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The Amtrak Wars - Book 6 - Earth-Thunder

By: Patrick Tilley

Synopsis:

As the great mountain in the west speaks to the sky with a tongue of
flame, the Talisman Prophecy is on the verge of fulfilment.

The rulers of the Federation believe that Clearwater's unborn child is

the Thrice-Gifted One, and they hold both in their power. Cadillac and
Roz, who have combined their formidable talents, are determined to free
her, but Steve, lured by the prospect of a dazzling career within the

First Family, is no longer certain who to support or betray. He has

little time left in which to decide, for in Ne-Issan, home of the Iron
Masters, a lone woman intent on avenging her dead lover, is about to
plunge her nation into a civil war that will set the whole continent

ablaze.
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The following list is a guide to the Iron Master, Mute and Federation

names for key locations mentioned in EARTH-THUNDER:

Aron-giren (Long Island, New York)
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Awashi-tana (Washington, D.C.)

Banti-moro (Baltimore, Maryland)

Beoisha - Post-house Inn (Bishop, Maryland)

Bei-poro (Bellport, Long Island)

Bei-shura (Bay Shore, Long Island)

Beni-tana - Toh-Yota Palace (Benton, Connecticutt)

Big White Running Water (Sioux Falls, South Dakota)

Bu-faro (Buffalo, New York State)

Cape Fear, North Carolina

Cloudlands - First Family enclave, Houston, Texas

Govo-nasa (Governor's Island, New York)

Grand Central (Houston, Texas)

Korina-gawu (Collingwood, Ontario)
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Lake O-neida (L. Oneida, New York State)

Lake Ona-taryo (L. Ontario)

Mana-tana (Manhattan Island, New York)

Mira-bara (Millsboro, Delaware)

Monroe/Wichita - Divisional Base (Wichita, Kansas)

O-shawa (Oshawa, Ontario)

Osa-wego (Oswego, New York State)

Oshana-sita (Ocean City, Maryland)

San-Oransa (St. Lawrence River, Quebec)

Sara-kusa (Syracuse, New York State)

Sta-tana (Staten Island, New York)

Summer Palace, Yedo (Middle Island, L.I.)

Twin Forks (North Platte, Nebraska)
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Uda-sona (Hudson River, New York State)

Winter Palace, Showa (Showell, Maryland)

Additional background information including various maps can be found
in Book 3: IRON MASTER and in DARK VISIONS: The Illustrated Guide to

The Amtrak Wars.
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WARS and everyone at Sphere Books, Forbidden Planet and Andromeda whose

enthusiasm (and patience) helped make this series a success.

Special thanks to those of you who wrote, the many others who took the
trouble to come and meet me in the bookshops, all you Australians who
boosted AMTRAK onto your best-seller list, and last, but not least, to
my fan in the Shetlands whose thoughtful Glaswegian friend got me to

autograph a brown paper bag.

CHAPTER ONE

Armed with a stolen carbine, Cadillac marched slowly through the

drifting plumes of smoke that rose from the charred remains of the huts
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which- just one brief day ago - had been the home of the Clan m'call.

Roz - clutching another carbine with the awkwardness of someone trained
to save lives not terminate them followed him as he scoured the
settlement from end to end. The soldiers had done their work with the

thoroughness that was the mark of the Federation.

Goods and chattels had been put to the torch, every living soul

regardless of age had been killed.

The decapitated bodies of the den mothers, their children, and the

She-Wolves who had stayed to defend them were scattered everywhere.

Some, burnt beyond recognition, lay smouldering in the glowing rings of
ashes that had once been huts of skin and wood; others, partially

stripped, their naked bodies ripped by bayonet thrusts, lay sprawled
awkwardly where they had been gunned down - either running away from,
or towards the enemy: the tall faceless figures in their blood-red and

flame-orange uniforms who showed no mercy and expected none.

When the last hope of finding any survivors finally expired, Cadillac
turned to Roz, his eyes brimming with bitter tears. His lips moved but
no words came. He had come down from the hills fearing the worst, but
the shock of discovering this scene of sensaless slaughter had driven

the breath from his body.
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Roz threw aside her carbine and supported him as he lurched towards

her. She knew what he was thinking.

He was the last of the M'Calls; the only one still alive.

The remainder of his clanfolk - every man, woman and
child of fighting

age - had gone forth to do battle with one of the dreaded iron-snakes,

the Mute name for the wagon-trains of the Amtrak Federation.

And despite falling into a trap, they had confounded their enemy,
capturing and destroying The Lady from Louisiana before being
surrounded by four more of the giant land-cruisers - each one carrying

a thousand TrailBlazers.

When Cadillac had flown west, taking Roz with him on the orders of Mr
Snow, the M'Call Bears and She-Wolves, bloodied but triumphant from
their victory over The Lady, were preparing to make a last stand as the

circle of fire closed in remorselessly around them.

Roz and Cadillac had escaped in the last aircraft to leave the

flight-deck of The Lady and they had not been fired upon because no one
on the advancing wagon-trains had suspected that the Skyhawk was being
flown by a Mute. The same thing had happened when they had overflown
the settlement and seen the groups of camouflaged Trail-Blazers moving

through it sowing a trail of death and destruction. Some had even
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paused long enough to lower their weapons and raise their dark, visored

faces as Cadillac circled overhead.

His first impulse had been to dive down and spray them with a prolonged
burst from the mini-Vulk in the nose of the Skyhawk, but he did not

dare risk damaging his precious cargo: Roz - the young stranger whom Mr
Snow had given into his care. Gritting his teeth, Cadillac had made

two low passes, dipping his wings to salute the murderers of his

clanfolk.

The Trail-Blazers had waved to him. And then, as he flew off - wracked
with guilt - to find a landing place higher up in the hills, those same
hands had dropped back onto their weapons to continue the slaughter of

the innocents.

From an overlooking crag, he and Roz had watched the distant fiery glow
wax and wane throughout the night then, in the grey dawn of the

following day, they had gone down to take stock of his inheritance.

But there was nothing left.

On the very same day he had become wordsmith to the Clan M'Call - the
greatest clan ever to spring from the bloodline of the She-Kargo - his
clanfolk had perished in a last blaze of glory and the hell-fires of

vengeance.
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As the first shock faded and new breath forced its way into his lungs,
Cadillac stepped away from Roz, raised his face to the sky and howled

with grief. A heart-rending cry that came from deep within the soul.

Inarticulate, more animal than human, but which expressed his deep-felt
sense of loss and desolation in a way which mere words could not

encompass.

Falling to his knees, he pounded the bloodstained earth then furrowed
it with clawed fingers, scooping it up and smearing it over his neck,

arms and chest.

Roz knelt down beside him- this clear-skinned, smooth-boned Mute whose
future was now inextricably enmeshed with hers. They had met less than
24 hours ago, surrounded, as now, by the stench of death, but it had

only served to strengthen the instinctive bond between them.

She watched patiently as Cadillac, oblivious to her presence, continued
to claw at the crimson earth and daub it on his body. To the detached
medical side of her mind, he seemed, by these frenzied gestures, to be
trying to share the dying agonies of his clanfolk. Gradually, the raw
edge of his guilt and anger became blunted. He slumped back on his
heels, round-shouldered under the burden of sorrow and lapsed into
total immobility, hands hanging limply between his thighs, his

expressionless eyes blind to all external sensation - the classic
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symptoms of catatonia. For nearly an hour, not a muscle twitched.

Nothing moved except for the occasional tear which rolled down his
cheeks then, suddenly, he jerked into life and when he turned his
bloodied, dirt-streaked face towards her, the eyes were dry and

clear.

'Come,' he said. 'We have work to do."

Using Tracker machetes, they cut down and hauled back a large quantity
of pine saplings which they hewed into eight-foot lengths and built a
square funeral pyre, interleaving the layers of slim logs with the

broken bodies
of the women and the young children, laid on a bed and

under a cover of pine branches.

Despite her training, Roz found it a heartbreaking task. In the

Federation, dead bodies were whisked away by the bag-men. Some were
delivered to the Medical College for autopsies and dissection by

students but once again the bag-men collected the bits. And it

occurred to Roz that she had never enquired what happened next.

She had merely assumed that the mortal remains of its soldier-citizens
were disposed of with the same clinical efficiency that characterised

most of the procedures evolved by the Amtrak Federation.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

True or false, she was certain of one thing. The operation was not
something the kin-folk of the deceased were required to perform or

watch - as she had to do now.

They piled more branches around the outside of the log squares to mask
the bodies from view, then Cadillac set light to it using a potful of
glowing ashes from one of the burnt-out huts. There was a pungent
smell of resin as the pine needles caught fire, and with a crackling

roar the flames leapt skywards, carrying the spirits of the dead into

the arms of Mo-Town on a rising current of air.

With his half-naked body smeared with grey ash in the traditional style
of the Plainfolk, Cadillac squatted before the column of fire, just out
of range of the blistering heat, his arms wrapped around his

rib-cage.

And so began the second period of mourning.

For the rest of that day and throughout the following night, Cadillac
rocked silently back and forth, his heart and mind imprisoned in a
private world of grief which Roz could comprehend but could not wholly

share.

The funeral pyre blazed throughout the evening, then around midnight,

as he maintained his vigil while she slept fitfully nearby, it slowly
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collapsed with a shower of sparks into a mound of glowing embers. By
morning, all that remained was a grey-shrouded hump in the middle of a
blackened square of earth. But it still gave off a fierce heat, and

quickly ignited the odd branch and bits of debris that Roz threw onto

it as she tidied up around her seated companion.

Cadillac did not utter a word throughout the whole of that second

day.

And Roz did not attempt to engage him in conversation. She was content
to be; to savour to the full the expansive beauty of the surrounding
landscape, the fathomless depths of the blue sky world above her

head.

A sky flecked with ever-changing patterns of cloud that stretched away

towards a horizon that was so distant it surpassed understanding.

Up here in the hills, the world about her was much vaster than the one
she had experienced from the flight deck of Red River. Coming from a
life-time spent in the confines of the Federation, she had - like most
Trackers - no proper sense of scale, no grasp of the truly awesome
dimensions of the universe. If someone had told her that from where
she now stood the farthest point she could see towards the east lay
over a hundred miles away it would have meant nothing. And to have
talked about the size of the earth or the distance between it and the

moon would have meant even less.
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On the first day, while Cadillac sat grieving in front of the blazing

pyre, she had taken the edge off her hunger by dipping into the
emergency ration pack that all Skyhawks carried. Now, on the second
day, as the sun reached its zenith, Cadillac rose, made a cooking fire

and silently prepared a meal for two.

Not everything had been been destroyed by the soldiers or thrown onto
the funeral pyre. Cadillac had salvaged and set aside pots and pans,
tools and implements, sleeping furs, some walking skins, even some
dried food - everything they needed to survive the immediate future and

were able to carry on trucking poles between them.

Without being asked, Roz had brought water from the stream that burst
from the moss-covered rocks deep within the forested slopes to the

north of the settlement.

The same stream that cascaded over the glistening tongue of rock
overhanging the bluff then fell in a long filmy ribbon onto the rocks

below. The same rocks on which
Steve Brickman had stood to refresh

himself before his fateful second encounter with Clearwater.

Roz helped Cadillac prepare the meal, her gestures complementing his
without a hint of awkwardness. They ate in silence, but on the

occasions when their eyes met they fixed each other with an unwavering
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gaze that was only broken by mutual, unspoken agreement.

They were like two castaways, marooned on a wooded island amid an ocean
of red grass. But although they had only been in each other's presence

for a matter of hours, they were not strangers. Neither Roz nor

Cadillac had anything to hide. There was no need for timid, furtive

glances; no time for anything other than a frank appraisal.

There was no need to say anything. The eyes said it all.

The afternoon lengthened into evening. Roz helped him erect a hut
using a selection of unburnt poles and a patchwork of skins, then they

went into the forest to fetch more wood for the fire.

While they were there Cadillac bathed in the stream, washing away the

grey ash that had covered his body.

Night fell. They communed in silence over the evening meal that
Cadillac prepared with her help, then he gathered up the sleeping furs

that had been warming by the fire and took them into the hut.

A short while later he crawled out through the low door flap and picked
up the two carbines. Seating himself with his back to the hut, he laid
one of the guns across his lap and placed the other on the ground

beside him.
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'Sleep now." They were the first words he had uttered in two days.

Roz stood up and slowly unzipped her camouflage fatigues, then rolled
them into a neat bundle. Cadillac averted his eyes as she stripped off
her underclothes, but she stood before him and willed him to look up at
her naked body, its smooth artificially-tanned skin tinted deep orange
by the firelight glow. When their eyes finally met, she held up the
garments that marked her out as a Tracker and dropped them onto the

red-hot embers.

They both watched as the flames took hold.

When there was nothing left, Roz said: "There is no need to stand

guard. My power will protect both of us."

She walked past Cadillac, brushing his head lightly with one hand.

Entering the hut, Roz saw the firestone had been trimmed, leaving only
a tiny flame to light the way to bed. Picking up the stone, she pushed
it out through the door flap then found her way back to the bed in the

pitch dark and snuggled down between the soft layers of furs.

She knew what was going to happen; had known with an overwhelming
certainty ever since she had been introduced to Cadillac on the

flight-deck of The Lady.
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It was just a question of time. Her whole life had been a voyage of
discovery, but in the past year the pace had accelerated. One
revelation had succeeded another with bewildering speed. It was like
being in a sail-boat driven by a hurricane which preceded a gigantic

storm: a storm that threatened to sweep away the world she had known.

She had learned that Steve was not a true kin-brother.

Neither of them had been born to Annie Brickman. They had been placed
in her care by the First Family. And to the mystery surrounding their
origins had been added another: inexplicably and without warning, her
already extraordinary mental gifts had been expanded, giving her access

to powers that enabled her to warp the perceptions of those around

her.

Through her telepathic link with Steve had come the shared discovery
that they were both Mutes and this had helped to open her mind further,

enabling her to understand that her life had a deeper purpose.

With the deliberate burning of her uniform she had severed all links

with her past, just as Cadillac's previous existence as part of the

Clan M'Call had been consumed by fire.

They both had to begin anew. Together.
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As she waited, she stroked her breasts and belly, and pressed down hard
in an effort to contain the love-heat that was building up between her

tightly-closed thighs.

A fleeting shaft of moonlight illuminated Cadillac's
glistening body

as he entered the hut on all fours and slid between the furs. There
was a moment's hesitation before he edged into contact then they turned
towards each other, bodies moulding, arms and legs enfolding, as if it

was the most natural thing in the world.

Roz did not possess the detached professionalism of the Thai
body-slaves who with the help of liberal doses of sake had inflamed his
desires in Ne-Issan, but it felt right and it felt good. For both of

them. Each in their own way had loved their former partners but this

was different. Cadillac did not feel overawed as he had when sharing a
bed with Clearwater, and Roz, for her part, was freed from the confused
feelings of shame and desire which had always surrounded her furtive
couplings with Steve. Feelings which, for the last two years, had been

compounded by her jealousy for Clearwater.

With the opening of her mind and the realisation that her hated rival
was a soul-sister, those negative feelings had been transformed. Now
at last she was able to give full expression to her emotions. Here at

last was the love she had yearned for - unencumbered, unrestricted; not
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hedged about with petty rules and regulations. A love that could now
be expressed in words that had been denied to her since birth. An
emotion which, through her inability to express it, had become

distorted and misdirected towards her kin-brother.

She was still linked closely and intimately to Steve, but only through
her mind. Her heart and body were now her own, and she had found the
person with whom she was destined to exchange these precious gifts. In
so doing she had found her place in the world, a new identity, and a

mission which gave her life meaning beyond mere physical existence.

Then it happened. A sweet burning that brought a sharp cry to her lips

and a juddering sigh to his.

Everything flowed together, their minds and bodies fusing in a
convulsive star-burst of ecstasy that left them feeling utterly

fulfilled for at least half an .hour, at which point - being healthy
young animals with the stamina to match their sexual appetite - both

were ready to go round again.

The dawn of the fourth day (the third having been spent mostly in bed)
found Cadillac hollow-eyed through lack of sleep but feeling on top of
the world. The secret envy and lingering distrust of his rival, the
confusion of brotherly love, jealousy and hatred had vanished, leaving
him brimming with a new self-confidence which caused him to be

immensely satisfied with the world in general and - being Cadillac with
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himself in particular.

As the days passed, the super-charged emotional state generated by
their discovery of one another gradually subsided and their life
together assumed its natural rhythm. But it was not achieved without a
great deal of hard work. Hearing about life on the overground was not
the same thing as being there. Even though Roz felt-like Steve- that
she belonged to the blue-sky world, there was much to learn. And a

great deal to do.

In the Federation, nearly everything came at the turn of a tap, or the
flick of a switch. Food was literally handed to you on a plate. Okay,
there were Trackers manning the hydroponic tank-farms, the
water-pumping and power-gert stations, the materials and food
processing units. And there were the Seamsters sweating away down in

the A-Levels to keep everything going.

Roz herself had put in the statutory number of PD hours on a variety of
mundane chores. The point was, in the Federation, all these processes
were performed with the aid of mechanical or hi-tech equipment. If you
wanted hot water you tapped a line that came from one of the
geo-thermal plants; to prepare a hot meal you simply peeled the foil

lid off a pre-pak and put it in a micro-wave cooker. Sixty seconds
max. Dirty clothes you tossed into a unit at the block laundromat and

selected the correct wash-rinse 'n' dry cycle; any worn, torn or
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damaged garments or kit you took down to the company quarter-master and

exchanged old for new.

But not out here. Out here, there was nothing on line and there

wasn't a serviceman in sight. Everything had to be figured out in

advance. Hot water needed a fire, a fire needed wood, the wood needed
to be cut from a tree, to cut it you needed a Tracker machete, an
Iron-Master axe or saw, and you had to know how to put a keen edge on
the blade. The only alternative was to go around picking up fallen
branches, dead wood that was usually rotten and powdery and which

burned quickly without producing any real heat.

