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«  Chapter 21
Chapter 1

Maddie intuitively sensed trouble brewing, serioustrouble, the kind that frequently resulted in violence
and desth. After three years on the job she could read the atmosphere in the Booze N' Broads like an
expert tracker could read anima printsin the mud or snow. She knew there would be trouble, and she
knew who would be the cause.

"Fill 'er up again, sweetheart!" camethe lusty cry from one of the three grungy men clustered at the east
end of the bar.

Red uctantly Maddie complied, waking over and reaching for his mug.

With aflick of hisleft arm, quick asadtriking rattler, the customer grabbed her right wrist. "Hold on
there, honey,” he said, leering and winking. "Are you lookin' for agood time?"

Maddie looked into his bloodshot eyes. "What if | am?"
He puffed up his chest and chuckled. "Then you want ared man to show you how to have some fun!™

Sowly, aware the other patrons were watching the exchange, Maddie used her green eyesto rake the
lean braggart from histhatch of brown hair, over his deer-hide shirt and wool pants, to his scuffed brown
boots. "I suredo," she agreed, grinning, hoping her humor would defuse his arrogance. "Know where
canfind one?

A ped of laughter erupted from the dozen onlookers. Everyone laughed except the man seated at atable
Stuated in the southeast corner of the room, his huge form shrouded in shadows.

Maddie flinched as the pressure on her wrist increased, and she saw the customer's brown eyes narrow
angrily. "Do you want arefill or not?" she demanded.

"Maybe | want more than another brew," he said.

Sherefused to be intimidated by his belligerence. Experience had taught her that if she gave adrunk an
inch, hed take amile. "There are three prosin the back. Pay the fee and you can have dl the fun you can
handle"

"Maybe| don't want adamned whore."
"Whatever. Just let go of my wrigt."

The braggart jerked hisface closer to hers, causing her ribs to gouge the edge of the bar. "Maybe | want
you," he declared.

His buddies snickered.

Maddie gritted her teeth and tried to pull her wrist free, but the braggart was too strong for her.
Fortunately the bar separated them, or he would be pawing her body. Sheld seen histype countless
times, and regrettably they were drawn to her in the same davering manner as astarving bear to sweet
honey. Her shoulder-length blonde hair, her lively blue eyes, her clean complexion and voluptuousfigure
al conspired to make her aprimetarget for every lecher in the Outlands. "Migter, | don't think you've
ever been in here before, so I'll give you fair warning. The owner doesn't alow the customersto lay a
hand on the bartenders.”



"He doesn't, huh?"

"No."

"Isthisowner here?'

"No," Maddie admitted, "but the bouncer is

He made ashow of surveying the dimly lit room. Canvas covered the sole window, and Six lanterns
provided feeble light. "What bouncer?'

Where the hell wasthe Kid? Maddie wondered, gazing at the empty stool near the middle of the west
wall. Brount would have afit if the braggart caused any damage to the establishment or harmed any of
Brount's employees. She mustered a halfhearted smile and attempted to placate the swine holding her.
"Look, we don't want any trouble. Why don't you relax, and I'll give you a brew on the house."

The braggart glanced at his burly companions. All three bore the unmistakable slamp of hard-bitten men
accustomed to having their own way. Their ragged clothes were caked with dust. Each oneworeagun
belt, and the burly pair were dso armed with rifles, one with aMarlin dung over hisleft shoulder, the
other with aWinchester in his brawny hands.

"The bitch doesn't want any trouble," the braggart said sarcastically.
"I don't like her attitude, Clem," stated the man holding the Winchester.
"Me neither," agreed the third man.

Clem snickered and placed hisright hand on Maddie's chin. "I guessit's unanimous. If you don't want to
be polite, well have to teach you some manners.”

"I'mwarning you " Maddie began, but hisright hand clamped on her throat, choking off her air, and she
gasped as he dipped hisleft hand under her right arm and heaved, hauling her onto the top of the bar, her
legs knocking severd glasses and mugs to the wooden floor with anoisy crash.

"You're warnin' me?" Clem demanded, hisfeatureslivid, hisnose aninch from hers.
Maddie struggled, striving to pry hisfingersfrom her throat to no avail.

"Nobody tells me what to do!" Clem snapped. "Nobody!"

"Let's poke her," suggested the one who had the Marlin over his shoulder.

"1 bet she'd bereal tasty,” added the third.

"I'd better let her livethen," Clem said, and released his hold on her throat, pleased when she gasped and
clutched at her neck, savoring her torment. He liked to see his women squirm and whimper before he
poked them.

Maddie sat up, inhaling deeply, calculating whether she could reach the revolver kept under the bar, lying
on ashelf 20 feet from her position. If shetried, she knew Clem would shoot her. She dso knew better
than to expect any help from the other customers. Minding one's own business was an unspoken law of
the Outlands, and anyone foolish enough to violate the rule ran therisk of being planted in ashalow
grave.

Clem stared at her green sweater and faded jeans. "Nice threads you've got there, gorgeous. Thereisn't



aholeinthem." He paused, studying her chest, and licked histhin lips. "What's under there?"

Her blood went cold, and she started to scramble away from him, but he grabbed her sweater and
yanked, tumbling her onto the floor at hisfeet. She landed on her hands and knees, and before she could
rise hisleft hand descended on her hair.

"Stand, bitch!" Clem spat, and brutally wrenched on her golden tresses, pulling her erect.

An inadvertent cry escaped her lips. She grimaced and swatted at hisleft arm.

"Benice," Clem said mockingly.

A grizzled patron rose and headed for the front door.

"Where the hell do you think you're going, Gramps?' demanded Clem's friend with the Winchester.
The patron hdted and faced thetrio, visbly blanching. "Out for alittlefresh air, isdl.”

"Y our fresh air can wait. St down until wetell you different,” declared Clem's buddy.

"Surething,” the patron said, and took a seet at the nearest table.

"That'stdllin him, Bo," Clem commented.

Bo laughed and hefted the Winchester. " Anyone el se who would like to leave?" he asked, and when no
one responded he threw back his head and cackled. "Weve got us abunch of wimps here, Clem. This

will be easy pickings.”

"Please!” Maddie said. "Get out of here beforeit'stoo late!”

"Too latefor what?' Clem replied, and snorted. "Honey, were just gettin' fired up.”
"Isthereany kind of law inthistown, darling?' Bo inquired.

Maddie refused to reply.

"They ain't got no law heregbouts," stated the man with the Marlin. "I'd take my lifeonit."

"Then let's get down to business," Clem said, and planted his mouth on Maddie's forehead, kissing her,
flicking hiswet tongue acrass her skin, then smacking hislips when he straightened. "Ummmm. Y ummy.
Sheistagty.”

Maddie clenched her fists a her sdes and trembled, more from Smmering rage than fear. Revulson
swamped her as shefelt his sdivatrickling down her forehead onto her nose. "Y ou're disgusting!” she
blurted.

"You'l change your tune by thetime I'm done," Clem assured her, smirking.
"Y ou take her first,” Bo prompted. "I'll go second, and Rafe third.”

"Why do | dwaysgot to go last?" Rafe asked.

"Because yourethe ugliest,” Bo said, and chortled.

"There's enough of her to go around,” Clem said, and reached for her right breast.



"That's enough'."

The two words, spoken with the explosive force of acannon, froze the patronsin their chairs and caused
Clem, Bo, and Rafe to spin toward the source, Bo with hisrifle leveled. All three focused on thetablein
the shadows at the southeast corner.

"Who the hdl?* Clem snapped.
The speaker addressed them again in alower, menacing, tone. "L eave the woman aone.”

"Areyou talkin' to us?' Clem asked in disbelief, shocked to find anyone possessing the gall to oppose
them.

"Y ou're the bastards picking on an unarmed woman.”

Clem'sright hand twitched, and he dmost drew the Smith and Wesson 459 strapped to hisright hip.
Two factors dissuaded him. Firgt, he couldn't determine whether the man in the corner already had a
weapon trained on them. Second, the man's voice contained an authoritative qudity, a certain digtinctive
iron edge that hinted at swift retribution if hiswordswere ignored. "Why don't you step out where we
can seeyou, mister?' Clem chdlenged him.

The stranger gave no reply.
"What's the matter?' Bo taunted. "Are you scared, big mouth?”

A protracted sigh issued from the corner, and then the speaker rose, and seemed to go on rising and
risng until he reached hisfull sature of seven feet. Casudly, camly, he moved into thelight, exposing his
huge form to their view.

"Son of ahitch!" Bo exclaimed.

Clem blinked afew times, stunned at the Sight of a veritable giant attired in ablack leather vest, green
fatigue pants, and black combat boots. The giant's phys que was awesome; his chest and arms bulged
with muscles, layer upon layer of rippling, latent power. About his narrow waist were strapped apair of
Bowieknifes. Crisscrossing his broad chest were two bandoliers, the loops crammed with shotgun shells.
And in hisright hand, held with the ease with which a child might hold asmall toy, was aMossberg
pistol-grip shotgun. He advanced to within ten feet and hated.

"Y ou shouldn't go stickin' your nosein whereit doesn't belong,” Bo told the giant.
"Yeah," Rafe added. "We don't cotton to busybodies.”
The giant, oddly enough, grinned. "Are you trying to scare me?"

"Don't makefun of ug" Clem stated angrily. "No one messes with us. Anyone with half abrain knows
we're as mean as aflock of rattlesnakes!”

"A flock!" the giant repeated quizzically, then nodded. "Oh. Y ou must mean the winged variety.”
Bo glanced a Clem. "Hes makin' fun of usagain.”

"l know," Clem declared harshly, debating his course of action. Although he wanted to tear into the giant
and besat the man's smirking face to a pulp, he perceived the three of them would be no match for the
interloper's obvioudy prodigious strength, and he didiked the idea of going up against a shotgun at close
range. Taking the giant on in afrontal assault would be suicide, but who said they had to use afrontal



assault? A dy grin creased his mouth, and he looked at the sde door in the west wall, then at the front
door located in the south wall approximately 30 feet to the giant'srear.

"Do we waste this bastard?' Rafe asked eagerly.
"Nope," Clem said.
"What?' Rafe responded in surprise.

"We'releavin'," Clem announced, and proceeded to stalk from the premises, wisdly skirting the giant by
two yards.

Bo and Rafe, clearly flustered, hastened after their partner.

"What the hell are you doing?' Bo demanded. "We an't never run from anybody before."
"Shut your face," Clem hissed.

Thetrio departed through the front door, Clem damming the door after them.

Maddie stared at the giant, who had warily watched the three troublemakers depart, admiring his rugged,
handsome features. He turned toward her, and she noted the comma of dark hair hanging above hisright
brow and the intensity of hisgray eyes. "Thank you," she said.

"Areyoudl right?'

"Nothing hurt but my dignity,” Maddie replied, and grinned sdf-conscioudly.

The patrons resumed their drinking and conversing, and the subdued hum of conversation filled the room.
"Do you haveto ded with scum like that often?’ the giant asked.

"Scum? They just had alittle too much to drink," Maddie said. "I seetheir kind in here dl thetime.”

Her protector surveyed his surroundings and frowned distastefully. "Thisis no placefor alady.”

"I work here" Maddieinformed him abit defensively.

Helocked his unwavering gaze on her. "Still no placefor alady.”

Fedling strangely uncomfortable, Maddie averted her face. "Y egh, well, agirl hasto make aliving, and
being a bartender beats what those three women in the back are doing,” she said, and jerked her |eft
thumb at the corridor on the west Sde of the room. The bar ran dong the entire width of the north wall,
stopping six feet shy of the west wall, where the passage began that led back to the half-dozen narrow
cubicles used by the progtitutesto ply their trade.

"What are they doing?' the giant asked.

She glanced at him to seeif he was making fun of her, but to her astonishment she saw hewasin earnest.
"Y ou don't know?"

"No."
"Didn't you hear me talking about the pros?’

"I didn't hear every word you spoke to that riffraff. | wasn't paying much attention until | saw him pull you



onto the bar,” the giant disclosed. "I do recall hearing the word pro before, but 1 *
"It'sshort for progtitute. Y ou know. A whore."

His expression rippled and solidified in stark disgust. "'Y ou mean there are women selling their bodiesin
the back?"

"That'swhat | mean, migter.”
Sadness etched his eyes, and he uttered another of those pronounced sighs.

"Don't they have whores where you come from?' Maddie queried in jest, and received amgjor jolt when
he answered.

"NO."
"Y ou're putting me on.”
"NO_"

Intrigued by hisunusua demeanor, her curiosity aroused to afever pitch, Maddie gestured at the bar.
"L ook, you bailed me out of atight fix. How about if | treat you to adrink?'

"I'm not thirsty," the giant said, and turned to leave. "Thanks anyway. Teke care.”

Maddie did adouble take. She was accustomed to encountering men who regarded her more as a sex
object than aperson, men who ogled her overtly or covertly, men who tried to grope her, men who tried
to impress her with their masculinity or afacade of gentlemanly behavior. Here was aman new to her
experience, aman who cameto her rescue but rebuffed her overture of gratitude. She wanted to get to
know him, and she stepped closer and took hold of hisarm. "Now hold on, mister. What harm can a
drink do?'

He scrutinized her face for severa seconds, then nodded. "Okay. Y ou can treat meto adrink.”
She grinned and walked around the west end -of the bar. "What would you like?'

The giant strolled up to the bar and placed the shotgun on the counter, his gray eyesranging over the
assortment of bottles, jugs, and decanters lining the shelves on the north wall. "Do you have any milk?"

Impulsively, thinking he'd joked, Maddie laughed. "Milk? No, the cow died aweek ago.”
He frowned. "How about somefruit juice?’

Suddenly comprehending her protector's request was legitimate, M addie adopted a serious expression
and shook her head. " Sorry. We don't carry fruit juice. Booze and broads are the specidties here.” She
paused. "I doubt you could find any fruit inal of Shantytown."

He stared at her again with that 1ook, that frank, questioning aspect, asif he attempted to gaze into the
very depths of her soul. "Why do you livein Shantytown?'

"] was born here."
"Doyou likeit?"

The corners of Maddie's mouth curved downward. "Who in their right mind would likeliving in apigsty?’



"Then why do you stay?'

She glimpsed a cockroach scuttling across the filthy floor and shrugged. "It'sa matter of surviva. Where
esewould | go?'

He leaned on the counter, the s mple motion making his biceps and triceps swell, and spoke softly.
"Therésawholeworld out there.”

"Yeah, right. A world filled with mutations, radioactive toxins, and chemica poisons. A world wherea
woman on her own wouldn't last two minutes. Scavengers, raiders, and wor se are everywhere. The
Russans are reported to be south of usaways. Wherewould | go if | left Shantytown, mister?”

The giant pursed hislips but didn't respond.

"I wasborn here, I'll die here,” Maddie said morosely. "At least | had the common sense not to bring a
child into thismiserable world of ours.”

"Y ou don't want children?"

"Of course| do," Maddie declared hitterly, his queries agitating her, stirring emotions she'dd erroneoudy
believed had been long since eradicated. "But I'm not about to bring kidsinto thislife to suffer and
gruggleinvain. All thisworld offersusis pain and more pain. | don't want to put a child through such a
livinghdl."

"You've lived your entire lifein the Outlands," he said, and somehow he conveyed a profound empathy
for dl the misery and heartache she had known.

She gaped at him for severa seconds, then composed hersdlf. "Where are my manners? I'm Maddie.
Maddie Sender,” she said, and offered her right hand.

"Blade," the giant responded, and took her dim hand in his enormous pam.

Maddie smiled, feding the warmth of his skin againgt hers, surprised at the gentleness of histouch,
knowing he could crush her hand with adight congtriction of hisbrawny fingers. "I'm pleased to meet
you, Blade. Y ou have an unusua name. | don't think I've ever met anyone called Blade before.”

He released her hand. "I selected Blade as my name on my sixteenth birthday."

Maddie snickered. "Let me get thisstraight. Y ou picked your own name?"

"At my Naming ceremony.”

"I've never heard of such athing,” Maddie stated, and leaned toward him. "Where are you from?"
"Elsawhere

"Far beit for meto pry," Maddie said, then motioned at the shelves. "Would you care for abeer instead
of fruit juice.”

"No, thanks," Blade answered. "I don't drink acoholic beverages.”

"You don't drink. ..." Maddie began in dishdlief, and shook her head. "Blade, | don't mind telling you I've
never met aman likeyou.”

"I'm not exceptiond.”



"l beg to differ,” Maddie said, "and | should know because I've seen thousands of men passthrough
Shantytown. Y ou're unique.”

Her complaint dicited no reaction.

"Areyou just passing through?' she asked him.

"I'mlooking for someone," Blade divulged. "Perhgps you can help mefind him."

"I'll dowhat | can. Doesthis person have aname?’

"I'mlooking for aman named Dan Brount.”

Maddie's mouth dropped, her astonishment sdlf-evident. "Brount ownsthistavern!™

"So | wastold."

"Why areyou looking for him?"

Bladesfacid lines hardened and his eyes became stedly. "My businesswith Brount is persond.”

A chilling ingght caused atingle to run up and down her spine, and Maddie involuntarily shivered. She
abruptly comprehended that she stood in the presence of one of the most dangerous men she had ever
met, perhaps the most dangerous, and she deduced his personal business with Daniel Brount did not
bode well for Brount's life expectancy. Although Brount had hired her, she felt scant loydty to the
bastard.

"| was provided with adescription of Brount,” Blade went on, "and | intended to wait for him to arrive.
Would he happen to bein the back?'

"No," Maddie sad. "Brount ison atill run."
"A 4ill run?'

"Y eah. He buysalot of shine and home brew from the farmers and others, and he has to make amonthly
ingpection trip to make sure they'll meet their assigned quotas. Heleft early thismorning.”

Blade opened his mouth to spesk.

With aresounding crash, startling every customer in the Booze N' Broads, the side door in the west wall
flew inwards, the bright afternoon sun illuminating the floor space near the doorway, and into the tavern,
into the space, charged Clem, Bo, and Rafe, dl three with weaponsleveled.

Chapter 2

Gunfights were acommon occurrence in Shantytown, brawls even more so, and fistfights dmost adaily
happening. Maddie Slender had withessed dozen of each. Sheld seen men react ingtinctively to a
threatening foe, seen gun hands sireek to holstersin the twinkling of an eye, had even seen theKid in
action four times, but never had she beheld anyone as adept at dispensing death asthe giant stranger
called Blade.

The west door was not yet fully open when he grabbed his pistol-grip shotgun and pivoted, hisright hand
on the grip, hisfinger on thetrigger, and hisleft hand on the pump. He worked the dide action so fast his
arm blurred, the three booming shots thundering as one.



Rafetook thefirst shot in the face, afull load of buckshot that exploded his head in agory shower of
flesh, blood, and brains. Heliterdly died before he knew what hit him.

The second blast caught Bo in the throat and nearly decapitated him, his ruptured neck spattering his
companions and the floor, his visage cemented in amask of shock as he crumpled.

Only Clem managed to snap off ashot from hisrevolver, and in his haste he missed. Hisadversary did
not. The buckshot toreinto Clem's chest, the impact lifting him from hisfeet and hurling him out the
doorway to sprawl on his back on the dirt outside. He wheezed and gurgled and tried to rise onto his
elbows, blood spurting from his ravaged torso and his mouth, then collapsed and died.

"Son of abitch!" acustomer exclaimed.

Blade straightened dowly and edged toward the three bodies, poking each with the tip of hisright boaot,
insuring they were dead. He nudged Clem and turned.

Footsteps pounded in the hal leading to the cubicles, and amoment later ayouth of 16 or 17 appeared
and promptly hated at the end of the bar, his blue eyeswidening at the sight of the carnage, while he
strapped a gunbelt containing amatched pair of Ruger Redhawks around histhin waist. He wore a black
shirt, black pants, and black boots. His brown hair hung to his narrow shoulders. "What the hell!" he
cried, and found himsdlf looking down the barrdl of the Mossberg shotgun.

"Areyou with them?' Blade demanded.
"Me?Hel, no! | don't know them," the youth responded.
Maddie cameto the end of the bar. "Blade, thisis Kid Zanto. He works here.”

"Damn gtraight | do," the Kid snapped, and finished buckling his belt. "I'm the bouncer. It'smy job to
head off trouble like this."

"So where were you?' Blade asked.

Crimson flushed the Kid'sface. "In the back,” he mumbled, then suddenly became aggressive. "I'm
supposed to be askin' the questions, mister. Blade, isit? What happened?’

Blade nodded &t the corpses. "They suffered from anutritiona deficiency.”
"What?'
"They needed morelead intheir diet.”

Hisforehead creased in perplexity, Kid Zanto glanced from the giant to the bodies and back.
Understanding lit his eyes and he dapped hisright thigh and laughed uproarioudy. "Needed more lead! |
getit! You're pretty clever."

"Brount won' likethis," Maddie mentioned. The Kid's humor evaporated in an instant and he looked at
her apprenengvely. "Y ou won't rat on me, will you?'

"l won't tell Brount what you were doing when you should have been on duty,” Maddie said, "but helll
gtill be mad. Y ou know how heis. Killings are bad for busness.”

Kid Zanto chewed on hislower lip, then snapped hisfingers. "Maybeif | dump these gtiffs, Brount will
never find out."



"Besarious," Maddie stated.

"Damn," the Kid said angrily, and cast acritica gaze on the stranger in the black leather vest. "Who are
you? Why'd you waste these jokers?"

"My nameisBlade"
"I know that!" the Kid snapped. "That's not what | meant and you know it! What are you doing here?’

"Vacationing," Blade said, and sauntered to the bar. Kid Zanto clenched hisfists, smmering with
indignation, astounded anyone would treat him with such acavalier attitude. During histwo years asthe
bouncer at the Booze N' Broads he had handled over a hundred rough customers and dain ninemenin
gunfights. In Shantytown and for miles around his name ingpired dread in those who might beinclined to
challenge Brount's control, and he didiked being treated as a man of little consequence. He knew the
customers were watching him and reasoned his reputation was on the line. "Don't walk away from me
when I'm talkin' to you," he warned the giant.

Blade, holding the M ossberg at his side, turned toward the gunman. "Would you care for adrink? I'll
treat."

The unexpected offer partiadly mallified the Kid'sanger.

"Sure. Why not? Provided you'll answer my questions.”

"If I can. | certainly wouldn't want to antagonize you,"

Blade said loudly, much louder than he had to, emphasizing the last word.

Kid Zanto's eyes narrowed. He knew everyonein the tavern had heard the giant, and he suspected the
stranger had intended for everyone to hear, which meant Blade had deliberately given the patronsthe
impression that he respected the Kid's prowess. Why would the man do such athing? the Kid asked
himsdlf, and hooked histhumbsin hisgunbelt. "I'll have awhiskey," he announced, moving to the bar.

"Fineby me" Maddie said, "but aren't you forgetting something?*
"What?' the Kid responded.
Maddie pointed at the corpses.

"Damn. | forgot," Kid Zanto stated, and turned to scan the room. He spied amiddle-aged pair of men off
to theright huddled over apitcher of beer. "Hey, Ed, Barney. How about doing me afavor?’

"What'sthat, Kid?' Ed Flanders, the tavern drunk, asked, his besotted mind not functioning with the
greatest dacrity.

"How about if Barney and you haul these stiffs out to the dump?' the Kid proposed.

Barney Morris, ashort man in torn jeans and aflannd shirt who worked at the Shanty town mill, frowned
at therequest. "No offense, Kid, but it's chilly out and the lousy dump isfive milesfrom town. 1'd rather

pass.
"What if | let you pawn their belongings?'
Ed and Barney whispered for afull 15 seconds before replying.



"All right," Barney said.
"You got yourself aded," Ed added.

Pleased at avoiding the distasteful task, the Kid grinned and glanced at Maddie. "How about that
whiskey, gorgeous?’

"Brount won't likethis" shereiterated, taking aglass and pouring into it the murky contents of a
high-necked bottle.

"Y ou let meworry about Danny,” the Kid said.

Maddie deposited the glass on the counter. "I just hope heisn't in the same mood he was in when he lft
thismorning. Something is bothering him. | cantell.”

Kid Zanto took asip of whiskey and felt the alcohol burn a path down histhroat. "Y esh. |'ve noticed
too." Hefaced the giant. "Now | want to know what you're doing here."

"He's only passing through town,” Maddie responded quickly before Blade could answer. "A drifter,
huh?' Kid Zanto probed. "That'sright,"” Maddie said. "Another drifter.” The Kid glanced at her. "What
areyou? His mother? L et the man answer for himsalf," he stated, and returned his attention to Blade. "So
what are you doing in Shantytown?"

"Passing through." Blade began reloading the Mossberg.
"Do you work for anybody?'

"I'madrifter.”

"Uh-huh," the Kid said, and swallowed more whiskey.

Barney Morris and Ed Haunders were busily dragging the corpses outside. Ed frowned when he took
hold of Rafe'sarm and a squishy gob of brain matter smeared on hisright hand.

"Tell me about Shantytown," Blade addressed Maddie.
"What do you want to know?"'
"Everything."

Maddie leaned on her elbows, recalling the stories her loving grandmother had related when Maddie was
very young. "l don't know everything, but | do know alittle of Shantytown's history, which is probably no
different from most of the townsin the Outlands. Let's see. World War Three occurred one hundred and

SX yearsago, right?'

"Correct," Blade confirmed.

"Well, about the time of the war or shortly after, the government evacuated alot of the folks from this
area- The U.S. government, | think it was called.”

"This areawas once known as northern Wisconsin," Blade said, "and Wisconsin was one of fifty statesin
the United States of America, one of the leading superpowersin theworld."

"Redlly?' Kid Zanto interjected. "I didn't know that. What's a superpower?"



Bladelooked at him. " A superpower was a nation that controlled or influenced many other nations.”
"What was anation?' the Kid asked.

"Y ou haven't read many books on politics or history, have you?' Blade noted.

Kid Zanto and Maddie exchanged amazed expressions.

"You can read?' the Kid blurted.

"es"

"Booksand such?'

"Anything | want," Blade said, studying them for amoment. "Can the two of you read?"

Maddie shook her head, while the Kid scrunched his mouth and jiggled his shoulder. "Readin’ ain't
important. | wouldn't mind learnin’, but | don't have the time to waste."

"I don't understand,” Blade said to Maddie, and nodded at the bottles, jugs, and decanters. "If you can't
read the labels, how do you know the contents?'

She gazed at the shelves and grinned. "Those labels don't mean athing. We reuse the bottles over and
over again, and we fill them with whatever we want. All | haveto do isremember which typeiswhich
bottle." She pointed at a squat bottle bearing agreen label. " See that one there?!

"The bottle with the wine labd ?'
"Isthat what the label says? Actudly, theré's vodkain that bottle.”

Blade pursed hislips and lapsed into athoughtful silence, pondering the drastic declinein culture since
World War Three. The nuclear holocaust had devasted the planet, causing civilization to regress, wiping
out ahundred years of progress and precipitating an era of unprecedented violence and savagery. A
handful of factions scattered about the country retained some semblance of prewar living standards, but
most of the U.S. had been plunged into an abyss of ignorance and barbarism. Vast tractswere virtual
no-man's-lands, where mutations thrived, where dovenly conditions contributed to widespread disease,
wherethe surviva of the fittest predominated. Collectively these wild, primitive regions were known as
the Outlands, and northern Wisconsin typified the deplorable quagmire into which humanity had sunk.
Public education, mass transportation, medical care, and police protection were dl nonexistent. Alcohol
and drug use proliferated in epidemic proportions. A black market for scarce commoditiesthrived. Petty
tyrants established dozens of city-states. The value of ahuman life became inconsequentid.

"Y ou've got adandy set of pigstickers, Blade," Kid Zanto commented, intruding upon the giant's
reflection. "1 like them," Blade said dbsently. "1 haven't seen too many Bowiesin such good condition,”
the Kid observed. "Same for your shotgun.”

"When aman'slife can depend on his weapons, those wegpons had better be kept in excellent shape,”
Blade philosophized.

"Yep," theKid said, patting his Redhawks. "I clean my revolvers every day, whether they need the
cleanin' or not."

Blade stared at the Rugers, his eyes narrowing when he spied the nine notches on each gun. "Areyou
keeping score?!



Kid Zanto looked at hisrevolvers, then beamed. ™Y ou mean the notches? Sure, I'm proud. I've worked
hard to earn my rep. Everyone knows what will happen if they messwith me." He jerked his head at the
closed west door through which Barney and Ed had exited lugging the bodies. "Y ou strike me as being
one mean dude. Aren't you proud of wastin' those dirtbals?*

Blade's features atered, projecting amelancholy air. "No."
"Why not?'
"Should aman measure hislife by hisability to kill?*

The query confounded the Kid, whose most profound moral ddliberation to date had been whether to kill
aman who had insulted his sweetheart outright or to goad the man into drawing first and thus attach a
minimal degree of fairnessto the daying. The Kid had opted to provoke the dime-bucket into drawing,
but when hisintended victim wisdly refused to engage the Kid in gunplay, Zanto had shot the maninthe
head anyway. "I don't follow you," he said.

"Our worth liesin our capacity for love, not our capacity for destruction.”

Kid Zanto cocked his head to one side and peered at the giant as he might a mutated insect. "Damn,
migter. Y ou're downright weird. Did you get those funny ideas from readin' books?'

"From books, and from the Family Elders.”

"Well, old folks ain't much for smarts, if you ask me. And if books can warp your brain, | figureI'll pass
on learnin' to read.”

Blade sighed and gazed at Maddie. "Would you relay amessage to Brount for me?"

"If you have something to say to Danny," Kid Zanto said, facing the front entrance, "you can tell him
yoursef. Hereheis™

Gripping his shotgun, Blade pivoted and beheld four armed men entering the tavern, two of them carrying
submachine guns and one bearing an assault rifle. The burly man in the lead suddenly glanced a the bar
and bellowed angrily:

lle!ll

Chapter 3

Blade tensed, believing for afew seconds that the burly newcomer had barked at him, until he redlized
the leader's brown eyes were locked on Kid Zanto. Asthe quartet approached, threading a path among
the tables, he scrutinized them. The man who must be Daniel Brount possessed a hawkish countenance
with thin eyebrows, a hooked nose, and a pointed chin. His clothes, a spiffy brown suit without atear
anywhere, were in remarkable, immaculate condition. Curly brown hair crowned his head. Around his
waist, visible when his coat swayed as he walked, were two Heckler and Koch P9S double-action 45's.

The three men who apparently served as Brount's persona bodyguards were a disparate bunch. The
tallest, easily six and ahdlf feet in height, resembled a massive, hulking ape. His forehead protruded two
inches beyond his beady eyes, and his brows were thick and bushy. Anill-fitting green sweater and
brown pants covered his powerful frame. In his hands he clutched a Colt AR-15.

The next man, dightly over six feet tadl and extremely skinny, wore a baggy brown suit well past itsprime.
A brown fedora covered his short black hair. Cradled in hisarmswas an Uzi.



Trailing behind the others, his blue eyes congtantly in mation, his stocky form radiating an aura of
immense strength, walked aman in jeans and a green short-deeved shirt who bore an Ingram M10. His
blond hair had been clipped into a Mohawk.

"Howdy, boss" Kid Zanto said, greeting his employer.

Danid Brount hated ayard from the Kid and folded his arms across his chest. "Howdy? Isthat al you
haveto say to me?"

"What more do you want?' Kid Zanto replied, mystified by the question.

"An explanation would be nice," Brount stated flatly.

"l don't get you."

Brount glanced at the bodyguard wearing the fedora. "He doesn't get me, Arnie?”
Arnie snickered.

"Perhaps | should refresh your memory," Brount said, patronizing the youth. "Do the names Barney and
Edringabdl?’

The Kid'sbrow creased in concern as he abruptly perceived his boss knew about the shooting. "Barney
Morrisand Ed Haunders?' he asked, staling, racking hismind for aplausible excuse to forestdl the
tongue-lashing he was certain to receive.

"Don't play innocent with me, Kid," Brount said harshly. "Y ou know damn well who I'm referring to.
Imagine my surprise a couple of minutes ago when we came down Main Street and met Barney and Ed
on their way to the dump, pushing a cart containing three gtiffs."

"Siffsain't no big ded," the Kid commented.

"They are when they're killed in one of my joints" Blount declared. "Even more so when they'rekilled in
agunfight between customers. Y ou know my rules on in-house gunplay. When ajoint becomes known
asabad spot to hang out, the customers dack off." He paused, his voice lowering meaningfully. "I don't
want to lose any customers.”

"I know you don't, boss," Kid Zanto said.
"Do you? And do you know the reason | hired you as abouncer?' Brount asked testily.
The Kid nodded. "Sure. To nip trouble in the bud was how you put it once.”

"Precisgly. To prevent the drunks and the troublemakers from becoming too belligerent. If anyone steps
over theline, you're supposed to reinthemin."

"I doagood job," Zanto remarked a shade defensively.

"Redlly? Barney and Ed told me they witnessed a gun-fight between customers, and according to them
you were nowhere around when the shooting began,” Brount stated, and the next three words lashed
from him like the striking of awhip. "Where were youT'

"Takin' aleak," Kid Zanto answered.

"Oh?" Brount said, and lowered hisarms. "Y ou wouldn't happen to be lying to me, would you, Kid?"



Theyouth nervoudy shuffled hisboots.

"Becauseif you'relying to me, I'll fire you right here and now. | won't tolerate liars,” Brount declared.

