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Pr ol ogue

There is Mardi Gras in New Oleans, Carnival in R o, Fiestas and Festivals and
Founders' Days by the hundreds. The Irish have St. Patrick's Day, the Italians
Col unbus Day, the nation its Fourth of July. History is full of numers' parades
and masques and orgies and religious pageants and patriotic extravaganzas.

Wld Card Day is a little of all of that, and nore.

On Septenber 15, 1946, in the cold afternoon sky over Manhattan, Jetboy died and
the Taki si an xenovirus-known colloquially as the wild card-was | oosed upon the
wor | d.

It is unclear just when the observances began, but by the late sixties, those
who had felt the touch of the wild card and had lived to talk of it, the jokers
and aces of New York City, had taken the day as their own.

Sept enber 15 becane Wld Card Day. A time for celebrations and | anentations, for
grief and joy, for renenbering the dead and cherishing the living. A day for
fireworks and street fairs and parades, for masked balls and political rallies
and nenorial banquets, for drinking and making |love and fighting in the alleys.
Wth each passing year, the festivities becane |larger and nore fevered. Taverns
and restaurants and hospitals did record-setting business, the nedia began to
notice, and finally, of course, the tourists arrived.

Once a year, without sanction or statute, WIld Card Day engul fed Jokertown and
New York City, and the carnival of chaos ruled the streets

Sept enber 15, 1986, was the fortieth anniversary.

Chapter One

6:00 a. m

It was as dark as it ever gets on Fifth Avenue, and as quiet.

Jenni fer Maloy gl anced at the streetlights and the steady streamof traffic, and
pursed her lips in annoyance. She didn't like all the light and activity, but
there wasn't nuch she could do about it. This was, after all, Fifth Avenue and
73rd Street in the city that never sleeps. It had been equally as busy the past
few nmorni ngs she'd spent checking out the area and she had no reason to expect
that conditions would ever get any better.

Hands thrust deep into the pockets of her trench coat, she strode past the
five-story graystone apartnent building and slipped into the alley behind it.
Here was darkness and si lence. She stepped into an area of the alley that was
screened by a garbage dunpster and smil ed.

No matter how many tinmes she'd done this, she thought, it was still exciting.
Her pul se speeded up and she breathed faster in anticipation as she put on a
hoodl i ke mask that obscured her finely scul pted features and hid the mass of
blond hair tied in a knot at the back of her head. She took off her trench coat,
folded it neatly, and set it down next to the dunpster. Under the coat she wore
only a brief black string bikini and running shoes. Her body was |ean and
gracefully nmuscular, with snmall breasts, slimhips, and |ong | egs. She bent
down, unl aced and renmoved her sneakers and put themnext to the trench coat.
She ran a hand al nost caressingly over the rear wall of the graystone apartnent
buil ding, smiled, and then wal ked right through the wall.

It was the sound of a power saw biting into sodden hardwod. The whi ne of stee
teeth made Jack's own teeth ache as the all-too-faniliar boy struggled to hide
deeper within the cypress tangle.

"He in dere sonewhere!" It was his uncle Jacques. The fol ks around Atelier

Pari sh call ed hi m Snake Jake. Behind his back.

The boy bit his lip to keep fromcrying out. He bit deeper, tasting blood, to
keep from changi ng. Sonetimes that worked. Somnetines.

Again the steel saw shrieked into wet cypress. The boy ducked down | ow, brown,
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bracki sh wat er sl opped against his nouth, into his nose. He choked as the bayou
washed over his face.

"Tol' you! Dat little gator-bait right dere. Get 'im" Qher voices joined in
The power saw bl ade whi ned one nore tine.

Jack Robi cheaux flailed out in the darkness, one armtrapped in the sweaty
sheet, the other reaching for the phone. He slammed the Tiffany |anp back
against the wall, cursed as he sonmehow caught its petal s-and-stens base and
steadied it on the bed table, then felt the cool snoothness of the tel ephone. He
pi cked up the receiver in the mddle of the fourth ring.

Jack started to curse again. W the hell had this nunber? There was Bagabond,
but she was in another roomhere in his home. Before he could get his lips to

t he nmout hpi ece, he knew.

"Jack?" said the voice on the other end of the line. Longdi stance static washed
out the sound for a second. "Jack, this is Elouette. I'mcallin' you from
Loui si ana. "

He smiled in the darkness. "Figured you were." He snapped the |anmp switch, but
not hi ng happened. The filanent nust have broken when the | anp toppl ed.

"Never actually called this far before," said Elouette. "Robert always dialed."
Robert was her husband.

"What tinme is it?" Jack said. He felt for his watch. "'Bout five in the

nmorni ng," said his sister.

"What is it? Is it Ma?" He was waking up finally, pulling free fromthe
fragments of the dream

"No, Jack, Ma's fine. Nothin'll ever happen to her. She'll outlive us both."
"Then what ?" He recognized the sharpness in his voice and tried to tone it down.
It was just that Elouette's words were so slow, her thoughts so drawn-out.

The silence, punctuated by bursts of static, dilated on the line. Finally

El ouette said, "lIts ny daughter."

"Cordel i a? What about her? Wat's wong?" Another silence. "She's run off."
Jack felt an odd reaction. After all, he'd run away too, all those years before.
Run away when he was a hell of a |ot younger than Cordelia. Wat would she be
now, fifteen? Sixteen? "Tell me what happened,” he said reassuringly.

El ouette did. Cordelia (she said) had given little warning. The girl had not
cone down for breakfast the norning before. Makeup, clothing, noney, and an
overni ght bag were al so gone. Her father had checked with Cordelia's friends.
There weren't nmany. He called the parish sheriff. The patrols got the word. No
one had seen her. The |aw s best guess was that Cordelia had hitched a ride out
on the bl ackt op.

The sheriff had shaken his head sadly. "Gal |ooks like that," he'd said, "well,
we got cause to worry." He'd done what he could, but it had all taken precious
time. It had finally been Cordelia's father who' d cone up with sonething. A girl
with the sane face ("Purtiest little thing | seen in a nonth," the ticket clerk
had said) and long, luxuriant, black hair ("Black as a new nmoon bayou sky," said
a porter) had boarded a bus in Baton Rouge.

"I't was Greyhound," Elouette said. "One-way fare to New York City. By the tine
we found out, the police said it wasn't none too practical to try and stop it in
New Jersey." Her voice shook slightly, as though she wanted to cry.

"I't'I'l be okay," said Jack. "Wen's she supposed to get here?"

"About seven," Elouette said. "Seven vour tinme." "Merde." Jack swung his | egs
off the bed and sat up in the darkness.

"Can you get there, Jack? Can you find her?"

"Sure," he said. "But | gotta |eave now for Port Authority, or | won't make it
intime."

"Thanks be," Elouette said. "Call ne after you've net her?"

"I will. Then well figure out what to do next. Now | go, okay?"

"Ckay. I'll be right here. Maybe Robert will be back too." Trust filled her

voi ce. "Thanks, Jack."

He put down the phone and stunbl ed across the room He found the wall switch and
finally was able to see in the wi ndow ess room Yesterday's work cl othes were
strewn over the rough slab bench to one side. Jack pulled on the well-worn jeans
and green cotton shirt. He grinaced at the fragrant work socks, but they were
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all he had. Today being his day off, he'd planned to spend it at a | aundromat.
He | aced the steel-toed | eather boots quickly, catching every other pair of
eyel et s.

When he opened the door |eading into the rest of his hone, Bagabond, the two
huge cats, a passel of kittens, and a goggl e-faced raccoon were all there in the
doorway, silently staring at him In the dinmmess of the lanp-lit living room
beyond, Jack made out the gl eam of Bagabond's dark brown hair and even darker
eyes, her high, shadowed cheekbones, the |ightness of her skin.

"Jesus, Mdther Mary!" he said, stepping back. "Don' scare ne |like that." He took
a deep breath and felt the tough, grainy hide on the back of his hands becone
soft again.

"Didn't nmean to," said Bagabond. The bl ack cat rubbed up against Jack's leg. His
back nestled along the man's kneecap. Hi s purr sounded |like a contented coffee
grinder. "Heard the phone. You okay?"

"Il tell you on the way to the door." He gave Bagabond a precis as he stopped
in the kitchen to decant the | ast of Yesterdays coffee sludge into a foam cup he
could carry with him

Bagabond touched his wist. "Want us to cone along? Day like this, a few nore
eyes mght be valuable at the bus station.”

Jack shook his head. "Shouldn't be any problem She's sixteen and never been in
any big city before. Just watched a lot of TV, her mama says. |'Il be right
there at the bus door to neet her."

