go on
shoo!" She carefully folded the tissue and wi ped her eyes again.

Roz shoul dered her overni ght bag then took hold of' Annie's hand and

backed away slowy until finally, she was forced to let go. 'G bye,
Annie..."
Her guard-nother lifted the hand that was still stretched out towards

her in a last gesture of farewell.
Roz turned and wal ked down the passageway onto the inbound platform

When she | ooked back, Annie was gone. Roz saw the white TransAm
express with its sidebands of red and blue glide slowy past the
openi ng and stop. She put her head down and strode towards the exit

r anp.

Al t hough the platformwas crowded, there was no jostling for seats;
everyone had reservations. Annie made her way down the I ength of the
shuttle towards the V.I.P conpartnent and waited for Bart and his snall
ent ourage to appear

She was gl ad she had shared her |ong-kept secret with sonmeone. Poppa
Jack had di ed wi thout knowi ng but since he had only been the children's
appoi nted guardian, it wouldn't have neant all that nmuch. But having
now told Roz, Annie wondered if she had done the right thing. She
hoped she had. |If, as Roz had hinted, the Fam |y had different futures
mapped out for them it might help to know that they had been planted
on her. It would be their task - if they were so mnded to find out
why. And where they had conme from

As Anni e caught sight of Bart being driven down the ranp in a wheelie,
she realized that she had let Roz go without extracting a promse to
never reveal what she knew to anyone other than Steve. But it was too
late to do anything about that now. She would have to rely on Roz's
good sense.

Havi ng shared this know edge, Annie m ght have been expected to fee
that a weight had been lifted fromher shoul ders but the burden

remai ned. She had not told Roz the whole story. How she had known
beyond all doubt - that Steve and Roz were not the babies she had given
birth to.

Fei gni ng unconsci ousness, she had watched through an inperceptible slit
in her eyelids as the crinkle-faced tight-fisted infants had been eased
out between her splayed thighs then held upside down and sl apped into
life. On both occasions, they had responded with the choking,
squalling cries that all baby Trackers made in the first noments of
their life. But instead of the usual greyish-nmauve bodies that rapidly
change to creany pink as the lungs fill with air, the light skin of
both her new born children had been covered with irregul ar patches of

bl ack, brown and olive.
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Only these children had been created, like all children now being born,
by the seed of George Washi ngton Jefferson the 31st, the current
Presi dent - General . ..

There was only one explanation. Either she or the President-General
was tainted by Mute blood. That was the shameful, bew | dering secret
she could share with no one. And would carry with her when the bag-nen
fed her body to the flanes.

"Now tell ne. Can you see Steve?"
"Yes..."
"Cearly?"

'l amthere with him' said Roz. 'He stands near the
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centre of the eight rings."
" Ei ght rings?"

"Huts set in circles one inside the other. The hut he has been given
is part of the inner ring. He stands outside it, watching the great
fire..."

Karl strom seated on the corner of his desk saw her cl osed eyes shut
tighter .still. She seened to be trying to blot out the received
i mge. Her |lips drew back, revealing clenched teeth.

"She is with him"

"Clearwater? Good. How about Cadillac?"

"He too..."

'How do they feel about hinP"

' There has been nuch anger but they still trust him™"

"Hmm ... this place where they're spending the winter. Can you tel

me where it is?" Karlstromeased Roz's chair towards the desk and

pl aced her hands on the large map depicting the pre-Hol ocaust states to
the west and south of the Geat Lakes. 'I know all that snowis
causi ng problens but try and describe the area."

Karl stromwatched intently as Roz's forefingers inched slowy up and
down the western shore of Lake Mchigan as if reading a Braille
manuscript. Her breathing abnormally sl ow and deep. The anger had
been repl aced by an expression of rapt concentration

"There was a great city here once. Tall towers of shining netal and
gl ass that shone with all the colours of the rainbow .."

"Navref Chicago,' said Karlstrom anxious to hurry things al ong. I's
that where he is?"
"I amnot sure if that picture cones fromhimor the map..." Her head

drooped slowy until her chin touched her chest then, after a while,
she lifted it again.

"Now | understand. The clanfolk of his Miute friends are linked to this
place. The MCalls are fromthe bl oodline of the She-Kargo."

"That's right,' said Karlstrom 'But we already know that. Try
agai n.

He nmust have sone i dea where he is."

Roz frowned. 'Trees, snow. . . high ground . . . to the west of the
wat er. "

"That's better. Can he see the water fromwhere he is?"

'"No. Those who shelter himlive in the mddle of a great white
forest."

And there's plenty of them. . . Karlstromcontrolled a sudden urge to
slap the blank-faced girl across the face.

He put the desk between them 'But he is near Chicago
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'"Near, yes. Beyond that | cannot say. To his eyes, everywhere | ooks
the sane."

"Yes, okay. Let's leave that for a minute. Does he know you're inside
hi s head?"

"Yes..."

That's something at least... 'Is he trying to shut you out?"

"No, not this tinme..."

"What kind of shape is he in? Mentally. Wat's his state of m nd?"
Roz breat hed deeply and concentrated. 'He's worried.

About a nessage. Froma dead man. He had two nanes.

The first begins like yours... Kar... Kall..."

' Kel so...?"

Roz nodded slowy. 'The second nane is connected with a song." She
frowned, hesitating over the unfamliar word. 'Mex... nexican

nmexi co?"

Karl strom qui ckly changed the subject. 'Wat was the nessage?”

The President-General gazed thoughtfully out of the curved w ndows of
the Oval Ofice at a screened image of his second favourite | andscape
then | ooked sideways at Karlstrom 'Do you believe her?"

Karl strom net the question with raised eyebrows.

'She's delivered the goods up to now." His voice was tinged with
doubt .

Jefferson the 31st, whose antennae were finely tuned to such nuances,
eyed himshrewdly then resuned his
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seat at the big desk. 'It also
fits in with your reading of Brickman's gane-plan." He gestured to
Karl stromto pull up a seat

"Precisely. That's why | want your approval before acting on this
information. There's a lot at stake here.”

Karl strom had not forgotten the steely pressure the PG had applied to
hi s shoul der earlier in the nonth.

Jefferson reacted with anusenent. 'In other words, you want nme to take
the rap."

"No. | want your advice. |If it goes wong, |I'll be held responsible
anyway. That's part of the job profile. | just want to make sure

we' ve covered all the angles.”

'Ckay, Let's go over it again..." The President; General turned his
chair towards the VDU on the side table to his |left and scanned the
salient points of their conversation so far. 1In a sinultaneous

process, a voice-transducer had been converting the standard tape
recording into binary code that came up as lines of text on the
screen.

The central processing unit, which was programmed to recogni ze their

voi ce-prints, added their names to the alternate bl ocks of dial ogue
printing Jefferson's words in blue and Karlstroms in red to facilitate
r eadout .

"So ... according to her, the real reason why Bricknman di sabl ed the
pi ck-up team at Long Poi nt was because he was worried about the damage
Cl earwat er m ght do once she got inside the Federation..."

Karl strom nodded. 'That's the underlying concern that caused the
apparent change of heart. | take it you've read the edits of Jod
Kazan's debriefing sessions covering their escape fromthe Heron

Pool ?"

"Yes. Amazing stuff. But is she telling the truth?"

' She had every incentive." Karlstromcould not resist a smle. 'l
don't know quite how it happened but she seenms to have gai ned the
impression that - if she cooperates fully - she could be in line for a

full acquittal and reinstatenment as a Trail Bl azer."
"And our contacts in Ne-lssan...?"

"The word is that the Heron Pool project was the first stage in an
abortive coup by the Yana-Shita fam |y agai nst the Shogun. Cur
contacts are unable to corroborate Kazan's story in any precise
detail.

Most of those on the losing side who survived the actual event were
executed or took their own |lives soon after. And the Toh-Yota are
keepi ng the whol e affair under wraps.

"But by all accounts, sone very strange things happened and, if our
friends are to be believed, that Mute bitch is like a wal king
vol cano

If you want ny opinion, Brickman did us a favour. W sent himout to
capture her but not enough consideration's been given to exactly how
she was to be kept under control on-' ."--why we want to bring her back
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alive, along with her Muite boy friend, in the first place..."

'The question did cross ny mind." Karlstromtried to keep a straight
face. 'I imagine you'll give me the answer when it's time to let ne in
on the big secret.”

Jefferson's expression was that of a father forced to chide his
favourite son. 'No one is closer to ne than you are, Ben. But there
are sone things it's better for you not to know. [It's not a question
of trust - after all, you hel ped put nme behind this desk. I1t's the
Brickman girl.

None of us really know what she's capable of. |If she was able to get
i nside your head - and you knew everything that | know - we could | ose
the bal |l -gane. "

' She says she can't but... | take your point."

"From the conversations |'ve had with our shrinks over at The Farm
they seened to think they could keep C earwater danped down with

drugs. "

" Assum ng she's obliging enough to | et soneone stick a needle in her
arm.."

"Yes, well, there are other ways. |Isn't that why Brickman has gone to

such lengths to wormhis way into her confidence?"

' Above and beyond the call of duty,' laughed Karlstrom ' Nevertheless,
he's a worried man. And after what's all eged to have happened at the
Heron Pool, he has every reason to be."

The President-CGeneral scrolled quickly through
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several bl ocks of text
on the VDU screen. 'Which brings us back to Roz . . ."

"Yes. She says she can neutralize Cearwater's powers.
If she can get close enough.”
'Face to face... Is it possible?"

Karl strom shrugged. 'Since we don't have a tame sumoner for her to
practise on, we won't know until she tries. But the notivation's
there. Every tine she picks up an image of Brickman with C earwater
she practically has a fit. The problemis we have to take her claimto
be able to do this on trust. She can't explain the nechanics of how
she's doing to defuse this Mite bitch.

She just has this gut feeling she can.”

"Not exactly an ideal basis on which to nmount an operation of this
i mportance..."

"I agree, but we don't have a lot of choice in the matter."
"But you are sure she's totally committed to us..."

"Absolutely. She can't bear the idea of her kin-brother shacking up
with a Mute. She's ready to draw bl ood. "

"Hell hath no fury like a wonan wonged', observed the P-G
par aphrasi ng an ancient saying. 'And that's as true now as it ever
was. "

"You should know..."

The President-General let this allusion to his private |life pass

wi t hout comment. Few ot her people could have gotten away with such
i npertinence - or even dared contenpl ate naki ng such a remark. ' So
what's the plan?"

"Roz clains that she and Brickman are equally gifted.

He's got the nental power to put the blocks on Clearwater - if only he
woul d open up that side of his brain. The trouble is, the normality
aspect of his conditioning is so deep-rooted, he's doing his utnost to
keep it shut down."

' Maybe that's because he's reverted and he doesn't want us to find
out..."

Karl strom shook his head. 'Roz says he's still with us.

He's al ways known he had this gift but he's frightened of it. Being
Bri ckman, he gets a high out of being different but he doesn't want
anyone to know about it. In a society like ours, which is based on
conformty and has outlawed all talk of magic, there's absolutely no
joy to he had by revealing you're a telepath. But Brickman's rea
problemis that he doesn't |like the idea of anyone getting inside his
head. Not even Roz. Qur golden boy likes to be in total control."

"I know the feeling,' said Jefferson

Karl stromdidn't rise to the bait. That rejoinder was part of the
P-Gs '"I"mjust one of the boys' routine.
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He picked up the thread of the conversation. 'W now have a clearer
view of Brickman's intentions. 1've touched upon his basic concern the
possi bl e danger to the Federation. His thoughts are now focused on
ways and neans of getting Cl earwater and Cadillac safely to Wom ng.

And by doing so, in spite of our efforts to intercept him he hopes to
win their total trust - and prove to M Snow that he's a man of his
word. "

"And then...?"

"He's going to lay a trap for all three. Wich was his origina
assignnent. He'll have crossed the continent to do it but . . . M
Brickman is one of those young nen who |ikes to follow through."

"I knew we'd made the right choice. Didn't | tell you things would
work out just fine?"

"You did,' admtted Karlstrom 'You also told ne to watch him"like a
fucki ng hawk"."

"Ahh, no. . . they were your words, Ben, not nmine.
But to be fair, they did describe the kind of thing | had in mnd.

Vi gil ance does not inply a lack of trust. |In these troubled tines it's
merely a sensible precaution.”

"l agree. Anyway... here's howit plays. Roz is going to nmaintain
contact with Brickman. He's planning to nove west next spring. She'l
track hi mwhen he does, and with the snow gone she should be able to

get an accurate fix on his position. 1In Ne-lssan, it worked |ike a
dream We were able to alert Side-Wnder to the possibility of a
rendezvous and - hey, presto - in wal ks Brickman, dressed as a

road-runner, just |like she said!’
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"Yes... it's frightening,'
Karl stromthrew up his hands. 'I'mas unhappy about it as you are.

But whatever it says in the Book, we both know that Mite magic is for
real. The only way we're going to get a handle on it is to fight fire
with fire. | haven't been allowed access to their full bio-datadespite
the fact I"'mworking with these two kids - but isn't this why they were
rai sed? Wiy else would they be on the Special Treatnment List?"

'Good question.” But it wasn't one the President-Ceneral was ready to
answer. 'Ckay... what happens in Woni ng?"

"Two things. Neither of them had been worked out in detail."

Karlstromlisted themon his fingertips. 'First,' Brickman will renew
hi s acquai ntance with Hi gh-Sierra.

And second, he'll discover that his kin-sister is on board a
wagon-train. She'll be shipping out as part of the nedical team aboard
Big Red One."

Jefferson's eyes narrowed. 'That's an intriguing idea.

D d she suggest that?"

Karl stromwas tenpted to take the credit but decided to play it
straight instead. 'Yes. She explained it like this.

Clearwater's able to get inside people' s heads and nake them do
thi ngs---"'

"Sort of l|ike post-hypnotic suggestion..."

"Yes. That kind of thing. She's done a nunber on Brickman. Nothing
drastic. Fortunately, fromthe nental point of view, he's a tough nut
to crack. But she's been able to create a conflict of interests. Roz
says she needs to get as close as possible in order to blast away the
enotional garbage that's clogging his brain. Being aboard Red R ver
puts her closer to the action but at the sane tinme she remains totally
secure. "

‘"I hope so. 1'd hate for us to end up losing both of them"”

"No chance,' said Karlstrom 'If it goes according to plan and

Bri ckman does his stuff, our boys will be rolling hone with all three
lunps in the bag." He rose to his feet and gave Jefferson a brief
outline of the projected operation, pacing up and down as he did so.

The President-General |istened intently. He also watched Karl strom s
hands. The incisiveness of his gestures was a neasure of the
confidence he had in whatever plan he was proposing. Wen the
presentation was concl uded, Jefferson swivelled his chair gently to the
right and gazed out of the wi ndows at the snow covered peaks of the
Rocki es set against a cloud-flecked sky of the purest, deepest bl ue.

The definition and colour fidelity of the computer-generated i mge
proj ected on the huge curved screen was anazing. The next best thing
to being there.

Karl strom wai t ed expectantly.

After several minutes of silent contenplation, during which tinme the
P-G gnawed at, and closely inspected his left thunb, he returned to
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face his cousin. 'Sounds good, Ben. Let's go for it.
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CHAPTER NI NE

As spring approached, and the snow nmelt filled the high rock gullies
with cold, sparkling water, M Snow s thoughts turned once again to the
fate of Cadillac and C earwater and the cloud-warrior who had prom sed
to rescue them Despite the fact that no Miuite had ever escaped from
the Fire Pits of Beth-Lem he had no doubt that, one day, they would
return. But would he be there to greet thenf

Sone tine before his journey to the Eastern Lands, Cadillac had drawn

i mages of his teacher's death froma seeing-stone. The event, news of
whi ch M Snow had accepted with as much good hunour as he coul d nuster,
was to have taken place during The Yell owing of the previous year. But
the season had conme and gone and his ol d bones had weat hered yet
another winter. The Wiite Death had begun to relinquish its icy grip
on the land and here he was, alive and well - and with no plans to
return to the place by the two rivers where the stone had been found.

Had Cadillac misread the inmages in the stone, or had he quite sinply
fixed upon the wong year? Prior to the battle with the iron snake he
had gi ven anpl e proof of his powers as a seer but he was, neverthel ess,
still a relative novice. Both past and future events were recorded in
the stones and it was often hard to tell which was which. But even
when the seer recogni zed the shape of things to cone, it was extrenely
difficult to establish, with any degree of accuracy, when a future
event woul d take place.

The white-haired wordsmith did not fear death. The Path was drawn.

The Wheel turned. Wen it was time to go to the H gh G ound he woul d
| eave the world content in the know edge that his two pupils would
survive the perils ahead until they fulfilled their joint destinies.

What irked himwas the thought of being renoved fromthe scene just
when things were beginning to get interesting.

Cadillac and Cl earwater were the Sword and Shield of Talisman. The Sky
Voi ces had nade this clear on a nunber of occasions, and they had al so
spoken of Brickman, the cloud-warrior whose presence had been detected
in the stones |lying beneath the path of the iron snake. Bricknman had
an equally inportant part to play, along with the young femal e he

t hought of as his kin-sister.

. These four, who had yet to discover their true relationship with one
anot her, were The Chosen. That nuch he knew. But the precious gift of
this know edge did not ease his growing frustration at the | ack of

preci sion concerning the tinme and place of his own demise. In
Cadillac's reading it had been linked with scenes of unparall el ed
carnage. Scenes which seened to presage the total destruction of the
clan. Sone days |ater, when he and his two young charges had wat ched
the cloud-warrior rise into the sky on blue-mirrored wings that glinted
like sharp iron in the dawn rays of the sun, Cadillac had spoken nore
directly: "the cloud-warrior would return in the guise of a friend with
Death hiding in his shadow and carry Cearwater away 'on a river of

bl ood'

Well, the cloud-warrior had returned in the guise of a friend and had
offered to rescue Cearwater and Cadillac fromthe clutches of the Iron
Masters. Since they had been chosen to prepare the way for Talisnan,

M Snow was convi nced that they woul d be returned unharned to the
Plainfolk. But if Cadillac had got the date of his own teacher's death
wong by at |east a year, perhaps he had nisread everything else. The
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Great Dying - the bitter conflict which presaged the birth of Talisnman
and woul d demand massi ve sacrifices by the Plainfolk mght prove even
nmore costly to their enenies: the sand-burrowers and the dead-faces.

The 'river of blood' , for exanple,
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i nstead of flowi ng fromthe bodies
of MCall warriors, nmight spring fromthe veins of the Iron Masters
when Cadillac, Cearwater and the cloud-warrior nade their escape.

And what if Cadillac's words had been tainted by jeal ousy and
unwarrant ed feelings of inadequacy?

Brickman's return 'in the guise of a friend with Death hiding in his
shadow suggested he harboured nurderous thoughts agai nst those who had
saved his life and nmade hi mwel come. But would he remain an eneny when
he | earned his true identity? M Snow planned to tell himupon his
return - but when would that be?

Drawi ng his fur cloak closely around his body, M Snow | aid a talking
mat on one of his favourite rocks high above the settlenent. Squatting
down cross-1legged, he turned his closed eyes upwards and directed his
m nd towards the spirit world beyond the sky. An hour later, his sole
reward was a frozen backside. The Sky Voices, like all cosmc
intelligences which have guided the faltering steps of humanki nd since
the dawn of Creation only comuni cated what they wi shed to nmake known;
they were not running a citizen's advice bureau

El even hundred mles to the east, Carnegie-Hall, the wordsmth of the
Clan Kojak, and his allies on the council of elders were considering
seeki ng advice fromthe same source in the hope of resolving the

di l emma that now faced them

The story of the 'Chosen Ones' was sonething that Carnegie had
concoct ed based on the background infornmation provided by the Iron
Master, |1zo Want anabe.

The dead-face, who spoke from behind a fearsone nask, had crossed the
Great River to seek the aid of the dan Kojak just after the first

onsl aught of the White Death. The deal they had struck involved a
massi ve search operation well beyond the southern edge of the Kojak's
turf for five "travellers'. |If found, they were to be lured into
"protective custody' with a well-nigh irresistible offer of food and
shelter for the winter. And without arousing their suspicions, their
departure was to be progressively delayed until early spring when |zo's
masters woul d send a strong force of warriors to seize them

If all were captured alive, the Kojak would be richly rewarded with
tools, cloth and other materials, and powerful sharp iron. And the
dead-face had | eft caged birds that were to be rel eased at specific
monents. 1zo had given the wordsmth short |engths of various col oured
ri bbons that were to be tied around one of the bird' s | egs before

rel ease. The colours represented various sinple nessages and

Carnegi e-Hal |l had already rel eased one bearing a white ribbon, knotted
in five places to indicate the nunber of 'travellers' that had fallen
into their hands.

A drop of blood placed on both sides of the fifth knot indicated that
one of the "travellers' |zo sought was badly injured.

It was with this detail that Carnegie's problens had begun for in his
eagerness to make trade with the Iron Masters, and thereby gain an
advant age over his nei ghbours, he had | aunched the plunp nessenger bird
soon after his warriors had returned with the first pair of travellers
but before he learned that his guests were a wordsnith and a summoner,
plus a third whose powers were, as yet, unknown. Singly or jointly, in
a terrifying denmonstrati on of power, they had succeeded in destroying
four arrowheads, and their two conpanions had sacrificed their |ives,
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shattering the body of one of the feared iron snakes with sky-fire and
eart h-t hunder.

Its forced withdrawal had increased the standing of the Can Kojak in
the eyes of its neighbours but it had given Carnegie-Hall little cause
for satisfaction. The wordsmith now realized that the story he thought
he had plucked out of the air had been placed on his lips by

Tal i sman.

By their actions, the three snpoth-boned Miutes had proved beyond doubt
they really were The Chosen and he was now faced with having to choose
bet ween two, equally unpl easant courses of action
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What was he to do? Should he conceal his lies behind an increasingly
nervous smile and risk the wath of Talisnman? |f The Chosen di scovered
they had been betrayed, the terrible power that C earwater was able to
sunmmon coul d destroy not only himbut the whole clan!

The alternative was to throw hinself on their mercy, confess all, and
expose the clan to the murderous wath of the Iron Masters when they

|l anded in the spring and found that two of the five were dead and the
other three had been all owed to escape!

Steve, Clearwater and Cadillac had al so been pondering' the future.

Only in their case, it was not the nmetaphysical connection with
Tal i sman that concerned them but the sinple down-to-earth nechanics of
getting fromA to B.

The di stances invol ved were enornous but what worried them nost was the
realization that the journey from Lake M chigan to the high plains of
Wom ng woul d take t hem across an unknown number of hostile turfs,

jeal ously defended by clans fromthe bloodlines of the D Troit and

C Natti - sworn enem es of the She-Kargo.

"I don't know why you can't bring yourself to admit that |'ve cone up
with the ideal solution,' said Cadillac, when they nmet for the
unpteenth tine to discuss their next nove. 'Even C earwater agrees
that it nakes sense.

W stay here until it's time for the Plainfolk to walk on the water,
then we go north with the Kojak del egation to the trading post, join up
with our own people - who'll probably be led by M Snow - and when it's
all over, go home with themto Woming. The truce will cover us al

the way. What could be sinpler?"

"Nothing,' replied Steve. 'It's a brilliant idea. 1In fact, | wish 1'd
t hought of it nyself."

"I wish you had,' grunped Cadillac. 'Because | would' ve agreed and
that would've put an end to all these pointless argunments!’

"There's just one thing wong with it. If we do it your way, it means
hangi ng around until the end of My.

Towards the end of the period you call the New Earth."
"So...?"

"Alot can happen in three nonths."

"Brickman. How many tinmes do | have to tell you this.
Not hing is going to happen to us."

'So why wait? Wiy don't we just head on out and take whatever cones

our way?"
Cadillac answered with a tired sigh. 'Because there's no point in
tenpting fate." He raised a hand to silence Steve. 'Yes, | know what

you're going to say, but my views on the inportance of our role in the
overall scheme of things are not rendered invalid by a desire to take
sensi bl e precautions."”

Steve turned to Clearwater. 'And this is the guy who accused ne of
bei ng sinuous..."
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‘I"'mnot being sinuous. |I'mmerely stating a fact."

"Of course. kay. |If there's any roominside that fat head of yours
for any original ideas, hang on to this.

Maybe the three of us were born in the shadow of Talisman - al though
why he should pick on me is sonmething of a nmystery - and maybe that
expl ai ns why we've gotten this far. Perhaps we have been put here to
acconpl i sh sonething, but as far as | know, nobody's expl ai ned what
that sonething is.

"The point is this. Here you are, strutting around thinking you're
fireproof but has it occurred to you that we m ght have al ready done
what was required of us? |If so, what happens then? Do we becone
surplus to requirements? Does your big friend in the sky withdraw his
protection?' Steve was deadly serious but it was worth it just to see
Cadillac's face. Denting the Mite's newfound authority gave hi m great
satisfaction. 'Think about that..."

"I will. But you just shot yourself in the foot. Wat you' ve just
said is the best argunment |'ve yet heard for taking the safest road
honme. Via the trading post. |In three nonths' tine."

"W can't afford to wait that |ong."
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"Il see. Despite your suggestion that we m ght no | onger enjoy the
protection of Talisman, you'd rather we throw caution to the w nds and
just. ride off into the sunset. ' 'I'maware of the risks,' said
Steve. 'But it's not just us. |If we don't act fast, a |ot of other
peopl e could get hurt."

Cadillac rolled his eyes. 'lIs this going to take |ong?"

' That depends on whet her you can keep your nouth shut."”

The Mute invited himto proceed.

"I can't stop worrying about that Jap boat we flew over,' said Steve.
"If he saw us we could be in trouble.”

‘"I don't see how, but no doubt you're going to tell ne.

'The Yama-Shita have the exclusive license to trade on the G eat
Lakes.

Wi ch neans that boat was one of theirs. The two buildings I glinpsed
on shore suggests it's a permanent nooring. | have no idea what
they're up to but the Japs aren't going to put a unit that far out

wi t hout sonme neans of conmunication. M guess is it's either a
link-boat 'Carrier-pigeons..." Cadillac eyed Cearwater. 'So if they
did see us--' '--you can bet your last neat-twi st that the news has
reached $ara-kusa."

The pal ace at Sara-kusa was the headquarters of the Yama-Shita

famly.
"But,' began Clearwater. 'Lord Yama-Shita is..."
"Dead. | know." Steve laid a reassuring hand on her arm. 'But his

famly aren't. So what does that nean, Caddy? You're the one who got
into the heads of these people.™

The question fuelled Cadillac's annoyance at Steve's constant
opposition to his plans. 'They will seek revenge. But how does that
affect us? You are just building on this wild supposition to try and
get your own way! We are no longer in Ne-lssan and even if the crew of
this boat saw us fly overhead, which |I doubt, | can't see what would

| ead themto connect those aircraft with our escape fromthe Heron
Pool. And even if by some miracle of deduction they did, it will get
them absol utely nowhere |I' 'unless, of course, they happened to cone
across the weckage we |eft on H ghway 30. And whatever we m ght have
left inside..."

" Ckay. Assum ng they had connected us with the Heron Pool, | admt the
remai ns of those two Skyriders would tell them we're now noving on foot
but they still have no way of knowi ng we are here."

"Let's hope so. That's one good reason for not hanging around. And
we'd be in even bigger trouble if we went to the trading post."

"Way?!"  cried Cadillac.

'Because there's going to be three wheel boats packed with red-stripes
and sanurai belonging to the YamaShita famly! Al armed to the teeth
and | ooking to get even!" 'So what? They're not going to recognize
us.
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For nost of the tine Clearwater and | were in Ne-lssan, we were
cl ear -ski nned. "

"But | wasn't!" cried Steve, pounding his chest. 'How many Mites are
there with blond hair?!'" 'Then dye it!" Steve exploded. 'Jeer, what
anitwit! Dyou think that's all I'mworried about? They know you two
are fromthe Clan MCall! |If they don't nail us beforehand, d'you
think those Japs are gonna | et your people walk away w thout a mark on
then?! Christo! | saw 'emshoot four of their own guys just to
demonstrate how good their fucking rifles were! For all we know, they
may be planning to chop the M Call trade delegation into little

pi eces!" Cadillac hid his concern behind a scornful smle. 'Be
serious, Brickman. The A d One's not going to allow anything |ike that
to happen.”

"Terrific. Supposing he has an of f-day?"
' Then the other delegations will cone to our aid."

' The She-Kargo clans, maybe. But what about those
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bel onging to the
D Troit and the C Natti. They'd be glad of the chance to junp on your

bones. | was at the trading post |last year. The wordsnmiths hit it
off, I grant you that, but a lot of their warriors were just spoiling
for a fight. |If the MCalls and the rest of the She-Kargo were no

| onger allowed to trade, it would be to their advantage.

"You know what it's like. On the surface it's all smles, but
underneath it's dog eat dog. You guys are so busy trying to do each

ot her down, the Japs score every tine they do a deal. | know 'cos when
I wasn't |ooking for you two, | watched 'em do business. 1In fact, it
woul dn't surprise me if they got some of the bad hats fromthe D Troit
to stick the knife in for them"

"Then that's all the nore reason for us to go there. If the Od One's
strength fails him Cl earwater will take his place. You saw what
happened at the Heron Pool. She will do the sanme and nore!" ' And what

if she finds she can't? You've lost the gift of reading the stones.

Supposi ng she suddenly di scovers she can no | onger nake rocks junp into
the air? Wat do we do then?"

Cadi |l l ac shrugged. 'We nust accept the will of Talisman."

" Not good enough. | want to be in a position to be able to do
sonet hing about it." He indicated C earwater.

"You can't proceed on the assunption that she is going to conme to the
rescue every tine we get into a tight corner

"Ch? Wy not ?"

"Because |'mnot going to allowit!" <cried Steve. 'Each tine a
summoner cuts | oose he dies a little. | know because M Snow told
ne.

Those forces are like a |l ethal charge. The damage to the sumoner's
body is directly related to the power channelled through them Wen

pi cked her up after she had done her bit at the Heron Pool, it was |ike
lifting a dried corn husk." He |ooked into her eyes. 'You were
unrecogni zable. | thought you were going to die on ne."

"Yet here | am.."

"I know." He gripped her hand. 'And you took on a small arny and
won.

But | don't want you to have to go through that again - which is what
m ght happen if we go to the trading post. Fromhere on in, any plan
of action we come up with has got to work without relying on earth
magi c. That's a bonus. Qur ace in the hole."

Cadi |l ac | aughed di sm ssively.

Steve rounded on himangrily. 'l nmean that, friend. |'mnot going to
|l et you put us into a situation where she has to | et her body be ripped
to pieces inside just to save your mserable ass!" Cadillac accepted

this with a nocking bow. 'So nuch for the blood pledge of loyalty and
friendship! But then, such things are neaningless to one who is not of

the Plainfolk!" He squared up to Steve. 'It is not for you to say
what will, or will not be. The Path is drawn and we nust follow "
Hi s eyes rested briefly on Clearwater. 'Ask her. You may have entered
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her heart and soul but she has not surrendered her being because it is
not hers to give. The Geat Sky-Mther has placed it alongside mne in
the hands of Talisman. And if he asks her to lay down her life she
will do so. WIllingly."

This was followed by a pitying smle. 'But that is sonething a
sand- burrower, who believes in nothing he cannot see, will never
compr ehend. "

"You're wong, blood-brother. |'mtuned into a lot nore of this stuff
than you think. |I'mhearing a lot of talk about sacrifice but what's
m ssing is any expression of wllingness on your part to |ay down your
life to save hers."

"If you had known ne for as long as | have known her,' said Cadill ac,
"you woul d realize there is no need to declare what has al ways been
understood fromthe nmoment she and | nmet as children.”

Quch!  thought Steve. | really walked into that one. He appealed to
Cl earwater for noral support. She responded with an expression of
gentl e forbearance; |ike a nother watching two rmuch-1oved children

engaged in a pointless squabble.
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" Cone on, say something! You re the reason why |I'marguing with this
goon! What do you think we ought to do?"

She turned to Cadillac. 'The cloud-warrior is right. W should head
westwards as soon as the grass has swallowed the snow. We must warn
the clan what m ght happen at the trading post before the dd One and
the others | eave."

"It will give thema chance to decide whether or not to go to the
tradi ng post,' explained Steve. 'If they do go, then at |east they'l
be forewarned. They can beef up the delegation with nore warriors and
alert the other She-Kargo Miutes as to what night happen." He paused
expectantly. 'Wat d' you say?"

Cadill ac eyed themboth like a man betrayed. 'Before | answer, |'d
like to hear just how you plan to get to Woning w thout being
chal  enged. What have you got up your sleeve - sone pills to make us

invisible? Come on, Brickman. Anmaze us with your brilliance!" Steve
mastered the constantly-recurring desire to sink a fist into Cadillac's
face. 'Don't worry, I'lIl conme up with sonething."

For Steve, the winter nonths spent with the C an Kojak were probably
the happiest of his life but also the nmost frustrating. He was
grateful of the opportunity to consolidate his relationship with
Clearwater, especially as it was now legitimzed by Cadillac's unspoken
assent, but no matter how agreeabl e your partner, a young nan,
especially one like Steve, cannot remain endlessly locked in a |oving
enbrace. He needed to be up, needed to be doi ng sonething, but the
heavy | ayer of snow that bl anketed the ground from m d- Novenber to the
begi nning of April seemed to have brought the world alnost to a
standstill. A mpst, but not quite. Two or three tinmes a week, weather
permitting, small groups of Kojak braves went out hunting and Steve
went with them as a keep fit exercise and to famliarize hinself with
the lie of the |and.

One of the nore interesting discoveries he made was that not all Mites
were frightened by | arge expanses of water. This appeared to be a
characteristic of clans like the mcall, who roaned the high plains.

The Koj ak, living al ongside Lake M chigan - part of what the Mites
called "the Great River' - fished the inshore waters using primtive
cat amarans, narrow hulled craft nmade of oiled buffalo skin stretched
over a wooden frame. Lashed across the hull am dships were two curving
saplings with shaped log floats attached to the ends to provide extra
stability.

The boats, which usually held a crew of four, were propelled and
steered by paddl e power. The fish were caught on hooked lines, or in
hand- woven nets dragged between two boats. |If a large shoal of fish
were encountered, several pairs of boats would work in unison, first
surroundi ng the shoal then corralling it into a smaller and snaller
area by overlapping their nets, drawi ng the noose ever tighter unti

the fish surfaced in one great wiggling, slithering mass. Those not
entangled in the nets were speared out of the water and it was only the
fish with enough sense to dive under the nets that escaped.

During the winter nonths, the Kojak boats were haul ed up the beach,
turned upsi de down, and securely anchored agai nst the how ing w nds by
pi |l es of rocks.

O d nets were repaired and new ones woven during the | ong hours of
darkness spent huddl ed round firestones in their triangular tents. In
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extrenely cold weather, a thick layer of ice forned round the edge of
Lake M chi gan, but even when it was ice free, the bitterly chill w nds
that drew thin jagged |ines of foam across the steel-grey water and the
lowering cloud-filled sky that seenmed as if it was about to fall upon
the earth and crush all life upon it was sufficient to keep the Kojak
fi shernmen onshore.

When the trees' central heating systemfinally managed to shift the
snow fromtheir |eaves and
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branches and the falling droplets pitted
the stubborn white carpet beneath, it was tinme for the fishernen and
their famlies to nove their tents down to the shore.

Sweepi ng the snow of f their boat hulls, they set to work, checking
seanms and joints, replacing split timnmbers and waterproofing the buffalo
hi de with animal fat.

The fishing season ran fromearly spring to |late autum and provi ded
enough fish to satisfy daily needs plus a surplus that was dried |ike
the MCall's neat-twi sts and consuned during the winter. Quantities of
dried fish were also the Kojak's principal itemof trade with the Iron
Mast er s.

In the Add Tine, the | ake had been sl ow y poi soned, but the nine
centuries that had passed since the |last gallon of chem cal waste was
punped had all owed the healing hand of Tine to give the dying waters
the kiss of life and they now provided plentiful catches for anyone
with a net and the necessary persistence.

This was the other interesting fact that emerged from Steve's
conversations with the boat-men; 'the Geat R ver' was regarded as
no-man's | and by the clans whose turf bordered Lake M chigan. In
practical terms, it neant that boats from otherw se hostile clans often
fished in sight of each other without the crews feeling the need to cut
each other's throats.

At the time, Steve nerely stored this along with everything el se he had
| earnt about the Kojak. It was only later, after Cadillac nmade his own
startling discovery, that this sidelight on the nores of Mite
fisher-folk provided himwi th the germof an idea.

The breakt hrough quite unexpectedly cane when Steve and C earwater
coaxed Cadillac to cone down to the | akeshore to watch the activities
of the boat-nmen. As a true high-plains Muite, Cadillac did not regard
fishing as a fitting activity for a real warrior - although he was
careful to conceal his feelings fromhis hosts - and he coul d not
under stand what there was to be gai ned by gazing out across dauntingly
| arge expanses of cold water

Clearwater was less worried with the matter of 'standing' than he was,
but with her own journey across the Great River still fresh in her
menory, she shared his antipathy towards the grey, fathon ess deeps.

She was there at Steve's request, and it was also to please himthat
she had persuaded Cadillac to cut short one of his interninable
conversations with the Kojak wordsmth and join them Like the nule he
was, he evinced little interest in the activities of the fisherfolk,
turned down the opportunity to go out and work with the nets, and only
perked up interest when fires were lit on the beach at sunset and he
was of fered a warm seat and a piping hot portion fromthe day's catch
whi ch Steve had hel ped bring in.

As they ate, the darkness gathered round them and the |eaping flanes
fromthe fire tinted the paler parts of their faces with an orange
glow. Steve, sitting between two of the boat-nmen who had invited him
to join their crew, |ooked across at Clearwater. She'd nmade sure
Cadill ac stayed onshore till he returned, and they were sitting

toget her now. Her eyes were on Cadillac. But he had stopped eating,
and was turned away from her, staring at sonething on the beach sone
yards beyond the chattering group of fisherfolk. Steve |ooked in the
same direction but saw nothing of any interest in the flickering circle
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of light, or in the shadows beyond.
Cadill ac rose and wal ked off into the darkness.
Clearwater's eyes nmet Steve's, signalling himto foll ow

The boat-nen and their wonen continued eating and jesting. There were
several simlar fire-circles and ever since cooking had begun, people
had been wandering to and fro from one group to anot her

Sone fifteen yards beyond the |light cast fromthe fire, Steve saw
Cadi |l ac kneel down and lay his hands reverently upon a | arge pebble.

He squatted down beside him After slowy caressing the stone for a
while, Cadillac lifted it gently onto his knees.

"What is it?"

"A seeing-stone,' breathed Cadillac. 'Do you not see
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how it glows! The gift has been returned to ne!’

Al Steve could see was a snooth lunp of rock the size of a baby's
head. He | ooked up as Cearwater joined them He could see from her
face that she knew the whole story.