"Y ou clam you weretaking alegk. | have my doubts. | suspect you were fooling around with Suse
again. | know you have the hots for her, Kid. Remember when | caught the two of you together during
her shift? | waslenient with you then, dthough | have arule that only customers are permitted in the
cubicles during work hours. But | didn't raiseagtink.” Histone becameflinty. "But | won't be so lenient if
| discover you're lying to me, so I'll give you one last chance to retract your statement. I'll ask you again.
Where were you when the shooting started?”

Kid Zanto lowered his face and mumbled aresponse.
"I didn't quite hear you," Brount said, leaning closer.
The Kid's shegpish reply was barely audible. "With Susie, boss."

"With Susie," Brount repesated, and an indescribable rage distorted his features, arising with astounding
swiftness, totaly transforming hisvisageinto amirror of prima fury.

Blade expected Brount to hurl himsdlf at the Kid, but instead the rage vanished as swiftly asit had
appeared.

"I'm very disgppointed in you, Kid," Brount said with apaternd air.
"I'm sorry," the Kid apologized, his expresson astudy in contrition.

The bodyguard named Arnie and the alert tough sporting the Mohawk looked at one another and
smirked.

Daniel Brount cupped his hands and uttered severa clicking sounds. "Y ou've hurt me deeply, Kid. If |
can't trust you, who can | trust?’

Kid Zanto'schinfdl to hischest in abject humiliation. "I'm redly sorry, Danny,” he said softly. ™Y ou've
always treated me aces. New clothes, dl the booze | want, and agresat job. | promiseyou | won't et it

heppen again.”

"l know it won't," Brount asserted, smiling broadly. "1 like you, Kid. | knew you had talent the moment |
laid eyes on you at your old man'sfarm, when | saw you target-practicing with that pistol of your dad's. |
knew you could go far if given the opportunity, and I'd hate to see anything or anyone stand in your way.
Y ou've got to learn to exercise alittle salf-control.”

The Kid looked up, hisface as eager as an adoring puppy's. "1 will, Danny. Y ou don't need to worry on
that score.”

"Fine," Brount said. "Fine, Kid." He patted the youth on the left shoulder. "Now back to cases. Who shot
those three fiffs?"

"l did," Blade stated, intentionally grating his voice and squaring his shoulders, and he was rewarded
when his psychological tactic produced the desired effect; al three bodyguards stiffened and svung
toward him. Their leader, however, remained outwardly cool.

"And who might you be?' Brount asked politely, his eyesinspecting the giant from head to toe.
"Blade"



"New in Shantytown?"
"Arrived afew hoursago.”

"Well, Blade, you heard everything | told the Kid. | don't like gunplay in my joints. | suppose you havea
vaid reason for wasting those three?"

"Thebes."
"Whet might it be?"
"They were amateurs.”

To the bewilderment of Maddie, Kid Zanto, and the three bodyguards, Brount tossed back his head and
laughed heartily. When hefinally stopped, his eyes were twinkling. "Did they happen to have any other
character flaws?"

"Y egh. They suffered from termind stupidity.”

Thisstruck Brount as even funnier, and he vented an gppreciative guffaw. "Termind stupidity! I'll haveto
remember that one." He took a deep breath and another instantaneous transformation took place, an
immediate sobering. "Let me explain the facts of life to you. Shantytown ismy turf. | control thiswhole
territory. Half the jointsin town are owned by me, and those | don't run pay me a protection fee. Every
business, every farm for miles around, pays amonthly percentage into my treasury. | have over two
dozen gunsworking for me. In short, whatever | say goes.”

Blade nodding, pretending to be suitably impressed by Brount's boasting.
"| rardly excuse unjudtified gunplay in my establishments” Brount said.

Maddie choose that juncture to make a comment. "Thekillings were judtified, Mister Brount. He
protected me from those three clodhoppers.”

"Hedid?' Brount queried. "And how many timesmust | tell you to call me Dan?'

Maddieignored the request. "They were roughing me up when he cameto my rescue. They |eft, but they
came through the side door afew minutes later with their guns out, planning to kill Blade. He acted in
s f-defense”

Brount regarded the giant's countenance closely. "This changes everything. | won't dlow my bartenders,
or any of my girlsfor that matter, to be manhandled. Y ou did me afavor by blowing those chumps away,
and | dwaysrepay my debts. What would you like? Food and drink? Clothes? Ammao? A new gun?

Y ou nameit, itsyours.”

"Ajob."
Taken unawares by the reply, Brount straightened and blinked twice. "What?"
"I'd likeajob. Y ou must dways be in the market for anew hired gun.”

Brount's eyes narrowed. "Y eah. | can dways use agood man. But I've never seen you in action, friend.
No offense meant.”

"Nonetaken," Blade said.



"l saw him," Maddie interjected, "and | cantell you straight out that I've never seen anyone better,
anyonefager."

"Isthat afact?" Brount ated, hisforehead creasing as he considered the prospect. | trust your
judgment, Maddie, but | still need to see for mysdlf.”

"Put meto atest,” Blade suggested.
"What kind of test?"'

Blade leaned his elbow on the bar. "Any test you want." He hoped his voice projected a nonchaant
atitude. The success of his strategy depended on gaining Brount's acceptance, on impressing the immora
prince of Shantytown. He expected Brount to propose atest of marksmanship, or perhaps afeat of
grength.

"You'reon," Brount said, and gestured at his gpelike henchman. "Y ou can fight Zed to the death.”
The bodyguard so honored appeared shocked by theidea. "Y ou can't be serious, boss."”

"Never more s0," Brount assured him, then looked at Blade. "Zed is as strong as any five men | know.
Take himon, unarmed, and if you kill him I'll hireyou.”

Blade hesitated, confounded by the turn of events, by Brount's callous disdain for the bodyguard'slife.
"What's the matter? Are you scared?’ Brount inquired sarcasticaly.

Seldom had Blade dain another without provocation, and he didiked the thought of doing so now. The
proposition ran counter to every ided he cherished, to dl hisyears of training asaWarrior. "1 had no
ideayour men are so expendable,” he mentioned offhandedly.

"If you want to work for me, you'll do what | say when | say it," Brount stated. "'l have complete
confidencein Zed. He's never been defeated. Y ou have five or six inches on him, but he's got as many
muscles as you do, and Zed doesn't know the meaning of the word pain. Y ou can hit him dl day, and
hell keep coming back for more. Theissue hereisn't expendability. Theissueisachalengefor Zed, a
little practice for him to keep in shape, and atest for you." He paused. "Y ou asked for atest and thisisit.
Takeit or leaveit. But make up your mind, because I'm abusy man."

Blade knew there was no other recourse. "When and where?' he queried, wondering how long he would
have to prepare.

"Right here and now."

"Now?' Blade repeated in surprise.

"Takeit or leaveit," Brount reiterated.

With the utmost reluctance, Blade nodded. "I accept.”

A crafty grin curled Brount's mouth. "Excellent,” he declared, histone evincing excitement, and pointed at
the bodyguard with the Mohawk. "Buitch, clear dl the tablesto the sides of theroom. Arnie, have dl the
customers belly up to the bar. Then | want both of you to haul ass and make the rounds of al the joints
on Main Street. Give everybody the word. | want this place packed. Arnie, you'll handle the bets after
you get back."

Butch and Arnie nodded and proceeded to accomplish their tasks.



"| thought the duel is between Zed and me," Blade noted gtiffly.
"Itis" Brount countered.
"Then why invite the whole town to witness the fight? Why bet on the outcome?”

"Get red, friend," Brount said. "Y ou've given me a golden opportunity to make mgjor money, and I'd be
afool to alow the chance to pass. We stage regular wrestling matches and prizefights, but they're not to
the death. | just hope Zed doesn't finish you off too soon or the customers will be disappointed.”

Blade frowned and gazed at the counter. If he wasn't so disgusted by the bout, he/d amost admire
Brount's entrepreneurid enthusiasm. If he wanted, he could still decline, till walk out, but doing so
entailed forsaking any possibility he had of tracing the weaponsto their source. His own scheme had
trapped him in an untenable position. He wavered for afull minute, until he recaled with gruesome
vividnessthe sight of al those mutiliated innocents. Their deaths demanded justice be served.

"Do you know what you're getting yoursdlf into?* Maddie asked anxioudy.
Blade looked &t her, hislips compressng.

"Damn, thisispitiful," Kid Zanto commented. "1 was gettin' to like you, Blade, and now I'll haveto watch
Zed bresk you into itty-bitty pieces.”

Chapter 4
A gambling frenzy seized Shantytown.

Within an hour nearly every resident knew about the impending fight to the death between the outsider,
the giant who had dain three men in the Booze N' Broads and who was said to possess lightning reflexes,
and Brount's bodyguard Zed, the man whose favorite means of killing afoeinvolved grasping his
adversary's head in hisimmense hands and squeezing until the brains oozed out the fellow's ears. Three
hundred of Shantytown's seven hundred inhabitants gathered outside the Booze N' Broads, unable to
cram insde, while 72 were fortunate enough to arrive early and be admitted after paying the modest price
of four bucks, the admission payable in either gold or slver ore, gold dust, gold or silver coins, jewdry,
or the equivaent in barter for whatever the house deemed of value. Those in attendance could also el ect
to have the admission cost added to their account, to the amount they aready owed Danidl Brount, and
most opted to pay accordingly sincethey were aready deeply in debt to the leading citizen, someto the
tune of hundreds of dollars, and they reasoned that four more wouldn't make much of adent in their
financid Satus

Patrons lined all three walls and were packed against the bar four deep. Brount had two other women
brought in to assst Maddie. Arnie could scarcely keep abreast of the bets placed, while Butch and five
other hired guns supervised crowd control by standing in the center of the tavern and waving their
wegpons a anyone who inadvertently encroached on the cleared space set aside for the contest

Blade, Brount, Zed, and Kid Zanto stood at the west end of the bar, Brount observing the audience with
addighted grin.

"You'll makeamint, boss" the Kid remarked. "After al the betsaretalied, | should clear ten grand,
easy," Brount boasted. "If your man wins" Blade reminded him.

"There'sno doubt in my mind," Brount responded. "Will there by any hard fedingsif | win?' Blade
asked.



"No," Brount answered, athough hisinflection and his expression hinted otherwise.

"You won't beat me," Zed stated. "No one has ever beaten me." He glared at Blade. "Would you like to
know why?'

IIWMI
"I'm the strongest thereis," Zed proclaimed with the cocky assurance atwelve-year-old might have.

Blade scanned the crowd, aragtag bunch if ever there was one, amotley assortment of unshaven, dirty
men interspersed with a score of women only adegree more fagtidiousin their persona hygiene and
appearance. Beer and liquor flowed down their gulletsin atorrent. Laughter, ribald humor, and
obscenities peppered the air. There wasn't asympathetic face in the crowd. Even those who had bet on
him couldn't care less about his safety and well-being. All they craved was for him to win at any cost so
they could reve in their winnings afterwards, and he would earn their undying hatred if helost. Arnie
came over, smirking like an aley cat that had just cornered amouse. "The bets are al placed, boss. |
gave-two to one odds, just like you ordered.”

"And?' Brount replied eagerly.

"I had our men spread rumors building up this bozo's rep, as you wanted.”
"Get to the damn point,” Brount snapped. "What's the bottom line?"
"Eleven thousand, one hundred and fifty-four,” Arniesaid.

"Better than | figured,” Brount remarked, and rubbed his palmstogether. "L et's get this show on the
road."

Zed placed his AR-15 on the counter, then stripped off his green swesater to expose atremendous
physique. From his neck to hiswaist he gave theimpression of being awal of muscle. Heflexed his
shoulders, grunted at Blade, and moved toward the center of the tavern while being hailed by a chorus of
cheersfrom the throng.

"Your turn," Brount said to Blade.

The giant deposited the Mossberg and the bandoliers on the bar. He added the Bowiesto the pile
dowly, averse to parting with the big knives that had served him in good stead for many years and saved
hislife more times than hefelt inclined to recall. He viewed them as apart of him, an extenson of his
persondity and his prowess as the head Warrior. "Kid, | need afavor,” he said to the youth in black.

"Hey, you nameit.”
"I need aman to guard my gear.”

Kid Zanto's chest swelled with pride at having someone as awesome and deadly asthe giant refer to him
asafull-fledged man, and he nodded. "Y ou got it. Anyone so much as breathes on your stuff, I'll plug the
turkey smack between the eyes.”

"Thanks," Blade said, and pivoted, his abdomen tightening. Remember the children! hetold himsdif.
"Whenever you're ready," Brount said.

"Arethereany rules?'



"Areyou kidding?' Brount retorted, and snickered.
Blade advanced warily, hisarms at his sdes, studying his opponent.

The massive bodyguard stood in the middle of the floor, his hands on histhick hips, a contemptuous
sneer directed a the Warrior. "Hurry up, jerk!" he bellowed. "'I'm getting thirsty waiting for you."

His sentiments were echoed by hoots and catcalls from the audience.

"Doyou prefer aparticular style of combat?' Blade asked when he waswithin six feet of Zed.
"Say what?'

"How do you want to go about this? Karate? Savate? Kung fu? Judo? Fujitsu?’

Zed scratched his head, confused. "What the hell are you talking about? | don't know any of those
things"

"I was hoping you'd say that," Blade responded.

"All I haveto do isget my hands on you and you're history,” Zed stated.

"Don't make melaugh,” Blade said purposefully. ™Y ou couldn't beet afive-year-old at arm wrestling. The
strongest thing about you is your breath. Did you eat a skunk for lunch?' The three-pronged insult
provoked the intended effect.

With an inarticulate snarl of rage, hislips curling back from hisyellow teeth, Zed lowered his shoulders
and barreled at the giant, his arms extended to grasp the upstart about the waist.

Blade easily evaded the charge, stepping to the right and grabbing Zed'sleft wrist in both steely hands.
He twisted and wrenched downward sharply while extending hisleft leg in front of the bodyguard's
ankles.

To the onlookers to those who weren't seeing two fighters too many due to the excessive acohol in
their systems, the battle seemed to be over dmost before it began. One moment Zed nearly had the giant
in hisgrasp, and the next Zed executed a spectacular somersault, unfortunately not amaneuver of his
own choosing, and crashed into the wooden floor.

"That'sthe way, Zed!" an inebriated spectator cried in encouragement.

The bodyguard scrambled erect and faced hisfoe, a newfound respect penetrating his dimwitted
consciousness. Y ou're different than mogt. Y ou fight funny.”

"I don't want to hurt you, Zed. Why don't you give up now and save us both alot of effort?"
"l can't give up. Migter Brount would be mad.”

"I want both of usto live," Blade stressed, raising his voice to be heard above the cheering, jeering
throng.

"One of uswill," Zed stated, and charged again, taking two strides and driving forward, aming to tackle
the man in the black leather vest and bring Blade crashing down where Zed could get in close. He saw
his adversary spin out of the way, and he glimpsed Blade's |eft leg arching up and in, and then felt an
intense pain in his somach as he tumbled to thefloor.



The crowd started chanting encouragement. " Go, Zed! Go, Zed!" shouted Zed's partisans, whilea
smaller contingent yelled for their choice to win with boisterous bellows of "Blade! Blade! Blade!™

Zed scrambled erect and crouched, cautious now, redlizing a headlong rush would not bowl Blade over.
He stalked forward, hisfists and shoulders set in aboxing posture. " Stand il and fight likeaman!™ he
chdlenged.

"Asyou wish," Blade said, and waded into the bodyguard with hisfigtsflailing, blocking blow after blow
while delivering a series of devastating punchesto Zed's face and head.

Bloody and battered, his forearms deflecting as many blows as he could, Zed retreated dowly. He knew
the stranger was clobbering him, and he knew he needed to turn the tide quickly if he wanted to win.
Rock-hard knuckles connected with his chin and he staggered, and afollow-through to his ssomach
doubled him over. There, lessthan afoot away, were Blade'slegs, and Zed ignored the pain in his body,
ramming into his opponent and wrapping his arms around Blade's thighs.

Thejarring impact rocked Blade on his hedls, and before he could recover hisbaance, while hisarms
swvung wildly, Zed rammed him again. Blade felt his boots leave the floor, and an ingtant later he came
down hard, smashing onto his shoulder blades. Before he could recover, Zed'sthick fingers clamped on
his neck, gouging into histhroat, while Zed did upward and straddled his chest.

"Got you!" Zed hissed.

Blade grabbed hisfoe'swrists and heaved, striving to buck Zed off, but the bodyguard clung to him
tenacioudy and gpplied more pressure on histhroat. Zed's prodigious might would crush hisneck in
moments unless he could didodge those visdikefingers.

"Diel" Zed growled.

Not yet! Blade mentally resolved, and swept hislegs up and around, hooking his ankles on Zed's neck
and yanking hislegs back and down. He succeeded in causing his opponent to sway, athough Zed
refused to be torn from his perch, and for a second Zed's grip dackened. Blade immediately applied all
of his strength to the bodyguard's wrists, wrenching his fingers momentarily loose, then rolled to the right
and heaved, flinging Zed from him.

Zed rolled with the force of the toss and gprang to hisfeet in asmooth motion.

Reversng hisdirection, Blade rolled to the left and pushed himsdlf erect, putting afew extrafeet between
them in the process. His throat throbbed. He swallowed, took a bresth, and adopted a horse stance.

Perturbed by the turn of events, by hisinability to retain the advantage, Zed frowned and shook his head.
"No on€e's ever broken my choke grip before.”

"Do we continue?' Blade asked, hiswords rasping like sandpaper on meta. For an answer, hislegs
pumping furioudy, Zed attacked once again.

Blade crouched, hisleg muscles bunching, the sinews on hisarms resembling metallic cords, ready for the
rush. He rated Zed as no more than aminor pawn in the organi zation he wanted to penetrate, and while
his primary target was the man at the top, he couldn't afford to alow anyone or anything to stand in his
way. Hed held back so far, influenced by a peculiar sympathy for the apish bodyguard, a sympathy now
extinguished by theinitial stage of their battle. If he held back any longer, if hewent easy on his
adversary, Zed might win by default if he became cardess. So Zed must lose, and lose swiftly.

The bodyguard grinned as he closed to within ayard of the giant and went to catch Blade in abear hug.



Only the Warrior wasn't there.

Blade ducked and rotated on the bl of hisleft foot, destepping Zed and spearing therigid fingers of his
right hand into Zed'sribs, burying them to the knuckles. The strike made Zed voice an anguished whoosh
and double over, exactly as Blade wanted. He locked his right hand on Zed'sthroat, hisleft on Zed's
tarnished belt buckle, and lifted, straining every fiber of his herculean physique as heraised Zed into the
air, clear above his head.

Astounded by the awesome display of primal power, the spectators hushed and gaped.

Blade held hisfoe doft for afull ten seconds, every muscle bulging and quivering, letting Brount
appreciate the extent of his capabilities, and then he swept his arms down and heaved Zed asfar ashe
could.

The bodyguard struck the floor eight feet off after flipping in midair, and he thudded onto his head and
outflung hands, his forehead bearing the weight of hisfal. He collgpsed on the spot, on his knees,
dumped on hisleft cheek, blood dribbling from asplit in hisforehead, his eyes closed and breathing
shdlowly.

The crowd responded with total silence for the space of a heartbeat, and then a spontaneous roar of
approval shook the roof.

Blade swung toward Brount and took three strides.

"Not bad," Brount said in admiration.

"Good enough for you to hireme?' Blade replied.

"Youll behired if you kill Zed, and Zed looks very much diveto me," Brount mentioned.
"He'sout cold,” Blade said. "Isn't that enough?”

"Evidently not,” Brount said, smirking.

"Look out!" Kid Zanto cried.

And only then did Blade redlize his mistake. Hed made the cardina blunder anyone could make whilein
afight: Never turn your back on your opponent! Hetried to whirl, too late.

Zed'sright arm came around the Warrior's neck and secured Blade's throat in astrangulation grip. The
arm compressed on Blade's windpipe, completely cutting off the Warrior'sair, while Zed braced hisleft
hand against Blade's back for support.

"Kill the pukel" someone shouted.
"Chokethe dime-bal!" added another.

Blade grit histeeth and endeavored to pry Zed's arm from under his chin, but the bodyguard had the
leverage and the upper hand and was not about to lose either. In aflash of insight, Blade perceived that
his half-baked compassion might enable Zed to win!

Chapter 5

In hisearlier years, before he began running al over the ravaged, post-gpocayptic countryside with
various fellow Warriors, Blade had prided himself on his superb salf-control. Indeed, his masterful inner



discipline had gained him the trust of the Family Elders and enabled the Family Leader, Plato, to sdlect
him as the head Warrior without a single objection being lodged by an Elder. During the first half-dozen
trips away from the Home to deal with thrests to the Family's safety and welfare, he had maintained his
self-control intact. But as more and more runs were necessitated by the gppearance of addtitional
dangers, hed noticed agradua loss of inner discipline, abudding anger at theworld in genera and at
those power-mongers, mutations, and murderous psychopaths in particular who seemed bent on
destroying any vestige of peace and stability left in the world, who wanted to plunge the remnants of
civilization into ablack abyss of irrevocable barbarism.

With each mission, whether asaWarrior trying to save the Family or asthe head of the Freedom Force
trying to preserve the Federation, he became lesstolerant, less willing to give afoe the benefit of the
doubt under any circumstances. Except when in the company of loved ones and friends, he seldom
relaxed, and he trusted only those who had proven they were dependable and worthy of his friendship.
To compound his growing cynicism, on severd recent occasions he had actudly lost complete control
during afight, gonetotdly berserk and dispatched an enemy in afrenzy of unadulterated blood lust.

And now hedid so again.

As he struggled and bucked in an effort to didodge Zed, and as each attempt met with frustration, his
rage mounted, escalating until he exploded with the implacable fierceness of an erupting volcano. Hetried
swinging from sde to Side, but Zed clung on. Hetried dropping to hisright knee and flipping Zed over his
shoulder, but Zed increased the pressure on his back and held fast. He tried reaching overhead to claw at
Zed'sface and hair, but Zed evaded hisfingers. He tried reaching behind him to grab Zed'slegs, but Zed
stood asimmobile as aboulder and laughed wickedly.

The laughter triggered Blade's unchecked fury.

A tremendous pain seemed to fill hisentire chest when he bellowed aroar of maddened defiance with the
last breath in his mouth and lumbered forward, gaining speed rapidly, heading directly toward the center
of the bar, his strideslenghtening, dragging Zed after him. His face turned crimson, hisveins standing out
prominently.

Nonplused by this unexpected tactic, the patrons packed near the bar gawked for a second and then
outdid one another in their frantic haste to get somewhere else quickly. A swirling melee ensued, ajumble
of swinging limbs and gruff curses, and a space two yards wide materidized at the middle of the bar.

Blade never dowed. He ran a the counter and twisted at the very last ingtant, damming Zed into the bar
with enough force to crack the top. Something el se cracked, and Zed's arm dipped loose. In ablur of
motion, acting on an ingtinctive leve of sheer impulse, Blade whipped hisright elbow back and up,
glancing over hisright shoulder as he did, and he saw thetip of hisebow bash Zed on the nose. The
bodyguard's nodgtrils flattened like so much tissue paper, and without missing a best, continuing to move
even as one blow landed, Blade arced his|eft elbow rearward and caught Zed on the chin.

Teeth crunched and blood spurted, and Zed staggered from the bar.

Reentlesdy, without atinge of remorse, Blade siwung toward the bodyguard and rained his mdletlike fists
on Zed's battered countenance, hammering and hammering, heedless of the spray of crimson, the splitting
of flesh, and the aching of his own hands asthey contacted the heavy bonesforming Zed's brow and
cheeks. He hammered as Zed ssumbled backwards; he hammered as Zed crumpled into aknedling
posture; he hammered until Zed pitched onto the floor with agroan and athump.

Suddenly the red mist of rage evaporated and Blade became aware of the bloody form at hisfeet and the
genera hush in the tavern. He straightened and scanned the spectators, and on each face he beheld



commingled fear and awe, with fear predominating. On Maddie he saw shock, on Kid Zanto astrange,
happy smile, and on Daniel Brount a detached, calculating expression.

"] didn't think it could be done," said the latter.

Blade walked toward his gear, the customers parting from his path, wiping the gore from hishands. "Live
and learn,”" he snapped.

"You're not done," Brount said.

"Oh?' Blade responded. He reached the pile and did the Bowiesinto their sheeths.
"Zedisdill dive" Brount said. "l can see his chest moving. He's il breething.”
Blade digned the bandoliers across his chest and picked up the Mossberg. "So?"
"The dedl wasfor meto hireyou if you wasted Zed," Brount reiterated impatiently.
"Screw you and screw your test," Blade said angrily.

A collectiveintake of bresth came from all Sdes.

"What?' Brount said, asif he couldn't believe hisown ears.

Blade faced him. "Are you hard of hearing? Screw you and screw your test. If you want Zed wasted, do
it yoursdf."

The bodyguard named Butch stepped from the crowd, his M 10 clutched in hisleft hand. "Hey, asshole!
Nobody talksto Mister Brount like that!"

"Who asked you?"' Blade snapped, and smply angled the M ossberg barrel afew inches higher and
squeezed the trigger.

Butch'sforehead and Mohawk disappeared in afountain of hair and gray matter, and the impact sent him
flying four feet to crash onto his back, hislegs and arms convulsing.

The abruptness of Butch's death seemed to transmogrify every person in the Booze N' Broadsinto a
grotesque stone statue, each frozen in the act of doing whatever he or she was engaged in when the blast
shaitered the dtilIness.

Arnie and thefive hired guns on the premises recovered first and converged toward the Warrior.

Blade pointed the shotgun at Brount, who flinched and took a pace backwards, and pumped in afresh
round.

"Now hold on therel” Brount exclaimed.
"If your men come any closer, you're history,” Blade vowed.

Brount looked around and spied Arnie. "Don't interfere!” he ordered the man in the fedora. "L ower your
wegpond!"

Arnie and the others hesitated.

"Now!" Brount thundered.



Blade saw them comply and focused on thelord of Shantytown. "I've changed my mind about working
for you," he declared coldly.

Brount glanced a Zed, then Butch. "I don't get it. Y ou could havefinished Zed off easily. Why didn't
you?"

"I wouldn't expect you to understand,” Blade said wearily, lowering the M ossberg.
llTry r.YE'II

"Okay," Blade said, moving from the bar. "I came here because | heard you were the type of man | might
be interested in working for, a man others treated with respect, and a man who treated his own people
right, who paid wel."

Brount listened attentively.

"Ingtead," Blade went on as he dowly made for the entrance, "I find aman who treats his own people
like dirt, who throws their lives away on awhim. Y ou may pay well, but you're not the type of man |
want to work for." He turned and walked backwards the last 20 feet, his eyes on the hired guns.

"Wait aminute!" Brount called. "Don't be so hasty, friend.”
"I'm not your friend," Blade said, and his shoulder blades touched the front door.
"We should talk some more," Brount suggested.

"No, thanks. All I want isto find aplace to stay for the night, and in the morning I'll leave. | don't want
any trouble." So saying, Blade reached behind him, found the doorknob, turned it, and stepped outside.
He drew up short a the sight of hundreds of Shantytown residents milling about outside the tavern.

The three hundred or so loungers were awaiting the announced result of the fight. Most had wagersriding
on the outcome. A few had tried to peek in the door, but one of Brount's men had sternly commanded
them to keep the door shut or have their faces shot off. The boom of the shotgun had unnerved them, and
they were excitedly speculating on the possible cause when the door swung out and the Warrior
emerged.

"Hey, buddy!" aman with afull beard shouted upon seeing Blade. "What happened in there? \Who won
thefight?'

"Yeah," chimedinayoung man. "Wasit Zed or that other crud?'

Blade headed south on Main Street, the M ossberg cradled in hisarms, passing through the crowd
without hindrance. They hurriedly moved out of his path, then dozenstried to get insde the Booze N'
Broadsto get the scoop on the fight, pushing and shoving as too many attempted to squeeze through the
doorway at once.

With over haf of Shantytown'sinhabitantsinside or congregated outside the Booze N' Broads, the rest
of the town seemed deserted. The setting sun cast areddish glow over the uneven rows of ramshackle
buildings comprising the heart of Shanty town. The structures had been improperly constructed with
whatever materiasthe builders had found handy at the time. The walls and roofstilted and danted a
weird angles. Doorjambs and windowsills were uneven, and most windows consisted of flaps of cloth or
canvas stretched over the openings and secured with rusty nails or tacks. Sidewa ks were nonexistent
and none of the streets had been paved. The passage of decades and hundreds of thousands of boots or
shoes had reduced the streets to wide, dusty ruts, and arecent March snowfal, since melted, had turned



the dust and dirt into mud. Although aweekly garbage collection had been indtituted, refuse littered the
narrow alleys between buildings and reeked abominably.

Footsteps padded in the mud to hisrear.
Blade whirled, hisfinger on thetrigger.

"It'sonly mel" Maddie Sender blurted out, hating ten feet away, her body bundled in afaded brown
coat to ward off the chill air. "Don't shoot.”

"Wouldn't think of it," Blade said, smiling and lowering the M ossberg.

Maddie came forward tentatively. "I thought you might like some company.”
"Isyour shift over?'

"I'm off until tomorrow morning. | usualy work days."

Blade resumed strolling down Main Street, and Maddie hastened to hisleft sde.
"Where are you going?"' she asked.

"Isthere somewherein thisdump | can stay for the night?”

Maddie scanned the dilapidated buildings ahead. "Old Man Lewis has a hotel about three blocks from
here, and he only chargesfour silver coins, any sze, for two days and nights,” she answered, and quickly
continued. "But the hotel isafilthy pit. Stinksto high heaven, and there areroaches and rats dl over. |
doubt you'd enjoy staying there.”

Blade halted and frowned. 'l doubt it too."

She sudied hisprofile in the fading light, nibbling nervoudy on her lower lip, and made adecison. "You
can gay withme"

TheWarrior looked at her quizzicaly. ™Y our family won't mind?"

"I don't have afamily. No hubby, no kids, like | told you, nothing. Not even alousy dog."
"Soundslike alondly lifeto me," Blade commented.

The corners of her mouth drooped. "It wasn't dways so londly."

"What do you mean?"'

"I'll explain later, maybe," Maddie said, and motioned for him to tag along, taking his acceptance for
granted.

Blade wavered for amoment, then joined her. They trekked eastward along a secondary street, doshing
through the dinging mud.

"It'simpossible to keep clean in Shantytown,” Maddie remarked idly.
"| suppose everyone in town iswaiting for the bathtub to be invented," Blade quipped.
Maddie laughed lightly. "Cleanlinessisn't ahigh priority in Shantytown."



"They should have named thistown Pigsy.”

"| get the distinct impression you haven't been in many towns like Shantytown.”

"I've usudly bypassed townslike thisto avoid trouble.”

She glanced at him and grinned. "After what | saw back there, 1'd say you have asensible policy.”

"Oh, I've seen run-down towns before," Blade said. "I've vidited ruined citieswhererats svarmed in the
sewers and human rodents preyed on dl travelers, and I've heard many stories about conditionsin the
Outlands, about how terrible life here can be, but thisthisis disgusting.”

Maddie peered a him intently. "Where are you from?"
"l can't say."

"Fineby me" Maddie said, and faced forward with asigh. "As| garted to explain earlier, Shantytown
formed about the time of the war. Therewere alot of refugees from the big cities flocking to thisarea,
probably because of the lakesin thisregion. Maybe they just wanted to get away from possible military
targets. | don't know. But | do know asmall town sprang up on this spot over one hundred years ago,
and Shantyhouse has been here ever since, growing alittle bit every year."

"And you were born here?!

"Wes"

"Where are your parents?’

"They're dead.”

"And no brothers or Ssters?'

"I had one of each, but they both died.”

They walked in silence for 20 yards. Blade detected a haunted aspect to her eyes and opted to bring up
anew subject. "How long has Brount been running the show?"

"Eight years," Maddie said, looking a him, her inner torment evaporating. "He took over after Crusher
killed Mac Volan for skimming money."

"Who's Crusher?'

"Oh. Sorry. | keep forgetting you're new to these parts. Crusher Payne controls thiswhole region, from
Solon Springsin the north to Rice Lake to the south, and from Y ellow Lake on the west to Hay ward on
the east. Theregionisdivided into territories, and Brount runsthisterritory with Shantytown as his base
of operations.”

"So Brount isn't the top man?"

"No."

"Damn.”

Maddie stared at his agitated features. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing," Blade said irritably, annoyed because now the mission would take longer than heldd



anticipated, because he wouldn't return to his beloved Jenny and little Gabe as soon as he'd hoped.

"There are saven territories,” Maddie elaborated. "Each is about the same size. All seven lieutenants
report directly to Crusher." She paused. "'l heard astory once, and | don't know if therésany truth toit,
that agroup of unionizers, | believe they were called, came to thisregion shortly after the war and took
control. They've ruled the roost ever since.”

"Doesther organization have aname?'

"The Union, though they rardly refer to the namein public. | doubt whether anyone e sein Shantytown
careswhat they're caled.”

"Wherewould | find Crusher?'

Maddie stopped abruptly. "Find him? What do you mean?"

"If I wanted to look him up, wherewould | go?'

"Don't eventhink it," Maddie advised. "Y ou'd never get closeto Crusher.” ,
"Why not?'

"His headquartersis based north of Trego. I've never been there, but I've talked to customers who have.
Three dozen men guard Crusher day and night. He livesin afancy house surrounded by mountains of
dirt, and he has Monster Machines he usesto crush those who give him grief. That's how he acquired his
nickname, Crusher. Hisred first nameis Stan.”

Mountains of dirt? Monster machines? Blade wondered if the information was accurate or merely
another exaggerated tae told by men under the influence of an intoxicating beverage.

"Brount has been therelots of times," Maddie disclosed. "He won't talk about the setup, although he's et
dip afew details now and then.”