"She know that?" said Bagabond.

Jack stooped to give the black a quick rub behind the ears. The calico neowed
and noved over to take her turn. "Nope. Probably she was going to phone ne once

she got here. This'|ll just save tine."

"Offer's still open.™

"I'"ll have her back here for breakfast before you know it." Jack paused. "Maybe
not. She'll want to talk, so maybe I'Il take her to the Automat. She won't have

seen anything like that back in Atelier." He straightened up and the cats yow ed
di sappoi ntedly. "Besides, you've got an appointnent with Rosemary, right?"
Bagabond nodded dubi ously. "N ne."

"Just don't worry. Maybe we can all have |unch. Depends on how nuch of a zoo
downtown turns into. Maybe we can pick up take-out at a Korean deli and have a
picnic on the Staten Island ferry." He | eaned toward the wonan and gave her a
qui ck kiss on the forehead. Before she could even hal fway rai se her hands to
grasp his arns and reciprocate, he was gone. Qut the door. Qut of her
percepti on.

"Dam it," she said. The cats | ooked up at her, confused but synpathetic. The
raccoon hugged her ankl e.

Jennifer Ml oy slipped through the |ower two floors of the apartnent building

Ii ke a ghost, disturbing nothing and no one, neither seen nor heard. She knew
that the building had gone condo sonme time ago and what she wanted was on the
uppernost of the three floors that were owned by a rich businessman with the
unfortunate name of Kien Phuc. He was Vietnanese. He owned a string of
restaurants and dry-cl eaning establishnents. At least that's what they'd said on
the segnent of New York Style she'd seen on PBS two weeks ago. Jennifer really
enj oyed that show, which took its viewers on tours of the artsy and stylish
honmes of the city's upper class. It presented her with endl ess possibilities and
tons of usefiil information.

She floated through the third floor, where Kien's servants |ived. She had no

i dea what was on the fourth floor, since it had been ignored by the tel evision
canmeras, so she bypassed it and head for Kien's living quarters on the top
floor. He lived there alone in eight roons of unrelieved |uxury and

opul ence-decadence, al nbst. Jennifer had never realized there was that nuch
nmoney in | aundrommas and Chi nese restaurants.

It was dark on the fifth floor, and quiet. She avoided the bedroomwi th the
circular, mrror-ceilinged bed (a little tacky, she'd thought when she'd seen it
on TV), and the fabul ous hand-painted silk screens. She bypassed the
Western-style sitting roomwith its two-thousand-year-old bronze Buddha gazi ng
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benignly froma place of honor next to a fabul ous el ectronic entertainnent
center conplete with a wi de-screen television,

VCR, and conpact di sc player with acconpaning racks of video and audi o tapes and
di scs. She wanted the' study.

It was as dark there as it was on the rest of the floor, and she started when
she saw a vague, shadowy figure | oonm ng beside the huge teakwood desk that

dom nated the room s back wall. Al though inpervious to physical attack while
ghosting, she wasn't inmmune to surprise, and this figure hadn't been filned by
the New York Style caneras.

She quickly faded into a nearby wall, but the figure didn't nove or even show
any sign that it had noticed her. She cautiously slipped into the study again,
and was relieved and as tonished to see that the thing was a | arge,
nearly-six-foot-tall terra-cotta figure of an Oriental warrior. The worknmanship
of the piece was breathtaking. Facial features, clothing, weaponry, all were
mol ded with exquisite delicacy of detail. It was as if a living man had been
turned to clay, baked to a flawmess finish in a kiln, and preserved down through
the millennia, ending up in Kien's study. Her respect for Kien's wealth-and

i nfl uence-went up another notch. The figure was undoubtedly authentic-Ki ev had
made it clear during the television interviewthat he had no truck with
imtations-and fromwhat she knew, the 2200-year-old terra-cotta grave figures
of the enperor Ying Zheng, first enperor of the @ n dynasty and unifier of
China, were absolutely positively unavailable to private art collectors. Kien
must have gone through considerable feats of |egerdenain and bribery to obtain
it.

It was a fantastically valuable piece, but, Jennifer knew, too |large for her to
renove and probably too unique for her to fence.

She felt a sudden wave of dizziness ripple through her insubstantial form and
quickly willed herself to solidity. She didn't like that feeling. It happened
whenever she overextended herself, as a warning that she had stayed

i nsubstantial for too long. She didn't know what woul d happen if she renmi ned a
waith for too |l ong. She never wanted to find out.

Now substantial, she | ooked around the room It was lined with display cases
containing Kien's collection of jades, the nost beautiful, extensive, and

val uabl e collection in the Western world. Kien had been profiled on New York
Styl e because of them and they were what she had cone for. Some of them at

| east. She realized that she couldn't get themall even if she nade a dozen
trips back to the alley, because her ability to turn extraneous ness

i nsubstantial was Iimted. She could only ghost a few jades at a tine. But a
few, really, were all she needed.

First, though, before starting on the jades, there was sonething el se she had to
do. The thick pile of the luxurious carpet feeling quite sensuous on the sol es
of her bare feet, she glided around the teakwood desk al nost as quietly as if
she were insubstantial, and stood before the Hokusai print hanging on the wal
behind it.

Behind the print, so Kien had said, was a wall safe. He had nentioned it
because, he had said, it was absolutely, one hundred percent, totally, and

i rrevocably, burglarproof. No thief knew enough about mcrocircuitry to
circunvent its electronic lock and it was strong enough to wi thstand a physica
assault short of a bonb big enough to bring down the whol e buil ding. No one, no
how, at no tine, could possibly break into it. Kien, who had | ooked very smug as
he'd said all this, evidently was a nman who |iked to brag.

A mischievous snile on her face as she wondered what riches Kien had hidden in
his high-tech sale, Jennifer ghosted her right armand put her hand through the
print and the steel door behind it.

He juggled her in his arms while he fished for his key, and finally unl ocked the
door.

"You idiot, put me down. Then you can open the door."

"Nope, going to carry you over."

"W haven't gotten married.”

"Yet," he said, and grinned down into her face.
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Her angle, fromwhere she reclined in his arns, intensified the defornity of his
neck, and nade his head | ook |ike a baseball perched on a pedestal. Aside from
that neck-a legacy of the wild card virus-he was a rat her handsone man.
Short-cropped brown hair, beginning to gray at the tenples, merry brown eyes,
strong chin-a nice face

He negotiated the door, and set her on her feet. "My castle. Hope you like it."
It proclained the blue-collar origins of this man. Serviceabl e couch, recliner

pl aced before the tel evision, a stack of Reader's Digests on the coffee table, a
| arge and poorly executed oil painting of a sailing ship claw ng through

i mprobably high seas. The sort of painting one found at starving-artist sales in
Hilton hotels.

But it was scrupulously clean, and in a touch that seened out of character in so
| arge and powerful a man, a row of multicolored African violets lined the

wi ndowsi | | s.

"Roul ette, | haven't stayed out all night since ny high school prom"

"I''"ll just bet you stayed out all night."

He bl ushed. "Hey, | was good Catholic boy."

"My nomma al ways warned ne about good Catholic boys."

He nmoved in, wrapped brawny arns about her waist. "I'mnot quite so 'good
anynore."

"I hope that refers to your norals, and not to your perfornmnance, Stan."
"Roul ette!"

"Prude," she teased

He nuzzl ed her neck, and nibbled on her earlobe, and Roul ette pondered yet again
the random nature of wild card that it should have struck this very ordinary
"sandhog, " and nmade hi m nore than human.

She reached up, and stroked her hands down the sides of his swollen throat.
"Does it ever bother you?"

"Being the How er? Hell, no.. Makes nme special, and | always wanted to be
special. Used to drive nmy old nan crazy. He always said water was good enough
for our kind of people, neaning not to get above nyself. He'd sure be surprised
now. Hey." He reached out, caught a tear on the tip of one thick finger. "Wat
are you cryi ng about ?"

"Nothing. | just... | found that sad."

"Well, cone on. |I'Il show you how good ny perfornmance can be."

"Bef ore breakfast?" she asked, trying to delay the inevitable.

"Sure, give us a better appetite.”

She foll owed himresignedly into the bedroom

Jennifer felt around inside of the safe and touched sonething that felt like a
stack of coins nestled in a small pouch. She tried to ghost one of the coins and
frowned when it remai ned solid.

Probably gol d, she thought, Krugerrands or Canadi an Mapl e Leafs.

It was difficult to ghost dense materials |like metal, particularly gold,
requiring a deeper |level of concentration and a greater input of energy. She
decided to | eave the coins where they were for now, and continued to explore the
saf e.