In such an environment, you quickly came to realise the value of
ready-made objects. The grinding bowls that turned the golden seeds of
breadstalks into a powder which, when mixed with water and salt and
puddled onto a hot stone, produced crunchy flat-bakes, the pots and
pans, knives, machetes, fire-stones, a stoutly-sewn set of walking

skins, woven-straw hood-mats, Iron Master needles, binding twine and
thread were all precious possessions to be treasured and handed down to
the next generation. These, and the skills which fashioned and used

them, were the bedrock of existence and being aware of that gave you a

whole new perspective on things.

In the Federation, with its sanitised, regulated, wall-to-wall video
life-style, you were part of a world created by the First Family. But

it was not the real world. This was the real world; the world of the
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Plainfolk. Out here, you were not a brain-washed cog in a soulless
machine, you were a living being, interacting with every living thing
around you. Not just the birds and the beasts and the bug-uglies, but
with the earth and the rocks, the grass and the trees, the wind and
water, the clouds scudding across the sky, softly melting snow-white
towers, blue-grey blankets heavy with rain, rosy-pink at dawn,
pearly-mauve in the evening, brushed with golden fire by the setting
sun, and then the night with its stars and moon which, for Roz, was

just as wondrous as the day.

Steve had experienced the same feeling of wonder, the same joyous
sensation of being truly alive - but he had been trained as a

soldier.

He was still enamoured by the gadgets and the hardware and the power

they conferred.

The lack of such things had proved irksome. He did not understand that
the two states were incompatible. It was the technology developed by
man in search of a more comfortable existence which had alienated him
from his natural environment. In attempting to master it, he

had-through a mixture of greed and ignorance - destroyed it.

Roz could see this because she had been trained as a doctor, not a

uniformed assassin. Her studies had led her to a greater understanding
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of the human organism, its incredible complexity and the miraculous,
unfathomable nature of the force that animated every living thing; the
force that, when you had reduced an organism to its smallest chemical
component and its most elusive subatomic particle, still remained

tantalisingly out of reach.

It was this knowledge, this awareness of the mystery that lay at the
heart of all creation, that enabled her to merge the totality of her

being with the blue-sky world.

Her kin-brother - for that was how she still thought of Steve - had

only managed to go part of the way. He had been told he was a Mute, he
knew he was a Mute, yet he was unable to accept it unreservedly. He
was not content to know. He had to know why. There was nothing Roz
could do to change him. She could only hope and pray he would not

destroy himself before he finally found his way.

With no one but themselves to look after, Cadillac decided to leave the
flat land above the bluff which, since Steve's escape on Blue-Bird, had
seen so much death and sorrow. The scarred, empty space brOught back

too many bitter-sweet memories.

The first move did not involve a long journey. Carrying their worldly
goods on trucking poles, Cadillac led Roz to the small forest glade
where Clearwater had been hidden on the orders of Mr Snow. The

rock-pool in which she and Cadillac had washed off their body-markings
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was fed by the same stream that snaked
its way down over a series of

rock steps and fern-covered banks before launching itself into space

over the tongue-stone.

Here, surrounded by an endless supply of firewood and with fresh, clear
running water close at hand, they would be sheltered from the

attentions of any' hostile hunting posses. There was also a plentiful
supply of game, but it was all small stuff. With only a limited amount

of ammunition, Cadillac did not intend to waste it on anything less

than a tusker - the MUte name for a wild pig.

Swallowing his pride, Cadillac led Roz down the face of the bluff in a
dawn raid on a swift flowing river where he showed her how to catch the

plump, brown-speckled fish with her bare hands.

It was a rarely-used skill he had acquired from Clearwater.

He had been a reluctant pupil but she had persevered. Male She-Kargo
Mutes were renowned hunters of buffalo, fast-foot and bear; fishing was

rated on a level with grinding bread-stalks - women's work.

This disdain had its roots in the warrior/hunter-ethic, the prowess
displayed in battle which made the Plainfolk superior to the riverfolk

such as the Clan Kojak who lived on the shores of Me-Sheegun.
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Fishermen with cold water in their veins.

Cadillac knew from personal experience that this wasn't strictly

true.

The Kojak had fought well. On the other hand, they hadn't had much
choice. It was either kill or be killed. And it's not too difficult

to be brave when your enemy is staggering ashore half-drowned onto a
dark, booby-trapped beach and you have promise of Clearwater's magic to

stiffen the sinews.

Back at their hidden campsite, they gutted and boned the fish, stuffed
them with a mixture of dried herbs, pinned them round long skewers with
thin slivers of wood, then roasted them over the glowing embers of a
fire made with larch wood. When the fish were ready, they cupped them

in several broad leaves and bit hungrily into the steaming flesh.

It tasted good. And as Roz juggled the juicy morsels around her mouth

to avoid burning her tongue, she thought back to the time when she and

Steve had watched the same dark brown shapes gliding beneath the

rippling surface of the pool surrounding the base of Santanna Deep.

Fish. She hadn't even known what they were.

And she remembered the wave of revulsion that had swept over her when,
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without knowing why, Steve had said they were good to eat. And now,
here she was, doing just that, enjoying it, and revelling in the sense

of achievement.

It was incredible yet, at the same time, there was something inevitable
about the way one thing had led to another, drawing her life towards

this point, to this conjunction with Cadillac's life. The Mutes used

the term 'life-currents' which they likened to crystal-clear streams

that converged, ran alongside one another, merged into one or separated

again, going their different ways. It was part of an immutable plan.

Destiny. The Wheel turns.

The Path is drawn. For good or ill, it was a force which the

Federation, with all its weaponry, could not hope to match.

Over the days they had been together, Roz and Cadillac had exchanged
life stories and touched upon the more private things that all lovers
reveal as their relationship deepens and grows. With his tales of past
battles and his adventures in Ne-Issan, Cadillac held the stage far
longer than Roz. But that did not matter. She was eager to listen,

and he told his story well. But although he mentioned the parts Steve
and Clearwater had played in his past life, he did not dwell upon his
feelings for them or speculate where they might be now. And Roz

suddenly realised that neither had she. It was time to put that

right.
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Time to break the news ....

It took a little time to get round to it because, at the beginning, she

was waiting for the right moment. But it quickly became clear that
Cadillac was a creature of fleeting moods. Despite her supportive
presence, his emotional barometer was constantly swinging between
highs and lows. One minute he was full of confidence and optimism and
then, suddenly, his brow and eyes would darken as if a cloud had
crossed the face of the sun. The smile was replaced by a sullen,
brooding expression then, with equal suddenness, the shadows would lift

and the eyes would shine again.

Roz, by contrast, was an extremely uncomplicated person, open-hearted,
forthright, long on sympathy, short on guile even though she had
learned to tread carefully since she had been forced to work with the

people who were trying to manipulate her kin-brother.

Cadillac, she decided, was a suitable case for treatment, and the only

way to straighten him out was to be herself.

Clad in a skin tunic and wrap-around skirt, Roz sat on the edge of the
rock-pool with her bare legs in the water and watched Cadillac scrub
his top half in the waist-deep water. He was not as powerfully built

as Steve but he had strong shoulders and a slim, hard muscular body
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encased in a smooth coppery skin that Roz found immensely attractive.

"There's something you ought to know. About Clearwater."

Cadillac paused in mid-scrub. 'Oh, Sweet Mother!

Don't say she's going to be permanently crippled?

'On the contrary. She'll have metal pins on her thigh for the rest of

her life, but she'll be up on her feet within a couple of months. And

if she gets some intensive physio, she'll be back to normal in another

four. It's someone else's health I'm worried about. Clearwater's

pregnant." Roz waited a second or two then tried again.

'With child."

'Clearwater...?" Cadillac didn't seem to be able to take the news on

board.

'"Yes. I reckon she's got about five months to go. Six at the

outside."

The words came slowly. 'Steve... is he the...?"

'Father? Well, I hope so. Do you have any idea who else it could

be?"
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'No." Cadillac looked confused. "When did this, uh, all...?"

'When did she conceive?" Roz knew exactly when. She had been there.

Inside both their heads. But this was not the moment to try and
explain how or why. 'A short time before we picked her up,' she

said.

"When the three of you were in the hands of Malone's renegades. Did,

uh they...?"

'No! No . . ." Cadillac cast his mind back over their period of
'captivity' and realised he'd lain in a drunken stupor and watched it
happen. It wasn't supposed to hurt any more but for a brief moment it
did. He wiped the picture from his mind and cleared his brow. Looking

up he found Roz eyeing him intently.

"It must be Steve. But how? From what he told me I thought the

President-General was - ' 'The Father of All Life? He is,' said Roz.

'But Steve's not a Tracker. He was only brought up as one. If he's a
Mute, like you, he carries the seeds of life within him." And maybe I

do too ....
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'The point is,' she continued,' what are we going to do about it? I

mean, we just can't leave them there."

"No, I suppose not." Cadillac hauled himself out of the water and

began to towel himself dry. The towel, soap and the friction-glove

he'd been using were some of the items he'd purloined from the
wagon-train and stuffed into the Skyhawk before leaving. Not

everything produced by the sand-burrowers was bad. 'What have you got

in mind? Going into the Federation and bringing her out?"

"Not just Clearwater. All three of them."

Cadillac wrapped the towel round his waist and started pacing up and
down. 'Have you any idea what you're asking? Where would we start? I

don't know my way around - or how anything works down there?

"But I do." roz caught hold of his hand as he strode past and pulled
him round to face her. 'And you can drop the pretence. If you can get

inside Steve's head, you know enough to get by."

Cadillac went to turn away but she didn't let go of his hand. 'Tt
won't be just the two of us. Steve and Clearwater will help too. It's

an unbeatable combination."

'Hah! Yes!" said Cadillac bitterly. "You, me, an invalid, and a -'

He was going to say 'a blood-brother I dare not turn my back on' but he
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caught himself in time. He knew he had to take his share of the blame
for the injuries Clearwater had suffered; knew also that Steve, in
putting her aboard Red River, had saved her life. But the old wounds
ran deep, and even though Roz's loving presence was a healing balm it

could not make them disappear overnight.

Looking at her, Cadillac saw that she knew exactly what had been going
through his mind. But her sympathetic expression had a firm edge to

it. The message in her eyes read: 'l know what's bugging you, I
understand totally, but from here on in, neither of us have time to

waste on this self-indulgent, recriminatory shit."

Had she put it into words, Roz might have used a less abrasive form of
language but Cadillac had seized the essence exactly. And it brought

him back on a even keel.

"You're right," he said. 'But we can't make a move until she's back on

her feet and has given birth to her child."

Roz used her grip on his hand to pull herself upright and stepped in

close so that their thighs touched. 'Good."

She gave him a placatory kiss. "That means you'll have plenty of time

to work out exactly how we're going to do it."
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There was another reason why Cadillac was unable to put the rescue of
Clearwater at the top of his list of things to do. The first Council

of all the Plainfolk was due to be held at Big White Running Water
(Sioux Falls, South Dakota) in less than eight weeks. As the successor

to Mr Snow and as one of The Chosen, he had to attend.

And Roz would have to come with him.

They could make no plans to enter the Federation until the Council had
completed its deliberations. He had no inkling as to what might be on
the agenda, bu he was sure that the present and future state of
relations between the Plainfolk and the Iron Masters would be one of

the major talking points.

Looking back, he wished he, and not Brickman, had gone to the trading
post. Had he done so, he could have seen the aftermath of the battle,
shared the feelings of his blood-brothers, and taken part in the first,
crucial round of discussions as a stand-in for the ailing Mr Snow. But
events had conspired to prevent him from making the journey and he
could see now that it was meant to be. - Nothing in life was
insignificant, every gesture, every action was part of a larger

pattern. The essence of each experience had to be distilled, each
event had to be stripped down to its core elements, weighed and
understood - because they were all related. And if, by clear thinking,
you could pierce the fog of trivia and arrive at a true understanding

of that relationship, you would find that the way ahead was
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illuminated. You could not change The Path, for that was already
drawn, but you could proceed along it calmly, confidently, free of
doubt; a wayfarer at peace with himself, his soul no longer tortured by

unworthy thoughts and desires.

There were moments when Cadillac attained that state, when he felt he
had been given a glimpse of the grand design, but then it slipped from
his grasp and he found himself sinking back into a morass of doubt and
petty emotions. To achieve and maintain that state of grace required a
constant, and conscious, effort. Perhaps with the aid of Roz and the
transforming power of her love he would become worthy of the role he

had been given - to prepare the Plainfolk for the coming of Talisman.

The returning elders had told him of the astonishing progress that had
been made towards the building of a lasting alliance between the clans

of the She-Kargo, M'Waukee and San'Paul, and the willingness to accept
any C'Natti and D'Troit clans who were ready to renounce their ties

with the Iron Masters. But would that
first flush of goodwill hold

even among the clans of the She-Kargo?

The catastrophic loss of life at the trading post, the awesome nature
of the tidal wave and the terrifying swiftness with which it had swept
away friend and foe alike, must have shaken the survivors to the

core.
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Just over half the M'Call delegation had escaped with their lives and
many of the returnees had continued to relive the nightmare, waking

from their sleep with a scream on their lips as the violent death-laden
images rose up from their subconscious and the huge roaring wall of

water threatened, once again, to overwhelm them.

For the Clan M'Call, who were now in the arms of the Great Sky Mother,
the nightmare was over, but the other participants must have been
similarly affected. At that first gathering above the bluffs they

would all have been suffering from shock, a condition which if not

treated, as Roz had explained, could affect people's behaviour for a
considerable time. With the landscape of death that lay below them,

the scale of the losses suffered by both factions, the traditional

rivalries between individual clans and bloodlines would suddenly have
become pointless, grotesque. But how would the clan elders and

delegates feel now - as the shock of the event began to recede?

Old habits die hard. When they assembled at Sioux Falls - if they came
at all - would it be to build on those first expressions of solidarity

or would it be to withdraw their hasty pledges of eternal

blood-brotherhood?

As the Plainfolk entered the period known as The Yellowing and then The
White Death, which was both an end and a beginning, they faced the

prospect of a new year in which there would be no journey to the
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trading post. No walking on the water. No chance to exchange furs and
skins for tools and weapons and the many other things that only the

Iron Masters could provide. As that thought sank in, would they regret
their stand against the Iron Masters? The treacherous D'Troit and

their running dogs, the C'Natti and San'Louis had been dealt a blow
they richly deserved, but perhaps the She-Kargo would, upon reflection,
feel they had paid too high a price for their defence of Mr Snow, the
Clan M'Call and the honour of their bloodline. And whatever conclusion

the She-Kargo reached would be shared by the M'Waukee and San'Paul.

On the other hand, what could they do? Mr Snow and the entire clan had
perished in the battle at Twin Forks or in the simultaneous raid on the

settlement. He, Cadillac Deville, was the sole survivor.

No . .. that was wrong. He was no longer a M'Call

For the foreseeable future, the clan identity would remain the basic

unit but there could be no going back.

They had to build on that first fragile consensus. The Mutes had to
develop a wider allegiance, a bond that went beyond their clan and
their bloodline. He and Roz - two of The Chosen - were the first

members of the Plainfolk nation that would be forged by Talisman.

Cadillac knew he had to go to Sioux Falls and brave whatever hostility

he might encounter. He had to impose his view, his vision of the


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

future. It would not be easy. In fact, it would be incredibly
difficult and, above all, dangerous. The change of heart and mind that
were required would be seen as an attack on the cherished traditions

and fundamental beliefs of the Plainfolk.

Talisman, the Thrice-Gifted One, would no doubt have the power to
impose his views by his presence and by the defeats he could inflict
upon the enemies of his people. But Talisman was not here now - at a
time when the Plainfolk were in greater danger than ever before. The
first step towards nationhood had been taken. To maintain the

momentum, Cadillac realised he would have to lead from the front.

His heart quailed at the prospect. From early childhood he had longed
for greatness, craved recognition, adulation, standing. It was there
for the taking, but would the warriors and wordsmiths of the other

She-Kargo clans listen? He was not even twenty years old!

If only Clearwater was here! And Brickman too, with his flair for

action and his devious mind. It was impossible to discover what his

true motives were, but in their daring attack on the wagon-train, their
talents had meshed smoothly and - for the first time - they had managed

to work together without the usual backbiting.

Brickman, of course, would want to take charge, but his presence would

be a challenge that he, Cadillac, would have to surpass. And it would
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not be like it was before. Roz had changed all that. She had restored
the balance. He was no longer the odd man out. Her presence had given
him the strength to face the woman he had lost and her chosen partner

without any of the past bitterness and pain.

It was a great pity the other two were not here to witness this change
and work with him in this new spirit of cooperation. It would have
made his present task a lot easier. But they weren't, and there was

not the slightest chance of them appearing magically over the horizon

if things got tough. For the first time in his life he was faced with
making major decisions without the steadying counsel of Mr Snow,
Clearwater and, yes, even Brickman. This was the testing time he had
both longed for and secretly feared. Roz, he knew, would help in every
way she could, but he had to set the goal, take the lead, the

responsibility - and the blame...

Cadillac walked over to where Roz was trying her hand at making another
batch of flat-bakes. She looked up at him and wrinkled her nose. '

'Fraid I'm not having much SUCCESS. ' He hunkered down beside her,
picked up an iron ladle and took a sample of the mixture, testing its

liquidity by pouring it back into the bowl. "Too much water."

He tried one of the burnt offerings. 'And not enough salt."

Roz sank back on her heels with a sigh. T don't believe this! Only

three ingredients-bread-meal, water and salt.
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How the beck can it go wrong?!" 'There's more to it than that.

There's the temperature of the cooking stone, the amount of mix you
pour on and the way you spread it." Cadillac took charge of the mixing
bowl, added more bread-meal and salt to correct the imbalance and
stirred until it achieved the right consistency. He then checked the

heat of the stone by pouring a thin stream of water onto it. "That's

okay.

See the way it pops and dances as it boils off?"

Roz nodded and watched as he filled the ladle to the brim and with a
practised flourish, quickly poured a ring of creamy dough mix then,
spiralling inwards towards the centre, filled it with the last drop. -
"There ... see? The right size, just over a hand's breadth across,

nice even thickness."