"Not here,' she said. She ushered Steve and Cadillac behind the
upturned hull of a nearby boat where they were shielded fromthe Mites
sitting round the fire. 'For the noment it is better that this gift is
known only to us."

"What happens now?" whispered Steve as they sat down facing each
ot her.

Clearwater notioned himto remain sil ent.

Cadill ac closed his eyes and appeared to go into a trance. H's head
dropped forward then a short while' later he raised it and, at the sane
time, lifted the seeing-stone in his cupped hands and placed it agai nst
hi s forehead.

'"He draws out the inmages,' whispered C earwater
Steve held his breath.

Keeping his head erect, Cadillac brought the stone back to its starting
point on his knees. H's eyes were closed but his attention was focused
on sonething that only he could see on the great expanse of water
behind Steve and C earwater.

"Red sky. blood and fire upon the water. horses rising fromthe
waves. ridden by dead warriors

wi th banners of flane..."
Dead warriors. or dead-faces... ?

Cl earwat er reached forward and touched the stone that lay in Cadillac's
hands. 'Were do these warriors conme fronP"

' The Eastern Lands... Ne-lssan..."

It was just as Steve feared. He'd been right all along.

Cl earwat er posed the question on his lips. 'Do they seek us?"
"Yes..."

"When will they come?"

"Soon... they know we are here..."
' How?" asked Steve.

"Treachery ... sone who smile upon us are false friends..."

Steve | ooked at C earwater and nodded. 'Snap." He could tell, without
asking, that they both knew who the cul prit was.

Over the next five days they each kept a discreet watch on
Carnegie-Hall, noting his movenents, and timng his journeys with the
aid of the digital watches taken fromthe two nmexi cans at Long Point.

Whenever possible, they tailed himat a safe distance, often |l osing him
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in the process. Despite this, a pattern began to energe. In general,
Carnegie acted quite naturally and was apparently unaware he was under
surveillance but there was one nonment, early in the norning of every
second day, when he appeared to exercise a degree of caution

This was a thirty mnute journey which took himinto the woods
surrounding the settlenent. The route he took nmeandered ainlessly
through the concentric rings of |odges. On each occasion he entered
and exited fromthe trees at different points but always returned to
his own | odge by a much nmore direct route, stopping now and then to
exchange a word with various clanfolk as they enmerged fromtheir | odges
to greet the rising sun and take in huge yawni ng nout hfuls of fresh
air.

The next day, while Cadillac kept Carnegie-Hall occupied by a marathon
"down nmenory | ane' session in which they took turns to relate great
chunks of their respective clans' history, Steve and C earwater noved
stealthily into different segnents of the woods, timng their journey
to determine the limt of the wordsmth's outward journey. Once his
'conbat radius' had been established they spread out in a line and
slowy conbed the perineter until they found - or rather heard - what
they were | ooking for.

Ri sing well before dawn on the seventh day, they tiptoed through the
staggered pattern of |odges and entered the hide they had prepared. It
had been agreed that Cadillac should stay behind to exchange his usua
nmorni ng greetings with Carnegie-Hall so as not to arouse
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hi s
suspi cions, then join themafter the trap had been sprung.

Sure enough, Carnegie-Hall appeared, noving silently along a cunningly
di sgui sed path through the tangl ed undergrowth. He stopped only yards
away from where Steve and Clearwater |ay hidden. They watched with
hated breath as he parted the branches of a tall bush covered with
forever | eaves, revealing a portable woven banboo and straw

pi geon- basket - identical to the type Iron Masters used for carrying
smal | nunbers of birds to market.

Answering the soft cooing of the birds, Carnegi e opened a feeding flap
then fished a small sack of grain fromthe inside pocket of his fur
cl oak. The sack, like the basket, had been made in Ne-Issan

Cl earwat er brought her palns together silently in front of her lips and
uttered one of the trilling bird cries that the M Call She-Wl ves used
to comuni cate with each ot her.

The cry evoked a simlar response followed by the sound of soneone
crashi ng through the undergrow h.

Carnegie-Hall whirled around. The initial surprise on his face turned
to utter dismay as Steve and C earwater reveal ed their presence.

Cadillac arrived a few nonents | ater.

The wordsmith wavered, as if about to run then froze as he saw the
warning flare in her ice-blue eyes and the outflung arms whose |inked
fingers now pointed at his chest. Fingers that could unleash a force
greater than the striking power of a thousand cross-bow bolts. The bag
of grain dropped fromhis trenbling fingers but he nmade no attenpt to
retrieve it. Hi s treachery now exposed, Carnegie had no wish to test
the forebearance of Talisman by naki ng any nove that could be
msinterpreted as a fool hardly gesture of defiance or - nore foolish
still - the prelude to an assault on his accusers.

As Steve inspected the contents of the pigeon basket, Cadillac assuned
his severest expression and gazed reproachfully at its keeper. The
wordsmith, in return, attenpted to | ook suitably contrite whil st
retaining sone vestige of his forner dignity. It was a delicate

si tuation.

Carnegi e-Hall was older - and therefore took precedence over younger
col | eagues, he al so bul ked nmuch | arger than Cadillac and despite
everyt hing, had been a genial host.

But, on the other hand, Carnegie had betrayed the trust of those to
whom he had of fered shelter. Such hospitality was not unknown but it
was not often extended to nenbers of another clan, and even nore rarely
to those from another bloodline. But the rigid code of the Plainfolk
to which nmost clans subscribed did not permt treachery. |If a clan
harboured ill-intent agai nst those seeking shelter then it drove them
away or quite sinply killed them But if like the Kojak it received
theminto their fire-circle and | odges then custom required the host
clan to treat them as soul -brothers and sisters.

To do otherwi se would be to act without honour, causing the guilty
parties to lose all standing. A fate worse than the death that would
surely follow. It went without saying that the recipients of such
hospitality were expected to observe the sane strict rules of

behavi our.
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" How many?" asked Cadill ac.

" Two. .. Steve closed the feeding flap and prised the basket | oose
fromits hiding place anong the branches.

He placed it at the wordsmith's feet.
Carnegie-Hall eyed Cearwater's outstretched forefingers.

They were still pressed together and ainmed at his chest |ike the
barrels of the fearsone rifles he had seen denonstrated by the Iron
Masters at the tradi ng post.

Yes... he should have known better than to ness with The Chosen Ones.

So severe! So unsmling! If this was a taste of what was to cone, he
was gl ad that M-Town, the G eat Sky-Mther had not saddled himwth
some |lofty destiny. Oh, well, you win sone you | ose sone..

I gnoring the daming evidence at his feet, he spread his hands
phil osophically and tried to disarmhis
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principal accuser with a
smile. 'Wiat can | tell you... ?"

Steve got there first. 'Everything."

Back in the | odge he shared with Clearwater, Steve gazed at the

pi geon- basket and mull ed over Carnegie-Hall's disclosures. One of the
birds, carrying a ribbon to indicate that the '"travellers' were stil
"in custody', was due to be rel eased when the snow nelted; the second
was to be held in reserve in case somnething unexpected happened.

The basket |ay between himand Cadillac. Cearwater sat cross-|egged
in the open doorway with her back to them so she could see what was
happeni ng out si de.

Havi ng freely confessed everything, Carnegie-Hall had begged for and
recei ved forgiveness but it was by no neans certain that he, and the
clan elders could be trusted. On the other hand, having listened to
his side of the story, Cadillac and Steve could not bring themselves to
condemrmm himout of hand. |In the final analysis, they too had been
guilty of alittle mld deception.

"I think we should send the nessage the Japs are waiting for."
"Why?" asked Cadill ac.
' Because they're going to help us get to Woni ng."

Cadill ac | ooked puzzled. 'Wait a mnute. | thought you wanted to
avoid them Wasn't that what all the fuss was about?"

"Yeah. But sonething you said when we were arguing has given ne an
i dea. You tal ked about tiding off into the sunset."

"And...?"
"That's how we're going to get to Woning. On horseback."
"On horseback..." Cadillac could hardly believe what he was heari ng.

"You want us to stay here and take on a whol e boatl oad of samurai just
to get hold of three horses..."

"More than three. As nmany as we can get."

Cadi |l ac caught Clearwater's eye. 'You see what happens when peopl e
mess about with boats? Their brains beconme waterlogged!" 'Listen!"
cried Steve. 'They already know we're here.

They may even decide to pay us a visit even if the pigeon
Carnegie-Hal |l 's supposed to send doesn't arrive. For all they know the
birds could have died of cold or got eaten or sonething."

"In that case, we should stick to your original plan and | eave today!'
"W can't do that either."

' Sweet Sky- Mdther, why not?" cried Cadillac.

".Well, we just can't pull out and | eave these guys to get it in the
neck. If it hadn't been for them we'd never have made it through the
winter."

"What are you talking about? | They were just fattening us up for the
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kill!l™ "Ch, cone onl Showa little gratitude. That nay have been
their original intention but that's not the way it worked out.

Carnegie-Hall explained all that. |If you' re supposed to help unite the
Pl ai nfol k, shouldn't you start by displaying sone solidarity

your sel f ?"

"If you say so." Cadillac eyed Steve warily. 'I didn't realize you

had such a forgiving nature."

"Atactical decision. Wth a boatl oad of Japs on their way, we don't
need these guys on our backs. W want themfighting al ongside us."

"I agree, but can they be trusted?"

"Trust doesn't enter into it. You saw Carnegie's reaction to
Clearwater. They're scared shitless at what m ght happen if she
decides to cut loose. This clan hasn't raised a summoner in over two
decades but they know one when they see one. Don't worry. All she has
to do is flash those eyes of hers and they'll fall into line."

"You're kidding yourself, Brickman. The only thing we can be sure of
is they'Il stand back then join the winning side. You heard what
Carnegie said. He's willing to coomit the clan to an attack on the
Iron Masters provided it doesn't fail."
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'Yeah. There nmust be no survivors - because that could nean a second

punitive expedition. That's not unreasonable. What | understood him
to say was that the clan would offer us every assistance but we had to
cone up with a plan of attack which - if it did go wong woul d not

i nplicate the Kojaks."

"In other words, we have to do all the hard work."

' Caddy, these guys are living on the front line. The nearest Iron
Masters are only eighty mles away. W' re the reason why those Japs
are comng."

Cadill ac banged his fists on his thighs. 'But they wouldn't be com ng
if the Kojak hadn't betrayed us!" Steve notioned himto stay calm

"Water under the bridge. |If you' re honest, you'll admt we're as nuch
to blane as they are.”

'So what d'you suggest we do?"
'You' ve already supplied the answer."
‘What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"Your reading of the stone. 'Blood and fire upon the sea..." W get
on board the Jap wheel boat and set fire to it as it approaches the
western shore. "

"Just like that..."

'Yeah,' said Steve, warnmng up. 'We blow a hole in the bottom It
starts to sink. the Japs abandon ship ... nen and horses swimfor the
shore and ... the Kojak pick "emoff with crossbow bolts on the way
in... or as they come out of the shallows and up onto the beach. What
d' you think?"

Cadillac's face turned sour. 'Brilliant. But aren't you overl ooking
sonet hing? We don't know when the wheel boat is comng and even if we
did, how do we get on board before they get here?"

"Don't worry, we'll figure sonmething out. |It's a pity you used up our
| ast three wads of explosive. Never nmind -.. we'll have to nmake do
with whatever material we can find when we get on board."

"You're crazy..."

"No - listen. If it's a big wheelboat it'll have cannon nounted in the
side galleries. So they'll be carrying black powder- And they're bound
to have some rockets--' 'You hope..."

Steve didn't react. He could see it all. 'W can arrange a firework
di splay inside the ship to create a diversion, then we'll use the black

powder to put the boiler through the roof and set fire to the |og

store--' "And we finish her off by blowing a hole in the bottom of the
hull..." The note of sarcasmfailed to register

"Yeah. Wen | cane to get you, | stowed away in the engi ne room so
know t he general layout. Wth the boiler gone, she's a sitting duck,
and even if they put the fire out--' "She'll still sink . . . Yes. |
must say you meke it all sound very easy but somehow, | don't think

it's going to be that sinple."

"Wll - it's obviously going to take sonme tine to set up."
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"Exactly. And tine is what we haven't got. |It's what eighty niles
fromhere to the nmooring at Benton Harbour?"
"Could be alittle bit nore."

"And what's the speed of the wheel boat? Ten niles an hour?"

'Depends on the weather. |If there's a headw nd--' 'Okay, let's say
eight. That gives us ten hours. | assune that you and | will be
wor ki ng together on this... ?"

'That was the general idea.”

'Good. We know fromthe stone that the boat will arrive under cover of
darkness. The best tine for a surprise attack which, | inmagine, wll
probably be | aunched at dawn."

"That's what |'m banking on. But we may have nore than ten hours.

Depends on how sl ow the boat is.

"Doesn't nmake any difference. The days are getting longer. |If the
Japs don't cone for several weeks, we nmay not have even ten hours of
darkness! O are you planning for us to weck this boat in broad
daylight!"™ '"No. But when you get right inside the ship it's mnuch
dar ker. "

"I"lIl have to take your work for that. But okay, let's assume we do
have ten hours of darkness. Apart fromthe
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probl em of getting on

board, we have to find our way around the ship, |locate the powder room
and the rocket store, break in, steal what we want without the theft
bei ng detected, plant the charges and get the hell out w thout being
caught. Tell ne - what are the Japs doing all this tine? Standing

wat ching us, with their arns folded? |' Steve exploded. 'For
chrissakes, Caddy! | said it could work! | didn't say it was gonna be
easy!" Cadillac shook his head. 'W're going to have to think of
sonet hing el se, Brickman. |It's a great idea, but it's just too
difficult.”

"Difficult? I1t's fucking inmpossible! But we're going to do it
anyway. "

" How?"

"Don't ask me how | don't know yet! | just knowthat's the way it's

going to happen! Mybe not quite the way |'ve explained it but we're
gonna sink that boat! And you wanna know how | know? Because when you
were drawi ng those inmages out of the stone, | started seeing pictures
inside ny head." He paused. 'D you know what | saw? You. On that
boat. And | was right there with you, in this cabin - with water
comn' up through the floor."

Cadil |l ac appeared to take this revelation seriously. 'Is this true?"
"I kid you not, blood-brother."

'Did we escape?"

Steve shrugged. 'Can't tell you. W' re gonna have to wait and see."

After another day spent offshore, hauling in nets, Steve found the
solution to the seemingly intractable problemof intercepting the Iron
Masters' wheel boat. 1t was so obvious, he felt like kicking hinself
for not thinking of it before. He was so excited he | eapt out of the
boat as it ran ashore and didn't wait for the firelight fish supper
he' d earned for hinself and C earwater.

Taki ng her aside, he quickly explained the plan he'd worked out. Still
bubbl ing over with enthusiasmat his own cl everness, and w t hout asking
for her reaction, he ran off inland towards the main settlement,
calling upon her to follow

Cl earwat er caught up with him matching himstride for stride as he
settled down into the |oping pace that Mutes were able to maintain, if
need be, for twelve hours at a stretch. Steve had never had occasion
to test his endurance for that length of time but he had been pl eased
to discover that, with training, he could keep up with the M Call
warriors who had all owed hi mthe unprecedented honour of running with
them on hunting trips.

Prizing Cadillac | oose fromthe serpentine enbrace of his three
over-hospitabl e bed-mates, Steve silenced his protests and nmarched him
over to where Clearwater sat waiting in front of the | odge they

shar ed.

She had al ready put wood on the firestone, and the flanes were bright
enough for themto read the plasfilmmap she held out to Steve. He sat
down on one of the spare tal king nats.

Cadill ac sat down on his left, opposite C earwater, conpleting the
triangle. He eyed themboth with an aggrieved expression. 'This had
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better be good

"It's brilliant. Right?" Steve |ooked to Cearwater for confirmtion
as he refolded the map to expose the section he wanted.

' That depends on whet her you |like boats."

Steve twisted the map round for Cadillac to read the right way up and
poi nted out navref Chicago. 'Ckay...

.this is where we are and the Jap boat C earwater and | saw..." His
finger noved across to Benton Harbour.

was sonewhere around here

' Carnegi e got a good | ook at the boat when the man in the iron nmask
called here to set up the deal to capture us and fromthe description
he gave ne | reckon it's the same one. He reckons there were twenty,
maybe twenty-five people on board, including some wonmen and chil dren
pl us whoever they left behind to guard the
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nmooring. Judging fromthe

size of the boat, he doubts it could be nore than fifty, all told. You
mentioned seeing fire on the water. Did you get any clear inmages of

t he boat ?"

"Only that it was huge - |like those at the tradi ng post."

"That squares with the inside view | got. The cabin we were in was
like the one Side-Wnder had, forward of the engine room \Which nakes
sense. |If these guys at Benton Harbour were going to try anything,
they' d have been here | ong ago.

"No. After what happened at the Heron Pool, they' |l be conming in
strength. Not just for us, but to cover thenselves in case the Kojak
have a | ast-m nute change of heart. The Japs'd be crazy to land a
pint-sized force on the turf of a clan that can field close to a
thousand warriors. But before they drop in on us, they'll call in here
first." Steve indicated navref Benton Harbour. "Cos these guys are
the only ones who know exactly where we are

"And that's when we clinb aboard..."
'Yeah. Wsat d'you think?"

"Wll, so far, not a great deal. 1'd already worked out that bit by
mysel f. Apart fromthe problemof getting there, we still don't know
when t he wheel boat is going to arrive."

"You're right. W' re just gonna have to wait there until she shows
up. "

"At Benton Harbour..."

"Or thereabouts. If we're going to do it, we ought to leave in the
next couple of days."

"I see... Cadi | ac had good cause to be wary of Steve's steamroller
tactics. 'Suppose this wheelboat doesn't turn up for weeks. What do
you propose to do ask these Japs at Benton Harbour to give us board and
| odgi ng?"

"No. You and | are going fishing."

" Fi shing... Cadi | l ac exchanged gl ances with C earwater then said
"But neither of us know how. "

"W will by the time we get there. A couple of Kojak boatrmen will be
com ng along to show us the ropes."”

"And C earwater?"
"I'"ll be staying here,' she said.
"As a hostage?”

"No. As our last Iine of defence. If we don't manage to sink the
wheel boat--' Steve left the rest unsaid.

"So you're not totally opposed to using earth nmagic,' said Cadillac
nmocki ngly.

"That's up to her. But if she chooses to do so, it will only be after
you and | have tried everything else - and failed."
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Cadillac turned to Cearwater. 'And | suppose you agree..."
"I would prefer to come with you, but otherw se yes.
Can you think of a better way?"

Cadillac nmet her challenging | ook then turned his attention back to the
map. '1 have no qual ns about enbarking on a suicide nmission - | just
object to dying before we get a chance to engage the eneny. These
ranshackl e constructions the Kojaks use are not designed to cross an
expanse of water like this."

"W're not going across,' said Steve. 'W're gonna go round the
edge. "

Wth the aid of the map, he explained the plan to his unwilling
shi pmate. They would work their way around the curving southern shore
of the | ake, staying in deep water but keeping in sight of the shore.

As weat her protection, skins and furs would be draped over a wooden
frane to create a dry space in which they would take turns to sleep

Steve al so proposed adding a mast and sail, like the small Iron Mster
boats they had seen on the Hudson River. The sail would be made by
sewi ng several talking mats together. The rectangular mats, nade of
woven straw, were one of the itens bartered by the Japs at the trading
post.

For food, Steve proposed to take a supply of dried fish, to be

suppl enented with whatever they nmanaged to catch on the way. This
woul d have to be done by trailing lines over the side because his
intention was to keep noving day and night. They would take the nets
as proof
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they were sinple fisherfolk but these would only be used if
their passage round the shore aroused the suspicion of other
| ake-dwel | ers.

Once they were at Benton Harbour, they would station thensel ves

of f-shore then, having carefully spied out the land with the aid of
their 'scopes, they would cast their nets then approach the nooring and
try to sell the Japs sonme of their catch.

This, explained Steve, was where Cadillac's special gifts cane into
play. |If this ruse could be repeated, Cadillac could use his command
of the Japanese | anguage to eavesdrop on the crew s conversation in the
hope of picking up sone indication of when the wheel boat carrying the
punitive expedition was expected' to arrive. By the tine it appeared
on the horizon, they would, with luck, have becone a famliar sight and
woul d be able to stay close by when it dropped anchor w thout arousing
suspi ci on.

Once having inspected their prey, it would be a relatively easy natter
to get on board - a feat Steve had al ready acconplished the previous
year. Their first hiding place would be on top of the piles of |ogs
stacked around the engine room Fromthere on in, they would have to
play it by ear. 'Okay, that's the plan as far as it goes. Now pick
holes init."

Cadillac stared into the fire and considered Steve's proposals. The

i dea of spending just one day rocking back and forth in one of the
Kojak's frail fishing boats was awful enough; the prospect of being
trapped on board for several weeks didn't bear thinking about. But he
was obliged to put on a brave face in order not to | ose the
initiative.

Al t hough flawed, the plan had nuch to recommend it for once they got
aboard, everything hinged on his linguistic skills - and that woul d put
hi m back in the driving seat..

It was tinme to redress the balance. 'Has it occurred to you that there
m ght already be a clan of boat-nmen living near Benton Harbour? |If
they're already trading with the Japs, they might get a little upset if
we try to horn in."

Steve shrugged off the objection. 'We'll tell "emwe |ost our way.
Wnds bl ew us off course."
' Ckay, suppose they offer to show us the way back?"

"That's sonething we'll have to work out when we get there. Conme on
Caddy. The Japs may have chosen that spot precisely because there
wasn't anyone in the nei ghbourhood."

' They m ght have. Suppose they aren't interested in trading with us.
The Japs are pretty good fishernmen thensel ves."

"There's no harmin asking. Christo! W've got to take a few

chances!
When | said pick holes in the plan, | neant major flaws. The points
you're raising are piddleshit!™ 'I've only just started. But, okay,

I"l'l give you one nmajor flaw. Using a sail of straw matting. The
Koj aks haven't devel oped sails which, if you think about it, neans that
none of their neighbours have either. The wheel boats that visit the
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tradi ng post are propelled by steam powered paddles. The only place a
Mut e coul d have seen boats with square-cut sails nade of woven straw is
Ne-lssan. If | was the captain of that Jap boat at Benton Harbour and
| saw sone Mutes cone sailing in |'d be a bit suspicious, wouldn't
you?"

Steve's eyes narrowed as he ran through the scenario.
"Good point... I"'mglad you thought of that."

"I've got another idea which mght work better than trying to unload a
pile of unwanted fish."

'Ckay, let's have it."

"Instead of sending the pigeon the Japs are waiting for, why don't we
carry the nessage instead?"

"You nean from Carnegi e-Hal | ?"

"Yes. W take the two pigeons back alive and the remaining ribbons to
establish our bonafides--' 'And confirmthat the Kojak are still ol ding
the five travellers..."

"And that the one who was wounded is nmaking a recovery."

"I like it,' said Steve, warnming to the idea. 'And we can
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give 'ema
crash helnet and a couple of the spare handguns as a little taster."

'"CGood idea. But here's the best bit." Cadillac paused, relishing the
monent. 'We explain to the Japs that - for sone reason we'll invent
later - the clan has noved its settlenment further inland and we've been
sent as guides to lead the Iron Masters onto their quarry. Wich neans
that our two crewren can paddl e off home and. we get a free ride on
the wheel boat--' 'until which tine, we're guests of the Jappos - and
have the free run of Benton Harbour..."

"And Clearwater will know in advance that we're in position and, maybe
- if we get a lucky break - when the wheel boat is due."

Steve saw it all in glorious videocolour. Even if they rode bel ow
decks, they would not be travelling as stowaways. They woul d be right
at the heart of the action, with Cadillac able to eavesdrop on everyone
within earshot. Steve hid his annoyance at being upstaged once again,
"Not bad,' he adnitted.

"Not bad?" exclainmed Cadillac, mmcking his rival

"It's absolutely fucking brilliant!" C earwater hugged them
excitedly.

They both slid an arm around her wai st and closed the circle by
gripping each others' wists. Like true soul-brothers..

CHAPTER TEN

Despite sone squalls en route which left the outrigger ankle deep in
water, the trip fromnavref Chicago to Benton Harbour was acconplished
wi thout any mmjor incidents. Boats fromother clans had been sighted,
but on each occasion, as Steve predicted, they were able to pass
unchal | enged.

The first half of the voyage had been nade with the help of a nast and
a sail hoisted on a primtive yardarm the remaining stretch was
covered by paddl e-power alone. |t was a punishing exercise. For a
while it felt as if their arns were being torn | oose fromtheir

shoul ders but their tough, young bodies were able to take the strain.

The hardest thing to cope with was the notion sickness. Steve felt
queasy for the first couple of days but nanaged to arrive in reasonably
good shape; Cadillac, on the other hand, spent nost of the trip with
hi s head hanging over the side. What little food he ate was
regurgitated as soon as it reached his stomach, but even when his

di gestive tubes had been enptied, he continued to groan and heave in
such an al arming fashion, his shipmates began to think he was trying to
turn hinself inside out.

Worried by the inpression they mght nake if Cadillac - a supposed
representative of a clan of hardy fisher-folk - staggered ashore pallid
and weak- kneed, Steve persuaded the Kojak boat nen, Raging-Bull and

Deat h-Wsh, to beach their boat overni ght south of navref Benton

Har bour before presenting thenselves to the Japs. The break all owed
Cadill ac to consune hot food and drink and gave his stomach tinme to
digest it while he slept soundly for several hours on terra firnma.

At dawn, they put to sea with the rising sun on their
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backs then

circled round to approach the outstation fromthe south-west - a
manoeuvre designed to give the Iron Masters the inpression they had
crossed Lake M -shiga without nmaking landfall. The sea which had
churned their stomachs during the previous four days was either
mercifully cal mor om nously flat depending on the degree of optimsm
wi th which each nenber of the intrepid quartet viewed the next crucial
stage of the operation.

Ragi ng-Bul | and Deat h-Wsh had been instructed to convey Steve and
Cadillac to their chosen destination then return hone, beating news of
their safe arrival and any additional nmessage they were given. Neither
of the boatnen knew of the plan to sink the wheel boat. This was not
because of lack of trust - the two Kojaks had already taken a big risk
delivering themto Benton Harbour. It was a sinple safety precaution
in case things went seriously wong. The |less they knew, the better it
was for everybody concerned.

| zo Want anabe, the pint-sized pipsqueak in charge of the SO strong unit
at Benton Harbour cane ashore to neet themw thout his mask and after
the usual bow ng that characterized the face-to-face encounters between
Mutes and Iron Masters at the trading posts, the Jap listened civilly
whil e they relayed Carnegie-Hall's nessage then presented himwth the
remai ning | engths of coloured ribbon and the two caged pi geons.

Want anabe appeared to accept their story at face value but his
unchangi ng expressi on gave no clue to what he was thinking. It was
only when they unw apped the two Tracker hand-guns, and one of the
crash-hel mets taken fromthe AMEXI CO pilots at Long Point that his

i nterest quickened. One of the guns had an enpty nmgazi ne, but when
Want anabe pressed the trigger, an explosive blast of air shot fromthe
muzzle. CHUW i CHUW i CHUW i !!

Hawwwwwww

The Jap was taken by surprise, but fortunately he held onto the gun and
covered his confusion by laughing loudly as Steve and Cadill ac | eapt
into the air with expressions of nock terror. The watching soldiers
joined in the laughter at the exaggerated antics of the grass-nonkeys,
neatly avoiding a | oss of face.

Taking care not to appear too know edgeabl e, Cadill ac expl ai ned that
the second gun still contained 'long sharp iron'" which was thrown
through the air by a fierce wind denon inprisoned in a bottle conceal ed
in the part Wantanabe held in his hand. After firing one triple volley
into the water, the Jap watched his sergeant fire several nore then
pronounced hinself satisfied. His approach to the hi-tech crash hel net
was nore revealing and reni nded Steve of the way Noburo Nakajinma, the
tough but ani able | eader of the ronin had shied away fromthe inner
wor ki ngs of the radio-knife.

Want anabe could see it was a warrior's helmet of sonme kind but he al so
knew - as he had known when he surveyed the interior of the w nged
chariot - that the polished, bone-hard blue plastic shell with its soft
padded |ining, silvered visor, earphones, filters, m ke and jack plug
sockets were unknown forns froman alien world where the Dark Light
hel d sway. Guns were one thing, but this was bad news.

Steve Watched with qui et amusenent as Cadillac offered the hel net for
exam nation, turning it this way and that as Wantanabe directed. But
the guy wouldn't touch it. After he'd given it the once-over, he told
Cadillac to wap it up again then ordered his sergeant to take charge
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of it. The soldier produced his kubibukoro, the bag used for carrying
the severed head of an eneny.

Cadill ac placed the w apped hel net inside, |eaving the sergeant | ooking
as happy as soneone holding a tine-bonb with ten seconds on the
cl ock.

After thanking themin a rather stilted fashion, Wantanabe returned to
the houseboat. Having listened in while Wantanabe gave orders
concerning them Cadillac already knew what was com ng next but he
neverthel ess |istened respectfully as the sergeant announced they woul d
be provided with food and shelter

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till...trak%20Wars%20Book%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (252 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:38 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till ey%620-%20A mtrak %20Wars%20B 00k %204%620-%20B| 00d%20Ri ver.txt

The food turned out to be strips of raw fish and boiled rice; the
shelter was a corner of the wooden hay-barn next door to where a snall
nunber of horses were stabled. A cluster of snmall shacks accommmbdati on
units with raised floors - were under construction nearby.

When Steve had passed overhead in Novenmber only the stable and the barn
had been in place. This new onshore expansion was a clear sign that
the Japs were settling in.

Were they just building a bigger shop window - or staking a claimto
the territory?

The plan had been for the Kojak boatmen to rest up for two or three
days during which time Cadillac woul d eavesdrop on the Japs in the hope
of picking up sone indication of when the wheel boat was due. Runours
were plentiful but there was no hard intelligence.

Cadill ac did however glean a certain anount of anecdotal information

The sea-sol diers, he discovered, regarded Benton Harbour as the asshole
of the world and were equal |y uncharitabl e about their boss. Despite
hi s appearance, his faultless command of Japanese and upper-cl ass

di cti on Want anabe was known as ' The Chink', and his Chinese w fe had
been dubbed ' The Yell ow Peril".

Yum ko, by all accounts, was a pushy hard-faced bitch who was even nore
anbitious than |zo Wantanabe. And that, apparently, was saying
sonmething. On the few occasions that Steve caught a glinpse of her

bl and oval face and subnissive public stance in the presence of her
husband, he found it hard to fit the inmage to the reputation but as he
knew only too well, appearances could be decepti ve.

Wthin an hour of their arrival, Steve caught sight of Wantanabe

rel easing a carrier-pigeon fromthe bridge of the wheel boat. The bird
flew several wide circles around the out-station, rising higher and

hi gher with each revol ution then headed northeastwards.

Steve was certain the nessage referred to the continued detention of
five "travellers' by Kojak but he wondered who it was addressed to.

Despite the death of Lord Yama-Shita, his famly were not only still in
busi ness, they were expanding their trading enpire. The decision to
establish out-stations had been taken Iong before his own arrival in
Ne-1ssan. Steve, of course, could not be expected to know that, or
have any inkling of the whirlwind of retribution he and his four

col | eagues had unl eashed by destroying the Heron Pool

But his gut feeling that the fam |y would seek to get even had proved
to be correct. The identity of the person who had taken over the
reigns of power was, in the present circunstances, of nargina

i mportance. The real question was no longer 'Did they intend to get
even?" but ' When?"

Five days later, the news he and Cadillac had been waiting for cane
honme to roost. Through his sergeant, Wantanabe had gi ven them

perm ssion to keep thensel ves occupied with sone inshore fishing
provided they did not stray too far fromthe house-boat. H's naster,
expl ai ned the sergeant, did not want the waves to swall ow the nen on
whom so nmuch depended. Wich was fine by Steve. Staying close at hand
was the whol e point of the exercise.

Cadillac was the first to spot the incomng bird. He and Steve rapidly
haul ed in the fishing lines then, assisted by powerful strokes of the
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Koj ak boatnen, they paddled silently but swiftly towards the
houseboat .

Steve had al ready observed that Wantanabe and his fam |y occupied the
forward part of the deckhouse i medi ately bel ow the bridge and that on
warm days, the sliding wall panels on the sout hward-facing port side
were left open to let in the spring sun

As they approached, they caught sight of WAntanabe entering the pigeon
coop atop of the rear deckhouse.

Cadillac signalled the others to bring the outrigger to a halt. Mving
their paddles in and out of the water to avoid attracting attention to
thensel ves, they drifted to and fro until Wantanabe energed fromthe
coop and hurried back to his quarters.

Cadillac directed themto nove forward again. Using
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his paddle as a

rudder, the Kojak boatman in the steru eased the outrigger alongside

t he house-boat until the left-hand float was only inches away fromthe
hul I .

To anyone wat ching their novenents onshore, the occupants of the Mite
vessel appeared to be letting it drift up to the beach while two of
them gazed up in wondernment at the house-boat. As well they mght, for
the superb fit of the tinbers and the details of its design and
construction underlined the unbridgeable gulf between its nakers and
the primtive society whose best effort was this four-seat ranshackle
tub which had all the grace of a floating pig-trough - and snelt like
one too.

It was no easy task to block out all the background noi se and chatter
and listen at the same tine to the conversation taking place
i medi at el y above them

Cadill ac heard a strangled cry of excitenment followed by a nuttered
exchange between Want anabe and a second person with a higher-pitched
voi ce - probably that of his wife, Yum ko. The thunp of swaggering
f oot steps, then Wantanabe's voice again, this tine |oud and cl ear,
sunmmoni ng Kur abashi, the sergeant-at-arns.

Cadi |l ac sat down and picked up his paddl e as Kurabashi, a square-cut
man with a face that | ooked as if it had been hewn from weat hered ship
ti mber, came thudding al ong the deck and entered through the open
screens wi thout noticing the outrigger parked directly below Cadillac
stood up again. This time, as Wantanabe rai sed his voice and adopted a
more official node of address, he was able to hear everything. The
wheel boat captai ned by Ryuku Kawani shi would arrive at Bei-tanaba in
ten days tine, carrying a raiding party under the comand of

Sanur ai - Maj or Morita.

Thi s second nane sounded vaguely famliar but Cadillac was unable to
place it. He carried on |istening as Wantanabe tol d Kuribashi the
nunbers and types of soldiers involved. As he stood with one ear
craned upwards, a small boy-child clad in a padded cotton jacket and
trousers toddled to the rail and stared down at him

The boy was quickly joined by a girl, about five or six years old. She
put one hand on her brother's shoulder to prevent himfalling through
and spoke to himin Japanese.

"Look!" she cried, pointing at Cadillac. 'Mnkey!

Monkey! Poo! Snelly! Say "Go away, nasty nonkey!" ' The boy-child
imtated her aggressive clenched-fist gesture.

A second | ater, Wantanabe and the sergeant appeared at the rail behind
the children. Neither had the slightest reason to suspect that anyone
in the boat bel ow understood a word of Japanese but both stared down
accusi ngly.

"Fortunately, Cadillac and Steve had al ready worked out their next
move. Bowing fromthe waist, Cadillac offered up the two plunmp fish he
was hol ding. Steve rose, bowed, and did the sane.

The Plainfolk had learned to treat the Iron Masters with respect but
they were not required to avoid eye-contact and prostrate thensel ves
like the Mute slave-workers in Ne-lssan. 'Free-range' grass-nonkeys
m ght be regarded as inferior beings but they were also allies and
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trading partners. Strategic and comrercial considerations nmade it
necessary to adopt a nore relaxed attitude towards them |t was only
when the annual batch of new recruits - know as 'journey-men' - stepped
aboard the wheel boats and the anchors were lifted, that the sniles

vani shed and the whi ppi ng- canes appear ed.

"Fresh fromthe waters,' said Cadillac. 'A gift fromthe Kojak to
grace the table of the great warriors fromthe east." He bowed again
then | ooked up expectantly.

Want anabe treated them both to another inpassive stare then told his
sergeant to summon the cook fromthe galley. The cook - a fat Chinese
dunpling - appeared with two assistants and | owered a basket over the
side on the end of a rope.

' How ah many you ah-give?" asked Ser geant
Kur abashi .
"As many as you want,' replied Steve.

'Good,' said Wantanabe. 'W take all." He lifted his
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son Tonp away fromthe rail, snarled briefly at the femal e servant who
was supposed to be | ooking after himthen handed himover. 'But from
ah-now after you keep away fromah-this boat. |f you ah-w sh to speak
or make trade, ah-do so on shore. Unnahstan'?"

Steve and Cadillac bowed again. Yeah, we unnahstan', you
ah-firat-faced ah-rittar creep .

As darkness fell, Cadillac, Steve and the Kojak boatnen shared a stew
made fromtheir reserve of dried fish and sone rice provided by
Want anabe's cook. It wasn't exactly a generous hel ping considering the

nunber of fish they'd handed over but this was not the tinme to get
pushy. Especially after the beady | ooks they'd drawn.

They bul ked up the neal by tossing stale pieces of flat-bread into the
stewpot - acquired, like so many donestic itens, fromthe tradi ng post
at an exorbitant exchange rate. There was no doubt about it; the Iron
Masters really knew how to gouge the natives

When the two boatmen hit the hay, Cadillac and Steve stayed by the fire
until the glow ng enbers coll apsed and began to turn grey.

"What d'you think?" asked Steve.
" About Want anabe? He certainly didn't give much away."

"No. But I'mwilling to bet nmy last nmeal credit he wasn't thinking
about fish. That guy's brain was in overdrive."

"He's certainly no dumdum' admitted Cadillac. 'But even if he didn't
i ke us sneaking up on his boat, there's no way he could figure out we
were listening in."

"Let's hope not." Steve stared into the fire and wei ghed up the
situation. In the light of what Cadillac had overheard, their chances
of sinking the wheel boat appeared to have dim ni shed consi derably.

Wth so many troops and horses on board, it sounded as if it was going
to be standing roomonly. How, in sweet Christopher's name, were they
going to be able to nove around?

"I've got a feeling we're in big trouble, good buddy."

"Wong. They're the ones who are in trouble,' said Cadillac
confidently. 'We'Ill manage it somehow. But first, we've got to send
"Bull and Death-Wsh back to warn the others."

"Better wait a couple of days. |It's running things a little tight, but
provi ding they nake the same tine on the return trip Carnegi e and

Cl earwat er shoul d have enough time to get the reception committee
organi zed. If they take off straight away it m ght | ook suspicious.

We don't want Fl at-Face connecting their departure with us hanging
around underneath his wi ndow-' Cadillac nodded. 'Good thinking..."