Her hand caressed a flat rectangul ar object that ghosted a | ot easier than the
coin. She drew three snall notebooks through the wall, and, unable to see
details in the darkness, switched on the snall tensor lanp that sat on the top
of the teakwood desk. Two of the books, she could now see, had plain black
covers. The third had a blue cloth cover with a banboo pattern. She flipped open
the top book in the stack

Squares of brightly colored bits of paper were stuck in rows of pockets on the
not ebook' s thi ck pages. Postage stanps. The ones in the top row seened to be
British, but they had words in another |anguage and the date 1922 overprinted on
them She bent down closer to exam ne them and froze as a tiny sound canme from

somewher e outside the cone of light illumnating part of the desktop
She gl anced up and saw not hi ng. Her eyes now accustonmed to the light, she tilted
the shade of the |lanp outward, throwing illumnation over the far reaches of the

desk. And she froze, her heart suddenly in her throat.
On the far corner of the desk was a.five-gallon jar, about the size of a water
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cooler jug. Only this jar was glass, not plastic, and it wasn't connected to
anything. It stood on a flat base on the edge of the desk, hone to the thing
that floated init. It was little nore than a foot high, with green, gl abrous,
somewhat-warty skin. It floated with its head clear of the water, its
web-fingered hands pressed agai nst the glass, its human eyes staring at Jennifer
out of a pinched face. They | ooked at one another for a |ong nonent and then it
opened its nouth and cried out in a high-pitched, wailing voice, "Kiennnnnn
Thieffff! Thieffffl"

New York Style had said nothing about Kien having a batrachi an joker watchdog,
Jennifer thought giddily as |ights snapped on in other roonms. She heard sounds
of commotion in other parts of the condo and the joker in the glass jar
continued to screamfor Kien in an ululating voice that seened to bypass her
ears and pierce directly into her brain.

Concentrate, she told herself, concentrate, or the daring sneak thief, the
self-proclaimed Waith, will be captured and exposed as Jennifer Ml oy,
reference librarian at the New York Public Library. She'd | ose her job and go to
jail for sure. And what woul d her nother think?

There was notion at the door and soneone flicked on the study's overhead |ight.
Jennifer saw a tall, slim reptilian-looking joker. He hissed at her, his |ong,
forked tongue lolling out an inpossible Iength. He raised a pistol and fired.
Hi s ai mwas accurate, but the bullet ricocheted harmessly off the wall.
Jennifer was rapidly sinking through the floor, the three notebooks cl utched
tightly agai nst her chest.

Wth Jack gone, Bagabond entered her norning ritual still wearing the
tiger-striped robe he had given her. Sitting back in one of the red vel vet
overstuffed chairs, she closed her eyes and pi npointed the creatures who shared
her life. The calico cat fed her young kittens as the black cat guarded them
The raccoon slept with his head against her ankles. He was tired froma ni ght of
prow i ng around Jacks Victorian |odgi ngs. Bagabond hoped he had not di sturbed
anything inportant. She had set guards in the raccoon's head, warning himoff
Jack's belongings. Lately they had proven quite effective, but she never forgot
the fight she had had with Jack when the raccoon had renoved every one of his
Pogo books fromtheir shelf.

Reaching to stroke the raccoon, she expanded her consci ousness out into the
city. It was easy now, a waking ritual although nore and nore, when she wasn't
around Jack, Baga bond kept a nocturnal schedule. For years she had mai ntai ned
their relationship as a casual one, showi ng up only when the weather was
extrenely bad or on days like this, when strangers found their way into places
where they normally were too timd to venture. If Jack was hone, she staved. If
he was gone, she noved on to another burrow. Lately, though, she had begun to
seek his conpany nore often, finding excuses to visit. Jack and Rosemary had
bot h becone very inportant to her, in ways she was not always able to define. It
had taken years to trust them but once she granted that trust, it was
frighteningly easy to depend on themto be there for her. She shook her head
angrily, unhappy to be distracted into thinking about things that were not under
her control, and losing track of the creatures which were.

Waki ng and hurting with her creatures seened nore natural now. Her mnd noved
anong the rats in the tunnels, the noles, rabbits, opossuns, squirrels, pigeons
and other birds. She took the. night's death toll. There were al ways nany who
did not survive. She had | earned that there could be no escape for the victins.
Many died to feed the predatory aninmals; others were killed by men. Once she had
tried to save them to protect the prey fromthe predators. It had nearly driven
her insane again. The natural cycle of life, death, and birth was stronger than
she, and so Bagabond had begun to work within it. The aninmals died; there were
nore to take their places. Only human interference could upset the rhythm She
couldn't control humans yet. Briefly she touched the inhabitants of the zoo.
Hate for the cages colored her inpression. Sonmeday, she prom sed the zoo
prisoners agai n. Soneday. .

A warm paw on her cheek brought her back. The black cat, all forty pounds of
him |ay across her chest. Wen her eyes opened, he |icked her nose. She reached
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up and scratched hi mbehind his ear

There was a touch of gray on his nuzzle now, but he still noved |ike a younger
cat nost days. She sent himthe warm feeling she thought of as |ove. He purred
and sent her the inmage of the calico keeping the kittens away from Jack's
Victorian furniture. If not closely watched, the kittens found the |ion's-paw

| egs wonderful scratching posts.

well, old friend, Jack turned me down again |last night. What do you think is
wrong? The subvocal i zed question received only a querying |ook fromthe cat at
first, but then he sent the inage of a hundred of Bagabond's creatures around
her .

Yes, | know you're all there, but every once in a while | want another human.
She created the i mage of the black and the calico together as mates. The bl ack
returned a vision of Bagabond and a hunan-si zed cat. Bagabond nodded as she

| ooked over at the kittens at play. Not ny type, unfortunately. She wondered why
Jack refused to sleep with her. Her frustration and | ack of understandi ng were
beginning to turn to anger. It had only begun the |last year. Each tinme she
played with the kittens, she felt a lack in her own Ilife.

The feeling angered her, but she couldn't deny it. Recently she had turned to
Jack for confort, but for once he had turned her away. She resolved not to ask
agai n.

Wthout the layers of dirt and ancient clothing that protected her in the world
out si de, she knew she was not unattractive. To spare her other friend Rosenary
enbarrassnent, she had | earned to dress on rare occasions in an acceptabl e
fashion. It never felt right, though. Those were the tines she was really in
costunme and she hated them Perhaps she had becone too involved with Jack and
Rosermary. Perhaps it was tinme to go underground again.

The black followed the tone of her thoughts, even if he could not translate
their abstract neanings. He added his approval of their severing the
relationship with the humans by sending an i mage of sone of their forner lairs.
But not today. Today | have to go over to see Rosemary. Bagabond pul |l ed herself
up out of the chair and wal ked over to piles of old, dirty and shapel ess

cl ot hing, which provided nost of her wardrobe. The black cat and two kittens
fol | owed.

No, you're staying here. Jack may want to reach nme. Besides, it is hard enough
for me to get into her office without you al ong. She shifted her attention. Blue
coat or green arny jacket?

There were thirteen black candles in the room Wen they burned, the wax turned
the col or of fresh blood and ran down the sides. Now the roomwas turning gray
and their narrow circles of light were starting to fade.

"Do you know what time it is?"

Fortunato | ooked up. Veronica stood next to himin pink cotton panties and a
ripped T-shirt, arns crossed over her breasts. "Al nost dawn," he said.

"Are you com ng to bed?" She turned her head sideways and waves of black hair
fell across her face.

"Maybe later. Don't stand like that, it nakes your stomach stick out."

"Yes, o0 sensei." The sarcasmwas nmuted, childish. A few seconds |ater he heard
t he bat hroom door |ock. If she wasn't Mranda's daughter, he thought, he would
have put her back on the street weeks ago.

He stretched, stared for a few seconds at the nurky clouds taking shape in the
eastern sky. Then he went back to the Work in front of him

He'd covered the five-pointed star on his floor with tatam, and on them he'd
laid the Mrror of Hathor. It was about a foot long, with an image of the
goddess where the handl e net the solar disk. Her cow horns nmade her | ook a
little like a nmedieval jester. It was made of brass, the front reflective for
cl ai rvoyance, the back abraded to rebound an eneny's attacks. He'd ordered it
froman aging hippie in the East Village and had spent the |last two days
purifying it with rituals for all nine major deities.

For nonths he'd been increasingly unable to think of anything but his eneny, the
one who called hinmself the Astrononer, who'd commanded a vast network of
Egypti an Masons until Fortunato and the others had destroyed the nest he'd nmade
at the Coisters. The Astronomer had escaped, even if the evil thing he'd

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Marti...0R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (7 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:44 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

brought from space hadn't. The nonths of silence had only nade Fortunato nore
and nore afraid.