Hmmff!" Roz took the offered ladle, filled it to the brim and managed
a lop-sided imitation. 'Is there any rule that says they have to be

round?"

"No,' laughed Cadillac. He lifted the edge of the first bake with a
flat tapered wooden flip shovel and turned it over. 'But once you

start pouring, keep going otherwise it'll fall apart." He removed his
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neat, circular flat-bake from the stone and passed Roz the small

shovel. 'Don't overcook the top side, otherwise it gets too brittle.

Just leave it long enough to brown."

"Yeah..." Roz tried to turn her mis-shapen bake over.

It broke into several curved fragments. 'Damn!" "Never mind. It's
still eatable." Cadillac picked up a fragment, blew on it then took a

bite. 'Delicious. You just need more practice, that's all."

Roz handed him the mixing bowl. 'Show me again, champ. Several
times." She watched Cadillac produce ten more faultless flat-bakes in
as many minutes then, when she was allowed to start turning the next
batch over, she said: 'I thought this was women's work - like

fishing."

Cadillac smiled. 'The only real women's work is bearing children. The
normal everyday tasks are shared by everyone in the clan regardless of
sex and age. If the women seem to have cornered certain tasks, it's

more a question of aptitude and convenience. There are no
hard and

fast lines of demarcation. The females fight, and the male warriors

can prepare food and make flat-bakes.

Comes in handy when you're away on a hunting expedition."
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"Yes, well, it's going to take me a while to settle in.

I feel so useless! Nothing I've learnt up to now has prepared me for
any of this. If you were to break a leg it would give me a chance to

prove I was actually capable of doing something." Roz laughed. 'On
second thoughts, don't. All I know is medicine the way it's practised
in the Federation. I could probably give you a diagnosis, but without

the equipment and the drugs I probably wouldn't be able to cure you!"

She toyed with her neck. 'It's really strange. I've carried a

stethoscope round my neck for so long - and now it's not there, | feel
half-naked!" Cadillac ruffled her hair playfully. 'Don't worry. I'll

tell you everything I know about Mr Snow's herbal remedies, and show
you the plants he gathered- and later on, you'll have a chance to meet

other healers."

'Okay. But it's not the same thing. You already know all that." Roz

tapped her chest. 'T want to bring something to this relationship."

"You already have."

She read the look in his eye. "Yes. But agreeable though it is,

iberating your sex drive is a social attribute, not a workskill. I'm

talking about making a positive contribution."
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'Roz! You're already doing that by just being here!

The hunting, gathering, cooking and all the other things - that's

something we can do together. You've adapted even quicker than Steve

did, and before long, your natural abilities will express themselves.

Just take it easy. We have all the time in the world."

Cadillac's last words triggered a sudden pang of anxiety.

'Do we?" Roz forced a smile to her lips. 'It's strange to think I've

known about you all these years - well, .three, but it seems longer and

never once did I dream that..."

She took hold of his hands. "Whatever I felt before when I thought I

was having a good time -' is nothing compared to the way I feel now."

The too..."

Roz tightened her grip on his hands. 'T don't want it to end.

Ever."

"Nothing is for ever, Roz. But I promise you this. As long as I have

breath in my body, you and I will be together. My feelings for you
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will never change. I will care for you and protect you."

'No,' said Roz. 'That's my job. Let me at least earn my keep."

."That's something we need to talk about."

Cadillac hesitated. Ever since they landed in Wyoming he had been

holding back a question which he hoped she would answer in the

affirmative. Be it "Yes' or 'No' he couldn't put it off any longer.

"This telepathic link you share with Steve. Does it work with me? Can

you reach into my mind?"

Roz shook her head regretfully. If it did, you'd know about it. On

the other hand, you and I have something he never had."

Tknow..."

'But you're still upset."

"Not really. Not about that, anyway."

'Is it this meeting of the Plainfolk at Sioux Falls?"

"Partly. That and staying alive."
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Roz placed her hands on his thighs, leant forward and kissed the base
of his throat. 'Our lives are in the hands of Talisman. I never

thought I'd have to tell you that."

"You don't. It was, well - a slip of the tongue. When something good
happens to you - like what's happening between us, you don't want to

lose it ... makes you realise how precious life is."

'And how precarious..."

'Exactly. The four of us may have been born in the shadow of Talisman
but that doesn't mean to say we're destined to live happily ever
after." He saw her eyes cloud over and moved on rapidly. 'Sioux Falls

is about
five hundred miles from here. We ought to leave soon to make

sure of getting there in good time."

The image of the fearsome Shakatak D'Vine and the vicious duel they
fought came into his mind. 'Thing is-there are quite a few D'Troit and
C'Natti clans between here and Sioux Falls. They may not be too

pleased to find us treading on their turf."

"We could always fly there."

Cadillac shook his head. "We can't. Remember those bear steaks we had

the other day?"
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'unforgettable. They were enough to put me off meat for the rest of

my life."

"Yeah, well, I collected those up in the hills when I went up to check
out the Skyhawk.Didn't set out to, but I found myself halfway there,

SO...

'You went..."

"Yeah. And when I got there, I found a whole family of 'em - climbing

all over it. A big male, about nine feet tall on his hind legs, two

mothers and five cubs- ' 'Babies? Oh, I wish I'd been there!" T'm

glad you weren't. The port aileron had been torn off and they'd ripped

great holes in the underside of the wing. It was lucky I had my

carbine."

'Did you manage to drive them off?."

'And store up more trouble? Of course not. I killed them."

'Oh, Caddy! How could you?!" Roz pounded his shoulders with her

fists.

Cadillac caught them and squeezed hard. 'Listen!" he hissed. "The
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bear is an animal you don't mess around with. Those cuddly little
babies you're so upset about grow up to be big and mean, with paws
twice the size of a man's hand and claws that can tear your head off
your shoulders with one swipe!" Roz was surprisingly strong but it
wasn't the physical force she exerted that made him let go. It was the
look in her eyes. The same look that had chilled Steve to the

marrow.

"Not my head..." She stood up.

Cadillac got to his feet with a placatory gesture. 'l didn't mean to

hurt you. I was-"''You didn't..."

'Roz. There's another question I need an answer to.

The night we..."

'"Yes, I remember..."

'When you went into the hut you said - "There is no need to stand

guard. My power will protect us both." Steve mentioned something

about it. Are you a summoner - like Clearwater?"

'A kind of summoner perhaps. I'm not sure. I have never seen anyone

use earth magic. And I have not seen or. read a seeing-stone, but now

and then - like you - my mind receives glimpses of the future."
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"Why do you smile?"

'Because Steve has always thought he was gifted with a sixth sense,
second sight. But it was I who glimpsed what was going to happen, and

sent a message - in that same instant - into his mind."

Cadillac stared at her in surprise. 'So... that evening, when the two

of us were on the shore of Lake Mi-Shiga and I saw the sea burning, it
was you and not Steve ' - who saw you trapped underwater and about to
drown. Yes. From that moment on I knew you were both approaching a
point of extreme danger. I didn't have the full picture, but I kept my

mind open - ready to receive and act upon Steve's call the minute he

came through."

'Amazing..."

"No more amazing than the gifts you and Clearwater possess. I'm glad I

was there to help. Otherwise you and I wouldn't be here now."

'"No. This other power Steve spoke of..."

'Ahh, you mean this... ?"

Cadillac found himself looking at Clearwater. And then, as he reeled
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back in astonishment, Clearwater became Steve Brickman, and then,

before he could react fully, Brickman became Mr Snow!

'Old One!" cried Cadillac, stumbling forward.

Mr Snow, his blue eyes twinkling, reached out to steady his young

protege, and chuckled mischievously.

'Did you think I had abandoned you? Why do you think I brought you

together with this young girl?"

It was incredible. The voice! Every detail of his face!

The odour of the skins that made up his long cloak. The bony hands,
attached to sinewy arms full of vigour! He could not be imagining

this, it was far too real! Mr Snow had not died on the wagon-train.

He had come back!

'Don't go, Old One,' he begged. 'Stay with us!" Mr Snow met his plea

with another throaty chuckle.

'Fear not! As long as you keep my memory alive in your heart, I shall
never be far away from you. The powers that were gifted to me by
Talisman now dwell within her and will protect you both in times of

danger! Love her and cherish her and - above all - be valiant! There
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are perilous times ahead!" So saying, Mr Snow turned on his heel, his
outstretched arm describing a great sweeping arc on the ground and, as
he turned full circle, Cadillac found himself surrounded by a ring of
D'Troit warriors, armed to the teeth and baying for blood. His stomach
turned over and his mind went numb. It was like being thrown into a

pit with the Hounds of Hell.

He turned to Mr Snow for help, but the Old One had vanished. Looking
down, he found a Tracker carbine in his hands. There was a bayonet

mounted under the barrel cluster and magazines in all three breeches.

With trembling fingers he selected full auto and began firing from the
hip, spinning round to cover the circle as the screaming warriors

closed in.

Volley upon volley of needle-point rounds chewed holes in their bodies,
and shredded their faces in a spray of blood. But as each man went
down, two more appeared to take his place! On they came - drawing
closer and closer - the sunlight catching their flickering, probing

blades.

The roar of their voices drowned his senses. He kept firing, firing,
severing knife arms, pulverising bone and muscle. He could feel their
hot breath, their spittle on his face. He drove the bayonet savagely

into the nearest body, felt the barrels of the carbine press against
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the chest of the warrior as the blade sank in up to the hilt - and

found himself looking into the grinning face of Shakatak D'Vine! He

shut his eyes but he could not blot out the vision, could not escape

from the nightmare that had engulfed him. He felt his own body

convulse with shock as a dozen ice-cold steel blades pierced his flesh,

felt the hot rush of blood, the screaming pain, the crushing,

suffocating weight as the warriors fell upon him and began to tear him

limb from limb .Oh, Sweet Mother. Save me. Ahhh. A-AHHH. AAA-AA-AA

HHHHHH.

As his brain caved in, overwhelmed by terror, his physical and mental
agonies vanished. An incredible lightness filled his body and, with

it, a wonderful sense of release. He felt a cool hand upon his brow,
the soft touch of lips upon his mouth. He opened his eyes and found

Roz kneeling beside him.

What was she doing here? Had they killed her too? Cadillac stared at
her for a while, unable to understand then, as the memories of his

death flooded back into his mind, he threw his hands across his face.

And when that failed to halt the tide of blood, he turned over on his

belly and hugged the ground.

Roz stroked the back of his neck and whispered, 'It's all right. You

are safe. It's over."
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Cadillac smelt the grass and the earth beneath him. It seemed real
enough. He slowly eased himself up onto his elbows and scanned, his
immediate surroundings. They were alone. No shattered bodies, no

blood, nothing.

The D'Troit warriors whose breath, weight and steel had overwhelmed him
had been summoned out of thin air. In recreating Shakatak, Roz had
drawn upon and fleshed out his deepest fears. And she had used the

same power to transform herself- in his eyes - into the Old One,

Clearwater and Brickman.

It was terrifying...

She stood up and offered him her hand. As they came face to face she

said, 'If I can do that to you - whom I love - just imagine what I can

do to our enemies..."

Cadillac nodded but said nothing.

They ate in silence and later, when their bodies came together in the

dark, he had not still uttered a word.

As he entered her, Roz whispered: 'l know what's going through your
mind. Relax." She locked her legs around the small of his back and

thrust upwards to meet him. 'What you can feel is not a figment of
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your imagination. Trust me. This is for real!" And it was. Oh,

yes.

It was. It was ....

CHAPTER TWO

In the heart of the Federation, a thousand miles southwest of the
pine-forested slopes of the Laramie Mountains, Steve Brickman was busy

working both ends against the middle.

Six weeks after his promotion to captain and probationary membership of

the First Family, he still found it hard to believe his good fortune.

In Cloudlands the large overground estate where the First Family lived

in colonial-style splendour - Steve was now the acknowledged companion
and bed-mate of Franklynne Delano Jefferson, a close and favoured
relative of the President-General. And the liaison with Fran provided

him with an entree to the highest levels of the Family. The contacts

at this stage were purely social but they provided Steve with an

opportunity to make himself known and, above all, to be seen.

In eighteen action-packed months, he had risen from a workgang in the
A-Levels to the charmed inner circle at the top of the tree. And in
between, he had travelled further, seen things that others only dreamt

of, and had been involved in more violence and intrigue than most other
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Trackers would meet in their entire lifetime - and he was still only

nineteen!

Up to a few short weeks ago, Steve had always figured he had only

another twenty or so years ahead of him.

Trackers who avoided a violent death usually died from natural causes
between the age of 40 and 45. But Steve had discovered that he and his
kin-sister Roz were Plainfolk Mutes - smooth-boned clear-skinned
'super-straights' - reared in the underground world of the

Federation.

For some reason he had yet to fathom, Mutes had a
greater life

expectancy than Trackers, remaining alert and active into their

mid-sixties. Like the First Family.

They were also immune to the lethal radiation still present in the
atmosphere - again like the First Family - a fact that had only become

apparent to Steve after his arrival in Cloudlands.

At the first mention of the name he had guessed it was an overground

installation, but he had been surprised to discover it was not a sealed

environment. The entire estate was open to the sky.

Given the favourable circumstances in which he found himself, Steve
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decided it was wiser to accept the situation without comment, but it
raised several questions that were impossible to ignore. The problem
was - how could he discover the answers without jeopardising his

newly-acquired life-style and the prospects of further promotion?

His delicate balancing act inside the First Family was not the only
problem he had to contend with. Clearwater was still held in 'soft

confinement' at the Life Institute.

Her shattered left thigh was mending well and she was expected to take
her first tentative steps in September - the same month in which the
Plainfolk were due to hold their first council at Sioux Falls: an item

of news which Steve had not yet passed on to his masters. The child
Clearwater was carrying within her was scheduled for delivery in
mid-December. The official Federation calendar- designed for an
underground world untouched by the passing seasons - had discarded the
twelve pre-H months in favour of four quarters and three terms, but

even after nine centuries old habits die hard.

The fact that he had actually fathered a child was something else Steve
found difficult to accept. And he was not quite sure how he was meant
to react to the situation. From the moment he was old enough to
understand, Steve had been taught that the President-General was the
Father of All Life, but now even that - one of the basic tenets of

Trackerdom - was no longer true.
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His feelings for Clearwater had not changed, but they were now tinged
with a certain confusion and more than a little guilt. He kept telling
himself that his physical relationship with Fran was nothing more than

a smart career move; a means by which - through his new status and the
valuable contacts he was making - he would be better able to organise

their escape from the Federation.

But although he wanted to secure freedom for Clearwater and her child
their child - he was beginning to lose the absolute certainty that his

future lay with the Plainfolk. Steve was confident that in any contest

for leadership of The Chosen, he would beat Cadillac hands down, but it
was no longer that simple. The emergence of Roz as the fourth element
in the equation had upset his calculations. Their guard-mother's
revelation that they had been exchanged for her own new-born children,
and as a consequence might not be related by blood, had undermined the
kin-folk bond. They might still be linked by the mid-bridge but Roz

was no longer under his control - the little sister content to bask in

his shadow.

Steve could not understand why the mysterious force that the Mutes
called 'destiny' - and which had so favoured him - had brought Roz and
Cadillac together, but he knew his rival would grab this heaven-sent
opportunity to even the score. He would make the most of the situation
and might even succeed in turning Roz against him. If she were to

place her new, frightening power at Cadillac's disposal, it would be a
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whole new ball-game.

nd where would Clearwater - who from his own observations while on the
Red River wagon-train had developed an unexpectedly close rapport with

Roz stand in all this?

It was, Steve decided, a potentially dangerous situation.

If he did not tread carefully, he could find himself the odd man out.

And if that was so, it would be better off to remain where he was - in

the Federation. But how could he sell that idea to Clearwater?

The short answer was- he couldn't. She would regard it as a complete
and utter betrayal. And half of him agreed with her. Her return to

the Plainfolk had been promised by Mr Snow. Steve had seen enough to
convince him that prophetic visions and utterances were not to be taken
lightly, but the other, darker half of his psyche found itself

increasingly attracted to an alternative scenario based on the
breathtaking supposition that the First Family themselves might be
super-straights or, at the very least, were Trackers who had interbred

with this rare, gifted type of Mute.

Steve had no hard proof, but once the germ of this idea had entered his

head, it began to make more and more sense. Externally, super-straight
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Mutes were indistinguishable from Trackers. They also shared one
important attribute with the known members of the First Family - both

were immune to atmospheric radiation.

They might even share another- longevity. Steve had no proof of this

since he had never met an old super-straight.

Or had he? Could he have Shaken the hand of one 1n the Oval Office?

Why else would the Family be so different from their loyal
soldier-citizens? How else could people like Malone and other mexicans
like Side-Winder operate for so long on the overground without pulling

a trick?

It would also explain why the President-General took the Talisman
Prophecy so seriously - along with Mute magic. A real true-blue
Tracker, raised from birth in a hi-tech society where the physical
sciences provided an answer for everything, would never, for one
moment, have entertained the idea that some things happened by

magic'.

In the Federation, there was a total ban on the discussion of such

intangible concepts, and if ordinary Trackers so much as mentioned the

idea it could earn them a trip to the wall.

More important still was the fact that the President-General knew
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something Steve had yet to discover-his true origins and the
circumstances surrounding his birth. They knew he was a Mute and yet
they had condoned the unthinkable: they had allowed him to jack up
Franklynne Delano Jefferson. Not just once, but on a regular basis,

sometimes notching up three or four ball-breaking sessions a night.

There was only one set of circumstances which would permit such a
relationship. Fran was also a Mute. They all were - or had enough
Mute blood in them for it not to matter. Which meant - in theory there
was nothing to stop him from becoming the next but one

President-General...

George Washington Jefferson the 33rd.

It was a mind-blowing notion, and the historical perspective it opened
up was equally disturbing. At what point had Mute blood entered the

veins of the First Family? Or had it always been there?

Mr Snow had told him that Mute and Tracker shared a common ancestry
whose roots ran back to the Old Time - the pre-Holocaust era that the
Iron Masters called the World Before. Super-straights like Clearwater
and Cadillac were living proof of that- and so, it would seem, was

he.