"Does Brount travel to the headquarters on aregular basis?'

"Y eah. The lieutenants meet with Crusher every two months. In fact, Brount isdated to attend a
conference in two weeks."

This news Blade found extremely interesting. "Does he take his hired guns dong?'

"A haf-dozen or s0."

Just then apair of tal, lean, grimy characters approached from anearby building, both carrying rifles.
"Hold it there, hot lips!" one bellowed.

Chapter 6

Blade's nose registered the sour scent of acohol asthe pair stopped three yards off. Neither appeared
particularly hostile, but he vigilantly watched their every motion, hisfinger caressng the trigger of the
Mossberg.

"Ain't you the cutie-pie who works at the Booze N' Broads?' the thinner of the two men said to Maddie.

"What if | am?' sheretorted.



"Weve seen you workin'," the man said, gesturing at his partner.
"How nice," Maddie said, her tone sarcadtic.
"And we think you're the prettiest girl in these parts,” the man declared.

"I'm flattered,” Maddie said, "and I'm dso tired. Look me up at work tomorrow and I'll treat you to a
drink."

"Wefigured weld treat you, take you out on the town.”

"l don't think s0."

Theman took a stride nearer and hisvoice hardened. "What if weingst?"

"You heard thelady," Blade interjected sernly.

Both men glared a the Warrior, glaring and hefting their rifles.

"What'sit to you?' demanded thefirs.

"Butt out or else," stated the second.

Blade trained the shotgun on them. "Drop your rifles Now!" heinstructed them.

They baked at obeying, their intoxicated state rendering them duggish aswell as bdlligerent.
"l won't warn you again!" Blade promised menacingly.

Thefirst man unwillingly tossed hisrifle into the mud, scowling, and the second followed suit a second
later.

"We don't want no trouble, mister," the first one said.
"Y eah, we just wanted to have somefun, isall,”" the second man added.

"l don't want to hear of you bothering thislady again," Blade advised them. "Start walking," he said, and
pointed to the west. "Keep walking until we're out of sight, and then you can come back for your guns.”

"Damned pushy people!™ the thinner man muttered, moving away.

"A man can't even have alittle fun anymore," opined his companion.

Blade watched them walk off, and once they were 40 yards distant he bore to the east again.
"Thanks" Maddie sad.

"Theleast | could do."

She crossed her arms and stared glumly at the ground as she walked. "This happens dl thetime, and I'm
sick and tired of having every lowlifein the Outlands trying to put the move on me. | want to be left
aone, to livemy lifetheway | please, not to be lusted &fter by every horny bastard thereis."

"If you prefer to beleft done, | can find lodging € sewhere,” Blade offered.
"I didn't mean " Maddie began, and touched hisright arm. "Please. I'd like you to spend the night at my



place”
"Okay," he said, noting her eagerness.

They hurried to the next intersection and turned right, proceeding down a dead-end street until they came
to thelast structure on the left, a solitary cabin Situated 20 yards from the other buildings. The cabin
desperately needed repair work; the roof sagged, the porch had buckled in the center, the canvas
covering the two front windows had been torn and fluttered in the breeze, and the exterior wood, once
painted alight blue, was peding and warped.

"It'snot much, but | call it home," Maddie said with atrace of embarrassment.

"Y ou deserve better living conditions" Blade commented.

"Comeon," she urged, and stepped gingerly onto the porch and removed akey from her coat.
"Why bother to lock the door when anyone could climb in one of the windows?* Blade inquired.

Maddie stared at the lock, her forehead creased in contemplation. "1 don't know. | never redlly gavethe
matter much thought." Sheinserted the key. "Contrary to what you might think, thereisn't alot of robbery
in Shantytown. Brount's quite strict about thievery. Anyone caught stealing is aways hanged, so there are
few robberies. A lot of fightsand killings, but little theft. One of the benefits of civilization, | guess,”
Maddie said, and chuckled.

The policy made sense to Blade. In the Outlands, where persona possessions of redl value wererare
except for the ubiquitous firearms, where precious persond effects were valued more highly than ahuman
life, thievery condtituted the most heinous behavior, akin to the practice in the old-time Wild West of
gedling aman's horse, an act that inevitably resulted in a summary execution for the offending party. He
recalled abook on the subject in the vast Family library, abook recommended by afelow Warrior
named Hickok, entitled The Ox-Bow Incident. The wild and rowdy Outlands, in many respects, were
smilar to the ancient West. If someone like Brount wanted to assert control in alawlessland, afew basic
rules had to be established, the very minimum necessary to keep the lid on the turbulent popul ace.

"Herewe are," Maddie said, opening the door and moving insde.

Blade heard shuffling from the dim interior, and within aminute the light from akerosene lantern
slhouetted Maddie as she returned to the doorway.

"Don't be shy. Comeonin."

The Warrior entered to find atidy front room, modestly furnished with a threadbare green rug, two
wooden chairs, and a moth-eaten sofa patched in adozen spots. At the rear was an open door to a
bedroom, and to the right a confined cooking area.

"I had to scrimp for monthsto buy the sofa," Maddie remarked proudly. "It folds out into a bed.”
"You have anice home" Blade said politely.

"Who are you kidding?' Maddie responded.

"Compared to other buildingsin Shantytown, your homeis outstanding,” he complimented her.

"Thank you," Maddie said, genuindly flattered, and removed her brown coat, revealing a Colt 380
Mustang in a holster on her right hip. She closed the door and draped the coat on a hook.



Blade nodded at the semiautomatic. "Why weren't you wearing that pistol at the tavern?”

"Brount doesn't like his fema e employees to wear firearmswhile working," Maddie replied. "Hewants us
to bedl smilesand friendly, and he feels guns might turn the customers off. So | pack my Colt when I'm
off duty.” She paused. "I don't mind being unarmed &t the Booze N' Broads. Normally the bouncersdo a
great job of protecting us. The Kid just got carelesstoday.” She pointed at the sofa. "Have a seat.”

Hewalked over and sat down, sinking severd inchesinto the cushion, and deposited the shotgun beside
him.

"Would you care for something to drink? | have water and afew cans of battery acid.”

"Bétery acid?'

"Y eah. Before the war the stuff was called soda or pop. Thereare alot of cans ill around. A few
months ago Crusher received a shipment of thirty cases found in awarehouse somewhere. Would you
likeacan?'

"No, thanks."
"I have apacket of crackers."
"I'm not hungry,” Blade assured her, and stretched.

Maddie seated hersdf in the nearest chair, watching his sinews ripple and swell, admiring his handsome
features.

"| gppreciate you putting me up,” Blade said.
"My pleasure. | don't have company often.”
"You must havefriends" he sated conversationdly.

"A few, but they're not close, close friends. Everyone in Shantytown is too suspicious of everyone seto
bare their souls, and two people can't be the best of friends unless they're willing to open up, to share
their experiences, their hopesand their fears.”

"Wdl put," Blade said.
"I had aman once " Maddie began wistfully, and caught herself.

Blade saw the haunted aspect return to her eyes, and he cleared histhroat and glanced at the kitchen
area. "l might be persuaded to try a can of battery acid.”

"Redlly?' Maddie responded, and walked to a brown cabinet in the northeast corner. She removed a
red, white, and blue can and came over. "Here. They're better cold, but | don't have astream or ice
handy. The taste grows on you." Shetook her sedt.

TheWarrior took the can in hisimmense hand and examined the design. He found the notion of drinking
from ametalic container oddly disturbing. The can reminded him of a story he'd read in abook dedling
with the Romans of antiquity. The writer had cited scientific evidence to the effect the Romans had
polluted themselves by drinking from lead goblets and cups. Oncein their systemsthe lead had had a
cumuletive effect, tainting the Roman blood, indilling, gradually, mass parancia, unruly dispositions, and
vile degeneracy in the once-proud popul ace, and eventudly destroying Roman culture. He dso
recollected information imparted by a Family Elder concerning the dental practices of the latter-day



prewar Americans, who reportedly had used avariety of metd substances and aloystofill cavitiesin
their teeth. Documented proof later verified the fillings were having the same effect on the Americansthat
the lead had produced in the Romans.

"It'snot poison,” Maddie said jokingly, misconstruing hisdelay in drinking.
"Y ou never know," Blade quipped, and inspected the can for ameansto openit.
"Theresadinky tab on thetop,” Maddie informed him. "Just pull up on thetop of thetab.”

Blade gripped the gray tab and followed her directions, and succeeded in poking afinger-sized holein
the top. He raised the hole to his nose and sniffed, inhaing asickenlingly sweet aroma.

"Try some," Maddie prompted.

He gripped the can and dowly lifted the hole to his mouth, carefully tilting the top so atrickle seeped into
his mouth and down histhroat. He tasted aflat, yet extremely sugary, gritty liquid and lowered the battery
acid, puckering hislipsin digaste.

"Doyou likeit?' Maddieinquired, grinning & hisexpresson.
"Yuck. Thisgunk could be used to corrode nails.”

"It's quite popular in Shantytown. But then, everything semming from before the war is always popular,”
Maddie said. "Sometimes | think we cling to our past too much.”

Blade carried the can to acounter in the kitchen and retraced his stepsto the sofa. "I want to thank you
agan. Thiswill do nicely for tonight,” he said, patting the cushion undernesath.

A dight scarlet tinged her cheeks. "There's another bed in the house.™
"| couldn't take your bed."
"We could shareit.”

The declaration made Blade straighten, his gray eyes narrowing. " There's something you should know
before we go any further.”

"Wha?'
"I'mmarried.”

Maddie flinched asif she'd been struck aphysical blow, and she averted her face in shame. Herewasthe
first man she'd asked to share her bed in over ayear, and he'd declined. Sheld had to stoke her courage
to even broach the subject, and shefelt strangely humiliated by hisrefusa.

Ever sengtiveto theinner turmoil in others, Blade tried to soothe her. "'l hope | haven't offended you
somehow. | gppreciate your offer. You're alovely, intelligent woman, and any man would be honored to
be sdlected as your mate. But I'm married to awonderful woman to whom I've pledged my love and my
loyaty." He paused, scrutinizing her, waiting for areaction. "I know there are many who don't hold
marriage in much esteem, who view wedlock as outdated, or as an emotiona prison. They couldn't be
more wrong. Our Eldersteach that marriageistheided human union, abinding of aman and awomanin
an eterna quest for spiritua harmony. | don't care whether everyone else on the planet |ooks down their
noses a marriage. | don't care whether every other man cheats on hiswife. | never have, and | never
will."



She took adeep breath and looked at him. "And you claimed you're not exceptional ?* she asked,
mugtering asmile.

"Sooner or later the right man will come dong for you," Blade predicted.
"The right man came along two years ago,” Maddie said sadly, her voice quavering.
Blade perceived her intense misery. "If you'd rather not talk about it . . ."

"But | do,” Maddie responded quickly. "1 need to tell someone. | need to get the burden off my chest,
and you're the only person in Shanty town | can trugt.”

The Warrior settled back and waited, watching her closdly.

"A little over two years ago aman arrived in Shantytown, anewcomer from the East. He started afarm
seven milesfrom here, and the farm prospered because he was smart and strong, abig, powerful man, a
lot like you, only he didn't have nearly as many muscles. At thetime | wasworking at the Booze N'
Broads and had been there for lessthan ayear. The newcomer, Vernon Feldman was his name, started
to flatter mewith alot of atention. Although | had astanding policy not to date customers, Vern melted
my resistance and we began seeing each other regularly. Before long, we were congtantly together. He
told me his plansfor hisfarm, and about his hopesto raise alarge family, and he brought up the subject
of marriage more than once," Maddie detailed, and stopped.

Blade knew her tale would end in tragedy, so hewisdy held his counsdl.

"I should back up a bit and explain the circumstances of my working for Brount. Y ou see, any womanin
Shantytown would give anything to work for Brount. Most of them, anyway. Brount runs basically clean
joints, far better than the other dives. The working conditions aren't as severe, and he pays dightly more
than the other business owners. Whenever a position opens, Brount can pretty much take his pick from
dozens of women,” Maddie said, and paused. "I never even gpplied for the bartending job at the Booze
N' Broads. Brount came to me three years ago, claming held heard | needed ajob, and claiming held like
to help." She snorted at the memory.

Blade absently shifted the shotgun to hislap.

"The scumbag wanted to help, dl right. Help himsdlf to me! He knew my father had died amonth before
he knocked on my door, and he knew my mom, brother, and sister were aready dead. My mother
passed on when | was fifteen. She contracted pneumonia. My sister was killed four yearsago by a
mutate while out picking berries, and my brother was murdered by adrunk lessthan six months | ater.
After our Sster died, he started hanging out until al hours, drinking and gambling, and one night he got
into afight over cardsand lost."

The Warrior frowned, conducting mental calculations, realizing Maddie had lost her sster, brother, and
father al within the span of ayear.

"Anyway, when Vern cameaong | wasdl done. I'd been working for Brount for ayear. In dl that time
he'd treated me with respect. Never once tried to take advantage of me, but | suspected he was after
me. He aways played the part of a gentleman. Why he didn't just rape me, I'll never know. Rapeis
common in the Outlands. | think he viewed me as someone specid. And while he was being so kind to
me, and | was under his protection, no one else dared come close. Other men left me aone. All except
for Vern."

A faint noise from outsde made Blade tense and listen.



"Vern didn't know any better,” Maddie said, smiling. "He definitely wasn't scared of Brount. Neither was
I, but I'd heard rumors about Brount. | knew what he was capable of, and | failed to warn Vern. Part of
the blame for what happened to himismine."

The noise was repeated, and Blade casualy tilted his head toward the front door.

"For eight glorious months Vern and | were madly inlove,” Maddie was saying, obliviousto dl ese
except her remembrance. "Then the trouble began. Vern received death threats, advising him to leave the
region or ese. His equipment was destroyed. His livestock waskilled. He tried to discover the identities
of those responsible. We knew there were more than one involved, because often they would leave their
tracksin the mud. No one would aid us. No one knew adamn thing. Vern's acquaintances shied avay
from him. Hewasleft dl done" Sorrow lined her eyes.

Without appearing to be alarmed, Blade took hold of the Mossberg with hisright hand.

"l wasfrantic. | guessed that Brount was behind the threats and the destruction of Vern's property, but |
couldn't prove athing. | pleaded with Vern, begged him to forget the farm and leave this area and take
me with him, but he wouldn't listen,” Maddie said, lowering her eyesto the floor. "He refused to be run
off the place. The farm was ours, he said, the home for our future children, the home where we would
spend many delightful yearstogether. He had dl these great plansfor expansion, for adding roomsfor the
kids, and for little things like hanging aswing on atree.” Shelooked at the Warrior. "1 loved that man
morethen lifeitsdf.”

Blade nodded and casudly inspected the shotgun.

"For three months the harassment continued, and then it suddenly stopped. For no reason the farm was
left done. We didn't know what to make of it at first, and Vern finaly decided that whoever had been
giving him the hard time had called it quits, had figured there was no way to scare Vern off. Vern
believed wed be safe from then on.”

Blade adjusted his bandoliers.

"But it was dl too good to betrue, just the cam before the storm,” Maddie said hitterly. "For two weeks
everything was great, and then one day | wasworking bar and in came arunner saying Vern had been
hurt out at the farm. Brount gave me the rest of the day off, and | borrowed a horse and rode out to
Vern's." She paused and groaned.

The Warrior gazed at the door.

"| didn't get thereintime. Vern was dead when | arrived. His body, especially hisface and shoulders,
had been beaten and whipped down to the bone. A neighbor found Vern lying in aditch bordering
Vern'sfarm and took him to the farmhouse, then sent for me. The guilty parties were never found.
Scavengers, everyone sad, but | knew better. Brount had Vern killed! Brount! And if it'sthelast thing |
ever do, I'll prove Brount was behind Vern's murder. Why do you think I've stayed on &t the Booze N'
Broads? Somehow, someway, I'll make Daniel Brount pay. | don't know what | can do againgt him and
al hisguns, but " Maddie froze when she saw Blade raise hisleft hand for silence.

The next instant the Warrior bounded from the sofa to the front door, leveled the M ossberg, and
wrenched the door wide open.

Chapter 7

One moment Maddie was on the verge of burgting into tears, and the next she erupted in laughter.



There stood Brount's top gunman, Kid Zanto, with his arms outstretched and his fingers spread, leaning
forward from the hips, his head twisted sideways, caught in the act of eavesdropping with his|eft ear
pressed to the door, his stunned visage a study in amazement. The door had been pulled inward so
abruptly, he was caught dead to rights. To compound his predicament, Blade's shotgun lightly touched
the Kid'sleft cheek.

"Were you ingpecting the door for termites?' the Warrior quipped.
"Brount sent me," Kid Zanto blurted out.

Blade gouged the barrdl into the youth's cheek. "Why? To try and finish the job Zed started?’ he
demanded angrily.

"No! Nothin' likethat," the Kid declared. "L ook, thisishumiliatin'. Can | straighten up?"
"Only if you do so dowly. One move toward those Redhawks and you'll lose your head.”

"Bdieveme, | an't crazy,” the Kid said, straightening but keeping his arms outstretched. "I've seen what
you can do, remember? Besides which, | sort of like you, mister. Y ou play square, and | admire aman
who plays square.”

The Warrior regarded the gunman for afull minute, until Zanto fidgeted uncomfortably, and then lowered
the Mossherg. "Something tellsme | can ill trust you, but | won't tolerate being spied on by you or
anyonedse"

"l just was wonderin' what you two were up to,” the Kid said with awink, and smirked.

"l dlso won't tolerate anyone insulting Maddie," Blade announced. " She's my friend, and anyone who
insults her will eat their teeth for their next med at my expense. Understand?”’

"Simmer down. | understand,” Kid Zanto said. He noticed Maddie Staring at the giant in astrange
manner.

"Now what's this about Brount?' Blade inquired.
"Brount wants you to stop by the Booze N' Broads in the morning. He wantsto hire you real bad."
"Maybe | don't want to work for him."

The Kid hooked histhumbsin his gunbelt and grinned. "I'm not about to tell you what to do, but you
should at least go talk to the man. What harm can it do?’

Blade didn't respond.

"Man, you are thetalk of the town. First you wasted those three chumps, then you beat Zed, and to top
it dl off you blew Butch away. Everyonein Shanty town isflappin’ their gums about you.”

"How is Brount reacting?' Maddie interjected.

"Better than | would've expected,” the Kid answered. "He didn't raise astink over Butch dyin', and he
cancdled dl the bets."

"Hewhat?' Maddie repeated in surprise.

Kid Zanto nodded. " Shocked my shortstoo. First time | ever saw him call dl the bets off. Hemade an



announcement to everybody at the joint. Since the fight was supposed to be to the degth, and since
Blade and Zed both survived, then Brount declared all the betswere invalid. Null and void were his
words."

"Will wonders never cease," Maddie muttered.

TheKid eyed Blade. "'Y ou made quite an impression on Mister Brount. He was flattered you wanted to
work for him. After what you did, helll make you aterrific offer.”

"But | spared Zed," Blade observed.

"Now theresafunny thing," Kid Zanto said. "l expected Danny to be ticked off at you for not killin' Zed,
but hewasn't. Infact, | heard him tell Arnie that the fact you hadn't killed Zed proved you could be
trusted, proved there's aline you won't cross over, not for anybody but yoursdlf." He paused and
scratched his chin. "Didn't quite make senseto me.”

Maddie moved nearer to the doorway, gazing at Blade's profile. "What will you do?’
Before the giant could answer, from the darkness beyond came two low clicking noises.

The next transpired so swiftly, Maddie stood rooted to the spot in the secondsiit transpired. She saw
Blade and Kid Zanto both stiffen, both moving asthey did, Blade out the door a stride to the left, the Kid
whirling to the right with his back to the cabin, his hands flashing to those Ruger Red-hawks, and even as
the two men moved, in the blink of an eye apair of rifle shots blasted from the night, flaming red and
orange points of light, but so incredibly fast were Blade and the Kid that they returned fire at nearly the
same second they were fired upon, Blade pumping the Mossberg twice, Kid Zanto's big revolvers
booming four times.

And then dlence.

Maddie felt asoft breeze on her cheeks, and she stared at abullet hole in the left jamb, then over her left
shoulder at aholein the bedroom wall. The round had passed through the doorway, narrowly missed her
shoulder, and smacked into the wall to her rear. She shuddered when she redized she'd been within
inchesof dying.

"Stay here," Blade ordered, and dashed from the cabin, the Kid staying on hisright, both of them
stooped over to minimize their silhouettes againg the cabin doorway.

"Therel" the Kid declared.

Blade saw them, apair of forms sprawled practicaly sde by sde, apair of tal, lean, grimy characters
whoserifleswerelying nearby. In the dim light, stark and gruesome, the ragged holein the chest of the
mean Blade had hit was discernible.

Kid Zanto leaned over to peer a their faces. "I didn't know thesetwo," he said in disgust, and kicked the
man held dain. "They must've been tryin' to boost their reps.”

"l knew them," Blade said.

TheKid glanced at the Warrior. "Y ou did?'

"Y eah. Maddie and | bumped into them earlier.”
"Friends of yours?'



"They gave usahard time. They were drunk," Blade explained.

The Kid gazed at the corpses. "Y eah, well, | couldn't help but notice that folks who bump into you and
give you ahard time have this nasty habit of kedlin' over and dyin'. Do you suppose there's any
connection?" he asked, grinning.

"| treat everyone with respect, and | require that they treat me with the same respect. If they dont, they
experience the consequences.”

Kid Zanto chuckled. "It's nice to see you don't go overboard with that love business you were talkin'
about."

Theinnocent comment made Blade do a double take, and he looked down at the bodiesin
congternation.

"W, I'll go get adetail to cart these dirtballs off,”" the Kid offered. "We can't leave stiffs on the streets.
Attracts too many rats and sometimes amutant.” He pivoted, about to leave,

"Kid?'

Theyouth hdted. "Y eah?’

"Why do you work for Brount?'

"What aweird question. Danny istops."
"Heletsyou cdl him Danny?"

"Of course. Were the best of buddies. He's taken me under hiswing and is teachin' me all the ropes.
Someday I'll move up in the organization, just like him,” the Kid stated.

"How long have you worked for him?' Blade probed.

"What'swith al the questions?' Zanto responded. "About two years. He took me on right after my dad
died."

Blade's features were shrouded in shadows. "Did your dad want you to work for Brount?"

"No, Dad was dead set againgt the notion,” the Kid said, his tone softening at the mention of hisfather.
"Dad wanted meto be afarmer like him. | used to practice with Dad's pistol every chance got, and
Danny saw me afew times when he came to the farm to pick up aload of brew. He asked me to work
for him, and | might've said yesright away if not for Dad.”

"What happened to your father?

The Kid's dim shoulders dumped. "He died. Had an accident.”
"What kind of accident?'

"I'd rather not talk about it."

Blade looked at the youth. "Please. | know it's hard. Humor me."

Kid Zanto shrugged. "For you | will. We had atwo-story barn with a hayloft in the top, and my dad was
loadin' balesinto theloft usin' awinch and arope. Dad had done the chore hundreds of times. He could



do thejob in hisdeep. But something went wrong. He got his neck tangled in the rope, and the weight of
the bale on the other end hanged him." The Kid paused. "He strangled to death. What a horrible way to

go."
"Where were you when it happened?'

"Takin' awagonload of brew into Shantytown. Brount's boys were supposed to pick it up themsalves,
but Danny sent word his wagon was broken so | did the job myself. He paid me extra," the Kid detailed.

"Niceman," Blade sad flatly.

"Danny'stops,” the Kid reiterated. "Is there anything else you want to know?'
"No. Thanks"

"Beback inabit,” the Kid said, walking into the night.

Blade spun and stalked toward the cabin, clenching the Mossberg so tightly his knuckleswere white, in
the throes of apersonal upheaval.

Maddie took one look and recoiled, stepping backwards to alow him to enter. "What'swrong?' she
queried anxioudy.

The Warrior hdted in the doorway, his countenance radiating rage. "Do you intend to continue working
at the Booze N' Broads?' he asked gruffly.

"Of course. | need to put food on the table."
"What if | bought food for you?'

"I can provide for mysdlf, thank you. And I'm not quitting until | prove Brount killed Vern. | want that
bastard dead!”

Blade stepped insde. "Y ou'll haveto wait your turn.”
"What happened out there?"

The Warrior moved closer, looming above her. Heignored her question and addressed her, lowering his
voice. "l can't reved thereason | came to Shantytown yet, but | will tell you this much. | despise Brount
asmuch asyou do. Before| leave, Brount and everyone who works for him will be dead or will be
heading for parts unknown. The same holdsfor Crusher Payne."

"You plan to take all of them on?’

"l was sent here to accomplish amission, and aWarrior dways achievesthe mission or diestrying.”
"A Warrior? You say theword likeit'satitle

“Itis"

Maddie's forehead furrowed and she bit her lower lip. "I seem to recall hearing a story about a Warrior
or Warriors, but what wasit?'

"Never mind. All you need to know is1'm on your sSide, and | intend to insure Daniel Brount and Crusher
Payne get what they deserve.”



Theintensity of his passion disturbed her, and Maddie placed her right hand on his huge shoulder. "Hey,
friend, as much as | want to see Brount six feet under, asmuch as| hate hisguts, | don't et my fedings
get the better of me like they've done to you. Y ou sound asif youretorn up inside.”

"l am."

"Over Brount?'

"No, over more than Brount."

"Careto explain?' Maddie asked, her curiosity aroused anew.

Blade sighed and turned, stepping to the door and gazing into the darkness. "I wouldn't know whereto
begin.”

"Try I,.T.B.II

"Y ou mentioned the state of the world earlier. Y ou talked about the mutations, the radioactive toxins, and
al the chemicd poisonsin the environment,” Blade said, hiswords bardly audible. "I've seenit all,
Maddie. I've traveled to every corner of the country once known as the United States of America. I've
been to Canada and to the former state of Alaska."

"And?"' she prompted when he stopped.

"And I've seen mongrosities that would give you nightmares, abominations of nature that would shred the
flesh from your body and devour you in agulp. I've met madmen, lunatics, and power-mongers, intent on
compelling othersto conform to their demented will or doctrines. I'velost track of the number of innocent
people I've seen killed, by every brutd and savage method you can imagine, atrocities no one should
haveto see.

"l canimagine," Maddie confirmed.

"Latelast year | cameto the decision to take time off from my work, to devote time to my Family and to
my wife and son. | wanted to forget dl the killing and the violence. | wanted to put dl that behind mefor
awhile”

"Y ou wanted to start over with aclean date?!

Blade shook his head and swiveled his neck, relieving akink. "Not exactly. In my line of work aclean
dateisn't possble, not unless| livelong enough to become an Elder. No, | Smply wanted a bregther, a
break from the grind. I'd hoped to take afull year off."

"What happened?' Maddie queried.

"What always happens? Another threat arose and they needed someoneto ded withit."
"Who arethey?'

"l can't say," Blade reminded her.

"Sorry. | won't pry."

"Anyway, the point of dl thisisthat I'm sick and tired of encountering scum like Brount and Payne, sons
of bitcheswho trample dl over anyone who standsin their way. | wish we could remove dl of them with
asnap of our fingers."



"Bastards like Brount and Crusher Payne won't vanish with asnap of thefinger. If their typeisto
disappear off the face of the earth, then whenever one of their type putsin an appearance, someone else
who istougher and stronger, someone who bdlievesin dl the basic, decent vaues Brount and Crusher
despise, must come aong and scomp them into the dirt,” Maddie stated.

The Warrior managed agrin and looked down at hisfeet. "Isthat why | can't seem to keep my combat
boots clean?' he quipped, and straightened. "The way thismisson is shaping up, I'll need anew pair
soon.”

Chapter 8

A profound change had settled upon the residents of Shantytown. Whereas on the day of the Warrior's
arriva hardly anyone gave him more than a second glance because of histowering size, now everyone,
absolutely everyone, gave him the widest possible berth. Hardened men, men who had lived their entire
livesin the tumultuous Outlands, killers and ruffians and bruisers of the worst sort, went out of their way
to avoid passing too near to his person. He was easy to spot, and they would cross the street a block
from him to give the impression they were keenly interested in the store or bar window on the other side.
Motherswith their children would scamper from his path. Once, as he passed an alley, adrunk stumbled
from the depths and accidentally collided with hisright arm.

"Who the hell?* the drunk had demanded, and looked up.

Seldom had Blade beheld such a comica expression as the one the drunk had then adopted. The drunk's
fainting had been theicing on the cake.

But theincident with the drunk had occurred three blocks ago, and there, in sight ahead, was the Booze
N' Broads.

Blade hated, noting the seven horses waiting outsde. Newcomers or some of Brount's men? The
morning sun afforded scant warmth for his skin as he strolled to the entrance, the Mossberg in hisright
hand, then opened the door.

Muted voicesfell dlent at the Warrior's entrance. The usua crowd, the daily regulars, had not yet
arrived. A woman with black hair tended bar. Brount, Kid Zanto, Arnie, and three hired guns were
leaning againgt the counter. All of them had swiveled toward the door asit opened. Daniel Brount
beamed broadly and advanced across the room.

"Blade! You came”

The Warrior deliberately made his featuresinscrutable and walked forward warily. "The Kid said you
wanted to see me.”

"I have aproposition for you," Brount said, hating and gesturing at the bar. "Come and join mein adrink
while we discuss business.”

"l don't drink."

"Y ou don't!" Brount exclaimed, and smiled. "All the better. Gunmen who drink aways cause trouble
sooner or later."

"Why did you send Zanto? Do you want to conduct another test?" Blade asked sarcagticaly.

Brount's eyes narrowed. "Y ou never let up, do you, friend? No, I'm not stupid enough to try and put you
through another test. | asked you to come because | want you to work for me.”



"Weve been dl through this. | didn't kill Zed like you wanted, remember?
"Screw Zed. | don't care about that. | want you to work for me anyway."
"Why?" Bladeinquired. "Do you like my cheerful persondity?"

Brount laughed uproarioudy. "I'll come right out with my reason, just to show you I'm being honest with
you. Shanty-town ismy turf, but from time to time upstarts pop up who think they'd like to take over, or
| have afinancid disagreement with one of my suppliers, or awild bunch blowsinto town and tries
wrecking one of my joints. Thereés dways something,” he complained.

"Y ou have my sympathy,” Blade said dryly.

"Obvioudy, | need to hire men who can take care of themselves, who are better than those they go up
againgt. The better my men are, the less headaches | get. Some of my boys acquire feared reputations,
and that's dl for the better. A reputation worksin my favor. Take the Kid, for instance. He's had to kill
ten men in two years, and the word of mouth has been tremendous. If astranger blowsinto town, one of
thefirst stories helll hear is about Kid Zanto. The Kid with the lightning hands, they cdl him. Very few
men, no matter how tough they think they are, will want to buck me and risk going up agains the Kid."

"Fear kegpseveryoneinline”

"Exactly. You're off to aflying start dlready. Five men killed in one day and Zed beaten to apulp. You're
deadly with that shotgun, your fists, and, I'd wager, even deadlier with those knives. Y ou're perfect for a
man like me, which iswhy I'm willing to pay you four timesthe going rate," Brount said, hisvoice
lowering. "Y ou'll even make more each month than the Kid. He'sforgetful sometimes, and | need a
mature man | canrely on."

"I don't know," Blade said, feigning disinterest.

"Where esewill you get acherry ded likethis?' Brount responded. "I'll cover any expenses you run up
and add them to your salary. Here. Look at this." He reached into hisright front pocket and extracted a
brown leather pouch that jingled when he extended hisarm. "Thisisfor your first month, up front.”

Blade took the pouch, surprised at the weight. He undid aleather cord at the top and peered inside to
discover over adozen coins, eight of them gold, therest Sllver. Hewhistled appreciatively, asif the
money impressed him.

"Seewhat | mean?' Brount said, pleased with himsdlf, believing his € oquent powers of persuasion had
prevailed.

"Onceamonth I'll recaive thismuch?'
"That'sright."
"Y oumust befilthy rich," Blade commented.

Brount took the statement as apersona compliment. "I'm st for life, if that's what you mean. Y ou can be
too, if you play your cardsright. The organization | work for paysvery well. It'sbeen in busnessfor a
century, maybe longer. Y ou wouldn't believe how much wealth can be amassed in ten decades.”

"I might believeit."

"Well buy anything of valuefor apittance or trade at a profit, so we dways come out ahead. The



winnings from our gambling tables are even more substantial. Four of those horses outside were taken
from aguy who lost his shirt a poker.”

"] saw the horses," Blade remarked.

"Speaking of which, we have ajob to do," Brount said, arid stared at the Warrior. "What will it be? Are
you working for me or not?'

Blade closed the pouch and did the payment into his left front pocket. "Y ou've hired yourself another
gun.”

"I knew | would," Brount boasted, then headed for the entrance with awave of hisright arm.
"What's up?' Blade asked. He saw the Kid, Arnie, and the othersfollowing.

"I'm having one of those disagreements with asupplier,” Brount said as heled the Warrior outside. "The
man istrying to cheat me. I'vetried to be patient with him, to reason with him, but he refusesto listen to
reason. So wereriding out to hisfarm today to resolve theissue.” He pointed a abig roan. "There's
your animd. | didn't think to ask, but you know how to ride, don't you?"

"l canride”
Kid Zanto, Arnie, and the hired guns came through the door.
"Mornin', Blade" the Kid said with asmile.

"Morning," Bladereplied, noting that Arnie and the three goons dl carried automatic or semiautomatic
wegpons. Resolving theissue, evidently, did not involve dialogue.

"Mount up," Brount barked.