The Bornless Ritual, the Acrostics of Abranelin, the Spheres of the Qabal ah, al
of Western Magick had | et himdown. He had to use the Astrononer's own Magi ck
against him Had to find him sonehow, despite the blocks he'd set up that nade
hi minvisible to Fortunato.

The trick to Egyptian Magi ck-the real thing, not the Astrononer's warped and

bl oody version-was to go at it fromtheir reverence for animals. Fortunato had
spent his entire life in Manhattan, Harlemat first, then downtown once he could
afford it. To himanimals were poodles that left their shit on the sidewal k or
listless, foul-snelling caricatures that slept their lives away at the zoo. He'd
never |iked or understood them

It was an attitude he could no |onger afford. He'd l et Veronica bring her cat to
the apartnment, a vain, overweight gray tabby naned Liz, in honor of the novie
star. At the nonment the cat was asleep on his crossed | egs, her claws hooked
into the silk of his robe. The cat's primtive value systemwas a doorway into
the Egyptian universe.

He picked up the mrror. He just about had the mind-set. He watched his
reflection: |ean face, brown skin a little blotchy fromlack of sleep, forehead
swol len with rasa, the Tantric power of retained sperm Slowy his features
began to nelt and run.

He heard a sound fromthe bathroom a nmuffled sigh, and his concentration broke.
And then, instead of the Astrononer, he was |looking into the mrror and seeing
Veroni ca. She sat on the toilet, her panties around her ankles. In her |eft hand
was a pocket mirror, in her right a short piece of red-striped soda straw. Her
head rolled | oosely on her neck and she rubbed her cheek agai nst her shoul der

He put the Mrror of Hathor back on the mat. The junk didn't surprise him it
was just that she would do it here, right here in his apartnent. He noved the
protesting cat off his lap and went to the bathroom He popped the lock with his
m nd and ki cked the door open and Veronica's head jerked up guiltily. "Hey," she
sai d.

"Pack your shit and get out," Fortunato said. "Hey, 's jus' a li'l coke, man."
"For Christ's sake, how stupid do you think |I anf? Do you think | don't know
smack when | see it? How | ong you been on this shit'?"

She shrugged, dropped the mrror and straw into her open purse. She stood up,
nearly tripped, then saw her feet tangled in her panties. She bal anced herself
on the towel rack while she pulled themup and snapped the purse closed. "Couple
mont hs, " she said. "But I'mnot on anything. | jus' do it sonmetines. 'Sense ne."
Fortunato | et her by. "Wat the hell's the matter with you? Don't you care what
you' re doing to yoursel f?"

"Care? |'ma fucking hooker, why should | care?"

"You're not a hooker, goddammt, you're a geisha." He followed her into the
bedroom "You've got brains and class and-"

"Geisha ny ass,"” she said, sitting heavily on the end of the bed. "I fuck nen
for nmoney. That's the goddamm bottom line." She pushed her unresisting leg into
her pantyhose, the big toenail |addering a run all the way down the right side.
"You like to kid yourself with all this geisha shit, but real geishas don't fuck
for nmoney. You're a pinp and |'ma whore and that's all there is toit."

Bef ore Fortunato coul d say anything sonebody started hanmmering at the front

door. Lines of tension and urgency radiated fromthe hallway, but nothing
threatening. Nothing that couldn't wait.

"I don't put up with junkies," he said.

"You don't? Don't nmake nme laugh. Half the girls in your stable take at |least a
snort now and then. Five or six are on the needle. Big tine."

"Who? Is Caroline--"

"No, your precious Caroline is straight. Not that you'd know if she wasn't. You
don't know what the fuck is going on."

"1 don't believe you. | can't--"

There was a scraping sound in the front roomand the door cane open. A man naned
Brennan stood in the doorway, a strip of plastic in one hand. In the other was a
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slightly oversized | eather attache case. In it, Fortunato knew, was a

di sassenbl ed hunting bow and a rack of broadhead arrows. "Fortunato," he said.
"Sorry, but |I--" H s eves noved to Veronica, who had peeled off her T-shirt and
was hol ding her. breasts in her hands.

"Hi," she said. "Wanna fuck me? Al it takes is nponey." She teased her nipples

with her thunbs and licked her lips. "How nuch you got? Two dollars? Buck and a
hal f ?" Tears ran out of her eyes and a |ine of nucus | eaked out of one nostril.

"Shut up," Fortunato said. "Shut the fuck up."

"Way don't you slap me around' ?" she said. "That's what a pinp's supposed to do,
isn't it?"

Fortunato | ooked back at Brennan. "Maybe you shoul d cone back |ater,"
"I don't knowif it can wait," Brennan said. "It's the Astrononer."

he sai d.

Chapter Two

7:00 a.m

By the tinme he got to the Port Authority Bus Terminal, Jack wi shed he had taken
his electric track-maintenance car and sped uptown pl ayi ng hopscotch with the
trains. But what the hell, he'd thought as he'd ascended the stairs to the
passenger levels of the City Hall station-this was a holiday. He didn't want to
thi nk about work. What he wanted to do nore than anything el se was to get all
his clothes |aundered, read a few chapters of the new Stephen King novel, The
Canni bal s, and naybe wander up to Central Park to have sone cheap vended hot
dogs with Bagabond and the cats.

But then the uptown 7th Avenue express had screeched into the station, and it
had seened |ike a good idea to step aboard. As the train sped uptown though

Tri beca, the Village, and Chel sea, Jack noticed through the sneared panes that
the stations seened awfully busy for a holiday-at |east this early. Wen he got
of f at Tines Square and wal ked the bl ock west in the tiled tunnels beneath 42nd,
he overheard one transit cop disgustedly say to his partner, "Wait'll you take a
gander topside. It looks Iike a cross between spring break at Lauderdal e and the
Bronx Zoo."

He cane up for air at Eighth Avenue, ascending out of the strong norning scent
of disinfectant barely masking the snmell of vomit. The street popul ation | ooked
to Jack like any rush hour weekday norning, except that the average age | ooked
fairly youthful, and gray suits had been replaced by considerably nore garish
attire.

Jack stepped off the curb to avoid having to confront a swaggering trio of

t eenaged boys-normals by the | ook of them who wore outrageous styrofoam
headgear. The hats fea tured tentacles, drooping lips, segnented | egs, horns,
mel ting eyes, and other, nore unappetizi ng appendages that jiggled and bobbed
with the wearer's novenents.

One of the boys put his thunbs to his cheekbones and wagged his fingers at
passersby. "Ooga, booga," he cried. "W nuties! W bad!" H's pals |aughed
uproariously.

A bl ock further, Jack passed one of the sidewal k sellers peddling the foam hats.
"Hey!" the vendor called. "Hey, ¢ '"nere, c'nere. Y don't got to be a joker to

| ook I'i ke one. T day's your chance to act |ike one. You interested?"

Jack shook his head wordl essly, scratched the back of his hand, and wal ked on
"Hey!" yelled the man to another potential custoner. "Be a joker for a day!
Tonorrow you can go back to being yerself " Jack shook his head. He wasn't sure
now whether it would be better to go on being depressed, or just go back and rip
out the hat vendor's throat. He | ooked at his watch. Five before seven. The bus
woul d be in. The salesman's life was tenporarily safe.

The Port Authority building was a darker gray, bulking large in the chill gray
of the Manhattan norning. Then Jack noted that nost of the human traffic seened
to be exiting rather than entering the building. It rem nded himof an Avenue A
apartnent after the exterm nators set off their chem cal bonbs-an exodus of
cockroaches carpeting every exit.

He fought his way through one of the main doors, ignoring the hul king nen

i mportuni ng, "Hey, man, want a cab? Want an escort in to your bus?" Mst of the
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storefronts along the interior pronenade were | ocked and dark, but the snack
bars were doing a | and-office business.

Jack | ooked at his watch again. 7:02. Ordinarily he woul d have stopped and
appreci ated the huge "42nd St. Carousel" kinetic scul pture, a glass box

encl osing a marvel ous and rnusi cal Rube Gol dberg contraption, but now there was
no time. Less than no tine.

He checked the arrival board. The bus he wanted was coming in at a gate three

| evel s up. Merde! The escal ators were broken. Mst of the foot traffic was

com ng down. Jack nmade his way up the stationary nmetal flights. He felt like a
sal mon struggling upstreamto spawn.