Their existence supported Mr Snow's claim that the Mutes had not
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unleashed the Holocaust but were, instead, its principal victims.

If so, the bone and skin deformations and mental impairment that caused
the Federation to classify them as sub-human did not precede the
Holocaust; it was part of its dreadful legacy. Mutes did not exhale

the poisonous elements that filled the air, and it was not exuded

through the sweat glands on their multi-coloured skins. And touching
that skin did not cause Trackers to develop gangrene. According to Mr

Snow, that was another of the great lies invented by the Federation.

In the oral history of the Mutes, it was the servants of Pent-Agon,
Lord of Chaos, who had unleashed The War of a Thousand Suns by
launching countless numbers of iron birds into the air. Iron birds
which rose into the sky-on plumes of fire, flew in a great arch towards

the stars then returned to earth as falling suns.

Many of these birds, said Mr Snow, had been caged deep in the earth in

underground cities - like those of the
Federation; others had burst

free from the bodies of great iron-snakes that travelled on shining
hard-ways. Not the crumbling remains that marked the routes once used
by the giant, man-carrying beetles, but endless ribbons of polished

iron which glittered in the sun like the flawless blades of the

samural.

In the last six weeks, Steve had seen those shining hard-ways, and a
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new kind of iron-snake whose fiery breath was used not to kill, but to

power its massive wheels.

Steam trains, lovingly restored and maintained by the First Family,
running on rails - two ribbons of rolled steel pinned to wooden
'sleepers'. They were part of a grandiose project still several

decades from completion - the rebuilding of the Atchison, Topeka and
Santa Fe railroad which, when eventually connected to rebuilt sections
of the pre-H Southern, and Southern Pacific routes, would link the east

and west coasts of America.

Such trains could have carried the iron birds Mr Snow had spoken of.

Steve, of course, had no knowledge of intercontinental ballistic

missile systems, or the destructive force of nuclear warheads but he
knew about small air-to-ground rockets, and the firework variety made
by the Iron Masters which he had adapted into a propulsion system for
Lord Min-Orota's 'flying-horses'. The 'iron birds' were obviously

large rockets with an explosive warhead.

If it was true - if they had been launched from trains then - reasoned
Steve - it was equally possible that the Founding Father and the Four
Hundred whose names topped the Roll of Honour were directly linked to
those 'servants of Pent-Agon'. If they were, their finger might even

have been on the firing button!
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After Fran, anything was possible. It meant adjusting to the idea that
George Washington Jefferson the 1st had neatly shifted the blame for
the Holocaust onto the Mutes and - even more incredible still - the
nine-hundred year war of retribution waged by the soldier-citizens of
the Federation against the Plainfolk and their southern cousins in the
name of racial purity was being led by a carefully-bred selection of

super-straights!

Were it not for the scale of suffering involved the idea would have
been absurd - laughable even. But it also presented Steve with an
exciting opportunity - and a difficult choice. He could either try and
escape with Clearwater and her child and face all the hassle and
uncertainty that joining up with Cadillac and Roz would entail or... he

could stay where he was and ride the wire.

All the way to the top ....

This was no longer a case of them and us; the outgunned underdog

fighting a ruthless and vastly more powerful opponent. It was Mute

against Mute - except that one side held all the cards, and had the

soldier-citizens of the Federation to fight its battles.

Steve was forced to admire the First Family's duplicity.

One could not ignore the fact they were a ruthless bunch, with the
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killer-instinct of the D'Troit, but they were also extremely smart
cookies. Always one step ahead of the game - and that was exactly the

way Steve liked to play it.

If he grasped this opportunity wholeheartedly, allied himself to the

First Family body and soul, he could have the best of both worlds. He
could have power and freedom, the space to breathe and all the hi-tech
gadgetry that made life easier. And he might even get to grind

Cadillac's nose in the dust.

But there was more to it than just besting his rival. As he developed

these ideas in his mind, Steve saw an even grander opportunity ahead.

If he managed to manoeuvre his way into the highest reaches of the

Family, he might be able to halt the present policy of extermination.

Instead of setting Tracker against Mute, the First Family could use
their manipulative skills in a positive way, making it possible for the

Mutes to be accepted for what they really were fellow human beings.

None of this could happen overnight, but gradually, rigidly-held

attitudes could soften, bringing about an
eventual reconciliation in

which both parties accepted each other's right to exist side-by-side in

the blue-sky world.
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It was not an impossible dream, but Steve knew he could never persuade
Clearwater to share it. And it wasn't just a moral dilemma that

confronted him. Even if she consented to stay and he succeeded in
getting her released from the Life Institute after the birth of her

child, how on earth was he going to maintain his relationship with her

and keep Fran happy at the same time?

Steve's future sleeping arrangements was just one of the problems
associated with Clearwater. Another arose from the fact that they were
unable to discuss any of these startling discoveries and tentative

conclusions.

Once again, he had no hard proof, but he had to assume that the unit in
which she was housed at the Life Institute contained hidden microphones

- and probably miniature video cameras too.

Way back - it seemed a lifetime ago - when he was returning in chains
on the shuttle to Grand Central to face a Board of Assessors and a
charge of desertion, Roz had reached out to him over the mind-bridge,
warning him to be careful and telling him that they were watching

her.

And it hadn't been some meat-loaf dogging her footsteps. When they'd
showered side by side aboard Red River, Roz had told him of the
videotapes Karlstrom had played back to her. Tapes which recorded the

wounds that appeared in her face at the same moment Steve submitted to
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a Plainfolk test of courage known as 'biting the arrow'. There had

even been a hidden camera trained on her while she was asleep!

Standing under or close to running water appeared to be the only way to
have an untaped head-to-head. And you could bet your ass that the
Family had come to the same conclusion and were working on that one

too.

Sub-aqua conversations might be safe for the moment but they weren't a

viable option in the present situation.

It would look a bit odd, to say the least, if he suddenly took to
scrubbing himself down at the Life Institute in the next shower stall
to an enemy prisoner. Because that - despite the relative luxury of

her surroundings - was what Clearwater was.

The medical skills of the Federation were dedicated to making her
whole, but those same skills were also being used to scrutinise every
aspect of her physiology. Bone, organs, tissue, every nerve, brain and

blood cell had come under or was due for microscopic examination.

Clearwater was the first really powerful summoner to fall into the
hands of the Federation. Before her capture, to reinforce his image as
a loyal soldier-citizen, Steve had already told Karlstrom about some of

the things he'd seen her do - including her feats of magic at the Heron
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Pool. Which was just as well, because his testimony confirmed and
fleshed out the garbled second- and third-hand reports AMEXICO had

received from other sources inside Ne-Issan.

But Steve hadn't told the full story. No one, including Karlstrom,
knew that she could plant a delayed mental imperative inside somebody's

brain, which would cause them to say or do whatever she required.

Steve was keeping that to himself in case he needed Clearwater's help

to get them both out of a tight corner.

Although the Family had taken the precaution of housing Clearwater in
an overground annexe, they did not feel unduly threatened by the
destructive powers of her earth-magic. Soon after their arrival, Steve
had been at. the foot of her bed when Karlstrom had issued his
double-edged warning. One false move on her part would lead to his

immediate execution - and vice versa. Comprendo . . .?

Si, si commandante ....

This meeting had preceded his heart-warming interview with the

President-General and his promotion to captain'but he imagined the

threat still held good. And with his elevation to membership of the

First Family it meant he had even more to lose.

Steve had no intention of rocking the boat but the knowledge that his
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life depended on Clearwater's good
behaviour was a sobering reminder

of just how precarious his position was. He had finally got his feet

firmly on the golden ladder only to discover that the rungs could snap
from under him at any moment. Steve was sure that Clearwater would not
put the life of her unborn child at risk, but that only took them up to
mid-December. If she then started to develop itchy feet and he

appeared to be dragging his it could make things very difficult.

Not good. Not good at all.

Steve tried to remind himself why and how they'd both landed in this
mess. He had put Clearwater into the hands of the Federation because
that was the only way to save her life. And he'd wanted her to live
because of the feelings she had aroused in him. She was the 'only
person he really cared about, and it was through their relationship

that his eyes, heart and mind had been opened.

For the first time he had been able to see the world as it was, in all
its rich variety, its endless possibilities, and he had also discovered
the untapped potential within himself which, if allowed to flower,

would enable him to become his true self.

It was knowing how he felt about Clearwater which had driven Roz into

that jealous rage. But she had changed.
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That was how it was in life. Nothing stayed the same; it was a

constant cycle of growth and decay. People changed, feelings changed,
and if you wanted to change the world then, well. sometimes people got
hurt in the process. Steve knew that if he had allowed his emotions to

get the better of him, he could never have gunned down Commander
Hartmann and the other crewmen he'd served with aboard The Lady from
Louisiana. But it had to be done. He had found the strength to take

the tough decision, to do the hard thing. Just like the First

Family.

And now he had to do so again. When the time was right, he had two
ways to go. Escape with Clearwater and her child, or come up with a
plan that would get them out and leave him behind, without a shred of
evidence to link him with their departure. Steve was confident he
could figure out the mechanics of either scenario, but he was sorely
tempted to go for the second, which would leave him free to climb the
ladder - secure in the knowledge that with Clearwater gone, it would

not break under him.

Steve tried to convince himself that staying behind was not the softer
option. He might escape the daily grind of material existence but
there were other pressures, other dangers. And it would involve
sacrificing everything he had gained through knowing Clearwater and
returning her love. Severing their relationship would mean the slow

death of the soul. That was the price of reaching the pinnacle of
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power. And at some point during the next five months he had to decide

whether he was prepared to pay it.

There was someone else who wanted to remove Clearwater from the
Federation. Commander-General Ben Karlstrom, a.k.a. Mother, a member
of the First Family and head of AMEXICO, the top-secret organisation to

which Steve belonged.

Karlstrom's present anxiety could have been allayed just as easily by
having Clearwater thrown down one of the many thousand-foot deep
ventilation shafts after administering- for safety's sake - a massive,
surreptitious dose of tranquillisers. But in the present circumstances

that was not a viable option.

It was the President-General who had ordered the capture of Mr Snow,
Cadillac and Clearwater, and he had now allowed himself to be persuaded
that the child Clearwater was carrying might be the Talisman. A scan

of a gene sample from the four-month embryo had revealed the three

vital 'markers' - the divine fingerprint which, according to the

opportunist quacks running the psionics department, would have to be
present in the individual destined to become the Thrice-Gifted One

wordsmith, summoner and seer.

Karlstrom, who was implacably opposed to the current vogue for this

pseudo-science, had been appalled to learn
that Jefferson the 31st
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intended to have the child reared as a member of the First Family. To
safeguard his own position within the ruling hierarchy, Karlstrom was
obliged to keep his views strictly to himself, but to his mind, the

P-G's decision bordered on sheer lunacy. It was only storing up
trouble. If the future could be foretold and the Talisman Prophecy was
true, this individual would find his way back to the Plainfolk. The
verses which predicted the end of the Federation would be fulfilled and
the fact that the President-General had made him his adoptive son and

heir would probably serve to hasten the process.

On the other hand, if you believed - as Karlstrom did - that the future
course of events could be changed by resolute action, then the best way

to begin was by eliminating every possible individual, of whatever age

or complexion, who might become the Thrice-Gifted One, and every female
whose genetic fingerprint marked her out as a potential mother of this

troublesome sonofabitch.

Dumping Clearwater over the side now, while she still did not have two
good legs to stand on, would save medical resources that could be
better employed elsewhere and terminate her pregnancy in no uncertain
fashion. If she was carrying the Talisman, he would have to go back to

Square One and start his trip across the board all over again.

It was quick, simple and above all final, but Karlstrom knew he could
not sell this idea to anybody, least of all the President-General. The

only way out was to arrange her escape. But for that, he needed
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someone he could confide in, someone he could trust absolutely, someone
who was prepared to betray his sacred oath of allegiance to the
President-General in the higher interests of the Federation which - in

this case - just happened to coincide with Karlstrom's.

In a society where informing on your errant comrades earned you the
secular equivalent of sainthood, such qualities were hard to find, but
Karlstrom thought he knew someone who might fit the bill. Steven

Roosevelt Brickman ....

The thought of turning to Steve for help made Karlstrom laugh out

loud.

He was always quick to appreciate the irony of a given situation and

this one was doubly ironic. His future was already in Brickman's

hands. Fran's new golden boy knew something which, if divulged to the
wrong party, could threaten Karlstrom's position as head of AMEXICO and

cause untold harm to the organisation itself.

From the operational summaries dealing with the loss of The Lady from
Louisiana and the subsequent annihilation of the M'Calls, the
President-General had assumed that the explosives used so effectively

by the Mutes in their surprise attack had come from the Iron Masters.

Or, to be more precise, from the plundered wreckage of the five
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wheel-boats lost during the Battle of the Trading Post.

This was not, in fact, the case, but Karlstrom had decided not to set
the record straight. Through an administrative error, real explosives
had been supplied to a decoy unit made up of defaulters. As the
sacrificial goats in an elaborate plan of entrapment, they should have
been issued with dummy charges; AP mines filled with sand, foil wraps
of PX containing a slab of modelling clay, and blank detonators. Some
careless keyboarding lower down the line had resulted in them being
issued with the real thing and it had ended up in the hands of the Clan

m'call.

It was a potentially messy situation which reflected badly on AMEXICO,
but fortunately, an alert member of his personal staff spotted the
error when checking the requisitions. The computer records had
immediately been 'sanitised' using Track-Back - a top-secret programme

designed to cover AMEXICO's corporate ass.

Conceived by Karlstrom and developed by a trusted subordinate,
Track-Back could seek out sensitive blocks or trails of data stored

anywhere on the network like a pre-H bloodhound following a scent.

Once it located
the rogue data, it deposited a virus which caused it

to self-destruct then re-sequenced the surrounding material to cover up

any blank spots left on the storage tape or disk.
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In a world run by computers, it was his insurance policy, and
spring-board to the Oval Office. Track-Back did not only locate and
destroy potentially incriminating data, it could also insert it at any

point in the system without leaving any electronic fingerprints.

Jefferson the 31st could not live for ever, and when the time came to
arrange the succession, Karlstrom intended to use AMEXICO's electronic

expertise to help him eliminate his rivals.

There was now nothing held on the network controlled by COLOMBUS that
could lead back to the organisation, and no one on the stricken

wagon-train had survived.

The Lady from Louisiana had been completely gutted by further
explosions and fire, leaving the team of investigators with little to

poke through.

Brickman was the only person, outside his personal staff, who knew the
source of the explosives that had crippled The Lady. Had it been
anyone else, Karlstrom would have had them shafted, but young Mr
Brickman - the hero of the hour - had too high a profile. He had
become a credit to the organisation and for as long as he found favour

with Fran Jefferson he was fireproof.

Unbelievable.
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What made it worse was the fact that Brickman knew there had been some
kind of cover-up. Somebody close to the P-G must have commented upon
the 'official version' over the dinner table. And on the first, and so

far only occasion, when Karlstrom had encountered Brickman in
Cloudlands, he had asked, with disarming casualness, to speak with him

in private.

Agreeing - after a suitable pause - Karlstrom had allowed the rising
star to steer him towards one of the many ornate stone fountains that
graced the formal garden areas in Cloudlands. The young man was

learning fast.

Karlstrom played back their conversation on his mental tape-recorder,
picturing the look of transparent honesty on Brickman's face - the kind

of expression that only arch-deceivers can muster.

B: There's something I need to draw your attention to, sir. And since

it's a rather delicate matter, it's probably better we do it here

rather than in a more formal setting.

K: Okay. What's on your mind?

B: Well, sir, I recently heard a garbled account of the engagement

between the Clan M'Call and The Lady, at North Platte, Nebraska ....
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K: Go on.

- B: There seemed to be certain inconsistencies with the facts as |
remembered them, so I asked Miz Jefferson if she could access the

official summaries for me. I hope that was okay?

K: I imagine that would depend on what you found.

B: Exactly, sir. It's the source of the explosives used to cripple The
Lady. I was on board when she went up. It couldn't have been black
powder, and gun-cotton fuses, sir. The blasts were too powerful, too

well synchronised.

These were Federation demolition charges, detonated by battery-powered
timing devices. Like the ones I found in the M'Call settlement. But

there's no mention of them anywhere in these summaries.

K: I see. Did you mention this to Miz Jefterson? I imagine she would

be interested to know why you wanted to access this material.

B: I haven't breathed a word to anyone, sir. And my interest in the

summaries can be explained by the fact that I was involved in the

operation.

K: Of course. Have you come to any conclusion based on what you have
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learned?

B: Well, sir, it would appear there's been some kind of cover-up. I
obviously don't know at what level this occurred, but i felt duty-bound

to draw it to your notice.

Whoever put those explosives into the hands of that fake SIG-INT unit
bears a direct responsibility for the loss of The Lady from

Louisiana.

I don't think the personnel
involved should be left in a position

where they can make the same kind of mistake again.

K: I agree.

B: The way I see it, sir, this is a strictly internal matter and should
be dealt with on that basis. My overriding concern is to protect the

good name of the organisation.

My ass! thought Karlstrom. But what he had said was: ' appreciate
your concern." And then, quite stupidly, he had implicated himself by
adding: "You will find that the organisation knows how to look after

its own."

What had prompted him, of all people, to say such a thing and play
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right into Brickman's hands?! Looking back, he could see why. Through
Fran, Brickman had a direct route to the Oval Office. The slightest
indiscretion on his part could open a can of worms that Karlstrom

wanted to keep shut.

Officially, AMEXICO didn't exist. Karlstrom's official title was
Director of Operational Research - a shell organisation with its own
staft. AMEXICO was the hidden kernel within. Its sole purpose was to
achieve the aims and protect the ass of the man in the Oval Office
against his own kind if necessary. Jefferson the 31st would not do
anything that might upset that arrangement - unless, of course, he
suspected he was not being kept fully in the picture. If the true

story behind the loss of The Lady came to light it could make him

nervous.