The Warrior swung onto the roan, shifting the Mossberg into hisleft hand and holding thereinsin his
right. He alowed Brount to lead the others north on Main Street and brought up the rear, where he could
keep an eye on the paid assassins and avoid being shot in the back. He accepted Brount's offer as
genuine, but he dill didn't trust the man, and he definitely didn't trust Arnie. HeEd received the impression
Arnie and Butch were close friends, and Arnie might hold agrudge. In any event, hefdt safer at therear.

Kid Zanto drifted back to ride alongside the Warrior. "l was hopin' you'd take the job. I'm lookin'
forward to workin' together.”

"Where arewe going?' Blade asked.

"Out to Neblette's place, about five miles northwest of town," the Kid said. "Neblette has ason not much
older than me, and they're both scrappy. If push comesto shove, they'll fight.”

"How arethey trying to cheat Brount?"

"Danny didn't say. Who cares? They'll sepintolineor ese”

"You'revery loya to Brount," Blade mentioned.

"Danny hastaken good care of me since my dad died. Why shouldn't | beloya to him?' the Kid replied.

"Because of your father," Blade said softly, confident the hired killersriding eight yardsin front of him
couldn't overhear hisremark.



"What do you mean?' Kid Zanto queried, perplexed.

"Y ou'll understand when the time comes."

"Areyou sayin' | shouldn't beloya to Danny because my dad wasn't very fond of him?"
"No."

"Then what?' the Kid pressed the issue.

Blade looked the youth in the eyes. "When thetime comes," hereiterated. "Y oulll have to trust me until
then.”

"l @n't much for trustin' folkstoo far.”
"Give meacouple of weeks" Blade said. ™Y oull understand eventualy.”
The Kid reluctantly dropped the subject, but hisintent aspect indicated he was absorbed in thought.

They |eft the town far behind, staying on the barren, muddy track congtituting aroad, passing pedestrians
frequently, and occasiondly encountering other riders or afarm family in awagon.

Blade wondered about the absence of vehicles. He knew cars and trucks were scarce in the Outlands,
what with fuel and spare parts being so difficult to obtain, and had seen only horses and wagons since
coming to Shanty town. But prior experience had taught him to expect at |east one or two dilapidated
vehiclesin an urban center the Size of the town. Considering Brount's wealth and ego, Blade would have
expected the man to own avehicle. Y et there were none in Shantytown. Why? He posed the question to
the Kid.

"Crusher getsdl the vehicles, dl the spare parts.”
IIWI,V?I

"You're abundle of questions, you know that? Crusher uses eight or nine cars and trucks, and those
three Monster Machines of his, to protect and patrol the grave pit."

"Thewhat?'
Kid Zanto sighed. "Down near Trego. Y ou'll seefor yourself if Danny takes you to the next big meeting.”
"l hope he does."

The road wound into a series of low hills, and the countryside on both sides became heavily forested.
Anima noises emanated from the vegetation, intermixed with noises difficult to identify, intermittent
screechings and wailings. Brount and his men scanned the trees vigilantly.

"There are mutantsin thesewoods," the Kid told Blade. "They usualy don't bother folkstravelin’ on the
road in broad daylight, but you can never tell."

They continued uneventfully until they cameto awide valey and took afork to theleft, bearing
westward. A red farmhouse and barn appeared, the barn to the right with awagon parked near the
southeast corner. Three horses stood in acorra to the left.

"Neblette'splace," Kid Zanto informed the Warrior.



Blade saw an ederly woman emerging from the farmhouse, wiping her hands on her white gpron. She
moved aong astone wak to theflat areain front of the barn and awaited them.

"She's Neblette's squeeze,” the Kid mentioned, and yawned.

The woman's face betrayed her mounting apprehension. She smoothed the apron and clasped her hands
infront of her wag.

"Hello, Nancy!" Brount hailed her, and reined up ten feet distant. "How are you?'

"What are you doing here, Danidl Brount?' she answered.

"Why, Nancy, you sound angry a me," Brount said good-naturedly, leaning down to pat his mount.
"I won't have you making trouble for my husband," she stated harshly.

"| pay you afriendly visit, and you automatically assume I'm here to maketrouble. I'm hurt,” Brount said,
amiling hugdly.

"I want you and your thugsto get off our property,” Nancy Neblette sngpped. "Right thisingtant.”
"No can do, Nancy."

"Please!" she beseeched him, taking a pace nearer. "Leave Ted done!™

"I came dl theway out hereto settle our differences, and I'm not leaving until we do," Brount said.
"Youll leave right now, you son of abitch!" thundered anew voice from the right.

Blade twisted in the saddle to find an elderly man standing near the wagon, a double-barreled shotgun
gripped in his steady, callused hands and trained on Brount. A movement in the barn drew his attention,
and Blade spotted a younger man, evidently Neblette's son, armed with arifle and standing just ingde the
wide barn door.

"Whoa, there, Ted!" Brount called, turning his horse so he could confront the farmer directly. "Don't be

"I'll blow your damned head off if you don't get off my farm," Neblette warned.
"l came hereto talk," Brount said.

"Like hdl you did. Weve done dl our talking. I'm not about to stop supplying afew friendswith brew
just because you're so damned greedy you want al the business!”

"Greed in't theissue here"
"Your assl" Neblette spat.

"Listento me, Ted. I've explained this a dozen times aready, but I'll give you one more chanceto seethe
light. I'minthe business of furnishing drinksto thirsty customers, and you'rein the business of farming and
supplying mewith home brew to servein my joints. Y ou're one of many who supply me, and my rulesfor
them have to apply to you too. | can't make any exceptions. And one of my rulesisthat no one,
positively no one, sdlls brew or shine on the side. Anyone who wantsto buy ether can buy it from me.”

"The hell you say," Neblette snapped. "I've been sdlling kegsto afew buddies of mine for years, and I'm



not about to stop now."

"I didn't learn of your sales until two months ago, and I've given you more than enough timeto agreeto
quit.”

"What'sthe big ded ?' Neblette responded. "Y ou know I'm not making any money off the dedls. | sdll to
my buddies at cost.”

"Money or profit isn't theissue here ether,” Brount said. "How many timesmust | explain thisto you? It's
amatter of prestige, of reputation. | can't dlow anyone, no matter how long they've been supplying me or
how much | might like them, to undermine my authority. All you have to do, right now, is promiseto siop
supplying your friendsand I'll forget thewholething.”

"Ted, pleasel" the farmer's wife interjected. "We can't buck him\\"

Neblette pondered the issue for over aminute, gazing from Brount to hiswife and back again. Findly he
shook his head. "'l gave my word to my buddies years ago, and I'm not about to go back on my word

Brount studied the reinsin hisright hand. "Isthat your fina word?*
"I'mafraiditis" Neblette declared.

Clucking softly, Brount guided hishorse afew yards from his men, putting himsdlf out of theline of fire.
He deliberately looked at Blade. "No one can accuse me of being unfair, or of not being a patient man.
But thereisalimit to my patience," he said, asif jugtifying his motives. He then glanced at Arnieand
uttered two wordswith chilling indifference:

"Kill them."
Chapter 9

Antheingtant before Danidl Brount gave the order to exterminate the Neblette family. Blade deduced
Brount'sintent. He guessed what was coming and reacted accordingly, bringing up his Maossberg,
intending to down Arnie and the three other killers, knowing full well he could never alow innocent
farmersto be butchered while he sat by and did nothing. He aso knew daying the paid gunswould
serioudy endanger hismission, but his concern for the welfare of the Neblette family overrode his better
judgment. Unfortunately for the Neblettes, a the very moment Blade was about to shoot the nearest
assassin, Ted Neblette cut loose with one of the barrels on his double-barreled shotgun, the blast hurling
alean n from the saddle and causing the other horsesto rear and plunge. Blade had to grab the
reinswith both hands, the M ossberg clamped tightly in three fingers, in order to stay on board.

Neblette roared and charged, firing the second barredl, striking a second killer in the chest and toppling
the man to the ground. He franticaly broke the shotgun open and tried to reload as his son provided
covering fire from the barn.

The farmer's wife screamed.

Arnie pointed hisUzi a Neblette and squeezed histrigger, and a pattern of red dots erupted acrossthe
farmer's chest. Neblette staggered backwards and collapsed.

Out of the barn came the son, furioudy working therifle, and he succeeded in daying the third hired gun,
then Sghted on Brount.



Still struggling to control the roan, Blade glimpsed the Kid drawing and firing three times, incredibly
quick, bam-bam-bam, and Neblette's son was dammed to the hard earth. Blade heard the Uzi chatter a
millisecond later, and he assumed Arnie had fired at the son. Only when the roan had quieted and Blade
surveyed the blood bath did he see Nancy Neblette lying on her right Side, apool of crimson forming
around her, cut in haf by the Uzi.

"Wadll, that'sthat,” Brount said casualy seconds later, nudging his horse over to the farmer'sbody. "Y ou
wereafool, Ted," he said to the corpse.

"What about the farm, boss?' Arnie asked, dapping afresh magazineinto hisUzi.

"The usua,” Brount answered absently. "Auction the farm off to someone we can trust. And send aburia
detail out hereto dispose of these bozos before the animals get to them.”

"As soon aswe get back," Arnie promised.

Brount rode over to the Warrior. " Sorry about theroan. | forgot to tell you it'sabit skittish around
gunfire. My mistake, and | gpologize.”

"No harm done," Blade said lamely, doubting Brount's sincerity. He observed the Kid staring at Nancy
Neblette.

"Therewasno cal tokill her,” Zanto declared.

"She must have been caught in the crossfire," Brount stated gpologeticaly.

"The hell shewas," the Kid snapped. "Arnie gunned her down. | saw him out of the corner of my eye.”
"Isthet true, Arnie?' Brount inquired innocently.

The man in the fedoragrinned. "I had to shoot her, Mister Brount. | saw her reaching under her gpron
and figured she was going for awespon.”

"Let's check," Brount said, and dipped to the ground. He walked over to Nancy Neblette and knelt, his
back to the men on horseback. "Well, ook at this" he exclaimed, and straightened with arevolver in his
left hand, a Smith and Wesson Modd 64 sporting atwo-inch barrel.

"l toldyou," Arniesaid.

The Kid stared at the Smith and Wesson, distraught. "1 never would've expected her to pack a hideout
gun.”

"You never cantdl," Brount said, sticking the gunin hisleft pants pocket and returning to hishorse. "Do
you know what your problem s, Kid?' he asked as he climbed into the saddle.

"What, Danny?' the Kid replied sheepishly.

"Y ou're too damned trusting for your own good. Never give anyone the benefit of the doubt.”

Kid Zanto, hisbrow knit in uncharacteritic reflection, stared at hisemployer. "No one, huh?"

"No one," Brount reiterated. "Everyoneisout to nail you, and you have to look out for number one.”

"My dad wasn't out to nail me."



Brount seemed startled by the comment. "I didn't mean your dad, of course. He wasthe sdt of the earth.
What in the world made you bring him up anyway?'

"Oh, nothin'. Jugt thinkin', | guess."

"There's no comparison between good men like your father and bastards like Neblette," Brount stated,
and started to ride off.

Kid Zanto looked at the farmhouse, the barn, and the bodies of Nancy and Ted Neblette. "None at all,”
he echoed hollowly, and whedled his horse.

Once again Blade stayed &t the rear, his agitated mind awhirl, pondering the events. Hisinahility to save
the Neblettes gnawed a him, and he kept seeing Nancy Neblette, crumpled and bloody, in hismind's
gye. The Kid's attitude sparked him with aflicker of hope. An dly with Zanto's ability would be
invaluable in the clinches, and he hoped he could persuade the Kid to see the light before Brount

departed to attend the next meeting at Crusher Payne's. Engrossed in his musing, Blade lagged behind the
others. Twenty yards separated them from him when he heard the low growl.

They were passing through the forest. Without their foliage, with few in bloom so early in the yesr, the
trees reared skyward like spiked, accusing fingers, asif they were cursing the heavensfor the polluted
soil in which they had to grow, for the radioactive agents that had caused many of the treesto become
deformed or stunted, and for the defiled atmosphere they had to breathe.

The Warrior's head snapped up at the sound of the growl, and he glanced to the right and left, searching
the woods for the source.

Another growl made the horse whinny.

Blade pinpointed alarge, dark form crouched at the base of atreeten feet to hisright. He shifted in the
saddle, beginning to bring the M ossberg around, hoping the creature wouldn't attack.

It did.

With aguttura snarl the beast flew at the roan, its front paws dashing. Whether its ancestors had come
from wolves or from apack of ferd dogswasimmaterid. All that mattered to the Warrior wasthe
ravenous, gross mutation endeavoring to dissmbowel his horse. Blade registered the shaggy black and
brown coat of fur, the twin snouts and the davering mouth, the exposed yellow fangs and the four beady
eyes, and the two tails and the raking clawsin the twinkling before the mutation struck, and then the roan
shied to the left, Sdestepping into the wall of trees on that side.

Blade saw the mutant rip itsright paw aong the roan's belly, leaving red streaks in its wake, and he
perceived the horse would go down or pin him against atree before he could bring the Mossberg into
effective play. Consequently, without a second thought, he released his shotgun and dove from the
saddle, draight at the mutant, hisright hand curling around the right Bowie hilt, hisleft reaching for the
beadt. Intent on tearing at the yielding, rich flesh of the horse, the mutant did not bother to look any higher
than the roan's shoulder. Thefirst inkling the creature had that something was amiss was when a heavy
body crashed into its back and a powerful arm clamped around its throat.

Blade and the mutant tumbled to the ground, rolling and thrashing in the dirt, Blade with atenuous grip on
the enraged beast, the abomination striving to tear the presumptuous human to ribbons. They collided
with atree and reversed direction.

Somewhere, someone shouted the Warrior's name. Blade sank the gleaming Bowie into the mutation



again and again and again, feding hisleft forearm sting as claws diced his skin. The mutant jostled and
twisted and pitched, and Blade started to lose his grip. Vision of those claws cutting into histhroat
ingpired him to cling on for dear life, and dwaysthe knifewent in, in, in. More yelling arose nearby.

In the recesses of his mind, on an unconsciousleve of recognition, Blade knew the Kid must be near at
hand and recognized the youthful gunman was ydling for him to get out of the way so the Kid could fire.
But the beast would turn on Blade the moment he released its throat, so he held on and stabbed. He lost
count of the number of times heimbedded the big knife to the hilt, and sill the mutant struggled to bresk
free. A gunshot cracked.

And then Blade rammed into another tree and hisleft arm went momentarily numb. Instantly the mutant
spun and lunged at his neck, and Blade ingtinctively speared the Bowieinto the creature's throat, up and
in under the chin. The beast hissed once, then collapsed, blood pouring from its open mouith, itslifeless
eyeswide. "Blade!" Kid Zanto cdled.

TheWarrior shoved the mutation from him, jerking the Bowie out, and rose dowly. Every musclein his
body seemed to ache, and his shoulders and upper arms were oddly tiff. Blood, dirt, and gore caked his
dothing.

"You're okay!" the Kid exclaimed.
Blade looked up.

Kid Zanto, Arnie, and Brount were astride their animals, six feet away, the Kid on theright and Arniein
the center. Arnielooked like he wanted to be somewhere el se, and understandably so. The Kid held his
right Ruger pointed in the genera direction of the fedora.

"What happened?' Blade asked.

"| couldn't get aclear shot,” the Kid stated angrily, hisflinty gaze on Arnie. "None of us could. But this
jackasstried to use the Uzi. | came closeto parting hishair.”

The Warrior inhaled deeply, hisgray eyes narrowing ashe stared a Arnie. "Y ou tried to use the Uzi? |
would have been shot to pieces along with the mutant.”

"l wasn't going to usethe Uz," Arnie countered. "The Kid made amistake.”
"I never make amistake," Kid Zanto declared angrily.

Brount cleared histhroat and edged his horse closer to the Warrior. "It was amigtake. | know Arnie
wouldn't have tried to bag the mutant with you right there."

"l wonder," Blade said.
"Yeah," Arnie said, and committed a blunder of monumental proportions. He smirked. "Y ou know me."

"Yeah, | know you," Blade mimicked, and threw the Bowie overhand, his massve physique uncoiling like
awhip, hisright arm streaking up, down, and out in atoss he had practiced innumerabl e times.

The bloody blade sped the intervening six feet and thudded squarely in the center of Arni€'s chest, jolting
him, shocking him witless for the space of two seconds. "What the hell!" he blurted out, then glanced a
Brount in bewilderment, dropped the Uzi, and pitched to the road.

Transfixed by the sight, stunned by the suddenness of the assault, Brount gaped at the prone form on the



ground. When he twisted toward the giant, he saw the left Bowie out and ready to finish the job should
Arnie unexpectedly rise.

"Son of abitch!" the Kid breathed in awe.

Danid Brount watched Blade moveto Arnie and retrieve the other knife, and as he watched, a chill
breeze cooled the anger flaring in his cheeks. "What the hell did you do that for?" he snapped, controlling
himsdf with an effort.

"He pushed me one time too many," Blade responded, wiping the right Bowie clean on Arniesfedora

"He was my right-hand man, my second in command,” Brount complained. "Y ou've dready killed Butch,
and | wasgrooming himtofill infor Arnie. Wheream | going to find someonetofill their shoes?'

Blade rose, diding the Bowiesinto their sheaths, and stared at Brount. "Y ou're looking at him.”

"What?" Brount said, and blinked a few times, his mouth working soundlesdy. He glanced a Arnie, then
at Blade.

To Kid Zanto the happenings of the past few minutes had left him flabbergasted. Hed seen his newfound
giant friend take on amutant and win. Hed seen Arnie die swiftly and efficiently. And now, if he
understood correctly, Blade was applying for Arni€'s old job. The giant confused him like no other man
ever had, and yet hefelt drawn to the man in the black lesther vest in abond of abiding friendship. He
looked at Brount, expecting his employer to explode, and received another surprise when his boss burst
into laughter.

Blade waited, his hands on his hips, suspicious the laughter might be aruse to throw him off guard so
Brount could draw those Heckler and Koch double-action 45's.

"l getit!" Brount declared happily. "I get it!"
What did he get? the Kid wondered, and twirled his Redhawk into its holster.

Brount pointed at Arnie and dapped histhigh, venting more mirth. "First Butch, and now Arnie! You
wanted thejob for yourself! The whole damn time you wanted the job for yourself!" He cackled and
shook his head.

The Warrior remained quiet.

"I knew you were smart, but | didn't redlize how smart,”" Brount said, and chuckled. "Y ou had this
planned dl dong.”

"If you say s0," Blade said noncommittally.
"There's no need to be offended. | admire aman with gutsand initiative.”
"Dol get thejob?"

Brount regarded the Warrior criticaly. "To tdll you the truth, | couldn't ask for abetter man. It'll take you
awhileto learn dl theropes, and there will be grumblings from afew who have worked for me for along
time"

"I'll handlethem," Blade promised.
"I bet you will," Brount agreed, and laughed.



"I'll take the job on one condition.”
Brount abruptly ceased laughing and his features hardened. " Are you presuming to dictate termsto me?”

"I wouldn't dream of usurping your authority,” Blade replied. "My condition isreasonable, and it's
probably one you might make yourself."

"Let'shear it."

"I'll accept the job as your second in command if you'll alow me to gppoint the Kid as my assstant, my
own right-hand man, so to speak.”

Kid Zanto's mouth dropped.

"Y our condition isreasonable,”" Brount concurred. "Y eah, | liketheidea. Y ou're now my second in
command, and the Kid will work under you." He paused and snickered. "Who knows? Between the two
of you, you might be able to get the job done." He whedled his horse and headed for town without a
word of remorsefor thefallen Arnie.

A psychopath, Blade concluded, and moved to reclaim the M ossberg. He picked up the shotgun and
wiped dirt from the barrel, and then redlized the Kid was saring a him. "Y es?’

"I don't know what to make of you."

"My wife saysthe samething dl thetime.”

"Youre married?'

"We'd better catch up with Brount."

The Kid leaned forward. "Why'd you pick me?"

"Maddie can't shoot as straight.”

"I'm serious.”

Blade went to reply, when he saw Daniel Brount rein in and glance back at them.

"Asyour firg officid act, I'd like you two to get your assesin gear! | want to reach Shantytown sometime
thisyear!"

Chapter 10

Blade took to the job readily, determined to impress Brount, and put in long hours the first week,
working from dawn until midnight every day. He made daily rounds of dl Brount'sjoints, ingpecting the
books and attending to sundry minor problems. He supervised the collection squads responsible for
collecting the weekly protection fees from al the other businesses in Shantytown. He arranged work
schedulesfor dl of Brount's employees. Everywhere he went, Kid Zanto stayed at his side. During work
hours the two were inseparable and they became fast friends. At night Blade dept on Maddi€'s couch,
whilethe Kid invariably dept at the apartment of his sweetheart, the progtitute named Susie. As Brount
had foretold, ahandful of his men protested the Warrior's promotion. They claimed they should have
been sdected by virtue of their seniority. Brount dispensed with al objections and arguments suavely. He
told them hisdecison wasfind, but they were certainly welcome to voice their proteststo Blade, and if
any of them felt soinclined, they could exercise their right to challenge the new second in command for



his post. No one elected to exercise their right.

Blade attended a rigged auction on the third day of hisjob, a which aBrount partisan received title to the
Neblette farm. He became fully aware of the politica ploys, the secret dedls and dirty tricks, Brount
employed to solidify his control over the territory.

The Warrior dso learned afascinating secret. Although most of Brount's business affairs were duly
recorded in thick, heavy ledgers, Brount carried on his person asmall black book rumored to contain
information pertaining to secret ded's and contacts. An old-timer inadvertently tipped the Warrior off one
night at abar, and Blade heard the story confirmed by severa of Brount's employees during the course of
seemingly idle conversations when he just happened to direct their discussion around to the subject of the
rumored black book, a book Blade wanted to get his hands on.

One week after the gunfight at the Neblette farm, as Blade and the Kid relaxed at the bar at the Booze
N' Broads, aman burst into the room ydlling at the top of his lungs.

"Help! Help! They'rewrecking thejoint!"

All activity ceased, and Blade and the Kid pushed through the crowd to where the man leaned on atable
for support and gasped for air.

The Warrior recognized the man as Jenks, agambler who plied histrade at an establishment known as
the Acey Deucey located two blocks south of the Booze N' Broads.

"Blade!" Jenks exclamed. "Thank goodness!”
"What'swrong?'

"Y ou've got to get to the Acey Duecey right avay. They've aready knifed the bouncer, Stoner, and cut
up the bartender, Gloria, pretty bad,” Jenks detailed.

"Who did, Jenks?' Blade asked camly.

"Therésfive of 'em, dl wearing animd-hide clothes and smélling like they haven't washed in years. | think
they're trappers from the far north. They drank too much and got rowdy, and when Stoner tried to cool
them down, the biggest one gutted him with aknife.”

"Dothey dl have guns?'

"Yeah," Jenks nodded. "Rifles. Maybe afew pistolstoo. | got the hell out of there. Slipped through the
sdedoor and came siraight here.”

"Mister Brount will seethat you're properly rewarded for your service," Blade said, remembering the
ingtructions Brount had given him with respect to always offering money for services rendered, no matter
hows small or insignificant the services might be. He motioned at the Kid and hurried to the door.

"Fiveto two ain't bad odds," Kid Zanto remarked.

Blade paused just outside the door, the cold night air tingling his skin, and debated his next move. The
Acey Deucey was another of Brount's own businesses, not merely another joint that paid protection.
Whenever anasty Situation developed at any of Brount's establishments, reinforcements were to be
dispatched immediately. Blade knew Brount was at atavern on the extreme north side of town. "I want
you to go find Brount," he said.



"What? Why?'

"He should be informed right away."

"But what about you?Y ou can't take them dl on by your lonesome," the Kid objected.
"Don't worry about me. | won't do anything stupid. Go find Brount. Now."

The Kid headed northward. "All right. But | don't like thisone bit," he grumbled, and quickly
disappeared in the darkness.

Blade sprinted to the south, oblivious to the pedestrians he passed, concentrating on how to deal with the
five trappers. He hoped to avoid further bloodshed, and had sent the Kid after Brount so he wouldn't
need to keep one eye on the impetuous gunfighter. If the violence escal ated, innocent bystanders might
be harmed.

A throng had gathered outside the Acey Deucey, the spectators standing well into the street, away from
the door and the windows. From within sounded the breaking of glass and the smashing of wood. A
woman wailed pitiably.

The Warrior dowed and drew within ten yards of the front door.
"Here comes Blade!" aman shouted.
"Helll teach those pricks!" added another.

Blade advanced cautioudy toward awindow postioned near the northwest corner of the building, the
Mossherg held firmly in his brawny hands. The wailing abruptly stopped as he stepped to the corner of
the narrow window, one of the few in Shantytown actualy incorporating a glass pane, and peered insde.

Theinterior of the Acey Deucey looked like atornado had struck it. All of the tables and chairs had been
overturned or busted into bits. Broken glasses and mugs littered the floor. Lined against the walls on the
right and the left were the patrons, perhapsthree dozen al told, all with their arms upraised, many
showing their fear. Lying in the center of the floor, doubled over on hisright side, was the bouncer,
Stoner, hisintestines forming a pulpy mound next to his body, blood dribbling from his open mouth, his
lifeless eyeslocked on empty space.

In front of the bar, on her back on the floor, hdr arms screening her face, lay the barkeep, awoman
named Gloria. Her yellow blouse had been torn from her body and tossed onto the counter. Thin red
lines, razor-fine knife dits, marred her quivering pale flesh. She began wailing again.

Blade focused on the five men responsible, histemper boiling at the treatment accorded the woman.

Thefive trappers were afilthy, uncombed, disheveled lot. All five had rifles dung over their shoulders,
and three of them wore cartridge belts. They were so armed with ten-inch skinning knives, and one

trapper, apparently the leader, amountain of aman with astringy black beard, sood over Gloriaand
taunted her while waving his skinning knifein hisleft hand and holding abottle of Scotch in hisright.

Blade ducked below the window and edged over to the door, which had been |eft open acrack. He
eased the door inward until he could see the entire room.

The leader had spit amouthful of Scotch onto Glorias breasts. Two of his companions were collecting
va uables from the patrons, while the third leaned againgt the bar guzzling whiskey and the fourth covered
the customerswith arevolver.



Gloriawhimpered and squirmed.

The sight of the woman in torment atered the Warrior's perspective. Hed envisioned the trappers asfive
hardworking men who'd cometo town for afun time and let drink get the better of them. Instead, he
found a quintet of hulking degenerates, each on apar with the mutation hed dain returning from the
Neblette farm, each one savage and unpredictable and utterly devoid of compassion.

Gloria howled with dismay when the leader Ieaned down and roughly squeezed her right breast.

"How'sthat, you snotty bitch?" the trapper demanded. " So you think you're too good for us, hun? Well,
I'll learn you different before I'm done.”

"You tdl her, Trask!" the trapper covering the customers declared.

Blade has seen more than enough. He did into the Acey Deucey, his back to the wall, the Mossberg
leve. "Drop your wegpons!" he commanded, anticipating the trappers would be sartled by his
unexpected agppearance and he would be able to disarm them relatively easlly.

No such luck.

Thefive gared a him with supreme disinterest, indicating they were either extremely inebriated or
extremdy confident in thair ability to handledl comers.

"Drop your wegpons" Blade repeated.

They went about their businessin an unhurried fashion.

Confounded, Blade took a stride forward. "Didn't you hear me?1 told you to drop your wegpons!™
"Get logt, moron!" the trapper holding the revolver barked.

"Yeah," chimed in the one guzzling the whiskey. " Get lost before we teach you not to stick your big nose
inwhereit isn't wanted!"

"Y ou don't understand,” Blade said. "There are others on their way here right this second. If you don't
submit quietly, you'l dl bekilled."

"Submit, hel!" bellowed Trask. "We haven't hit abig city sincelast fal, and we amto celebrate.”
Blade nodded at the bartender. "Isthat your idea of celebrating?”

"Shewouldn't let mefed her titty," Trask replied angrily. "No woman saysno to me."

The Warrior's somach musclestightened. "Thisisyour last warning. Drop your wegpons.”

A short, solidly built trapper involved in collecting val uables from the patrons glanced at the Warrior.
"Hdl! I'mtired of ligtenin' to this peckerwood.” An Adrarevolver materidized in hisleft hand, from out
of thefolds of hisbear coat, and he touched the barrel to the head of his nearest customer and smirked.
"Put down that dinky shotgun of yours, migter, or thispilgrim is dog mest."

Blade hesitated, chiding himsdlf for his supidity. His misplaced impulseto refrain from harming the
trappers and avoid having any of the innocent bystandersinjured had placed him in abind.

"l ain't got al day, jerk," the trapper said.



He couldn't possibly cut loose with two of the trappers standing among the customers. Gritting histeeth in
frustration, Blade lowered the M ossberg to the floor.

"Now raise your arms over your head," the same trapper directed.

Blade complied, hisgray eyesbecoming steely.

"Want meto shoot himin the nuts?' asked the trapper covering the customers.
"No, not yet," Trask growled. "We want to have our fun first, don't we?"

The pair who had been gathering the vauables strolled toward the Warrior.
"Ain't heaszablelug?' commented the trapper armed with the Adtra.
"He'sasbig as Trask," the second one remarked.

"Maybe held liketo wrestle," Agtrasaid, and snickered.

They hdted ayard away and studied the giant.

Blade held hisbody till, but his mind raced. None of the trappers were near the customers now, so the
bystanders wouldn't bein the line of fireif he could get his hands on the M ossberg. But how could he
accomplish the feat with the two trappers standing right there in front of him? He wished heartily for a
digtraction, and to his complete astonishment a distraction came on the scene seconds later in the form of
the last person he would have expected to see: Zed.

The apish bodyguard sauntered into the Acey Deucey acting asif he didn't have acarein theworld.
Black and blue bruises discolored hisfeatures, and awhite bandage, awad of cloth applied by the only
man in Shantytown who came close to resembling a doctor, covered his crudely reconstructed nogtrils.
He hdd hisright elbow next to his chest, favoring the side where Blade had broken arib.

Asdtraglanced at the newcomer and gawked. "Damn, mister! What the hell happened to you?"
Zed gazed a each of the trappersin turn before answering. "1 got the crap beat out of me.”
"We can seethat,” Astrasaid. "Did you get in afew licks of your own?"

"I hardly touched him," Zed replied solemnly.

"Whew! | can't imagine anyone ssompin’ someone with al the muscles you've got. Who best you up?'
Astraasked.

Zed grinned and pointed a the Warrior. "Hedid."
"Redly?' Adrasad.

Blade'slips compressed into dits and he clenched his hands. Of &l the luck! Had Zed seen him enter the
Acey Deucey, or was the bodyguard's arrival a coincidence? He hadn't spoken to Zed since their fight.
The doctor had ordered the bodyguard to rest in bed as much as possible.

"Redlly," Zed confirmed.

The three other trappers approached, their interest aroused by the unique Situation. Trask shouldered
Adtraasde and jabbed hisright thumb into the Warrior's sternum.



"So this son of a bitch whomped you, huh?*

"Hesuredid,” Zed stated.

A crud grin creased Trask's hairy visage. "How would you like a chance to get even?”
"How'sthat?" Zed queried, sounding puzzled.

"How would you like to somp this busybody into the floor?"

"When?'

"Here and now, you idiot. Well make sure nobody buttsin, and well keep this bastard covered so he
doesn't try to use hishands or feet,” Trask said.

"You mean | can beat on him to my heart's content?" Zed questioned.

"That's exactly what | mean," Trask declared. "What do you say?"

Zed stared at the Warrior, hismouth curling upwards. | likethe idea"

"Figured you would," Trask said, chuckling.

"One of my ribsisbusted, and | can't swing my arm very hard,” Zed mentioned.

"Use your boots," Trask suggested.

Zed nodded at atable leg lying on the floor to the right. "How about |etting me use that?*
Trask glanced at the stout leg and snickered. "Be my guest, pilgrim.”

Sowly, deliberately, Zed stepped to the table leg and leaned down, grunting as histhick fingers closed on
the wood. He straightened with an effort and hefted the makeshift club, satisfied with the weight and the
fed. "Thisshould do nicdy,” he commented.

"Hit him onthe nosefirg," Astraadvised.

"No, smack him on the knee. They break like eggshells," remarked the trapper holding the whiskey
bottle.

"Wallop the stuffin' out of the chump," recommended athird.

Zed waked up to the Warrior and looked Blade in the eyes. "I owe you," the bodyguard said, and raised
the table leg overhead.

Blade tensed, ready for the worst, knowing Zed and the trappers possessed an insurmountable
advantage and prepared to give an accounting of himsalf they would long remember. Then, to his
profound amazement, Zed grinned at him and winked.

"Yeah, | oweyou," the bodyguard reiterated, "for sparing my life" And with that pronouncement he
whirled and brought the table leg crashing down upon Trask's skull.

Blade had no opportunity to observe the result. He was dready in motion, ddlivering akick to the
genitas of the trapper armed with the Astra, dropping the man on the spot. He pivoted, hisright fist
swinging in an arc, and clipped the other trapper who had arevolver out on the chin, sending the man
stumbling backwards to trip over his own feet and sprawl onto thefloor.



Zed and Trask were grappling, on their knees.

Thetrgpper holding the whiskey bottle clawed at askinning knifein asheath on hisleft hip, whilethefifth
trgpper tried to unlimber aMarlin rifle dung over hisleft shoulder.

Blade crouched and scooped up the M ossberg in asmooth motion, and he pumped the shotgun twicein
swift successon. With each thundering shot one of the trappers was flung to thefloor, torn nearly in half
by the buckshot.