Only a minor current of the incomng tidal crest of hunanity seened to be the
usual sorts of people who arrived in Manhattan bv bus. Most seened either to be
touri sts-Jack wondered whether this many people would actually be conming into
the city for this particular holiday-or jokers thenselves. Jack noted wyly that
the norrmal s were obliged by the constraints of the stairs and escal ator steps to
associ ate nuch nore closely with jokers than they m ght otherw se have w shed.
Then someone el bowed himpainfully in the side, and the opportunity for nusing
was over. By the tine he reached the third | evel and stepped outside the
down-traveling cromd, Jack felt as if he'd used as much energy as he woul d
normal ly burn clinbing to the crown of the Statue of Liberty.

Sonebody in the crush patted himon the rear. "Watch it, jerk," he said wthout
rancor, not | ooking.

He found the section holding the gate he wanted. The area was packed. It | ooked
as if at least half a dozen coaches had arrived and were unl oadi ng

simul taneously. He waded into the ainmless nelee and ained hinmself at the right
gate nunber. He stopped to allow a dozen traditionally garbed nuns to nove past
himat right angles. A big joker with |leathery skin and pronounced tusks
protruding from beneath his upper lip tried to muscle through the nuns. "Hey,
nmove it, penguins!" he veiled. Another joker, one with huge puppy-Ilike brown
eyes and what appeared to be stignmata wounds on his pal ns, voiced exception. The
shouting nmatch | ooked as if it might escalate into sonething nore violent.
Naturally an increasingly dense crowd of onl ookers stopped to gawk.

Jack tried to bypass the nmess. He stunbled into an apparent nornal, who shoved
back. "Sorry!"

The normal was well over six feet tall, and proportionately nuscled. "Buzz off."
And then Jack saw her. It was Cordelia. He knew that as surely as he knew
anyt hi ng, though he hadn't seen her before in his life. Elouette had sent

pi ctures the Christmas previous, but the photographs didn't do the young wonan
justice. Looking at Cordelia, Jack thought, was like |ooking at his sister when
she'd been three decades younger. Hi s niece was wearing jeans and a sweatshirt.
The sweatshirt was a faded crinson with screanming yellow |l etters spelling out
FERRI C JAGGER. Jack recogni zed the nane even though he wasn't terribly
interested in heavy netal groups. He could also make out sone sort of pattern
made up of lightning bolts, a sword, and what | ooked |ike a swasti ka.

Cordelia was about ten yards away, on the other side of a thick flow of

di senbar ki ng passengers. She held a battered floral-print suitcase with one
hand, a | eather handbag with the other. A tall, slender, expensively dressed

Hi spanic man was trying to help her with the suitcase. Jack was instantly
suspi ci ous of any hel pful stranger wearing a purple pinstripe suit, slouch hat,
and a fur-trimed coat. It |ooked |ike baby harpseal pelts.

"Hey!" Jack shouted. "Cordelia! Over here! It's neJack!"

She obviously didn't hear him For Jack, it was |ike watching television, or
per haps the view seen through the wong end of a tel escope. He couldn't attract
Cordelia's attention. Wth the noise of the terminal, the buses revving their
engi nes, the massed roar of the crowd, his words woul dn't cross the intervening
di st ance.

The man took her suitcase. Jack yelled helplessly. Cordelia snmled. Then the nan
took her el bow and steered her toward a near-side exit.

"No!'" It was |oud enough that even Cordelia turned her head. Then she | ooked
puzzl ed briefly, before continuing toward the exit at the behest of her guide.
Jack uttered a curse and started to pull and shove people out of his way as he
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tried to cross the waiting area. Nuns, jokers, punkers, street buns, it didn't
matter. At least not until he fetched up against the bulk of a joker who | ooked
to have the general shape and about half the nass of a Vol kswagen Beetl e.

"Goin' sonewhere?" said the joker. "Yes," said Jack, trying to nove past.

"I cone all the way from Santa Fe for this. | always heard you people here was
rude."

A fist the size of a two-slice toaster grabbed Jack's shirt lapels. Fetid breath
made himthink of a public restroomafter rush hour

"Sorry," said Jack. "Look, I've got to get ny niece before a son-of-a-bitching
pi np steals her out of here."
The joker | ooked down at himfor a long nonment. " | can dig it," he said. "Just

like on TV, huh?" He let |oose of Jack, and the latter scooted around himlike
roundi ng the flank of a nountain.

Cordelia was gone. The nattily attired man gui ding her was gone. Jack got to the
exit where the two had presumably left. He could see hundreds of people, mainly
t he backs of their heads, but no one who | ooked |ike his niece.

He hesitated only a second. There were eight mllion people in this city. He had
no i dea how many tourists and jokers fromall parts of the world had fl ooded
into Manhattan for Wld Card Day. More mllions, probably. All he had to find
was one sixteen-year-old fromrural Louisiana.

It was all instinct for the nonment. Wthout thinking further, Jack headed for
the escal ators. Maybe he'd catch up with them before the man and Cordelia got
outside. But if not, then he'd just find Cordelia on the street.

He didn't want to think about what he'd tell his sister

Spector hadn't slept. He picked up the anber bottle of pills on the bedside
tabl e and dropped theminto the trash. He'd have to find something stronger

The pain was always there, like the snmell of stale snoke in a seedy bar. Spector
sat up and breathed slowy. The early norning |ight nmade his apartnment | ook even
grayer than usual

He' d furnished the efficiency with cheap beat-up junk from pawnshops and
secondhand st ores.

The phone rang. "Hello."

"M . Spector?" The voice had the refined edge of a Bostonian. Spector didn't
recogni ze it.

"Yeah. Who are you?"

"My nane is uninportant, at |east for now"

"Right." They were going to play cagey with him but nost people did. "So why
are you calling me? What do you want ?"

"A mutual acquai ntance naned Guber indicated that you have certai n uni que
abilities. Aclient of mine mght wish to enploy you, initially on a freelance
basis."

Spector scratched his neck. "I think | see what you're getting at here. If this
is some kind of a setup, you're a dead man. If you're legit, its going to cost
you. "

"Naturally. Perhaps you've heard of the Shadow Fist Society? It could be very
profitable for you to work within that organi zati on. However, they are cautious
and woul d require a denonstration first. Wuld this norning be too soon?"

Wrd had it that the Shadow Fist Society was run by the city's anonynobus new
crime lord. They were |eaning hard on the ol der gang bosses. Spector would fee
right at home in the upcom ng bl oodbath. "I got nothing else to do. Who do you
have in mi nd?"

"That's really of no inportance to us." He paused. "M . G uber seens to know
quite a bit about you, and he's far fromdi screet."”

"Fine by nme."

"Be at Tines Square at eleven-thirty this norning. If we're satisfied that you

meet our needs you'll be contacted there."
"What about noney?" Spector heard a buzz at the other end.
"That will be negotiated later. If you'll excuse me, | have another nmatter to

attend to. Good-bye, M. Spector." Spector dropped the receiver into the cradle.
He smled. Guber wasn't one of his favorite people. He never gave anyone a fair
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price for their goods. Killing a greedy fence woul d be sonething of a public
servi ce.

He wal ked naked to the bathroom and stared at the mrror. H's stringy brown hair
needed washi ng and his nustache was overgrowi ng his thin upper lip. Oher than
that he | ooked the sane as the day he'd died. The day Tachyon had brought him
hack. Spector wondered if he mght not live forever. At this point, he didn't
really care. He stuck out his tongue. His reflection didn't. It smled at him
"Don't worry, Demise," said his face in the mrror. "You can still die." It

| aughed.

He backed into the bedroom The air was cold. There was a | oud, crackling sound.
Spector ran for the living room The bedroom door slamed in his face. He
smel | ed ozone.

"Now, now, Demise. | only want to have a little chat." Spector recognized the
voi ce now. He turned. The Astrononer's projected self was sitting on the bed. He
was wearing a black robe sashed at the waist with a rope of human hair. H's
crippl ed body was straighter than usual, which neant his powers were charged up
He was covered in bl ood.

"What do you want?" Spector was afraid. The Astrononer was one of the few people
his power didn't work on

"Do you know what today is'?"

"WIld Card Day. Everybody and his dog knows that." Spector picked a pair of
brown corduroy pants of the floor. "Yes. But it's also sonething else. Its
Judgnent Day." The Astrononer knotted his fingers together

"Judgnent Day?" He pulled his pants on. "Wat are you tal ki ng about ?"

"Those bastards who ruined ny plan. They intervened with our true destiny. They
kept us fromruling the world." The Astrononer's eyes gl eaned. There was a
madness in themthat even Spector hadn't seen before. "But there are other

worl ds. This one won't soon forget my parting shot at those fuckers who got in
ny way."

"Turtle. Tachyon. Fortunato. You're going after those guys?" Spector clapped his
hands softly. "Good for you."