As a wordsmith, Cadillac was endowed with a phenonenal nenory but he
appeared to have forgotten that ordinary Mites were not the idea
carriers of verbal nessages - expecially ones containing precise
nunerical information. Since Mites had no witten | anguage they were
unable to read; with two exceptions - Cadillac and C earwater

Cadill ac had gained the ability to read when he had used his
extraordinary nental gifts to tap into Steve's fund of acquired
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know edge, and during the |l ast three nonths as guests of the Kojak,
Steve had taught C earwater what M Snow called 'silent speech'. At
the tine, it had been nothing nore than an agreeabl e exercise; a way of
bei ng toget her wi thout necessarily having to be in bed. Looking back,
it had been a smart move for besides helping to deepen their

rel ationship, her new skill was now going to help save Ilives.

Despite her eagerness to learn, Clearwater's witten vocabul ary was
still limted. But it was not her fault.

Steve, like all Trackers, had learned to read at a very early age but
he had never learned to wite. There had been no need. The foca
poi nt of his education had been video-screen with its host of
interactive teaching programmes and to nmake use of them Trackers
acqui red keyboard skills.

The verb 'wite' was only used in the context of witing conputer
programes - a task rarely perforned by anyone outside the First

Fam |y. Trackers used the verb 'key' instead. Paper, pens and pencils
as used in the
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pre-Hol ocaust era were unavailable. The only thing to

wite with was a light-pen, the only surface, a conputer screen. Any
drawi ng was done the sanme way, coloured by sel ecting shades froma
pal ette of fered by COLUMBUS

There were no books, paintings, prints, no photographs except those
stored in the video archives.

The only 'hard copy' available were the plasfilmnavref naps issued to
overground units. From Day One, everything a Tracker knew about the
wor |l d and the meani ng of existence cane through the screens of the

vi deo-network controlled by the First Famly.

Apart fromword of nouth, there was only one subversive nedi um

" bl ackj ack' - unofficial, and therefore illegal, nusic secretly
recorded onto tapes and discs. Sonetines it was acconpani ed by bizarre
i mges but usually there was just a sound-track recorded onto bl ank

vi deot apes. Copi es of copies of copies of countless copies of

t housand-year-ol d masters.

Not everyone had access to the necessary equi prent but those that did
heard a nmi x of husky, snarling, raucous, plaintive vocals about
seeking, finding, |osing, yearning, backed by wild, soaring urgent
har moni es and underscored with a spine-tingling rhythmc beat. The
words nmirrored the dreans, sone bright, but nore often broken, of an
i mperfect world where the freedomto |ove, to be and do anything, was
both a boon and a curse. A world full of hope yet beyond sal vati on;
|l ost forever in the fires of the Hol ocaust.

No one knew who had started the trafficking or who was behind it now.

And Steve, who had al ways steered clear of the stuff had not inquired
further. Handling blackjack was a Code One offence: a one-way ticket
to the wall

So... although Steve knew the shape of each letter, its sound val ue and
was able to spell, until he began to teach C earwater, he had never
actually formed words using anything other than a typewiter

keyboar d.

So he had traced the outlines of letters in the snow and when dar kness
fell, he drew them on snooth pal e-col oured stones using a charred stick
fromthe fire.

To provide a nore permanent record of the al phabet, C earwater had sewn
the letters onto the sleeves of her cotton tunic using an Iron Master
needl e and thread; thirteen letters running in two rows down the |eft
hand sl eeve, the remai nder running up the right hand sl eeve.

She began by identifying each one as Steve called themout in random
order and then progressed to spelling out the nanes of objects around
her .

The first words she wanted to wite were 'cloud-warrior’' and her own
nane. He tried to explain that his given name was Steven Roosevelt
Bri ckman but she was not interested. Coud-Warrior was his nanme of
power and that was how she, like all Mite wonmen, w shed to address her
chosen soul - mat e.

The first tentative sentence produced entirely unai ded read:

"Clearwater gives to C oud-VWarrior her long life heart loving." Using
the inside of a piece of tree bark, Steve scratched a reply with the
point of his knife. 'It is a gift | will always strive to be worthy
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of ." Not exactly a vibrant piece of prose but Steve had never witten
a love-letter before.

I nsi de the haybarn, out of sight of the Iron Masters, Steve got to work
on another small piece of bark

Congratul ating hinself on having had the foresight to teach C earwater
basic arithmetic as well as reading and witing, he scratched out a
cryptic message using synbols she would be able to deci pher.

This was the first tinme he'd ever drawn anything without the aid of a
conmputer and he enjoyed doing it.

And apart fromthe nmathenmatical signs, the synbols were not borrowed
from COLUMBUS s vast store of graphic elenents: they were entirely his
own creation.

It was a strange feeling and it rem nded himof the artisans he'd seen
at work during his time as a road-runner in Ne-lssan. Men who drew

pi ctures on paper-covered screens with brushes and pots of col oured
wat er .

Not pictures conposed by soulless circuit boards, but created out of
their own inmgination - of forests, snow capped nountai ns and
m st - shrouded val | eys.

Horsenen hunting wild animals with spear and bow, birds perched on
branches heavy with pink blossom or wading on | ong slender |egs
t hrough reedy marshes.

Courtesans in richly patterned ki nbnos, some with their chal k-white

faces hal f-hi dden by parasols, poised daintily on the edge of lily
ponds where plunp red and white fish rippled the surface with their
noses.

Conpared to the marvel s they produced his efforts were pitiful but now,
at | east, he knew that some human bei ngs had the potential to produce
such things - no matter how brutal their society mght be. And if the
Iron Masters could do it, why not Trackers'?

After cutting the last line of the nmessage, he opened the snall

eart henware pot of powdered dark brown dye he'd brought along to keep
his hair fromgoing blond at the roots. Mxing a little powder with
sonme water in the lid, Steve used a sliver of wood to stain the knife
cuts to make themnore legible. Satisfied with the effect he had
achi eved, he then copied the original onto a second piece of tree

bar k.

.Waen both medal lions were ready, he gave Cadillac one to | ook at.
"Think she'll be able to understand that?"
Cadi |l ac studi ed the engraved nessage then read it back: 'Is this...?

Oh, yes, a Kon its side, making an arrow pointing down to fish. Cot

it ... the Kojak.

Drawn crossbow. .. Be ready? On your guard?"

' Keep going..."

"Five plus five. Suns... one dark one light. Mist be sunset and
sunrise. ten days. you will wake to see - mmm quite clever. Are
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t hose neant to be wheel s?"
"Yes."

' Wheel boats coming over water to | odges. Arrows coming fromboth
sides. Surrounding..."

"Settlenent."
"Five times ten tinmes five ... what are these -hoofprints?"
"Who ride horses?"

"Samurai. Yes... neat idea. | take it this next set of nunbers refers
to the red-stripes. Doesn't |ook nuch |ike a mask."

"You got it didn't you?"

"Yes, but | know what the nmessage is." Cadillac handed back the
medal lion. '"Wouldn't it have been sinpler to wite it in Basic?"

"OfF course it would! Dyou think | did this for fun?!
Cadi |l ac made a soothing gesture. 'Don't get irritated.

It's very ingenious. The thing is - with sonething this
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crucial -we
don't want any mi sunderstandi ngs."

"There isn't gonna be any m sunderstandi ngs,' said Steve heatedly.
"Has it occurred to you that Wantanabe m ght be able to read Basic?
Better than he can speak it?

Qovi ously not. Suppose he takes it into his head to search the boat
and our two friends before they | eave?

Unlikely to happen, | grant you, but having gotten this far why take
chances?"

"You're right. But in that case, won't he be suspicious of anything
that | ooks |ike a hidden nessage?"

"It's not going to be hidden. |'mplanning to hang these round their
necks. They're good luck charns. That's why |'ve only used ones, plus
signs, X s and square noughts.

Any ot her nunerals woul d give the gane away."

Steve's worries were not entirely groundl ess. Wantanabe's suspi cions
had been aroused upon finding themlurking directly below his quarters
on the houseboat while he was di scussing information that woul d be of
use to an enemy. But the nore he thought about it the nore he realized
there were no grounds for believing the Mutes were up to sone

m schi ef .

Even so, he felt a certain unease. There was sonething about the two
gui des the Kojak wordsnmith had sent him Something about their eyes,
their deneanour. They | ooked ..

VWhat was it? Too... astute? On the other hand, that m ght be the
reason why they had been sel ected.

In Ne-lssan, slaves were forbidden to nmake eye-contact with persons
fromthe upper classes. They were dealt with by persons of inferior
rank. Perhaps it was his own attitude that was incorrect. Perhaps
they weren't all as dunb-1ooking as the two that were | eaving, and the
majority of Muites he'd net since arriving in the outlands. Yes..

Clearly, there was still alot to learn

Two days later, the two Kojak boatnmen sought perm ssion from Sergeant
Kurabashi to return to their settlenent in order to confirmthe safe
arrival of the guides. Kurabashi told themtheir request would receive
due consideration and strode off to check up on the new buil ding

wor k.

The Japs had negotiated a deal with their nearest Mite nei ghbours to
supply tinber and were enploying a sixty-strong gang worKki ng under

cl ose supervision to saw the logs up into planks and do other |abouring
jobs using Iron Master tools. The Miutes had brought along their wonen
and children and they were now canped in a nini-settlenent about half a
mle inland. It was a neat arrangenent. The Japs didn't have to feed
or house their work force, and they didn't have them under their feet
after the whistle blew.

Steve and Cadillac hel ped 'Bull and Death-Wsh prepare the out-rigger
for the voyage home then sat down on the beach near the gangway to the
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houseboat .

When Kurabashi returned, they | ooked up at hi mexpectantly but he
wal ked on board wi thout giving thema second gl ance.

Cadi | | ac watched the sergeant enter Wantanabe's quarters then eyed
Steve. 'What's going on?"

"You tell me, you' re the expert. You know what these guys are |ike.

They like to make a big production out of everything. He's probably
trying to make us sweat a little."

If that was Kurabashi's intention, he succeeded. Half an hour |ater he
reappeared with Wantanabe, and foll owed hi m down the gangway. Steve,
Cadillac and the two boatnmen scranbled to their feet and bowed but the
Japs wal ked right past themand on up the beach. And so it went on al
through the norning. It was as if they had suddenly becone invisible
and al though they joked about throw ng thensel ves across the foot of
the gangway there seened no way of attracting the Jap's attention

wi t hout giving offence - and that woul d have been counterproducti ve.

The ni dday neal - break came and went and it was not
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until the late

aft ernoon, when Steve was beconing increasingly anxious at the thought
of losing a day off an already tight schedule, that Wantanabe and his
hat chet - f aced sergeant condescended to address them

Kur abashi was carrying the pigeon basket they'd brought back. The two
birds were inside and the remaining ribbons were | ooped through the
woven cane.

The two Koj ak boat nen bowed as he placed the basket in front of
Ragi ng-Bull. Death-Wsh was on his left then Steve and Cadill ac,
form ng two sides of a square.

Want anabe drew hinself up to his full height and adopted his severest

expression. It was difficult to inpress your authority on loutish
savages when you were obliged to | ook up their nostrils. It was also
extrenely' annoying. In Ne-lssan, these nonkeys woul d have been

grovelling at his feet with their noses in the dirt.

"Tell your ah-wordsmith we ah-will soon thank himin-ah person for his
ah-sistance. Tell himalso he nmus' ah-send back bird with nessage as
we ah-range." He gl anced sideways at Steve and Cadillac but they were

careful not to react.

"Bull and Death-Wsh bowed. As they straightened up, 'Bull's bark
medal | i on swung out of the v-neck of his |eather overshirt. Steve's
earlier assurance vani shed as he saw Want anabe's eyes |ight up

Pointing to the nmedallion, the Jap shapped his fingers then opened his
palm '"Bull took it off his neck and handed it over

Want anabe scanned the synbols scratched in the bark, checked the other
side, took another closer |ook at Steve's handiwork then passed it over
to Kurabashi .

There was a nuttered exchange that Cadillac failed to get the gist

of .

The head Jap turned back to Raging-Bull. 'Wat is ah-neaning of

t hi s?"

"It's a good luck charm' replied "Bull. 'It contains magic to ward

off evil spirits.”
"Ah-so... we no see before. W ah-give this thing?"

"Qur clan elders. To guard us on this dangerous voyage. No one from
our clan has ever crossed the Geat River before."

Well done, 'Bull. Keep going..

Want anabe grunted. ' These ah-marks which bring good fortune. These
suns, these eyes. Wiat is it they ah-say?"

The boat man bowed and spread his hands apol ogetically.

"I cannot tell you master. They are sky-signs. Only our wordsmith
knows the | anguage of Mb-Town, the Geat Sky-Mther."

Want anabe accepted this with a nod but the set of his nouth showed he
was far fromhappy. He turned to Death-Wsh. 'You also carry neckl ace
to bring you good fortune?"

The second boat man produced his bark nedallion but didn't renove it
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fromhis neck. Wantanabe conpared it to the one he held in his hand
then beckoned Steve and Cadillac to step forward. Steve tried to think
of a convincing answer to the question he knew was com ng as Want anabe
pl anted hinself in front of themand held out his hand. How stupid not
to have nade two nore copies

Cadillac canme to the rescue while Steve was still struggling to put
words together. 'It is only our clan-brothers who carry the nagic

amul ets charged with the power of M-Town for it is they who nmust cross
the Gceat River. W do not need the sky-signs to protect us.

The Great Sky- Mt her has placed our lives in your hands."

Want anabe inclined his head graciously. 'You speak well. The Kojak
have ah-tongues as slippery as eels.”

Turning on his heel, he issued a rapid stream of orders to Kurabashi

The sergeant relayed themto an underling on the deck of the house-boat
and within seconds, Steve and the three Miutes were surrounded by eight
arnmed sol diers.

"What in hell--' "Don't say or do anything!" hissed Cadillac
Two sol di ers grabbed Death-Wsh by the arnms and forced himto kneel

Two nore grabbed Raging-Bull. A fifth handed Sergeant Kurabashi a
short wooden stick
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then joined the three who stood poised ready to cut
down Steve and Cadillac should they be rash enough to interfere.

Kur abashi st epped behi nd Death-Wsh, slid the stick through the knotted
| eat her thong onto which the bark medal lion had been threaded and
twisted it round to take up the slack

Deat h- W sh began to choke as the neckl ace becane a garrotte.
"Tighter!" cried Wantanabe, in Japanese.

The crewren who were not working on shore appeared at the rail of the
house-boat and wat ched i npassively as Death-Wsh started to turn
purple. H s eyes bulged and his tongue was forced out of his nouth as
Kur abashi applied another turn, forcing the | eather-noose to bite into
the Mute's neck. The carved bark nedallion was now stuck hard agai nst
t he underside of his chin.

WAnt anabe turned to Steve and Cadillac and affected an air of
puzzlerment. 'Your frien' seemto have ah-problem Good |uck charm
does not appear to be ah-working." He returned to his victimand

wat ched cal My as Kurabashi applied nore pressure then, when death was
only seconds away, he called it off with a disnissive wave of his
hand.

The sergeant rapidly unwound the garrotte, revealing an ugly purple
weal , scored through a bright red Iine where the sharp edge of the

| eat her had cut through the skin. The two soldiers dragged the

sem -consci ous Mute face-downwards to the outrigger, his toes trailing
in the sand and dunped hi m uncerenoniously into the forward part of the
hul I .

When they had returned to stand on either side of Wantanabe he waved
the medal i on he had taken from Ragi ng-Bull under the noses of his
captive audi ence.

"Let that be ah-lesson to all of you! The sky-signs of your gods
ah-wort hl ess agai nst pow ah of Iron Masters!

Mo- Town and ah-this Talisman of who ah-you speak cannot save you
Future of Plainfolk in owah han's!

Hi s Basic pronunciation got worse the nore angry and excited he
becane.

"Only we have pow ah to defeat san'-burrowah! W give help to those
who obey - kirr aw who defy or seek-ah to betray us! Resistance
totaree usel ess! Thousan' grass-nonkey die for each one Iron Master
who fall!"™ He threw the nedallion towards Raging-Bull. 'Terrah-this
to yoh peepawi " 'Bull caught the medallion and bowed. Steve and
Cadi | ac hel ped himhaul the outrigger into the water under the gaze of
the Japs. Death-Wsh was still flat on his back but he was still alive
and his lips were no longer blue. Steve noistened themw th some
water. 'You gonna be all right?"

Deat h- W sh massaged his throat and nodded weakly.
He tried to pull hinself upright.
Steve restrained him 'Lay there a while. 'Bull's taking you hone.

I"msorry about what happened but you'll have a chance to get even with
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these guys. That's a pronise." He waded back to where Ragi ng-Bull sat
in the stern. The bark nedal lion hung around his neck

Steve kissed two fingers and laid themon the carved nmessage. ' Make
sure Clearwater sees this."

"Bull nodded and lifted his paddl e over the side. Steve and Cadillac

got behind the outrigger, gave it a last push then wal ked up onto the

beach and watched as it headed towards the sun - a pal e gol den orange

di sc growi ng bigger by the mnute as it curved down to neet the watery
hori zon.

"Think they'Il nmake it?"

"I don't see why not,' said Cadillac. 'In fact, now they're out of the
hands of that lunatic |I'd say their chances of getting back in one

pi ece have inproved considerably."” He glanced over his shoul der and
saw Want anabe strutting up the gangway foll owed by Kurabashi and the
soldiers. 'Wsh | could say the sane about ours. W must have been
mad to think we could pull this off."

Steve answered with a dry laugh. 'A while back, you were the one who
was reassuring ne. We'll make it.

Want anabe was just trying to show us who's the boss. He
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may conme on a
little heavy but he's not going to do anything drastic. He's got too
much riding on this. As far as he knows we could be a key part to this
operation. But he isn't sure. That's why he's on edge. Al we have
to do is avoid rubbing himup the wong way."

" And how do we manage that ?"

"By not saying or doing anything that could give himthe inpression we
think he's a conplete and utter shithead."

Cadillac bristled. 'Is this your way of suggesting that Death-Wsh was
al nost killed because of something | said?"

"Listen, I'"mglad one of us said something. My brain just |ocked
solid.”

"Exactly. Considering it was conpletely off-the-cuff |I thought it was
a rather clever reply."

"Too clever by half. But it wasn't so much what you said as the way
you said it. C non, Caddy. You and | have both been there. You know
how t he Japs feel about uppity Mites. From now on, we act snart and
pl ay dunb. Ckay?"

Cadill ac sighed wearily. 'If you say so, Brickman. The last thing
want is another argurment. You lead, 1'll follow .."

Huggi ng the eastern shore of Lake M -shiga, the giant wheel boat
commanded by Ryuku Kawani shi headed south towards Bei-tanaba, the | ast
of the five outstations established during the previous year. The

gl ancing rays of the rising sun turned the cal mwaters on the port side
into a sheet of hamered gold, while to starboard, the dark shadow cast
by the nulti-storeyed superstructure stretched away towards the

heartl and of the Plainfolk their ultimte destination

The head of station at Bei-tanaba was a certain |zo Wantanabe, and it
was the report of this sharp-eyed functionary which had led to the
operation now in progress, a punitive expedition designed to capture,
alive, the five assassins who had rmurdered Donmain Lord Yana- Shita and
engi neered a hideous confl agration which had killed and nmai med hundreds
of others.

On the bridge, alongside Captain Kawani shi, stood Samurai - Mj or

'Tenzan' Mbdrita. Tenzan, the Japanese word for |ightning was a

ni ckname derived fromhis skill as a swordsman and the speed with which
he reacted to tactical situations. Mrita was, in other words, an
experienced field commander, and this was the reason why he had been
chosen to lead the two hundred and fifty samurai now quartered in the
cabins running off the galleried upper decks.

Their horses were stabled in specially-constructed stalls on the
cavernous through-deck together with their groonms and three hundred
red-stripes - foot-soldiers of inferior rank and birth whose martia
skills had earned themthe right to carry a nass-produced versi on of
the tachi, the curving long-sword. In Ne-lIssan, where only sanurai
were permtted to carry both the tachi, and its shorter conpanion the
waki sashi, this was regarded as a great honour

The five assassins had spent the winter with Miuite fisherfol k and,
according to the last report from Wantanabe, were now trapped |ike
flies in a honeyed web of deceit and flattery. The plan was to seize
themas they slept or were still in the grip of the yawni ng stupor that
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precedes the state of wakeful ness. Their Mite hosts had pl edged to
cooperate fully with the invading force and, nost inportant of all,
they had pronised to renbve any poi sons, weapons and other potentially
dangerous i npl ements possessed by the assassins on receipt of the
signal that a | anding was only hours away. This was not because Mirita
and his nmen feared for their lives; it was to ensure that the assassins

were deprived of the neans to kill thenselves in the crucial nonents
bet ween realization that they were about to be captured and the act
itself.

During his visit to the clan, |zo Wantanabe had
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furni shed the Kojak's

headman with a sinpl e notched wooden cal endar to mark the passage of
the days. Fromthe end of the first week in April, the clan was to

mai ntain a nightly watch of the eastern sky. |If they saw three red
stars shoot heavenwards in quick succession it would be a sign that the
raiding force was in position and intended to |and at sunrise. In
return, the Kojak would ignite a green rocket provided by Wantanabe to
signal that all was well

These arrangenments were further proof of the commendabl e foresight and
i ngenui ty whi ch Want anabe had di spl ayed fromthe nonent he had sighted
the flying-horses passing over his outstation

Ai shi Saki moto, the chief surviving menber of the Yama-Shita famly's

I nner Council and uncle of the nurdered domain-lord had enphasi zed t hat
the assassins were to be brought back yoked and chai ned but ot herw se
unharmed. Once they were incarcerated in the Yama-Shita's

pal ace-fortress at Sara-kusa they would be subjected singly and
collectively to the nost exquisitely painful tortures that could be
devi sed.

Past experience showed that this process, patiently applied, could

| oosen the stubbornest of tongues. And prior to the renoval of that
particular organ - but only after it had been pierced by red-hot
needl es - Sakinoto hoped to discover the full story behind the
destruction of the Heron Pool. The role of the sand-burrowers and
their Mute | ackeys, the clan M Call had already been clearly
establ i shed; what was of crucial inportance was the degree of

i nvol venent - active or passive - of the Shogun, Yoritono Toh-Yota and
leyasu, his wily Court Chanberlain who, despite his advanced age, was
still the power behind the throne.

The death of Lord Hiro YamaoShita and the subsequent redistribution of
the famly's trading |licenses had been a severe blowto their long-term
pl ans to displace the Toh-Yota and assume the | eadership of Ne-Issan

The exclusive right to westward trade with the grass-nonkeys had given
the Yama-Shita virtual command of the slave trade and only their boats
had the right to use the canal which divided their domain and forned
the link between the Geat River and the Eastern Sea

Thi s tradi ng nonopoly had been the source of the famly's power and
i nfluence, but with the posthunous charge of high treason |evelled
agai nst Lord YamaShita by the Shogun things had changed dramatically.

Thei r nei ghbours, the Ko-Ni kka and the Se-l1ko, erstwhile.

friends and secret allies had joned with other powerful domain-lords in
supporting the charges agai nst them and had eagerly seized upon the
Shogun's offer to grant themequal trading rights and, as a result of
their cowardly defection, the fam |y now faced the prospect of |osing
at least half its revenues.

The death by execution and suicide of Lord Yama-Shita's i medi ate
famly, his principal retainers and some two dozen relatives judged to
be inplicated in the conspiracy had been a bitter blow In tine, the
house of Yamm-Shita would recover and exact a terrible revenge but for
the nmoment, patience and stealth were required.

Morita's expedition had been assenbl ed and despatched in great secrecy
for two reasons: to prevent the Shogun from | earni ng what was afoot,
and because the intended action was illegal. |If it came to light, it
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could lead to another round of punitive sanctions being i nposed upon
the fanmily. An edict laid down by the Toh-Yota shogunate expressly
forbade 'foreign adventures'

The seventeen domai n-1ords of Ne-lssan owed in theory - tota

al l egiance to the Shogun. Their private arnmes were - again in theory
- his, and novements of all units were supposed to be reported to the
resi dent Consul -General, the principal representative of centra
governnent stationed in each of the domains.

Prior notification of all troop novenents was one of the many
mechani sns enpl oyed by the Toh-Yota to maintain the status quo and it
had hel ped keep the peace for over eighty years. Yoritono, the present
rul er of
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Ne- 1 ssan, woul d have taken a dimview of the unreported

despatch of five hundred fully armed nen into the outlands - especially
when the aim of the operation was to bring back evidence that woul d
help nail himand his fanmily to the wall

Passing through the straits of Hui-niso, Kawanishi's massive
three-storeyed vessel had made overnight calls at the four out-stations
dotted round the broad peninsul ar separating Lake U-ron from

M - shi ga.

Supplies and mail had been unl coaded, witten reports on the progress
made in establishing permanent |inks with the grass-nonkeys inhabiting
the hinterland were collected together with the | atest airborne nessage
from Want anabe, and the future toasted with copious drafts of sake.

And now, at last, they were on their way to Bei-tanaba - the anchorage
fromwhich the attack woul d be | aunched.

Steve and Cadillac were filled with a mxture of excitenent and

trepi dation as they saw t he wheel boat appear on the horizon. Up to
this monment, everything had gone far better than they dared hope. But
what they had acconplished with the hel p of the Kojak boatnen was

not hi ng conpared to what |ay ahead. Success or failure, life or death
- all now depended on what happened within the next forty-eight
hour s.

In a short while, they would becone accredited nenbers of the mlitary
expedi ti on now steam ng towards them Both were aware that one wong
nmove coul d spell disaster but their thoughts were focussed on the
difficulties they would encounter once they'd nmanaged to get on

board

Neither had any inkling that their plan to sink the glittering vesse
was about to lurch sickeningly off course before they had even set foot
on deck.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

After checking with the aid of a spyglass that the wheel boat was flying
the insignia of the house of Yama-Shita, |zo Wantanabe cl anbered down
the | adder fromthe roof of the bridge and told his sergeant to
organi ze a hot bath and a change of clothes for the two Miute guides.

If the commander of the military expedition, or one of his subordinate
of ficers, wished to question the grass-nonkeys it was necessary to make
them presentabl e. That neant changi ng their stained, greasy

"wal ki ng-skins' for clean trousers and tunics, and naking sure they
snelt of nothing stronger than soap.

Kur abashi summpbned Steve and Cadill ac onto the deck of the house-boat
and gave themthe good news.

The bad news was that they were not pernmitted to use the facilities on
board. They had to renove one of the big wooden tubs fromthe

bat h-house and carry it down onto the beach, using the stout pole
provi ded.

The tubs were nornally shifted by four nen with two poles but by
threading it through on the diagonal they achieved the right bal ance
then al nost ruptured thenselves lugging it off the boat.

' Sheehh! Jack ne!" gasped Steve, after they' d staggered up the beach
and shed their burden on the spot indicated by Kurabashi
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"Coul d'ye been . . . worse,' panted Cadillac, hanging linply over his
end of the pole.

'Yeah?" Steve straightened up and probed his right collar-bone to nake
sure it was still intact.

"Yeah, it could' ye been full of water." Cadillac recovered his breath
and wi thdrew the carrying pole.

"Still - at least it's downhill on the way back."

'Save the jokes. Kurabashi's getting inpatient."”
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They ran back to the houseboat and collected twenty buckets of boiling
hot water, two at a tinme, at the double. Kurabashi dogged their
footsteps, screanming angrily each time they spilt sone on the deck. He
was swearing at themin Japanese but nmilitary-style abuse has a
famliar ring that transcends the barrier of |anguage.

The last trip was to collect a bar of soap, scrubbing gloves and two

towel s. 'Wash body fromah head to toe!" barked Kurabashi. 'Hair,
face, everything tip-top! Snell mus' go! Quick, quick! No tine! No
time!" Steve and Cadillac bowed then raced down the gangway. Pausing

only to add several cooling buckets of water fromthe | ake, they
stripped off their wal ki ng-skins, grabbed the soap and a scrubbing
gl ove and side-vaulted into the steamng tub

Steve sank down up to his chin, savouring the all-enbracing warnth.

'Hope he's not going to scrub our backs

Cadill ac | aughed as he joined him 'You worried he mght |augh when he
sees your--' 'lIdiot! It's not down there |I'mthinking about, it's up
here." Steve tapped the dirty strip of rag tied around his forehead.

Cadill ac was al so wearing one. Stitched into the first few inches of
the strip - the layer lying nearest the skin were sone flat-bottoned

pebbl es whi ch, when conceal ed by the other |ayers of rag, created the
characteristic bulges that had pronpted Trackers to refer to Mites as
"| unp- heads'

Thei r body-marki ngs, which were authentic reproductions of the

vari egated skins the vast majority of Miutes were born with, would not
come off no matter how hard they scrubbed with soap and water; only the
chemical action of the oily sap from crushed pink finger-1eaves coul d
alter the permanence of the specially-formul ated vegetabl e dyes. But
because their skins were free of the usual rough patches of vein-like
ribbing and gathering - the third deformation that set Mites apart from
their fell ow hurmans - they had adopted the 'l unp-head' |ook to hide the
fact that they were al so straight-boned

It was this need to blend in with their Kojak hosts which had | ed them
to choose Ragi ng-Bull and Deat h-Wsh from anongst a host of
vol unt eers.

Apart from having 'tree-bark' veining on their forearns, the two

boat men were virtual ly snoot h-skinned. The [unps on their foreheads
bone-tunours arising froma hereditary defect in the Miutes' genetic
code - had al so been covered by ragged strips of cloth to give all four
a sim|ar appearance.

As a child of the Federation, Steve had been showering daily ever since
he' d been able to stand on his own feet but Cadillac had never
experienced the luxury of washing in hot water until landing in
Ne-1ssan. The comunal tub favoured by Iron Masters provided

i magi nati ve bathers with a range of delicious opportunities and the

twi ce-daily encounters with his 'scrubbers' had been one of the nost

pl easurabl e aspects of his stay. The other great discovery had been
the |ibido-loosening effects of sake - the pale yellow |iquor made from
fernented rice. The warm enbrace of the water brought back nenories of
both, and with it, the sharp realization that his body still craved for
a bracing shot of alcohol. Cadillac fought down the sudden thirst that
gripped his throat and as he tried to banish all thought of sake from
his mnd, Steve's voice cut across his reverie.
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' Caddy! Take off your headband and wash it now whil e nobody's
around!"

Turning his back to the houseboat, Steve dunked his head repeatedly
whil e he scrubbed the dirt out of his own strip of rag.

Cadillac did the sane then wound it back over his wet hair. Steve was
just knotting his into place when they saw Kurabashi headi ng towards
themfollowed by two of the fenaml e donestics. The first was carrying,
a neat pile of clothes, the second sone rolled straw mats. Kurabashi
had hi s whipping cane under his arm He usually carried it around as a
synbol of his authority when dealing with the Miute construction
workers. So far they hadn't seen himuse it but the threat of a
beati ng was al ways there.
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Havi ng received a sound thrashing during his tine as a road-runner,
Steve was in no hurry to earn himself another. He rubbed soap in his
hair and qui ckly worked up a | ather

When the straw mats had been | aid down a couple of yards fromthe tub,
the first Thai woman pl aced a pair of rope-soled sandals and a
neat|y-fol ded white cotton tunic and trousers on each end. Both wonen
then bowed to Kurabashi and scuttled back to the boat. The clothes - a
wi de- sl eeved V-neck wap-over tunic fastened with a sash, and boxy,
calf-length trousers were alnmost identical to those Cadillac had been
given to wear at the Heron Pool

Kur abashi took the whipping-cane fromunder his armand placed it
behind his back. Holding it in his clasped hands, he paced slowy
around the tub. In Iron Mster bath-houses, the tubs were set into
holes in the planked floor to permt easy access and to allow the

bat her's back to be scrubbed by sonebody kneeling outside: here on the
beach, the rimof the tub was |evel with Kurabashi's arnpits.

'You ah-wash feet - backsides, grass-nonkey?"
"Yes, lron Master!" they chorused.

Kurabashi jerked his head. 'Qutside! Do again for-ah ne to see!’
Steve and Cadillac | eapt out and scrubbed thensel ves fromtoe to wai st
under the sergeant's beady gaze.

Fortunately, Steve had taken the precaution of dying his pubic hair
dark brown as well. He had very little chest hair whereas Cadillac's
fornmed a dark shadow that ran down through his navel from breastbone to
groin. His lower |legs were well-covered too.

Kurabashi, like all Iron Masters, had no body hair, and apart froma
meagre scattering of short pale eye-lashes had no hair on his skul
either. He surveyed themwi th a mxture of curiosity and distaste then
brandi shed hi s whi ppi ng-cane. 'Hob-kay! Back in-ah water! WAsh rest
of -ah body!"®

They went over their chests, arns and faces, scrubbed each other's
backs then started to rinse the suds out of their hair.

Kur abashi rapped his cane sharply on the rimof the tub. 'No! No! No
good!" He prodded Cadill ac's head-band. 'Renobve ah-this before wash
hair!" Cadillac and Steve exchanged a | oaded gl ance.

'Looks |ike we've got some explaining to do
' Then you'd better conme up with sonething good."

Steve slipped off his headband and sank beneath the water. Cadillac
did i kewise then energed and started to wash his hair.

As Steve surfaced he heard Kurabashi say: 'Gass-nmonkey . . . why you
no nore have | unps on-ah your face?"

Wth their skins tingling froma brisk towelling, Steve and Cadill ac
were marched up the gangway in their clean dry clothes and halted on
the fore-deck of the houseboat. After telling themto |lay down their
straw mats, Sergeant Kurabashi |eft themunder the watchful gaze of
four arned sea-sol diers and strode off towards Wantanabe's quarters.

When the head Jap energed sonme ten minutes |ater he did not | ook too
pl eased.
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Following Cadillac's lead, Steve fell to his knees on the mat beside
hi m and bowed hi s head as Want anabe confronted them thrusting one of
the ragged headbands under their noses. It had been fol ded to expose
the section into which the pebbles had been' stitched. ' So,
grass-nonkeys ... you ah-wi sh to explain this-ah deception?"

Now t hat he had the advantage in height, he had ditched the aggressive
bullfrog act: now it was the velvety-steel inquisitor. The old
cat - and- nouse routine..

Cadi |l ac cl asped his hands together in supplication and threw a
si deways gl ance at Steve. The nessage spelled out by the eyes read:
"Ckay, smart-ass, you want to show
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me howit's done? Start

tal ki ng. "

Sonof abi t ch-.

'"No deception intended, Iron Master!" began Steve.

'Stones were only to, uh... to, uh--' Cadillac bailed himout. '--to

cover our shanme! We were given the skin of the Plainfolk, but to
puni sh us for wongdoing in forner life, the Great Sky-Mther did not
give us the sane bodies as our clan-brothers. Ever since we were born,
our nothers kept our heads w apped with stones - for our shanme was al so
theirs. And so what they began, we have continued to this day."

Not bad, Caddy... not bad..
Want anabe st epped back and conferred with his trusty sergeant.

Cadi | | ac managed to catch nost of the exchange. The head Jap had
swal l owed his story but it was a reluctant decision, influenced by the
fact that the wheel boat was drawi ng closer by the nminute.

Want anabe gave the headband back to Kurabashi

Steve and Cadillac held their breath and kept their eyes averted as he
paced slowy up and down in front of them

'CGood story. But is it ah-true?"

Cadill ac bowed lower still. 'Plainfolk speak only truth to Iron
Masters. A Kojak warrior who lies to save his life is w thout
honour .

This is the | aw of ny people.”

Et hi cal codes of conduct were sonmething an Iron Master coul d
understand. 'The Kojak are great warriors,' admtted Wantanabe. 'I

al so know of -ah shane that can cone from unfortunate-ah circunstance of
birth. This can explain many things."

Cadi |l |l ac sat back on his heels and bent his head to touch the clasped
hands resting on his chest. 'lron Master possess great w sdom and
forgiving heart." Easy, Caddy. No need to overdo it...

"But present difficulty-ah remains. Truth of matter can only be
verified by-ah Kojak wordsmith. Until then nust find way to prevent

further nonkey-business!" Wantanabe | aughed loudly at this witticism
and everyone else joined in. 1In Ne-lssan, when the boss-nman | aughed,
you | aughed even | ouder and you kept on going until the smile left his
face.

On Want anabe' s signal, Kurabashi noved to the foredeck hatchway and
yell ed to sonmeone bel ow. Three sol diers appeared. One was carrying
chains, the other two |ugged heavy square wooden boards. They were
made of jointed tinber about three inches thick and had a hole in the
mddle, lined with a strip of iron. Steve and Cadillac were handed the
chains and told to shackle each other's ankles and wists. Wen they'd
handed over the keys and were back kneeling on their mats, it becane

cl ear why the boards were nade in two halves with a sinple hinge on one
side and a closing bolt on the other

They were neck restraints.
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The boards, sone four inches wider than their shoul ders, were | ocked
around their necks. The chain connecting their wists was pulled
through a slot at the front of the board and fastened to it by neans of
another small bolt. It was brutally sinple and fiendishly clever.

To bal ance when standi ng upright, you had to adopt a stooping posture
and in order to ease the pressure of the iron collar on the base of the
neck, the wearer was forced to support the weight of the board with
bot h hands.

Want anabe stood in front of themfor a few nonents to savour their
predi canent then, satisfied that they were unlikely to cause hi many
further upset, he returned to his quarters. Kurabashi told Steve and
Cadillac they could, if they wi shed, sit cross-legged on their nats.

After the sea-soldiers had gone off to prepare for the arrival of the
wheel boat, Steve tried to find the best position for the neckboard.

There wasn't one. 'This is killing nme..."

The too,' whispered Cadillac. 'Wat in M-Town's nane are we going to
do if they put us on board the wheel boat trussed up like this?"

"Let's just get on it first. W'Il figure out the rest later."
"But--' Steve cut himoff. 'Listen to nme. D d they kil
Deat h- W sh?"

'They cane pretty close.”
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'Yeah, but the point is they didn't. This is all part of their
canmpai gn to keep us guessing. It's a tried and tested technique. |If
you're in charge of an operation and you haven't a clue what to do
next, then the best way to nmaintain control - and conceal your own
uncertainty - is to throw everybody el se off balance. Never fails."

"I hope you're right. Sounds to ne as if you're pissing in the
wind..."

' Caddy! For crissakes, snap out of it! Every tinme we run into a
sticky patch, you throw a downer! Just hang in there. Things always
go frombad to worse before they get better. | can read this guy like
a vid-screen. Hell!

You're the one whose supposed to be the expert. Can't you see the
state he's in?"

"He's worried, yes--' '"Wrried?! The guy's crapping hinmself! He's set
up this whole' raid, he's told whoever's out there that he's got two
gui des ready to |l ead the way and now he finds we're not quite what we
appeared to be. Nothing he can really put his finger on but enough to
set the alarmbells ringing. And you know what? | bet ny |ast

meal -credit he's beginning to wonder about those nedallions 'Bull and
Deat h-Wsh sailed off with. Wre they just good |luck charms or were
they a secret nmessage tipping off the bad guys? Whose side are the
Koj ak on now? And | bet you sonething else. He's not going to say a
word about this to the guys on that wheel boat."

"If I were in his position, | don't think | would either."