And when President-Generals became nervous, no one was safe especially

their nearest and dearest.

Thinking it over again, Karlstrom decided he was not in any immediate

danger. brickman would keep silent because he thought he had acquired

some leverage.

Karlstrom was happy to let him think this was the case.

It made him less dangerous.
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For the moment, further overground assignments were out of the

question. The President-General wanted Brick-man to remain close to
Clearwater. Karlstrom was only too pleased to oblige. He called Steve

in and told him he was being temporarily reassigned to the Eastern

Desk; a department which analysed and collated data fed into AMEXICO

from its contacts and agents inside Ne-Issan.

It wasn't a sinecure, or a pay-off for services rendered.

It was a responsible job in which Brickman's own direct experience of
Iron Master society was a valuable asset - especially now, after the

catastrophic loss of the last trading expedition.

Brickman was a shrewd operator, with many admirable qualities, but for
nearly two decades, Karlstrom had been eating guys like him for
breakfast. That was why he was the head of AMEXICO. He was glad
brickman had tried to lean on him. That took a lot of balls. And that

was the kind of man Karlstrom needed to help execute the plan he was

putting together.

Cadillac was also making plans, and as Roz listened to him, she
realised that in helping him, she could endanger Steve. Since
responding to his call after Clearwater had been wounded, the
telepathic link between them had stayed open. Karlstrom and his

masters knew this.
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They had agreed to rescue Clearwater just as they had responded to an
earlier call to rescue Steve from the wheelboat on Lake Michigan. Now,
following her last minute escape with Cadillac from the stricken
wagon-train, Steve had made the fatal mistake of telling Karlstrom that

she was safe and well.

He had avoided suspicion falling upon them both by pretending that she
was being held prisoner by Cadillac, but that had only complicated the
situation. Karlstrom knew that she could induce hallucinatory
experiences, and might begin to wonder why she did not use this new
power to free herself. And as long as he believed her to be alive and
well, he could pressure Steve to maintain telepathic contact with her

in order to find out what Cadillac was up to.

After having demonstrated how efficacious that telepathic link was, it
would look distinctly odd if Steve now claimed he could not get
through. There was an even greater danger. If The Federation got wind

of
Cadillac's plans and learned that she was helping him - against the

Federation - Karlstrom might try to strike at her by harming Steve.

There was only one way to protect herself and Steve.

Roz Brickman had to 'die'. And in order to make it convincing, she had

to warn Steve, then combine her powers in a new and terrifying way.
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Fran emerged from the bathroom, tingling from a brisk rub-down after
her morning shower to find Steve still lying in bed. She made a sarong
of the bath towel and went over to haul him out of bed. As she got
closer and saw his flushed face and drooping eyelids, she changed her

mind. "What's the matter, don't you feel well?"

"Not really, no. I don't know what the hell it is, but I've been
feeling a bit off colour, and late yesterday I started getting an odd
tingling in my eyelids. Now they won't open properly, and something's

happening in my throat."

Fran laid a hand on his forehead. 'Feels like your temperature's up,

but it's not exactly raging. Stay there.

I'll call a doctor."

By the time Joshua admitted one of the Family doctors, Steve's eyelids
were completely paralysed, and he had difficulty explaining what was
wrong with him. The doctor prised his eyelids open, shone a light into
his eyes, felt his throat, checked his temperature, took soundings with

a stethoscope, then turned to Fran. 'Have any other people in Savannah

been taken sick?"

Fran referred the question to Joshua, the grey-haired Mute who was Head
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of Service in the mansion.

"Not as far as [ know, ma'am. Do you want me to make sure?"

T think you'd better,' said the doctor. 'I can't be certain till we

do some other tests, but it looks as if the captain's suffering from

food poisoning - and it could be serious."

The diagnosis caused Fran to explode. 'Food poisoning?

How the hell can anyone here catch food poisoning?"

She broke oftf and looked down as she felt Steve tug at her trouser

leg.

He was trying to say something but seemed unable to get his tongue into

gear. He jabbed his right forefinger nervously at the bed, then

carefully traced out three letters on the coverlet.

Fran exchanged a puzzled look with the doctor. 'Roz?"

Then she made the connection. 'ugh, jeezusss! Roz!" The doctor

remained perplexed. 'I beg your pardon?"
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'It's ROZ who's got food poisoning!" The doctor looked at Joshua for

enlightenment, then returned to Fran.

'I'm afraid I don't understand' - "You don't have to,' cried Fran.

'Just get him to the clinic and do whatever you have to do!" By the
time Steve was admitted to the Cloudlands clinic, he was exhibiting the

classic symptoms of botulism - the deadliest form of food poisoning.

The toxin was known to attack the fine nerve fibrils, stopping the
chemical reaction which, in a healthy person, causes muscular

contraction.

With his speech muscles paralysed, it was not long before the toxin
affected other parts of the throat, making it difficult for him to

swallow. A breathing tube was inserted, and he was put on a ventilator
to prevent any further deterioration. He was still fully conscious,

but without an antidote, it was only a matter of time before the
breathing muscles became paralysed. Without artificial respiration, he
would suffocate, and with its supply of oxygen cut off, his brain would

be irreparably damaged.

Unable to sit still, Fran paced up and down beside his bed, gripping
his hand now and then to reassure herself that the masked, unmoving

figure in the bed was still alive. Karlstrom had joined her in the
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intensive care unit, and now stood on the other side of Steve's bed.

Fran took hold of Steve's hand again. 'Can't they do anything? Isn't
there some drug they can give him?!" 'It's not that easy,' said
Karlstrom. 'There is an antidote - but that can end up killing you as

well. What we have
to remember is that it's not Brickman that has

been poisoned."

'But he's dying!" shouted Fran. 'Look at him!!" She let go of

Steve's hand and strode angrily to and fro, clawing the air in
frustration. 'l just don't believe this is happening!" But Karlstrom
was right. The tests on several samples of Steve's blood revealed no

trace of the botulinum toxin.

Just as Roz's body had reproduced Steve's wounds, his body was
duplicating the creeping paralysis that was bringing her closer and

closer to death's door.

Twelve hours later, Steve's chest muscles were almost completely
paralysed. It was only the ventilator that was keeping his brain

supplied with the oxygen it needed.

Karlstrom dropped in again to see how he was. Fran was still at his

bedside. She looked worn and crumpled.
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T hear the verdict's not good."

'No. They told me he could die within twenty-four hours of the first
signs of paralysis. He could last longer - it depends on Roz. But if
she's at the same stage without any of this equipment she hasn't a
hope." Fran gestured helplessly and gave a tired laugh. 'l don't know
what I'm doing here. When I hear people talk about bedside manners

this is not what springs to mind."

"The fact that you are here shows him you care. That must be a

help."

'Maybe." She became angry. 'Isn't there some way we can break this
telepathic link?!" T've already asked that question. And as usual

the psionics department doesn't have an answer. None of us know how
this telepathy business works, but that's only part of the mystery that
surrounds these two. We know of other telepaths, but what's happening

here is absolutely unique."

'l know that, but Roz is his sister, for crissakes! Doesn't she
realise she's killing him?!" 'She must do, but perhaps in a situation
like this the contact is involuntary,' said Karlstrom. 'I can't think

that either of them would make the other suffer deliberately.

We'll just have to keep our fingers crossed and hope that when she

dies, she doesn't take Brickman with her."
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'So that's all we can do is it? "Keep our fingers crossed"?"

Karlstrom smiled. As their controller, Fran had been overseeing the
lives of Steve and Roz for the last five years. 'Look on the bright

side. If they both die, it'll lighten your case load."

Shrewd as he was, the head of AMEXICO was wrong.

With Steve's connivance, Roz had induced the progressive muscular
paralysis that was the hallmark of fatal food poisoning which often

arose from eating smoked, uncooked meats - a standard item in the diet
of the Plainfolk. In the small hours of the following morning, Steve's
condition deteriorated further. As the doctors and nursing staff

clustered round him, his body was shaken by a series of violent
convulsions, then he went completely limp and his eyes opened. When
they removed the oxygen mask and the tube from his throat, he was able

to speak and breathe normally, but was completely exhausted.

Fran, who had snatched a few hours sleep in an adjoining room, welcomed
him back to the land of the living with an exuberant kiss then shook

his wrists.

'Don't you ever do this to me again!" She sat down on the edge of the

bed and gave him a searching look. 'Roz is dead, isn't she?"
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Steve nodded and made a show of mastering his grief.

Fran reached out a hand and gently brushed away the brimming tears.

'Never mind. You're safe. That's all that matters."

Steve gazed out at the view through the triple-glazed window of
Clearwater's hospital room. A well-kept stretch of red grass, broken
here and there by beds of flowering shrubs and trees in full leaf,

ended in a high wall of dressed stone.

The window didn't open, but a constant whispering stream of fresh
filtered air entered through louvred ducts in the walls. The room

itself was light and airy,
part of a small suite consisting of the

treatment unit where Clearwater now lay, a tiny kitchen/utility room,
bathroom and a sitting room, where the sealed windows reached from

floor to ceiling.

From her sitting position on the high bed, Clearwater was able to see
the trees and grass, and glimpse the blue sky above the wall. Steve
could not help comparing her surroundings with the cell he had occupied
at Pueblo following his first adventures with the M'Calls. And the
A-Levels - which was one vast prison camp, where the air was filled

with smoke, dust and constant noise, in which there was no night or
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day. Finding himself there, with a three-year sentence hanging over
him after those eye-opening, mind-expanding months on the overground

had been a hellish experience.

Never again ....

A female nursing orderly came in carrying two vases full of flowers

part of a bunch that Steve had selected with the help of one of the
Mute gardeners. It was a small token to help Clearwater keep in touch
with the overground. He had brought the first soon after being given
access to Cloudlands and had replaced them regularly ever since. The
nurse brought them over for Clearwater to touch and smell, then placed
one on the table and the other on the window sill. A third vase,
containing yellow roses - which Steve hadn't brought on his last visit

- stood on the bedside cabinet.

As he watched the nurse make a last adjustment to the floral displays,
Steve reflected on how much he had changed. Two years ago, before that
fateful journey aboard The Lady, he had had no interest in any kind of
plant life. He had viewed flowers as just part of the poisonous junk

that littered the overground.

And now ....

He closed the door as the nurse left. 'So... how are you feeling

today?"


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

'Much better. Look -' Clearwater extended her arm and aimed her
forefinger at the chair Steve was about to move from the table to her
bedside. It shot away from his outstretched hand, slammed against the

wall, then began to slide upwards as she raised her arm.

Steve leapt towards it and grasped the front legs. 'Are you crazy?!"

he hissed. The tubular metal chair remained glued to the wall with its

back rest touching the ceiling, resisting all his efforts to prise it

loose. 'Let go! I' Clearwater dropped her arm. Steve caught the

chair awkwardly as it fell on top of him and lowered it to the

ground.

"What are you trying to do?" he asked, in the same harsh whisper.

'Get us killed?"

"Don't worry. I know where the hidden eyes and ears are." She pointed

to the air vents around the room. 'But they cannot see or hear us."

She beckoned him to sit beside her.

Steve eyed the vents uneasily as he carried the chair over and sat

down. 'How do you know?"
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'Because I have killed them."

"You can't kill them,' hissed Steve. 'They're not animals, they're

electronic devices!" 'But they are dead. The power that runs through

them like the blood in your veins has vanished and can never enter them

again. Isn't that the same thing?"

Tguess itis." Steve threw his hands in the air, gave the vents

another cautious glance then said: "You can do that - to machines?"

T'm learning."

'l was right. You are trying to get us killed."

Clearwater squeezed his hand reassuringly. 'No. I have done this

twice before. They think it is their devices which are at fault. They

blame and curse them, not me."

'How long have we got?" laughed Steve.

'About fifteen flicks." 'Flicks... ?"

Clearwater indicated the wall-mounted digital clock.

"The numbers. The last two change - flick, flick, flick."
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Steve laughed again. 'Those are minutes! Sixty minutes in one hour,

twenty-four hours in one day. You know what a day is, don't you?"

Clearwater withdrew her hand from his. 'Why do you
mock me? I have

heard them talk of hours and minutes but it means nothing. Life in the
sand-burrowers' world has a strange rhythm I cannot understand. Your

time is not the same as ours."

'Maybe - but don't let's waste any of it." Steve stroked her hair,

brushing it back away from her face. The Red River medics had cropped
it short, shaving it down to the skull where a couple of bullets had
furrowed her scalp. In the last six weeks, the spiky crew-cut had

grown out into a soft, wavy bob just like Fran's.

He leant forward and kissed her on the lips. Nothing heavy, but the
tingle which had first set fire to his loins was still there. He sat

back to catch his breath.

Clearwater ran her hand along the sleeve of his silver-grey jump-suit,
with its two broad dark blue captain's stripes, that marked him out as
a member of the First Family, and looked deep into his eyes. 'You

don't have to hide it from me."

'Hide what?"
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"The other woman in your life. Fran."

Steve died a little. 'How do you know her name?"

'She came to see me."

Steve eyed the vase on the bedside cabinet. 'And brought you flowers

.... ' He paused, not wishing to know more but the urge was too

strong.

'What did she want?"

"To see me. To know me - and perhaps know more about you."

Again, reluctantly, Steve asked: 'And...?"

'She's very sure of herself."

'She has every reason to be. She's Family."

'She is also very..."

'T hope you're not gonna say "beautiful"."
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'She's not ugly- at least, not on the outside. I was going to say,

hard, calculating-but then that element of danger appeals to you. 'Be

careful.”

Twill be."

'Is she very. physical?"

The directness of the question caught Steve off guard.

He felt the colour rise to his cheeks. Damn.... 'It's not what you

think. It's a relationship that was forced on me." Steve found the

vengeful barb he'd been looking for. 'Like you and the

Consul-General."

If the shot went home it didn't show, and he felt demeaned for having

said it.

'l see. Does that mean I can take my revenge - as you did?"

"Watching him die made me feel better, but I didn't kill him because of

what happened between you. I was following orders."

.Clearwater took hold of his hands again. "You don't have to justify

yourself."
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'T'm not trying to. I want you to understand. What happened then is
exactly what's happening now. You weren't the victim, he was. You

manipulated him. And that's what I'm trying to do now."

'With this woman..." - 'Yes! Fran is our ticket to ride. She has the
contacts we need and she can make things happen - just like your friend
the Consul-General and the guy I took advantage of, the Herald

HaseGawa."

Clearwater nodded. "When the time comes, let me know if she needs

persuading."

'Twill. Trust me."

'Always." She pulled him towards her and offered up her mouth to

his.

Why, Steve asked himself, should one simple word like that make me feel
so lousy? 'Listen ' The door opened and two servicemen came in. Each
of them was toting a four-inch thick suitcase full of tools and test
equipment, and they'd been running. Many more breakdowns like this,

thought Steve, and there'll be guys camping out in the sitting room.

"Fraid we're gonna have to ask you to cut short your visit, Captain.
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We seem to have a problem with the air-conditioning."

'Sure, these things happen." Steve exchanged an
amused glance with

Clearwater which they didn't see.

"Thought it was getting a little stuffy in here."

Three of the nursing staff came in, took hold of Clearwater's bed and

bedside cabinet and began to manoeuvre them out through the door.

'We're just going to move you to another room for an hour or so,’

explained the senior orderly.

Steve accompanied the procession down the corridor.

"You're free to stay if you wish, sir."

'That's okay,' said Steve. He gripped Clearwater's hand and felt her

fingers tighten round his. 'T think we've said all there is to say for

the moment." When they reached the chosen door he gave her a comradely
pat on the shoulder and stepped aside as they wheeled her in. T11

stop by when I come off duty tomorrow."

'Please do,' she said. As they wheeled her in she looked back over her

shoulder, a knowing, conspiratorial gleam in her eyes.
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Steve nodded to show he'd received the message.

Karlstrom returned the salute of the two ensigns guarding the

turnstile, stepped into the gleaming metal cylinder and was rotated
through onto the blue carpet of the Oval Office. The President-General
stood in his usual opening position, gazing out at the

computer-generated landscape beyond the tall, curved windows.

Today's picture was his favourite view of Pre-Holocaust New England in
the fall, leaf-strewn grass overhung by yellow, gold and russet trees
which framed a white wooden building surmounted by a tall spire with a

cross on top. A church. A place where people gathered to worship.

Religion. The Family had retained the concept but dispensed with the
buildings. Twice a day, the soldier-citizens of the Federation

gathered in various-sized groups at their posts or work-places to offer
up prayers to the Supreme Being which, in their case, was not God but

the President-General.

Whenever Karlstrom entered the Oval Office for a one-on-one meeting,
Jefferson always had his back turned. As a past-master himself in the

art of manipulating people, Karlstrom believed it was a deliberate ploy
by the PG, part of a continuing programme to create and maintain the
aura of unchallengeable superiority. By ignoring the person entering,

he was saying: This view from my window which holds my attention is
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more important than you and the business you have come to discuss and,

what is more, I do not feel threatened by your presence.

And by averting his face in those first few crucial moments, the P-G

left his visitor wondering what kind of reception they were going to

get. The uncertainty usually put them at a disadvantage which the P-G
would then exploit in the subsequent conversation. Rule One of
Man-Management: If in doubt, maintain effective control by undermining

the self-confidence of your subordinates.

None of this had quite the same effect on Karlstrom because he had

grown up alongside Jefferson and, for the last ten years, as head of
AMEXICO, had conferred with him daily. He understood the process, knew
the whole thing was an act, but Jefferson still kept on trying to put

one over on him. Maybe he just liked to keep in practice.

Karlstrom halted at the appropriate spot, coughed politely, and waited

for his presence to be acknowledged.

What would it be this time - silver-haired statesman, Prince
Machiavelli, concerned father of his people, or the regular guy - one

of the boys?

Having psyched himself up into the appropriate mood, the P-G ceased his

contemplation of Pre-H New England church architecture and turned on
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the charm. 'Ben!" The P-G offered Karlstrom a firm hand and ten

thousand volts of sincerity, then invited him to take a seat.