"By the end of the day they'll all be dead. And you, ny dear Demi se, are going
to help ne."

"Bullshit. | did your dirty work before, but not now You fucking left ne
hanging out to dry, and |I'mnot going to give you another chance."
"l don't want to kill you, so I'll give you one chance to change your mnd." A

rai nbow of colored |light began to swirl around the Astrononer.
"Fuck off, man." Spector shook his fist. "You're not going to make a fool of ne

again."
"No? Then I'mafraid I'Il have to make a corpse of you. Along with all the
rest." The Astronomer shifted into a jackal's head. It opened its nouth; dark

bl ood fl owed steaming onto the carpeted floor. It how ed. The buil di ng shook

wi th sound. Spector covered his ears and fell to the floor

Fortunato called Caroline to, cone for Veronica. Caroline could take her to his
nmot her' s townhouse, the official business address for the escort agency.
Caroline, and half a dozen of the other wonen, nore or less lived there. He
hustl ed Veronica into her clothes and then |left her nodding out on the living
room couch.

Brennan said, "Is she going to be all right?"

"l doubt it."

"I know it's none of ny business, but weren't you maybe a little hard on her?"
"I't'"s under control," Fortunato said.

"Sure it is," Brennan said. "I never said it wasn't."

They stood and | ooked at each other for a few seconds. As Yeoman, Brennan was
probably the only one of the costuned vigilantes running | ocose in New York that
Fortunato trusted. Partly because Brennan was still human, unaffected by the
wild card virus. Partly because he and Fortunato had been through sone serious
shit together, inside a nonstrous alien that sone people called the Swarm

The Astronomer called it TIAVAT, and he'd used a nmachine he call ed the Shakt
device to bring it to Earth. Fortunato had smashed t he machi ne hinsel f, but he
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was too |ate. The alien had already arrived, and hundreds of thousands around
the world had di ed because of it.

"What about the Astronomer?" Fortunato said.

"You know a guy they call the Walrus? Jube, the newsie?" Fortunato shrugged.
"Seen hi maround, | guess."

"He saw the Astrononer in Jokertown early this norning. Told Chrysalis about it,
she nmentioned it to me."

"What did it cost you?"

"Nothing. | know, it's out of character. But even Chrysalis is afraid of this
guy."

"Where does this Wal rus know t he Astrononer fron®"

"I don't know. "

"So we've got a secondhand report by an unreliable witness and a cold trail?"
"Back off, man. | tried to phone. The operator told me it was off the hook. This
isn't even ny fight. | canme here to help you out."

Fortunato | ooked at the Mrror of Hathor. It could take himall day to get it
purified and get hinmself focused enough to try it again. Meanwhile, if the
Astrononmer had cone out of his hole, it could be trouble.

"Yeah, okay. Let me take care of this other business and f we'll go take a

| ook. "

By the tinme Fortunato had his street clothes on, Caroline had arrived. Even with
her hair in short blond tangles, wearing an old sweatshirt and jeans, she made
Fortunat o want her.

She didn't | ook any ol der than she had seven years ago, when he'd first taken
her on. She had a child's face and a conpact, energetic body whose every nuscle
seenmed to be under her voluntary control. Fortunato loved all his wonen, but
Caroline was special. She'd | earned everything he could teach her-etiquette,
foreign | anguages, cooking, massage-but her spirit had never cracked. He'd never
mast ered her, and maybe for that reason she could still give himnore pleasure
in bed than any of the others.

He ki ssed her quickly when he let her in. He wished he could take her back into
the bedroom and | et her give himshot of Tantric power. But there wasn't tine.
"What do you want to do with her?" Caroline said. "Does she have a date

toni ght ?"

"It's WId Card Day. Everybody has a date tonight. M ne should be over by

m dnight, and | may have to go out again if | get honme too early."

"Keep an eye on her. Let her go out if she seens all right. But keep her away

fromany nmore junk. |I'Il figure out the rest of it later."
She | ooked at Yeoman. "Is something up?"
"Nothing to worry about. 1'll call you later." He kissed her again and wat ched

her take Veronica down to the waiting cab. Then he | ooked at Brennan and said,
"Let's go."

"Is that a lobster, or is that a lobster?" Glls asked. He held it up for
Hiram s inspection, and the |obster waved its claws feebly. The pincers were
banded shut and a few strands of seaweed draped the hard green shell

"A lobster of distinction," H ram Wrchester agreed. "Are they all that |arge?"
"This is one of the small ones," GIlls said. The joker had nottl ed greenish
skin, and gill slits in his cheeks that pulled open when he smled, show ng the
moi st red flesh within. The gills didn't work, of course; if they had, the

el derly fishnmonger woul d have been an ace instead of a joker.

Qut si de, dawn |ight was washing over Fulton Street, but the fish market was

al ready busy. Fishnongers and buyers haggl ed over prices, refrigerator trucks
were being | oaded, teamsters shouted curses at each other, and nen in starched
white aprons rolled barrels along the sidewal ks. The snell of fish hung in the
air like a perfume.

Hi ram Wor chester fancied hinmself a night oW, and on npost days preferred to
sleep in. But today was not npost days. It was Wld Card Day, the day he cl osed
his restaurant to the public and hosted the city's aces in a private party that
had becone a tradition, and special occasions made their own special demands,
like getting out of bed when it was still dark outside.
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Glls turned away, replaced the lobster in its barrel. "You want to see another
one?" he asked, tossing aside a handful of the wet seaweed and extracting a
second | obster for Hiram s inspection. It was |arger than the first, and nore
lively. It noved its claws vigorously. "Look at "imkick," Glls said. "Did

say fresh or did | say fresh?"

Hrams smle was a quick flash of white teeth through the black of his

spade- shaped beard. He was very particular about the food he served in Aces

Hi gh, and never nore so than for his Wld Card D nner. "You never |let nme down,"
Hiram said. "These will do handsonely. Delivery by eleven, | assune?" Glls
nodded. The | obster waved its claws at H ram and regarded himsourly. Perhaps it
anticipated its fate. Glls put it back in the barrel

"How s M chael ?" Hiram asked. "Still at Dartnouth?"

"He loves it there," Glls said. "He's starting his junior year, and already
he's telling ne how to run the business." He put the top back on the barrel

"How many you need?" Hiram antici pated feedi ng about one hundred and fifty
persons, give or take a dozen-ei ghty-odd aces, each of whomwould bring a
spouse, a lover, a guest. But of course |obster would hardly be the only entree.
Even on this night of nights, Hram Wrchester liked to give his guests a
choice. He had three alternatives planned, but these |obsters | ooked so

spl endi d, undoubtedly they would be a popul ar choice, and it was better to have
too many than too few.

The door opened behind him He heard the bell ring. "Sixty, | think," Hiram
sai d, before he realized that Glls was no | onger paying attention. The joker's
oversi zed eyes were fixed on the door. Hiramturned.

There were three of them Their jackets were dark green |eather. Two | ooked
normal . One barely topped five feet, with a narrow face and a pronounced
swagger. The second was tall and wi de, a rock-hard beer belly spilling over his
skul | - andcrossbones belt buckle. He'd shaved his skull. The | eader was an

obvi ous joker, a cycl ops whose single eye peered out at the world through a
monocl e with a thick coke-bottle | ens. That was strange; jokers and nats didn't
of ten run together

The cycl ops took a | ength of chain out of the pocket of his jacket and began to
wind it around his fist. The other two | ooked around G 1ls's establishment as if
they owned the place. One began to kick at the sawdust with a heavy, scuffed-up
boot .

"Excuse nme," Glls said. "I have to'. . . I ... I'Il be righ back." He moved off
toward the cycl ops, abandoning Hiram for the nonent. Across the room two of his
enpl oyees | eaned cl ose and began to whisper together. Athird man, a

f eebl eni nded j oker who'd been noving the wet sawdust around with a push broom
gaped at the intruders and began to edge toward the back door

Glls was expostulating to the cycl ops, gesturing with his broad web-fingered
hands, pleading in a | ow urgent tone. The youth stared down at himfromthat
single inplacable eye, his face cold and bl ank. He kept w apping the chain
around his hand as Glls talked to him

Hi ram frowned and turned away fromthe tableau. Trouble there, but it was none
of his business, he had enough to think about today. He wandered down a
sawdust - covered aisle to inspect a shipment of fresh tuna. The huge fish |ay
atop each other in rough-hewn wooden crates, their eyes fixed on himglassily.

Bl ackened tuna, he thought. The inspiration brought smle to his face. LeBarre
was a genius at Cajun food. Not for tonight, that nenu had been pl anned weeks
ago, but bl ackened tuna woul d nake an excellent addition to his regular bill of
fare.