' Because he's not a sanmurai. Which means no quick way out. If this
raid goes down the tube and he has the bad luck to survive . "

Cadi | | ac nodded. 'And sonething equally nasty could happen to his

famly. Yes, | take the point. Just one thing - you say "If this raid
goes down the tube". Don't you nean "Wen"?"

"OfF course!" snapped Steve. He let the board rest on his neck in
order to stretch his aching arns. 'You know what's gonna happen, and

know what's gonna happen--' 'But he doesn't..."

"Exactly. Satisfied?"
'Never felt better."

They sat there in silence, bearing the irksonme wei ght of the neckboards
wi t hout further conplaint, and watched the wheel boat draw closer. To
the east, the yell ow dawn sky had been bl eached silvery-white and was
now turni ng eggshell-blue. The flecks of gold scattered across the
water by the rising sun had sunk without trace in the endless rippling
expanse of grey.

Some tine |later, when the surface of the |ake changed, chanel eon-1ike
to match the deepening blue of the sky, they heard the hushed, rhythmc
beat of the wheel boat's engine; the faint opening bars of a slow,
stately crescendo whose hypnotic four-note cycle gradually becane nore
di stinct as the square nenaci ng bul k of the wheel boat bore down on

t hem

"I"ve suddenly thought of sonething,' said Cadillac.

"If it's not good news | don't think | want to hear it.
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But tell nme anyway."

' Supposi ng there's somebody on that boat who was part of the Yama-Shita
del egation that came to see our first test flights at the Heron

Pool ?"
"You nmean . . . sonebody who . . . mght recognize US?"
"Yes. Look at ne. |'mwearing alnpost exactly the same outfit."

"But your hair was shorter and you were cl ear-skinned."
"You weren't."
"No, but ny hair was--'

"Blond. That's right, but only at the roots. The rest of it was dark
brown - as it is now"

Steve mulled over the inplications. |t was unbelievable.

How coul d he have overl ooked the possibility of something like this
happeni ng? 'W coul d have a problem. "

The poundi ng of the engi nes was envel oped by the plungi ng thundering
sound of water being churned to
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f oam beneat h the nassive bl ades of the
rear-nounted paddl e wheel, then cascading off themas they rose high
into the air.

Now t hey could see, in ever-increasing detail, its gilded, blood-red
superstructure and as it drew closer still, the figures crowding the
rails of the forward galleries. As yet, the faces were pal e,

featurel ess bl obs but soon they woul d acquire noses, nouths and eyes.

And one of those pairs of. eyes could soon prove to be their
undoi ng.

In the middle of the afternoon, when the wheel boat captai ned by Ryuku
Kawani shi had anchored cl ose inshore, |zo Wantanabe and his wife
stepped into a dory and were rowed across by two sea-sol di ers wearing
new y-washed unifornms. Both |zo and Yum ko had taken great pains to
dress up for the occasion and so had Sergeant Kurabashi who stood in
the bow hol di ng a banboo pol e bearing the house flag of the
YamaShi t a.

The wheel boat was anchored with its port side parallel with the shore,
a standard manoeuvre whi ch brought half its battery of cannon to bear
on the land surrounding the out-station. No attack was expected but
Iron Masters always remai ned alert to potential sources of danger. In
a country where suspicion and intrigue was rife no one who sought to
chal  enge the authority of the Shogun could afford to relax their guard
- especially in view of the betrayals that had foll owed the debacl e at
t he Heron Pool

The sane rules applied here in the outlands. The primtive weapons of
the grass-nonkeys - nobst of which the Iron Masters had supplied - were
no match for sanurai steel but there were other dangers; dark forces
that could not be quantified but which were, neverthel ess, very real

Di senbarking fromthe dory, |zo and Yumi ko nade their way up the port
bow gangway whi ch had been lowered into the water for that purpose. A
samurai from Mrita's personal staff and a junior ship's officer
greeted them as they reached the deck. Sergeant Kurabashi and the dory
were already on their way back to the house-boat to pick up the two
troubl esone Koj ak gui des.

After the usual |ong-wi nded ritual of polite, self-effacing exchanges
and a series of bows that brought the Want anabes' noses cl oser and
closer to the spotless tatam, they finally found thensel ves facing
Capt ai n Ryuku Kawani shi and Samnurai - Maj or ' Tenzan' Mbrita.

lzo's wife, who had been invited to be present as a mark of the esteem
in which the couple were now held by the famly, paid her respects to
the high-ranking figures on the dais then shuffled backwards in her
snowwhite cotton socks to a kneeling position at the rear of the room
and took no further part in the proceedi ngs.

Want anabe answered Morita's questions pronptly and, in the opinion of
Captai n Kawani shi, with admrable econony. Wen Mrita had been
brought fully up to date on the situation and the personalities

i nvol ved, Want anabe tol d hi mabout the guides Carnegie-Hall had sent to
| ead the attacking force to their target.

"I wish to question them' said Mrita.

Uncrossing his | egs, Want anabe acknow edged the oblique order with a
bow. 'Your wish to do so was anticipated by ny hunble self. | ordered
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themto be brought to the wheelboat. |In chains and neckboards."

Morita exchanged | ooks with the wheel boat captain then said: 'l assune
there is a good reason for this?"

Want anabe bowed again. 'A precaution, sire, but they have not been
harmed | assure you. They were inpudent and their conduct made ne fee
uneasy. | came to the conclusion that a certain anount of restraint

was necessary to nake them nore, ahh. responsive."

Morita nodded. 'The wist chains will suffice..."
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"What did | tell you?" said Steve, as the neckboards and | eg shackl es
were renoved

Cadillac raised his chained wists in reply.

'Sone people are never satisfied,' said Steve, trying to lighten the
nmood.

"Silence!" barked Kurabashi. 'No nore speak until ah-spoken to! You
go nmeet conmander of-ah expedition.

Big Iron Master! Mich powah! Show respect otherw se ah-bad things
happen!" Steve didn't need to be rem nded - not since Cadillac's
thunderbolt had dropped out of the blue. Wantanabe and a samurai were
waiting for themat the top of the gangway with six red-stripes who
positioned thenselves in front, behind and al ongsi de the nanacl ed
pair.

The' samurai led the party up to the second floor of the three side
gall eries and down a wi de conpani on way with guards stationed at each
end and halted ouside a |large stateroom | ocated am dships. The sanurai
entered first, the double doors sliding open and shut behind himas if
operated by a magic eye. Wantanabe, Steve, Cadillac and their escort
waited in silence outside. The dink's face gave nothing away but he
was several shades pal er than usual and the veins on either side of his
forehead stood out: dark nmauve squiggly lines that throbbed in unison
with his beating heart.

It wasn't the only one that was poundi ng.

The two square box-panelled doors slid apart to reveal the sanurai. As
they opened wi der still, Steve caught sight of the mechanism- two
guards positioned just inside. Yum ko knelt on a mat over to the
right. Two nore sanmurai sat cross-legged on either side of the room

Strai ght ahead, blocking off the rear half of the roomwas a folding
screen with a red-stripe poised on one knee at either end. Two brown
mats lay side by side in front of the screen flanked by two plain ones
edged with white.

The sanurai had al ready taken off his sandal s.
Want anabe signalled Steve and Cadillac to do |ikew se.

"You ah-follow ne,' he whispered. 'Wen | bow, put head to mat. When
you ah-sit up, keep eyes down. Stay on knees whole tine. Do not
answer questions directly.

G ve answers only to this sanurai. Unnahstan'?"

"Yes, lron Master...'

They foll owed Want anabe into the room and took their places on the
browmn mats. It was a rather appropriate colour, thought Steve,
considering the shit they were in. Wantanabe positioned hinself to
Steve's left, the sanurai to Cadillac's right. The six-man escort
st ayed out si de.

As the doors swi shed shut behind them the two red-stripes folded up
the screen and carried it to the left side of the roomrevealing the
top brass, in full arnour and the usual paraphernalia seated inposingly
on the dais flanked by eight richly-dressed aides. They nade an

i npressive sight and to intindate their two prinitive guests even
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further, they now wore the snarling nmasks with bul ging eyes that had
caused the Plainfolk to refer to the Iron Masters as 'dead-faces'

Steve and Cadillac put their noses to the floor and kept themthere
until they saw the people around them strai ghten up

Even if they had been allowed to |look directly at the people on the
dais the nasks nmade it inpossible to recognize any of them The two
men seated in front of the others were obviously giving the orders.

One of themwas Sanurai-Major Mrita but Steve and Cadillac had no way
of knowi ng they'd already net him The thought that all eyes in the
room were upon themwhile they could | ook at no one plus the fact that,
at any tine, someone mght recogni ze them nmade the pressure al nost
unbearabl e. Once again, Steve's brash confidence had |ed themto
over|l ook dangers which, on mature reflection, should have been

bl i ndi ngly obvi ous.

Speaki ng i n Japanese, Mdrita began his questioning of the two guides
using the sanurai as an interpreter. The sanurai, who spoke faultless
Basi c, then gave running translations of their replies. Cadillac's
know edge of the | anguage gave hima head start since he knew what was
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comi ng as soon as the interpreter did. It was this unexpected
advantage - and not desire to pass the buck which had pronpted Steve to
suggest that Cadillac should provide as nmany of the answers as
possi bl e.

Morita asked for an explanation of how the five '"travellers' had fallen
into the hands of the Kojak. This was no problem Caimng to have
been one of the search party Cadillac gave himan edited version of the
real events, omitting the ' Skyhawk incident', the blasting of the
wagon-train, and the fact they had been collected in two instal nents.

He went on to recount how one of the five - a man had been badly
injured. Unwilling to abandon their colleague, the group had opted to
stay together and take advantage of the hospitality offered by the
clan. It had taken all winter for the injured man's bones to join
together. Thanks to the skill of the healing-woman he was now on his
feet but not yet able to undertake a |ong, arduous trek

Did they, inquired Mrita, know the place to which the "travellers
pl anned to return? Cadillac replied they did not. He and his
conpani on were just sinple fishernmen. Perhaps Carnegie-Hall knew of
t hese t hi ngs.

The wordsmith had spent many days and nights talking to their guests
about strange matters and devi ces using words which he, Cadillac and
hi s compani on ' Mbtor-Head', did not understand.

Morita then enquired when they had | ast seen the '"travellers'

Cadillac told him via the sanurai, that it had been on the day before
they had set sail.

Steve cursed silently and Morita, who coul d obviously speak Basic, was
equal ly quick to spot the blunder. Set sail? Wat did the Kojak know
about 'sailing' and who had taught themthis word?

Cadillac hurriedly extricated hinself by explaining that the term'to
set sail' neant to begin a journey across the water. The word, |ike
everything el se they knew, had come fromthe nouth of Carnegie-Hall

Steve, who'd been registering every word sensed they were heading into

trouble. It was like being trapped on a raft drifting downstream and
knowi ng that round the next bend there was a stretch of killer
rapi ds.

'So,' said the sanurai, translating for Mrita, 'the Kojak hold three
mal es and two femal es.”

Cadillac, who'd inparted this information earlier, confirned this was
so.

'"Describe them' said Mrita. 'In detail."

This was the noment Steve had been dreading. He glanced sideways at
Cadillac. He must have known this question was coming but fromthe
expression on his face it was clear he'd been hoping it wouldn't be
asked. How much did the Iron Masters really know? Who, exactly, were
they | ooking for? Four |ong-dogs and one Mite - as they had appeared
to be at the Heron Pool? Four Mite slaves and one courtesan - their
owner - who had travelled from Ari-bani on one of the YamaShita

wheel boats? O the five 'Mites' who had di sappeared fromthe

sl ave-nerchant's conpound at Bu-faro?
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Cadillac realized that they had played it wong fromthe first nonent
they had | anded. What had been required was | ow, aninmal cunning, not
an articulate intelligence. H s gifts as a wordsnith and his
overweeni ng conceit had led himto believe he could out-think his
adversari es when he shoul d have been acting dunb. Had they done so
fromthe beginning, they could have avoi ded answering potentially
dangerous questions by claimng they - like their fellow Miutes - were
unable to remenber. How ironic that he, of all people, should have
forgotten that! And now it was too late..

As it happened, Mrita was now aware of all three conbinations. The
full story had not been avail able when the first messages had been
exchanged by Want anabe and the pal ace at Sara-kusa but during the
winter, further inquiries had established that the assassins had been
given an 'assisted passage' out of the country.

Their journey fromthe Uda-sona river port of Ari-bani through the
canal to the slave-nmerchant's
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conmpound at Bu-faro had now been
reconstruct ed.

Their subsequent 'escape' fromthe conpound - duly reported to the
authorities - had coincided with the di sappearance of the Mite overseer
fromthe wheel boat which had carried themto Bu-faro. The two events
were clearly linked, and the overseer's di sappearance was proof that
the Yama-Shita's enemies had nanaged to plant their agents anongst the
crews of vessels which, up to now, the famly had believed to be
totally secure

The slave-nerchant's activities had cone under scrutiny fromtine to
time but the investigations had been concerned with the possible
non- paynent of taxes.

In all other respects his conduct had been unrenarkabl e.

None of the informers enployed by the Yama-Shita had ever filed a
report that gave the fam |y cause to suspect he mght be a secret agent
of the Toh-Yota. All the information gathered in Bu-faro after the
event, had come fromtwo of his shipping clerks who had been pressured
with the help of bribes into revealing the circunstances surroundi ng
the arrival and departure of the assassins. It was only then that the
fam ly had di scovered one of the outlanders spoke fluent, upper-class
Japanese and had had the effrontery to inpersonate a courtesan

Prior to the death of Lord Yama-Shita, the merchant woul d have been
arrested and forced, under torture, to reveal the extent of his
complicity, but in the present hostile political climate with the
famly no longer the unchall enged master of its own house this would
have been counter-productive. It was far better to | eave himin pl ace
to turn himinto a doubl e-agent..

Cadillac's fear that they m ght be recognized was not wi thout
foundation. Samrurai-Mjor 'Tenzan' Mrita had watched the ground
trials and the proving flights of the rocket-powered glider conducted
by its | ong-dog designer and builder and his Miuite protge. And the nore
he | ooked at the two grass-nonkeys kneeling in front of him the nore
he was convinced he'd seen them sonewhere before. But where? At the
Heron Pool ? The attack upon the assenbl ed dignitaries and the
installations had been conducted with breathtaki ng audacity but even
so... Wuld anyone be so bold as to...?

Morita dism ssed the idea. It was inconceivable. Yet there was
somet hi ng about the voice of the one answering his questions..

"W are waiting,' said the sanurai

Cadill ac noistened his dry lips. Reasoning it out, as Steve had done,
he had conme to the conclusion that it was safer to stick to the |ast
known pernutation of five 'Mites' since such a group was nore likely to
be offered - and accept - hospitality fromanother clan. - The Japs
appeared to know exactly who they were | ooking for and he knew from
Carnegie-Hall that they'd found the two Skyriders. Should he throw
them of f the scent by describing five Kojaks picked at randonf

Wul d that stop themsailing to She-Kargo or would they press on
regardl ess? On the other hand, if the Japs called the raid off because
his descriptions didn't match the people on their hit list, what would
happen to himand Steve? |If they were released - and it was a big IF
how were they going to get back? They would have to wal k, unarned, the
| ong way round and that could prove as dangerous as sailing across on
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t he wheel boat .

Hi s dil enma seened to have resolved itself. They needed to hitch a

ri de back across the | ake and they needed the Iron Masters' horses when
they got to the other side. That neant telling the man on the dais
who' d been asking the questions what he was waiting to hear. It was an
i nteresting probl em because sooner or |ater, he was going to have to
supply descriptions of Steve and hinsel f!

He began by detailing Kelso and Jodi, then noved on to Cl earwater.

None of the Japs who'd gotten close to her at the Heron Pool had
survived but his interrogator nmight have obtained a nore-detail ed
description fromLord Mn-Orota. Cadillac, of course, did not know he
and the Yana-Shita were no | onger on speaking terns.

In the wake of the Heron Pool disaster and the ensuing
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revel ati ons

about their joint plans to conjure up the Dark-Light, Mn-Orota had
pronptly switched sides, leaving his former allies to take the ful
heat .

As Cadillac began to describe Clearwater's face, and its nost
noteworthy feature, her blue eyes, he came up with a genial solution to
his remai ning problem - how to describe hinself and Steve w t hout being
recogni zed. He would m x up their physical characteristics and nake
two new conposites which would match parts of the 'wanted' portrait the
Iron Masters had composed but would notand this was the risky bit
describe the two people kneeling in front of them The chances of
pulling it off were slimbut there was no tinme to come up with a better
idea. Cadillac took a deep breath and went for it.

When Steve understood what Cadillac was trying to do, he nentally took
his hat off. It was a wild ganble, but what the hell? They'd already
stretched their luck to breaking point. Even if, by some miracle, they
energed fromthis session with their heads on their shoul ders, they
still had to find a way to bl ow up the boat!

Morita listened intently as the sanurai relayed Cadillac's descriptions
of the last two travellers, and after a whispered exchange with his
armour ed col | eague, pronounced hinself satisfied. He gave orders for
Steve and Cadillac to be taken out of the room

"Congratul ations,' muttered Steve, as they took their place between the
red-stripes standing in the corridor outside. 'You did a terrific
job."

"Noli-spi kk!" snapped the nearest red-stripe.

The doors slid shut with Wantanabe and his wife still inside. As they
stood in their stockinged feet, Cadillac tried to hear what was being
said inside the roombut the voices remained tantalizingly

i ndi stinct.

Fifteen, twenty, twenty-five mnutes later - it was hard to tell, the
doors slid open. The folding screen was back across the centre of the
room and the people on the near side of it were still in place

Steve and Cadillac returned to their mats and endeavoured to | ook
suitably hunble. They heard people noving around on the other side;
the clack of armour plates and the swi shing sound of heavy silk

cl ot h.

Probably the top brass returning after their tea-break.

The screen was taken away, revealing the masked figures of Mrita and
Kawani shi seated on the dais, as before, with their aides. What, in
Mo- Town' s name are they going to ask us now. wondered Cadillac. He
and Steve put their noses to the floor as everybody bowed in
greeting.

Morita's samurai-interpreter stood up and summoned two of his | ower
ranki ng col | eagues fromthe back of the room They cane up behind
Cadi |l | ac and before he knew what was happeni ng, they seized himby the
arnms and swiftly | ooped a stick through the chain attached to the iron
cuffs round his wists. The stick was passed behind his neck and in
front of both wists to forma yoke to which his hands were pinned at
shoul der height. This brought the mddle portion of the chain tight
across his throat.
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A second |l ater, Cadillac saw the tips of the sanurai's razor-sharp
short swords poised on either side of his head. The blades were just a
hair's breadth away fromhis skin. H's stomach froze as his mind

pi ctured the hi deous Wunds the swords could inflict on his face.

"W think you have not been telling us the truth,' said the

interpreter. 'You nust therefore be punished."” The bl ades were
wi thdrawn as the two sanurai behind Cadillac each took hold of an
ear.

Keepi ng his eyes on the hel pl ess Mute, Samnurai-Mjor |eaned towards
Capt ai n Kawani shi and asked in

Japanese. 'Wiich one shall we cut off first?"
"The right one."

Morita signalled for it to be done and as he did so, Cadillac flinched
in anticipation of the blow, drawing his head to the left.

But there was no cut. No searing pain. It was a trick.
And his lack of nerve at the crucial nonent had given himaway.

Morita sl apped his thighs and | aughed heartily as he
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nudged Kawani shi. 'Wat did | tell you? He understands every word!

Isn't that incredible? | knewI'd seen this dog before." He pointed
to Steve. 'And | wager that one with the blue eyes was at the Heron
Pool too!" He called out to the interpreter. 'Look closely at his
hair and tell me what you see!" Steve couldn't understand what Morita
was sayi ng but when the sanurai wal ked over and made a cl ose study of
his head he didn't need a translation. They'd blown it...

G ven the mael strom of death and destruction they had unl eashed at the
Heron Pool Steve expected, at the very least, to be savagely beaten as
a prelude to sonething infinitely nastier, but to his surprise they
were conducted fromthe roomw th their skins intact. They were not
even roughed up by their escort - sonmething that defaulters in the
Federation could |l ook forward to fromthe nonent they fell into the
hands of the Provos.

On reaching the foredeck, where Sergeant Kurabashi had been catching up
on the | atest happeni ngs back honme, the ankle chains and neckboards
were repl aced.

One of the red-stripes congratul ated the sergeant for his pan in
spotting that the two Mutes m ght be 'w ong-un's'

Steve found it hard to read Jap faces but Kurabashi gazed at themwth
what appeared to be a m xture of grudging admiration and regret.

" Ah-rong-dogs brave but ah-so very-ah foorish." He sniled and drew a
finger quickly across his throat.

The red-stripes took them bel ow, down two steps of step-ladders and

| ocked themin a small, darkened cabin whose door opened onto the
forward passage to the engine room The only light came through a
latticed hatch in the main deck above the | adder-way at the end of the
passage to their right. Very little of it reached their tenporary cel
but Steve didn't need bright lights to exam ne their surroundings. The
wheel -boat was built to the same pattern as the vessel he'd stowed away
on, and the cabin matched the one on the other side of the narrow
corridor where he'd lain hidden in the |ong-box under Side-Wnder's
bunk for the greater part of the voyage.

He was also famliar with the layout of the engine-roomat the far end
of the passageway; the | ogs stacked eight feet high against the forward
bul khead and both sides of the hull. The huge boiler in the mddle
with its ever-hungry furnace, franmed by iron platfornms and catwal ks,
its gl eam ng brass val ves, punps, the naze of copper pipes, and the
huge steel pistons whose driving force, transmtted al ong two nassive
wooden, iron-strapped beans turned the stern-nounted paddl ewheel twenty
feet in dianeter and over thirty feet across.

Steve knew it was possible to get out through the engi ne room by

crawl ing up one of the shafts housing the drive beans onto the rear
deck. But when he'd nmade the journey in the reverse direction the beam
hadn't been nmoving. They could go up the | adder-way onto the

t hr ough- deck above them where the sanurai's horses were stabled and get
out through one of the square pons. BU they weren't going anywhere so
I ong as they were wei ghed down with chains and neckboards.

The ring holding the keys to their chains, boards and cell had been
hung on the wall outside but it was only possible to push a finger
through the stout lattice in the padl ocked door. To reach the keys
they would first have to smash the lattice, and even if they found some
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way of doing that, it could not be attenpted while there was a guard
stationed at each end of the passageway. By putting his face as cl ose
as he could to the lattice Steve could just see bits of the right arm
and | eg of the guard standing by the forward | adder. The Jap by the
engi ne room was beyond his angle of sight but Cadillac had heard him
bei ng ordered to his post. Since when, like all soldiers on guard
duty, he'd been exchangi ng the occasional word with his conmpanion to
relieve the boredom
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Steve turned his back on the problem 'Not good, still - . . could
be worse."

Cadill ac sat dejectedly on the | arge, wooden bunk in the
sem - dar kness.

"What's that gl oogl oosl op-sl op noi se?"
"Ch, you'll get used to that. This cabin's below the waterline."

"Wsh | hadn't asked." Cadillac tried to stretch out on the bunk but
the board round his neck made it inpossible. He found the only
confortable position was to sit against a wall with the front of the
board resting on top of his knees.

"I"'msorry. It was stupid to get caught out like that."

' Coul d have happened to anyone,' said Steve. 'If |'d been answering
those questions | couldn't have kept the ball in the air for as |long as
you did."

'Yeah. But you wouldn't have flinched when the Jap told themto cut
of f your right ear.”

"I ' would if I'd known what was com ng,' |aughed Steve. 'Wat d' you
want me to say? "You blewit"?" He disnissed the question with a
shrug. 'We ganbled on being able to outsmart these guys and we | ost.

That's all there is toit."

Cadil |l ac nodded gloomly. 'I'msurprised they..." He left the
sentence unfinished. 'Better not to talk about it.

M ght bring bad | uck."
"Yeah, well, if it's any confort | think we're all right for a while.

The way | see it, the nunber one task for these guys is to collar the
rest of us. The pain comes |ater "

"What's going to happen now there's no chance of sinking the
wheel boat ?"

"You tell nme .

"Do you think Clearwater will...?"

' be able to get us out of this jan? She might,' said Steve. 'It
depends. "

"On what ?"

"On quite a lot of things. Such as whether 'Bull and Deat h-Wsh got
back safely with the message and whet her she understood it. And then
there's Carnegie-Hall. |Is he still backing her up Iike he prom sed or
is he just making the right noises while getting ready to dunmp us if
things go the wong way?"

Cadillac's spirits rallied. 'No. That won't happen. He's too scared
of what she mght do." He adjusted his neckboard and stood up

"She'll get us out of this, | know she will."

"I wish it were that sinple,' said Steve. 'I've as much faith in her
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as you have but--' 'But what?"
"It's not going to work!" cried Steve. He grabbed Cadillac's arm
"Hear me out - and for crissakes keep your voice down!" He forced the

Mute to sit on the bunk beside him 'To begin with, she doesn't know
we're in this mess. Let's assune she's waiting where Want anabe | anded
at the end of Novenber and that the guys above us on the bridge have
managed to aimfor exactly the sane stretch of beach--' 'Ckay--' 'So'
it's dark. As arranged- They stop the engines.

Fi ne. But suppose they don't drop anchor and wait till dawn |ike
everyone's expecting? Suppose they let the forward ' nonmentum of the
boat carry it ashore?

Before Clearwater and the others realize that it's not gonna expl ode,
they coul d have the bow of this boat hal fway up the beach."

"But that wasn't the plan!" hissed Cadillac. 'You heard what Carnegie
said. They were going to arrive under cover of darkness, heave to

of fshore and exchange signals! Red and green rockets!" 'There aren't
going to be any signals! Do you think the Japs are going to trust the
Koj ak after sending us two over as guides?! Cnon!" 'Yes... | suppose

you're right."

"OfF course I'mright! They're going to steamin hard and conme chargi ng

off this boat |ike buffaloes with rockets up their ass! In a situation
i ke that, anything could happen. She might get hit by an arrow or go
down
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under a horse before she has tine to react."
"That's stupid. You saw what happened at the Heron Pool ."

'You nmean when she had all those samurai coming for her. ' 'Yes! Wen
the power is upon her she cannot be harned by man- nade weapons!

Talisman is both sword and shield!™ 'I'mnot arguing about that. |'m
tal ki ng about before she warnms up. But okay, let's say she gets her
act together and succeeds in doing what we've failed to do.

She bl ows this wheel boat apart, far enough out so that the Japs wearing
armour are in deep shit but close enough in so that any horses who
survive can swi mashore--' 'l know what you're going to say. This
cabin's below the waterline."

'Exactarnente. Wen it starts to pour in, we'll be the first to start
treading water. But with all this junk on us, that won't be for very
long." Steve stood up. 'Fromthe weight of this board I'd say it

floats like a slab of concrete."

Cadill ac's newfound confidence began to ooze away.

He fell back against the plank wall behind the bunk

"This was what you foresaw when | read the stone - us drowning."

"Wong. Not drowning - about to drown. There's a big difference. Al
this talk has brought us right back to where we started. W can't
expect Clearwater to do everything. Her job is to help the Kojak dea
with any Iron Masters who get ashore. The rest is down to us.

W' ve gotta weck this boat and then we've gotta get out of here.”
" Shouldn't that be the other way round? How can we--?"
Steve cut himoff. 'Look - I'lIl fix the boat, okay?"

"But how? 1' 'Never nmind how |If what | have in mind works, this
thing is gonna go sky-high. But with luck, she won't sink unti

everyt hing above the main deck is ablaze. That's when we | eave at the
monent of maxi mum panic. So you' ve got fromnowtill then to figure
out how to get us out of this box - given that situation."

"Brickman, the sun was setting when they brought us down here. |[f they
keep to their original schedule and sail this evening we have--' 'Less
than ten hours. | know." The cards were stacked agai nst them but

there was one person who m ght be able to help.
Roz.

It was time to try alittle magic of his own..
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CHAPTER TVELVE

After taking |l eave of his wife and children, 1zo Wantanabe was escorted
back to the wheel boat by Kurabashi. A fenale donmestic and a

sea-sol dier selected to accompany him as attendants sat with the
baggage in front of the rowers.

The unmaski ng of two assassins - a direct result of his initia
suspicions - had served to raise himfurther in the eyes of
Sanurai - Maj or Morita and Captai n Kawani shi

The three other assassins would soon be brought to book and the
treacherous Kojak woul d be taught a bl oody and dreadful |esson that
woul d serve to remind their Plainfol k nei ghbours of what awaited those
who betrayed their benefactors.

Al in all, the future could not have | ooked rosier. But Vantanabe was
assail ed by a naggi ng doubt that pricked his conscience |like a sharp
thorn. The discovery that one of the assassins understood the | anguage
of the Iron Masters had raised the possibility that the strength and
timng of the raid nmight now be known to the eneny.

Want anabe knew that, besides being unable to read or wite, Mites were
afflicted with unreliable nenories and he now realized with the benefit
of hindsight that the bark nedallions carried by the returning boatnen
coul d have contained a coded nessage for the other 'travellers'. How
stupid not to have confiscated them

But how coul d he have known one of these fake grass-nonkeys was able to
speak Japanese? It was absolutely forbidden, under pain of death, for
slaves to utter a word of the sacred | anguage of the Sons of

Ne- | ssan.

Where had the outl ander gai ned such know edge? The answer to this and
ot her questions would, w thout doubt, be elicited in the torture
chanmbers that rumour placed beneath the pal ace of the Yana-Shita famly
at Sar akusa.

Want anabe woul d have liked to inflict a nenorable neasure of pain on
the two assassins hinself for having created the gnawi ng anxi ety which
had ruined his sleep since he'd found them | urking below his quarters
on the house-boat. Their unmasking had relieved himof nobst of that
anxi ety but he now faced a difficult choice. Should he confess that he
mght - albeit unwittingly - have allowed vital information to be taken
back to the eneny or should he say nothing? The truth might bring in
its wake a charge of negligence and seriously damage his future
prospects, whereas if he remained silent, as his wi fe Yum ko
suggest ed. ..

Wiy risk everything? Even if the Kojak Mutes were alerted to the

i npendi ng arrival of the wheel boat, how could they, a bunch of savages,
and the three remaining assassins - two females and a seni-invalid male
- resist the overwhelmng mght of the Iron Masters?

When lines fromthe dory had been secured to the gangway of the

wheel boat, Sergeant Kurabashi bade a respectful farewell to his master,
wi shing himfair wind and good fortune. Wantanabe, who had formally
passed over command of the out-station before the assenbled crew of the
house-boat, thanked himin a haughty tone that hinted of the prefernent
to come and urged himto take the utnost care of Yum ko and her two
chil dren.
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Not that there was any likelihood of them being neglected in his
absence; Kurabashi knew that despite being named as the officer in
charge, he'd be kept on the hop |ike everyone el se.

Want anabe supervi sed the unl oadi ng of the baggage by his two attendants
to make sure that nothing had been forgotten then strode inperiously up
the ranp with his left hand resting on the hilt of the single sword
thrust through the dark sash around his waist. A sword which, as far
as Kurabashi knew, had never drawn bl ood.

The sergeant, whose fighting experience ranged from drunken back-street
brawl s to nurderous clashes with
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river-pirates, watched hi mnount the

deck with nmild amusenment. These hal f-castes were all the sane; always
trying to prove sonething. He neverthel ess wished hima safe and
speedy return; the prospect of being saddled for nore than three or
four days with a sharp-tongued shrew | i ke Yum ko was distinctly
unappeal i ng.

Thr oughout the sane day, the Kojak had been preparing their defences
along the stretch of beach on which the Iron Master |anding was
expected to take place. Having never seen horses, they had never
fought against nmounted warriors and it was here that

Cl earwat er' s-experi ence was inval uable. She described the appearance
of the two-headed, six-legged beast and assured the Kojak warriors that
al though a line of charging horsemen was a fearsome sight they could be
defeated if the warriors held their ground. Those who stood firmwere
in |less danger than those who turned and fled like startled

fast-foot.

They could not outrun their pursuers and with their backs to the
horsenen's swords they could not defend thenselves. To help neet the
com ng threat she showed t hem how to make hal berds using the bl ades of
their machetes and | ong staves then taught them how to counter and
deliver blows using the know edge she had gai ned from watching Steve
practise with his quarterstaff.

The actual |anding was due to take place just before dawn - a

propitious noment for the Iron Masters because of their nythical |inks
with the rising sun - but the Chosen Ones had pronised that the
wheel boat woul d be consumed with fire while it was still dark. Wth

their great vessel ablaze and sinking, the dead-faces would be at a
di sadvant age as they struggled out of the shall ows.

Better still, they would be silhouetted against the flanes whilst their
attackers woul d be cl oaked in darkness.

Gven this situation, the beach forned the ideal first line of defence
and it was here that the Kojak warriors hoped to inflict the naximm
damage. Being hunters as well as fishernen they were already well
versed in the art of digging pits to trap ganme and in a short while,
the beach was dotted with a m xture of potholes and trenches desi gned
to bring down rider and horse. The holes were overlaid with a |ight
framewor k of branches strong enough to support criss-crossed | ayers of
| eaves and a thin topcoat of sand and shingle. Wen each one was
conpleted its position was marked by thin tw gs stuck upright in the
sand but in the grey predawn twilight the pitfalls they encl osed woul d
be invisible.

-A second line of defence was erected using the clan's fishing nets
mount ed on pol es that | eaned towards the water. Stretched out al ong
the beach, with the bottom edge rai sed high enough to enable a warrior
to duck underneath it, they too would be invisible until horse and
rider found thensel ves entangled in the coarse nesh.

Close to the water's edge, a small fire would be built.

Around it, a group of Kojak fisherfolk would Iie asleep alongside their
up-turned boats while two of their nunber kept watch in the nornal
manner. |t was known that the dead-faces had hol | ow brass sticks
contai ni ng magi ¢ eyes through which they could see distant objects as
if they were only an armis length away. The fire, built close to where
Want anabe had | anded, would - it was hoped - draw t he wheel boat towards
the sane spot; the centre of the beach defences.
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The peaceful scene - with two sentinels watching for the red fire that
was to appear in the night sky - was designed to lull the Iron Masters
into thinking that the clan were adhering to the original plan. But
underneath the hulls of the upturned boats, Kojak warriors with
crossbows would be lying in wait, ready for any fal se nove.

The return of Raging-Bull and Death-Wsh with details of the com ng
attack gave a physical and tenporal dinmension to the danger but did
little to reduce
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Clearwater's anxiety. For Cadillac and the
cloud-warrior, reaching the out-station was only half the battle.

The livid scar round Death-Wsh's neck fromhis near-strangul ation
underlined the unpredictable nature of the eneny. The Iron Masters
thinly-di sgui sed contenmpt for 'inferior persons' placed Mite sl aves
under constant threat of death. Cadillac and the cloud-warrior were
not officially in that category but as long as they remained in the
clutches of the Iron Masters they were in nortal peril - especially in
vi ew of what they had set out to do.

She offered prayers to Mo-Town for their deliverance but she knew t hat
they first'had to sink the wheel boat.

She was tenpted to use her powers to help them but because they were on
board and she was on shore, only they could choose the nonment. Did
they realize, she wondered, how nuch depended on thenf

Cl earwat er had penetrated Carnegie's mnd and strengthened his will to
resist. The wordsmith, in turn, had passed that resolve on to those
around hi m but she could not control the whole clan. Even though they
were in awe of her powers she could not force themto fight and that
was anot her source of anxiety.

Their reluctance had its roots in the past. Apart froma fewinitial
skirm shes, the Plainfol k clans had avoi ded arned conflict with the
Iron Masters. The decision had caused individual clans a great deal of
heart-searching but it gradually becane clear that the little yell ow
men fromthe eastern lands had no territorial anbitions.

Their | andings on Plainfolk turf had only one purpose: trade - an
exchange of goods and bodi es beneficial to both parties, but which
gradual |y becane weighted in the Iron Masters' favour

The early confrontati ons had denonstrated that the dead-faces were

hi ghl y-di sci plined, well-armed warriors with no qual ns about taking on
a force several tinmes their nunber. Plainfolk Mites were justly proud
of their courage and prowess as warriors but they quickly realized
that, in attacking the Iron Masters, they had - to use a Miute phrase
bitten off nore bone than they could chew.

Conflicts over disputed turf were usually small-scale affairs involving
bands of warriors nunbering no nore than two or three hands. Anbushes
and 'zaps' -hit-and-run attacks - favoured by sone of the D Troit

clans, were frowned on by the She-Kargo who adopted a nore flanboyant
style. Conbat was preceded by a | engthy verbal confrontation in which
each side exchanged taunts, nocking each other's manhood, and this was
acconpani ed by a great deal of aggressive posturing.

The enusing battle usually consisted of individual conflicts and where
one side outnunbered the other those wi thout an opponent did not enter
the fray unless one of his clan-brothers fell. This ritualized style
of conbat was not al ways adhered to in clashes between warriors of
different blood-1ines and when fifty or nore were involved on either
side the battle that ensued often becane a sprawing, nessy affair.

Unl ess they were led by a gifted wordsmith - and not always even then
Mute clans did not fight in disciplined formati ons and never evol ved a
tactical battle-plan. This lack of a' coherent mlitary command
structure was probably the reason why | arge-scale conflicts rarely
devel oped between rival clans. The last one involving the M Calls had
been fifteen years ago when Cl earwater's father, Thunder-Bird, had
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ki ssed the sharp iron of the D Vine during the battle of the Bl ack
Hills.

Wth room enough for everyone in a world where the resourceful and
energetic need never go hungry, Plainfolk clans had no desire to
anni hil ate each ot her.

The inportant thing was to maintain their 'standing’ the recognition,
by his peers, of a warrior's courage. But a warrior with a knife,
however brave, was no match for a sword-w el di ng samurai and once this
had been established, along with the benefits to be derived from
regul ar trading contacts, a cautious partnership had devel oped. A
partnership on which the Miuites had cone
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to rely, for besides a range

of useful donestic itens, the Iron Masters supplied better knives with
sharper cutting edges to replace the precious relics handed down

t hrough countl ess generations, cross-bows for hunting and, |ast year,
rifles - to be used against the Mutes' real eneny, the

sand- burrowers.

Cl earwater was acutely aware that this deferential relationship and
mat eri al dependence, built up over several decades, was at the back of
the clan's collective mnd along with the realization that they were
about to ruinit. It was not courage they |acked but conviction.

Havi ng seen proof of their power, the clan had wel coned them as The
Chosen. The initial deceit, concocted by Carnegie-Hall, had becone a
reality. The thought that they, the Kojak, had been plucked from
obscurity to play a key role in the events that heralded the birth of
Tal i sman had been thrilling. But now the euphoria had worn off.

Cadillac's promise that their name would be |inked forever with the
advent of the Thrice-G fted One had gradually lost its appeal as the
fatal day approached. The clan had worked hard to construct the
defences that Cadillac and the cloud-warrior had planned before

| eaving, but as the day drew to a close, she sensed they were beconi ng
i ncreasingly concerned about the | ong-term consequences of defying the
Iron Masters.