Regaining the high-backed swivel chair behind the blue leather-topped
desk, Jefferson gestured towards his video console. 'I've been
reviewing Brickman's summaries of what occurred at the trading post and

-' He broke off.

"How is our young hero by the way?"

"Never better,' said Karlstrom drily.

'Good. Those casualty figures - nearly two hundred thousand dead can

we place any reliance on that?"

'l think so. Brickman obviously didn't do a body count. That was the
casualty figure the Mute elders came up with. Their day-to-day
computations don't embrace numbers of this magnitude, but it squares
with our own estimates based on the video-tapes made by the

reconnaissance overflights."

Jefferson nodded. 'Yes, I saw them."

"They were subjected to careful analysis - but even if you allow for a

thirty per cent error that still leaves a big pile of dead meat."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

'Plus five wheel-boats..."

Karlstrom nodded. 'Biggies. Great Lakes trade-ships with a hundred

and fifty ratings and twenty-five officers.

Plus military units; samurai cavalry - and perhaps infantry.

At least two thousand men. Bad news whichever way you look at it."

'And the Yama-Shita lost a similar boat and its expeditionary force in

the spring..."

'On Lake Michigan. Hirohito's stand-in at Syracuse must be tearing his

hair out. Well - he would, if he had any."

The P-G thought this over. "What's been the feedback from our friends

in Ne-Issan?"

The question caused Karlstrom to shift in his seat. "The reaction's

been somewhat mixed. Apparently, leyasu ' "The Lord Chamberlain ...."
'Yes ... was very upset when we sank the Lake Michigan wheel-boat
without prior consultation." Karlstrom spread his hands. 'I explained
that our hand was forced by the time factor, but they seem to want to
have their cake and eat it. The Shogun and the rest of the TohYota

family are hell-bent on destroying the YamaShita and with it, the rest
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of the Progressive movement. The trouble is, they can't do it without

our help, but they want to do it their way.

"They're also still very angry over the number of high-ranking japs
that Brickman's crew took out at the Heron Pool. The thought of
out-landers killing samurai offends their code of honour. That bushido
shit is a real heavy number. When it comes to killing their own kind
they like to do things by the book. And that means settling things

between themselves."

'But you managed to talk him round..."

"It wasn't easy, but-' Karlstrom shrugged. '"They've got more to lose

than we have."

"You mean leyasu has. As [ understand it, Yoritomo is still unaware
that our covert support of leyasu's intelligence network is helping to
keep the TohYota in power." - 'Absolutely - and we plan to keep it

that way."

Gluing Karlstrom to his seat with an imperious gesture, the
President-General got up and began to pace slowly between his desk and
the fireplace on the far side of the room. Karlstrom slid round

sideways on his chair to avoid getting a crick in the back of his

neck.
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'Have you considered how this latest episode might affect the

Federation?"

"The Yama-Shita's military expedition?" The question caused Karlstrom
to raise his eyebrows. 'It's nothing to do with us. They flouted the
rules laid down by the shogunate. They tried to avenge the death of

their domain-lord by an illegal act of war and came a cropper.

End of story."

"Not quite. They also tried to divide and rule the Plainfolk - and

almost succeeded."

'until Mr Snow pulled the rug out from under them."

Karlstrom smiled. 'The sonofabitch may have wrecked The Lady, but in a

round-about way we owe him a vote of thanks. If the deal with the

D'Troit and C'Natti had gone through as planned, we could have been in

big trouble."

'We still may be. Supposing they try again?"

"They won't,' said Karlstrom firmly. Not after the beating they

took.
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Our inside sources all report that, as yet, none of the families
involved - the YamaShita, Ko- Nikka or Se-Iko- have a clear idea of

what happened
at the trading post. All anyone knows - and that

includes our friend Ieyasu - is that five ships were lost, probably

with all hands."

'But the full story is bound to filter through eventually."

Jefferson paused half-way through a turn and pointed to the VDU on the
side-table on the left-hand side of his desk. 'According to Brickman,
anyone in the D'Troit, C'Natti and San'Louis delegations who survived
was allowed to return home - to spread the word. That was nearly two
months ago. More than enough time for that word to have reached any

one of those five Iron Master outstations."

"That's true,' admitted Karlstrom. 'And the japs will then know that

their boats were wrecked and their men were killed - along with
thousands of others - by a tidal wave raised by She-Kargo summoner. Mr
Snow might be dead, but as you saw from Brickman's report, there are
other powerful summoners. We got one ourselves. And that's a threat

the Yama-Shita can't ignore."

'T take the point, but the Iron Masters don't think like we do. They
can accept defeat, but not loss of face." The P-G went on the prowl

again. 'Let me run a scenario by you and see how it sounds."
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'Okay ...."' 'You've mentioned the involvement of the Se-Iko and
Ko-Nikka families. They were given that trading concession by the
Shogun as a pay-oft for switching their support from the Yama-Shita to
the Toh-Yota and here they are, two ships down and out of pocket. I
shouldn't be surprised if they haven't already sent a delegation to the

Shogun to ask for redress."

"Tough on them,' said Karlstrom. 'They got involved in an illegal
operation and ended up getting their fingers burned. They won't get

any joy from Yoritomo - or leyasu."

"They certainly won't get any compensation,' agreed Jefferson. 'But

there are other forms of redress."

'Such as a government-led punitive operation against the Mutes..."

'It's not out of the question. Despite their fall from grace, the

Yama-Shita still enjoy the covert support of the other progressive
domain-lords. And because of that support the Toh-Y ota were unable to
eliminate the Yama-Shita family and seize its lands - despite the

treason charges levelled against them. Charges which were supported by

the majority of the other domain-lords.

And we know why. They all knew that if they stood by and let the

Yama-Shita family go to the wall, they could suffer the same fate.
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Once the Toh-Yota had absorbed its most powerful rival, it could pick

off the others 'one by one."

Jefferson paused mid-way between desk and fireplace with an expansive
gesture that matched the sweep of his scenario. 'The Yama-Shita may
have overstepped the mark by setting up those out-stations around Lake
Michigan, and in attempting to enlist the help of the D'Troit and

C'Natti in enslaving the She-Kargo and M'Waukee, but you have to admit

it was a great idea."

Karlstrom nodded.

'And I believe that the majority of domain-lords including those who
have always supported the TohYota - will also regard it as a step in
the right direction. An inevitable step .... ' 'T agree,' said

Karlstrom. 'But we've drawn the lines on the map. Everything west of

Lake Erie and the Appalachians belongs to us."

'For the moment. Forget about what the YamaShita were planning to

do.

The fact that it was an act of war launched without the consent of the
shogunate is a mere legal technicality. In losing those five

wheel-boats and two thousand men, the Iron Masters - as a nation have
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suffered a major military defeat at the hands of savages.

Non-persons.

The Plainfolk are the unwashed rabble they make slaves out of! The
Shogun can't walk away from this one,' cried Jefferson. "The honour of

the whole country is at stake!" Karlstrom leapt to his feet. 'Yes!

But what can he do?

We've made it clear what'll happen if they move troops
into Plainfolk

territory. We gave them the green light to continue trading but put
the block on any military operations. We have every right to come down
on them for this last stunt - ' 'Except, of course, we would be

penalising the wrong people."

'Precisely. But if the shogunate succumbed to popular pressure and
broke our agreement we couldn't just sit on our hands. We would have

to make good our threat of retaliation."

'If push comes to shove, can we deliver on that?"

"The belief that we can is what's kept them in line up to now. That

plus the whole raft of electronic equipment we've been supplying to

Ieyasu's people. It's those goodies which have kept the Toh-Yota one
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step ahead of their rivals. Ieyasu would block any move by the Shogun

that would rob him of our support."

"Yes. But that unwillingness to adopt any course of action which could
lead to a conflict with the Federation could also undermine the

Toh-Yota shogunate."

'Because... they'd be defeated .... ' 'Yes. And they'd be seen to lose
because the traditionalist policies of Yoritomo's family have held the
country back. As long as he maintains the edict against the Dark
Light, they'll never be a match for us. Without electricity they ain't
ever going to break out of the technological straight-jacket they've

locked themselves into."

'l can't argue with that,' said Karlstrom. 'If I've got this right,

you're suggesting that the pressure to get even with the Mutes and the

reluctance of the shogunate to do anything that will bring us down on

their necks will garner more support for the progressive movement...

and could eventually lead to the overthrow of the TohYota."

'Just airing a few thoughts,' said Jefferson modestly.

'How does it sound?"

Karlstrom nodded admiringly. 'It works for me."
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'Good." Jefferson laid a friendly hand on his shoulder.

'That's why we must do our utmost to help the TohYota stay in power."

He smiled. T've always had a great respect for tradition. Families

like ours should stick together."

His grip on Karlstrom's shoulder tightened. 'T'l leave you to work

out the details."

Some weeks later, as a result of this meeting, Steve found himself

being rotated through into the Oval Office.

Waiting on the other side of the 'stile was Karlstrom.

Jefterson the 31st - whom Steve had glimpsed on two occasions in
Cloudlands but had never spoken to on an unofficial basis - was over by
his desk. As he walked forward with Karlstrom to receive the warm
Presidential handshake, Steve caught a glimpse of someone standing by

the fireplace.

It was Fran. How strange! She must have known about this meeting and
yet she'd said nothing, even though that very morning she had been

wriggling around on his con-rod like a speared fish.
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'Steven! Good to see you looking so well. Sad news about your

kin-sister. Such promise, but there it is."

"Yes, sir." The laying on of the hands, heating that deep tich voice

intone his name still made Steve go weak at the knees.

'We have a job for you. A very important job that will involve a long,

and possibly dangerous, journey."

"You look surprised,' said Karlstrom.

'uh, no, sir! I'm ready to undertake any assignment you care to give
me. It's just that I thought you wanted me to stay close to Clearwater

in case..."

Karlstrom laid on one of his thin, mocking smiles. 'I don't think

she's going anywhere for the moment, do you?"

Sensing that Jefferson's eyes were on him, Steve pulled himself
together and put on a bold front. "What is it you wish me to do,

sir?"

Jefterson invited him to take the second seat, to Karlstrom's right,
that stood in line with the other corner of the desk. Fran remained by

the fireplace, behind Steve's back.
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The President-General laid his forearms on his desk and crossed one
hand over the other. He had strong fingers. The hands of a

craftsman.

'Steven. All the assignments you have undertaken have been important,
but on this occasion, you will be acting not just for the Federation,

but as a representative of the First Family. You will be dealing with
affairs of state - at the very highest level. Do you feel able to take

on this responsibility?"

'Yes, sir."

'Good. You have given ample proof of your courage and resourcefulness,
and we have the highest regard for your intelligence and loyalty. You
have also gained valuable experience through your contacts with the

Iron Masters. That is why we want you to fly to Ne-Issan - to meet

with Ieyasu, the Lord Chamberlain and the Shogun, and put certain
proposals to them. You will be acting as my personal messenger in the

same way that the Herald Toshiro Hase-Gawa represented the Shogun.

Does the idea appeal to you?"

Are you kidding?
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Steve fought to catch his breath. 'uh, I - wha - why, of course,

sir!

There's just one snag. All the top Iron Masters speak Basic, but I

only know the odd word or two of Japanese. Won't that put me at a big

disadvantage?"

"That won't be a problem,' said the President-General.

'Commander Franklynne Jefferson speaks the language fluently."

Steve felt two familiar hands slide onto his shoulders.

The contact was so unexpected his brain froze and his body went

rigid.

It wasn't just because they were in the Oval Office, it was something

about the gesture itself.

Like, as if... she owned him...

'S-Sir...?" It was the best he could manage.

Jefferson seemed to find Steve's momentary discomfiture mildly

amusing,
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He spelt it out once again. 'Commander Franklynn will be going with

"

you.

Steve's brain snapped back into gear. 'Yes-sir! I understand, sir!

The thing is ... there is no sexual equality in Ne-Issan. The Japs

treat women as second-class citizens."

'That's why you're going to be acting as front man,' explained

Karlstrom.

'But you'll be taking your orders from me .... ' Fran loosened her grip
on Steve's shoulders and moved to the right of his chair. He glanced
up and found a different Fran looking down at him. This wasn't his
bed-mate, it was the President of the Board of Assessors who had

sentenced him to three years in the A-Levels ....

'Any problems with that?" asked the President-General?

."None at all, sir!" None at all....

CHAPTER THREE

Over the same time interval which ended with Steve getting his marching

orders, Cadillac and Roz had also been preparing themselves for a
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journey into the Eastern Lands. Among the items Cadillac had recovered
from the burnt-out ruins of the settlement were two of the three flags
made from green and gold Iron Master fabric, and his own set of body
colours - waterproof dyes in the form of a thick paste contained in

small clay pots.

There was just enough for one coat each. After bathing in the
rock-pool, Roz knelt on a talking-mat in front of the hut, closed her
eyes and offered up her face. Beginning a little way inside the
hairline, Cadillac slowly covered Roz's body from head to toe using

four different skin colours plus her own golden UV-tan.

Once a year over the last five years, he and Clearwater had renewed
each other's skin markings - markings that other Mutes were born with
and the random pattern of swirls and patches that began on Roz's
forehead and slowly spread to cover her whole body was a close copy of

that same design.

When the last touch had been applied and rubbed into her feet and

ankles, Cadillac stepped back to admire his handiwork. Roz turned

around for his benefit then examined her arms and the front of her

body.

'Can I touch 1t?"

"Yes. But you have to rub some wood-ash over yourself to take the raw
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edge off the dye. I'll do the bits you can't reach." He walked with
her to the shaded rock pool and watched her peer closely at her

reflection. 'Does it feel strange?"

'No. The strange thing is, it doesn't. I think I prefer myself this
way." She got up off her knees and faced him. "It's funny, here I am

with no clothes on but...

somehow I don't feel naked. I feel..." she spread her arms, searching
for the word ... complete. Except for one thing." esponding to her
unspoken invitation, Cadillac gathered her into his arms. "What's

that?"

'T need a Name of Power,' she whispered.

Bestowing names was one of the tasks performed by Mute wordsmiths.

Cadillac planted a kiss on the flowing dark brown stripe that now

divided her forehead. T have one for you. I have seen you turn your

face to the clouds, have seen the happiness with which you greet the

falling waters. Y our name shall be Rain-Dancer."

Roz hugged him, then stepped away and leapt joyfully into the air,

turning full circle before landing gracefully with arms outstretched.
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't is done! I have shed my other self like the snake emerging from
its old skin. I am finally free of the Federation!" 'Don't celebrate

too soon,' said Cadillac. "They can still reach you."

"Through Steve?" Roz shook her head. 'Not now that we've tricked them
into thinking I'm dead." The state of the telepathic link between

herself and Steve was the one secret she kept from Cadillac. The last
contact had confirmed that she and Steve were free of suspicion, but
since then she had felt his mind slip away each time she tried to make
contact - just as it had when, at the age of eleven, he had announced

his intention to compete for one of the coveted places at the Flight

Academy.

Roz knew that Steve was perfectly capable of looking after himself, but

in closing the mind-bridge, he had also shut her off from Clearwater.

She and Roz could communicate without the need for words, but it was
not telepathy, it was empathy; a deep common bond of soul-sisterhood
which allowed them to understand each other's emotional state, and to

divine what the other was thinking.

But for this to take place, they needed to be in each other's

presence. Steve was the link; the key connection that allowed her to
speak to her soul-sister from afar. She could only enter Clearwater's
mind if it was engaged with Steve's- as she had when Steve had cradled

her wounded body while waiting for the Red River medics to arrive.
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Roz guessed that Clearwater was probably being held in the Life
Institute, but with Steve's mind drifting out of reach she no longer

knew if she was safe and well.

Roz's close physical and growing mental relationship with Cadillac had
allowed him to study her closely. He had detected a certain
evasiveness whenever he had broached the subject of Steve and
Clearwater- especially in respect of Brickman's intentions. Whatever
he said was bound to get him into trouble, but it needed to be brought

out in the open. 'He's gone off the air, hasn't he?"

'If he has, I'm sure there's a perfectly good reason."

"Yes. He's sold out,' said Cadillac. 'He's got Clearwater.

He knows you're with me. He knows what you can do. And now that

you've got him off the hook, he figures he's safer where he is."

Roz's face darkened. "Why must you always think the worst?!" 'Because

I've been inside his head!" cried Cadillac.

'And part of him is in me now! I know how his mind works!" "You have
no right to judge him!" Roz thrust him away and walked towards the

hut. Cadillac followed her. Snatching her skirt off the ground with
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an angry gesture, she wrapped it around her waist and fastened the ties
with trembling fingers. Thrusting her arms into the fringed sleeves of

the leather tunic, she pulled it on and turned to face him, eyes

blazing. 'l am the only one who knows the pressure he's under! It's
something you have never experienced! And I pray to Mo-Town you never

will!'

'l bear heavy responsibilities? protested Cadillac.

'And you've got me to help you! It's not the same thing. Here, you've
got room to think!" Roz pointed to the ground. 'Down there is a
different world. I know Steve is still with us. And he's going to do

his very best to get Clearwater and her child out of the Federation the

same way he got you out of Ne-Issan."

'With a great deal of outside help,' said Cadillac sourly.

'And you may like to know that I built the aircraft which enabled us to

reach the Hudson River! He didn't carry me. I played an active part

in that escape!" 'Oh, really? That's not what Clearwater told me.

She said you were the one who didn't want to leave! Go on!

Admit it! You were having too good a time!" - 'l was until your

kin-brother came along!" The words tumbled out before Cadillac could

stop himself.
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'Exactly!" cried Roz. "You had sold out to the Iron Masters!"

"That's not true!" shouted Cadillac. 'That's not how it was!" 'All
right, I believe you. You had your reasons- just as Steve has equally

valid reasons for what he's doing now.

I know he hasn't sold out. And deep down, so do you, don't you?"

Cadillac didn't reply.

Roz tried again. 'Why can't you bring yourself to trust him?"

It took a while, but when his anger had subsided, the answer came:
'"Because he seeks to know everything, but he does not use that
knowledge to change himself- only to gain power over those around

him."