Astrahad scrambled to his hands and knees, his features bright red, and aimed the revolver at the
Warrior.

With adeft twist Blade threw himself to the left and fired, the M ossberg bucking in his hands. The heavy
dugstook Agrafull inthe face, blowing his nose and part of his eyes outward in ashower of crimson
and pulp, and he flipped onto his back and was till.

Blade worked the dide action again, the blast hitting the trapper he'd dugged asthe man roseto his
knees. The impact bowled the man over.

Leaving only Zed and Trask, who were wrestling on the floor, rolling back and forth, straining and
heaving. Zed, in hisweekened state, barely held his own.

Risng quickly, the Warrior moved toward them, watching for an opening, which came five seconds | ater
when Trask pinned Zed and the trapper raised his head to roar in impending triumph. No sooner had the
cry died when Blade pressed the Mossberg barrd to the right side of Trask's hairy head and squeezed

thetrigger.

Zed recoiled as particles of flesh, bone, and hair rained down on his face and neck, and he grimaced as
blood splattered on his skin. He looked upward, aghast at beholding a headless corpse straddling his
torso, and in revulsion he bucked and shoved and sent the trapper's body sailing through the air to smack
againg thefar wall.

The onlookers had seemingly grown roots.

Frowning in disgust, Zed wiped at the moist chunks and pieces clinging to his skin. He glanced upward
when ahand extended into hisline of vison.

"Need alift?"
"Thanks," Zed said, taking the Warrior's proffered hand and using the added leverage to stand.
"I should be the one thanking you," Blade responded. "Y ou bailed me out of afix."

"Then were even. | know Brount wanted you to kill me, and | know you wouldn't. | don't quite know
what to make of you, Blade, but you're dl right in my book," Zed stated with conviction.

TheWarrior surveyed the carnage grimly. "How about if | have someone clean thismess, and I'll trest
youto adrink?"

Zed grinned. "Fine by me, if you'll let me return the favor."
"Do you know where we can buy some milk?"

"Milk?" Zed repeated in astonishment, and laughed.



"And folkssay I'm addle-brained.”

Chapter 11

Two dayslater Blade and Kid Zanto were walking north on Main Street when Zed approached at arun.
"Blade! Blade!"

"Lookslikethe gorillahastaken ashineto you," the Kid joked, squinting in the bright morning sunlight.
"Zed isahuman being and he deserves the same respect you do,” Blade said. "He'saso my friend.”
"And | know what that means,” the Kid cracked.

"Weredl children of the Spirit," the Warrior declared enigmaticaly.

Before the Kid could ask for an explanation, Zed reached them.

"Blade! Migter Brount sent meto fetch you," Zed declared. "He wants you to come to the Booze N'
Broadsright away."

"Then let'sgo," Blade said, and together they continued to the north, having five blocks to cover to reach
the Booze N' Broads.

"What's dl the excitement about?' the Kid inquired.

"A wagontrain," Zed disclosed. "Camped two miles from town."

"Haven't seen one of those in eight, maybe nine months," the Kid commented.
"Doesthiswagon train carry trading supplies?' Blade asked.

Kid Zanto snorted. ™Y ou don't understand. Wagon trains pass through the territory fairly frequently
during the warm months. If they're big and the people are well armed, we leave them alone. But if they're
small and they don't have many guns, weraid them.”

"Y ou raid unprotected wagon trains?' Blade queried, histonelaced with accusation.

"Hey, | didn't Sart the practice,”" the Kid responded. "The Union was raidin’ wagon trains before | was
born."

"And everyone knows about the raids?’

"Most folks"

"Why don't the people put astop to it?"

"Get red. Who's going to stand up against the Union? They wouldn't last two seconds.”

Blade digested the information, scowling and hefting the Mossberg. Every time he ventured beyond the
walled ramparts of the Home, he grew more thankful to the Founder, the survivaist who had constructed
the compound in northwestern Minnesota prior to World War Three. If not for Kurt Carpenter's
foresght in building the retreat and in stocking the 30-acre refuge with enormous quantities of essentid,
durable provisons, the Family would not exist. The brutal, despicable conditionsin the Outlands and
elsawhere would have eradicated Carpenter's descendants decades ago. The Founder had forecast the
decline of civilization after the nuclear holocaust and taken wise precautions to ensure his followers



persisted in aworld gone mad. Twenty-foot-high brick walls, barbed wire, and amoat were only the
initiadl defenses. A gigantic armory containing ahost of versatile weaponry provided the firepower the
Family needed to presevere amid al the mutants, scavangers, and raiders.

The mere thought of what would happen if those brick walls should ever be breached successfully
brought goose bumpsto Blade's flesh. So far, for 106 years, the Family had withstood al assaults. So
far. He aruptly became aware of Zed spesking.

" has seven men all set to go as soon as we reach the Booze N' Broads. | can't go 'cause of my rib."
"Who found thetrain?' the Kid asked.

"Dolon. Hewas taking a shortcut back from his sweetheart's, that farm girl Beth who lives out east, when
he spotted smoke and snuck close for alook. Y ou know Beth and him are getting married.”

The Kid snickered.
"Don't you intend to marry some day?" Blade snapped.
"Yeah, sure, but " Kid Zanto started to reply.

"Then who are you to make fun of Dolon?' Blade queried tetily, and increased his speed to walk by
himsdf.

Thoroughly confused, the Kid looked at Zed. "What did | do?"
Zed smply shrugged.

They covered the remaining distance in sllence, with the Warrior brooding, the Kid sulking, and Zed
wondering what the hell was going on.

Blade spied the ten mounts saddled and waiting outside the tavern. Lounging near the building were
seven of Brount's hired guns, among them the 20-year-old with blond hair and blue eyes named Dolon.

Daniel Brount emerged and gazed down Main Street, smiling when he caught sght of the giant and the
gunfighter. "Blade! Areyouinfor atreat!”

"So I've heard,” the Warrior replied.

"Dolon spotted awagon train with four wagons, and dl four are filled with persona effects. Wereriding
out now," Brount said, and pointed at ablack stalion. "I've obtained a horse for you that isn't skittish.”

"Thanks"
"Mount up, boys, and let'sride!" Brount bellowed.

In short order the ten men wereriding south dong Main Street until they came to the second intersection.
Brount led them to the east, sticking to the secondary street asfar asit went, then heading overland
toward aridge perhaps amile off.

Blade rode near the head of the column, between Brount and the Kid, immersed in reflection. Infive
more days Brount was due to head for the conference with Crusher Payne, and Brount had still not
reved ed whether the Warrior would be going along. Blade didn't want to pressthe issue for fear of being
too obvious, of appearing too eager. HE'd hoped he would automatically be privileged to attend as
Brount's second in command, but when held idly broached the topic of the conference to the Kid, Zanto



had mentioned that sometimes Arnie had gone and sometimes Arnie had stayed in Shantytown. Blade
needed to be at that conference. He was impatient to trace the wegpons to their source and return to the
Home, and he suspected Crusher of being that source.

"I don't know why these fools bother crossing the Outlands in wagons,” Brount mentioned
conversationally. " Three-fourths of them don't live to complete the journey. Most of them are probably
seeking abetter life dsewhere.” Helaughed. "Thereis no better life."

"Where do they come from?" Blade questioned.

"Points east, mostly," Brount answered. "Whenever alarge train sops at Shantytown, we throw out the
red carpet and overcharge the bastards like crazy. | dwaysturn atidy profit on wagon trains.”

"They must need to buy alot of supplies,” Blade noted dyly, seizing the occasion to extract crucia
intelligence.

"Y ou don't know the half of it," Brount said, shaking his head. "Those foolswill buy everything that isn't
bolted down. Food, clothes, feed, you nameit.”

"Weapons?' Blade commented casualy.

"l do abrisk businessin wegpons," Brount confided. "M achine guns and semiautomatics are hot items,
athough few can afford them. Revolvers and rifles are the maingtay of my arms business.”

"Y ou must receive your shipments from Crusher,” Blade said while gazing at the ridge, afraid Brount
might detect the expectation in hisfeatures.

"Yeah," Brount verified. " Crusher has access to an unlimited supply of weapons, and some of the guns
were manufactured in thelast five yearsor s0."

"Recently manufactured? How's he manage that feet?"

"Certain matters are kept secret,” Brount responded sternly.

"Sorry. | wasn't prying.”

"I know. But I'vetold you dl | can. If Crusher likesyou, maybe hell fill you in himsdf."

Blade could scarcely restrain the excitement within him, and he coughed before speaking. "I'll get to meet
him?'

"Sure. Didn't | tdll you? In five days theré's ameeting taking place down near Trego."
"I knew about the mesting, but | didn't know if I'd be tagging along.”

"Youwill," Brount said. "l want Crusher to meet my new second in command. | think the two of you will
hitit off."

"l hope s0."

In ten minutes they came to the base of the doping ridge. A narrow trail wound to the top, and Brount
followed thetrail expertly, managing his horse with consummate ease, askillful, polished rider.

As Blade watched Brount ascend the ridge, he wondered if his newfound employer was equally adept at
handling the double-action 45's. He'd never observed Brount using the pistols, but he doubted the man



wore them simply for show. They crested the ridge onto a plain stretching to the north and the south, and
on the rim abitter wind swept into them. Hunched againgt the cold, they rode to the east, and in less than
amilethey cameto aravine on ther right. Brount waved them into the ravine, where they dismounted
and gathered around. "Y ou lead us from here,” Brount directed Dolon.

The blond hired gun, who packed two Colts and a Winchester, moved off down the ravine, proceeding
dowly, sedthily.

Blade found himsdlf walking third in line, behind Brount, and he racked hisbrain for asolution to his
quandary. Blameless travel ers were about to be butchered, and if he interfered he would lose dl hope of
avenging thedain Males. If he did nothing, he would have innocent lives on his conscience. What should
he do? he asked himsdlf. What could he do?

Forty yards later Dolon hated behind atowering boulder. Theravine ran straight for ten yards, then
angled sharply to theright. "Take apeek,” Dolon whispered to Brount.

"Comewith me," Brount said softly to the Warrior.

Together they skirted the boulder and crept to the bend in the ravine. Brount flattened his back against
the earth wall and risked afleeting glance around the corner. He drew back, smiled, and nodded at
Blade.

Dreading what he would see, Blade knelt and peered past the edge. Eight yards beyond, the ravine
ended in anatural bowl or depression. Part of the south side of the bow! had collapsed long ago, leaving
agradua incline, aramp, from the top to the bottom. Four wagons were parked near the ramp, the
horsestied close at hand. A roaring fire blazed in the middle of the bowl, sending gray and black smoke
swirling skyward, and gathered about the fire, warming themsdves, talking and joking, were eight men.

Blade felt asensation of relief. At least there weren't any women and children! He noticed dl of the men
were armed. The wagons were flatbeds, heaped high with articles or boxes, but the cargo was covered
by sturdy canvas and concedled from view. Hefelt atap on the arm and glanced up.

Brount jerked histhumb toward the others.

The Warrior trailed Brount to the enormous boulder and crouched next to him as the paid killers huddled
to receivethar ingructions.

"] don't beieveit!" Brount hissed. "What, boss?' one of the men asked.

Brount glanced at Dolon. ™Y ou didn't find any ordinary wagon train of pilgrims searching for the good
life"

"l didnt?" Dolon responded.
"No," Brount said. "Y ou found Harland Warner."
"Who'she?' Kid Zanto inquired.

"Warner isamiserable black marketeer who operates al around the Great Lakes. HEsbeen athornin
the organization's side for twenty-five years. The son of abitch refusesto pay usour fair percentage of
histakein our territories. He claims he doesn't do businessin our region, but we've known he does. Until
now, we've never been ableto catch himin the act,” Brount said and rubbed his hands together in
anticipation. "Wdll, I've caught him! Crusher will be extremely pleased if | can wipe Warner out. He sent
aman to Warner about ten years ago, demanding that Warner pay up. Warner sent the messenger's head



back in aplastic bag.”

Blade lowered his eyesto the ground so no one would observe hisgrin. What arelief! Harland Warner
and his cronies could hardly be considered innocent travelers. If Warner was a black-market kingpin,
then he undoubtedly dabbled in morethan illicit trade. Blade could participate in the raid without
reservations.

"Listen up!" Brount said. "I don't want Warner to dip through our fingers. Kid, take three men and work
your way around to the south side, to the top of the ramp. Take out any lookouts and wait for usto start
shooting. That'll be your signal to come down the ramp." He paused and surveyed his men. "We don't
take prisoners. Understood?’

The hired guns nodded.
"Then let'sget cracking," Brount prompted them.

The Kid picked three men and retraced their route for 15 yards before angling up the south wall of the
ravine. The steep incline, composed of lose soil, afforded dippery footing, and they climbed dowly until
near therim. At that point they flattened and crawled from sight.

Brount crouched. "'l spotted Warner near thefire they have going,” hetold hismen. "He'swearing a
black hat and a brown coat and carrying an M-16. He has gray hair and a gray mustache. Whoever nails
him recelves abonus of ten gold coins.”

A sparklelit theeyesof thekillers.
"Let'sdoit," Brount said, and rose. He drew his pistols and headed for the bend.

The Mossberg firmly in his hands, Blade stayed next to Brount. They stopped shy of the bend and
Brount eased to the edge for alook. Blade squatted and moved forward, peering once again at the
encampment.

A ninth man was now visible on the skyline, pacing back and forth near the ramp, ariflein hishands,
keeping guard. The eight around the firewere il obliviousto the danger closing in on them, Hill chatting

and laughing.

Blade suspected Warner and his men were holed up for the day. He reasoned the black marketeers
would likely travel at night in the territories controlled by the Union. Building afire seemed cardess, but
Warner might not expect trouble so far off the beaten path. Possibly Warner had used this same spot on
many occasionsand felt safe.

Brount motioned at his men, directing them to fan across the ravine, which they immediately did, their
bodieslow among the rocks.

A tense minute el apsed.

Blade leaned againg thewadll, thinking of hiswife and son, hoping he wouldn't be dainin ameaningless
squabble between vultures like Brount and Warner, and wondering if the Kid's party would be ableto
dispose of the lookout without difficulty.

Apparently they couldnt.

Because amoment later riflefire erupted from the bowl rim.



Chapter 12
The gunfire turned out to be advantageous.

Brount waved hisright arm and charged around the bend, drawing the 45's, and on hishedscame his
men.

Harland Warner's men were taken completely unawares. They had swung toward the ramp at the sound
of the shots, mistakenly assuming the source of the attack came from that direction, and consequently had
their backsto the ravine. Three of them were down before they awoke to their mistake.

Blade intentionaly brought up the rear, having scant relish for the battle a hand, intent on merely staying
alive. He saw Brount'skillers blast away, and saw atrio of black marketeers die violently, and then
Warner's men were returning thefire, with five of them employing automatic or ssmiautomatic arms. They
were quite skilled, making every shot count and daying two of Brount's hired gunswith their initid volley.
Blade dovefor cover in the shelter of awaist-high boulder and listened to the deafening booming and
crackling.

Nearby aman screamed in torment.

The firing reached a crescendo, then tapered as the participants on both sides sought protection behind
the handiest sanctuary.

The sound of pounding boots reached Blade's ears, and he raised up on his elbows and peered toward
the bowl. Severa corpses dotted the ground, and he glimpsed others who had taken refuge, but his
attention fixed on the two men who were racing directly at him. Astounded, he had only secondsto react,
and his mind seemed duggish in responding, unable to credit the evidence of hiseyes.

Harland Warner and one other were coming straight toward him!

In atwinkling the Warrior perceived that Warner must believe the enemy had him trapped. So rather than
flee up the ramp and expose himsdlf to enemy bullets, Warner had opted to carry thefight to hisfoes and
escape out the only other available avenue, namely theravine.

Warner and his henchman were firing wildly at the rocks and boulders, striving to keep Brount and
company pinned down, and so far they were succeeding.

Blade knew they would see him. He had nowhere to hide, nowhere to run, and the circumstances
dictated his next move. Whipping the Maossberg to his shoulder, he pumped the shotgun twice at arange
of lessthan eight feet.

Harland Warner and his companion gppeared to dam into an invisble wdl. Their bodies hated abruptly
and they were hurled backwards, al in the blink of an eye, both with their chests ruptured.

The Warrior dropped behind the boulder again, expecting to become the target of Warner's men, but not
asingle shot zinged in hisdirection. Instead there were afew desultory rounds, then abrief sllence.
Findly agruff voice cdled out.

"Whoever the hell you are, we give up!”

"Then throw out your wegpons where we can see them and stand with your handsin theair!”
commanded Brount.

Blade heard the clatter of automatic rifles and other guns striking the earth.



"None of you move!" barked Brount. Cautioudy, poking the Mossherg out first, Blade straightened,
surveying the ravine and the bowl, taking atally. The lookout lay on his back on the ramp, dead. Kid
Zanto and the three with him were descending the ramp on the double. Three of Warner's crew had
survived the gunfight, although one stood unsteadily, a bright red stain marking his|left shoulder. Only
three of Brount's men had been killed, al told, and the rest converged warily on their prisoners.

Brount walked toward the Warrior, smiling and gesturing animatedly with the pistols. "Wedid it! We
nailed the son of abitch!" He stopped and stared at hisdain nemesis. "'l should say you did it. | saw you
bag them." He looked up. "Hiring you on was the smartest move I've made. Y ou've more than earned the
ten gold coins"

"Just doing my job," Blade said, with what he hoped qudified as the appropriate humility.
"Wait until | tell Crusher about this" Brount said, eated, and walked toward the prisoners.

Blade came forward, gazing at Harland Warner's contorted features, then the henchman's, and a one of
Brount's men lying in adigointed hegp, aholein the center of hisforehead, his blue eyeswide, his blond
hair disheveled. The farm girl named Beth would need to find another husband.

"What do you want usto do with these guys?* asked one of the killers guarding Warner's men.

"No prisoners, remember?’ Brount said, and shot the three men in the head, his hands sweeping up and
the pistols belching ashot a each man. The unexpected, brutal suddenness of the deed made Brount's
hired gunsjump.

Blade saw the brains and bits of skull fly in every direction, and he recoiled in disgust, then recovered his
composure before Brount could notice. Mercy, he concluded, was aterm dien to Daniel Brount's
vocabulary.

The Kid and his three companionsjoined them.

"These turkeys weren't very tough,” the youthful gunman commented blithely, his Redhawksin his hands.
"Tough enough,” Brount said iffly. "What the hell happened on the rim?”

"How do you mean?' the Kid regjoined.

"Do | look likeasimpleton?' Brount snapped. "1 heard the lookout begin shooting before | was ready.”
"| took care of thelookout," the Kid said.

"But not intime. Why did he begin shooting?'

Kid Zanto pursed hislips and coughed lightly. "One of us dipped on arock and the lookout spotted us."
Brount raked the three other killerswith an imperious glare. " And which one of you was so doppy?'
None of them answered.

"Funny. My ears must not be working. | could have sworn | asked aquestion,” Brount stated
sarcadticdly.

"l did," mumbled aman in jeans and abrown shirt. He carried a Browning.

"You, Henry?"



"Yes, gr," Henry admitted.
"I'm very disgppointed in you.”
"I know sir,"” Henry said. "'I'm disappointed in myself. It won't happen again, | assureyou.”

"Damn gtraight,” Brount declared. He smiled condescendingly, and smply fired both semiautomatics from
the hip, squeezing off the shots without seeming to conscioudy aim, adug tearing through each of hapless
Henry's eyes and burgting out the rear of his cranium.

Therest of the killers were dumbfounded.

"Y ou weren't competent enough for meto tolerate your mistakes," Brount said, and spun the pistolsinto
their holgers.

Blade gazed at Henry for amoment, then at his employer. There existed no doubt in his mind now.
Brount's expertise extended to handguns as well.

"I want dl of Harland's boys searched, and everything you find placed in a saddlebag. Collect dl of their
weapons,” Brount instructed. He nodded at Blade and the Kid. "Y ou two come with me." He hurried in
the direction of the four wagons.

The Warrior started to comply. He saw the Kid staring at Henry, undisguised |oathing etching the youth's
countenance. "Let'sgo, Kid," Blade said softly.

"He had no cdl to shoot Henry," the Kid muttered.

"Don' let him hear you say that," Blade advised. "Comeon.”

Kid Zanto nodded once, grimly, and they hastened after Brount, overtaking himin 15 yards.
"I wonder what old Harland was transporting,” Brount speculated, grinning in excitement.
"Will you turn al four wagons over to Crusher Payne?' Blade inquired absently.

"I don't have any choice. If | try to divert any merchandise, I'll suffer the same fate asthe joker |
replaced.”

"Who would know?" Blade asked, testing Brount's [oyalty to Payne.

"Don't even joke about skimming or cheeting Crusher,” Brount warned. "He has spies everywhere, even
in my territory, and he knows everything that goes on. I'd sign my desth warrant if | tried to buck him,
and | don't want to die the way Mac Volan did.”

"How'd he die?' Blade queried.

"Crusher had Mac chained to two of the Monster Machines. He gave the signal, and the Monster
Machinestore Mac in hdf," Brount detailed, and frowned a the unpleasant memory.

"What are these Monster Machines I've heard so much about?' the Warrior probed.

"They must be seen to be believed,” Brount replied. "Oneistdler than afull-grown tree and has meta
jaws. Another one has agigantic blade. And the third machine is ahumongous truck outfitted with ahuge
scoop. You'll see them when we travel to the conference.”



"I've been told Crusher possesses other vehicles.”

"He does. Cars and trucks.”

"Why does he have dl the vehicles? Aren't you entitled to have any?*
"Therésareason, but | can't reved it. Crusher will haveto confidein you."
Blade | et the subject drop.

They reached the four parked wagons, each piled high with items, the beds obscured by the heavy
canvas.

"Unfasten the canvas," Brount commanded.

Blade and the Kid untied the rope securing the canvas to the nearest wagon and did the canvas aside,
revedling stacks of wooden cratesin excellent condition.

"Wheat the hdl!" Brount blurted. "'Blade, open onefor me."

The Warrior clambered into the flatbed and ingpected the top of the crates. Each had been nailed tight.
"They're sedled shut. I'll need atool to pry thelid."

"Hold on," Kid Zanto said, and went to each of the wagons, checking under the seat. On the third flatbed
he found a short iron bar. "'l figured they'd have some way of opening the crates," he mentioned, and
gave the bar to Blade.

In less than a minute the Warrior forced the top off the uppermost crate closest to the tail of the wagon,
then clasped the crate in his massive arms and lowered it to the ground.

Brount squatted and rummaged in the packing material, a peculiar flush to his cheeks, his brow creased.
"Ahhhh," he declared, and removed an autometic rifle from the crate, a clean rifle without any nicks or
scratches, ariflethat clearly had never been fired. "Damn!™”

"A smart piece of hardware," the Kid remarked. "Doesn't look like it's been used.”
"It hasn't,” Brount snapped, hisface contorted in fury. "It'sbrand new."
"What'swrong, Danny?' the Kid asked. "What's the big dedl over anew gun?'
Brount glared at the autométic rifle, not bothering to answer.

Standing in the flatbed with the wind brushing his hair, Blade felt equaly eated and mystified. Elated
because therifle Brount held matched one of those confiscated from the raiders, which meant the
Warrior was definitely on the right track. And mystified because he couldn't identify the wegpon, in itself
asingular occurrence. Thanks to the Founder's sagacity in constructing an enormous armory &t the
Home, the Family possessed sufficient armsto meet the needs of an army. The Warriors, as part of their
training, were required to familiarize themsaves with every weapon. In addition, scores of booksin the
Family Library dedt with surviva skills, war, and humankind's weaponry down through the ages, and
Blade had read every book at least once. Nowhere in the armory, nowhere in any of those books, and
nowherein dl histravels had he ever encountered an automatic rifle exactly like the onein Brount's
hands. Except once.

When the messenger sent by the Moles had arrived at the Home bearing the tragic news, Blade had
departed immediately. He would never forget the gridy sight of al those bloated, ruptured bodies, the



men, women, and children butchered without a hope of defending themsalves. The leader of the Moles,
the arrogant Wolfe, had shown Blade four wegpons taken from the raiders dain by the Mole security
force after Wolfe had dispatched a 20-man unit in pursuit of the attackers. Not one of the weapons had
been dike, and yet al four had appeared to be recently manufactured.

And now here was an automatic rifle that matched perfectly arifle recovered by the Moles, which
confirmed the information supplied by the raider the Moles had captured and tortured. Blade glanced at
the crates next to hislegs, then at the other wagons. There must be severd hundred such wegponsin the
four wagons, he calculated. Whoever was responsible for manufacturing the new weapons was
producing them on agrand scale.

Brount placed the wesgpon back in the crate and rose. "When Crusher seesthis, helll go berserk.” He
glanced up a the Warrior. "I want a man to drive each wagon back to Shantytown. WEell tie the unused
horsesto the rear of the flatbeds.”

Blade looked at Kid Zanto. "Y ou heard the man. Pick three men who can handle awagon. I'll drivethis
one mysdf. And send someone up the ravine for our horses.”

"Onmy way," theKid said, and whedled and walked off.

In afit of anger, Brount unexpectedly kicked the crate. "Damn their rotten, conniving souls! The bastards
will pay for decalving us.”

Blade jumped to the ground. "I'll put the crate on the wagon,” he offered.

"Be sure and cover the crateswith the canvas,” Brount directed. "1 don't want anyone in Shantytown to
learn about our cargo. Tell the men I'll cut the tongue out of anyone who blabs.”

"Will do."

"It looks like you'll be meeting Crusher sooner than | thought,” Brount commented, staring at therim.
"l will?*

"Y eah. We'releaving for the grave pit in the morning.”

Chapter 13

The column stretched far dong the dusty road en route to the Union headquarters. Blade rode at the
head with Brount and Kid Zanto. He twisted in his saddle and looked back &t the line, scowling. Six
hired guns came next, then the supply wagon and the four flatbeds, while at the rear trailed another six
killers. And riding on both sides of each wagon as added protection was yet another thug. Blade fixed his
gaze on the supply wagon, on the driver, Zed, and Zed's passenger, and sighed.

Danid Brount glanced at his second in command and smirked. " Something esting you?"
"Do you dways bring awoman dong?'

"Never before," Brount admitted.

"Then why bring her?'

"Look, I know thetwo of you are ... friends," Brount said, emphasizing the last word. "I can appreciate
your concern for her safety, but your moping is tarting to bug me. No one will attack us on the way to



Trego. No oneintheir right mind would go up againgt thismany guns.”
"But ..." Blade began, and stopped when Brount held doft hisright arm.

"I haven't finished yet. Wild animalswon't come near us, and we can blow away any mutant that getstoo
close. Maddieisnot in any danger, so stop looking at her and sighing. Y our damn sighing isdriving me
nuts."

"Why did you bring her, Danny?" the Kid inquired.
"Hell, you too?" Brount responded, and then he sighed. "I brought Maddie dong because | liketo eat.”
"What?' came from the Warrior and the gunfighter smultaneoudy.

"That'sright. Thetrip to headquarters takes two days, so we have to camp out tonight, and | do not
intend to eat cold jerky or lumpy canned garbage for my supper,” Brount said.

"Y ou brought Maddie aong to cook for you?' Blade asked in amazement.

"What else? Finley usualy cooks for me on these heedquarterstrips, but Finley isin Shantytown at this
very moment puking hisguts out. The manisas sick asadog. | needed someone to cook, and | offered
Maddie abonusif she would come along. She accepted. It'sas Ssmple asthat,” Brount said testily.

Wasiit? Blade wondered, doubtful Brount spoke the truth. He recalled the story Maddie had related at
her cabin, and he entertained a cynica suspicion there might be an underlying motive to her presence.
Brount might have been content to keep his distance after Vern waskilled, hoping Maddie would
eventualy warm to him. But Blade's friendship with her might have aroused Brount to action. Did warped
jedlousy enter into the picture?

"WEell camp at the spot we normally do," Brount commented. "Five milesfrom hereisagladeand a
spring.”

They rodein silencefor five minutes. Blade listened to the clopping of the hooves and adjusted the
Mossherg strap dung over hisleft shoulder. "What do you plan to do with the ten gold coins?' Brount
asked idly.

Blade patted the brown leather pouch attached to hisbelt a hand'swidth from hisright Bowie. "I don't
know. Thanks again for the pouch."

"I never used it,” Brount said, then studied the giant for severa seconds. ™Y ou know, you're my second in
command and | still know very little about you, about your past.”

"Therdsnot much totdl.”

"For somereason | doubt that. A man doesn't acquire your particular talents by accident. If I'm any
judge of men, you've seen alot of action.”

"A hit," Blade acknowledged, puzzled asto why Brount displayed such asudden interest in his past.
"Ever beento the Twin Cities?'
"Nope," Bladelied.

"A few years ago a pilgrim came through Shantytown who claimed to be from the Twin Cities. Told usa
story about abig guy and some friends who took on a gang there and redlly kicked ass. Wouldn't happen



to have been you, would it?"
“No."

"If you don't want to come clean, that's your business," Brount mentioned. "But | should warn you.
Crusher has atremendous curiosity about people. He might not respect your privacy likel do."

"I'll crossthat bridgewhen | cometoit.”
"Just don't antagonize Crusher. 1'd hate to |ose such a competent assi stant so soon after hiring you.”

The afternoon sun climbed high into the Sky and sank toward the western horizon. They cameto the
glade and circled the wagons, and three of the men tended the horses. Four guards were posted and
shifts set up for their relief. Zed attended to the fire, while Maddie lowered the supply wagon tailgate and
commenced preparing the medl. As shefished a pot and alarge spoon out of awooden box, she spotted
Blade walking past the wagon. "Hey! Aren't you spesking to me?'

He halted, then came over. "Of coursel am.”
"Areyou still mad at me because | came?’
"Of course| am," Blade said, and smiled.
"I'll receive abonus,” Maddie mentioned.
"So Brount told me."

"Why are you s0 annoyed at me?"

"Because | have enough to do without having to worry about you," Blade responded, rankled by her
imprudence.

"l won't be aburden,” Maddie promised. "Let's hope not," Blade said, and walked off. He knew he was
being excessively hard on her, but her presence put an extra burden on his shoulders. He couldn't dare
make amove againgt Brount or Crusher until heinsured Maddie would be safe. Did Brount suspect? he
wondered. Was Maddie aong as aform of insurance? He spied Zed heading to the west, bearing a
bucket, and angled to intercept him. "Where are you going?”'

" Getting water for supper.”

"I'll tag dong," Blade proposed.

They crossed the clearing, making for astand of brush.

"How'stherib?' Bladeinquired.

"Coming aong,” Zed replied.

"Why didn't you stay in Shantytown and rest?"

Zed shrugged. "I got tired of doing nothing. | wanted to get outdoors.”

"At least you get to ride on the wagon with Maddie. The trip shouldn't be boring for you.”

"No, it won't be," Zed agreed, and glanced at the Warrior. " She'sworried about you, you know."



"Maddie?'
"No, the Tooth Fairy."
Blade gazed at the ground. "What makes you say that?"

"Shetold me so. Said she came along for two reasons. One was the bonus, the other was to watch over
you. She seemsto think you'rein for aheap of trouble.”

"Why?
"A her."

Blade took severd strides before speaking again. "Do you like Maddie?!

"What kind of dumb-ass question isthat? Sure | like her. Were good buddies,” Zed said, and snorted.
"Doyou like Brount?'

Zed halted abruptly and faced the Warrior. "What's going on?"

"Nothing. | just asked you aquestion.”

"You're up to something,” Zed stated. "I don't know what it is, but you are." He scanned their immediate
vicinity, insuring no one could overhear them. "Brount wanted you to kill me, even after you told him you
wouldnt, so | figure | don't owe Mister Danid Brount any damn loyalty. I'll work for him for awhile yet,
and whenthetimeisripel'll pull up stakes."

Blade nodded. "Fair enough. | know were even, but | have an important request to make."
"What isit?'

"Would you make a point of staying close to Maddie and watching over her without her being aware of
you?'

Zed's expression became uncharacteristically thoughtful. "1sMaddie in danger?'
"Could be," Blade responded noncommitaly.

"From Brount?'

"Could be"

The bodyguard glanced back at Maddie, busily preparing the meal, and frowned. "There have been
rumorsfloating around for along time."

"I'd hate for anything to happen to her."

"Y ou and me both,” Zed concurred, and looked at Blade. "Okay. I'll watch out for her. If therésany
funny business, I'll let you know."

"One more request,” the Warrior said.
"Hgures™

"If anything should happen to me while we're a the Union headquarters, promise me you'll take Maddie



away asquickly as possible?!

"Wherewould | take her?"

"Head due southwest until you reach the Plains, until you find the Civilized Zone," Blade ingtructed him.
"I never heard of the place.”

"Long ago, during World War Three, the United States government evacuated millions of citizensinto the
central section of the country. A dictator later took over and the region became known asthe Civilized
Zone. It's one of seven factions comprising the Freedom Federation.”

"Thewhat?'

"The Federation is composed of seven members who have signed amutua defense treaty, and who are
devoted to preserving civilization," Blade elaborated.

Zed scratched his head. "How come you know so much about this stuff?”
"l know."
"What will happen if Maddie and | find the Civilized Zone?' Zed inquired skepticaly.

"Y ou'll be welcomed with open arms and given the chance to make new lives for yoursaves," Blade
assured him.

"They don't kill strangers?'
"No. Every Federation faction exdtstheided of safeguarding life, not taking it.”

"Y ou sure can use fancy words," Zed remarked, grinning. "All right. I'll do like you say. At thefirgt hint of
trouble, I'll take Maddie out of here."