Movi ng from group to group she had made their eyes glow by telling them
of the weapons they could seize and the treasures to be recovered from

the weck of the sunken vessel. This, she knew, woul d persuade themto
take up their positions on the shore but it would not keep them

t here.

Only a brilliant coup by Cadillac and the cloud-warrior could put the

iron back into their souls.

On board the wheel boat, Captain Kawani shi and Sanurai-Mjor Mrita
stood on a portable dais in the centre of the through-deck and watched
as four pairs of Shinto priests and their acol ytes worked their way
around the stalls where the two hundred and fifty samurai stood by
their saddl ed nounts.

The cerenony was designed to render Morita's troops invulnerable to the
evil kam called into being by the "white witch' at the Heron Pool

Morita was the only man there who had witnessed the terrifying effect

of her power upon the troops assenbled there. No sword, arrow or spear
could harmher. Seeing this, nany turned tail and fled; those sanurai
who held their ground perished. Had he not been trapped in the
shattered grandstand, he woul d have perished with them But not this
time. After delving into ancient docunents, the priests had prepared a
nunber of powerful incantations guaranteed to turn the witch's nmagic
back upon hersel f.

Morita and his officers had al ready been blessed in a private session
and soon it would be the turn of the three-hundred red-stripe
infantry.

Bei ng of | ower rank, they would receive a sinultaneous bl essing from
all eight priests at group rates.

| zo Want anabe, who had been in the back row when Mrita had received
his spiritual arnmour plate, watched fromthe sidelines. Despite his
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grand title of Emissary to the Qutlands, he was only an adm ni strator
and a relatively junior one at that. Unless they were involved in a
last-ditch stand during a civil insurrection, admnistrators did not
usual Iy wage war with anything sharper than a witing brush. Their
swords were badges of rank but their function was not purely
cerenpnial. At a certain awkward nonment, when your career as a
functionary took a sudden downturn, they provided a quick and efficient
way of saving yourself and everyone el se fromfurther enbarrassnent.

As a special honour, Captain Kawani shi had gi ven Want anabe perm ssion
to watch the coming |landing fromthe bridge. Once the three renaining
assassins had been safely | ocked away bel ow, he would go ashore to

wi t ness the execution by beheading of all captured Mites and the

i mpal i ng of their treacherous wordsmth.
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Only one man, worman and child would be spared to relate what lay in
store for those who dared to chall enge the sons of Ne-Issan

When all the troops had been bl essed, Mirita drew a cheer fromtheir
throats with a short, upbeat address then returned to the bridge with
hi s ai des and personal guard. After being assured that they were stil
on course for a dawn |landing, Mrrita called for a celebratory cup of
sake for everyone on the bridge then retired to his second fl oor
headquarters in the centre of the galleried superstructure.

Passing his helnet and swords to a retainer, Murita lowered his
arnour ed- pl ated body into a reclining chair which he always took with
himon mlitary expeditions,-closed his eyes and fell asleep. It was a
knack he had acquired many years ago. In two hours it would be tine
for the troops to assenble for the landing. The same knack woul d wake
him wi thout pronpting, in an hour and a half and he would spring from
his chair ready for action

H s staff tip-toed away and nade thensel ves as confortable as they
could around the walls of the room

Up here, on the second floor, they were partially insulated fromthe
constant runbling beat of the engine that filled the |ower |evels and
made the hull tinmbers quiver. Wth all external lights now

extingui shed, and only a masked lantern illum nating the conpass on the
bridge, the wheel boat ploughed on, its churning wake bl ue-white under a
fitful moon. A stiff headwi nd furrowed the water across its path,
lifting spray fromthe crests onto the foredeck as they collided with
the under-sl ope of the square-nosed bow.

Want anabe, who occupied a small cabin on the floor below, also tried to
catch sonme sleep. The wind, gusting around the posts of the gallery
out si de kept him hovering on the edge of consci ousness. He consol ed
hinself with the thought that it would carry the sound of the boat's
engi ne away fromthe approachi ng shore.

Gui ded onto their target by a Skyrider nother-ship, four Skyhawk Mark
Two's fitted with | ong-range fuel tanks caught sight of the wheel boat
when it was sone two mles west of navref Chicago. The Skyrider,

| oaded with an inposing array of pin-point navigation devices and inage
intensifiers passed | ow over the boat, skinmm ng dangerously close to
the tall funnels before releasing two parachute flares to starboard.

The blinding white light threw the boat into silhouette; a huge dark
rectangle like a pre-Hol ocaust apartnent bl ock perched on a broad fl at
hul . Inpossible for the quartet of Skyhawks to m ss.

Sweeping in fromthe south-west, they |obbed their first string of

expl osi ve napal mcanisters into the portside galleries and flitted
overhead |ike giant grey bats vanishing into the darkness beyond before
the exploding fireballs could illum nate their passage.

The Skyrider nother-ship clinbed to eight hundred feet and began to
circle the wheel boat. The pilot and nmaster-navigator saw the di anond
formati on of nay-lights turn left onto a northerly heading then
continue round back towards the ship. The navigator spoke to the

pl anes below. 'Fire-Chief to Fire-Crew. Strike Two."

The gyro-conpass on the instrunent panel of the lead aircraft turned
and steadied on a heading of 225 degrees.

And now, as the parachute flares lay guttering in the water, it was the
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starboard side of the wheel boat that was thrown into sharp sil houette
by the nushroom ng fl ame-cl oud beyond. A second | ow pass, which forced
the tight formation to jink right and left of the twin funnels as the
napal m cani sters were rel eased, created a second wall of fire.

The attack-coordi nator canme on the air again as the formation
r ef or med.

"Fire-Chief to Fire-Crew. You're doing a great job down there. That
turkey nust be really feeling the heat. Let's go roast his big fat
ass. Strike Three! Strike Three! Al planes break sharp right after
release. Reformand circle line-astern at five hundred,
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on the
rank.

Wat ch those funnels and flagpoles on the run-out. Don' wanna | ose you
after coming this far.

Over."

Fire-Crew Leader acknow edged the order. A few nonments |ater, the
stern deck and rear galleries erupted into flane.

The bow section and forward galleries were now the only parts of the
boat where fires were not raging. There were two very good reasons for
this: first, the pilots fromKarlstroms private air force knew t hat
one of their number was inprisoned bel ow decks in the forward part of
the vessel and second, the initial attack had been designed to force
the crew and their nilitary passengers to abandon ship.

The two wi de bow gangways were now the only exit down which an orderly
evacuation could be made. At that nonent, the giant paddl e wheel was
still turning, driving the stricken vessel towards the shore. When the
time cane to sink it, the circling Skyhawks woul d deliver the coup de
grace using the eight 50-1b bonbs which nade up the other half of the
surprise package they'd brought, with the conplinents of Karlstrom al
the way from Texas.

On the wheel boat, the initial nonment of paralysis was rapidly replaced
by growi ng pandenoni um as woul d-be fire-fighters discovered the grisly
adhesive qualities of the napal mgel. Fanned by the stiff breeze, the
i ndi vidual fires quickly becanme one huge conflagration and within

m nutes three fifty-foot high walls of fire were spreadi ng i nwards
towar ds each ot her, consuni ng everything above the main deck

The expl osive nature of the fire that had suddenly engul fed the crowded
boat, its scale, intensity and the probabl e cause was beyond
comprehensi on. No one had ever experienced a napal mstrike and apart
fromMrita and | zo Want anabe, none of the soldiers or sailors on board
had ever seen an aeropl ane before; the only nman-made flying object they
were familiar with were kites.

The strike force, painted in the dark grey used by AMEXI CO for covert
operations was swall owed up in the surroundi ng darkness. The speed and
unexpected nature of attack had given the Iron Masters no opportunity
to realize what had hit them Only the wing-tip and tail navigation

| anps, and the red wi nk-1ights above and bel ow the fusel age sliding
through the darkness |ike slownotion neteors identified the source of
the troubl e.

But if you didn't know what they were, you were none the wi ser, and the
sound of their nmotors, only briefly heard before the first string of
napal m cani sters expl oded, was now bl anked out by the roaring rush of
flane, the screans and shouts, the crash and thud of tinbers.

Sanur ai - Maj or Morita, wakened by his aides a few seconds after they

t hensel ves had been shaken by the first nuffled blasts, rushed out into
the passageway to be greeted by a searing wave of heat. Flanes now
engul fed the exit to the portside gallery. The four red-stripes
guarding the entrance to the stateroom- unable to | eave their post

wi thout orders to do so - were mlling around indecisively. Their
nervousness was aggravated by the burning body of one of their

col | eagues who had been caught by the sudden eruption of flame whil st
guarding the port entrance to the passageway. The head and shoul ders

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till...trak%20Wars%20Book%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (307 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:38 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till ey%620-%20A mtrak %20Wars%20B 00k %204%620-%20B| 00d%20Ri ver.txt

burned in places down to the bone were charred beyond recognition but
frommd-spine to thigh he was still alight and the flanmes had spread
to his surroundi ngs.

And yet, incredibly, despite his horrific injuries, he was still alive
- or, at least, part of himwas. Al four linbs jerked spasnodically
and he seemed to be trying to crawl blindly towards his terrified
compani ons. But they had turned away to greet Mdiita with a | ow bow

The sanurai - maj or ordered one of themto put the poor
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wetch out of his misery. As he did so, the red-stripe guarding the
starboard exit cane running towards them screani ng sonet hi ng about
gi ant green-eyed ni ght birds.

Sonet hing dark hit the floor behind himand the rest of his warning was
drowned out by a sudden thunder clap of sound. The entrance to the
passageway was filled with an exploding wall of flame that rolled
forward engul fing the guard.

As Mrita recoiled, he sawthe red-stripe's body flare briefly like a
nmot h caught in a candle and an instant later, as his aides hustled him
towards the other end of the stateroom the fiery tidal wave swrled
around the other red-stripes. Wth their screanms ringing in his ears,
Morita hurried towards the second, forward exit to the stateroom

Reaching the stairs beyond, he ordered his personal guard to proceed
forward and aft, and to the floors above and bel ow to check the extent
of the fires. He hinmself was going up to the bridge and they were to
report to himthere. Just as they were about to disperse, two officers
di spat ched by Captain Kawani shi to fetch him canme hurrying down the
stairway. At this point only the side galleries were ablaze but as
Morita listened to their report he realized that, barring divine
intervention, there was little hope of saving the vessel. Seanen using
hoses sprayi ng water punped fromthe steam engi nes bel ow were being
depl oyed but the scale of the fires and the speed with which they had
spread had already outstripped their resources.

Wth both sides of the superstructure alight the blaze could only be
fought fromthe foredeck and the stern and from bel ow using the

i nternal conpani onways. The side decks were now i npassable; the only
access between the front and rear of the boat was via the cargo deck
where the horses were stabled and the bil ge deck bel ow where the engine
roomwas situated.

As they gave a breathl ess account of the devilish nature of the fire
how it stuck to flesh, or any other surface, and could not be

extingui shed with water, the boat shook under the inpact of the third
strike on the stern. The two officers excused thenselves hurriedly and
ran down a passage al ongside the stateroomonly to find that the far
end was in flames. Shouting to his personal guard to assess the
situation as ordered, Mrita dispatched his second-in-conmand to take
what ever action he judged necessary to save the cavalry and horses then
clattered up the stairs to the bridge with his remmining aides.

He was nmet by Kawani shi, his face ashen-grey. Not with fear but the
grimrealization he was about to | ose both his vessel and his
conmmand.

That in itself was bad enough, but his shame was conpounded by the
realization that the entire expedition could go to the bottom w t hout
striking a single blow at the eneny.

Morita shared his concern. Their only chance of sal vagi ng sone shred
of honour was to press on at full speed in the hope of beaching the
stricken vessel before it sank

Kawani shi agreed and told himhe had already sent a trusted officer and
a squad of sea-soldiers to the engine roomto nake sure the stokers and
engi neers stayed at their posts.

But what, demanded Morita, was the cause of it all?
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Were the expl osions accidental - the result of gunpowder stored on
board being accidentally ignited or had the vessel been sabotaged? O
- sonething even nore difficult to accept - had it cone under attack?

Morita recounted what the red-stripe had shouted about giant
night-birds in the brief instant before his obliteration by fire.

Kawani shi pointed to a cluster of twinkling |ights noving backwards and
forwards in the darkness to starboard. 'There are your night-birds!

Fi re- breat hi ng sky-denons spawned by the white witch you seek

Accursed priests! How foolish we were to imagine that their enpty
gestures and worthl ess- vapourings could protect us!" One of the
bridge officers reported that the system of
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signalling wires to the
engi ne room had ceased to function

'"How far are we from shore?" denmanded Mrita.

Anot her bridge officer, who had a powerful spyglass trained on a group
of Mute fishernen standing round a fire, told himthey were now | ess
than three-quarters of a mle fromthe beach. Mrita doubted whether
horses wearing battle harness and carrying fully-arnmed warriors could
swimthat far.

A snoke- bl ackened runner sent fromthe through-deck reported that
flanes were beginning to cuff round the ceilings beans in the aft
portion of the deck space

The horses were beconming nore difficult to restrain.
Any further delay m ght cause the panic-stricken beasts to run anok.

Parts of the galleried superstructure had already started to coll apse
and there was a growi ng danger that burning debris night start crashing
through the ceiling. The deputy task-force commander, continued the
runner, acting upon the powers given to him had ordered the evacuation
of the through-deck before the worsening situation nade it

i mpossi bl e.

Morita gave the decision his approval and sent the runner back with a
new order. The infantry were to strip themselves of all inessentials
but were to keep as nmany weapons as they thought they could swim

Wit h.

The rafts and dories - which, in any event, would have only provided
berths in an energency for the wheel boat's crew - were all blazing
fiercely in the side galleries

Morita al so gave instructions for the senior officers |eading the
mount ed samurai to wait until |ast.

This was not out of a deep concern for those they led, it was a purely
pragmati c decision. The first waves to ride into the water woul d
probably founder with their exhausted horses before they reached the
shore whereas the last to | eave woul d be closer to the beach and in
better shape to organize the survivors into a coherent force which he
woul d then lead into battle.

Kawani shi, he i mgi ned, would go down with his ship.
As to his own fate, Murita viewed it with indifference

Sanurai rose each day ready to enbrace death. Their only concern was
to die with honour. Perhaps the ruling deity, Amaterasu-Om kanmi, who
wat ched over the world ruled by the Sons of Ne-Issan, had frowned upon
this enterprise because it ran counter - for sone reason that he,
Morita, could not as an ordinary nortal conprehend - to the greater
good of the nation. So be it.

He woul d kill as many grass-nonkeys as he could then take his own life
rather than suffer the indignity of dying at the hands of an inferior
bei ng.

Speaki ng of which, there were two inferior beings below who richly
merited death. A sword thrust was too good for them Before |eaving
the boat he woul d have them brought up fromtheir cell and cast into
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the inferno that raged behind him..

A cry fromone of his aides standing on the gallery outside the bridge
cut across his thoughts. Morita noved quickly through the open doorway
and sighted along the aide's out-flung arm A dark stiff-w nged shape
with a glowing red eye enbedded in its belly was noving across a
moonl it patch of sky alnost directly overhead. It vani shed agai nst the
dark undersi de of the cloud base but the baleful red eye continued to
wax and wane as the 'night-bird" circled above the wheel boat.

Except it was not fromthe natural world, or a creature summoned by
sorcery fromThe Pit. It was twin-brother to the flying-horse |Izo

Want anabe had sketched in his first nessage to Sara-kusa. The

wheel boat had been attacked by | ong-dogs fromthe south. But how coul d
they have known where it was going and, nore inportantly, when? There
was only one expl anati on.

The | ong-dogs and the grass-nonkeys were wor ki ng hand-in-gl ove.

Sonehow t he assassi ns had gai ned access to the contents of his |ast

di spatch to Bei-tanaba and, despite his suspicions, Wantanabe had

all owed themto depart. It was an act of incredible folly, of crimna
negli gence, for which, if he was still alive, he nust pay.

Now. Instantly.

Morita summoned his three aides and began to give
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the fatal orders. Two were to fetch the chai ned assassins with the
hel p of the soldiers guarding their cell, the third was to seek out |zo
Want anabe and behead hi m

The door to |zo Wantanabe's cabin on the port side was the inpact point
of one of the canisters dropped in the first strike but he had escaped
death by seconds. Unable to sleep, he left his cabin and wal ked onto
the foredeck as the four aircraft suddenly appeared off the port bow
and flashed overhead. A second later, all three galleries erupted into
flame.

As he stood there, in a state of shock, staring at the inferno that
only a nonent before had been the cabin in which he had been |ying,
cursing his inability to sleep, the starboard side expl oded. He caught
a brief glinpse of four dark shapes with red eyes, illum nated by the
flanmes as they passed overhead but by the tinme he had recovered from
his surprise and turned around, all he could see were points of |ight
nmovi ng agai nst the bl ackness of the sky.

Unabl e to decide whether to advance in the hope of being of sone
assi stance, or retreat further fromthe searing heat,' |zo Want anabe
wat ched in horror as screaning crewren stunbled out onto the bl azing
galleries and | eapt overboard, their bodies totally envel oped in
flames. Human torches

It was a dreadful sight, but what chilled himwas the sickening
realization that the boat was being attacked by what Mrita had
described as 'flying-horses' - ridden by |ong-dogs fromthe south.

Allies of the assassins inprisoned bel ow. ..

As he watched the flanes spread he renenbered the words used by Ai shi
Saki not o when warning himnot to act until reinforcements arrived. His
message had contained the chilling phrase: 'The riders have powerful
friends and secret nmeans to summon themin the twi nkling of an eye'

So be it. Death would overtake themjust as quickly. |If he and his
conrades were destined to perish in these god-forsaken outl ands then he
woul d personally make sure they were not spared

Grasping the hilt of his sword, he ran towards the forward comnpani onway
and promptly collided with the first of several dozen soldiers who cane
swarning up the steps and onto the deck. A hand grasped his arm

Tur ni ng, Want anabe found hinself face-to-face with a sanurai-officer,
his face bl ackened and blistered, his clothes burned in several places
and still snoul deri ng.

"Quickly! Help these nen | ower the bow ranps!" 'Are we abandoning
shi p?" cried Want anabe.

-'Not yet! W have to get the horses ashore first! W're not going
down without a fight!" Sammy-Jo Macki nnon, the attack-coordi nator and
mast er - navi gat or who had shepherded the four Sky-hawks fromthe AMEXI CO
ai r-base outside Houston-GC decided it was tine to stop the Japs dead
in the water. For several mnutes, nen and horses had been stream ng
out of the through-deck and down the bowranps | owered close to, but

not quite touching the water. The wheel boat, now |l ess than half a mle
fromthe shore, had not reduced speed despite the nmassive fire-damge
it had sustained.

What she and the other pilots didn't know, along with Mrita, was that
the engi ne room of the boat was itself a raging inferno. The crew,
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ordered to stay at their posts, and the soldiers sent to nmake sure they
did just that, were now unrecogni zabl e | unps of bubbling fat and
over-roasted flesh, buried-am dst the glowi ng enbers at the heart of a
growi ng pile of collapsed tinbers which had come crashing down into the
rapi dl y-enptyi ng through-deck |ike a cloud-burst of celestial fire. A
few mnutes later, the flam ng mass cascaded into the engi ne room
swanpi ng everyone and everythi ng bel ow.

Yet, miracul ously, despite the searing heat which had
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caused spont aneous conbustion of the fuel logs and the falling
pressures as fractured pipes and burst joints hissed steam the pistons
shunt ed doggedly back and forth, and the iron-strapped beans thensel ves
now abl aze - had shoul dered the debris aside and were continuing to
power the paddl e-wheel. Mre slowy, and with increasing difficulty,
but on they went, up and down, like the failing muscles lifting the

t hi ghs of an exhausted marathon runner, driving himon when the whol e
poi nt of the race, of existence, has been lost in the all-consun ng fog
of pain and only one thought renains.

To keep going forward, forward, forward...

In the belly of the boat, Steve and Cadillac had al so heard the
det onati ons despite the drumm ng background roar fromthe engi ne room
at the end of the passageway.

They had al so heard the shouts of alarmand glinpsed the grow ng
confusion as the squad of sea-soldiers rushed past on what was to prove
a suicide mission. And they heard the thunder of hooves as the horses
on the through deck above becane increasingly restive and then, as nore
expl osi ons sent shockwaves through the ship's tinbers, were ridden up
and out across the bow deck into the relative safety of the sea.

Steve had known what was going to happen for several hours but the
promi se of help was not the sane thing as help actually arriving, on
time and in a formthat would ensure their deliverance. So far, Roz
had perforned brilliantly. It was |like being on a two-way radio
circuit.

From t he nonment of mmking contact, she had delivered regul ar,
reassuring progress reports and then, as the four Skyhawks |ined up on
their target, she cane through to warn hi mwhat was about to happen

He was to keep calmand stay tuned. A few seconds later, a series of
muf f| ed detonations had shaken the boat from bridge to keel

Steve had already decided not to tell Cadillac what was going to
happen. |If he wanted to, he could work it out for himself. Not that
it mattered greatly. Knowi ng why the boat was on fire and sinking
woul d not aid their escape, and by the tinme they managed to get out,
the Skyhawks woul d - Steve hoped - have di sappeared. |n which case
Cadillac would credit M-town or Talisman with their deliverance.

Steve was happy to leave it that way. To reveal that he had set up the
attack with the aid of Roz would only have led Cadillac to ask the kind
of questions he was not ready to answer.

The two guards stationed in the passageway were still on duty but the
one stationed near the engine roomhad noved towards his conpani on and
the | adder which was now the only escape route. And although the cause
remai ned a nystery, Cadillac was now aware fromthe questions and
answers put by the guards to anyone who passed overhead that the fire
ragi ng above was now totally out of control and the order to abandon
ship woul d come at any noment.

As far as the guards were concerned the order could not cone a nonent
too soon; a feeling that Steve and Cadillac shared. A chorus of hoarse
screans cut across the sonorous drumbeat of the engine. There was a
brief, chilling groan and crack of tinbers then both sounds were
eclipsed by a sudden thunderous roar as the central section of the

bl azi ng superstructure crashed down into the engi ne room burying
everyone beneath. Only two sea-soldiers and a stoker, naked to the
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wai st, who had been within reach of the forward door managed to stunble
to safety pursued by a shower of red-hot enbers and a brief orange
tongue of flane.

Smoke seeped through the lattice of the door. 'W've gotta get out of
here,' said Steve, as the survivors staggered past. 'C non. Do your
stuff!" Peeking through the lattice, Cadillac glinpsed the two guards

and the sea-soldiers clustered around the foot of the step-I|adder.
Screans of agony canme fromthe inferno at the other end of the

passageway. Soneone, a colleague of the stoker, trapped near the
doorway, was
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calling out to him begging to be pulled clear of the

flames. The stoker hesitated, then went back to rescue him The
braver of the two guards followed. The others shouted at themto come
back.

The confusi on of sound and voi ces gave Cadillac the opportunity he'd
been | ooking for. Standing back fromthe door, he adopted the
commandi ng tone of Samrurai-Myjor Mrita and shouted: 'Rel ease the
prisoners! Release the prisoners! Bring themon deck!" The two
sea-soldiers and the guard at the foot were not sure where the order
had come from but they recognized an officer's voice when they heard
one. The guard grabbed the key ring off the hook on the wall and
started to unl ock the door.

Steve grabbed Cadillac by both arns. 'You're a genius! Y know
t hat ?"
He pull ed himdown onto the bunk bench. It was better not to crowd

these guys by the door. They night get the wong idea.

C non, c'nmon, c¢'nmon, Ch, what an idiot, The dink had inserted the wong
key.

There was anot her thunderous crash of tinbers as nore of the
superstructure collapsed into the engi ne room sendi ng a gust of
snoke-| aden red-hot air rolling up the passageway. The guard and the
engi neer, their faces raw and blistered, reappeared dragging a

bl ackened, snoking body.

"This is hopeless,' croaked the guard. 'He's finished!" 'You're
right..." The engineer laid his colleague to rest with his hands

pl aced neatly across his body. 'Cone on. Let's get out of here before
she breaks in two!" The two sea-soldiers started up the stepl adder
"Wait a minute,' cried the second guard. 'W've got to get these two
monkeys out of here." Having dropped and retrieved the key ring with
trenbling fingers he was trying, yet again, to open the lock with the
wr ong key.

"Sod theml " shouted his conpanion. 'Let the bastards drown!" The
sea-soldiers led the scranble up the step-ladder onto the
t hr ough- deck.

Cadillac heard a voice shout. 'Mto! Quick! This whole deck is on
firel" So far, Steve and Cadillac had been incredibly lucky not to
have been burnt to a crisp or asphyxiated by snmoke. Two things were
working in their favour. The ten-foot high piles of tightly-packed

ti mber, stacked several rows thick against the forward bul khead were
acting as a kind of fire-wall. The outer stacks were blazing fiercely
and the rest were close to flash-point but they had not yet caught
fire. The flames generated by the collapsed superstructure were being
funnel | ed upwards out of the gapi ng hol e above and were being fuelled
by air sucked down the hatches and al ong the passageway past the room
in which Steve and Cadillac were hel d.

Any snmoke was thus being drawn away fromthem but they could still fee
the heat and knew that, at any mnute, the fire could spread suddenly
and dramatically to engulf themand the funbling idiot outside the door
on whomtheir |ives now depended.

"What are you doi ng?" denanded |zo Want anabe.

The guard junped nervously to attention. 'Evacuating the two
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prisoners, sir! As ordered!" 'Wo by?"

"Can't say exactly, sir." The guard gestured towards the hatchway. 'I
think it was an officer up there!" WAntanabe nodded. 'Good. Of you
go. Hurry! Get out while you can."

"But, uh - what about the prisoners, sir?"
Want anabe took charge of the key ring. 'Leave themto ne..."

The three aides detailed to execute |zo Want anabe and drag Steve and
Cadillac fromtheir cell to be cast into the flames saluted Mrita and
turned to leave. As they did so, the first 100 pound bonb struck the
forward gallery directly underneath the bridge. The second crashed
through the gallery below, several feet further to the right. The next
four fell into the yawni ng furnace that
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had once been the m dships
section, and the last two struck the stem blasting the paddl e-wheel
apart.

Morita, his aides, Captain Kawani shi and the remaining bridge officers
heard a deafening roar and felt the floor Iift beneath themas the top
hal f of the unburnt forward galleries blew apart then coll apsed inwards
and backwards. Mbrita experienced one last brief moment of lucidity in
whi ch he realized his body was one of several tunbling head over heels
towards the bl azing heart of the funeral pyre he had chosen for the
assassins then his brain froze in horror as the gl owi ng mass expl oded
like the sacred Mount Fuji, tearing himapart with tentacles of fire.

It was this explosion - the al nost sinultaneous detonation of the four
100 pound bonbs planted amidships - that finally ripped the guts out of
the boat and stopped her dead in the water. For Steve and Cadill ac,
this final convul sion brought them deliverance but came close to
killing themin the process.

As the bonmbs were falling towards their target, |zo Wantanabe flung the
door open and stood there, sword grasped firmy in both hands,

sil houetted agai nst the wandering pool of light cast by the lantern
near the steps.

Steve eyed the quivering point of the sword as he and Cadillac rose to
their feet. The dink was as frightened as they were. Al the nore
reason to hang loose. 1In this confined space he'd have to thrust, not
swing. Even so, this didn't |ook good. Steve grasped the sides of his
neck-board. Properly angled, he m ght just be able to parry a cutting
bl ow, creating an opportunity for Cadillac to nove in..

Want anabe hesitated, trying to decide which of his victins was the nost
dangerous. The one who spoke Japanese or his nore strongly-built
conpani on? He jabbed the blade at Cadillac, savouring his nonent of
power over the two treacherous dogs who had ruined himthen pulled back
to nmake the killing stroke.

Using the powers of mimicry he had first displayed whilst inpersonating
the courtesan Yoko Mshinma, Cadillac stepped towards the bl ade and
screaned: 'Husband! | beg you! Don't! These are the Shogun's nen!

Thi nk of ne, your wife, and the little ones!" NMomentarily stunned at
hearing Yum ko's voice issue fromthe nmouth of the assassin, Wantanabe
faltered and | owered his sword.

And it was in that sane instant, as Steve and Cadillac hurl ed
thensel ves towards him that the four bonbs expl oded ami dshi ps and
br oke the wheel boat in two.

Want anabe staggered and fell against the back wall as the bow lifted
under the weight of water flooding into the gaping hole where the
engi ne room had been. Steve and Cadillac fell on top of him Steve,
who'd noved in first, got the top half, pinning Wantanabe's throat

agai nst the boards with the right side of his neck-board while he tried
to hamrer the sword | oose fromthe Jap's hand.

Cadillac fell across Wantanabe's | egs, grabbed his other armand held
it at full stretch while pressing one corner of his own neck-board into
the Jap's groin.

A torrent of water was now rushing up the passageway and flooding into
the room
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Steve used his shoulder to ram his neck-board up hard under Want anabe's
chin. '"Right - I've got it,' he grunted. 'Let ne at the fucker!'’
Cadillac rolled aside as Steve staggered to his feet.

The Jap realized he was done for, but he wasn't taking it |ying down.

Leani ng agai nst the wall, he hauled his soaking wet body clear of the
water - now calf deep

Steve hefted the sword.
"Watch him" cried Cadill ac.

"It's okay! If he wants it standing up, that's the way he's going to
get it!"™ But Wantanabe wasn't quite finished. Before either Steve or
Cadillac had tine to react, the Jap threw hinself towards the open
door, seized hold of the
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preci ous keys that still hung in the |ock
jerked the door clear of Cadillac's outstretched fingers and pulled it
shut behind him

"Steve!" screaned Cadillac. 'For Chrissakes! Stop him" Reversing
the blade to put the curved cutting edge on top, Steve raised the bl ade
level with the ceiling then plunged it downwards with all the force he
coul d nuster.

The bl ade sliced through the lattice and sank deep into Want anabe's
chest before he could turn the key but as Steve withdrew it and his
body slid into the rising water, his dead hand pulled the keys fromthe
| ock.

"Shit!" <cried Steve. The water was now up to the level of the lattice
and with the steepening downward tilt of the floor nmost of the back
wal | was under water. Passing the sword to Cadillac, he forced the
door open and went in nose first to hunt for the key ring.

Cadi |l ac, who had found the reckless courage to face the fearsome
Shakatak D Vine, tried to master the wave of panic that was rising as
fast as the water he was floundering in. This was the noment Steve had
foreseen.

The nonent he had been dreading. The gut-ripping pain of cold stee
was infinitely preferable to the namel ess horrors that awaited the
soul s of those who drowned.

Mutes fromthe high plains were al ways very cautious about getting out
of their depth. If you were unlucky enough to die in the water, your
spirit was dragged down into a black whirlpool at the centre of the
earth instead of rising into the arms of the Geat Sky-Mther. A
whi rl pool full of poisonous scorpions fromwhich you never escaped..

Steve's hand rose out of the water, clutching the key ring. Hi s head
foll owed, gasping for air. 'Do ny hands first!" Cadillac took the
keys and freed Steve's wrists.

'Ckay. Let ne do yours ... and now t he neck-board ... The water, was

now up to their chests.
"Terrific. Now mine. Can you reach?"

' Yeah, but what about--' 'I'll do the feet. Don't worry!" Steve threw
of f his neck-board, grabbed the keys and sank out of sight.

Cadi |l |l ac waited but nothing happened. Wy was Steve taking his own | eg
shackl es of f first when it was he, Cadillac who couldn't swin? There
was only a thin wedge of air space left in the room The panic
returned as he started to tread water. Hands grasped at his thrashing
feet, pulling himunder. The shackles dropped away from his ankles
then he felt Steve's armcurl round his neck from behind pulling him
deeper still. Into the blackness. He kicked wildly, trying to break
Steve's hold but all he managed to do was crack his own shins on the
top. of the door frane as he was dragged through. Water filled his
mout h and nostrils.

Oh, Sweet Mother. They were going to drown/ On shore, C earwater and
the Kojak Mutes who lined the beach defences heard or saw nothi ng of
t he wheel boat until it burst into flanes, lighting the surroundi ng
water with an orange glow. The clan-folk roared with delight.

Heyyy-yaaaAAHH. This was proof, yet again, of the power that Talisman
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had pl aced in the hands of The Chosen! And the Kojak woul d show
thensel ves to be worthy and courageous hosts!

Since the first three rapid strikes agai nst the boat had been nade in
al most total darkness when it was just under two miles fromthe shore,
Cl earwater had no inkling that the havoc had been created by an outside
agency. And even when the boat drew closer, and the presence of the
drifting red star-fires were regi stered by the sharp-eyed Mites the
Koj ak were none the wi ser.

It was only when the boat was struck by the final salvo of bonbs and
Clearwater glinpsed grey bird-like shapes flitting in and out of the
furnace gl ow that her excitenent becane edged with fear. And she began
to wonder if the noving points of light in the sky signalled the
presence of
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a dar ker power - the sand-burrowers. Had the

cl oud-warrior sunmoned themto his aid? She decided it did not matter

whet her the agency was human or divine as long as the w shed-for result
was achi eved. Talisman had power over all things and exerted his wll

in nmysterious ways.

Shouts from further down the beach turned her thoughts back to the
matter in hand. The fishermen standing by the decoy fire at the

wat er's edge had seen the first dark shapes of nen and horses sw nmni ng
towards the shore. The warriors, who had come out of their hiding

pl aces beneath the upturned boats when the Iron Master's vessel had
gone up in flanes to cheer and strut exultantly back and forth al ong
the beach, fell on one knee and took careful aimwth their

crosshows.

Zzhhh ... zzhhh ... zzhh-zzhonk! Zzhhonzzhonzzh-honk

Six samurai in the first wave were bl own out of their saddles into the
water. But although the Kojak had the advantage of firing fromthe
cover of darkness, the traffic was not all one way. Many of the
advanci ng sanurai had drawn their bows, and | ong feather-righted arrows
were finding targets illunminated by the decoy bonfire on the beach. As
soon as they realized the source of the danger, the nearest Mites

pi cked up two of the fishing boats, turned themon their side and held
them one on top of the other in front of the fire while it was quickly
snot hered with sand. Then, having di scovered the boats coul d be used
to hide behind as well as under, they laid them down several yards
further back and started firing again, ducking out of sight to

r el oad.

The protection afforded by the skin-covered boats was nore imagi nary
than real as several Miutes were to discover. The spear-pointed sanura
arrows punched straight through the slatted roundwood fl oors and
between their ribs before stopping but the notion they were safely

hi dden from view kept their colleagues in the firing-line.

Sei zing the hal berd she had fashioned froma nmachete and a strong
sapling, Cearwater led a group of simlarly-armed warriors down from
the dunes and onto the beach. The clan's noral e had been boosted by
the wheel boat's fiery demi se and by placing herself in the forefront of
the battle she hoped to inspire themeven further by denobnstrating that
the nmuch-feared Iron Masters bled and died just |ike ordinary

nortals.

Karl strom wat ched wi th nounting concern as Roz arched her back over the
chair and began to choke. Her chest heaved convul sively. Her left arm
was raised and bent at the el bow back towards her body, with the
knuckl es jamed agai nst the base of her neck; the clawed fingers of her
right hand were raised in the air as if she was trying to grab

sonet hing hanging fromthe ceiling. Her eyes, as always, were tightly
shut .

He nmoved cl oser, ready to catch her if she fell off the chair. Now her
|l eft armunfol ded. She seenmed to be trying to lift or push sonething
heavy away from her, then she coll apsed forwards across the top of the
desk coughing and spluttering as she gasped down | ungfuls of air.

Karl strom saw her eyes flutter open as part of her mind returned to her
present |l ocation. 'Are you okay?" He prided hinself on being a pretty
cold fish but no matter how many tines he watched Roz do her stuff it
di sturbed and i npressed him He cane away fromthese sessions filled
with a sense of wonder: a feeling that he was a privil eged observer of
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a process which - to use a word that had never crossed his lips - was
little short of, well...

m r acul ous.

"Yes . . ." Her voice was a hoarse whisper, her face drai ned of al
col our. She used her hands to push herself away fromthe desk. 'He's
out ... they're both out.

They're safe..." She slunped back in the chair and let her head fal

forward, hunching her shoul ders as her exhausted body was w acked by
anot her bout of coughi ng.

"Wuld you like me to call a nmedic?”
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Roz raised her eyes to his and greeted the question with a ruefu
smile. 'I ama doctor- or, at least, | was." She took several deep,
cal ming breaths and, as the colour returned to her cheeks, her
exhausted body was rapidly transforned into its normal healthy self.

It was, reflected Karlstrom really quite remnmarkabl e.

Once again, Roz had denonstrated her ability to not only be aware of,
but to mirror - with her own body -Brickman's current physical or

mental state. Their mnds had to be linked at deep trance level but in
monents of intense stress, such as when his body suffered traumatic
woundi ng, that tel epathic connection was nade instantly and without
war ni ng.

What stunned and nystified the First Fam |y surgeons who had observed
the psychosonmati ¢ woundi ngs that Roz had endured was the incredible
speed with which they heal ed, the absence of any scars or need for
conval escence and the level of pain that would normally acconpany such
injuries.

When Brickman had made his escape fromthe Heron Pool, Roz had been
wal ki ng along a corridor in her nedical school with a group of student
col l eagues. They had noticed she was tense but with vital exams coni ng
up, who wasn't? Wthout warning, her right |eg suddenly buckl ed,
throwi ng her to the ground, where she lay, clutching her thigh.

As friends hel ped her up they noticed bl ood seeping through her
fingers. She shrugged off the incident but was carried protesting into
the first aid roomwhere Fam |y nedics investigators assigned to her
case found a three-inch deep wound caused by a bl aded netal projectile
whi ch had sliced through the nuscle with considerable force. Roz, who
had been sharing Steve's gut-w enching anxiety during the destruction
of the Heron Pool, had al so been wounded by an invisible replica of the
arrow that had split a wooden strut before burying itself in Steve's
thigh. An invisible arrow brought into being and delivered with the
sanme force and in the sane nonment of tinme through the power of their

i nked m nds.

It was not surprising that Karlstromfelt uneasy. He had no cause to

doubt Roz's loyalty and dedication, but like all menbers of the First

Fanmily, he didn't |ike depending on people or things over which he did
not have total control

But it had to be admitted that in this latest affair, Roz had perforned
brilliantly. Wthin seconds of Steve naking contact, she had carded
herself into a closed video-booth and placed a call to Karlstrom using
the special high-priority nunber he'd given her to menori ze.