'Give him time." Roz's voice was also calmer now. 'l did not see

things clearly at first, even though a voice deep within told me I did

not belong to the underground world. Knowing is not the same as
Understanding. How much have you changed since our life-streams were

drawn together?"

'"Whose side are you on?!" cried Cadillac, his new spirit of
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reasonableness wearing thin.

"Yours!" said Roz. 'But this jealousy, this rivalry between you must

end! The four of us are bound
together by ties far deeper and

stronger than mere blood and friendship! The resentment and distrust
you harbour gnaws at that bond like a cancer. Cut them out swiftly and

cleanly, like a surgeon wielding a knife!

Act like the warrior you're supposed to be!" She saw her words strike

home and laughed at his crestfallen expression. 'Do you realise we've

just had our first quarrel?"

T've a feeling it won't be the last,' said Cadillac.

Roz ran a teasing finger down his bare chest. 'So how can I make it up

to you?"

'T can think of several ways,' said Cadillac. 'But first, this pale

imitation of a warrior needs a paint job."

Protective colouring was not the only thing they needed.

The long journey Cadillac had in mind called for horses and some extra

security en route. There was little doubt that Roz Could ward off

almost any threat they were likely to meet but Cadillac was looking for
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a way to keep trouble at arms' length. He had seen how the act of
summoning earth-magic had left both Mr Snow and Clearwater physically

weakened and looking utterly drained.

All these gifts had their price, and just as Brickman had insisted on

the need to husband Clearwater's power, so it was with Cadillac now.

Roz did not know why or how she was able to warp people's sense of

reality, she just did it.

But would it always be instantly available? Summoners could not
produce an endless stream of earth-magic. Her mental powers might have

similar limitations; that was why it was important not to abuse them.

He did not want to arrive in Ne-Issan - where they would be in mortal
danger every step of the way - only to discover that her 'batteries'

had gone flat.

As a couple, rattling around the landscape on their own, they were too
exposed. To a hand of warriors from a rival clan who were out to put
some blood on their knives they looked like an easy kill - exactly the

kind of trouble Cadillac was anxious to avoid.

There was only one answer - they had to seek the protection of another
clan. The extended truce decided upon by the Great River Council,

which had already enabled the M'Calls to gain the support of a
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She-Kargo and M'"Waukee clan in setting up the surprise attack on The

Lady, made such an arrangement entirely feasible.

Cadillac ran through a mental list of the She-Kargo clans who laid
claim to the territory north and east of the Laramie Mountains and

decided upon the Clan M'Kenzi.

While not as numerous as the M'Calls had been before their first
encounter with The Lady, the M'Kenzi were a large clan and their
delegation had supported Mr Snow's efforts to weld the She-Kargo and
M'Waukee into a coherent fighting force: a gesture of solidarity which
had proved costly on the day. The M'Kenzi delegation were still
scrambling for safety when the edge of the tidal wave had barrelled
along the face of the bluffs, sweeping away many of those who had

survived the bloody retreat along the sandbars.

Magnum-Force, the M'Kenzi's wordsmith was one of the lucky ones. And

also one of a rare breed; a female wordsmith.

Cadillac knew there had been others in the past, but Magnum was the
only living example. He also knew that, as of last year, she had not
found a similarly-gifted child to train as her replacement. If
approached in the right fashion, she might view him as a possible heir,
and that would be sufficient to overcome any objections the other clan

elders might have.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Wordsmiths enjoyed a special status both inside and outside their

clan.

They were regarded as being above the fray in which ordinary Mute

warriors were embroiled.

As aresult, their lives were rarely threatened by rival clansmen - not
even by those disrespecters of tradition, the D'Troit. They did not

have to 'chew bone' - to kill, or be blooded in battle - they were
regarded as having 'standing' from simply being a wordsmith. This, of
course, had not been enough for Cadillac. Raised in Mr Snow's shadow,

he was so hungry for recognition,
he had sought every opportunity to

prove his worth as a warrior and had finally succeeded due to the
timely intervention of Clearwater - a fact he had conveniently

overlooked.

The first priority, however, was the horses. On his return to the

M'Call settlement in the spring, in the company of Brickman, Malone and
his band of renegades, Cadillac had brought a number of Iron Master
horses. Malone's men had appropriated most of them, but they had been
recovered following the midnight massacre in which Malone and every
single one of his men had been killed. Some had been used by
Brickman's group in the attack on The Lady, but six or seven had been

left in the care of the den-mothers and She-Wolves who had stayed to
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guard the settlement.

Searching the immediate surroundings of the burnt-out settlement in the
first few days after his return, Cadillac discovered two bullet-ridden
carcasses that were already being pulled apart by a jostling crowd of

death-birds.

A week later, on lower ground some two miles northeast of the
settlement, he and Roz came across the body of another horse. From the
relatively intact state of the carcass, it had died from wounds some

days after the first pair. That left at least three unaccounted for.

Despite the miles he had travelled on their backs, Cadillac's knowledge
of horses was, still rudimentary, but he knew about herd animals. He
reckoned the third, wounded horse had fled at the first fusillade,
following its more-fortunate companions. They had moved on when he
finally succumbed, but given the point where his body lay they had not
travelled very far in that seven-day period. This seemed to indicate
they had resumed their normal grazing pattern once the initial panic

had died down.

Cadillac surmised that horses, in their natural state, behaved like
buffalo, who only ran when alerted to danger by the scout bulls on the
fringes of the herd. If the horses had enjoyed a relatively peaceful

life sinceand with bears, jackals and mountain lions in abundance that

was certainly not guaranteed - they might still be within reach.
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There was only one way to find out, and that fitted in with another
requirement; the need for Roz to learn how to run. If she was a
full-blooded Mute, the ability to lope effortlessly mile after mile for
hours on end would be lying dormant within her, but it could not be
awakened at the snap of a finger. After his broken leg had mended,
Brickman had trained himself back to peak fitness, but it had taken him
time to reach the combination of speed and endurance required to keep

up with a M'Call hunting posse.

Roz, like most Trackers, had followed a daily exercise regime since

early childhood, but swimming came higher on the list than running.

During her first five-mile jog with Cadillac along mountain trails she
thought she would die, but at the end of three weeks she was still on
her feet after ten, but distinctly wobbly when Cadillac stretched it to
fifteen. Five weeks into her overground existence she was able to
overcome that pain-barrier and start pushing herself towards the target

distance of twenty-five miles.

It took a lot of perseverance on both their parts, and the fact they
were still speaking at the end of it testified to the closeness of
their relationship. That perseverance finally paid off: the daily runs
took them further and further afield, and finally, as they crested a

rise, they saw below them a loose cluster of larches grouped around a
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stream sparkling with sunlight as it rippled over a pebble bed.

Drinking from the stream were two horses, one a dappled grey, the other
a golden brown with a flowing oatmeal-coloured mane and tail - one of
several mounts Cadillac had ridden during the long journey from Lake

Michigan to Wyoming.

Cadillac led the way down the slope towards the stream, moving with the
same stealth the Mutes employed when hunting game. As they entered the
stand of trees, the two horses turned their heads towards them several

times to assess the danger then continued
to eat their way across the

carpet of sweet fat grass, flicking their tails to express their

annoyance at being interrupted.

Squatting down by the edge of the stream, Cadillac fished out the two

bridles he'd been carrying around in a sling pouch for the last few

days. 'Let's have a couple of those yellow-fists."

Roz produced two yellow-skinned apples from her bag.

Cadillac sliced them in half; releasing a sharp tangy smell from the

firm white flesh inside that made Roz's jaws tingle.

The dappled grey mare pricked up her ears.
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Cadillac laid two pieces into the palm of Roz's hand.

'T'm hoping the roan will recognise my voice, but if he doesn't, you

know what to do."

"Wait a minute. [ know what you told me, but -' Roz looked down at the
apple halves. "You don't seriously expect me to put these in their
mouths, do you? With teeth like they've got?!" 'Relax! It's not
dangerous. Look- keep your palm flat, with your fingers turned down,
and offer it up at an angle - like that." Cadillac arranged her left

hand in the correct position. 'The flesh on the mouth is quite loose,

and the front lips are soft and sort of leathery."

'Err-ugghhh!" The thought made Roz shiver.

'Don't be stupid. They can't eat you, they're not carnivores. And

they're not going to slobber all over you. Their mouths should be

quite dry. Just keep your thumb tucked well in."

Why?"

'So as not to get it bitten off."

'"That's it. That does it. You do it, I'll watch."

Cadillac rose and stepped back out of reach as she tried to give back
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the sliced apple. 'l was only joking, Roz.

How can you possibly be scared? I'm sure you can do anything if you

put your mind to it."

'Ho, ho, very funny." She snatched the bridle from his outstretched

hand. Tt doesn't work with animals. I know, because I've tried."

'You didn't tell me."

"Why should 1? You'd have only made fun of me - like you're doing

n

now.

'Clearwater didn't have any problems. She even knew how to talk to

them. Right from the word go. They were drawn to her like bees to

honey."

"Yes, well, I'm not her, and she's not here, so there's no point in

talking about it, is there?"

"You're right." Cadillac turned away.

"Where are you going?!" '"To the other side of the stream. I'm going

to try and work round behind the roan."
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."But what do I do if they both come towards me?"

"You've got a bag full of apples. Keep feeding 'em until I get

there."

The prospect of being run down by two large horses provoked a squeal of
dismay. 'Don't go so fast!" But Cadillac was already over the stream
and striding away through the trees in an attempt to head off the roan

which had kicked up its heels and trotted away from its companion.

Cupping his hands around his mouth, Cadillac called to the horse with
the same shrill voice he had heard the Thai stable-boys using when

rounding up horses in Ne-Issan.

Reacting to the voice, the roan halted obediently and allowed Cadillac
to get closer. Then, catching the scent of the proffered apple, it

trotted towards him. Cadillac readied the bridle.

Roz, on the other side of the stream, forced herself to walk towards
the dappled grey. The closer she got, the bigger it became. It was
absolutely enormous! Gritting her teeth, she stretched out her right
hand and offered it half an apple. 'Come on, take it! You great
stupid thing!" The dappled grey sniffed the air then started to walk
forward. In the last few weeks, Roz had discovered both the
attractions and dangers of living with wild animals, but as the horse

broke into a trot, all her lofty theories about the precious nature of
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lower life forms and their rights to co-exist with Man evaporated. All

she could feel
now was the ground shaking beneath her, and to her

ears, the booming thump of the four trotting hoofs sounded like a roll

of thunder.

Oh, Sweet Mother. It weighs a ton and it's not going to stop!

Gripped by an unreasoning fear, Roz turned sideways, right arm still
outstretched, ready to flee. She held her ground until the mare was

some two yards away then dropped the apple, leapt across the stream and
hid behind the nearest tree with Cadillac's laughter ringing in her

cars.

The mare snaffled the fallen fruit with bared teeth, cleared the stream

with one stride and headed towards Roz.

'Help! It's following me!'

'Exactly! That's the whole idea!" cried Cadillac. He led the roan
downstream. 'Get your bridle ready then give her the other piece!'
'Oww-err! Can't you help? I'm not used to this!" 'Steve brought a

horse onto Red River, didn't he?"

"Yes - but I didn't have to feed it!" Keeping the tree between them,

Roz offered the grey another piece of apple. The horse caught it
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between its teeth just as Roz jerked her hand away.

"Now the bridle!" called Cadillac. 'Quick! Grab hold of her mane!'
'l can't reach!" said Roz. "You'll have to do it." She threw the

bridle towards him.

Cadillac caught it against his chest and led the roan over. 'Think you

can manage to hold onto this one?"

TI try..."

'Give me another of those apples." Cadillac turned and addressed the
dappled grey mare soothingly, stroking its neck as it ate out of his
hand. When the horse had quietened down, he gently eased the bridle
over its muzzle, slipped the metal bit between its teeth, and hooked

the head strap over its ears.

Roz watched him buckle the straps tight. "Y ou make it all look so

easy..."

"That's because this's the easy bit,' said Cadillac. He handed her the

reins of the grey and took control of the roan. 'Sitting on top of

them and staying there is where it gets difficult."

'But at least you know how."
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"Yes. And by the time we get to where we're going so will you."

For Roz, who was almost a head shorter than Cadillac, the first major
problem was learning how to get onto the horse. Without the aid of
stirrups and a saddle to hang onto, it demanded a fairly high degree of
physical agility and - for absolute beginners - a good deal of
determination. Roz had plenty of that and she needed every ounce of
it. Cadillac gave her a leg up until she had mastered the basics of
riding bareback, then left her to struggle on her own. After countless
attempts and a great deal of cursing, she finally worked out how to
haul herself onto the horse's back, but not before she had suffered the
ignominy of overdoing the first leap up and tumbling nose-first off the

far side.

To her credit, she bore the knocks and the inevitable soreness without
complaint and eventually her persistence paid off. Six days after
running away in panic from the dappled grey, she was able to catch,
bridle and control both horses well enough for them to begin the first

stage of their long journey.

Using strips of buffalo hide cut from salvaged hut panels, Cadillac
fashioned two wide girths to hold a part of a bearskin in place as a
saddle, and he made horizontal chest and rump straps for them to

provide an anchor point for the trucking poles.
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These were long larch saplings, lashed together in parallel, just far
enough apart for the horse's hindquarters to fit between. The top ends
were lashed to the leather harness, the strain being taken by a back
strap behind the saddle and the horse's chest; the bottom ends trailed

at a shallow angle along the ground, well clear of its rear legs.

What possessions they had, including the constituent parts of their
hut, were tied onto the light latticework platform that helped to keep
the trucking poles parallel to one another. Roz helped Cadillac with
the construction by cutting up thin strips of hide and binding
everything together, firmly and neatly, with the same care she used

when stitching up a wound.

When all was ready, they led the horses down the only suitable trail

from the bluff to the undulating plain below.

As they were about to enter a thick stand of pines that lay across

their path, Cadillac reined in the roan and cast a long backward glance
at the slim, graceful plume of water that fell from the tongue-stone:

the landmark which, for so many years, had served to guide hunting

posses back to the settlement.

'Are you sorry to leave?" asked Roz.

'I'm not leaving anything. What's left of the past we're taking with
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us. But I was born up there. Even though it is heavy with death this

place will always be special to me."

'"It's special to me too,' said Roz. "This is where I came to life.

Don't grieve. We'll come back one day."

Cadillac clasped her outstretched hand and felt her fingers close

reassuringly around his. 'What makes you say that?"

'Isn't this where you would like our child to be born?"

The question came as a total surprise. "Why, yes, but surely you don't
mean ?!" 'No,' laughed Roz. 'Not yet. But when it's time, [ want you

to bring me here. Promise?"

"Yes, I promise .... ' On their second day out, they encountered a

hunting posse from the Clan K'Vanna, another branch of the She-Kargo
bloodline. Not having a crossbow with which to send up a smoking arrow
- the signal used by rival groups of Plainfolk when they wished to

parley - Cadillac and Roz had to ride towards the posse, coming much
closer than was usual at the preliminary stages of a parley, and

running the risk of an itchy trigger finger sending a bolt through

their chests.

When Cadillac was able to see they were facing warriors from a
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She-Kargo clan he motioned Roz to halt beside him. Placing his hand
across his heart he raised it above his head to display the empty

palm.

The leader of the posse laid down his crossbow and returned the

gesture.

Cadillac dismounted, passed the reins of his horse to Roz and walked
forward. He had prepared a big speech, but to his surprise, neither
his eloquence nor Roz's power were required to get them over the next

hurdle.

It soon became clear that all the clans who had sent delegations to the
trading post at Du-Aruta had heard about the power and triumphal
progress of The Chosen from Carnegie-Hall and the wordsmiths of the
clans that he, Steve and Clearwater had encountered on their journey
westwards to the point where they had run into Malone's renegades. The
fact that he and Roz were on horseback, flying the green and gold
banner of Talisman, was proof of their identity and their ticket to

ride - wherever they wished - across territory held by the She-Kargo

and M'Waukee.

It was almost too good to be true.

Introducing Roz as Rain-Dancer, Cadillac asked the warriors how he
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could reach the turf of the M'Kenzi. The leader of the posse offered
to put him on the right path but not until he and his companion had
paid a courtesy visit to their settlement. Cadillac agreed, whereupon

two of the K'Vanna warriors raced off to alert the elders.

When Cadillac and Roz arrived with the posse, they were received with
some ceremony. The death-defying act that he, Steve and Clearwater had
performed with the aid of rolled straw mats and a samurai sword had

left a deep impression on everyone who had seen it, and the K'Vanna
elders, led by their wordsmith DowJones-Index, were dearly hoping for a

repeat performance.

, Cadillac, who had met Dow-Jones on previous visits to the trading
post, made a great play of taking the elders into his confidence. In a

hushed voice which drew the
circle of heads towards his, Cadillac

announced that he and Rain-Dancer were preparing themselves for an
encounter of earth-shaking importance with the Iron Masters. If
brought to a successful conclusion, it would secure the future of the
Plainfolk. It was, therefore, absolutely vital that he and his

companion preserved their magical energies until that fateful moment.

Did they not agree?

Of course they did.
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But Cadillac had another more important reason for not turning Roz
loose. She was a key part of the presentation he intended to make to
the forthcoming Plainfolk Council and he did not want to lose the

element of surprise by giving sneak-previews to all and sundry.

Assuaging his disappointed hosts with the promise of further secret
revelations at Sioux Falls, Cadillac and Roz resumed their journey and
were passed on by the K'Vanna to the O'Shay. Once again their arrival
created a wave of excitement followed by a sense of anticlimax which
Cadillac quickly smoothed away with more artful diplomacy. Roz, who
shadowed him throughout, watched and listened with growing admiration

as he won over yet another audience.

Five days into their journey, they finally made contact with the Clan

M'Kenzi and their wordsmith, Magnum-Force, a tough-minded, hard-bodied,
handsome woman with over fifty life-beads on her necklace. She and
Cadillac were well acquainted through her friendship with Mr Snow - a
friendship that was something more than the professional link all

wordsmiths shared.