"Thanks, Zed," Blade said, and walked in the direction of the horses, hoping Zed would be as good as
hisword. Hefelt relief at having one worry removed, and hewas glad he could rely upon Zed asan dly.
Engrossed in contemplation, he strolled to the far side of the clearing where the horses were tethered. A
hired gun who liked to wear abuckskin shirt and green pants, a Smith and Wesson on each hip, looked
up from brushing asorrd. "Blade. What's up?"

"Karl, isntit?"

"That'sme," the man said.

"I'm just double-checking. Have dl the horses been fed and watered?'
"Every one."

"I've given ordersfor one guard to stay near the horses at all times,” the Warrior said, surveying the forest
bordering the clearing on three sides. On the fourth, to the eadt, lay theroad. "'l don't like having the trees
s0 close. A horseisatempting target for any hungry anima or mutation.”

"Migter Brount doesn't believe thewildlife will bother us," Karl said. "He's been thisway dozens of
times”

"Maybe s0," Blade stated. "But you know the saying. I'd rather be safe than sorry. If a" Hefrozeasa



bloodcurdling shriek arose from the west, from the stand of brush and brown grass surrounding the
spring.

"What the hdl!" Karl exclamed.

Blade spun and raced toward the sound, undinging the shotgun as he ran, a sensation of dread ungulfing
him. Others were hurrying across the clearing. The thick vegetation in which the spring was Situated,
athough not as green and lush asit would be during the spring and summer months, effectively shrouded
the spring from view. A passerby unaware of the spring's exact location could pass within 15 feet of it
and not know it was there. Blade's keen gray eyes probed the shoulder-high brush and low pine treesfor
ahint of movement.

Kid Zanto gpproached at an angle on theright, his Rugers out. "What happened?' he called.

The Warrior went to respond, then halted in midstride, gaping as the bushes and trees shook and
shivered, and a squat reptilian bulk lumbered into the open, itsjaws clamped on Zed's abdomen.

Someone it must have been Maddie screamed.

Blade took in the creaturesfeaturesin aglance. Over six feet in height, the mutation was easily just as
wide. A green, moist skin glistened in the fading sunlight. Over saven feet in length, and endowed with
bulbous eyes, flaring nostrils, and short, stubby teeth, the mutant incorporated a bizarre mixture of frog,
sdlamander, and dligator traits. Wasiit areptile or an amphibian? Had its growth hormones been effected
by radioactive or chemica toxins? Why was the thing abroad in such chilly westher? Had the cresture
staked out the spring asits home, and had Zed appeared to be atempting morsel? So many
imponderablesflitted through Blade's mind in the few seconds he stood riveted to the ground. And then
he bellowed inarticulately and charged, intending to provoke the mongter into dropping Zed and affording
adear lineof fire.

The Kid ran forward too, shouting insults.

But instead of releasing Zed or attacking, the mutant began to turn, shuffling dowly, its ponderouslegs
duggish, evidently of amind to return to the spring with its catch.

"No!" Blade cried, and poured on the speed. Zed might still be dive! If the creature sank benesth the
water, Zed would be doomed.

The Kid fired two shotsinto the air, hoping to draw the beast's attention. His shots had the opposite
effect. The creature grunted and moved faster.

Damn! Blade fumed. He couldn't shoot at the mutant because he might accidentaly hit Zed, yet hedso
couldn't dlow the thing to retreat into the brush. He was ten feet from the beast when it completed its
turn, and there, wriggling in the grasslike agigantic worm and luring the Warrior like afish to bait,
twitched and writhed the creature's three-foot tail. Blade tossed the Mossberg aside, taking two leaping
gridesin the process, and launched himsdlf into the air with his hands outstretched.

Maddie screamed again.

The Warrior came down hard on his stomach and knees, his hands clutching at the dippery tall and
securing afirm hold. He wrenched on thetall, tugging backwards, his muscles bulging, hisface flushed.

A loud snort issued from the mutant, and the creature halted and tilted its head to one side, attempting to
glimpse the strange being that seemed determined on strangling itstall.



Blade felt thetall ripple and flex, and then he nearly lost his grip asthe beast tried to flick him off. He dug
his nailsinto the mutation's skin and his knees and bootsinto the soil.

The mongter gurgled and blinked, and without any warning whatsoever, asif the weight of the seven-foot
giant onitstall barely bothered it, the creature resumed walking toward the spring.

Dear Spirit, no! Blade's mind screamed. He could think of nothing else to do to dow the beast, so he did
the only thing he could despite the revulsion he felt; he leaned down, opened wide, and sank his strong
teeth into the lesthery flesh.

Screeching shrilly, the mutant let go of Zed and turned, bending on itself, twisting its body nearly in half,
exhibiting aremarkable dexterity and eagticity. It roared and snapped at the Warrior.

Blade saw the maw swooping at him, and he released the tail and rolled backwards, covering eight feet
before pushing to hisknees.

The creature came after him!

Blade scrambled backward, narrowly evading a second snap, surprised at the burst of speed the beast
displayed. Hisleft hand dipped and he went down on his back, and in that instant the mutant |oomed
above him, breathing fetid breath in hisface. He girded hislegsto try to spring to the Side, to safety.

"Get out of theway!" shouted afamiliar voice, and the Kid was standing next to him, those Redhawks
cocked and ready. Four shots boomed, and the gunfighter sent two rounds into each protruding eye.

Blade rolled to the | eft and shoved erect, and as he did his hands came in contact with ametallic object.
He glanced down to discover the Mossberg. In pure reflex he swept the shotgun to his shoulder and
pumped off three shots, aiming at the mutant's neck. The buckshot sent flesh and fluid flying.

Hissing like a snake, the creature tried to retreat into the brush.

More guns were added to the fray. Brount emptied his pistols into the monster. Many of the hired guns
did likewise. Thewithering volley lasted for haf aminute.

"Did" the Kid yelled.

Ever so dowly, its purple tongue extended past its lips, the mutation sank to the earth. A brackish
substance oozed from the corners of its mouth, and it convulsed, its skin rippling and quivering.

Blade darted forward, skirting the squat, odious bulk, and ran to Zed.

The bodyguard lay on his back, his eyes closed, breathing shallowly. Hisleft arm had been broken at the
elbow, and the bone had torn through the skin. Blood flowed from an awful gash on theright Sde of his
head. The worst wound, by far, was the damage done to his ssomach, where the mutant had taken a bite
out of hisbody, exposing Zed'sintestines and interna organs.

"No!" Blade moaned, and sank to hisknees. He reached out and felt Zed'sright wrist for apulse and
found aweak heartbeat. "No!"

To the Warrior's astonishment, Zed's eyes flickered open. "Blade? Isthat you?"
"I'm here," Blade confirmed, taking the bodyguard's hand in hisown.

"I'm so cold.”



"I'll gofind acoat or blanket," Blade proposed.

"No!" Zed declared. "Don't leave. | don't have much time left.” Blade closed his eyes and his chin sagged
onto hischest.

"I'm sorry," Zed said softly.

TheWarrior looked at him. "What in the world for?"

"l won't be ableto help you when it will matter the most,” Zed mentioned wistfully.
Ineffable sadnessfilled the Warrior.

"Sorry we got off on thewrong foot," Zed remarked, his voice becoming ever wesker. "I'veliked having
you asafriend." He paused. "Y ou are my friend, aren't you?"

"I'myour friend."
Zed amiled.

Blade redlized the others were gathered around, watching in somber slence. He saw the Kid to his|eft,
and nearby stood Brount with his brow knit.

Maddie materiaized on the right and knelt dlongside the Warrior. "Zed?"
"Maddie?Isthat you?' Zed asked, craning hisneck. "l fed likeI'minatunnd.”
"I I " Maddie said, and broke off, sobbing.

"Don't cry, Maddie," Zed urged. A thought seemed to strike him and he started. "Did you get the thing
thet killed me?"

"Wetook careof it," Blade said.

"Thanks," Zed stated, and grinned wanly. "What away to go, huh? Chomped by abig, ugly toad! Who
would havefigured " Heinhaled deeply and loudly, then abruptly ceased breathing.

"Zed!" Maddiewailed.

Blade heard footsteps, and Danidl Brount spoke from directly behind them, a patronizing remark that
made Blade want to legp up and pound the man sensdless and filled the Warrior with a profound
animogity for theruler of Shanty town.

"That'sfunny. | didn't know you two were so attached to the moron.”
Chapter 14
From afar the Union headquarters appeared to consst of aring of towering gravel mounds.

"This place was caled agrave pit before the war," Brount explained as the column neared the mounds
from the north. "The gravel was used in condtructing roads and buildings, | believe.

"Why was this spot selected for the headquarters?' Blade inquired.
"Can you think of a better-camouflaged site?"



"No," Blade confessed, marveling at the ingeniousness of whoever had concocted the ideain the distant
past. To the casua observer the gravel pit would be uninteresting or perhaps dightly siniter, hardly a
spot worthy of investigation. No one would suspect the central core of the Union's evil, minor empire
flourished at such adismal spot.

"We're being watched right now," Brount disclosed. "There are lookouts posted on the top of each
mound, and they can seefor milesin dl directions.

Another strategic plus. Blade perceived he had better not underestimate his adversaries. In addition to
being heartless murderers, petty tyrants, and ruthless racketeers, they were devious and resourceful.

"Crusher will probably sent out awelcoming committee,” Brount mentioned.
"Thefriendly sort, ishe?' Blade quipped.

A tremendous, metdlic roar rent the cool, early afternoon air, increasing in volume, and from agap
between two mounds on the east shot a succession of noisy vehicles, eight in dl, five cars and three
pickup trucks. Their motors created a raucous din as they accel erated and bore down on the column of
wagons and riders. All of the vehiclesrattled and clanked, and dl were in need of apaint job. Severd
lacked windshields, and one of the pickup trucks had ahood missing.

Blade studied them closely asthey approached. Each vehicle had undergone extensive modification.
Although at first glance they presented the illusion of being dilgpidated and on the verge of collgpse, in
actuality they were makeshift tanks. Heavy armor plating had been applied to the sides and the grill of
each one. Wire mesh covered al the windows. Square openings had been cut in the roofs of thefive cars
directly above the rear seat, enabling aman to stand on the back seat of each, his upper torso visible
over the car from the waist up. Each man held amachine gun. There were aso two armed men in the bed
of each pickup.

The vehicles bore to the right, swinging around the column in awide circle, the drivers and machine
gunnerswhooping and hollering. Many of Brount's hired killers returned the yells and cheers.

"WEell party hearty tonight,” Brount said, raising his voice to be heard above the racket.

"I've dways wanted to attend a party held at agravel pit," Blade cracked. "For entertainment we can St
around and throw gravel at one another."

Brount laughed. "You'rein for ared treat. Few people have ever seen what lies on the other side of
those mounds."

"More mounds?' Blade joked, hoping hisfase, light-hearted attitude would conced histrue fedings
toward the man. Putting a smile on hisface when he really despised the man wasn't easy.

"Youll see" Brount said, chuckling.

They rode into the gap through which the vehicles had appeared. Blade craned his neck and spotted the
lookouts. He shifted his attention to the dirt road ahead, remembering the description Maddie had
provided of the headquarters, thinking he was prepared for anything. But the spectacle that spread
before his astounded gaze as they emerged from between the gravel mounds dazzled him.

Who would have imagined!

An oasis bloomed in the five-acre area encompassed by the mounds. Fertile topsoil had long ago been
deposited on the surface and seeded, resulting in a spacious expanse of grass watered by an elaborate



irrigation system from awell. Although it was only late March, the grass dready was alight shade of
green. In the middle of the area a half-acre pond added a pristine touch to the landscape. North of the
pond stood a magnificent mansion, three storiesin height, in superb condition. And the entire structure
had been recently painted. Behind the edifice were two other buildings.

The road danted to the front of the mansion, then widened into a paved parking lot situated to the west
of the manor.

Blade's eyes widened when they saw the three machines at rest in the parking lot. I don't believeit!" he
exclamed.

"Have you ever seen anything like them?' Brount asked proudly.
"Never," Blade confessed.

They were like gargantuan mechanica dinosaurs, three incredible postwar juggernauts ready to devour or
crush at theflick of aswitch or the wrench of agear. All three were painted abright yellow, and each
was obvioudy maintained in as superb a shape as possible. Thelargest of thetrio reared 50 feet into the
ar a its gpex. Enormous treads provided the means of locomotion. A rectangular cabin, indented in the
center, was perched atop the tread whedls, and from this cabin rose a towering beam or girder to which
cables were atached. Another, smaler, girder hung from thetip of thefirgt, and at the end of the smaller
girder an immense metal mouth or scoop, designed with three spiked teeth on each lip, completed the
contrivance.

Brount noticed the direction of the Warrior's gawking gaze and snickered. "They were used as
construction equipment once. That big sucker was called an excavator or a steam shovel or some such
bullshit."

Next to the steam shovel was ajumbo tractorlike vehicle with an open cab, black treads, and at the front
end amammoth, concave blade.

"The second one there was known as abulldozer," Brount said.

Last in the row came an eephantine truck. An arrow-shaped scoop, three times the height of an average
man, tapered backwards from the front of the grill. A raised bed or holding container comprised the rear
two-thirds. Thetires were stupendous.

"What was the third one used for?"' Blade queried.

"| think it was used for plowing snow," Brount disclosed.

"And now?'

"If you're lucky, Crusher may give you ademonstration,” Brount responded.

Over three dozen people were milling outside the mansion, and half were women in bright dresses. Two
figures detached themselves from the crowd and came to greet the column.

"Be on your best behavior," Brount warned. "Here comes Crusher and his right-hand man, Pelczar.”

Blade studied them intently. Neither were what he expected. The name Crusher Payne had conjured an
image of an uncouth Neandertha who belched every two minutes and dispensed mayhem with
single-minded abandon. Blade's preconception, however, couldn't have been further from the truth.



Thetaler of the pair stcood well over six feet in height, aleonine, virile man in ablue suit who radiated
authority and walked with a stately bearing. His gray hair was dicked back from his forehead. Blue eyes
regarded the world with adisturbing severity. His pointed chin accented his harsh features.

The second man wore a brown suit, and his stocky frame seemed about to burst the garment at the
seams. Hetrailed the first man by ayard, hislarge hands hanging near the open flaps of his jacket. Curly
brown hair framed asquare, lined face.

"Crusher!" Brount declared to the man in blue. "Niceto see you again.”

"Same here," Crusher Payne replied offhandedly in alow voice, his eyes on the wagons now entering the
central area.

"Hello, Pelczar," Brount said to the second man, who merely nodded.

"What'swith dl the wagons? Are you evacuating Shantytown?' Crusher Payne asked.

Brount cackled while dismounting. "No. I've brought you a surprise.”

Crusher scrutinized the riders and nodded at Kid Zanto. "How'sit going, Kid?"

"Can't complain,” the gunfighter replied.

"| don't see Arnie with you,” Crusher observed.

"He'sdead,” Brount divulged.

"Damn. Arnie was agood man. How'd he die?

Brount pointed at Blade. "Hekilled him."

"Oh?" Crusher Payne responded, staring at the Warrior. "lsn't he new?"

"Yeah. I'd like you to meet my new second in command, Blade," Brount said, introducing him.
TheWarrior did to the ground and offered hisright hand to Payne. "I'm pleased to meet you."
"Areyou?' Crusher asked, and shook.

The strength in Payne's grip surprised Blade. Under the blue suit, Blade deduced, must be layers of
muscle. "I've heard alot about you."

"Nothing good | hope," Crusher said. "So you're Brount's new second in command. What happened to
Butch?

"He'sdead," Brount disclosed.

"How'd he die?'

"Blade wagted him."

Crusher Payne's forehead furrowed in bewilderment. ™Y ou killed Butch too?”
"Afraid so," Blade admitted.

"Do you go around killing peoplefor the fun of it?" Crusher inquired facetioudly.



"They rubbed me the wrong way."

"Uh-huh." Crusher surveyed the riders again. "And where's Zed? No. L et me guess.”
"He'sdead," Brount revesled.

Crusher Paynelooked at the Warrior in astonishment. "Not you againl”

"I can't clam the credit for Zed. | liked him. A mutant killed him yesterday,” Blade explained. "1 tried to
svehim.”

"What arotten way to buy thefarm,” Crusher stated. "I hate those frigging mutants. One killed my
father."

The reveation stunned Blade. He peered at the Union leader with renewed interest. "A mutant killed my
father too."

"Fascinating,” Payne said, and glanced at Brount. "Have your men take their horsesto the stables, and
then they can join the fedtivities. | brought in some foxes from Trego for the night, and later we're having
roast pig. The brew ison me."

"Asusud, your generosty isoverwheming,” Brount said.

"Don't brown-nose me, Dan,” Crusher snapped. ™Y ou know better." He gazed at the wagons. " So what's
the big surprise?'

"Weran into an old friend of yours a couple of daysago," Brount mentioned.
"Who?'
"Harland Warner."

Crusher Payne stiffened and scowled. "Warner! That bastard! | hope you gave him ataste of hisown
medicine”

A sdf-satisfied smirk creased Brount's countenance. "We did better than that. Warner won't ever bother
you again."

"Youmean. .. ?" Crusher queried hopefully.

"The son of abitchishigtory.”

"Who got him?Y ou? The Kid?" Crusher wanted to know. He paused and stared at Blade. "Don't tell
r.rell

"Yep," theWarrior said.

A sincere smile curled Payne's mouth upward. "I owe you a debt of gratitude. Warner caused us more
grief than | careto remember. The man was number one on my hit list, and | tried over adozen timesto
have the sucker snuffed. Thisisterrific news."

"Glad | could make your day."
"And I'm glad you don't confine your killing activitiesto our men,”" Crusher joshed.
"Before you become al misty eyed, you should take alook in the four flatbeds," Brount advised.



"What'sin them?'
"| think you should seefor yoursdf.”

"Okay," Crusher said, and nodded at Blade and the Kid. "Why don't you mingle? Grab adrink. Talk to
theladies, or whatever elseyou might . . ." He suddenly stopped, his eyeslocked on something or
someone behind them.

A moment later Maddie Slender joined them. "Hello," she said, greeting Payne.

"Danny, wheredid you find this vison of loveliness?' Crusher inquired in agentlemanly, urbane tone.
"Have you been hiding her somewhere?' Hetook Maddie'sright hand in his and raised her knucklesto
hislips. "Y our beauty, my dear, and | trust you won't mind if | speak frankly, isexquisite.”

Blade saw acrimson tinge creep into Danid Brount's cheeks, and he noticed the man seemed to have
difficulty in speaking because Brount cleared histhroat twice.

"Crusher, I'd like you to meet Maddie Stender. She works for me at the Booze N' Broads.”

"So lovely awoman working in such ahovel?' Crusher said, bestowing akingly smileonthelady in
question.

"Please, Migter Payne," Maddie responded self-conscioudy. "'Y ou're embarrassing me.”

Crusher adopted a horrified expression and reluctantly released her hand. "I would never dream of
causing you discomfort. So ravishing awoman should aways be treated with the utmost courtesy.”

"Areyou aways so galant?' Maddie responded.

"A natura reaction to the delight of making your acquaintance,” Crusher answered, laying on the charm.
"l ingst on having you as my personad guest of honor during your stay here. Perhaps | might even be able
to entice you to stay."

Blade placed hisleft hand over his mouth so no one would see his ear-to-ear smile at the sght of Daniel
Brount's anguished visage. Brount looked like aman who had just had a broomstick shoved down his
throat.

"l only came because Mister Brount needed a cook," Maddie stated.

"Then my eternd gratitude to Danny'staste buds,”" Crusher declared in a patently romantic fashion. He
glanced at Brount and did a double take. "What's wrong with you? Y ou look sick?!

"I'm not feding well," Brount conceded in araspy tone.
Blade thought he would burst out laughing.

"Well, let's attend to your surprise and then you can rest while | give Maddie the grand tour,”" Crusher
sad, and beamed & her. "Itisdl rightif | cal you Maddie, isn't it?"

"Sure”
"And you may cal me Crusher."

Pretending to be intriqued by one of the eastern mounds, Blade turned away and coughed to relieve the
ticklish sensationin histhroat.



"Why don't you go with the Kid and Blade. Have fun,” Crusher went on. "I'll be with you as soon asl've
conducted some businesswith Dan."

"Norush," Maddie said.
"Thereiswhere I'm concerned,” Crusher said sweetly.
Kid Zanto waked toward the crowd. "Let'sfind meadrink,” he declared.

The Warrior and Maddie sirolled after the youth. She leaned close to the giant and made a snorting
sound.

"Do you believe that jerk?'

"I thought you werefdling for hisgarbage," Blade commented.
"Credit me with moreintelligence, please.”

"Sorry. Did you see Brount's face?'

"Yeah, and | loved every minute of it,” Maddie said.

"You'd better be careful,” Blade advised. "If you try to play those two against each other, you'll be
playing with fire

Shelooked himin the eyes and grinned. "Y ou're afine oneto tak. | have afar idea of what you're up to,
remember?’

"y
"So by thetime you're through, | expect they'll convert thisgrave pit into acemetery.”
Chapter 15

The party wasin full swing 30 minutes |ater.

After the greetings were out of the way and Crusher's men had welcomed their palsin Brount's
organization, everyone ventured indoors. A spacious, plush room located to the right of the front entrance
accommodated everybody with space to spare. Trays of bite-sized sandwiches covered over hdf of the
counter on the bar running the entire length of the north wall. Copious quantities of liquor were being
consumed at aprodigiousrate, asif those doing the imbibing anticipated never being ableto drink again
and wanted to insure their |ast binge was the binge to end dl binges. Laughter and bawdy talk filled the
ar. Theladiesfrom Trego demonstrated aremarkableflair for inducing relaxation in the men.

Blade, Maddie, and the Kid stood to one side of the fedtivities, near the west wall within ayard of the
doorway, and watched the celebration.

"And you say they do thisat every conference?' Blade said to Kid Zanto.

"Every time," the youth confirmed.

"I'm surprised they don't make the meetings monthly instead of bimonthly,” Blade quipped.

"I'm surprised Crusher Payneisn't here pawing al over me" Maddie said. "1 must belosing my touch.”
"Y ou want himto paw al over you?' Blade asked in dishelief.



"Of course not. But'sits bad for awoman's ego to have aman drooling over her one minute and ignoring
her the next."

"I saw Crusher and Danny over by the flatbeds," the Kid mentioned. " Crusher looked like he was about
to lay an egg. | never saw the guy so mad.”

"What's up, do you think?' Maddie queried.

"I'm sureweéll find out,” Blade said, and glanced at the doorway. No guards were anywhere in evidence,
and the party-goers were too absorbed in their frolicking and fondling to pay any attention to him. "I'll be
back inawhile," he said, and stepped toward the corridor.

"Where are you going?' Maddie questioned.
"To check out the manson.”

"You'd better not," the Kid warned. "Crusher doesn't dlow anyone above thefirst floor except for afew
of hismen. The upper floors are off limitsto us."

"He never told me," Blade said, and grinned and winked.

"Il gowith you," Maddie offered.

"No, you wont," Blade stated. "Y ou stay put in case Crusher returnsto drool over you some more.”
"If you go upgtairs, by al rights I'm supposed to report you,” the Kid noted.

"Will you?'

"Nope. You'remy friend, and | don't rat on friends."

"Good," Blade sad, amiling. "Will you keep an eye on Maddie while I'm gone?’

"Sure”

"l don't need a baby-ditter,” Maddie remarked indignantly.

"No, but you need someone to wipe off the drool,” Blade retorted, and walked into the hal. The corridor
extended the width of the mansion, and a haf-dozen doors opened onto it farther dong. Paintings hung
onthewadls. Ornate light fixtures hung from the celling. Thick carpet covered thefloor. In al respectsthe
headquarters of the Union reeked of affluence, of the wealth of ill-gotten gains the Union had regped over
the decades since World War Three. Blade had witnessed the same pattern before. While the mgjority of
the people residing in northern Wisconsin languished in abject poverty and endured an existence of
shalow meaning and misery, those who oppressed the people lived in opulent luxury, glutting themsdlves
at the expense of those who barely eked out aliving.

All through history the same pattern had held true. Power-mongers, tyrants, dictators, intellectua dlites,
financia cartels, crime czars, burauratic sycophants, and other varieties of domineering, manipulative,
autocratic individuas and groups would arise and subjugate the people militarily, moraly, or
economicaly, oppress the common citizens unmercifully and bleed them materidly until the populace
eventudly arose in righteous fury and overthrew their tormentors. Later anew group would arise, and on
and on the cycle went.

Blade thought of the many types of power-mongers hed encountered in histravels, and he wondered
how long it would be before the earth was findly rid of their blighting existence. The prospect of



achieving genuine global peace seemed as remote now asit had been prior to the war, perhaps more so.
He shook hishead, derailing histrain of thought, and concentrated on the matter at hand.

A third of theway aong the corridor, on the left, a stairway spiraled up to the second floor. He padded
down the hdll, his boots sinking amost soundlessly in the luxurious carpet, and paused at the base of the
dairs. A quick glance insured no one el se had stepped into the corridor, and he quickly ran up the airs
to find another lavishly adorned hallway and another series of doors.

Blade ran to the first door on the right and threw it wide. Beyond was arichly decorated bedroom
containing aking-sized bed and polished mahogany furniture. Disgppointed, he went to the next door and
discovered asmilar bedroom. He wanted to find an office, afile room, or asupply room, something to
givehim moreingght into the Union's activities.

On an impulse he returned to the stairwell and ascended to the third floor, halting on the landing when he
heard the buzz of subdued voices coming from the right. He held the Mossberg strap tightly with hisleft
hand to prevent the shotgun from flapping on his back as he tiptoed to a partialy open door ten feet
away. A mere crack separated the jamb from the door, and he put his|eft ear to the crack to listen. The
words he heard immediately piqued hisinteres.

" know about this guy? How the hell could you appoint him as your second in command without
checking him out?"

Blade recognized the irate speaker as Crusher Payne.

"Give me abreak, Crusher. How many of your men turned in a complete background history before you
hired them?' Daniel Brount countered.

"l don't likeit," Crusher declared. "There's something about the guy. | know I've heard his name before,
but | can't remember where."

"Strange," Brount commented. "1 had the same fedling, like | should know him, or know of him."
"Didn't it strike you astheleast bit suspiciousthat he snuffed Arnie and Butch?' Crusher inquired.
"Hey, | was there when both went down. Their deaths didn't appear to be premeditated.”

"For dl you know the guy might have been waiting for the least little provocation to blow them away,"
Crusher said. "I don't believe their desths were a coincidence. Y ou just got through telling me this Blade
was supposed to fight Zed to the death, and then refused to kill Zed when he had the chance. Why not?
If he's so touchy about being rubbed the wrong way, why did he alow Zed to live?!

"I never thought of it that way."

"Youd better start thinking. Get your butt in gear. | gppointed you as one of my lieutenants because |
believed you were sharp and could handle the job, but if you've made amgjor mistake I'll begin to have
my doubts.”

Therewas silence for several seconds.
"I'll find out if Blade isup to something. | promise,”" Brount vowed.

"And I'll holdyoutoit," Crusher said. "I have too much going on right now to be able to devote any time
to this Blade. Thanks for sending the messenger on ahead to let us know you were coming severd days
early. | had timeto prepare the reception, and I've sent ridersto dl the other lieutenants instructing them



to be here by tomorrow night or else.”

"What do you make of the gun business?'

"If I'm right, we've been double-crossed, and no one double-crosses us and gets away with it."
"What can we do?'

"Teach them respect.”

"lsn't that dangerous?’

"Not if they want to do businessin our region. Their delegation isdueto arrive on the day origindly dated
asthe beginning of the conference. Since well have our men here ahead of time, we can arrange a
suitable reception.”

"WEéll betaking abig risk. They're not to be trifled with."
"Neither arewe!" Crusher snapped.
"Why would they do it? Doesn't make sense," Brount said.

"Who knows? They probably figured we'd never catch on. They took usfor abunch of chumps. They'll
learn the hard way were not.”

Blade heard the sound of papers being shuffled.

"Say, Crusher?'

What?"

"I need to talk to you about Maddie," Brount declared.

"She'safox, Dan. I'm surprised you haven't claimed her for yourself.”

"l have"

Another silence persisted for 15 seconds.

"You don't say," Crusher Payne said dowly.

"She's gpecid to me,” Brount stated. "1 mean really specid. | intend to marry her."

"What the hell for?'Y ou can have the pick of any woman you want? Why tie yoursdf to one snatch?!

"Ever sincel laid eyes on her, she'sthe only woman I've wanted. | hired her so | could watch over her
and insure no one e se put the moves on her, and | think 1 was making headway until ajerk named Vern
Feldman came adong and tried to sweet-talk hisway into her pants. | tried to warn him off, but the
asshole wouldn't listen. So | went out to hisfarm and had Arnie and Butch hold hisarmswhile | pounded
himto apulp,” Brount detailed, and laughed. " Since then, I've been biding my time with Maddie, waiting
for her towarmto me."

"Why bother?" Crusher Payne asked. "Just rape the bitch and be done with it."

"I can't, Crusher. | won't. | think | love her."



" She means nothing to me. If you want her, you can have her. | learned along time ago that aman can't
ever trust awoman. They're only good for two things, balling and cooking. Maddieis aprime piece, but
snatches are adime adozen.”

"Thanks" Brount said softly.

"Hey, we're friends, aren't we? And friends stick together. Falling out over alousy broad would be
Supid.”

"l agree."
"Does she suspect you killed Feldman?

"I doubt it. | had the story spread that scavangers were responsible. Shelll never learn the truth, just like
the Kid will never learn the truth about his dad.”

"Too bad the old fool couldn't see things your way. Those so-called decent schmucks are dwaysthe
most hardheaded.”

"Don't | know it! | tried to reason with the man, but Zanto refused to alow his son to comework for me.
I'd seen the Kid practice, and | knew there were few hisequal. | offered to pay Old Man Zanto, but he
declined. The only way his son would work for the likes of me, he claimed, was over his dead body,"
Brount recollected, and snickered. "That was easly arranged.”

"Some people are so obgtinate it's unbdievable,” Crusher mentioned. "And it's always the honest putz
who gives us al the aggravation. Why can't they "

Blade suddenly tensed, intuitively aware he wasn't dlone. He whirled, reaching for hisright Bowie,
expecting to find Pelczar or another of Crusher's men.

Instead, there stood the Kid afoot off, hisface a scarlet hue, hislips twitching in suppressed fury, his
hands resting on the Redhawks, hisfiery eyes on the door.

In arush of indght Blade perceived the youth had overheard Brount's remarks, and he lunged, wrapping
hisleft arm around the Kid'swaist and clamping hisright hand on the gunfighter's mouth. He strained and
lifted the Kid bodily, then hastened toward the stairwell.

Thrashing and kicking, the Kid attempted to break free. Muffled words camein ajumble and hetried to
wrench hismouth loose,

"Behave!" Blade said sternly, and carted his burden down the stairs to the next floor, where he dashed
into the first bedroom he'd visited earlier and kicked the door shut. "1 won't release you if you don't cam
down," hethreatened.

Kid Zanto was not about to calm down. He bucked and struggled, and even endeavored to bite the
Warrior'sright hand, in an effort to disengage himself.

"I'll tieyou up and stuff you in acloset,” Blade admonished. "Get agrip on yoursdf."
The Kid'sblue eyes till blazed ared-hot rage, but he ceased battling and held his body iffly.
"All right. Don't do anything foolish," Blade said, and rel eased the youth.

"| thought you were my friend!" Kid Zanto exploded, hiswhole body shaking, hisire boiling over.



"l an."

"The hdl you are! Y ou stopped me from going in there and killing the son of abitch who murdered my
dad!" the Kid declared loudly.

"Keep your voice down or they'll hear you."
"Who cares?' the Kid snapped.

"Y ou should. So now you know what I've suspected dll aong. Y ou know Brount for the worthless dime
heis, and you rightfully want to avenge the death of your father. But if you had stormed into that room
just now, you would have thrown your life away. Oh, you would have challenged Brount and probably
killed him, but Crusher or his bodyguard, Pelczar, who was most likely also insde, would have gunned
you down in return. And then what would you have accomplished?”

"Do you expect meto do nothing?'

"No. But | expect you to bide your time and strike when the circumstances are favorable. For reasons|
can't explain, | want to see Brount planted six feet under too. We can work together if you'll reinin your
temper. Give metimeto formulate aplan.”

The Kid digested the proposal sullenly and finally nodded. "Okay. I'll hold back for now. But | won't
wait long! If you don't come up with ahumdinger of aplan soon, I'll go after Brount on my own, and

nothing you can say or do will stop methe next time." So saying, the youth spun and stalked from the
room.

Blade placed his hands on his hips and sighed. Why did he have the fedling thiswas the calm before the
sorm?

Chapter 16
The next day passed uneventfully for the Warrior.

All of Brount's men spent the night in along, low building Situated to the rear of the mansion and adjoining
the horse stables. Each of them was assigned a green cot, and Blade tossed fitfully on his, unableto deep
soundly, too worried about Maddie to relax. Crusher had dlotted her aroom in the mansion, and Blade
gpent the night envisioning her being assaulted by Brount or Payne. In the morning he sought her out and
discovered she had not been molested. She had, in fact, dumbered like the proverbia baby.

During the forenoon hours Blade amused himsalf by watching the Union members shuffle about the
headquarters, treading lightly, their expressions pained at the dightest loud noise. Most had drunk to
excess, but by noon they were sufficiently recovered to begin drinking anew.

The Kid kept to himsdf most of the day, rarely spesking to anyone, and snapping at those who intruded
on hisreflection.

Once Brount approached the Warrior and asked if Blade knew the reason for the Kid's unusual
behavior.