And within an instant of keying in the last digit, COLUMBUS had
activated the bl eeper in Karlstroms pocket and put a flash
notification of her call on the nearest screen

Fromtheir brief on-screen conversation Karlstrom had gotten enough
information to order the conmander of AMEXICO s airforce to make

i mredi ate preparations to despatch five of his aircraft - four Skyhawks
and a Skyrider nmother-ship - on a long-range mssion. The pilots were
to go on red alert; course and target details would follow | ater

By the time Roz arrived by shuttle at AVEXICO s headquarters with
fuller details of Steve's predicanment, the aircraft on the overground
base near Houston-GC was being arned and refuelled, the pilots were
kitted up and gathered in the briefing room and Karlstromhad a map of
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the I ower half of Lake M chigan spread out on his desk

Fromthere on in it had all gone like clockwork. If Karlstrom had

har boured any doubts about putting Roz on the Red-River wagon-train to
hel p her kin-brother bring in Clearwater and the other two targets they
vani shed on receipt of 'Fire-Chief' Mckinnon's radi o message that the
wheel boat had been deep-fried and was now settling into the water somne
four hundred yards fromthe shore. Properly handled, this girl and her
brother were dynamite. And it was beginning to look as if he had taken
too jaundiced a view of Brickman's reliability. He was a' devious
sonof abi tch, but then so
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was every successful agent. Hi s intelligence
was unquestioned and his performance in the field had proved he was

tough, resourceful and courageous. He was also very lucky. In fact,
considering the jans Brickman had been in and the one he'd just gotten
hi nsel f out of, one could alnobst say - if you believed in magic - that

he led a '"charned life'..

This was not quite how Steve saw it but he was, nevertheless, glad to
be alive. The bonb blast had ripped the lantern fromits hook on the
ceiling of the passageway outside their cell, but the glare fromthe

bl azi ng roof tinbers ahead of the shattered engi ne room had provi ded

enough light to unlock the neck-boards and wist shackl es.

After that, darkness had descended and he'd had to feel his way out of
the sinking boat whilst fighting to keep hold of Cadillac at the sane
time. The rush of water rising up the passageway from behind had
carried themthrough the hatchway onto the deck above where they both
had a chance to gul p down sone nore air before being pushed back under
by an aval anche of assorted debris that canme sliding towards them as
the front section of the boat tipped backwards at a steeper and steeper
angl e.

There was a tineless nonment when Steve had no recoll ection of anything
except a strong inpression that he was going to die then to his utter
surprise, his head bobbed out of the water and he realized that (a) he
was still alive, (b) he still had his left armround Cadill ac's neck,
and (c) a fire-blackened upturned dory and an oar were both floating
wi thin reach.

Righting the dory with the aid of the oar whilst trying to keep the
unconsci ous Mute's head above water was no easy task but Steve finally
managed it. Getting Cadillac aboard was even harder but, having taken
the precaution of throwing the oar in first, he succeeded in doing that
too, Wen the Mute was bal anced on his navel over the back-board, Steve
cl ambered in over the bow, hauled the rest of his coll eague out of the
water and laid himin the bottom of the boat.

A few m nutes hard punping got his eyes open and nost of the water out
of his lungs. Cadillac rolled onto one side and vomted weakly. 'I
think 1"'mgoing to die. . ."

"I doubt it." Steve rose, inserted the oar in the stern row ock and
fishtailed the boat southwards, parallel with the shore. It was tine
to steer clear of any further trouble.

Fromthe shrieks and cries and the unm stakabl e ringing clash of stee
carried by the wind across the water, it was clear that the Iron
Masters who'd made it to shore weren't going down without a fight.

Steve felt a twinge of guilt but Cadillac, for one, was in no shape to
start trading sharp iron. It was tinme for the Kojak to show what they
were made of. If things got sticky, there was always C earwater. She
woul d pull sone magic out of the air and blow the Japs back into the
water. O whatever.

Nyehh . . . to hell with it. They'd done enough for one night..
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CHAPTER THI RTEEN

Stu Gordon, a Tracker renegade guarding the eastern approaches to his
group's tenmporary canpsite, set the 'scope on distant focus and began
anot her slow, patient sweep of the seenmingly limtless |andscape.

Anot her breaker, N ck Walsh, lay on his back beside him his eyes
trained on the sky while he waited for his turn at the 'scope. Stu was
on the | ook-out for any roving bands of Miutes, N ck was searching for
what the Mutes called 'arrowheads' - Skyhawks sent up as forward scouts
by the wagon-trains.

The nane, which had been derived fromthe standard tailless,

del ta-wi nged configuration, was no |onger strictly accurate. This
year, a new, nore powerful aircraft had appeared in the skies, one with
straight, constant-chord wings and trimtails perched on the end of
narrow boons sprouting fromthe trailing edge of the wing on either
side of the rear-nounted engine. An aircraft that al so packed a nore
powerful punch: a fixed forward-firing six-barrelled gun.

It was a quantumleap fromthe lone rifleman in the sky and their
appearance was a sign that the Federation meant business. 1In the
spring of the previous year, the wagon-trains had made their first
penetration of Plainfolk territory, a vast area which, up to then, had
provi ded uneasy sanctuary for groups of breakers |like the one N ck and
Stu ran with.

The constant fire-sweeps |aunched fromthe wagon-trai ns and
way-stations in the New Territories of Colorado and Kansas had driven
nmost of the groups northwards. Sone breakers had decided to try and
find one of the westward trails that were said to | ead over the Rockies
but their group had voted to try and continue their nonadi c existence
on the high plains of Nebraska and Woning. To go west would be to
enter uncharted territory. There would no | onger be any threat from
the Federation but there would be no pick-ups either

Renegades were scavengers who lived off what the wagon-trains |eft
behind. They were |ike seagulls who hovered constantly above the
sterns of oceangoing liners. Except they weren't |ooking for food.

What they needed were conpressed air bottles to power their rifles and
hand- guns, clips of needl epoint rounds, torch batteries, first aid
kits, knives, tools, uniforms, boots any useful item of equipnent that
woul d add a few creature conforts to their rough and ready exi stence.

But of course this kind of stuff didn't just fall off wagon-trains.

Good sense suggested you should get the hell out of any area where a
fire-sweep was in progress but that was exactly where you stood the
best chance of picking up sone goodies. Wen wagon-trains were stalled
by the terrain, they sent out conmbat squads in pursuit of the

| unp- heads wi th Skyhawks ridi ng point.

But the Mutes had a habit of hitting back with crossbows and they
rarely m ssed

Luckily, each bowran only had a few bolts and he relied on getting them
back. That's when renegades got |ucky. Provided you were able to nove
in qui ck enough, and the | unp-heads were driven off or killed, you
could strip the kit off the corpses and cut out the crosshow bolts to
trade with the Mutes who were also in the business of pillaging

corpses. Despite this there was no serious conflict of interest. The
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Mut es were trophy hunters. It was the severed heads of Trail-Blazers
and their conbat knives that were the real collectors' itens.

The lunps had no use for rifles or handguns. Like breakers, they took
everything they could | ay hands on but provided they had a few bits and
pi eces to hang round their necks or sew onto their |eather body arnour
they could be persuaded to part with precious air bottles and spare
magazi nes.

It was a dangerous gane because you coul d get your
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own ass bl own off
while you were waiting to pounce.

And there was an even greater risk of that happening if you decided to
anbush linenmen on their way to the wagon-train when they were nost
likely to have used up nost of their amm - or thrown it away to cut
down on the weight they had to carry.

Breakers like Stu and N ck had no qual ns about attacking
Trail - Bl azers.

Renegade Trackers and | unp-heads were bracketed together as vernin: to
be exterminated - which was probably why the Mutes all owed the
‘redskins', as they called them a certain anmount of el bow room

Provided you didn't set up a permanent canp on a clan's turf, and
hunted ganme in an econom cal fashion, the lunps left you pretty much

al one for nmost of the year. There was only one danger period - the

|l ast three weeks in April and the first week of May - when the Mites
made their annual cull of renegades. That was when breakers went to
ground. If you didn't lie |low, you risked being captured, or killed if
you used force against your pursuers. Those that fell into the net
were traded at the Mutes' annual jamboree on Lake Superior and shipped
to an unknown destination in the east.

The | unps | ooked on the annual round-up as a game which, even if those
bei ng chased didn't think it funny, was conducted in a free and easy
fashion and with evident goodwill. [If you gave 'ema good run before
bei ng captured they sonetinmes |let you go. But for many breakers, who
had risked everything to break free of the Federation's cl austrophobic
regime, death was preferable to a |life of slavery.

That was why Stu CGordon and N ck WAl sh were on | ook-out duty along with
si x other guys covering the north, south and western approaches to
their canp overlooking the North Platte River in Nebraska.

But there were additional dangers breakers faced which were harder to
identify. Besides the general hazards of surviving on the overground,
avoi di ng wagon-trains and the annual Mite round-up, there was the
threat posed by the roving presence of FINTEL squads - Trackers whose
job it was to gather field intelligence to help the planning of
wagon-trai n operations and, worst of all, undercover Feds, disguised as
breakers, and working singly or in small groups.

These sliny bastards were the real eneny. Their job was to shaft
breakers whenever the opportunity occurred and their preferred nethod
was to boobytrap dead bodies with small-anti-personnel mnes. They
also left ration packs laced with cyanide, poisoned water filtration
kits and first aid bags containing hypodermcs filled with junk
designed to kill, not cure.

JALL in all, a nice bunch. But while the threat they posed was
strictly bad news, their presence on the overground did bring one
positive benefit. They were nmaintained in the field by air-dropped
supplies which were fed into a network of small underground dunps.

These were al ways extremely well-conceal ed but they could be found if
you knew where to | ook and what to look for. It needed a |ot of
experience but the | eader of their group - a guy called Malone - had a
real nose for it. But even his years of experience did not mean the
group was totally fireproof.
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Last year over thirty guys had been |lifted by the MCall, a big Mite
cl an whose beat - depending on the tinme of year - ran from navref
Caspar in Womni ng down the line of the North Platte to navref

Kear ney.

Stu Gordon grunted as he picked up sonmething in the 'scope. 'What the
eft-eft we got here . . .? Hey, N ck

Take a | ook."

Wal sh took the 'scope and ainmed it in the direction indicated. 'Wat
am | |ookin' for?"

' Three guys and a bunch of animals. Follow the line of the river

beyond that second bend there, see? You'll cone to a clunp of trees on
the bank to your left--' "Got it . . ."
"Now pan left - easy now. There's a faint trail. |[If you're |lookin' at

nore trees you' ve gone too far."
"I have. Wit a mnute... Yeah, okay, I'mon it."

"Good. Now follow that line up towards the horizon."
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Wal sh found the target. A group of strange four-legged animals. The
first three had nen astride their backs. The head of one of them was
covered by a helnmet with a wi de sweeping brim He and another guy were
carrying what | ooked like green flags on the end of poles but at this
stage, they were still too far away to nmake out any details.

During their tinme before going over the side - the breaker termfor
what the Federation called desertion neither Gordon nor Wal sh had spent
alot of time tuned into the Archive channel or hung around wth
anybody who had. As far as they were concerned it was 'now that
counted, the only history they were obliged to be famliar with was
that of the Federation, beginning in 2051 AD. Any reference the
obligatory | essons made to the pre-Hol ocaust period concentrated on its
negative aspects - all of which had been elininated by the Federation,
a point which their teachers and the supporting video-prograns were at
pains to stress. Ad nausearn .

This neant that neither renegade realized they were | ooking at a herd
of sone eighty horses - part of the spoils of the Kojak's great victory
over the Iron Masters - led by three riders sitting proud in the
saddle. As they had every right to be.

Wal sh owered the 'scope. 'Dja ever see anythin' |ike that before?"

"Never." Stu Cordon slithered down the sloping rock face to take

hi nsel f off the skyline then sat up and waved to attract Ml one's
attention. 'Hey, Chief! Somethin' here you m ght wanna see!" Ml one
handed the map he' d been exam ning back to one of his four |ieutenants
and cl anbered up towards Gordon and Wal sh. \Wal sh handed himthe 'scope
and went back to his skywatch. Guys on guard duty who failed to remain
al ert soon found out why Ml one had remai ned the honcho of one of the

| argest and best - equi pped bands of renegades for so long. The hard
way.

Mal one focused up on the advancing herd. Sone of the riderless horses
had saddles with rai sed ponmels and seat backs. They were grouped in a
| oose V-shape behind the lead animals with a few strays runni ng wi de on
each side and to the rear

From his al nost head-on view of the herd it was difficult to judge
their speed but fromwhat he'd seen of buffalo on the nove they
appeared to be covering the ground at a fast clip. The horses were, in
fact, noving at the canter but Ml one's know edge did not enbrace the
technical terns used to describe their gait. He lowered the 'scope.

Hmmm .. interesting.”

D you know what they are, chief?"
'Yeah. They're horses."

' Horses? Ahh, | know the word,' said CGordon. 'l didn't know it was
the nane of an animal. | thought it was--' Malone interrupted with a
knowi ng smle. '--just another name for your prick."

A word which, inits turn, was yet another drawn fromthe vast | exicon
of slang for the nale and femal e sex organs and the adjacent orifice
which, in the pre-Hol ocaust era, a significant and tenacious mnority
had el evated fromits hunble function as a drainpi pe through which
fecal matter was punped fromthe bowels into an object of veneration

"Putting the horse between the shafts' - a phrase nainly enpl oyed by
Young Pi oneers was one of a host of euphemn sns spawned over the
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centuries by man's conpul sive need to sinultaneously enbroider and
deride the coital act.

"If you'd spent nmore tine checking the picture archives 'stead of
pl ayi n' arcade ganes you woul dn't need to ask,' continued Ml one.

"Even so it's a surprise

According to the stuff | scanned, horses were one of several kinds of
donmestic animals that were wi ped out during the Hol ocaust."”

Gordon frowned. 'What does "donestic" nean?"

"Tame. People used to raise '"emand feed '"em Some of themthey used
to eat, others - dogs for instance, that
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was kind of like a wolf were
trained to hunt game and guard the honesteads. Sounds hard to believe
but people used to live with "emin the same room"

The two breakers | aughed di sbelievingly.

' Sounds crazy, | know, but that's the way it was. And before we
invented trains, planes and wheelies - when there weren't any engines
to nove things - fol ks used horses for transportation. For thousands
of years there were big herds of wild horses roanin' the plains. The
way the buffalo do now - only horses are a |l ot brighter.

Guys woul d round 'emup and break 'em knock 'eminto shape, so they
know who's boss. Wen you've got aninmals haulin' a |oad they gotta

stop when you want and nove when you say "Move" - right?"
"You nean like the D.1."s at boot canp."
Mal one smiled. 'Exactly. Break 'emthen renake 'em

It's the only way to deal with animals like you. That's how the First
Fam |y keep us tied to their wagon. Horses were used to haul carts
cargo wheelies. Only they were the traction unit. That's how we got
the term "horse-power" for neasuring an engine's output."

"Really? 1 didn't know that,' said Gordon
"Well, stick with me. You'll learn sonething every day.

But as well as hitching "emto carts and pl oughs, people also used to
ride on their backs - |like those three guys are doing now. Question is
- where the hell did they cone fronP"

Mal one roll ed over onto his belly and raised the 'scope to his eye.

The riders were continuing to advance towards the hidden canpsite and
now, he could see that one of the riders was female. She was carrying
a ragged green and yellow flag with the bottomend of the pole resting
in her left stirrup. And the guy at the head of the pack had a strip
of the sane green material wapped around his forehead.

Behind him to the left of the picture frane, was the third rider who
was al so carrying a green and yell ow fl ag.

H s face was shadowed by the wi de-brinmed helnmet. Al three were
dressed in a curious assortnent of clothes and bits of body-arnmour of a
type that Mal one had never cone across before. But it was also their
skin col our which aroused his curiosity.

"Jack me... they're | unp-heads!’

CGordon reached for his carbine. 'Wat are we gonna do, chief- take 'em
out ?"

"No, invite "emup for alittle chat. | want to find out just what the
hell's going' on." WMalone handed the 'scope back to Gordon. 'Wel

done, Stu. If they stay on their present heading, there's a good
chance they' Il cone through that defile bel ow us. Keep your eyes
peel ed but stay well under cover. |If they suddenly change course, send

Ni ck down. Okay?" WMalone scranbled to his feet.
"I"ll go and organi ze a reception conmttee..."

Mal one was not the only one to have been intrigued and inpressed by the
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caval cade. Since leaving the Kojak to celebrate their hard-won victory
over the Iron Masters, Steve, Cadillac and C earwater had crossed the
turf of seventeen other clans. Al of them after listening to their
story, had given them a heroes' welcone and after an exchange of tokens
they had been escorted in triunph to the boundary of the no-man's | and
that, by tradition, lay between the turf clained by nei ghbouring

cl ans.

Mount ed on strange beasts, with tassell ed harnesses and decorated

saddl es, dressed in a m xture of soft Mite | eathers and Iron Mster
arnour, and with their green and gold silk banners fluttering proudly
fromthe top of the long thin poles, they were an inposing sight. And
the same nel odramatic mix of words and nmagi c that brought the Kojak off
the fence and into the fray had worked on every clan they had
encountered, including those fromthe bloodline of the D Troit, nortal
eneni es of the She-Kargo.

Even Steve, who was struggling to maintain a healthy disbelief in
pre-destination and the all-enbraci ng power of Talisman was
increasingly tenpted by the idea that
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perhaps it was true. He had

al ways nourished the idea that he was a cut above the average and
destined for great things. And the 'otherness' he shared with Roz

mar ked them out as sonething special. There could be no denying that
the mind-bridge that joined them had allowed himand Cadillac to escape
fromthe wheel boat and he had seen with his own eyes the power of
Clearwater's magic. Scientific explanations mght help you sleep nore
soundly but they weren't necessary. It worked. End of story.

Except of course it wasn't. Deep down, Steve wasn't ready to hand over
control of his life to anyone. But if Cadillac's act was going to get
themto Wonmi ng, then that was a good enough reason to conceal any
reservations he mght have and play his part with total and utter
sincerity.

Cadi |l | ac, who had assuned the role of spokesnan, was now in his

el ement. The enbarrassi ng nonent of panic during the escape fromthe
si nki ng wheel boat had been totally forgotten. He was back on top and,
what was nore, he actually believed what he was saying. This wasn't
just a story; this was a divine revelation. The light of Talisnan, the
radi ance of his power, as bright as the noonday sun, had entered the
world. He, Cadillac Deville, was the torch-bearer and his allotted
task was to kindle the flane of collective resistance. Stirring

stuff.

Thi s message, delivered with nessianic fervour, plus their unusua
appearance, |led the normally-hostile scouting parties who barred their
path to extend a cautious invitation to address the clan's circle of
el ders.

After repeating this inpressive preanble, Cadillac would raise their
silvered eyebrows even further by revealing that before them stood The
Chosen; the first of the Lost Ones to return as prophesied fromthe
Eastern Lands and the dread Fire-Pits of BethLem

How had this been achived? How had they nmanaged to escape fromthe
worl d of the dead-faces beyond the Great River - sonmething that no one
had ever succeeded in doing before? By the power given to them by
Talisman! And here, on Cadillac's signal, Cearwater and Steve woul d
di splay sone of the Iron Master swords, bows and arnour they had
brought with them Was this not proof, demanded Cadillac, of a
stirring victory?

It was indeed. Heyyyaaahhhh..

The first of many, declared Cadillac. The Plainfolk need never walk in
fear of the dead-faces again! And here he would launch into an edited
but hi ghly graphic account of how they, The Chosen, had destroyed the
assenbl ed mi ght of the Iron Masters at the Heron Pool and then, with
the help of the clan Kojak, had sunk and killed an entire boatl oad of
samurai. Wth a sweeping gesture Cadillac then drew the attention of
the el ders as spell bound as the clan seated behind them- to the
patient group of horses. These magnificent animals were just a few of
those who had been ridden into battle by the yell ow war-Iords whose
heads now adorned the pol es outside the | odges of the Kojak!

Heyyy- YAHHHH .t And now it was Clearwater's turn to denonstrate a
skill that Steve had not known about before the sinking of the
wheel - boat .

In the harsh light of dawn, Steve and Cadillac had nade their way
nort hwards al ong the shore to the battleground. The hairless corpses
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of lron Masters lay everywhere. |In the shallows where the water |apped
the pebbl ed shore, half-buried in the pit-falls, strewn along the
beach, and hanging fromthe fish-nets - the last |ine of defence before
the dunes. A nunber of horses had also fallen victimto the clan's
spirited defence of the beach. Mst were dead, but some lay nortally
wounded, their life-blood draining fromtheir heaving flanks, while
others, with linbs broken by stunbling into the pitfalls, thrashed
about in wild-eyed panic. Mved by the piteous sound they were naking,
St eve persuaded Cadillac to help himput an end to their nisery.

The Koj ak had | ost a hundred and ei ghteen warriors and scores had been
wounded. Some of these might yet ask to kiss sharp iron but it was
still held to be a fanous
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victory. M-Town thirsts, M-Town drinks.

The Iron Masters had lost three tinmes that nunber. Many of the sanura

and red-stripe infantry who succeeded in reaching the shore were on the
poi nt of exhaustion but all had fought with a reckless fury until they

were cut down. Ohers, finding thenselves surrounded like wild aninmals
at bay had chosen to fall on their own sword before being hacked to

pi eces. The rest, including the crew of the wheel boat, had perished in
the water.

The work of stripping and beheadi ng the corpses had al ready begun, and
out on the lake, the crews of a score of outriggers were busily

sal vagi ng anything and everything that was floating on the water. The
two hal ves of the burning vessel had sunk without trace but a stormor
two would conplete its destruction and bring another rich harvest
ashore.

But where was Clearwater? |f she had survived unharned, should she not
ave been there, on the beach - showi ng sonme concern for their fate?

Gi pped by a sudden anxiety, Steve and Cadillac hurried inland, through

the dunes in the direction of the settlenent. It was then that they
saw the horses - clustered round Clearwater |ike bees around a tree
hi ve.

Steve called out to her but she did not respond and when they reached
the circle of horses and tried to catch her eye she | ooked right
through them As they watched her nobve anpngst the aninals, touching
their heads and speaking softly to them it quickly becanme apparent
they were witnessing an extraordinary act of comuni on

Cl earwater was oblivious to everything beyond her group of four-Iegged
admrers, who patiently waited their turn to make contact.

Cadil l ac had known for sonme considerable tine that O earwater was abl e
to exert a certain mastery over animals but he had never suspected she
could control so many. Steve, to whomall this came as a great
surprise, could only marvel at the range and depth of her powers.

What ot her surprises did she have up her sl eeve?

Ever since he had proposed the idea of capturing a nunber of Iron

Mast ers' horses he'd been grappling with the problem of how the three
of them could keep control of the riderless nounts during the journey
west. He and Cadillac had already agreed that if a sufficiently large
nunber of horses were captured, they would give two one nmale, one
fermale - to every clan they encountered on the way hone. Al ways

provi ded, of course, there were enough of each to go round. d earwater
had provided the solution. The horses were ready to follow her
anywhere and proceeded to do so, instantly obeying her spoken and
unspoken conmmands.

It was this skill which C earwater would then proceed to.denonstrate to
the delight and consternation of her Mite audience. By pointing and
snappi ng her fingers and with sweepi ng novenents of her arns she could
make i ndividual horses, or groups of any nunber she chose, trot round
the assenbled clan in either direction follow ng the | eader nose to
tail, then call themto halt and turn inwards. A further conmand woul d
cause themto bow their heads to the circle of elders and paw the
ground in salute. It was masterly display and al ways drew roars of
approval fromthe delighted audi ence.
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And then it was Steve's turn. The only card up his sl eeve was the one
he wasn't yet ready to play. Besides which, a telepathic connection
with an absent party was hardly likely to win hima sustained round of
appl ause.

The horses were a hard act to follow, but C earwater had lent his
nunber her magi c touch and, apart from Cadillac's final rousing
address, he now topped the bill with a death-defying feat that tested
his own credulity and courage to the limt.

Wil e three woven straw nats were being rolled into tubes by a trio of
el ders and secured by knotted twi ne, Cadillac and C earwater planted
two six-foot long poles in the ground just in front of Steve but about
eight feet apart. Two of the rolled mats were then slid onto the top
of the poles. Spreading his legs in a fighting stance, Steve would
draw the sanurai sword he now carried and, with a sudden yell, shorten
the tightly-rolled straw mats with
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four lightning-fast strokes. It
was easy for his audience to imagi ne the sword slicing through sone
one's neck with the sane chilling ease.

Cadill ac would then call upon the clan's paranmount warrior to enter the
circle whereupon Steve would present himwith the sword and invite him
to do the same. Despite their unfamliarity with the weapon, the chi ef
head-col l ectors rarely failed to duplicate the power and speed of
Steve's killing strokes; all they needed were a few trial sw ngs.

When the top gun had | opped a few nore inches off both rolls and
satisfied hinself that he was holding a | ethal weapon, Steve took a
deep breath and proceeded to the show stopper. Wen he had taken up a
firmstance with his feet spread apart, Cl earwater offered himthe
third rolled mat. Gasping it firmy at both ends, Steve raised it
above his head and told the paranount warrior to cut it in two with one
bl ow.

Thi s al ways brought a nurnmur of alarmfromthe crowd. They had al ready
seen how t he superbly forged weapon sliced through the rolled mats

wi t hout encountering any perceptible resistance. If the warrior
accepted the invitation to strike the mat, the sword woul d cl eave open
the head of the Chosen One!

The sane thought had passed through Steve's m nd when Cadillac had
dreaned up the idea. Cearwater assured himhe would be under her
protection and safe from harm but Steve, sonmewhat understandably, had
taken sone convincing. Sure, he believed in nagic. He had tota
confidence in her abilities. But supposing Talisman had an of f day?

Wth the kind of stunt they were suggesting, if the magic didn't
happen, you could die at the first rehearsal. |If Cadillac was so sure
it would work, he argued, let himdo it.

To his great surprise and subsequent enbarrassnent, Cadillac had

vol unteered to hold the rolled mat while he, Steve, gave it his best
shot. It worked. That was the good news: the bad news was that Steve
was then obliged to swap places. Al he had to do was believe in
Clearwater but it was no easy thing to stand there while Cadillac got
ready to cleave himin tw. Things night be all right between them on
the surface but underneath there was a festering |ayer of jeal ousy and
resentnment that could burst through at the slightest provocation. |If
Cadi |l ac was | ooking for a chance to put an end to their rivalry, this
was it. The fragile oath they'd sworn to be bl ood-brothers wasn't
worth a pigeon's fart; only Cearwater could stop that sword...

And she had. And the power given to her by Talisman had kept him from
harm agai n and again as they progressed westwards. Wen the paranount
warrior of each clan steeled hinmself to nake the killing stroke, some
invisible force brought the blade to a shuddering halt just before it
touched the rolled mat Steve held above his bare head. Then it
vibrated wildly, tore itself |oose fromthe stunned warrior's grasp and
fl ew back over his head, burying its point in the ground.

It was tine for Cadillac to nove centre stage. Behol d!
Now you see with your own eyes the power of Talisnan!

Even the weapons of the Iron Masters dare not harm The Chosen! The
Lost Ones are poised to begin the honeward march, brothers! Not hing
can stop the rise of the Thrice-Gfted One!
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So far this had never failed to bring the clans to their feet.
Heyyy-yaaahhh! HEYYY-yaaahhh! HEYYYYAAAAHHH!

The buffalo trail they'd been follow ng curved away fromthe river and
rose towards a narrow pass. Bringing their horses to a halt, they
scanned the high ground on either side of the defile then wal ked the
herd up the sl ope.

Steve's mind was still on the events of the |ast few days. Yes..

there had been sweet nonments. It didn't really matter whether it was
true or not. If it was what the Plainfolk wanted to hear, if it hel ped
get themthrough the day - what the hell? It was better to believe in
somet hing than in nothing. It was the dreamof a return to a cl eansed
Bl ue- Sky World that had sustai ned
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Trackers down the centuries. And
maybe the First Family too.

Everyone needed sonething to hang onto. Hi s dreamwas that somehow
he'd find a way to reconcile his own m xed-up hopes and desires with
the conflicting demands that other people kept naking. He wanted to be
with Cearwater - but what kind of life could they make together out
here? And there was Roz. Wth her life nowin jeopardy because of his
i nvol venent with Karlstroms ultra-secret operation she needed him

t 0o.

If he hadn't gone back in she wouldn't have gotten involved in this
mess. But he had, and she was.

The only way he coul d secure her chosen future was to bring in
Clearwater and Cadillac. O their heads on a plate. That was the

| east Karlstromwould settle for. But despite the constant desire to
throttle Cadillac, Steve could not break his pronise to return them
unharmed to M Snow. He coul d envi sage only one sol ution: by sone
means or other, Roz had to be brought out of the Federation. But if by
sone miracle he was able to free her, she and C earwater woul d be at
each other's throats!

It was an imnpossible situation, and on top of all that, Steve had

anot her cause for concern. Throughout the journey Cadillac had been
delivering spellbinding performances but he was back on the sake. When
t he wheel boat had broken up, several dozen small casks of the potent
brew had floated up fromthe hold. Cadillac who, by Sod's Law, just
happened to be there with Steve when the first cask was brought ashore,
tore it fromthe hands of the unsuspecting fisherman, sniffed the bung
then clasped it to his bosom

Were there nore? Indeed there were. Steve's heart sank. The sunken
vessel had rel eased a veritabl e bonanza of booze and the pressing need
to recover every last drop instantly transforned the inveterate

| andl ubber into a bright-eyed, bushy-tailed sea-dog who proceeded to
trawl the waters for the next seven hours wi thout once feeling sick

Wat ching with growing dismay as the casks continued to pile up on the
shore, Steve realized the truth of what he'd been told while training
to be a nexican at R o Lobo.

If you had the right nental attitude, the right notivation, you could
endur e anyt hi ng.

Several casks had been opened to help give an extra swing to the Kojak
victory celebrations - with predictable results. Those who overdosed
ended up conpletely legless. And while it |oosened a few libidos, it
al so unl eashed a certain anount of aggression; sonething which never
happened when Mutes opened their heads to the sky with the help of a
pi peful of rainbow grass. The conbination of top grade sake and grass
| eft everyone who'd been hitting heavily on both Iying flat on their
backs nursing blinding hangovers. Those who managed to haul thensel ves
upright found that their eyes were being stabbed cruelly by sharp
daggers of daylight, and that any jarring novenment produced the painfu
sensation of being kicked in the head by a buffalo.

Practice, as the saying goes, nmakes perfect, but as a result of this
sal utary experience, nost of the clanfolk were unwilling to try
agai n.

The general consensus was ' Thanks, but no thanks', which left themwth
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a small rnountain of unwanted booze. Faced with the possibility that
Cadillac nmight insist on staying put until he'd drunk it all, Steve had
hel ped him | oad up several packhorses with an absurdly generous supply
of the yellow firewater.

The prospect of Cadillac once again drinking hinmself nightly into
insensibility went against the grain, but Steve had no desire to stir
up any nore arguments. They'd already had enough run-ins. Cadillac
seenmed to sense Steve's concern and promised to restrict hinself to a
nmodest ni ghtcap and remain reasonably sober until they got to

Woni ng.

And, in all honesty, Cadillac had done his best. He hadn't lost his
place in the script, or fallen nose first into his pot of stew but
Steve - who'd watched himput it away before - knew the al cohol was
back in his blood. Sooner or later that could only nmean trouble..

But right now, they were facing trouble of a different sort. Entering
the defile at the top of the rise, they
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suddenly found the trai

barred by a line of ten arnmed renegades- There was another twenty or so
standi ng further back. A quick backward gl ance confirmed they were
surrounded. Those at the rear were still noving down the side slopes
but a hasty retreat was out of the question. Only Cearwater's magic
could |l evel the odds against so many rifles. But even if, by sone
mracle, they broke free without getting hit, nmany of the horses ran
the risk of being killed or wounded, and that was not the object of the
exerci se.

'Leave this one to nme,' nuttered Steve as he di smounted. He handed the
reins of his horse to Cadillac then wal ked forward, unslinging his

hal berd. Fitted with an Iron Master blade, it was a | ater nodel of the
tur bo-charged piece of lightning she'd bequeathed to himbefore flying
to Ne-l1ssan. And she had poured the same electrifying power into the
one he now hel d.

A blunt-featured man, in the centre of the group of riflenen ranged
across the trail, stepped forward ready to fire fromthe hip and called
out: 'Hang up the sharp iron, friend."

Steve halted about ten yards away fromthe line and did as he was
tol d.

"Ckay." The speaker put up his rifle. 'This ain't gonna hurt. Just
step forward, nice and slow. "

The nen on either side reacted as they got a closer |ook at what Steve
was wearing: the travel -stained white, wide-sleeved cotton jacket,
wal ki ng skins - the Mute name for their soft l|eather trousers - and on
his feet, the boots worn by nounted samurai. Protecting his chest,
back, shoul ders and forearns, various pieces of sanmurai arnmour. Like
the renegades who faced him Steve's hair was now | ong and unkenpt and
he'd stopped dyeing the blond roots. Holding it back fromhis face was
the green and gold sil ken headband. Every inch of exposed skin |ike
the bits they couldn't see - was covered with the irregul ar bl otches
and swirls O |ight olive-brown, dark brown and bl ack. Lightened here
and there by streaks of pinkish ochre. The indelible |egacy of the
Hol ocaust that separated the Mute fromthe rest of humankind.

St eve had been wearing these colours for alnpst a year. They had
become |i ke a second skin. There was nothing to distinguish himfrom
Cadillac and C earwater and, in fact, he | ooked even nore genui ne than
they did because his face bore the scars of a warrior who had 'bitten
the arrow . The Mute badge of courage. The Kojak had accepted him

wi t hout question and so had the clanfol k they'd encountered on their

j our ney westwar ds.

Wth pools of water and polished knife blades providing the only
reflections of hinself he had few opportunities to study his appearance
and had not paused to consider the-possible reaction of other

Tr ackers.

As the renegades gave himthe once-over, Steve studied the man who'd
called himforward and was stunned when he realized they'd al ready
nmet .

The square, deeply-lined face with the pale piercing eyes, and the

bl unt squashed nose: the canmoufl aged headband, and the |ong brown hair
tied on the nape of his neck with a torn strip of the same materi al

bel onged to Mal one, |eader of the renegade band that Jodi, Kel so,
Medi ci ne Hat and Jinx had run with before being captured and sold down
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the river. Malone, the hard-faced sonofabitch who had punched the shit
out of himbefore ordering himto be posted - tied kneeling upright to
a stake, face-to-face with a week-old corpse.

Fresh froma shall ow grave Steve had dug hinmsel f.

Despite his own protestations of innocence and Jodi's appeals for
cl emency, Malone and the rest of his gang had just wal ked away and | eft
himto die.

But things had worked out very differently. And now Mal one was on the
hit list. Not now But one day, yes - . . his turn would cone.

Steve forced a smile onto his lips. 'Small world..."
He extended his hand. 'We had a little misunderstanding | ast year."
Mal one eyed hi m suspiciously. 'Yeah?"

"Yeah." Steve left his hand on offer. 'But afterwards you changed
your mnd and sent Kelso and Jodi to let me
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of f the hook." He paused
then added. 'Brickman. you posted ne last April - up by Medicine
Creek."

Mal one frowned in surprise, wal ked slowy round Steve then stood in
front of himagain and thrust his face closer. '"Wll, Jack ne! So it
is. Wat the hell you doin' dressed up like a piece of |unpshit?"

Steve swal l owed the reply on the tip of his tongue and said: 'It's a
|l ong story."

Mal one jerked his head towards Cadill ac and
Clearwater. 'And those two?"
"They're part of it."

Mal one pointed to the hilt of the sanurai sword thrust through the sash
around Steve's waist then flicked the front edge of the small square
shield attached to Steve's right shoulder. 'Where did all this junk
cone fronk"

"W collected it on our way out."
"Qut of where?"

"Ne-lssan. Where the Iron Masters live. They're the guys who trade
with the Mutes - and ship any breakers they've captured back east."

"Christo,' breathed Malone. 'Is that where you've been?"

"Yeah. Wth Kelso and Jodi. They and | were collared at the sane
time. And a couple of other guys. Medicine Hat and Jinx. You |ost
about thirty guys - renenber?"

"I"'mnot likely to forget. Wat happened to 'en®"

"Can't say. After they |landed Kel so and Jodi were in the sane yard as
Medi ci ne Hat and Jinx for an hour or two then they were pulled out and
bunched with us."

Steve shrugged. 'Never saw any of the others again - and ny guess is
you won't see 'emeither."

'Sounds |i ke bad news..."

"Ne-lssan? Yeah, it is. Once you're there, it's alnost inpossible to
get out. But it can be done. W' re proof of that."

' So what happened to Kel so and Jodi ?"

' They got away with us but, uh - we got hit by sonme 'hawks froma
wagon-train and..."

Mal one got the nessage. 'Wen was this?"
'Last year. Sonetinme around the end of Novenber."

Mal one registered the news with evident disbelief. He eyed his
henchnen then said: 'Are you telling nme those suckers are sendi ng out
wagon-trains when there's snow on the ground?!'’

"You'd better believe it."
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Mal one chewed this over then reached out and curled a set of stee
fingers round Steve's right arm just above the elbow. It was neant to
be a friendly gesture, but it didn't feel like one. 'Go tell your
fancy-1ooking friends to join us, cur. You and me have got sone
serious talking to do."

Dressed in canoufl aged Trail -Bl azer fatigues and a wi ngman's crash
hel met, Roz clinbed nervously into the passenger seat of a dark-grey
Sky-Ri der. The plane, its engine running, stood facing the closed
hangar doors.

The AMEXI CO pilot sat waiting with his hands on the controls, the dark
mrrored visor of his helnet closed to preserve his anonynity.

As Roz fastened her safety harness with the help of one of the ground
crew, Commander- CGeneral Ben Karlstrom stepped through a side door and
approached the cockpit.

' How do you feel ?"
"Excited, sir. But alittle nervous too."

'That's understandable. But Steve adjusted very quickly. |'msure you
will too. Your performance so far has been absolutely nmagnificent,

Roz. We're very proud of you. And now we're counting on you even nore
to help Steve conplete his assignment. Do you think you're going to be
able to do it?"

"Yes sir. There's never been any question about that.
It's just..."

Karl stromsmled. 'I know. The overground. No matter how nany vi deo
pi ctures you see, they can never do justice to what's waiting for you
out there. For the
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first few mnutes you'll be overwhel med by the
sheer scal e of everything. You may experience a degree of
di sorientation, of panic even. There are people who can't take it.

They suffer from space-sickness no nmatter how much exposure they get.

But you'll be okay. You're special, Roz. |If you weren't | wouldn't be
here to see you off." Karlstromgripped her gloved hand briefly then
st epped back and saluted. 'Have a safe trip - and good hunting!" Roz
returned the salute. 'Thank you, sir. Can't wait!" As the notors

controlling the hangar doors whined into action, Karlstrom strode back
to the side entrance.