"Fuck that shit," the cyclops said |oudly fromacross the room "You shoul da
t hought of that a week ago."

"Please," Glls said in a thin, frightened voice. "Just a few nore days

The cycl ops put one booted foot up on a bin of fish, kicked, and sent it
crashing over on its side. Witefish spilled out all over the floor. "Please,
don't," Glls repeated. Hi s enployees were no |onger in sight.

Hiram turned and wal ked toward them hands shoved casually into the pockets of
his jacket. For such a huge man, his pace was surprisingly brisk. "Excuse ne,"
he said to the cyclops. "Is there a probl em here?"
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The joker youth towered over Glls, who was a small man nade even smaller by his
twi sted spine, but Hiram Wrchester was another matter. H ram stood six foot
two, and nost people took one ook at his girth and guessed that he wei ghed
around three hundred fifty pounds. They were off by about three hundred twenty
pounds, but that was another story. The cyclops |ooked up at Hiramthrough his
thick nonocle, and snmiled nastily. "Hey, Glls," he said, "how |ong you been

sel ling whal e?"

Hi s conpani ons, who had been standing by the door trying to | ook bored and
dangerous sinultaneously, drifted closer. "Look, it's the fucking Goodyear

blinp," the short one said.

"Please, Hram" Glls said, touching himgently on the arm "I appreciate it,
but ... everything is fine here. These boys are ... ah ... friends of

M chael 's."

"I'"'m al ways pleased to neet friends of Mchael's," Hramsaid, staring at the
cyclops. "I'msurprised, though. M chael always had such good manners, and his
friends have none at all. Glls has a bad back, you know. You really ought to
hel p himclean up these fish you knocked over."

Glls's face | ooked greener than usual. "I'Il get it cleaned up," he said. "Chip
and Jimcan do it, don't ... don't worry about it."

"Why don't you |l eave, lard ass?" the cyclops suggested. He glanced at the short
kid. "Cheech, get the door for him Help himsqueeze his fat ass right through."
Cheech stepped back and opened the door

"Glls,"” Hramsaid, "I believe we were discussing terns on these excellent

| obsters."

The tall boy with the shaved skull spoke up for the first tine. "Make 'im
squeal, Eye," he said in a deep voice. "Make 'imsqueal before you let '"imgo."
Hi ram Wor chester | ooked at himwi th genuine distaste and a cal mhe did not
really feel. He hated this sort of thing, but sonetinmes one was given no choice.
"You're trying to in timdate ne, but you're only making nme angry. | doubt very
much that you're actually friends of Mchael's. | suggest you | eave now, before
this goes too far and soneone gets hurt."

They all |aughed. "Lex," Eye told the bald one, "it's too fuckin' hot in here:
I'"m sweating. Need sone fresh air."

"I"l1l cool it right off"" Lex said. He | ooked around, grabbed a small barrel in
bot h hands, hoisted it above his head in a single snooth, powerful jerk, and
took a step toward the big plate-glass windows that fronted on Fulton Street.

Hi ram Wor chester took his hands out of his pocket. At his side, his right hand
curled into a tight, hard fist. A neaningless little tic, he knew, it was his
mnd that did it, not his hand, but the gesture was as nuch a part of himas his
wild card power. For an instant, he could see the gravity waves shifting hazily
around the barrel like heat shimers rising fromthe pavenent on a hot sumer's
day.

Then Lex staggered, his arnms buckled, and a barrel of sal cod that suddenly

wei ghed about three hundred pounds cam crashing down on his head. H s feet went
out fromunder him and he hit the floor hard. The barrel staves shattered,
buryin Lex under the fish. Very heavy fish

His friends stared, unconprehending at first. H ram stepped briskly in front of
G lls and pushed the fishnonge away. "Go phone the police," he said. Glls edged
backwar d

The short one, Cheech, tried to drag Lex out fromunde the shattered barrel. It
was harder than it | ooked. The cycl ops gaped, then | ooked sharply back at Hiram
"You did that," he blurted. "You're that Fatman guy."

"I loathe that nicknanme," Hramsaid. He made a fist, and Eye's nobnocle grew
heavier. It fell of his face and shattered o the floor. The cycl ops screaned an
obscenity and swng at Hram s anple stomach with a chain-wapped fist. Hra
dodged. He was a |l ot ninbler than he | ooked; his bulk varied, but he'd kept his
weight at thirty pounds for years. Eye camafter him screeching. Hiram
retreated, clenching his fist an naking the joker heavier with every step, unti
his legs col |apsed under his own weight and he lay there npaning.

Cheech was the last to nake his nove. "You ace fuck," h said. He held his hands
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out in front of him palns flat, somkind of karate or kung fu or sonething.
When he | eapt, hi netal -shod boot cane pistoning toward H ram s head.

Hi ram dropped to the sawdust. Cheech | eapt right ove him and kept going,

wei ghing rather |less than he had a mnent ago. The force of his leap carried him
into a wall, hard.

He hit, rolled, tried to come up with a bounce, and di scovered he was so heavy
he couldn't get up at all

Hiram rose and brushed the sawdust off his jacket. He was a ness. He'd have to
go honme and change before going on to Aces Hgh. GIlls edged up to him shaking
his head. "Do you get the police?" Hramasked. The ol d man nodded.

"Good. The gravity distortion is only tenporary, yo know. | can keep them pi nned
down until the police arrive, bu it takes a lot out of nme." He frowned. "It's
not healthy for themeither. Al that weight is a terrible strain on the heart."
Hiram gl anced at his gold Rolex. It was past 7:30. "I really have to get to Aces
Hi gh. Damm, | didn't need this nonsense, not today. How long did the police-"
Glls interrupted him "Go. Just go." He pushed at the |larger nan with gentle,

insistent hands. "I'll handle it, Hram Please, go."

"The police will want ne to give a statenent,” Hiramsaid. "No," Glls said.
"I''"l'l take care of it. Hram | know you nmeant well, but you shouldn't ... |
mean ... well, you just don't understand. | can't press charges. Go, please.
Stay out of it. It will be better."

"You can't be serious!"" Hiramsaid. "These hoodl uns..."

"Are ny business," Glls finished for him "Please, | ask you as a friend. Stay
out of it. Go. You will get your |obsters, very fine |obsters, | promse."

"But -"

"G!" GIlls insisted.

Hi s hoarse grunts and the beat of his groin against hers set a counterpoint to
the ticking of the bright yellow di mestore "Baby Ben" al arm cl ock on the bedside
table. Roulette pulled her topaz eyes fi-om Stan's brown ones, watched the
second hand sweepi ng snoothly across the face of the clock. Time. The ticking of
a clock, the wash of blood through her veins driven by the inexorable beating of
her heart. Fragnents of tine. Fragnents marking the passage of a life.
Utimately it came down to this. It respected neither wealth, nor power, nor
saintliness. Sooner or later it came, and silenced that steady pul se. And she
had her orders

Roul ette reached up, softly touched Stan's tenple.

She drew breath-a gathering of will and power-but there was no release. It
required hate, and all she felt was uncertainty. She |lay back; and sumoned an

i mmge of horror. The agony of |abor, knowing it would soon end, and she woul d
hold her child, and all pain would be forgotten. The doctor's eyes wi dening in
terror. Struggling up to gaze at the thing between her |egs

Her taut belly went flaccid, and an added warnth washed through her vagi na, an
imtation of passion as the poisonous tide flowed free. How ers eyes suddenly
bul ged, his nouth worked, and he recoiled fromher, his rapidly swelling cock
rasping harshly along the soft tissues of her vagina with his abrupt withdrawal.
Hands wrapped protectively about his quivering discol ored nmenber, he gagged
several times and enmtted a choking scream A glob of spittle ran over his chin
in athin thread, and the dresser mirror exploded in a crystal waterfal
littering the bed with glass fragnents. The baby Big Ben took the edge of the
spreadi ng wave of sound. Its crystal shattered, freezing the hands, and as the
bl ow reached the clock's inner works the alarmgave a tinny, dispirited squawk
as if it were conplaining about its sudden and unfair deni se.

Sound like a fist took Roulette across the right cheek raising a nottled bruise
on the cafe au lait skin, coaxing a trickle of blood fromher ear. |ndrawn
breath caught in her throat |ike a jagged bl ock, and sickness filled her belly.
How er's agoni zed face hung above her, and she knew she was | ooki ng at deat h.
Hi s chest was heaving, |lips skinned back fromteeth, and a tide of blue-black
was rising fromhis now conpletely black and swollen penis into his groin and
bel ly.