Some years back, in a rare moment when one too many lungfuls of
rainbow-grass had got the better of his discretion, Mr Snow had hinted
at a deeper relationship dating back to the time when he and Magnum had

first come to the trading-post as young pupils of their predecessors.

A mutual attraction which he claimed had never been requited because of
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the strict taboo on sexual relationships between members of different

clans.

. Having recently discovered more about Mr Snow's early life, including
the hidden cave which he allegedly used for illicit amorous liaisons,
Cadillac was no longer sure that the old fox was any great respecter of

tradition.

Magnum had survived the Battle of the Trading-Post and had seen Mr Snow
lying grey-faced and totally exhausted on what many of his entourage

said was his death-bed. Magnum had spent many hours by his side and

had been close at hand when the young man she knew as Cloud-Warrior had
had several whispered conversations with him. Later, when the first

Plainfolk Council ended, she saw the Old One rally, and what remained

of their two delegations had journeyed side by side towards Wyoming.

Mr Snow had been alive when they parted and one of the first things she

wanted to know was his present state of health.

'Did you not hear of the great battle at Big Fork?"

'T have heard there was a battle with several iron snakes in which many

of the Plainfolk perished,' said Magnum.

'One snake was consumed by fire, four more limped away with their backs
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broken."

Cadillac squared his shoulders. 'The blood that was spilt was the
blood of the Clan m'call!" he declared proudly. 'And the Old One died

leading them in battle."

The news left Magnum visibly shaken. She hung her head for a long
moment and when she raised her eyes to meet theirs her face was
streaked with tears. 'I shall miss him,' she said. And with that

simple epitaph, she threw back her head, cleared her throat and became

her brisk, no-nonsense serf. 'How can I help you?"

Cadillac explained the situation that he and Rain-Dancer found
themselves in, and how he was hoping that the extended truce might

permit their adoption by

the Clan M'Kenzi.

'For how long?"

'The foreseeable future."

Had they been ordinary Mutes it would have been out of the question,

but it was not without precedent
for wordsmiths who, for one reason or

another, found themselves without a clan. Cadillac himself had been
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offered the chance of joining a D'Troit clan and had come close to

getting himself killed for saying 'no'.

Magnum wiped the tear-stains from her cheeks with the back of her

hand.

"You certainly don't believe in pussyfooting around."

"Neither do you." Cadillac shrugged. 'Rain-Dancer and I need a secure

base. We won't be here all the time, but when we are we don't expect

special treatment. We'll do our share of whatever has to be done like

everyone else. You could benefit a great deal from what we know.

Always assuming 'we get back in one piece from the Eastern Lands."

'[s that where you're going?"

"Yes. All will be revealed at the Big White Running Water."

The Mute name for Sioux Falls...

'And we'd like to go there as part of your delegation,' added Roz.

Magnum eyed them both in turn. 'That's kay as far as it goes but

what's in it for us? What exactly are these benefits?"
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Tl be in a better position to answer that question when the

Plainfolk Council meets,' replied Cadillac.

'But Rain-Dancer is a healer and I know the ways of both sand-burrower
and dead-face. And I can make you one promise now. If I outlive you,

and provided your people so honour and accept me, I am ready to become
wordsmith to the M'Kenzi - unless, of course, you find a worthier

apprentice between now and then."

The offer brought tears back to Magnum's cheeks.

"How strange life is! If Mo-Town's hand had caused me to be born in

another's place, unfettered by the traditions which separate our clans,

you might have been my son and Mr Snow might have been your father.

But it could never be. And now here you are..."

'

Magnum stood up. Cadillac and Roz followed. "'Welcome, my children.'

She embraced them both in turn.

"From this day on, you shall enjoy the same rights and be held in the

same esteem as the most favoured of our own sons and daughters."

'"Thank you,' said Roz.
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Cadillac could see that she was affected by Magnum's emotional reaction
to the news of Mr Snow's death. He ran a comforting hand across her
shoulders then turned back to Magnum-Force. 'Won't you need to clear

this with the clan elders?"

Magnum's jaw-muscles hardened. 'When it comes to important decisions

they usually end up doing what I think is best. But before I put this

to them, there is. one thing. If you're serious about being our next

wordsmith- '

'lam-' "They will probably insist on you both adopting our clan name.

It means the end of Cadillac m'call. Are you ready for that?"

It was one of those rare occasions when Cadillac was at a loss for

words.

Magnum-Force exchange an amused glance with Roz.

"No. Clearly not. Never mind. If the matter comes up - as it most

certainly will - I'll suggest we postpone your formal adoption until

you return from the Eastern Lands."

'Good thinking,' said Cadillac. 'T won't forget this."
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'T don't intend to let you,' said Magnum.

That night, when they lay between the furs in their newly-erected hut,

Roz said: 'They did .... ' Cadillac eased away from her. "Who did?"

"Mr Snow and Magnum-Force."

'Did what?"

Roz hugged him fiercely and pressed her naked body closer to his.

'What we're doing now .... ' The first formally convened Plainfolk
Council proved to be a rambling affair that spread itself over the
first three weeks of September. With so many hatchets to bury, there

was a great deal of argument, much of it
bad-tempered. The general

truce agreed by the shaken delegates after the Battle of the Trading

Post had not been universally observed by the young bloods of their own
clans, but that had not deterred them from sending representatives to
Sioux Falls. As a consequence, the opening round of debates
degenerated into a series of interminable slanging matches in which

accusations and counter-accusations were hurled across the ring.

Cadillac and Roz were probably the only participants not seeking

redress for some real or imagined wrong.
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After three days of verbal blood-letting had gone by without anything
positive having been achieved he began to get a little impatient, but
he was shrewd enough to realise that he stood a better chance of
impressing his views on the assembly if he waited for the acrimony to

subside.

It was in the second week that a constructive dialogue began to emerge,

by which time Cadillac had had ample opportunity to discover how well

or poorly each bloodline was represented, and to test the varying moods

of the major delegations. As expected, the She-Kargo and M'Waukee were
there in strength along with the San' Paul, the lesser bloodline who

had stood with them against the D'Troit. There were a surprising

number of C'Natti delegations and some from the San'Louis, but still

less than half those who, in previous years, would have assembled at

the old trading post.

There were no delegations from the D'Troit, but many reports that
several big D'Troit clans like the D'Vine, D'Sica and D'Niro who had
carved their way into territory which was once the sole preserve of the
She-Kargo, had been spotted moving eastwards towards Lake

Mee-Sheegun.

The migration seemed to indicate that the D'Troit intended to throw
their lot in with the Iron Masters despite the clemency shown to the

defeated warriors who had survived the tidal wave, and the fact that
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their illustrious patrons had also suffered heavy losses - plus a

severe blow to their prestige.

Sobeit. . ..

To Cadillac, the fact that the clan delegations were here at all, and

in such numbers, was a minor miracle in itself. The Battle of the
Trading Post was a watershed in the history of the Plainfolk, but the
traditions built up over nine hundred years could not be abandoned
overnight. The changes that needed to take place before the Plainfolk
could become a nation struck deep into the core of their

belief-system.

A warrior measured his worth in hand-to-hand combat in which he or his

adversary could die, and often did. Death or dishonour.

Raw courage was the cornerstone of Mute existence; physical strength

and endurance the foremost attributes.

Their distant ancestors had survived through their ability to fight,
and their readiness to kill for food, shelter, to protect their own and
what they held to be theirs. Often, territory was the only thing they

possessed; everything else of value had been turned to ashes.

With the passing of time, as the wastelands healed, the clans had moved

into the vast, empty spaces. Red grass sprouted from the charred
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earth, fruit trees came into bud. Herd animals, once driven to the
edge of extinction by high-velocity rifles, grew in numbers; birds and
fish multiplied. The murderous battles for scarce,resources became
ritualised combats in which the young braves of both sexes gained

'standing' - the first step to warriorhood.

Fighting became a way of life even though there was enough food and raw
materials and more than enough space to go round. The need to defend
your 'turf' was a legacy from urban life in the pre-Holocaust era when

*the sidewalks around the block in which you lived were the only thing

to which the ghetto-people could lay claim.

With few possessions, a crippling lack of education, work-skills and
job-opportunities, courage was the only badge the young bloods could
wear with pride before they, like their elders, were worn down into

hopelessness or destroyed by the system.

Anyone who didn't belong, intruders from the next block had to pay

tribute or be resisted - whatever
the cost..That territorial

imperative, combined with sewer-rat cunning, energy and ruthlessness

enabled a favoured few to survive the War of a Thousand Suns.

Many of these perished in the Great Ice Dark which followed, but some
found the will to endure until the skies cleared and the blood drained

from the face of the sun.
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A new world was born but the old ways did not die with the Old Time.

The scattered groups of people who were to become the Mutes never

learned to put their trust in one another. They remained fragmented.

Prior to the Battle of the Trading Post, Plainfolk Mutes made no
distinction between the braves of a neighbouring clan and a company of
Trail-Blazers. Certain 'rules of engagement' were observed when Mute
clashed with Mute, but apart from that small distinction, both were
regarded as the enemy and an incursion by either was resisted with

equal ferocity.

This was the big hurdle that had to be overcome.

Somehow, Cadillac had to find a way to persuade the assembled elders
that there was only one enemy - the Federation. Drawing their own
blood did not strengthen the Plainfolk, it weakened them and allowed

the Federation to score easy victories.

From his preliminary conversations it was clear that the elders knew
this, but getting them to do something about it was a different matter
entirely. The Plainfolk were prisoners of their own history, and it
was this same inability to forget their differences and band together

which had led to the piecemeal subjugation of the Southern Mutes. It
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was not yet complete, but those who had escaped the yoke of the
Federation remained fragmented and did not pose a serious threat to the

overground activities of the sand-burrowers.

The eventual fate of these remnants and the present condition of their
blood-brothers provided a powerful argument for the Plainfolk to unite
under the banner of Talisman. But that, in itself, would not ensure

victory.

In addressing the burnt and blistered M'Call Bears after the battle
with The Lady, Mr Snow had spoken of the need for new ways, new
weapons. Physical bravery, for which the Plainfolk were renowned, was

not enough. Not against the Federation.

That, at least, was something the assembled wordsmiths and elders at

Sioux Falls were able to agree on. New weapons had to be obtained.

Powerful long sharp iron like the cannon plundered from the wrecked
wheel-boats. Some of the iron balls they hurled through the air had
been recovered, but no one knew how to make the cannons speak with a

tongue of flame and a voice like sky-thunder.

.Cadillac knew how, but on making enquiries, he learned that the few
unbroken casks of black powder had been prised open and emptied by the
scavengers in the hope of finding something useful within. New weapons

could only be obtained from one source - The Eastern Lands.
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Ne-Issan.

A way had to be found to resume trade with the dead-faces, but after
the calamitous losses they had suffered at the hands of the Plainfolk
how could the two sides be brought together to even discuss such a

proposal?

Cadillac believed he, and he alone, was the man who could effect a
reconciliation and clinch a new trade agreement. With Roz's help he
was ready to venture into Ne-Issan and parley with those who now ruled
in place of Hirohito Yama-Shita- the domain-lord who had fallen prey to

Clearwater's earth-magic.

On the day he chose to announce his plan, it was Carnegie-Hall's turn
to preside over the three-deep ring of wordsmiths from the various

clans and bloodlines.

Sitting crosslegged behind them were the other delegates, mainly elders
of both sexes. They in turn were surrounded by a shifting crowd of
warriors, some of whom had been recruited to lend their vocal support
to a particular faction or argument, others listening out of genuine

interest or curiosity.

And when that curiosity was satisfied or their interest in the
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proceedings waned they wandered off elsewhere
to watch or participate

in one of the many peripheral activities: bouts of wrestling, feats of
strength, practice duels with the increasingly popular quarterstaff
which Steve had introduced, and a host of other rough-and-tumble team

events. A kind of bare-knuckle Olympics.

Elsewhere, more serious business was being conducted.

The process of inter-clan bartering which had started on the bluffs
above Du-Aruta continued as the newly-styled 'vendors', who formed a
key part of each delegation, honed their trading skills amid the hustle

and bustle of a sprawling, open-air bazaar.

When it was his turn to take over the centre of the ring, Cadillac
reviewed the options open to the Plainfolk. The resumption of trade

was a vital first step but they could not go back to the old ways.

From henceforth, declared Cadillac, the Plainfolk must not go in fear

of the Iron Masters. They must trade as equals. Cadillac spoke of

what he had seen in Ne-Issan, of the Lost Ones - the journeymen and
women who lived and worked in chains and were regarded as being lower
than the beasts of the field, and of their offspring, the Iron-Feet,

born into a life of unending slavery.

"Never again,' he cried, 'must we allow our blood-brothers and sisters
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to journey across the Great River!

All of us have closed our eyes and hearts, preferring not to know or
even reflect upon the fate we condemned them to - through our inability

to help ourselves!

"That time has passed! We must not only defend this sacred ground
against those - on all sides - who seek to take it from us, we must
pledge ourselves to win freedom for all those who toil in chains under
the whips of the dead-faces and the long sharp iron of the
sand-burrowers!" His words drew a rousing cheer from the outer ring of
spectators, but the elders and wordsmiths were less enthusiastic. They
nodded gravely to show they agreed with this ringing declaration of

independence but remained sitting firmly on their hands.

Magnum-Force, wordsmith of the Clan M'Kenzi who had taken Roz and
Cadillac under their wing, stood up and was given permission to

respond. "These are spirited words, in the tradition of your teacher,

Mr Snow, architect of our great victory and in whose name we are
gathered here today. But despite his vision, and all the recent

declarations of goodwill - which still hang on the air - there are many

of our own bloodline, of the M'Waukee, C'Natti and San'Paul still ready
to cut each other's throats! We cannot go forward until those who sit
amongst us with blood on their knives - ' Her words caused an immediate
uproar. Those who felt unjustly accused, the unrepentant aggressors

and their outraged victims, and the anarchic fringe who just liked
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sowing disorder, all leapt to their feet and tried to shout each other

down.

It took several minutes for Carnegie-Hall and the silent majority to
restore order. When everyone had subsided leaving only the M'Kenzi
wordsmith and Cadillac standing, Carnegie-Hall motioned for Magnum to

continue.

She surveyed the seated delegates, treating the most vocal of her
detractors to a contemptuous stare. 'The Plainfolk will never be great

while there are more yapping jackals than bears and mountain lions.

Those who have broken their solemn pledge may be able to ease their
guilt by shouting me down but it is not our tongues that will defeat

the dead-faces and sand-burrowers - it is our knife-arms!'
'Heyyyy-YAHHH!" yelled the crowd. And this time, most of the

wordsmiths and elders joined in the chorus of approval.

Magnum-Force turned to Cadillac. 'T applaud the breadth of your vision
but I think you ask too much of us. Those with wise heads and open
hearts from the great bloodline of the C'Natti have chosen to join us,
but many more have stayed away. There is not one amongst us who

represents the D'troit.

"The Plainfolk is a house divided! How can we hope to overcome the
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armed might of the dead-faces and the
iron-snakes of the Federation?

We cannot! We know this and so do their great chiefs. And yet you
talk of imposing terms on the dead-faces! You claim to be one of The

Chosen who herald the coming of Talisman. You claim to speak for him

'

'That is true,' interjected Cadillac.

It is true you have inherited the tongue of Mr Snow,' admitted

Magnum.

'And you can read the seeing-stones but you have no earth-magic. You
are no Storm-Bringer!" "That is also true .... ' "Then tell us! How

can you defend the interests of the Plainfolk when you cannot even
defend yourself!" The question evoked a challenging roar from the

doubters in the audience.

Cadillac held up his hands to appeal for calm, then sought out Roz and
motioned her to join him. As she threaded her way through the seated
delegates he said: "My given role is to speak for the Plainfolk." He
swept his eyes around the ring of wordsmiths then aimed his words to
those beyond. 'All of you know that a swift mind and tongue can
achieve more than the sharpest blade. The tales a wordsmith spins and

the wisdom he dispenses are the cords which bind us to the past and
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future and hold the clan together. Without the clan, without that bond
forged by the shared memories of valorous deeds, we cannot know

ourselves or why we tread the earth.

"That is why you honour us by giving me and my respected colleagues
pride of place in this assembly! I seek to reason with our enemy

because they have minds which can be entrapped by cunning argument just
as bears are lured to honey! Talisman has given me the power of words

and: . ."

He broke off as Roz approached. Seizing her shoulders, he presented

her to the four quadrants of the circle. '...

he has given this woman even greater power than the Storm-Bringer!'

This claim triggered murmurs of astonishment and cries of disbelief.

Cadillac stood back and introduced Roz with a sweeping gesture.

'Rain-Dancer! Fourth and last of The Chosen! She will show you the
magic that will confound our enemies!" As Roz cast her gaze slowly
around the ring, an eerie silence descended. 'Stretch out your right
hand towards me, and close your fist!" The wordsmiths and elders did
so. 'And you!" she cried, to the crowd pressing in around the seated

delegates.

The front ranks obeyed. Those further back, and people passing by, did
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not feel the same compulsion.

Cadillac found his right hand was also extended towards her and hoped
whatever image she planned to implant would not be too awful to
contemplate. He tried to catch her eye but she was already pivoting on
her heel, snaring the minds of those around her with another

spell-binding illusion.

Cadillac, like the crowd of spectators was pleasantly surprised to find
himself holding the stalk of a bright red flower which opened in the
blink of an eye. Cries of delight and amazement burst from those
around them, but they were shortlived. As the perfume from the red
bloom reaches their nostrils, it became a thorn-stick with razor-sharp
spikes like eagle's talons! And where the hand gripped the stick, the

startled holder could feel the thorns buried deep in his flesh.

Many of those caught up in the mind-spell tried to let go, but each
attempt to loosen their grip had the effect of tightening it even

further. Blood oozed between their fingers and down the lower part of
the stalk. The pain was considerable, but not unbearable. Mutes had
an incredibly high threshold of pain. It was more the shock of the
brutal transformation that caused them to cry out. But as they did so,
the thorn-stick became a 