One of the hanger staff closed the door behind himand spun the wheel
to activate the air-tight seal. The Skyrider pilot |owered the bubble
canopy and locked it into place, then checked that Roz was correctly
plugged in to the interconm

"You receiving ne?"
Roz held up both thunbs. 'Loud and clear."

'Good. There's nothing to be frightened of. Just sit back and
rel ax.

If you start feeling queasy or anxious, close your eyes and breathe
deeply. W're gonna be airborne for several hours so you've got plenty
of time to get adjusted. Just take it a step at a tine. Ckay?"

"Yep..."

"Right, let's go." The pilot signalled the ground crew to renpve the
chocks from under the nain wheels, opened the throttle and rel eased the
par ki ng break.

In front of them the doors were sliding back to reveal a huge sl oping
slab of concrete topped by a narrow rectangle of brilliant blue. The
sky above the overground..

Al t hough she had never been higher than Level Four-4, Roz had al ready
been there. Her mind had merged with Steve's on. his first solo
flight over the dazzling white sands of New Mexico. She had seen what
he had seen, experienced the sane di zzying enotions, the confusion, the
sense of |iberation, the awareness of 'com ng hone'.

But even the intensity of that experience could not conpare with
actually being there herself. As the Skyrider taxied out the hanger
and up the sloping ranp the full majesty of the overground engul fed her
senses.

Rai sing her visor, she gazed in awe through the tinted canopy at the
dazzling radiance of the sun as it lifted over the eastern horizon into
a cl oudl ess sky.

The pilot turned the plane onto a concrete runway and put the nose
wheel on the dashed white centre line as he exchanged clipped signals
with the tower.

'How re you doi ng?" he inquired.
"Fine," murrmured Roz. The plane surged forward.

Roz-felt her stomach drop a little as it lifted into the air then
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clinmbed steadily, its engine working hard to |ift the added burden of
the external |ong-range tanks fitted under each wing. And now as the
ground dropped away, the vast, seemingly linitless expanse of the
surroundi ng | andscape was reveal ed. Pink, red and orange, mngling
with the brown of the earth, colours that were the violent |egacy of
t he Hol ocaust.

There was a song fromthe A d Tine which spoke of 'the green, green

hills of home'. One day, perhaps, things would return to the way they
were but to Roz, who had never known anything el se, the overground was
stunningly beautiful. She felt it enmbrace her, |ike a nother gathering

a long-lost child to her bosom Her heart and mind seemed to bl ossom
bursting painlessly fromthe confines of her physical body to unite
with the Oneness of all creation.

And |ike Steve, she heard voices. But Roz did not try to shut them
out. She listened, and she understood nmany things..
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Mal one and his four closest henchmen seemed reasonably satisfied with
Steve's account of the escape from Ne-lIssan. He dropped all nention of
the ill-fated Heron Pool project, the intervention of Skull-Face's
agents and the incident at Long Point fromhis narrative and
substituted a perilous voyage as stowaways on a wheel boat whi ch had
taken themto the new outstations the Iron Masters were establishing on
the eastern shore of Lake Mchigan. It was, he clainmed, during the
crossing to establish a new tradi ng base at navref Chicago, that he and
his friends had managed to bl ow up and sink the wheel boat and a Miute
clan had conpleted the job by killing every Jap who managed to reach

t he shore.

The horses, weapons and ot her booty explained Steve, was their share of
the |l oot and to blunt any piercing questions from Mal one or his
sidekicks, Steve swiftly offered thema celebratory taste of sake. It
had the desired effect but Mal one was quick to spot the dangers of
operating in a hostile environnent with a group who were permanently
smashed out of their skulls. The next norning, when Cadillac awoke
with one armdraped fondly over a half-enpty cask, he discovered to his
horror that the rest of the stock had been systenmmtically destroyed.

Mal one's unilateral action |left Steve outwardly synpathetic but
secretly relieved. Clearwater felt the same way. The casks of sake
they' d been lugging around had, in their own way, the same kind of
destructive potential as four dozen kegs of dynanite. Steve watched
hi m wander disbelievingly anong the smashed casks littering the banks
of a nearby stream fiercely clutching the sole survivor of the
massacre to his breast. Wen he returned he was still speechless. A
broken man, silently nursing broken dreans.

If he felt any anger, he did not showit. O perhaps did not dare.

Faced with a sullen undercurrent of protest, Malone pronptly chall enged
anyone who was not happy with his decision to step forward and say
their piece.

Two breakers who had unw sely appointed thensel ves as spokesnen for the
parched-throat najority had accepted his invitation and Mal one shot
bot h of them before they could open their nouths.

Apart fromthe Iron Masters swords and bows Steve's party had brought
with them the sole remaining itemof interest was the herd of
hor ses.

There were no aninmals of any kind in the Federation and this had bred
an antipathy towards them Wich wasn't a problem for renegades since
the idea of making friends with one rarely entered their heads.

Aninmals were there to be killed, and, as a |l ast resort, eaten

Loyal Trackers, living inside the Federation, did not eat aninma
flesh.

That was one of the disgusting things Muites did and, in any case,
overground animals were contaminated with radi ation. The 'beef’
burgers served in divisional ness-halls were soya-bean derivatives

Their diet included rice, various kinds of beans and root vegetables
but basically it was a hi-tech | aboratory product - bland-tasting,
hi ghly nutritious junk-food.
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Renegade Trackers had to adapt quickly or starve but it was not easy
and not everybody was able to do so. dd habits died hard, and despite
the risks, abandoned ration packs were still preferable to anything the
overground had to offer.

Al of which neant that the renegades were curious about the rapport
Steve, Cadillac and C earwater had devel oped with the herd of horses,
the way they used them as a nmeans of transportation, and the uncanny
way Cl earwater could nake them obey her. For Steve, her skills

provi ded a useful focus of attention, drawing the interest of Ml one
and his men away fromhis own
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adventures, his present appearance and
the true nature of his involvement with his travelling conpanions.

Working with the horses al so hel ped draw t he renegades' m nds away from
the fact that, despite being nmarked like a Mute, Cl earwater was a
strong, beautiful woman with a great body. The only femral e anong
seventy-odd hairy-assed renegades and probably the last they'd gotten a
sniff of since Jodi was captured. Not every guy was ready to bounce
beaver but Steve was willing to bet that, given the right opportunity
or sufficient provocation, a good half of themwould be ready to try.

If they did, he and Cadillac wouldn't be able to stop them C earwater
woul d have to call on outside help.

But Talisman had done nothing to protect her fromthe attentions of
Nakane Toh- Shi ba, and he might not help her now After falling froma
hei ght of two thousand feet, the fat Consul -General had dug a
satisfying deep hole in the ground but the sweet vengeance di d not
prevent Steve bei ng wracked by jeal ousy at the thought of Clearwater in
his sweaty enbrace. It was all very curious. She was supposed to be
under the protection of Talisman but he had done absolutely nothing to
prevent her being jacked up and generally abused by anyone who took a
fancy to her. It was one nore reason for approving Ml one's decision
to liquidate Cadillac's private stockpile of joy-juice.

Since there were nore than enough horses to go round, Steve suggested
to Malone that it mght be a good idea if C earwater gave himand his
men a fewriding | essons. WMalone, who could see that it was a skil
that m ght have useful applications, agreed to give it a whirl.

When outlining the possible benefits, Steve onitted to say that besides
occupying their mnds they would discover ti/at several hours of
bounci ng up and down in a saddl e was guaranteed to | eave t hem hobbling
about bandy-legged with their thighs and butts on fire. And it would
al so bani sh any thoughts of a quick bunk-up

Cadi |l ac, of course, was no |onger a happy man. The stories which had
hel d Mute cl ans spel | bound were of absolutely no interest to Malone's
renegades. And had he spoken of these things they would have
under i ned Steve's account of their escape. After having been the life
and soul of the party for a few glorious weeks, it was extrenely
annoying to be suddenly relegated to the sidelines. It was now

Cl earwat er and her stupid horses who were the centre of attention and
he found that irritating too. Gitting his teeth, Cadillac had
acquitted hinself manfully nmile after painful mle but the bad sailor
had reveal ed hinself to be an even worse rider and as a consequence
hor ses had now superseded boats at the top of his list of Least
Favourite Things. It peeved himthat Cearwater not only had this
magi cal affinity with these stupid beasts but that she was also a far
better rider than he was. On top of which, to add insult to injury,
Bri ckman was once again dom nating the action well, tenporarily
anyway.

The bunch of cut-throats he was trying to cosy up to had made no
attenpt to hide their distrust of Mutes. In itself, that was
under st andabl e, but it quickly dawned on Cadillac that he was the only
one who was being col d-shoul dered! O earwater was besi eged by her
pupils and Brickman - despite being dressed like a Muite fromhead to
foot - was constantly being invited to confer with the renegades

| eader!!

And - worst of all - the one thing that m ght have hel ped hi m bear
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these insults to his person and his position as | eader of The Chosen
had been taken fromhim These vandal s had smashed every single cask
of sake bar one! And that was half enpty. He now faced the agonizing
choi ce of seeking solace a few drops at a time and remai ni ng
depressingly sober, or splurging the lot on one glorious burst of
oblivion. Hi s inability to decide, plus the know edge that he had

all oned his need for alcohol to gain a new foothold, plunged himinto a
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bl ack, vengeful nood.
Yes... It was tine for soneone else to suffer..

To avoid any trouble, Steve, Cadillac and Clearwater had laid their

sl eeping furs around a small fire in a shall ow cave beneath the brow of
the hill. Their nearest neighbours were the sentinels who had taken
over the post previously manned by Gordon and Wal sh. The main body of
renegades were canped sone eighty yards to the west of them anobng the
trees at the bottomof the slope. Steve and C earwater had unsaddl ed
the horses and let themroamfree to graze at will. Nowfirmy
attached to their new mstress, they would not roamfar.

When the tine cane, all she had to do was throw back her head and cal
to themusing a warbling cry which caused themto neigh with delight
and brought them gal |l opi ng towards her.

It was a strange evocative sound. The first tinme she had sunmoned
them the cry had sprung fully forned fromher lips. Steve concluded
that it nust have lain dormant in her menory since birth but who had
put it there? And why did fleeting visions of another world, another
exi stence, pass through his mnd each tine he heard it. Yet another

nystery. ..

Late in the afternoon of the third day Steve returned to the cave to
find Cadillac sitting with his knees drawn up to his chin and staring
nmorosely into the flames. The snmall cask of sake stood cl ose by.

Steve decided it was better not to enquire whether it was now enpty.
"Nice of youto drop in..."
Steve added nore kindling to the fire and settled down facing him

"You don't have to sit here by yourself."

Cadill ac responded with a sneering laugh. 'No...?

Well, never mind, we won't go into that. Perhaps you can tell ne when
we'll be nmoving on. O have you and C earwater been too busy to think
about that."

"On the contrary. |'ve given it a great deal of thought."

'So when do we | eave?"

Steve grimced. 'As soon as we can."
"And how soon is that?"

"Dunno. Another two or three days."
"Way not tonorrow? O tonight?"

It's not that sinple.”

It never is.

"Listen! Don't start, okay?" Steve pointed to the canp at the bottom

of the slope. 'There are upwards of seventy breakers down there and
Mal one' s got guards posted all round. So far we've kept things nice
and friendly but we're not out of the woods yet." He shook his head in
puzzl ement. 'Sonething's going down. Don't ask ne what, | can't put

my finger onit. But we've got to tread lightly."
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"It's Mal one who needs to tread lightly,' replied Cadillac. 'I1'd kil
himif | got the chance, and |I'm sure you would too."

‘Maybe. But now s not the tinme to get even. |It's Ml one who's hol ding
this bunch of msfits together. He and his four side-kicks are the
only ones with enough brains to figure that by hel ping us on our way,
they may be able to cut a deal with the MCalls at the next annua
roundup. "

"I's that what you told hin®"

Steve shrugged. 'I didn't prom se anything. But if they decide to
earn thensel ves a few brownie points by escorting us the rest of the
way. .."

"But we don't need them Everything' s gone according to plan up to
now. How will we explain their presence?

Al it does is add an extra conplication!" 'Listen! Things haven't
gone according to plan - not unless you' d already decided to run into
these guys--' 'Oh, cone on. Don't be stupid!" 'Precisely. They're
the ones who' ve conplicated everything, not me. |'mjust trying to

find a neat way' out."
"Brickman. It's very sinple. W just leave!" 'Yeah, but, uh..

they're beginning to think it mght
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be a good idea to keep the
horses." Steve paused to | et the news sink honme then added: 'All of
t hem "

"I see .

"That's why | need a few nore days to find out what their intentions
are. |If we can't part on good terns, the next best thing is to take
themwi th us. Think about it. |[If the worst conmes to the worst, the
M Calls can al ways sell them down the river."

Cadillac eyed him hardly able to credit what he was hearing. 'You'd
do that to your own kind?"

"Don't you?"

Cadillac hid his annoyance at being outwitted. 'Yes, | suppose we
do..."

"Look,' said Steve. 'I know you've been getting the treatnment from

these guys but you're not the only one.

They rate |unp-suckers even | ower than Miutes. It's not only your ass
I"ve been protecting. |'ve been having to do sonme fancy footwork
mysel f."

It was the opening Cadillac had been | ooking for

"Yes, well, when it cones to fancy footwork, you're in a class of your
own. "

The heavy sarcasm was not |ost on Steve. 'Wat's that supposed to
mean?"

"It neans that despite saving ny life, and swearing on oath to be ny
bl ood brother, you are still playing a double gane |I' Steve nmet this
accusation with a dry laugh. 'Wat the hell are you tal king about!?"

' The wheel boat! Wien it caught fire and blew up so fortuitously, |
assuned - since you said nothing to the contrary - that it was the work
of the Talisman! You can inagine nmy surprise when | eventually got
Clearwater to talk about it - and it wasn't easy, | can tell you - to
di scover that she believed the boat was attacked by arrowheads.

Aircraft fromthe Federation!" Steve, wong-footed by the sudden junp
in the conversation, instinctively gave an evasive answer.

"Where'd she get that idea?"

"Are you saying she's wong?"

' Not exactly."

' Ckay, Brickman, just what, precisely, are you sayi ng?"
'That you're draw ng the w ong concl usion."

'So, in other words, Clearwater was right. The wheel -boat was attacked
by aircraft!"™ 'Look, uhh - I'mnot sure what your problemis. W got
out, didn't we? And you' ve been in the spotlight ever since.”

"So... As he posed the question, Cearwater returned. Sensing the
at nosphere, she sat down between them wi t hout sayi ng anythi ng and
war med her hands over the fire.
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Steve threw her a | oaded gl ance then said: 'So why should it matter how
t he wheel boat sank? It did. And that's all there is toit."

Cadillac smled pityingly. At last... A chance to get his own back
"How typical! You're so riddled with lies and deceptions, you are
i ncapable of admtting the truth. 1'Il ignore that sneering renmark

about ne being in the spotlight, except to say |'ve not forgotten the

fact that if you hadn't saved ny life, | wouldn't be here. But that's
not the issue. Wat we need to establish before we go a step further

is which side you're on."

"Isn'"t that obvious?"
Cadillac threw up his hand and appeal ed to C earwater.
"You see what | nean?"

Clearwater's eyes |locked onto Steve's. 'Tell ne, Coud-Warrior - the
burning of the wheel boat - was this the work of your friends in the
Feder ati on?"

"Yes..."
"And did you sunmon then?"

Steve hated having to lie to Clearwater. Unless he could quickly find
a way to sidetrack this line of questioning he was going to be forced
to come clean. He nodded. 'In a manner of speaking." He saw her
expr essi on.

"Yes, okay, | did!l But I'mnot working with them | used them It
was the only way we could escape fromthe wheel boat - and we only just
managed that!" 'I| agree,' said Cadillac. 'It was a masterstroke."
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'CGood." Steve slapped his outspread knees. 'Let's leave it there.

The Koj ak are happy, you guys are on your way hone, and Talisnan got
all the credit.” He eyed themboth. *'Wat nmore do you want ?"

"I want to know why they did, Brickman. W blew several holes in one
of their wagon-trains, renenber?

For whi ch you were supposed to get the blame. 1t's obvious that
sonmeone - and it night even turn out to be you - has put the record
straight."

Steve frowned at his tornmentor. 'Wat nmakes you say that?"

"Ch, cone on! 1'mnot that naive! |If your nmasters were prepared to
send--' He sought Clearwater's help, 'Wat was it - four?"

"Five .

"Five aircraft over nine hundred and fifty mles to burn that boat,
they must think you're still working for them

I can't think of any other reason, can you?"
St eve shrugged off the veil ed accusation of treachery.

"You tell me. You're the one with all the answers."”

Cadill ac's patience began to wear thin. 'That's 'cause you're not
coming up with any!" He upended the cask of sake and took a quick
SWi g.

Steve gazed at Clearwater for a nonment then said: 'Ask her. She knows
where | stand."

Cadillac's voice soured. 'Does she? | wonder."

"Listen, | really don't need this - okay?" Steve got to his feet and
made a strenuous attenpt to keep cal mbut some of the bottled up anger
found its way into his voice.

"W're even. | owe you nothing. And that includes an explanation

I"ve done ny bit to help us get this far. |If that's not good enough,
then tough shit! I'mgetting sick of pulling your nuts out of the
fire." He pointed to the western hills. 'Wonming s that anay! o
ahead! Ride off into the sunset! I'mbailing out!"™ C earwater seized

his arm as he turned away.

"Cloud-Warrior!"™ Forget it. |I've had it with this guy! He's been on
a tightrope to disaster ever since he got his nose back in that
stuff!™”

He | ooked over her shoul der at Cadill ac.

'Keep taking the nedicine, pal! You're doing just fine!" Cadillac
scranbled to his feet and started to gather his bel ongi ngs together.

"Cone on, let's go! We're safer without him" Cearwater grasped
St eve's hands before he could make fists out of themto smash into
Cadill ac's face.

"This is madness! What will you do?"
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"I''lIl stay with these guys. Wat the hell? At least they' re ny own
kind!" 'But they are not your kind any longer. Look at your hands!

Do you think they will let you live amongst them nmarked |ike this?"

"Aww, c¢'non, honey! It's just paint! 1'll find sone pink finger

| eaves and scrub it off. Christo! 1t's not going to be that
difficult!™ Cearwater greeted this with a sad snmle. 'Do you think
their minds will change as swiftly as the col our of your skin? | have
seen the way they | ook at us. They call you "l unp-sucker"--' 'Yeah,
know-' She tightened her grip on his hands. 'In their eyes you are
unclean - as we are. You will not be safe with them

These nen may have fled fromthe dark cities, they nay parley and
barter with the Plainfolk, but in their hearts they hate and fear

us.
'Then maybe I'lIl be able to teach thema thing or two show themit's
possi ble for your kind and mne to live together. [It's not quite what
I had in mnd but it's better than having to listen to that asshole
sounding off!" . Cadillac's tenper flared. 'l couldn't have put it
better nyself!" He beckoned to Clearwater. 'Conme on. Let's pack up
and get out of here before | do something we may both regret!’

Cl earwater drew back. 'No! | shall not |eave unless the three O us
are together!" She stamped her foot angrily.

' Make peace with your bl ood-brother! Nowl" Cadillac raised his
clenched fists and turned his eyes to the sky. 'Sweet Sky- Mot her

What a bitter cup you have
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poured ne!" He flung an accusing finger at

Steve. 'I shall not ride with this lying toad until he swears on your
head to tell us the truth!" Cearwater's blue eyes fastened on

St eve.

It was amazi ng how t hey changed hue dependi ng on her nood.

This time, they were a deep azure, liquid pools that invited his sou
to plunge towards the very centre of her being. 'Do this for nme..."

"Ckay,' said Steve lightly. 'Cross ny heart and hope to die."

She took his hand as he nmade the sign of the cross and laid it on her
breast. 'It is nmy heart that will be pierced, Coud-Warrior. |f your
words are untrue they will kill nme, not you."

Steve had an unconfortable feeling she nmeant it. They all sat down
again. Cearwater picked up the small cask of sake and passed it to
Steve. Amazingly, Cadillac did not object. O did not dare to. Steve
woul d have liked to pay himoff by swallowi ng the ot but he contented
hinself with a couple of sips to lubricate his tongue then handed it
back and used the Japanese word for 'Cheers!" he'd picked up fromthe
| eader of the ronin Noburo Naka-Jima. 'Kanpai!" Wth great
reluctance, which sprang fromhis ingrained habit of keeping his true
thoughts and feelings to hinself - plus any information which, if kept
secret, mght confer a tactical advantage, he told them about the
telepathic gift that he and Roz had been born with. A gift that was,
as far as he knew, theirs al one.

And he descri bed how, when he crash-landed after his arm had been
pinned to his helnmet by Cadillac's cross-bow bolt, the same wounds had
appeared in Roz's right armand scalp: only to disappear w thout trace
some hours later. This led, inevitably, to explaining howthis deep
rapport which they had kept to thensel ves since early chil dhood had
forged an unbreakabl e bond; 'oneness' that went far beyond the nost
intimte bonds of friendship and which he could not adequately

descri be.

Hi s deep secret reveal ed, Steve | apsed into enbarrassed sil ence, hoping
that d earwater m ght understand what he was tal king about. And
prayi ng that she m ght al so understand the nmessage he sought to convey
with his eyes, his equally profound feelings for her.

Cl earwat er had opened up a totally different side to his nature, had
aroused enotions that, at first, he had been unable to describe. She
had taught himboth the meani ng and the | anguage of love. He had told
her this many tinmes. And he wanted to tell her again but was unable to
do so in Cadillac's brooding presence.

‘Do you | ove her?" asked C earwater

‘Not the way you nean.”

"And what way is that?"

They both ignored Cadillac's question

"And Roz. Does she |ove you?"

St eve paused, thinking of Santanna Deep. 'Do | have to answer that?"

'You al ready have. How does she feel about nme?"
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' She doesn't understand.”
"In other words she regards ne as a threat."

"It's nmy fault for not explaining things properly,' said Steve. 'You
know what | nean - the difference between our relationship and the way
| feel about her."

'"I's there a difference?"

"Hey, c'mon!" |aughed Steve. 'You're already skinning me alive. What
d' you want ?"

Cadillac lowered the cask fromhis lips. 'The truth!" He wi ped the
back of his hand across his nouth. ' So..

your masters know of this bond between you."

"Yes. Ever since you put that arrow through nme. But at the beginning,
they didn't know we were able to send thought-nmessages to each other.

It was just this shared stress phenonenon - what the nedics called
"psychosonmatic trauma"."

"But they know you can talk to each other now,' insisted Cadillac.
"OF course! Roz had to tell them 1t was the only way she could help
us."
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"Cbviously. What also strikes ne is the extraordinary faith they
appear to have in your kin-sister's abilities, and the speed with which
they reacted. And the organization and effort required to send those
five planes over that distance, to nmake a pin-point attack in the

dar k!

Just to save your life. Amazing..

"OfF course, they don't know you're no |onger a |oyal subject of the
Federation. But they nust think Roz is reliable. Wy else would they
go to so nuch trouble? | can only think of one explanation. She nust
have proved her worth before this. You say they are hol ding her
hostage to ensure your obedience but it's clear they nust know it was
not you who bl ew up the wagon-train.

O herwi se they'd have killed her to get back at you
What ot her nessages have you been sending, | wonder?"

"None! The only tinme we had the sane depth of contact as on the

wheel boat was when the five of us and Si de-Wnder were headi ng towards
Long Point in those powered inflatables. The words, or the thoughts--'
Steve searched for an apt description, '--the totality of the
experience which cones through all of a piece and tells you everything
you want to know, only cones through according to her - when | open

up.

In monents of high stress the contact occurs on an involuntary basis,
otherwise it's down to nme. Unless | switch on, she can't reach ne."

This was not strictly true but Steve was not aware of the progress Roz

had made in the period since their ill-fated rendezvous - arranged with
the conni vance of certain nenbers of the First Family - at Santanna
Deep.

"And what did she tell you on the way to Long Point?" asked
Cl earwat er.

"That what |'d decided to do was the right thing."
"And what was that?"

Steve turned to Cadillac. 'Stay with you, steal the planes and head
west . "

" \Why 2"
' Because that was the way things had been pl anned."
"VWo by?"

"She didn't say."

It was Clearwater's turn again. 'Have you tal ked to each other since
we | eft the Kojak?"

"No." Steve hesitated then said: '"I've tried to keep that side of ny
m nd shut down. Unless we got into another inpossible jam| was going
to stay off the air until you were safely back honme. |, uhh - well, to
be honest, | didn't want to risk giving our position away. Roz

woul dn't betray ne but, uhh - the thing is, | just don't know what ki nd
of pressure she's under."

Cl earwat er nodded but it was inpossible to tell whether she believed
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himor was nerely acknow edgi ng receipt of the information. Steve

stared defiantly across the fire at Cadillac. 'Satisfied?"
"Yes. For the noment." And fuck you too..
When night fell, they curled up around the fire in their individua

sleep furs. Cearwater lay within arms reach of Steve but by tacit
agreenment they'd stayed out of each other's beds so as not to cause
further hurt to Cadillac's wounded ego. At the Kojak settlenment it
hadn't been a problem Cadillac had been provided with his own | odge
and an anpl e supply of what the fishernen called 'night bait' to dress
his hook. But the situation became nore delicate when the guy whose
girl you' d taken over was lying on his jack |less than three yards away
- and m ght not even be asl eep.

Toni ght was different. Steve woke to find C earwater easing her body
beneath his furs. 'Waa--?"

Her fingers sealed his lips. 'Sshhh . She caressed his face
then ki ssed himhungrily. She was naked except for the threadbare
cotton undervest she'd brought out of Ne-lIssan. Her hand slid down his
chest and found the knotted drawstring of his wal king skins. Steve got
the nmessage and started to wiggle out of his trousers while she ran
the flat of her hand over his stonach.
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A swift pull on the side ties of his triangular loincloth cleared the
decks for action. Cearwater slithered on top of himand sat crouched
forward, astride his belly while she |ifted her vest over her head.

Steve |lying beneath her managed to lift his as far as his arnpits.

Drawi ng the top fur blanket over her shoul ders, she brought her breasts
to within reach of his eager nouth then, hooking her feet inside his
calves to force his legs apart, she slid her body downwards until the
nmoi st |ips of her vagina canme to rest against his stiffening penis.

Steve felt her firmthighs close round him
Hhooo- hhoooo- hhooo. GChh, Sweet Sky- Mt her.. ..

Clearwater silenced himw th another devouring kiss that left his nouth
and roamed over his face and neck. It was as if she was trying to eat
himalive.

St eve responded in kind, his hands roving up and down her spine, into
the cleft between her buttocks then back up over her hips and slim
wai st to touch the sweetly curving sides of her breasts.

"Hold me!" she whispered fiercely.
He | ocked his arns agai nst her spine, and held her tightly.
'Harder!" she begged. 'Tighter!'

They lay cheek to cheek, |ocked together fromhead to toe. Her thighs
continued their gentle massage, squeezing rhythm cally agai nst the

pul sing beat of the bl ood surging through his body. Steve could fee
her sex quivering as it sought to enbrace him Burning. Melting.

Di ssolving into one. Delicious. Unbearable.
She put her lips to his ear. 'Now, C oud-Warrior! Now

Ch, oh, ohhh! M lovel M Golden One! Quickly! W have so little
time!™ In that brief glorious moment when his brain exploded like a
supernova, Steve also had a blinding revelation

He had coupled with two wonen, not one. Roz had been inside his head
fromthe nonent of penetration and she had played a dual role - nerging
with Steve's psyche to becone the male partner in the sexual act and,

at the sane tine, the nental projection of her own fenal e psyche had
superinposed itself on Clearwater's half of the action

Put into blunt Trail-Blazer |anguage, she had screwed both of them
simul taneously. Not just in her mnd, but with her nind.

Steve knew he wasn't imagining things. This wasn't inspired by any

feelings of guilt or betrayal. Roz had been there. But not as a
jealous rival. There had been no anger. Desire, yes. A burning
physical need to be held in a warm enbrace, to merge together as one,
but above all, transfornm ng and el evating the whol e experi ence, was an

overwhel ming feeling of love. O sharing. O understanding.

And in that same lightning-strike of illumnation Steve also realized
Roz was physically within reach. She was here. On the overground.

Aboard an approachi ng wagon-train. Red River..

Steve and Clearwater lay in each other's arns, their |egs entw ned,
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their loins still inflamed with the sweet fever. Cearwater's head
nestled in his shoulder. She brushed her |ips against his neck then
whi spered: ' She was here, wasn't she?"

"Yes... But--' She sealed his lips. 'You don't need to explain. |
wanted her to be with us. | called her into ny mnd and into ny
body.

There is no nore hatred. Wile she was inprisoned beneath the earth
her m nd was darkened by a cloud of unknowi ng. But now that has
lifted. She knows we are not rivals but soul-sisters. The power that
bi nds you and her binds all of us."

"But how coul d--' 'Sshhh! When you are ready, these things will be
made known to you."

'Ckay. But what did you nean - "W have so little time"?"
Cl earwat er stroked his face then hugged himtightly.

'Before the dawn, C oud-Warrior. Before the dawn..."
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As he lay silently watching the cl oaked nmovenent of their bodies,
Cadi |l ac found hinsel f unable to adopt the objective detachnent that
was the mark of a true warrior. As the Leader of The Chosen his m nd
shoul d have been grappling with nore |ofty concerns; matters of great
monent, not the doubtful pleasures of the flesh

But it was precisely the bitter-sweet nmenmory of those pl easures which

had been resurrected by his reintroduction to sake. He had been happy
in Ne-lssan - until Brickman had come along to spoil everything. Yet

agai n.

In his present sour nmood, Cadillac's new role, however inportant that
m ght eventually becone, did not conpensate being totally deprived of
sex and, barring a few |last precious mouthfuls, sake. It was the

| atter which had renoved his inhibitions with regard to the forner,
transformng himfroma tentative |over burdened with secret |usts but
tongue-tied by fear of rejection and thus dooned to fail - into a

|'i berated, super-confident cocksman.

It was ironic that his first |ove and chosen mate, the chil d-wonman he
had grown up with, had been drawn by Fate - and perhaps by an
unrequited hunger - into a relationship with a duplicitous

sl i ck-tongued adventurer when he, Cadillac Deville, had finally
acquired real standing, had been given a leading role befitting his
talents, and was al so capabl e of satisfying her as a nman.

In triplicate.

Yes... As M Snow had often renminded him being born in the shadow of
Tal i sman was a great honour bestowed on a few rare individuals. An
honour he nust constantly strive to be worthy of. Cadillac was doing
his best, but M Snow had omtted to nention that, at tines, being a
Child of Destiny could be a real pig..

Wien Steve and C earwater woke next norning, Cadillac was stil
asl eep.

To avoid waking him they took their breakfast down to the renegades
mai n canp and ate with Malone. Afterwards C earwater resunmed her
tiding lessons. Steve stayed with Malone and his lieutenants and tried
to gl ean sone information about their next move. Malone's side didn't
gi ve much away.

They were nore interested in questioning Steve about the Iron
Mast er s.

It was around nid-day when Steve wal ked back up the slope to find

Cl earwater kneeling by the fire, cooking a neal for Cadillac. The

G eat Hel msman was perched on a nearby rock, staring nmoodily out into
space. He didn't even acknow edge Steve's arrival

Steve and Cl earwater exchanged silent greetings. The small cask of
sake lay on its side. Enpty. Steve glanced down at it then ainmed a
questioning glance across the fire. Her eyes begged himto tread
careful ly.

Steve went over and broke the news about Roz. He had no idea how
Cadi |l ac woul d react but he had expected sone sign of interest. What
he got by way of response was a nocking, belligerent laugh. Steve |et
it tide and tried to get a fix on what was goi ng on behind the eyes.

The Mute wasn't drunk but he had been drinking.
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Steve tried again. 'l don't think you quite realize what this neans.
She's out! Up here in the real world!"™ '"So...?"

"It's the break |I've been | ooking for! If we could find sone way to
spring her fromthe wagon-train--' Cadillac slid off the rock and

started down the sl ope.
"And just how do you propose to do that?"

"I haven't worked that out yet. But there nust be a way. |If Ml one
and his breakers got together with the MCalls--' Steve was interrupted
by a call from Cl earwater.

'Caddy! Your neal's ready!" ‘'Later! 1'mgoing down to the streamfor
a wash.

Okay?"
Steve seized Cadillac's armas he went to nove off.

'"Forget the wash. This is inportant!” 'To you maybe. But not to
ne.

Thi s bunch of
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no- hopers are your friends, Brickman. You want to work
with "en? Fine! Just |eave ny people out of this.

There will be no deal."
Cl earwat er, sensing an argunment was brew ng, canme down to join them

"WAit a minute. Just listen, will you? | know it seens a far-fetched
i dea but -' Steve held up his hand to prevent Cadillac interrupting
"suppose, if a way could be found, we did nmanage to capture a
wagon-train. To the MCalls it would be nothing nore than a | arge heap
of junk. Al they'd do is tear pieces off it. But with the help of
these guys, you and | could actually use it! Can you i mgi ne the edge
it would give us?"

Cadillac snorted derisively. 'A pipe-dreaml G ow up, Brickman

You' ve invol ved us in enough of your lunatic schenmes!" 'Yeah, sure,’
snapped Steve. 'They were lunatic. But your ass is still in one piece
- in spite of the fact you did your best to fuck things up!" Cadillac
started to turn away. Steve pulled hi mback

"What's the matter? Having trouble facing facts? Has your courage run
out with the joy-juice?"

"You don't need to |l ecture me about courage!

Cloud-Warrior . . . Hahh! You are not worthy of the nane!" |jeered
Cadillac. He turned to Clearwater. 'You should have heard your Gol den
One when he felt the flanmes licking round the wi ngs of his Skyhawk."

He m m cked a weak version of Steve's voice: "Help ne -
pl ease!!"™ No sign of the all-conquering hero then

Just a pitiful whining wetch! No Miuite, worthy of the nane woul d have
ever begged for nercy froman eneny!

He woul d have di ed- proudly!

'Li ke you on the wheel boat..."

Cadillac's lips trenbled. 'That was different! | wasn't trying to
save ny life. | was trying to save ny soul!" 'That's a good one.
must renenber that line." Steve turned to Cearwater. 'And he calls

me a devi ous sonof abitch!’

" How can you, a sand-burrower, who believes in nothing, possibly
under st and what the Plainfolk mean by honour and courage?"

"I"'mtrying the best I can. Wich is nore than can be said for you."

This was al nost followed by ' You drunken bumi, but Steve just nanaged
to stop his tongue in tine.

" Then understand this! The M Calls have attacked one of the great
"iron snakes"! The one you rode into battle.

More than three hundred cl an-brothers and sisters kissed sharp iron
that day. Men women and children. Shot and burned and torn to pieces
by its angry white breath!™ 'Yeah, | know That super-heated steamis
a real killer. But you know about all that now. And you' ve got a
hundred guns! No one - not even the MCalls, who are renowned for
their bravery - can succeed by attacking en masse in broad daylight!
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We' ve got to use our brains!

Figure out sone way to get aboard. | don't know .

maybe in disguise. Think positive! There's got to be a way!"
Cadil | ac remai ned unnoved. His voice suddenly col d.

"There's no way, Brickman. No way that you are going to drag nme, or
Clearwater, or any of ny people into attacking Red River just to free
your Kkin-sister!" Steve clawed air. 'Christopher Colunbus! She's not
the only reason!'

"But she's the main one..."
Steve appealed to Clearwater. 'Talk to him wll you?

Make hi munderstand.” She didn't respond. He turned back to

Cadil | ac.

"W've got to go for it, Caddy. W nay never get another opportunity
like this again!™ 'And neither will your masters..."

Steve frowned. 'What d'you nean?”

Cadill ac laughed bitterly. 'Don't play ganes, Brickman. Wy d' you
think your kin-sister is on that train?"

"You're the smart-ass - why don't you tell me?"

"She's the bait on the hook! They figure you'll either make an attenpt
to free her, on-' Cadillac caught C earwater's warning gl ance.

'O what? Cone on, let's have it."
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"You'l | sell us down the river." Cadillac's voice was nuted but his
eyes didn't budge from Steve's.

"l see. You think they brought her out here to bring pressure on
me. "

"Can you think of a better reason?" The defiant tone matched the
| ook.

"Isn't that why you cane back out?

You agreed to try and capture us because they were going to kill her if
you refused!” 'In other words, in spite of everything we've been
through so far, you still don't trust me."

Cadill ac weighed up his reply. 'Let ne give you the bottomline,
Bfickman. | don't think you trust yourself."

"What kind of an answer is that?"

'"The only one you're going to get. You fed me the same kind of |ine
often enough. Al right if I take a wash now?"

"Yes, | think you should,' said Clearwater. 'It's tinme you both cool ed
down. This isn't getting us anywhere."

"On the contrary,' snapped Steve. 'It's about tine we cleared the
air." He jerked a thunb towards Cadill ac.

"Wanna know what is really pissing this guy off? He can't bear
competition. He'd like us all to step back and |l et himrun the
show. "

Well it ain't gonna happen."” He squared up to Cadillac. 'The Number
One spot has to be earned, anmigo. You get to be king of the hill by
bei ng better than everybody el se. Tougher, neaner, smarten-' Cadill ac
waved Steve's words away and went to step past him

"Stay!" comanded C earwat er

' Maybe you're right about me not trusting myself,' Steve continued. 'I
certainly don't where you're concerned. For a long time | felt | owed

you one for saving ny life - since when |I've pulled your ass out of the
fire twice/Not because | wanted to but because | had to.

If it wasn't for Clearwater and M Snow, |'d have left you behind | ong
ago. "

"Real ly? You' d have left ne behind? If it wasn't for the deal | did
with the Kojaks, you'd be hanging in strips fromtheir | odge-pol es!

VWho was it who saw t hat wheel boat coming? Wwo was it who cane up with
the best idea of getting on board?"

"Yeah. And once we did, who fucked it all up by losing his nerve?!
Falling for the sinplest trick in the book

Who' d be out there nowwith the fishes feedin' off his face if | hadn't
got hi m ashore?"

Cadillac's nmouth trenbled as he tried to control his anger. 'l don't
owe you anything, Brickman! M people have repaid that debt ten tines
over, and what they didn't give you' ve taken. Saving your |ying
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snake- hi de was the worst thing | ever did."

'-Yeah. And you know why? Because you finally found yourself up
agai nst some real conpetition - instead of those dunb, sl ack-jawed
pi eces of lunp-shit who've been listening to you all these years!'
Cl earwater seized Cadillac's knife armand held on as he tried to
westle free.

Steve continued to taunt him 'You know what your problemis? You' ve
never forgiven ne for dragging you out of your cosy little corner at
t he Heron Pool

Upendi ng bottle after bottle of sake and sticking it to those

sl ant -eyed body slaves. Wat a sweet little nunber! You were so busy
enjoyi ng yourself you couldn't see it was only a natter of tine before
they pulled the rug out fromunder you. No. You were the big nan on

t he canpus.