"Nope," Blade had fibbed. "Maybe he misses Suse.”

"Only anidiot gets stuck on awoman,” Brount had complained, and waltzed off leaving Bladeto
contemplate the state of Danidl's Brount'sintellect. The Warrior intentiondly refrained from snooping
about the mansion or the grounds. In the afternoon he strolled over to the parking lot and admired the



construction machinery and the cars and pickups. As he gazed up at the steam shovel, marveling at its
sze, he glimpsad Crusher Payne and Brount watching him from a second floor mansion window. He
studioudy ignored them and continued walking around the machines and inspected the massvetiresand
other features. When next he casudly gazed a the mansion, Payne and Brount were gone.

Early evening brought the second of Crusher's lieutenantsto the grave pit, a portly man accompanied by
12 hired guns. An hour later the next arrived, and by nine o'clock that night al seven of the lieutenants
were present and the ranks of the killers had swelled to 104, not including Payne's three dozen men.

Blade stood outside the mansion, near the front entrance, and observed the Union members who were
congregating between the manor and the pond. He redlized Crusher Payne now had asmdl army at his
disposd, and fully understood why no one had arisen to defy the Union in over one hundred years. Few
were the powersthat could field aforce large enough to defeat the Union. The Freedom Federation
could, but he was loathe to return to the Home and formally petition the Family's aliesfor ad, especialy
when he was aready on the scene and might be able to throw a monkey wrench into the works on his
own.

A second night of partying occurred, even rowdier than the previous night. Crusher Payne had severd
dozen women brought in from Trego. Upon questioning one of the killers, Blade discovered where,
exactly, the women came from: Payne operated a house of progtitution in Trego, widely considered to be
thelargest in the land. On the second morning of the Warrior's stay at the gravel pit, Crusher Payne
called a mass mesting on the ground in front of the mansion. Orders were issued, and the seven
lieutenants were each given a specific task to perform.

The tasks |ent themsalvesto speculation. A ditch five feet high and three feet wide, aligned parald to the
pond and within ten feet of the water, was dug by crewsworking in shifts and completed in one day.
Trencheswere excavated hafway up each gravel mound. A machine gun, a 50-cdiber, was mounted on
the mansion roof. Automatic rifles were propped aongside every window.

One fact became apparent to Blade. The Union was preparing for awar. Crusher Payne had laid atrap
for someone. The ditch and the new trenches could conceal over half of Payne'sarmy, and anyone
caught on the open ground separating the mansion and the pond would be hard pressed to escape the
headquarters alive. The men in the trenches on the eastern mounds would render retreat nearly
impossible.

That night there was no partying. The prostitutes had been shuttled to Trego in the pickups and cars
during the day. An amosphere of tense expectancy seized the men, and few joked and laughed.

Blade and the Kid were standing close to the ditch, idly gazing at the pond, when footsteps sounded to
their rear.

"Y ou two must be best. | saw you digging atrench on one of the mounds this afternoon.”

The Warrior turned, smiling. "Where have you been dl day, Maddie? We haven't seen much of you
today."

She dtretched and stared at the stars overhead. "Brount has been spoiling merotten. He's assigned a
woman to wait on me hand and foot. My every wish is hiscommand.” She snickered. "The scumbucket.”

Kid Zanto, who had hardly said aword al day, glanced a her and frowned. "He hasn't touched you, has
he?' the gunfighter demanded harshly.

Maddie shook her head vigoroudly. "No, Kid, he hasn't laid ahand on me. If hetries, I'll come running to



you."

"You do that," the Kid said, and those three wordsimplied a horrible fate was in store for Daniel Brount
if hetried.

"I came out hereto warn you," Maddie said to Blade.
"About what?' the Warrior responded.

"Y ou might aready know, but Crusher is expecting company tomorrow. | don't know whoiit is, but he's
gearing up for trouble," Maddie said.

"| deduced as much."

"I heard Crusher and Brount talking. Payneis hot under the collar about someone mideading him. He's
gpoiling for afight, if I'm any judge of his character.”

"Tomorrow promisesto be alively day,” Blade remarked.

"Take care of yoursdf,” Maddietold him.

The Warrior looked a the Kid. "Do you mind if | say afew wordsto Maddiein private?’

"Y our businessisyour afair," replied the youth, and he ambled in the direction of the manor.

"What's up?' Maddie inquired when the Kid was out of earshot.

"The Kid told me you were the one who persuaded him to go upstairs after me the other night.”

"l did. So?'

"So | digtinctly recall asking him to stay downdtairs and watch over you."

Maddie shrugged. "I wasn't in any danger, and | wasworried about you, so | talked him into going up.”
"Why did you come on thistrip?"

His blunt, unexpected query caught her off guard, and she blinked her eyes and swallowed before
replying. "1 thought you knew. | came because Brount offered me abonus to do his cooking."

"What wasthe red reason?"
"l don't know what you mean."

"Don't you? Zed told me you came aong to watch over me. The bonus was only part of the reason,”
Blade said.

"What if | did?' Maddie stated defensively. "We're friends, and friends watch out for one another.”
"l don't want you to place yoursdlf in jeopardy again on account of me," Blade instructed her.

"I'm afree person and I'll do as| damn please," Maddie said testily.

"Youll get yoursdf killed."

"If | do, it'smy decision,” she said defensively.



Blade lowered hisvoice. "Please, Maddie. For me. | can't do what | have to do and watch over you too.
Y oureimpairing my effectiveness.”

"W, excuse mefor living!" Maddie snapped, and turned on her heels and stormed off.

Terrific! Just what he needed! Blade shifted and focused on the surface of the pond. The only two people
he could rely upon at the Union headquarters, and they were both in an emotiona funk. The Kid's hot
temper made him unreliable, and there was no predicting how long the youth would hold himsdlf in check
and refrain from gunning down Dan Brount. Revengewas al the Kid lived for, the supreme motivation in
hislife a the moment, and when the crunch came his performance might be erratic.

Maddie had not told the truth, Blade fdlt. Either he had gravely migudged her, or her attraction for him
went past friendship. She might have a crush on him, acrush that would make her heedless of her own
safety when the find fight came. He racked his brain for an argument he could use to convince Brount to
send her back to Shantytown, but viable ideas el uded him until he considered the obvious. A smile curled
his mouth and he headed for the mansion, scouring the grounds for any sign of Brount.

"Hey, Blade!"

TheWarrior halted, recognizing the hailer as Karl, the hired gun who invariably wore the buckskin shirt
and green pants. "Y es?'

Karl walked up and looked around, then spoke. " Some of us have been wondering about the ditch and
the trenches and al the rest. We're curious about what's going down."

"Understandable,”" Blade said.

"We figured you might know, being so close to Mister Brount and dl, and we figured you'd be willing to
tell usdthough no onedsewould,” Karl disclosed.

"If | knew, I'd tell you," Blade stated. "But Brount hasn't said word oneto me. Sorry."
Karl shrugged and walked to theright. "Oh, well. Thanks anyway. Y ou're astand-up kind of guy."

The Warrior resumed his hunt for Brount. So some of the men thought highly of him! Whileflattering and
interesting, the newsrated asirrdlevant in light of his current predicament. He crossed the grassto the
front entrance and went insde, where he saw the object of his search standing in the corridor at the base
of the stairwell, conversing with the head of the Union. "Mister Brount, | need to have afew wordswith
you."

They swung toward him, perplexed. Pelczar came through a door on the right side of the hal and joined
them, as ever coiled like a spring and ready to pounce at the dightest provocation.

"What isit, Blade?' Brount responded, atinge of nervousnessin histone.
"I want to talk to you about Maddie.”

Brount and Crusher Payne exchanged glances.

"Oh?' Brount said.

"Y eah. I'm concerned about her."

"In what way?'



"Asyou know, thetwo of usarefriends. And that's &l we are. Friends. Period. And as her friend, | don't
think she should be here tomorrow," Blade said.

"Why not?' Crusher Payne asked, interrupting.

"I'm not anidiot. You're preparing for serioustrouble. If thereé's going to be a battle here, then thisian't
the right place for Maddie to be. Y ou've sent dmost al the other women away, so why alow her to
remain and expose her to danger?’ Blade asked tactfully.

"Shell bein no danger,” Crusher said.
"Can you guarantee she won't?"
Payne straightened and his hands clenched. " Are you doubting my word?'

"Never, Migter Payne," Blade said with the utmost civility. "If you say she's safe here, then she'ssafe. |
merely wanted to satisfy my own mind.”

"Now you know," Crusher snapped imperioudy.

"My apologiesfor disturbing you," Blade said, then rotated and exited out the front door.
"He hasapoint,” Brount declared.

"Don't dart again.”

"But | don't want any harm to cometo Maddie.”

Crusher Payne sighed and placed hisright hand on hislieutenant's left shoulder. ™Y ou're trying my
patience, Dan. Weve been through this six timestoday. Maddie will be safein the mansion. I'll appoint
four men to guard her at al costs. We can't permit her to leave yet. | wasal set to send her to
Shantytown when you informed me last night that Blade and her are close friends. Now this confirmsthe
way they fed. She'sleverage, Dan, leverage we can use againgt the giant if he givesusany grief. Shélsa
loaded gun pointed right at his head, and | think Blade knowsit."

Brount frowned and kicked at the carpet. "1 wish there was another way."

"Thereisn't,” Crusher assured him, and looked at his personal bodyguard. "Pel, go check on Blade.
Follow him until heturnsin for the night. Let me know if he talksto anyone.”

Pelczar nodded and trudged outdoors, pausing to dlow his eyesto adjust to the dim light, hishands, as
aways, held near the open flaps of his coat. Under those flaps were the Desart Eagle .357 Magnum
semiautomatic pistols he dways carried, one in ablack leather holster on each stocky hip. He scanned
the grassfor the giant, then turned to the right and walked around the mansion. Asthe chief enforcer for
Crusher Payne, Pelczar was renowned for histenacity and devotion to duty. Over four dozen opponents
had falen to hisguns or his mdletlike hands. He savored the fear he frequently saw in the faces of
subordinates, and relished the dread he spread among those who lived under theiron Union rule. He
viewed himsdlf as the toughest man on two legs, and there were few who would dispute the contention.

He reached the northwest corner and halted.

Twenty feet distant were the giant and the punk gunman known as the Kid, and they appeared to be
having a disagreement. Their words were too low to be heard.

Pelczar remained in theinky shadows and merdly observed, his patience limitless, his body immobile. He



saw the Kid start to head toward the mansion, but the giant grabbed the youth and a heated exchange
followed.

"Y ou can't top me!" the Kid shouted.
"Now's not thetime!" the giant responded.

Pelczar saw the giant remonstrate with the punk in a hushed tone, and minuteslater they both went into
the degping quarters. He waited for 15 minutes, until satisfied they had retired for the night, and then he
retraced hisroute to the front entrance. He glanced at the gravel mounds, thinking of the bloodshed the
new day would bring, and he smiled in eager anticipation. Spilling blood qualified as hisfavorite pastime.
That, and busting heads and breaking bones and carving punksinto itty-bitty pieces. He thought of the
giant and the youth, and he hoped Crusher would dlow him to snuff them. He didiked them both,
particularly the giant. He wanted to wrap histhick fingers around the giant's throat and squeeze until the
bastard's tongue turned purple. The prospect made him tingle.

Chapter 17
Perspiration caked his skin under his black leather vest.

The afternoon sun had driven the temperature up to an exceptiona 72 degrees, the warmest day of the
year o far. Blade stood at attention, hisarms at his sides, the M ossberg dung over hisleft arm, a
Mandal TAC-1 Carbine over hisright arm, his gaze riveted to the gap in the eastern gravel mounds.

Where the blazes were they?

The day had commenced busily enough. All of the hired killers had been arranged in formation in front of
the manson firg thing, and Payne had addressed them, informing them that there might be abattle before
the day was done, explaining that someone and he would not say who had evidently attempted to
swindle the Union. The guilty party or parties were due at the gravel pit before the end of the day. Payne
gave an inspiring peech, urging his men to exhibit courage and loydty to the Union, reminding them they
were al membersin the same organization and as such owed alegiance exclusvely to one another.

After the speech wegpons were dispersed and the disposition orders dispensed. One lieutenant and dl
his men were posted in the mansion and dl the windows were opened, enabling them to fire a will when
thetime came. Three lieutenants, with dl of ther killers, filed into the new ditch and waited in hiding,
sitting on the earthen floor. Two lieutenants were assigned the trenches on the mounds, and they
srategicdly placed their men to afford the maximum firepower.

Crusher Payne's three dozen men were formed into asquare formation of four even rows directly in front
of the manor, their backs to the structure, their wegpons dung over their shoulders.

Blade found himsdlf, along with the 21 other men under Brount's command, lined up into one of two
rows positioned near the parking lot. The rows ran at a 90-degree angle from the west end of Payne's
formation so that the two forces were configured into half of alarge rectangle. The ditch on the south
completed the third side of the design, while the eastern row of gravel mounds congtituted the fourth.
Anyone who came into the headquarters area through the gap would be quite effectively, and literdly,
boxed in.

For hours the Union army waited, hot and restless under the sun.

The Warrior shifted hisfeet to insure the circulation wasn't impeded, then surveyed the areafor the
umpteenth time. He stood in the foremost row, at the north end, within ayard of Payne's men, who were



on hisleft. To hisright wasthe Kid, then-the rest of thefirst row. Behind him was the second row of
Brount'skillers, whileto their rear, facing eastward in the parking lot, were the armored cars and pickups
and the heavy congtruction machinery.

All except for one vehicle. A solitary car had been sent out at daylight on an unknown mission and had
yet to return. As Blade watched and waited he came to severa conclusions.

Firgt, Crusher Payne must be worried about those who were due to arrive. The meticul ous preparations
indicated a potentialy formidable adversary was expected, an adversary with devastating firepower of
their own.

Second, fuel and spare partsfor the construction machinery must be scarce. Why el se would Payne have
used the men to dig the ditch and the trenches when the steam shovel aone could have performed both
tasksin afraction of thetime?

Third, Crusher Payne and Daniel Brount were up to something. Both had studioudy avoided him al day,
except when they gave him ordersto carry out. They went out of their way to avoid giving theimpression
they were paying any attention to him. Strangely enough, Payne's persona bodyguard, the bullish Pelczar,
constantly stared at the Warrior throughout the day, and once even grinned asiif at aprivate joke.

Blade knew Maddie had not | eft. Hed glimpsed her severa times at athird floor window. By al rights, if
Brount cared for her as much as he claimed, she should have been sent home. There must be an ulterior
motive accounting for her continued presence. But what? An uneasy feding devel oped within him, and
the apprehension grew as the day progressed. He was about to excuse himsalf on the pretext of going to
the bathroom so he could seek out Maddie, when the strident roar of aracing motor arose from the east.

Instantly every man in the Union army tensed and focused on the opening between the eastern mounds.

Spewing dirt and stones from under itstires, the car sent off earlier returned, speeding toward where
Crusher Payne and Brount stood side by side approximately ten yards from the Warrior.

The driver whedled the armored vehiclein atight curve and braked within six feet of the Union |eader.
He shouted through the mesh wiring covering hiswindow. "They're abouit fifteen minutes behind me!”

Crusher Payne nodded. "Park with the rest. Y ou know what to do."

With a curt nod the driver accelerated and drove toward the parking lot, compelling a haf-dozen of
Brount's men to scurry aside so he could reach his destination. Once the car had passed, the two lines
reformed.

Payneraised hisarmsand yelled so al could hear. "Get ready, men! Check your weapons! Theenemy is
amog herel"

The enemy? What enemy? Blade wiped his brow with the back of hisleft hand and stared at the gap,
eager to discover theidentify of whoever had aroused Crusher Payne's wrath.

Brount came over. "Listen up!" hetold hiskillers. "Watch for my signal. If | motion likethis' and he
made a chopping movement with hisright hand "get the hell out of the way. The construction machinery
and the other vehicleswill come barreling through, and you'l be flattened like a pancakeif you don't
move your ass. Head toward the mansion and alow the vehiclesto passwhen | signa you. Any
questions?'

None of his men spoke.



"Okay. Stay dert,” Brount advised, and returned to Crusher's side.

Blade glanced at the mansion, but there was no sign of Maddie. He hoped she would have enough
common sense to take shelter at the rear of the manor when the firing commenced.

The minutes dragged by.

Blade felt beads of swest on hisforehead, just under the hairline. He placed hisweight on hisright foot,
then hisleft, flexing hisleg muscles.

High overhead ahawk soared.

The Warrior worked his shoulders back and forth, limbering his neck and arms. From far off inthe
distance he heard the noise of approaching vehicles. Many vehicles. He placed hisright hand on the strap
to the Mandall.

Two minutes elgpsed.

All eyeswere on the gap in the eastern mounds when abrown military jeep droveinto the centrd area
and angled toward Crusher Payne. A second jeep followed, then athird. Next came two half-tracks.
Then four troop transport trucks.

The convoy drove into the rectangle formed by the ditch and the Union men and cameto astop in the
center, thelead jeep halting five yards from Crusher and Brount.

Blade gaped at the military vehicles, at the familiar red star adorning the doors of each, shocked by the
sght of aRussian convoy so far north in Wisconsin.

TheRussand
The Union had dedlings with the Russand

During World War Three the Soviet Union had launched a two-pronged drive into the United States,
with one prong landing on the Eastern seaboard and penetrating inland and the second sweeping across
Alaska and down Canada towards the Western U.S. The coldest, harshest Canadian winter ever
recorded did to the western prong what, centuries before, Russian winters had done to the Germans and
Napoleon; the bitter weather demoralized and decimated their ranks, reducing the western prong to ruin
and forcing them to retreat.

The Soviet advance in the eastern United States fared better. They took control of abelt of land
gretching from New England into the deep South and west to the Mississppi River. Southern New

Y ork, southern Pennsylvania, Maryland, New Jersey, Kentucky, Virginia, West Virginia, and sections of
North and South Carolinawere subjugated. The Russians aso dominated southern Ohio, southern
Indiana, and portions of Illinois. But try asthey might, they had been unable to expand the area under
their rulein 106 years.

Tofind the Sovietsin northern Wisconan, hundreds of milesfrom their lines, saggered Blade. This meant
they were actively engaged in activities designed to increase the geographic region under their thumb.
They were on the move again. The leaders of the Freedom Federation must be warned! He resolved to
do so at the first opportunity.

Russian soldiers clambered from the vehicles, dl armed with dung AK-47's. Twenty emerged from each
of the three foremost troop transports, and all 60 promptly assumed formation and stood at attention.
Four Soviets climbed from each jegp. Six jumped down from the bed of each half-track. In short order



84 soldierswere in ranks six deep. Only the drivers remained in the haf-tracks and the transport trucks.

A drutting Russian officer, attended by two subordinates, walked with clipped, precise steps over to
Crusher Payne. Flamboyant medals decorated his chest. His black boots were polished to a sheen. A
pistol snuggled in aflapped leather holster rested on hisright hip. His crew-cut blond hair accented his
angular visage. A cap, danted at a cocky angle, perched on his head. " Ahhhh, my good friend, Crusher!”
he declared loudly, stopping a pace from Payne and saluting as a token of his respect. "How pleasant to
seeyou agan.”

The officer spoke perfect English without any trace of an accent, and Blade couldn't determineif the man
was directly descended from the origina occupation Russian stock or whether the officer was the result
of the enforced impregnation program. In an effort to increase their dwindling numbers, after they had lost
contact with the motherland and found themselves stranded without a hope of receiving periodic
reinforcements, the Russians had indtituted a program of impregnating selected American women. The
offspring resulting from such unions were reared in specid indoctrination camps. For three decadesthe
Soviet breeding program had created citizens every bit as Russian asif they had been born and raised in
the Soviet Union, and the officer in charge of the convoy could well be one.

"Generd Pronin," Crusher said coldly.

The officer seemed not to notice. He beamed and pointed at the fourth transport truck. "We have
brought the wegpons, as promised. An entire truckload of the latest automeatics and semiautomatics we
have manufactured.”

"That'snice,” Crusher said, an edgeto hisvoice.

Generd Pronin blinked afew times, then glanced at his aides, both of whom were mgors. "'Is something
wrong, friend Crusher?”'

"Y ou could say that."

"But what could it be?' Pronin responded, clearly bewildered. "We have arrived on the date specified,
yes?

"Y%"
"And we have brought the guns according to our arrangement, yes?'
"Evidently," Crusher said.

"Then | do not understand,” Generd Pronin stated. "We are here at the right time with the weapons you
ordered. Y ou have graciously assembled your men to welcome us

"Sort of," Crusher said, interrupting.

"Sort of 7' the Russian repeated, and his expression clouded. "Please, friend Crusher, do not beat around
the bush. Why areyou cross at us?"

Crusher Payne smirked and leaned closer until his nose amost touched the generd's. "Does the name
Harland Warner mean anything to you?"

Genera Pronin's mouth opened and closed. The question flustered him, and he took half aminuteto
regain control. "Yes" hesadfindly. "I know the name."



"I'll just bet you do!" Crusher snapped.

"What does Harland Warner have to do with our arrangement?” the officer inquired defensively.
"Everything!" Crusher exploded. "Y ou lied to mel"

"| did not."

"Don't bullshit me!" Crusher declared angrily, jabbing hisright thumb into the Russian's chest. Y ou went
back on your word."

"How s0?7" Genera Pronin asked, his gaze straying to the Union forcesto hisright and straight ahead. He
looked to the left and noticed the new ditch, then casudly scrutinized the gravel mounds. Alarm flitted
across his festures.

"What were the conditions of our agreement?’ Crusher queried.
"Y ou know them aswell as| do."
"Humor me, friend Generd," Crusher said. "What were they?'

General Pronin cleared histhroat. "We agreed to provide you with atruckload of weapons every two
months. In exchange, you areto give us Sixty percent of the profits you regp on their sde."

"Go on," Crusher goaded.

"Pardon?' Generd Pronin replied, hisforehead furrowed.

"What'stherest of it?"

"That, essentidly, isour agreement,” Generd Pronininssted.

"Not by along shat, it isn't,” Crusher stated, and dapped hisright thigh in frustration.
"Those werethe details" Pronin said.

"Y ou're forgetting something,” Crusher said. "We agreed to be the exclusve supplier of your wegponsin
thisregion.”

ll&?l

The next words came out of Crusher like they were bursting from a cannon. " So why the hell did you
have the same arrangement with Warner?'

"Who said we did?'

"Don' jerk me around, General!" Crusher warned. "Why e se would Warner have wagonloads of the
same types of weapons you supply? I'll tell you why! Y ou made the same dedl with Warner that you
made with me, and I'll bet you've made the ded with others. Y ou've promised dl of usexclusverightsto
the gunsyou sdll, and then you go and furnish the guns to anyone and everyone.”

"Y ou misunderstand.”
"Enlighten me, damn you!" Crusher stated.

"I will admit we furnished gunsto Harland Warner, but we did not violate the terms of our agreement



withyou."
"Thehdl you didnt!"

"Please, cdm down and | will explain,” Generd Pronin offered. He turned and quickly whispered afew
wordsto one of hisades, who then hastened to the Russian ranks near the convoy vehicles and
whispered in the ear of acaptain.

"I'm ligtening,” Crusher said.

"We promised you exclusive rightsin this area, in the region you control, but we did not promise you
exclusverightsto al of North America," Genera Pronin explained, histone tinged by subtle sarcasm.

"Don't be asmart-ass."

"I'm merely releating the facts. Y es, we entered into an agreement with you. And yes, we aso entered
into an agreement with Warner, but he was supposed to conduct his trade outside of your seven
territories. If he violated the terms, the fault is not ours.

"The hel itisnt!" Crusher snapped. "Exclusive rights to your wegpons. Those were your exact words,
you miserable son of abitch.”

Genera Pronin's face became beet red. "Thereis no need to be insulting, friend Crusher.”

"Nobody triesto pull afast one on the Union, Generd," Crusher Payne declared somberly. "Those
wespons in the wrong hands could upset the balance of power in thisregion. Y ou know that. And yet
you're practicaly handing the damn guns out to any sucker who asksfor them.” He paused. "I think you
have something up your deeve."

The Russian glanced down at his coat deeves. "'l assureyou | do not.”

"Well, | do, friend Generd," Crusher said, and raised hisright arm. "Messwith us, will you?' he
challenged, and streaked his arm downward.

All hell broke loose.
Chapter 18

Had the Union forces opened fire at the moment the Russian soldiers emerged from the convoy vehicles,
they undoubtedly would have defeated the Soviets expeditioudy and with reatively few losses. But by
waiting, by alowing the Soviet generd to become suspicious and to dert hismen, the Union lost the
element of complete surprise. So when Crusher Payne'sright arm swept down and the Union men
grabbed at their weapons and opened fire, the Russiansimmediately returned the fire and a generd battle
ensued.

Blade hit the dirt, diving to the ground and rolling to theleft, removing himself asatarget.
TheKid did the same.

The chattering of automatic and semiautométic rifles, the blasting of machine guns, the thundering of-rifles
and revolvers and pistols, the screams of the hit and the wails of the dying dll rosein aclashing
cacophony, adeafening din of immessurable magnitude.

Blade saw Union killers and Russians dropping in heaps. Payne's men advanced toward the convoy,



firing furioudy. The Union men in the ditch rose up and cut loose, as did the men posted in the trenches
on the gravel mounds.

Although the Russian soldiers were caught in the open, their vehicles afforded asmall degree of shelter
from the hail of lead directed at them. Troopers managed to climb into the half-tracks and unlimber the
50-caliber mounted machine gunsin both vehicles. One of the haf-track gunnerstook out an entire
trench of Union men with a short, sustained burst. Hand grenades sailed through the air to explode
among the Union forces, and shrieks and cries punctuated the explosions as torsos and limbs were torn
asunder.

Inthe swirl of combat, with men running every which way, and the shooting and the blasts and the
screams adding to the confusion, Blade lost track of Crusher Payne and Brount. He saw the gunman
named Karl take around in the throat and topple to the grass. Once he glanced at the Kid, feeling
surprised the youth wasn't in the thick of things. His surprise changed to astonishment when he beheld the
gunfighter reclining on both ebows and viewing the rampant warfare in adetached, dmost bored,
attitude.

Despite being outnumbered, the Russian soldiers were acquitting themsa ves superbly and wresking
havoc on the Union men. Drivers were able to start the motors on two of the jeeps, the two half-tracks,
and two of the troop transports, and the vehicles started to execute turns so they could retreat out the

gep.

Someonein the midst of the bedlam and the smoke, the flashes of gunfire and the yeling, was attempting
to bellow orders.

Suddenly anew element was added to the battle. Blade heard more engines turn over, and he glanced
over hisright shoulder. The armored cars and pickups and the construction machinery were dl rumbling
from the parking lot. He looked to hisright, where the two rows of Brount's men had stood minutes ago,
and spotted only five or six till there. "Look out!" he shouted, but they couldn't hear him over the uproar.

Thefive cars and the three pickups closed on the Soviet convoy, the machine gunnersin the cars and the
men in the bed of each pickup pouring atorrent of lethd fireinto the Russians. A pickup driver
accidentdly flattened one of Brount's men.

Dozens of soldiers were retreating on foot toward the gap, shooting in volleys asthey went, dowing the
pursuing Union forces down. The two half-tracks abruptly reversed direction. Instead of making for the
gap, they turned and barreled toward the armored cars and the pickups.

Blade had to admire the Russian soldiersin the haf-tracks. He knew they were buying time for their
comrades to escape. Even as he watched, the nearest haf-track gunner sent awithering burst into an
onrushing armored car and the Union vehicle dewed to astop and erupted in flames. An ingtant later the
second half-track took out one of the pickups.

Ominous rumblings shook the very earth asthetrio of congtruction machines lumbered forward, the
bulldozer in the lead. They rolled inexorably toward the Soviets. Three troopers attempted to kill the
bulldozer driver, anding their ground and firing their AK-47's, but their rounds smacked into the stedl
blade and richocheted. Obstinately they held firm, firing and firing, and they were il firing when the
bulldozer ran over them, squishing them to a bloody pulp.

So far Blade hadn't fired a shot, and he had every intention of remaining where he was until the battle
wound down. No one was paying the dightest attention to the Kid or him. He wasn't about to risk hislife
inafight inwhich hedidn't have astake. That is, until he glimpsed asquad of six Russians making for the
mangon.



Maddiewasin therel

The Russian squad had dipped around the Force men, and they were now lessthan 15 yards from the
front entrance.

Blade dapped the Kid's shoulder and leaned down to yell in the youth's lft ear. "Come on!"
TheKid looked up, puzzled. "What?'

"Maddiel" Blade said, and pointed at the Russians.

Kid Zanto rose to a crouch, drawing the Redhawks as he did, and nodded at the Warrior.

Stooping over at thewaist, Blade raced toward the mansion, zigzagging as he ran, skirting bodies, ever
aert for athreat. He scowled when he saw the Soviet squad enter the manor. "Damn!™ he muttered to
himself, and sprinted al out, heedless of his safety, bearing on abedinefor the front door. Ten feet from
the entrance he distinctly heard the rattle of machine-gun fire from insde. He covered the remaining
distance and threw himsdlf to theright of the door.

TheKid darted to theleft side.

Blade glanced back at the battlefield and beheld the bulldozer plowing into one of the half-tracks, and
then he took a deep breath and rammed into the front door, which was gar, sending it crashing inward.

Ahead in the corridor a Russian trooper stood over four bodies.

The Warrior squeezed the trigger, the Mandall bucking in his hands, and the trooper's chest was stitched
by miniature geysers and he crumpled. Without missing a stride Blade plunged onward.

Gunshots and muffled shouts came from an upper floor.

Blade dashed up the stairwell, heading for the third floor, striding over three Union corpses as he
ascended. He paused for aquick glimpse down the second hal and found only five Union bodies, and
then hefrantically sped higher, the Kid right on hishedls. They were six steps below the third floor when
to their ears came the terrified screech of awoman.

Maddie!

Blade cleared the final two steps and landed on the carpet, the Mandall leveled.

Six feet away, near an open door, were two Russians armed with AK-47's. They whirled toward him.
Asfast asthe troopers were, someone else was faster.

The Kid materidized on the Warrior's right and both Redhawks boomed even as Blade's fingers
tightened on the Mandall trigger.

Both soldiers were flung backwards into the corridor wall and sank to the floor, leaving bright red stains
onthewal inther wake.

Blade and the Kid darted to the open door and, without athought for their persond safety, rushed within
to discover three dead Union men on the floor just inside and Maddie on her kneesin the far corner,
blood trickling from the right side of her mouth, while a Russian captain towered over her, about to dap
her in the face. To the right were two soldiers coming through another doorway.



The Warrior and the gunfighter fired s multaneoudy, Blade shooting the captain in the back between the
shoulder blades, the Kid daying both soldiers with two snap shotsto their heads.

Maddie scrambled to the left so the Russian captain wouldn't land on her as he dowly toppled forward,
and then she was up and running to the Warrior and throwing her arms around him in gretitude. "Blade!
Thank God!"

The Warrior held her at arm'slength and stared at her split upper lip. "Are you okay?'

"A little sore," Maddie responded. " The Russian wanted to know where Crusher is. He thought | knew,
and heintended to beet the information out of me.”

"Weve got to get you out of here," Blade said, and turned toward the corridor. "Kid?"
"Yeah?' the gunfighter responded, replacing the spent cartridgesin hisrevolvers.

"I want you to take Maddie out of here.”

"What?' Maddie responded before the Kid could answer.

"Y ou heard me. Thismight be our only chance. In dl the confusion the Kid can dip you out to the north.
Onceyou're past the gravel mounds, find aspot to hide. I'll come for the two of you assoon as| can.”

"I'm not leaving you," Maddie defied him.

"You can't say," Bladeingsted. "Weve been al through this. | have unfinished businessto complete. |
can't leaveyet."

"Wdll, I'm not going either, then," Maddie said. "Y ou're my friend, and I'm not about to "

Thewindow five feet away suddenly dissolved in ashattering shower of broken glassaswildly fired
rounds from outside struck the glass.

"Duck!" Bladeydled, and ingtinctively dropped to hisknees, raising hisleft forearm over hisforehead to
shield hiseyesfrom the flying shards of glass. A heavy form fdl onto hisarm, and he looked up, horrified
to discover Maddie sprawling on top of him. He dropped the Mandall and caught her under the arms,
aghagt at the Sght of ahole above her right eye. "No!" he cried, and gently lowered her to the floor.
"No!"

Outsde the battle till raged. The continuous gunfire, the shouting, and the roaring of vehicle engines had
attained a crescendo.

Blade knelt over Maddie Slender, dazed by her death. He reached out and closed her eyelids, sadness
engulfing his soul. She must have glanced at the window at the moment the rounds hit, he redized, and
been struck hersdlf. He wanted to curl into aball and not move for hours. Maddie had been afriend, one
of the few held made in Shantytown. She'd stayed close to him to be of whatever help she could, and her
selflessness had cost her her life. Helooked at the Kid, knegling nearby, and saw tearsin the youth's
eyes, and then he gazed at Maddi€'s placid features and his sorrow transformed into rage at the
senselessness of her demise. Another decent, caring person had been butchered on the altar of violence.
Would there never come an end to the bloodletting and the killing? Would there never be an erawhere
al humankind lived in peace? Hadn't humanity learned anything from World War Three?

Kid Zanto abruptly rose and stalked into the corridor, the Redhawks held at waist level.



"Kid! Wait!" Blade caled, and ran after the gunfighter when the youth wouldn't respond. He caught up
with the Kid on the stairs. "Where are you going?"

"Out," theKid said in agtern, gravelly tone.