"But who got you the job?! | did!l You' ve never had an original idea
in your whole fucking life! Everything inside your head that's worth
knowi ng was stolen fromnme! Everything you knew before that was given
to you by M Snow, and all that Japanese junk you' ve got tucked away
was another reel-to-reel job!"™ He |aughed derisively before delivering
the coup-de-grace. 'You want the truth? Well here it is, friend.

You' ve got a second-rate brain full of second-hand ideas. You think
you're born to |l ead The Chosen? | wouldn't put you in charge of a pile
of buffalo-shit!" C earwater saw Mal one striding up the slope towards

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till...trak%20Wars%20Book%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (371 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:39 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Tilley%20-%20A mtrak%20Wars%20B 00k %6204%20-%20B100d%20Ri ver.txt
them A handful of renegades foll owed, several yards behind.

Clearwater stepped in front of Cadillac and tried to stop the fight
bef ore Mal one arrived. 'Listen to mne!

Let the wind carry away these hot words. Do not answer themw th sharp

iron!"™ Her appeal went unheeded. Bl ood-brothers they m ght have sworn
to be, but these insults were too nuch to bear. They nust be
avenged!

Cadill ac broke | oose with an angry roar, his blade a sliver of white
fire as it caught the afternoon sun.

Steve drew his conbat knife and got ready to parry his opponent's first
| unge.

Cl earwat er turned as Ml one reached them

'Please--!" The breaker backed off with raised hands. 'To hell with
it. 1 don't know what this argunment's about but if they want to work
it out the hard way, let "em"

Clearwater attenpted to intervene. 'Have you both gone mad? Stop
this! Now" Once again her appeal fell on deaf ears. Both nmen thrust
her aside and continued to circle one another, jabbing and feinting to
test each other's reactions. Clearwater realized she had to do

somet hing - but what?

The answer cane fromw thin. A surge of power that rode on the back of
her anger, fuelling a bloodcurdling scream

Mal one saw her eyes gleamw th blue fire. Her two arns flashed forward
and outwards, the raised pal s of each hand ai med towards the heads of
the duellists. He prided hinself on being a hard man but the sound
that issued fromher |lips was so terrifying, he cane as close as he'd
ever been to crapping hinself.

The effect on Brickman and the Mite was even nore startling. For a
split second, they seened to be transfixed, open-nouthed, the knives
dropping fromtheir splayed fingers then in the next instant they were
lifted bodily off the ground and hurled several yards through the air
in different directions. Both |anded heavily and lay spraw ed on the
ground, wi nded by the fall and the invisible hamer-bl ow C earwater had
del i vered

Mal one had never seen anything like it. How on earth could she
have...? He never found out. As he turned back to her, his amazenent
turned rapidly to wi de-eyed dismay. Above and behind C earwater a

| owflying Federation Skyhawk soared up over the ridge like a

wi de-wi nged death bird and di ved straight towards them

Mal one pitched hinsel f sideways into the cover of a nearby rock as
several other breakers whose attention had been drawn to the
knife-fight raised a ragged chorus of alarm But it was too late. The
stream of needl epoi nt rounds bei ng punped out by the six-barrelled gun
under the nose of the Skyhawk was al ready ploughing a deadly furrow
through the grass and dirt towards Cl earwater, chipping flakes off the
rocks and pebbl es and sendi ng whining ricochets in all directions.

I nstead of throwi ng herself down, Clearwater turned as if to chall enge
their attacker and was caught on the turn

A cloud of rock powder and earth erupted around
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her Chuwi i chuwi i chuwi i chuwi i chuwi i chuwi i chuwi i !

Even if they had been on their feet, Steve and Cadillac were too far
away to pull her out of the line of fire.

Clearwater's arns and head jerked wildly as she was struck by severa
rounds in quick succession then she too was hurled to the ground as the
hail of bullets swept down the sl ope.

NO oh-oh-OH'  Wth not an ounce of breath left in his body, the scream
of angui sh remai ned seal ed inside Steve's brain. But it was sufficient
totrip the circuits that opened the channel to Roz.

Oh, Bless you, Sweet Sky-Mther! Roz! |If ever we neant anything to
each other, help ne now

Clearwater rolled slowy onto her back and tried to raise her left arm
towards the Skyhawk as it skimred over their heads. But the only thing
that issued fromher |lips was blood. Her armfell sideways, the
fingers stretched out towards Steve.
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Steve dragged hinself upright with the aid of a nearby rock and
staggered over to where she lay with her feet pointing up the gentle
slope. Malone joined him Bl ood was seeping through the tunic and
trousers of her faded blue cotton slave outfit. The undyed sections of
her skin had turned greyish-white. She wasn't dead but she soon would
be, unless

Yes, little sister, | hear you, | understand..

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

Mal one concluded a prelimnary survey of Clearwater's wounds with a
pessim stic grunt. 'Pity Medicine-Hat isn't still with us. Difficult

to know where to start."

"Yeah . . ." Steve choked back the tears. He stroked Clearwater's
face and tried to connect with her half-open eyes but there was no
reaction. She was unconsci ous.

Probably in deep shock. He grasped her hand and squeezed hard, trying
towill his life into her body. H's mnd pleaded with her to live.

Begged her to forgive him |[|f he and Cadillac had not becone invol ved
in that sensel ess argunent which had been triggered by the Mite's
refusal to even think about freeing Roz fromthat wagon-train, they

m ght have seen the Skyhawk earlier

Then none of this woul d have happened.

But all was not lost. Not now that Roz was here..
Steve gripped Malone's arm 'This is out of ny |eague.
Can you do anything? Can you stop the bl eedi ng?"

"I can try. We still have a few odds and ends. But it'll only be a
del aying action. |f you've gotten hooked on beaver | advise you to
start | ooking for another piece."

Steve didn't rise to the jibe. Falling out with Cadillac was enough
for one day. 'W've got to try and keep her alive."

'On account of that ammzing stunt she pulled on you two?"
"For all Kkinds of reasons. Do what you can..."

"Ckay. But |I've also got another little piece of business to take care
of ." Malone turned and bellowed at two of his side-kicks. ' Andy!

Jake! Take sonme of the guys and bring those two fuckers Gordon and
Wal sh down off that point!”
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It didn't sound as if Malone was planning
to hand out nedal s.

As Andy and Jake | ed a handful of armed nen toward the | ookout post,
St eve hobbl ed over to where Cadillac still lay sprawl ed on the
ground.

He was out cold too.

Giff, one of Malone's breakers knelt over him He had pulled open
Cadillac's tunic and was | ooking for the source of the bl ood.

St eve hunkered down beside him ' Bad?"

' Nahhh, just flesh wounds. He'll live." Giff pointed to where single
needl epoi nt rounds had sliced across the outside curve of Cadillac's
left thigh and the left-hand side of his belly, then closed his tunic
and rolled himover to show Steve where two nore rounds had torn jagged
furrows in the right-hand side of his ribcage before burying thensel ves
in the ground beneat h.

A lunp raised on the back of Cadillac's head by a nearby rock expl ai ned
why he was out cold, and Steve discovered a fifth grazing wound in the
back of Cadillac's right calf. The Mute had been incredibly lucky to
have been struck glancing blows fromthe finned rounds. The - 125
copper-jacketed steel-tipped darts were designed to keyhole on inpact,
causi ng expl osi ve woundi ng. The danage sustained by C earwater's body
didn't bear thinking about.

'CGot any sul fanilam de?" It was an antiseptic powder used for
preventing the infection of open wounds.

"Yeah. But | ain't wasting it on any friggin' |unp-heads."

Steve seized Giff by the front of his tunic. 'Doit, friend. W need
this guy in good shape. He's our ticket to a trouble-free future."

"Yeah?" Giff didn't |ook inpressed.

Steve relaxed his grip. 'You want the Mutes off your back, don't
you?"

"It'd make life a lot simpler.”

"This is the guy who can fix it. Look after him" Steve patted
Giff's shoul der and stood up. The party di spatched by Ml one was on
its way back, pushing Gordon and Wal sh ahead of them Both men had
given up trying to protect thenselves fromthe rifle butts that were
bei ng jabbed into themfromall sides. They obviously knew what was in
store for themand it wasn't long in com ng.

The party halted in front of Malone. Walsh's face was scuffed and
brui sed, one eye was rapidly closing.

CGordon's right trouser |leg was soaked in blood froma wound in his
t hi gh.

"He tried to make a run for it,"' explained Jake.

Mal one pulled the three-barrelled air-pistol fromhis shoul der hol ster
and noved closer to the |uckl ess breakers. 'Know what this is
about ?"

No reply.
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'"Two dead and three wounded on account of you not seem' that
Skyhawk! "
He gestured towards Cadill ac.

"Not these |unp-heads. Your buddies - that you scunbags were supposed

to be lookin' out for!"™ He tapped his chest. 'And | was only a
whi sker away fromgetting' ny own ass blown off! What the fuckin' hel
were you doin' - watchin' the fight?"

Stu Wal sh strai ghtened up defiantly and croaked.
"Wasn't everybody?"

Mal one pl aced his pistol against Wal sh's throat and bl ew a hol e right
through his neck. He noved on to Gordon. 'Got sonething' you wanna
get off your chest?"

"Yeah. |'msorry | ain't gonna be around when you get yours." The
breaker spat a gobbet of bl ood and spittle in Ml one's face.

Mal one wiped it off with the back of his hand then hol stered his pisto
and drew his conbat knife.

Everybody held their breath.

"So,' he said quietly. 'You wanna try and take nme?" He grabbed
CGordon's right hand and placed the butt of the knife in his palm

"Here's your big chance."” WMalone took a couple of paces backwards.

"Ckay! Let himgo!" He beckoned the breaker with both hands. ' Cone
on, Gordy. You got the edge, let's see you use it!" Gitting his
teeth against the pain in his wounded
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thi gh, Gordon tightened his grip

on the knife and nade a desperate |lunge towards his tornmentor. Mal one
was solidly-built but he was fast. Throwing his weight onto his |eft
heel he nade a half-turn, |leant away from Gordon and delivered a high
pil e-driving kick.

KUH- CHERAKK!  Steve, no stranger to violence, wi nced as the heel of
Mal one' s right boot struck Gordon under the jaw, snapping his head back
and breaking his neck at the same tine.

"Strip off their gear and cl othes and dunmp 'em.

Mal one retrieved his conbat knife w thout bothering to check if Gordon
was dead then turned to Steve. 'This way, friend . "

The renegade had enlisted the help of two other breakers to help
staunch Cl earwater's wounds. Being old hands, they hadn't stopped to
wat ch Wal sh and CGordon have their cards cancelled. Still unconscious,
Clearwater lay on a folded straw poncho. The bl ood-stained tunic,

| oose trousers and v-shaped cotton | oincloth had been renoved but she
was not naked; close to half of her bl ood-smeared body was covered with
field dressings.

' How re we doi ng?"

One of them- a guy called O Keefe - w ped his hands on her torn
t uni c.

"We' ve bl ocked the holes but she's still bleeding internally. Only one
thing can save this beaver - major surgery."

"Yeah . . ." Steve rolled up her clothes to pillow her head and
covered her fromchin to toe with his sleeping furs. Gazing for a
monent into her unseeing eyes, he brushed a hand across her forehead
then rose and took Malone aside. 'I| need to talk."

"What's the probl en"

Steve hesitated. After what he had just seen he had to choose his
words carefully. If he didn't get it right first tine, he could end up
dead before he'd had time to explain. 'That was a Mark Two Skyhawk.

See the red wingtips? Means it came fromRed River."

Mal one eyed hi m suspiciously. 'How come you know so much about
Skyhawks?"

‘"l used to be a wingnman - renenber? Cass-mate of mne let me | ook
over one at the Puebl o way-station

Before | got into trouble. W were lucky. That guy nmust have been on
the end of his drum But he'll be back and so will his friends."

"In that case we'd better get going."

"Not me. |'mstaying.”

"Wth that beaver? Wat'n the hell for? She's finished, am go.
Ter m nada. "

"You're wong. She's going to live." Steve |led Ml one out of
ear shot .

file:/lIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Till...trak%20Wars%20Book%204%20-%20Blood%20River.txt (377 of 393) [1/23/03 12:45:39 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Patrick%20Tilley/Patrick%20Tilley%20-%20A mtrak%20Wars%20B 00k %6204%20-%20B100d%20Ri ver.txt
"I'"'mgonna get her on board that wagon-train."
Mal one did a doubl e-take. ' Come again?"

The guy was good, there was no doubt about that. But then he'd had
years of practice...

"It's her only chance,' said Steve. 'She's less than fifty nmiles from
where we're standi ng, and she's carrying a conbat surgical teamand a
full y-equi pped operating theatre."

Mal one greeted this with a dry laugh. 'Wat good' s that gonna do
her ?

Do you seriously think those guys are gonna waste their time trying to
save a |lunp-head - even one built the way she is?"

"They'l| save this one. She's special."

"I"1l buy that. But howre you--' Steve |lowered' his voice. 'They're
already on their way. ' Ml one's face hardened as he studi ed Steve
through hal f-cl osed eyes. 'Jack nme... | had you figured right the
first tine. You are a fuggin' Fed!"™ Steve caught Malone's hand as it
went across his chest towards his pistol. 'That makes two of us,
compadre. But being a wet-back, it took me a lot |longer to get your
nunber . "

"Yeah..." Malone dropped his gun arm

Steve slid his forefinger behind his left ear and pressed the tiny
transcei ver hidden under the skin at the edge of his skull. A gentle
on-of f pressure was enough to transnmt HG FR in Mrse code.
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Mal one scratched his neck and sent back his own four-letter call-sign
HH SA. Steve's unit - the size of a quartz watch battery - translated
the series of dots and dashes into a high-pitched humr ng noi se and fed
it directly to his inner ear.

The renegade then introduced hinmself by disclosing his ful
code- nane.

"High Sierra."”
'Hang-Fire . . ."

Mot her said you might be in touch."”

How rmuch do you know?"

As much as you wanna tell ne.

Watch yourself, Stevie. This is one cagey sonofabitch you got
here. ..

Mal one jerked a thunb towards Cadillac. The Mute was just starting to
conme round. 'Is he on your shopping list too?"

"Yeah. But | need to keep himback to help nme collect the rest of the
consi gnnment. Eti ende?"

"Perfectanente. Anything | can do to hel p?"

"Yeah, there is. Got any norphi ne?"

"I already gave her a jab."

"I meant for him"

Mal one | ooked surprised. 'But they're just scratches!

You' ve got to take an armand a | eg off before a Mute starts hollerin
and nost of themdon't utter so nuch as a squeak even then. WAy you're
cosied up with these two |'d've thought you'd know that."

"That's not why | asked. It'll make things easier all round if he's
dampened down for a few hours while you ship himout of here.”

"In that case, since he can swallow, we'll slip himsone C oud
Ni nes."

Sumoning Gri ff, Malone fished out a bubble-card of pills fromthe
first aid bag and told himto give Cadillac a doubl e dose.

Cloud Nine, the standard pain-killing sedative dispensed in pill form
by the Federation had hel ped to make Poppa Jack's |last years of life
easier to bear.

Steve gazed across at Clearwater's inert body. Had she known what was
goi ng to happen? Was this what she nmeant when she had whi spered 'W
have so little time'...?

"You were saying..."
St eve snapped out of his reverie. 'Huhh?"
"The lunp. Ship himout - to where?"

" Chh, yehh, 1|, uhh - want you to run himhone for ne. H s clan hangs
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out up around navref Caspar, Womng. |If you followthe North Platte
riven-' 'l know the way. How do we find 'emwhen we get there?"

"Don't worry. They'll find you. The MCalls control that area. It
was their warriors that lifted Kelso, Jodi, and'the other guys who went
m ssing during |ast year's roundup.”

Mal one nodded. 'I'm beginning to get the picture..."
"Cadillac's a wordsnith."

"No ki ddi ng?" Mal one | ooked genuinely interested. 'I| thought they
were all old guys."

"Not when they're born,' |aughed Steve. 'He's next in line for the
job. That makes himinportant. So inportant you'll be able to cut
your own deal. Al you' ve got to do is deliver our friend in good
condition and you could earn yourself a stack of credits. Go in under
the white snoke and talk to M Snow. He's the main man and this guy's
teacher. If you tell himl sent you, | guarantee he'll do business.

Handle it right and you need never play Hunt The Redskin again."
"Wuld certainly nake life a lot easier..."

'Then go for it.

"Ckay." WMalone grimaced thoughtfully. 'This M Snow. |s he "the rest
of the consignnent"?"

"This is ny operation, amigo. Wen you need to know nore, I'Il tell
you. "

"Just asking..."
"The first priority is to deliver Cadillac to the MCalls.

If you can then use that contact to get cosy with "em that'l|l be even
better. That way they won't suspect anything when |I call you in to
hel p make the hit."

The prospect of a well-engineered betrayal tw sted
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Mal one's nmouth into

a thin smle. 'Sounds good. What about the horses?"
"I'f your boys are gane, take 'em Al | need is nmine and a coupl e of
spares." It was Steve's turn to smile. 'If you find you can't ride

"em you can always try eatin' 'em And | suggest you tie Big-Muth to
the saddl e and rope his feet together under the horse's belly."

'Does that nmean he's gonna give us trouble?"
'Not once you've got himaway from here."

"What do we tell himwhen he wakes up?”

'Good question." Steve thought it over. 'Tell himthat, thanks to his
desire to kill me, we were junped by a Skyhawk and the last tine you
saw ne, Clearwater was dying in ny arns. That'll give himsonething to

think about. M ght even shut his nouth too. You can also say I'm
aimng to catch up with you as soon as possible."

"But you don't want ne to tell himyou're puttin' the beaver on the
wagon-train."

Steve conceal ed his growing irritation at Malone's repeated use of this

pejorative word to describe Clearwater. 'Not yet. |If she doesn't
survive..."
'Yeah, | see what you nean.”

"1''"l'l break the news to himas and when. And listen, bear with him
huh? | know from experi ence how you feel about people giving you lip
but, uhh - don't damage the nerchandise. You nay need his help to talk
your way across the turf of any Mute cl ans between here and navr ef
Caspar."

Mal one nodded. 'I'Il bear that in mnd." He broke away to confer with
his two chief lieutenants. While they went off with the other breakers
to round up the horses, Steve and Mal one nmade a rough stretcher and
carried the unconscious C earwater back to the shall ow cave under the
rock | edge where, | ess than ei ghteen hours before, she had been in his
arms, gloriously and vibrantly alive..

Steve tried to hide his feelings as they stepped outside.
"So---' Malone fisted his left palm '- you gonna wait here until...
on

"Yeah. |[|'ve been to the end of the world and back for this one.
wanna stay and see it through."”

' Sounds reasonable..."
"You got a radi o?" asked Steve.
1 \My?ll

"Don't you think you ought to get Mother to call the 'hawks off? That
guy who hit us today obviously didn't know who he was aining at."

Mal one shrugged. 'We have to take our chances |ike everybody el se.

AMEXI CO keeps us supplied by stashing smal|l packs of goodi es around the
| andscape but sone of us also conme close to getting our asses bl own
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of f.

If we didn't, sone of the real breakers who are running with us m ght
get suspicious."

" And when they do?"
"That's nmy problem How d you get onto ne?"

"Process of deduction,' said Steve. 'Wen | ran into you guys | ast
year you cane down on me pretty fast. For a breaker you seenmed to know
a great deal about undercover Feds. Too much, in fact."

"Yeah. ['ll have to watch that."

"But it wasn't until Kelso canme out of the woodwork that | finally put
it together. He and Jodi woul dn't have dared conme back to rescue ne if
you hadn't decided it was tinme to cut nme loose. Once | knew he was

Rat - Catcher, | started to back-track over what had happened and ended
up nore or |less convinced that you nust be working for Mther too.

"Wat ching you and O Keefe and that other guy at work on C earwater
clinched it for me. The rest of the boys had nmade it pretty clear how
they felt about Mites.

If they found one dying of thirst they wouldn't even piss on hinm |

had to twist Giffs armto get a wound dressing for Cadillac. You

woul dn't have spent time on her unless she was inportant. And you knew
she was."

Mal one wasn't soneone who smiled a lot but he managed a steely grin.

"Just for the record, it wasn't ny idea to post you. W all get taken
right to the edge either that way, or something just as unpl easant.

It's part
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of the graduation cerenpny. Nothing personal - you
under st and?"

"Sure. Was it you who arranged for Jodi to | eave nme the knife?"

"Not directly. Through Kelso. But getting thenselves captured by the
Mutes wasn't part of the plan. Real shame about Kelso. Dave could be
a real painin the ass at tines--

"You're telling me."

"But he could be good conpany. Medicine Hat too.

And Jodi... Not nuch to | ook at but--

' She was one tough | ady."

"More'n that, sonny." Malone's eyes glinted know ngly.

"When she got that sweet little jolly-box of hers fired up she could
put a real shine on your pin. Know what | nean?"

Steve hid his surprise. 'Yeah,' he said, thinking how strange it was
that in all the tinme they'd been together he had never given a nonent's
consideration to that side of Jodi's nature. And he wondered why

di scl osure of it nmade himfeel unconfortable.

"Yep ... Mal one grinned reflectively. 'There was some good men anong
that bunch but - that's the way it goes." He rummaged in the first aid
bag and produced two pre-packed syringes of norphine. 'I don't think
she's gonna wake up again but then this is not your average
run-of-the-mll beaver. So keep those handy in case the nedics don't
get here. She may need 'em when the shock starts to wear off."

' Thanks. "
"That's okay. W're not all as bad as we're painted."

Mal one grinned at the unintentional joke then slapped Steve's
shoul der.

' Take care, am go."

St eve wat ched Mal one wal k down the sl ope to where his band of breakers
now waited with the remaining horses. Sone had decided to ride in the
saddl e, others had elected to lead a string of roped horses. Cadillac
sat slunped on the back of his nmount with his wists and feet secured
as Steve had suggested. The ragged colum set off westwards without a
backward gl ance and was soon | ost from sight anong the trees.

He wondered how many of them besides Mal one, were working for
AMEXI CO

Jodi was right. You couldn't trust anybody. Nothing was what it
seened. He hinself was a prine exanple: a Tracker who was not only
decked out like a Mute but had actually taken one for a bunkmate. A
trusted envoy of the President-CGeneral who felt nore at hone with his
enem es. He had already nentally deserted the Antrak Federation and if
a way could be found to spring Clearwater from Red River - and Roz too
- he was now ready to spend the rest of his life in the Bl ue-Sky

Vor | d.

But freedom had its downside. Once you started to challenge the
accepted order of things, you could no |onger be certain of anything.
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If there was such a thing as truth, you couldn't be sure what the word
meant or whether the truth about anything - final, absolute and
i ndi sputable - could ever be established.

Most Trackers went through life w thout ever considering there nmight be
an alternative nmode of existence. They knew about Mites, of course,

but Mutes were sub-human. |f you were a Tracker, you obeyed orders,
bel i eved what you were told, and never questioned the w sdom of the
First Fanmily. That was the way you survived.

The trouble started when you deviated fromthe norm

Once you strayed fromthe path laid down by The Manual, you found
yoursel f sinking into a norass of fear, uncertainty and doubt. To
avoi d going crazy, a person needed sonething to believe in, an
objective to aimfor, a dreamto cherish. The Family had one, but
Steve no | onger shared their vision of a purified Blue-Sky Wrld purged
of all those who did not conformto the chosen inmage.

Trackers were fired with an unshakeabl e belief in the rightness of
their cause but it was a certainty based on blind ignorance. The Mites
were equally convinced they were destined to triunph over their
oppressors, but they
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were nerely defending their right to exist; the
conflict had been started by the Federation

In material terns, the Plainfolk Miuites | ed an inpoveri shed exi stence,
but in other intangible ways their life-style was nore rewardi ng and
| ess restrictive.

Warriors of rival clans subscribed to a common code of honour and there
was a generally accepted set of rules governing social interaction

whi ch each clan adopted to suit its particular circunstances. The

puni shrent for transgressing these rules could be as harsh as that
meted out by the Federation but the rules thensel ves were not
oppressive and - as Steve knew from experience - and they were not

al ways strictly appli ed.

Conpared to their underground counterparts, Mites possessed an enviable
degree of freedom and they al so enjoyed an instinctive, harnonious
relationship with everything that nmade up the fabric of the Bl ue-Sky
Worl d and the invisible beings who - they believed watched over it and
them froma spirit-real mbeyond the clouds.

The Federation did not deal with such intangibles. The notion of

i ndividual liberty, the idea that the human body might carry within it
a spiritual element - a kind of guidance nmechani smthat could not be
di ssected, anal ysed or weighed sinply did not arise. The word-concept
"soul', along with 'freedom and 'love' did not formpart of the
Tracker vocabul ary.

Love. ..

Kneel i ng down, Steve laid a hand on Cearwater's forehead. It was
cold. Her eyes were now closed. After making sure she was well
covered, he set about gathering some wood to nake a fire. Wen
darkness fell, it would serve to guide the nedics and the sol di ers who
woul d cone with the wagon-train.

Wth Roz .

Adopting the cross-legged style favoured by the Miutes, Steve sat down
by O earwater's shoul der and wat ched the fl anes spread through the

| ayers of chopped branches. The wood popped and crackled and hi ssed as
the sap boiled, the tiny jets of steammixing with the drifting plune
of white snoke. A fire like this on a |ate afternoon under a
cloud-filled sky was sonething the najority of Trackers now alive had
never seen and woul d probably never experience.

Until a short while ago, his kin-sister had had to content herself with
a filtered version of his own vivid experiences. Not any nore. She
had gazed upon the real world with her own eyes, and fromthe enhanced
‘colour' and depth of the word-inmages now reachi ng over the mnd-bridge
Steve knew that she too had felt as if she was comni ng hone.

Wyul d she be afflicted by the sane uncertainties?

Wul d she be able to reject everything she had been taught to believe
in and accept without question the secret know edge now fl ooding into
her heart and soul ?

How woul d she cope with the process of unlearning - of deciding where
the real truth |lay?

Despite everything Steve had gone through he was no closer to resolving
the problem He still felt torn between the two cultures. The
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attitudes incul cated over seventeen years of indoctrination could not
be eradicated overnight. He no |onger regarded the Miutes as either
sub- human or the eneny but deep down he still believed hinself to be in
sonme undefined way - superior. But there had been sone inprovenent.

Only two short years ago he had berated Roz for daring to suggest that
the Mutes had a right to exist!

From the noment Steve had energed onto the overground for his first
flight over the white sands of New Mexico, his perceived view of the
wor |l d had begun to change; a process which had accel erated foll ow ng
his capture by the clan mcall. Cadillac and M Snow and, above all,
Cl earwat er had hel ped hi m di scover unsuspected depths of feeling, a
sense of wondernent and an affinity with the Bl ue-Sky World.

At first, the inner conflict between these new enoti ons and what he, as
a Tracker, knew to be right had crippled himwith guilt. This was
foll owed by a grow ng
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realization that he had been reared on a steady

diet of lies and that what he was now di scovering was the true state of
things and a new self. He felt drawn to the Plainfolk. Energing onto
the overground had been like 'coning hone'; a phrase he had used nany
times since.

He knew, deep down, precisely what it meant, but in terns of his
Trackerhood it made no sense at all. Hone had been Roosevelt/Santa Fe,
but he no | onger bel onged there.

The trouble was, despite his warmattachnent to M Snow and his
continuing desire to be with Clearwater he was no | onger sure where he
bel onged. The last two years had provided anple proof that his life
was bei ng shaped by forces he did not understand. He had seen with his
own eyes the power of earth magic flow through O earwater and had

wat ched Cadillac read the future in the stones - had even caught a
glinpse of it hinmself. Yet he still could not accept unreservedly, as
the Mutes did, that every action was predestined, that past and future
events were shaped by a collection of invisible beings.

Despite everything that had happened, despite the fact that he had

i nvoked the name of the Great Sky-Mother on nore than one occasion, he
retained a healthy scepticism Talisman, M-Town, the Sky Voices, the
| esser spirits who rode the wind, dwelt in the forests, the rocky
crags, the rivers, |akes and streans were agreeabl e fantasies dreaned
up by past generations of Miutes over pipefuls of rainbow grass to
expl ai n known geophysi cal phenomnena.

The Eastern and Western Door in the sky through which the sun entered
and left the world each day was a classic exanple. Mites had attached
a mystical significance to events for which there was a
straightforward, rational, scientific explanation. Admittedly, there
was, as yet - as far as he knew - no basis in science for the specia
gift he shared with Roz, or the powers possessed by C earwater,
Cadillac and M Snow, but one day there woul d be.

In a sense, they were both right. |If you believed, |ike

Trackers, that everything could be explained or, like the Mites, that
not hi ng happened by chance, then life - the totality of existence - had
to have meaning. And if it had meaning, then it had a | ogica

structure which, in turn, neant that one day everything, including Mite
magi ¢, woul d be understood. Al would be known.

Yes . . . the intervention of Talisman in nonents of danger was what
Trackers called 'good luck'. Nothing nore than a fortuitous
conjunction of events which conspired to put the right person in the
right place at the right time. O vice versa. Cadillac could claim
The Path was drawn, but it was equally true that if you had a clear
objective, if you analysed all the elenents of a situation and their

i mpact, in various pernmutations, on a chosen course of action then nine
times out of ten - you ended up knowi ng what to do. Assum ng, of
course, you had enough brains to reason things out in the first

pl ace.

Steve knew the Bl ue-Sky World was where he wanted to be, but despite
the occasional urge - usually in noments of utter desperation - to let
whoever was upstairs run things, he believed that the future was shaped
down here on earth. By people like hinself. The feeling that he was
destined to acconplish great things mght, as Cadillac clained, have
been put there by Talisman, but it could have al so been there all the
time, a product of his own genetic make-up, slowy maturing as his
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physical and intellectual abilities were honed by endl ess hours of
trai ning exercises and study.

The tests of courage and endurance he had undergone in the past two
years had strengthened his resolve but he did not imagi ne he was

i nvinci bl e; what had just happened to C earwater was a tinely rem nder
that a well-ainmed bullet or crossbow bolt could stop himdead in his
tracks.

But deep down he was convinced that nothing woul d.

He piled some nore branches on the fire and took another | ook at
Clearwater. No change. He wanted to cradle her in his arnms - kiss
her, breathe life into her, soothe the pain away, but he knew that in
her present condition she should only be noved by skilled nedics.
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Ch, Mp-Town! Sweet Mother. |f you or Talisman are REALLY up there
why don't you DO sonething?! Are you just going to sit there on sone
stupi d fucking cloud and watch her di e when you could reach out a hand
and wi pe the hurt away?

George Washi ngton Jefferson the 31st, President-Ceneral of the
Federation, closed the book he was reading and used the handset to
cancel the soft but insistent bleep-bleep and bring up the incom ng
call on the nearby video-screen. Karlstrom s personal call-sign was
repl aced by a close-up of the man hinself - beam ng exultantly.

"Evening, Ben. It's along tine since |I've seen your face crack open
like that. You nust have sone good news for ne."

‘"Not exactly good news. Let's just say prom sing."

"Spit it out, Ben. Even | like to have a little time off now and
again.”

"I"'mcalling with an update on OPERATI ON SQUARE- DANCE. Steve
Bri ckman.

D you want to pull the file?"

‘"No. As the saying goes, "I renmenber himwell".
Didn't you put his kin-sister, uhh - whatshernane. ..
Roz - on board Red River?"

"That's her, yes. Amazing. Wat with everything that's going on
topsi de . " Karl strom shook his head

' How do you do it?"

"l don't keep tabs on themall, Ben. Just the ones where our
collective asses are on the line."

"Yes, well - we just heard fromH gh Sierra - one of nmy top men. W
used Roz to track Brickman from navref Chicago. Once she'd established
they were noving along the North Platte, we noved Hi gh Sierra's group
in ahead of them"

" And?"

"My hunch paid off. Brickman canme clean. He's back on track. In
fact, he was never off it. Roz has been picking up positive signals
for some tinme and High Sierra has just confirned it. He's enlisted
Sierra's group to help conplete his original assignnent."

'So when can we expect to hang out the flags, Ben?"
"Not for a while yet, but it's |ooking good."
"Now gi ve ne the bad news."

Karl strom's ebullient smle faded. 'Wat nmakes you think there is
any?"

"There always is, Ben. There always is. You' ve laid those upbeat
openi ngs on ne before. So let's have it."

Karl strom assunmed his normal poker-face then said: 'Ir an hour or two
fromnow, Clearwater--' Jefferson's interest quickened. 'The sunmmoner
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that our young hero has been, uhh--?"

"Stiffing? Yes, the very sane. He's arranged for her to be collected
by Red River. Roz is nmaking the pickup.”

"Are they going to be able to...? [|'d hate to think that train m ght
be at risk."

"That's not going to be a problem One of Red River's 'hawks on
forward air patrol spotted a bunch of hostiles and used up his | ast
rounds on a strafing before turning for home. He reported seeing
several targets go down. | guess he didn't realize who he was shooting
at .

Fortunately, Roz got the message within seconds of it happening."

'How badly is she hurt, Ben?"

Karlstromgrinaced. 'Well, it's critical but High Sierra says it's not
fatal - providing the medics get there in tine. Two of the surgica
team are going out to handle the transfer. She'll be flown in on a
buddy frane."

" And Roz?"

' She's going out too."

' Have soneone keep an eye on her, Ben."
"Don't worry, she'll be well covered."
" And Brickman?"

"Wl |, according to Roz, he wants to cone aboard to coordinate the
final stage of the operation. He's with Cearwater now. Everything's
been prepared for her to
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undergo i medi ate surgery on board Red
Ri ver.

She's in no condition to travel any further. On the plus side, of
course, she's in no position to do us any harm?"

Jefferson net this news with a satisfied nod. 'Ckay, Ben, well done.
Keep ne posted N and D on this until she's off the danger list."
"WIl do. Goodnight, M President-Ceneral."

"G night, Ben." Jefferson cleared the screen with his handset then
pi cked up his book and gently fondled it's |eather binding for a nonent
before turning to the page where he left the marker ribbon

The book he held in his hands - about steam | oconptives that once ran

t hrough Texas on the Southern Pacific and the Atchi son, Topeka and
Santa Fe railroads - was over a thousand years old. The history of the
Ameri can steam | oconotive was one of Jefferson's two private passions;
the other was the cultivation of antique roses.

The First Fanmily possessed a magnificent |library of real books covering
bot h of these and many ot her subjects, and COLUMBUS, the guiding
intelligence of the Federation, held the texts of virtually all the
books ever witten.

But the tinme when their contents would be made known to a w der

audi ence was still a long way off. The material they contained was not
even available to all nenbers of the First Famly. The work Jefferson
was readi ng was harnl ess enough but even the fact of know ng that such
things as books existed could have an unsettling effect on those who
served the Federation.

Books were beautiful things, but they were al so dangerous.

Steve gently renoved the bundle of clothes he nade into a pillow and
rested Cearwater's head on his thigh. The nove enabled himto hold
her right hand in his, while caressing her head. He was as close to
her as he coul d get.

Her forehead was still cold, her hair danp, her eyes were shut.

Seized with a feeling of hopel essness, he decided to direct his
attention somewhere else. |If he did that for a while then perhaps when
he | ooked down at her again, their eyes would neet. It didn't matter
how briefly. |If she could just see that he was there - if he could
just connect and sonehow beamin the nmessage that she was in safe hands
- that she had to LIVE... | He dragged his eyes away from her face and
stared into the glowi ng enbers. The next few weeks were not going to
be easy. Wen Cadillac found out that C earwater had been put aboard
Red River he would go apeshit. But it had to be done. It was the only
way to save her life. That was all Steve was concerned about.

Only highly-skilled Federation surgeons using the advanced techni ques
devel oped by the First Family could rejoin ruptured flesh and rebuild
shattered bone.

M  Snow woul d understand. Steve was counting on his w se, calmcounse
to stop Cadillac bouncing off the walls. For his part, Steve was
prepared to call a truce was ready, in fact, to end all hostilities.

Permanently. |In the present situation, the one thing neither of them
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could afford was the |uxury of another argument.

As part of the medical team aboard the wagon-train and through her
connection with Karlstrom Roz would ensure that C earwater got the
best possible treatnent.

And at the very first opportunity, Roz would tell her that she had not
been abandoned. Roz would al so convince Karlstromthat C earwater had
to be kept on the wagon-train as bait to catch the others.

Karl stromhad to believe that Steve was utterly loyal to the Federation
- as Roz had clained. But it was not so. Federation nmedical skills
woul d mend Cl earwater's body but she woul d conval esce anpng the

Pl ai nf ol k.

Sonmehow or other - and at the nmoment he hadn't the faintest idea how it
coul d be acconplished - Steve intended to rescue C earwater from Red

Ri ver: the wagon-train with the best operational record and the highest
kill-rate in the Federation. The task he had given hinself was |ike
trying to stormthe Shogun's
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pal ace-fortress at Yedo singl e- handed.

O dinarily, he would have dism ssed the idea as inpossible, but with
Roz on the inside, it was suddenly a whole different ball-gane .

Steve reached out absent-mndedly for a rounded stone and held it in
his palmturning it this way and that, and w shing he had Cadillac's
ability to read the future in the stones. Nothing happened. The stone
did not cone alive. But as he held it tightly in his fingers, he

refl ected on what Clearwater had told himabout the prediction Cadillac
had made as they stood on the bluff with M Snow watching himrise into
the dawn sky' WIl he conme back?" C earwater had asked as Blue-Bird
turned towards the Dry Lands of the South.

"Yes, in the tine of the New Earth,' Cadillac had replied. 'He wll
cone in the guise of a friend with Death hiding in his shadow and he
will carry you away on a river of blood."

Whenever Steve had null ed over these words, he had al ways taken the
phrase 'a river of blood to signify a terrible battle - for which he
woul d sonehow be responsible - in which hundreds would die. Partly
because he would come '"with Death hiding in his shadow and because
before Cadillac had nade the prediction, Mtor-Head called himthe

' Deat h- Bri nger' .

But Steve now realized the lines could be interpreted in a conpletely
different way. The 'river of blood that Cearwater was going to be
carried away on could be Red River! The wagon-train they were both
about to board!

"Am | to die?" she had asked, '--in the darkness of their world? Hi's
world..."
"No," M Snow had replied. 'You will live."

Ch, Sweet Mdther! Steve's heart al nost burst as he realized that the
answer had been there all the tinme! In the shock of the noment and the
mental confusion that followed, the desperate need to deceive their
enem es had pushed all other thoughts aside. He tossed the stone away,
and put his arns around C earwater's head and drew her as cl ose as he
dared. 'You will live!"™ he whispered fiercely. 'You will livel"

H gh above him in the darkness, a ragged cluster of w nking red
lights, slid across the sky.

Clearwater's closed eyelids quivered as Roz's inner voice cut through
the pain and confusion that gripped her mind to reach the core of her
bei ng.

Greetings, soul-sister. W neet at last, under the stars that are our
home. | bring you love and life. Be well. Be strong. The tinme draws
near. Qur work begins...
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