"Why go anywhere? We're safer in here, and thisisn't our fight. Let them kill each other off. I1t'sno
concern of ours.”

"| fed likekillin' some Commies”

Blade placed hisright hand on the youth's shoulder, stopping him. "And what if you get killed?'
"Sowhat?' Kid Zanto retorted, and jerked his shoulder free. He headed downward.

"Areyou forgetting about Brount? If you're killed, who will repay him for your father?"

The Warrior's question caused the youth to hat in midstride.

"I'd liketo run out and shoot Russans, too," Blade said, "but | have amission to perform and the mission
must comefirst. Y ou can't permit your grief to make you reckless. Control the way you fedl and channel
al that emotiond energy into achieving your revenge on Brount.”

Zanto stared at the giant, hisbrow creased in contemplation. "All right," he stated after aminute. "I'll play
thisyour way for now."

"Thanks," Blade responded, relieved the gunfighter wasn't about to foolishly throw hislife away.
"So what's our next move?"

"Let's check and find out who'swinning," Blade proposed, and together they descended to the bottom
floor and moved toward the front door.

The Battle of the Gravel Pit, asthe locaswere later to refer to the conflict, had passed the critica point
and was winding down. The Union had won. Corpses littered the battleground, aswell as scores of
wounded and the dying, whose pitiable moans and sobbing underscored the savagery of the
confrontation. Sporadic gunshots boomed as the Union forces began moving up. To the east agroup of
15 or 20 Russians had been herded into a compact circle with their armsiif the air. Smoking, smoldering
vehicles dotted the grounds. Three of the Union armored cars and one of the pickups had been
destroyed. The Soviet convoy, with anotable exception, had become blazing wrecks. One of the
haf-trackslay onitssde. The other looked asif the bulldozer and the snowplow had rammed into it
from both sides and crumpled the sturdy vehiclelike atin cup.

The Union forces manning the trenches on the gravel mounds had succeeded in stopping atroop
trangport at the mouth of the gap, blocking the exit and causing alogjam of Soviet vehicles. Unableto
flee and hemmed in by the advancing Union men, the greatest number of Russian soldiershad died near

the gap.

All three congtruction vehicleswere at rest in the center of the grassy tract between the mansion and the
pond. Heaps of Union dead werein evidence near the ditch. The two armored cars and the pair of
pickups still functiona were dowly threading a path among the bodies and the wrecks, the Union gunners
finishing off injured Russians.

"I never figured war would belikethis" the Kid said softly.



Blade stared at the only vehicle untouched by the battle, a Soviet troop transport, no less, that had not
sustained so much as ascratch. He frowned at theirony. Or was it design? Because the only vehicle
unaffected by the combat was the Russian truck containing the load of recently manufactured wespons.

"Y ou know, thiskillin' businessisn't al it's cracked up to be," Kid Zanto commented.

"l know," the Warrior agreed absently. He spied a cluster of men walking in the direction of the mansion,
and he recognized Crusher Payne and Danid Brount as being among them. With astart he redlized hed
left the Mandall upgtairs, so he undug the Mossherg and gripped the shotgun tightly.

Timeto get down to cases.

Chapter 19

The victorious Union leaders, consisting of Payne, Brount, and four other lieutenants, smiled and joked as
they approached the mansion. Pelczar was with them, a confiscated AK-47 in his hands, and hewas
using the weapon to prod Genera Pronin in the back as he compelled the Russian commander to
precede them.

"Hey, Blade! Kid!" Crusher caled, and waved hisright hand, beaming triumphantly. "L ook who we
caught!”

Blade nodded and glanced at the Kid. The youth had locked abaleful glare on Brount. "Not yet," he
advised.

"Why not?"' the Kid snapped impatiently.
"I need afew answersfirs," Blade informed him. "For me, Kid. Please.”

The gunfighter frowned and sighed, then twirled the Redhawks into their holsters. "I wouldn't do thisfor
anyonedse," he groused.

"Thanks. | gppreciateit,” Blade said, then faced the Union leaders who were ill ten feet off. "Where are
the other lieutenants?' he asked.

Crusher Payne drew hisright forefinger across histhroat.

"I'll select new lieutenants later. Right now we're going to have some fun. Aren't we, pig?' he said, and
kicked the Russian in the backside.

Generd Pronin hardly noticed the kick in the pants. He was staring at the Warrior in amazement, his eyes
wide and his mouth dack.

"Aren't we, pig?" Crusher repested, and lashed out with hisright leg again, only thistime his sole struck
the Soviet officer behind the right knee and Pronin tripped and fell.

Brount and the lieutenants cackled.
"When | spesk to you, you damn well better answer me!™ Crusher barked at the Russian.

Blade had noticed the generd's astounded gaze at seeing him, and he wondered if the Russian recognized
him. The Warriors had fought the Soviets on severd occasions, and Blade had penetrated deep into
Russan-controlled territory twice on hazardous assgnments, once al the way to Philadel phiaand onceto
Cincinnati. The Russian commanders wanted the Warriors exterminated at al costs, and descriptions of



Blade and afew fellow Warriors had been widdy distributed.
"Onyour feet, pig!" Crusher directed.
Genera Pronin rose dowly, his countenance contorted in anger.

"Look a your convoy now, General," Crusher said, motioning at the corpses and the burning vehicles.
"What happened to the vaunted Russian might? What happened to the invincible Russan army?' He
paused. "Y ou weren't so tough.”

"You'reafool, Payne," Genera Pronin declared.

Crusher took a stride forward and backhanded the officer across the mouth. "1'm thefool ? Y ou're the
onewho waltzed right into my trap! Y ou're the one who lost hiswhole command.”

"Y ou mentioned Russian might. Well, my command is as nothing compared to the full might of the Red
Army, afact you will no doubt discover in due course. Oncel fail to return, an armored column will be
sent to investigate. Our tanks and half-trackswill pound thisgrave pit into dust.”

"Big tak for theman on thelosing end,” Crusher said defiantly.

"Y our juvenile posturings have assured the speedy downfall of the Union,” Generd Pronin remarked. " Of
course, you were destined to be eradicated anyway, sooner or later."

"Wheat are you talking about?' Crusher inquired, histone betraying adight uncertainty.

Generd Pronin gazed over the battleground. "The Union is but one of many groups we have targeted for
dimination.”

IIWI,.M?I

"Because we intend to expand our domination,” General Pronin answered. " Our leaders want to push
north to the Great Lakesin Wisconsn and Michigan. The strategic advantages ssemming from the
shipping lanes alone are tremendous.”

"Y ou plan to wipe out the Union?" Crusher queried, stunned by the news.

"And anyone else who standsin our path of conquest,” the Russian declared. "We have stood till for far
too long, and we intend to remedy our stagnation by stepping up our timetable.”

"You'll never defeat the Union," Crusher boasted.

"Dont flatter yoursalves,” Genera Pronin said. "The Union isno more than a pimple on the ass of
humanity, a pimple we will pop when the time comes.”

Crusher glanced over hisright shoulder at the mopping up operation, and the sight of the defeated
Russans restored his confidence. He looked at the generd and smirked. "WEell be ready for anything you
throw at us."

"Will you?' Pronin countered, and snorted. ™Y ou'll be too busy dedling with those who will ariseto
chdlenge your contral of thisregion.”

"What do you mean?"'

"Have you ever heard of the Doctrine of Destabilization?"



Crusher shook his head.

"Of courseyou havent," Generd Pronin said, with the condescending air of an adult explaining an
important issue to amere child. "Then alow meto eaborate. The Doctrine of Destablizationisa
time-honored and proven method of destroying an enemy nation or state from within. Successis
inevitable. All one hasto doisfollow the three steps.” He held up afinger. "One, you identify subversive
elements within the country or state you want to conquer. Y ou stir them up and fan their hate.” He
extended a second finger. "Two, you supply every element with al the armsthey need.” A third finger
rose. "And three, you st back and wait for them to finish killing one another off. Even if the rebel
elements do not overthrow the existing government or authority, they will so wesken the exigting palitical
and civil heirarchy that conquest will be easily accomplished.” Pronin lowered his hand and grinned.
"Elementary, yes?'

Blade could see the intense concentration reflected on Crusher Payne's features.

"So that's why you agreed to supply uswith arms,” Crusher said dowly, "and Harland Warner too."
"And others unknown to you," Genera Pronin disclosed.

Crusher looked at the Russian. "Why areyou tdling medl this?'

"For two reasons. First, your knowledge of our plan will not effect the outcome. We will extend our
boundaries al the way to the Gresat Lakes, and there is nothing you can do to stop us.”

"What's the second reason?’
Genera Pronin smiled. "To convince you of my sincerity so you will accept my offer.”
"Offer?' Crusher repegated quizzicdly.

"Yes | offer you critica information in exchange for my life and the lives of my men who have survived,”
Generd Pronin said.

"What critical information?' Crusher asked testily. "Why the hell should | spare any of you bastards?”
The Russian shrugged. "I thought perhaps you would be interested in learning the identity of a oy among
you."

"A spy?' Crusher grabbed the front of the officer's uniform and pulled Pronin off balance. "There has
been a Commie spy among usal thetime?' he demanded, livid at the very idea

"Not one of ours," Generd Pronin said, trying to pry Payne'sfingersfrom his shirt.

Crusher shoved the Russian from him. "Then who isthis spy? Where does he come from?”
"Haveweaded?' Generd Pronin inquired, smoothing his uniform.

"Depends on your information.”

"That isnot good enough,” the officer sated. "I want your word my life will be spared, and the lives of
my men, or you can kill me now and be donewithit."

Blade saw Crusher's eyes narrow, and he knew the Union |leader was gauging the Russian'sresolve. The
Warrior scanned the five-acre area, noting the numbers and positions of the Union forces.

Crusher exchanged glances with Dan Brount, who nodded, and stared at General Pronin. "All right.



Y ou've got yourself aded. I'll spare your life and thelives of any of your men gtill dive. But if you're
jerkingmearound . . ."

The Russian held up hisright hand. "I give you my word theinformation | am about to reved istrue."
"1t'd better be," Crusher muttered.

General Pronin cleared histhroat. "Have you ever heard of the Freedom Federation?”
"Ringsavague bdl," Crusher sad.

"I think | have," Brount interjected.

The Russian ddiberatdly refrained from looking in the Warrior's direction. He sdled closer to the Union
leaders. "The Freedom Federation is a confederation of seven members who seem to believe they have
theright to run thisland in the manner they seefit."

Blade listened while surveying the jumble of vehicles near the gap.

"I will be honest with you and tell you they are our enemies,” Generd Pronin told Crusher. "But they are
also your enemies. They want to reestablish order and peace in this country, and they are opposed to any
group that triesto lord it over others.”

The Warrior counted 59 Union men, athird of whom wereinjured. Fifteen were guarding the captured
soldiers. Another 15 or 20 were tending to the wounded. Leaving ten or so who were walking around
the open area, checking on the bodies and gathering weaponsinto piles.

"The two largest members of the Freedom Federation are the Free State of Californiaand the Civilized
Zone," Genera Pronin was saying. "Another faction, the Hathead Indian Tribe, isbased in the former
state of Montana. The Dakotaterritory isunder the control of agroup of horsemen called the Cavalry.
And the three remaining members are dl located in northern Minnesota.”

"What does dl this have to do with us?* Crusher Payne asked.

"Be patient and | will get to that," the officer said, annoyed. "Now, wherewas 1? Oh, yes. In the former
town of Hama, in northern Minnesota, live refugees from the Twin Citieswho cal themsalvesthe Clan.
Only seventy or eighty milesaway livethe Moles, descendants of asurvivaist group, who livein an
underground city of tunnels and caverns. And last, but by no meansleast, isthe Federation faction known
asthe Family. They livein afortified compound situated somewhere between the Clan and the Moles."

"| till don't seethe point,” Crusher snapped.

"Certain members of the Family are designated as Warriors, and these Warriors are entrusted with the
defense of their compound and the protection of the Family. They aso will oppose any threatsto the
welfare of the Freedom Federation,” Pronin detailed.

"So0?' Crusher said. Blade glanced at the Kid and intentionaly spoke before the officer could answer.
"Hey, Kid."

Everyonefocused on the giant.
"What the hell are you doing?' Crusher demanded. "Don't interrupt us.”

"Surething,” Blade said, and smiled. Then, to their utter consternation, he ignored Payne. "Hey, Kid."



"Yeah?' theyouthful gunfighter replied, perplexed by hisfriend's behavior.

"Wheat the hdll isthis?' Crusher growled.

"l havethe answers | needed, " Blade said.

"You do?' the Kid responded.

"Blade!" Crusher barked angrily.

"Yes, | do," the Warrior confirmed. "So whenever you want to finish it, be my guest.”
"Finishwhat?' Brount spoke up, mystified.

"Thanks" theKid said.

"Anytime" Bladereplied.

"Will someonetell mewhat's going on here?' Crusher Payne requested gruffly.

"l can," Blade cheerfully offered.

"You can?' Crusher queried in confusion.

"Yep, | can,” Blade sad, hisleft hand on the dide action, hisright on the pistol grip.
"ThisI'vegot to hear," Crusher declared.

"l would liketo leave now," Genera Pronin chimed in esgerly.

"Y ou're not going anywhere, you lousy double-crosser,” Crusher responded.

"Then | am adead man,” the Russian lamented, his eyes on the AK-47 trained on his abdomen by
Pdczar.

"I don't understand any of this" alieutenant commented.

"Youwill,"” Blade promised.

Crusher Payne held hisarmsaoft. "Everyone shut-up!"

No one spoke.

"That'smorelikeit," Crusher said, and gazed at the Warrior. "Now you were going to tell us something?’
"Certainly,” Blade said, and nodded at Genera Pronin. "The Russians sold the gunsto you.”

"Guns?' Crusher repeated.

Blade nodded a Payne. "And you digtributed the guns among your lieutenants.”

"What guns?' Crusher asked.

TheWarrior nodded at Daniel Brount. "Y ou sold some of the wegpons to members of agang of raiders
who were passing through Shanty town."

"Wheat the hdll is he talking about?' Crusher roared, glaring at hislieutenants, then the giant.



"The raiders made their way into northern Minnesota," Blade related, hisvoice lowering sadly, "where
they ambushed four Mole families who were on an outing.”

"Moled Moles" Crusher shouted. "What the hell do the damned Moles have to do with this?"

"Everything," Blade answered. "The Moles tracked down the raiders and extracted information before
killing them, information about the new gunsthe raiders had used. The Mole leader sent for me and after
hefilled mein | decided to head directly to Shantytown by myself and work undercover to trace the
weaponsto their source.”

"Why would the leader of the Moles. . . 7' Crusher began, then caught himsalf, dumbfounded asa
degree of comprehension dawned.

Blade straightened to hisfull height, hisvisage agrim mask. "Wolfe sent for me because I'm the man the
Freedom Federation relies on to dispose of threats and problems. I'm aso the head of the Warriors." He
paused, and then mimicked the tone Crusher Payne had used when greeting Maddie. "But you can call
me Blade, you suck-egg, lowlife, egotitical, pissant son of abitch.”

Chapter 20

For the space of three seconds no one moved. The Union men were rooted in place, stupefied by the
giant'sreveation. Paczar <till seemed confused, and helooked at Crusher Payne.

Generd Pronin, seeing the bodyguard momentarily distracted, took the opportunity to whirl and flee,
precipitating the bloodbath.

Acting on purereflex, glimpsing the Russian officer out of the corner of his eye, Pelczar squeezed the
trigger, sending a dozen rounds boring into General Pronin's back, the impact flinging the commander to
the grassin adigointed tangle of aamsand legs.

Even as Pelczar fired, Blade shoved the Mossberg barrdl into Crusher Payne's face and let the Union
leader have afull load of buckshot at point-blank range. The effect was the same asthat of aten-pound
rock striking asoggy pumpkin. Blood, brains, and hair sprayed everywhere, causing the four lieutenants
to automaticaly shield their eyes from the spattering gore. Blade shot each of them in the chest.

Only Danidl Blount had disregarded the fleshy chunks striking him. He saw the Warrior pivot to shoot his
four companions, and he whipped the double-action 45'sfrom their holsters, grinning in anticipation,
knowing there was no way Blade could get him before he planted four shotsin the Warrior's gut. At the
moment he drew he saw Kid Zanto, standing off to theleft, going for those Ruger Redhawks. From then
on everything appeared to unfold in dow motion. Somehow the Kid cleared leather firgt, but instead of
aming the big revolvers a the giant, the Kid swung them at Brount!

One of the other lieutenants was screaming.

Flabbergasted, Brount saw the Kid's mouth move and thought he heard the words, "For my dad!" And
then those Redhawks thundered, and Brount felt asearing pain in his chest and an invisible hand shoved
him backwards, sumbling but erect, until the big revolvers boomed yet again. A dedgehammer dammed
into Brount's forehead and he catapulted to the turf, his consciousness snking into a Stygian abyss.

Pelczar, gawking at the falen Crusher Payne, had not moved to defend himsdlf.

The Warrior took aquick stride and rammed the shotgun barrdl against the bodyguard's left temple, and
Pelczar dropped on the spot.



"What now?" the Kid asked, staring at Brount's corpse.

Blade scrutinized the grave pit. The Russian prisoners, the Union men guarding them, theinjured and
those minigtering to them, the hired guns mopping up, and the three construction machinery drivers, who
were standing near the steam shovd, dl were frozen, transfixed by the tableau of their leadersdying. The
two armored cars and the two pickups were idling near the pond. "Thisismy fight," he said.

"Youwigh," theKid replied, grinning impishly.

"Don't say | didn't warn you," Blade said, grinning back, and then he ran forward, heading toward the
construction equipment, toward the Monster Machines.

The Kid raced even with the Warrior.

Without any leadership the Union men were confounded by the turn of events. They looked at one
another, asif each was waiting for someone el seto rdly them, to make the first move.

The captured Soviet soldiers seized the moment and pounced on the Union guards, and agenerd melee
erupted.

A few Union killers began firing at the Warrior and the gunfighter.

Blade heard around smack into the ground to his right, and he doubled over and darted to the lft, then
to the right, hoping to throw the marksman off.

"What'syour plan?' the Kid queried, staying on the giant's hedls.
"Can you take out anyone who tries to ssop me?"

"Youvegot it," the Kid vowed, and promptly suited action to words by halting and firing hisleft Ruger
twice.

Twenty yardsto the left aman screeched, clutched at his head, and toppled over.

Blade focused on his destination: the construction equipment. He saw the drivers scrambling to climb into
their machines, and he poured on the speed, making for the gigantic snowplow. Of the three, he reasoned
he would experience the least difficulty driving the snowplow. Hed driven automatic and
manua-transmisson vehicles before, and he caculated the stick shift in the snowplow might be smilar to
the stick shiftsin Federation trucks he had handled.

The raucous rumble of revving motors rent the air as the two armored cars and the pickups peeled out
from near the pond and bore down on the racing duo.

Move! hismind shrieked, and Blade sprinted al out, his boots pounding on the turf, hislegsflying. Fifteen
yards separated him from his destination when he heard the snowplow kick over, and the next ingtant the
behemoth lumbered straight a him. He threw himsdlf to the right, and as he landed he saw the two
armored cars and the two pickups appear off to the right, zooming hisway.

The bulldozer operator was dtriving to start his machine, while the steam shovel operator had just
reached the cabin of his.

Kid Zanto had hdted ten yards back and faced the on-rushing cars and trucks, agrin curling histhin lips,
the Rugers extended.

With its motor roaring, the snowplow came directly at the Warrior.



Blade had a single shell remaining in the Mossberg. From where he lay in the grass, he could seethe
steam shove operator working the controls. He would have preferred to be closer, but he angled the
shotgun upwards, Sghted, and fired.

Thewindshield in the steam shove burst into a thousand fragments, and the shovel operator staggered
backwards, hisarmsflailing, and fdl from view.

Therewas no timeto lose! The snowplow wasless than eight yards of f! Blade dung the Mossherg over
his right shoulder, rising into a crouch, and peered up at the massive yellow plow amost on top of him.
Thetop of the plow screened him from the driver'sline of sight. He scuttled away from the blade, skirting
the plow, keeping low so the driver couldn't spot him. Once past the plow he cut sharply to theleft, and
in four bounds reached the driver's door. He grabbed the handle and yanked, and the door flew wide

open.
The shocked driver looked at the giant jogging alongside his cab, and then tried to pull the door shut.

Blade wasn't about to let him. He grasped the driver's wrist and heaved, and the man shot from the cab
like amissile and crunched headfirst onto the ground. The Warrior caught at the door frame and hauled
himsdlf into the vehicle. He gripped the steering whed as the enormous piece of equipment lurched and
bucked. To hisright was a stick shift, and on the floor apair of pedals, the exact same setup asthe troop
trucks he'd driven! He tramped on the proper pedal and ground the gearsinto second, and only then did
he look up, through the windshield, and his blood changed toice.

Kid Zanto stood directly in the path of the snowplow, lessthan eight feet from thetip of the plow, firing
at the armored cars and the pickups, obliviousto the danger. The closest vehicle was one of the pickups,
zeroing in on the gunfighter from the left, approximately 40 feet digtant.

Working hisarmsin afrenzy, Blade wrenched on the steering whed and sent the snowplow into atight
turn to theleft. He saw the plow narrowly miss the Kid, who glanced up in larm and dove to theright.
Blade clasped the steering whed! firmly, locking the motorized goliath on course, and secondslater his
maneuver succeeded: The plow rammed into the closest pickup, shearing into the metad with the ease of a
knife through butter. The pickup buckled and broke into sections, the occcupants screeching asthey

died.

One down, four to go.

Blade straightened the steering whed and floored the gas pedd, grinning as the massive whedls churned
toward an armored car 50 feet away. The car had stopped, and the machine gunner was squeezing down
through the square opening into the back seat. Blade had no ideawhat they were up to. Perhaps they
hadn't witnessed the snowplow demolish the pickup. Perhaps they were planning to head for the hills. He
was not in amood to care. The speedometer indicated 45 miles an hour when the point of the plow
smashed through the passenger door and impaled the armored car.

The men never had aprayer.

Blade dammed the stick shift into reverse, and the engine hardly strained as the snowplow backed up
and disengaged itsdlf from the wreckage with much grinding and rasping.

Two down.

He angled toward the center of the open area, scanning for the other vehicles. To the east Russian
soldiers and Union men were till fighting, hand to hand. Other Union men were assisting injured fellows
in trying to reach the gap and presumed safety. Sixty feet ahead an armored car raced in hot pursuit of a



pair of fleeing Russanswho were making for the north.
Nether soldier madeit.

The machine gunner in the car opened fire, and he was skilled at hisjob. The dugsripped into the pair of
Russans and toppled them in apile. The driver braked so the gunner could insure their victims were
dead.

Bad move.

The snowplow hit the armored car from the rear and drove the trunk dl the way into the engine
compartment, squishing the two men into a pasty glob of reddish goo. Again Blade threw the machine
into reverse, and as he straightened the whedl, bullets smacked into the windshield. He shifted into firgt,
searching for the source, and spotted the last pickup 70 feet off. Two men in the bed were peppering the
snowplow with automatic fire. He turned toward them, but the lighter, faster pickup cut back on itself and
came a him from another direction.

Smart move.

Blade shifted and tried to bear down on the pickup, and again the smaller vehicle handily evaded him.
How could he catch them when

A tremendous crash shook the snowplow and the entire machinetilted at a crazy dant asthe
passenger-sidetireswere lifted into the air.

Startled, Blade glanced to hisright, leaning toward the passenger door for a better look. What he saw
made the hairs on the nape of his neck stand on end.

The bulldozer had rammed him!

The Warrior saw the bulldozer operator ook a him and grin wickedly, then apply himsdf to the controls
in an effort to have the bulldozer shove the snowplow completely over. Blade knew he couldn't obtain
traction with haf of histires suspended. He was asitting duck for any Union killer who cameaong. A
round punched aneat holein thewindshield, reminding him the pickup was il after him, and he gazed to
hisright to discover the pickup hurtling at him at agresat rate of speed. They must figure he was pinned
and helpless, and they'd be on him in ten seconds unless he did something, anything, to forcethe
bulldozer operator to rel ease the snowplow. He's used al the shellsin the Mossberg. . . .

But the guy operating the bulldozer didn't know that!

Blade undung the shotgun with hisright hand and leaned toward the passenger Side again. He extended
his arm and pointed the Mossberg at the bulldozer operator.

The man did adouble take and blanched. He desperately manipulated the controls, sending the bulldozer
rearward.

Blade smiled when the snowplow bounced onto dl itstires, and he tramped on the accelerator, getting
out of there before the bulldozer could come at him again. To hisright the pickup roared in pursuit, the
men in the bed firing indiscriminately. Helet go of the steering whedl, alowing the juggernaut to proceed
undirected, and hurriedly reloaded the shotgun.

If they wanted a piece of him so much, held give them apiece!
He shifted the loaded shotgun to hisleft hand and resumed steering with hisright.



The pickup came up fast on the driver's Side, the machine gunners going for the cab.

Blade ducked aslow as he could, counted to three, then straightened and found the pickup nearly
broadside with his door. He smply pointed the barrdl at the pickup cab and squeezed the trigger.

Careening uncontrollably, the pickup dewed to the left, then the right, and the men in the bed screamed
when they spied the smoldering wreck of ahaf-track directly intheir path. They tried to bail out, but they
were just clearing the bed when the pickup smashed into the haf-track and both went up in abrilliant,
fiery blagt.

Four down.
Leaving only the bulldozer.
Wherewssit?

Blade dowed, glancing to the right and the | eft, front and back, and he saw the bulldozer 40 yardsto his
rear and closing. So the operator still wanted to play! He executed atight turn and arrowed thetip of the
plow at the bulldozer.

The operator perceived the Warrior'stactic and did what any man who wanted to live would do. He
jumped.

Blade wasn't interested in the driver. He wanted the bulldozer out of commission, and he intended to ram
the machine until he happened to look toward the mansion and abruptly changed hismind. No, he
couldn't destroy the snowplow yet, not when work was unfinished. Instead, he held on tightly to the
whed and danted the snowplow &t the bulldozer, aigning the plow with the rear of the other Monster
Machine. He braced for the impact, and the entire truck shook when the plow hit, the edge of the
snowplow shearing into the back of the bulldozer and ripping off the treads, portions of the
undercarriage, and a car-sized segment of the motor housing.

Black smoke billowed from the crippled bulldozer, and the machine ground to a halt, sputtering and
sparking.

The Warrior turned the snowplow toward the mansion, and his features hardened into stedly lines. If he
left anything standing, any vestige of the Union's power and prestige, they would regroup and reassert
their tyranny over the region. Maybe, just maybe, they wouldn't be so quick to reorganizeif the symbol
of their former supremacy were utterly destroyed. He steered for the front entrance.

A lone, stocky figurerosein his path, 30 yardsin front of him, an AK-47 in the figure's hands.
Pelczar!

Blade grinned and adjusted his direction so the snowplow would conveniently crush the bodyguard.
Surprise dtered his expression when Pelczar lifted the AK-47 overhead and disdainfully flung the
wespon aside. His gray eyes narrowed a second later as Pelczar shook ahugeright fist at the snowplow,
and cadmly and dowly moved to theleft out of the behemoth'sline of travel.

A chdlenge?

He concentrated on the distance separating the mansion from the snowplow, appreciating that timing
would be critica. His eyesflitted once toward the shattered window on the third floor, and he frowned as
he opened the door and shoved, then tensed hislegs and legped, the Mossberg in hisleft hand. He hit the
ground hard on his shoulders and tumbled end over end, unable to arrest his momentum, his sense of



direction askew, and findly cameto rest in aStting posture, dazed, facing the manor.
The snowplow was amost there.

A thrill ran up and down the Warrior's spine as he watched the mammoth Monster Machine plow into
the front entrance, a stupendous projectile of unstoppable force tearing through the very bowels of the
Union headquarters, ripping apart wood and stone and brick and mortar, knocking down wall after wall,
breaking down support beams, and causing the central section of the structure to collapse upon itsdlf.
The noise was stupendous. He smiled wesrily, pleased at his handiwork, and went to rise.

Powerful hands clamped on his neck from the rear and he was hauled brutaly to hisfeet. "Bastard!"
bellowed agravelly voice. "Die, you bastard!"

Blade let go of the Mossberg and reached behind him, grasping apair of sturdy wrists. He dropped to
hisleft knee, at the same time snapping his shoulders down and whipping those wrists forward. Someone
arced over his head and sprawled onto the grass, but swiftly recovered. The Warrior stood and regarded
hisfoe. "Pdczar."

"I plantokill you with my bare hands!" the bodyguard snarled.
"Y our magter isdead. Why go through with this?"

Pelczar crouched, hisfigts clenching and unclenching. "I'm aUnion man. I've dways been a Union man.
Thanksto Mister Payne, | became important and respected. | owe the Union for everything | am, and |

dwayspay my dues.

"Isthat your only reason?"

"| hate your guts.”

"l have no desireto kill you. Y ou're apawn, adupe. ..." Blade began.

Pelczar uttered an inarticulate growl and charged, swinging his pile-driver fists savagely.

Blade backpedaed, blocking theinitia blows, wishing he could end the fight quickly. He took aglancing
blow to the left cheek and planted aright fist in Pelczar's somach.

The bodyguard barely s owed.

Countering punch after punch, jab after jab, Blade continued to retreat, making the bodyguard bring the
fight to him, making Pelczar expend the most energy.

"'l kill you!" Pelczar unexpectedly bellowed.

Blade had encountered few men who would be the bodyguard's equal in raw strength. Hisforearms
ached from just blocking the rain of punches, and he could fed the strain in his shoulders and neck. Still
he fought on, giving as good as he got. Once hisright landed on thetip of Pelczar's chin and rocked the
man on hishedls.

The bodyguard halted the assault and stepped back, breathing heavily. "Y ou're the best I've ever met.”
"Y ou're not shabby yourself," Blade responded, then-put a smirk on hisface, "for an amateur.”

Pelczar roared and attacked anew.



For minutes they dugged and smashed, punched and pounded, and neither seemed destined to best the
other until amishap occurred.

Blade was taking a shuffling pace backwards when hisleft heel connected with aUnion corpse and he
went down, landing on his back. As he fell, he saw Pelczar whip aside the flaps of the brown jacket and
go for apair of Desart Eagle .357's. Heingtantly threw himsdlf to the right, drawing the Bowies as he
rolled, and he came up on his knees with his arms back and tensed for thetoss. Too late.

The bodyguard stood four feet away, his arms extended, the .357's cocked, grinning malicioudly.
"Suckered you, sucker!" he gloated.

Blade knew Pdlczar would squeeze those triggersin another instant, and his body went rigid in
expectation of being shot. But in the millisecond before the guns would have boomed, a youthful voice
shouted from somewhere off to theright.

"Pdczar!"

Digtracted for the briefest ingtant, the bodyguard flicked his eyesin the direction of the shout, then back
again, but he had dready given the Warrior afleeting moment to react.

And react Blade did, bringing both arms down in adouble throw, and even asthe hilts|eft his hands he
was dready in motion, diving to the right again. He heard the Desert Eagles blast three times, and he
shoved to hisfeet and prepared to spring in aheadlong rush. Only the fight was over.

Pelczar stood with hislegswide, hisarms still extended, the barrels of the .357's drooping, his
confounded gaze on the twin hilts protruding from the center of hisbroad chest. Helooked at the
Warrior and tried to speak, but blood bubbled from his mouth and he staggered forward two strides.
The Desart Eaglesfdl from limp fingers.

Blade waked up to the bodyguard and placed his hands on the Bowie hilts. "I believetheseare mine," he
said, and wrenched the knives out.

Pelczar the bodyguard pitched onto hisface.
Chapter 21

They stood over thefreshly dug grave, their hands clasped in front of them, their sorrowful eyeson the
mound of brown dirt.

"I ain't much good at this sort of thing," the Kid said.

"Then I'll do the honors," Blade offered, and lifted his gaze to the morning sky. "We commend the soul of
our sister, Maddie Slender, to your care, Oh, Spirit. She was aloya friend who knew how to give of
hersdf to thosein need. We pray that you will guide her in the higher mansions asyou did in thisworld.
Amen."

Kid Zanto glanced at the Warrior in surprise. "Where'd you learn those fancy words?"
"From the Family Elders"
"I'd like to meet them sometime," the Kid remarked.

Blade looked at the two saddled horses waiting ten feet to the left. Except for the animals and
themsdlves, nothing stirred in the gravel pit. They werethelast to leave. All the Russians and Union men



had fled, taking their wounded with them. "Y ou can,” he said. "Come with me to the Home."

The Kid chewed on hislower lip, then sighed. "I thought about comin'. | like the idea of livin' someplace
where | don't have to worry about a scavenger or amutant legpin’ from behind every bush. But | can't.”

"qge?"
"Y ep. I'm going back to Shanty town and takin' her out of that dive."

"And then?'

"And then | figure on headin' to my dad's farm and takin' up where heleft off,” the Kid said.

Blade smiled and stretched out hisright arm. "1 hope the two of you find true happiness together. If you
change your mind, bring Suseto the Home. I'm positive | can persuade the Eldersto dlow you tolive a
our compound. We can dways use aman like you in the Warriors."

"I'll keep it in mind,” the Kid pledged, and walked to his horse. He mounted dowly, surveyed the corpses
and the wreckage, then whedled his mount and headed for the gap.

TheWarrior climbed on the black stalion, stared sadly at the grave afind time, and rode to the east. He
passed between the towering gravel mounds, not bothering to pause and ook behind him, riding from the
valey of the shadow into the dawn of anew day, heading for the Home and those he loved.