The runpl ed satin conforter gave no purchase to her flailing |l egs. She felt as
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if she were swinming on glass. Wth a final, desperate flounder, she got to her
knees, and threw an arm around the ace's chest. Her other hand tangled in his
sweat -matted hair, and she yanked his head around so he faced the wall
separating bedroomfromliving room A life-ending, timne-stopping scream echoed
to the fringes of the universe and back again, and the wall exploded. Pl aster

dust spun in lazy spirals, catching at the throat, and filling the nostrils.
Rubbl e fanned across the living roomfloor, and the far wall was bul ging. For an
instant Roul ette contenplated that sagging wall; pictured it falling, pictured

the fat, | ower-mddle-class couple in the next apartnment staring at the tableau
she woul d present. Naked wonman hol di ng naked man-cock swollen to stallion
proportions, whole body swelling as the poi son exploded bl ood cells, the trai

of the poison marked by bl ue-bl ack di scol orati ons.

Anot her convul si on shook How er, but his throat had swollen, closing off the
vocal chords. The sweat-drenched skin of his back was cold and cl anmy agai nst
her flattened breasts, and the stink of released bl adder and bowel filled the
room Gaggi ng, she pushed hi maway, craw ed off the bed, and huddled in on
herself on the floor by the bed.

Destruction at the Cloisters. He had inplied it was Turtle who had crunbl ed the
stone walls.... But he lied! He promised there would be no risk even though this
was the first ace she had ever killed. And he lied. She touched a hand to her
ear, and gazed in fascination at the congeal ed bl ood that stained her fingers. A
sense of betrayal ate its way through to conscious thought, and resolved itself
into anger. He knew, and didn't warn nme. Had he wanted her to die here? But who
then would kill Tachyon for hin®

Sirens reni nded her of her danger. She had been so imersed in contenplation of
death and betrayal that she had forgotten reality. No one in | ower Manhattan
could have mi ssed that death cry. She was running out of tine. And if she wanted
to survive, to attain her final goal, she too had to run. She pushed back her
tangled hair, the tiny pearls and crystals braided into the |ong strands
catching on her fingers, tugging at her scal p. She jamred stocki ngs and garter
belt into her purse, flung on her dress, and pushed her feet into highheel ed
sandal s.

A last glance around the shattered roomto see if she had | eft any trace of her
presence-asi de fromthe obvious one, of course, the bloated body on the bed.

| always wanted to be speci al

An inarticulate cry burst fromher, and she ran for the fire escape. One spiked
heel slipped through the iron grating underfoot, and with a curse she pulled off
the shoes. Hol ding one in each hand she ran down the five flights to the first
floor, and |owered the |adder to the filthy, garbage-strewn pavenent of the
alley. dass froma hundred broken windows lay |ike a sparkling snowfall anong
rotting lettuce | eaves, plastic six-pack dividers, stinking cans. It crunched
under f oot as she reached the ground, and one splinter drove deep into her heel
She whinpered, pulled it out, and worked on her shoes. Tetanus shot, |I'll need a
tetanus shot. | haven't had one since that nonth Josiah and | spent in Peru

The t hought of her ex-husband set nmenory in nmotion. Jerking forward like a train
gai ni ng nomentum | nages jostling and shattering |like the franes of a nightmare
filmrunning at double speed... until no coherent pictures renmained, just an
undi fferentiated blur of pain and grief and gut-burning fury culmnating in a
spewi ng sense of relief when she had rel eased the tide, and How er had di ed.

Qut of the alley and onto the street. Trying to set the right tone. It would be
suspicious to sinply ignore the insurance conpany's nightmare and glazier's
delight that surrounded her. Yet she could not bring herself to join the gaping
jostling throng, many still in pajamas and bat hrobes, who gathered in' clunps
and gawked at the glass-littered street and the parked can, with frosted or
denol i shed wi ndows. Better perhaps to ape a young worki ng woman; interested but
concerned with getting to work on tine.

A police car shot down the street, braked suddenly as it passed her, jerking the
two occupants |like test-car dunmies. Fiat, bloodshot eyes raked over her, and
she forced herself t face the cop's suspicious glance though fear was fluttering
in her belly. It was a predoni nantly white nei ghborhood, an though she was
dressed with understated el egance her dres was clearly for evening.

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (17 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:44 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

Hooker .

The thought read clearly on the bloated, pink face, and she felt a stir of'
resentnment. Cass of '70, Vassar, master's in economics. Not a prostitute, you
asshol e. But she was carefu to keep her expression neutral

A man ran out of Howl er's apartnent building, arnms windmlling about his head,
nmout h openi ng and cl osi ng though no words could be heard over the cry of the
sirens. The cop, distracted, lost interest in Roulette. He grow ed sonething to
his partner, and jerked his thunb toward the building. The car rolled on, and
Roul ette forced herself back into notion

The fear was back. Fuel ed not by the presence of the tangible pursuers who

gat hered behind her, but by the baying of her soul hounds who | oped easily at
her flanks. They were waiting for the tinme when the doubt and horror and guilt
that had been growing with every kill would overwhelm her, bear her down, and
then they would nove in and destroy her. They were there now waiting. She could
hear them She hadn't been able to hear them before. She was goi ng insane. And
if she killed again, what woul d happen? But she had to. And to have Tachyon dead
woul d make even madness bear abl e.

Chapter Three

8.00 a. m

The stone lions guarding the staircase before the main entrance of the New York
City Public Library mght as well have taken the day off. The library was cl osed
and the staircase was deserted.

Jenni fer, having gone back to her apartment to have a |light breakfast and to
change into a conservative suit with a black skirt, black jacket, and white

bl ouse, reached out and patted one on the side as she went by anyway, in seem ng
encour agenent of a job well done. She let herself into the building with her
key, and then | ocked the door again behind her. The soles of her shoes clicked

| oudly, echoing eerily in the library's vast antechanber.

"Morning, Mss Maloy," an old nman wearing a runpled uniformgreeted her as she
made her way through the cavernous central room back toward her desk near the
first-floor stacks.

"Good norning, Hector."

"Not going to the parade?" The old nman was one of the security guards. He |iked
to tell stories of when he'd seen Jetboy battling the zeppelins over Manhattan
back when he was a cop and what it was like in the first few horrible nonents of
the new age, when the wild card virus had been rel eased and the world had
changed, suddenly and forever.

"Maybe later," she said. She liked the old nman, but now was not the time to get
caught up in his interm nable rem niscences. "I have some work to do. A project
I want to finish."

A d Hector clicked his tongue against his dentures and shook his head.

"You work too hard, Mss Maloy, a pretty young thing |like you. You should get
out nore."

"I will. I just thought that today would be a good day t finish this project of
m ne. What with the library being close and all."

"I get your hint. | get your hint," the old man sai d goodnaturedly, noving off
al ong the darkened row of tables. "Never saw a girl |iked books so much and

goi ng out and having fun so little," he nuttered half to hinself.

Jenni fer went back into the stacks, keeping an eye on Hector, making sure he was
going on his desultory rounds. It wouldn't do, she told herself, to have him
come upon one o the reference librarians poring over a catalog with a couple o
books full of rare stanps on her desk. It wouldn't do at all

The noise level inside the Crystal Palace was still |ow enough to listen in on
i ndi vi dual conversations, but Spector wasn't interested in eavesdropping. He
headed straight for the bar, sat down, and started drumming his fingers on the
pol i shed wood. Sascha, al one behind the bar, was busy naking brandy al exander
for a blond woman in a tight red-and-white cotton dress. Sascha's eyel ess face
gave Spector the creeps.
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"Hey," Spector said, just loudly enough to get Sascha's attention. "I need a
doubl e shot of Jack Bl ack."

"I''ll be with you in a mnute."

Spect or nodded and pushed his hair back out of his eyes.', He was too scared to
eat, but he could always drink. Shit, he thought, | should have agreed to

what ever he wanted. That twi sted old fuck can nmake mi nceneat out of ne. He put
hi s hand over his nouth and tried to slow his ragged breathing. He turned
around, afraid that the Astronomer might be right behind him Only a few people
woul d have the balls to start sonething at the Crystal Palace, but the Astononer
woul dn't even think twi ce about it.

CGod, | really don't want that bastard after ne. Maybe he'll be too busy with the

others. Even the Astrononmer wll have trouble taking themall on

"Your drink."

Spector junped at Sascha's voice, then turned around. "Thanks." He fished in his
pocket for a five and tossed the crunpled bill onto the bar. Sascha hesitated

for a nonent, then picked up the noney and wal ked away.

Spector picked up the glass and downed t he whi skey. Got to keep noving. Maybe he
won't ook for nme in Brooklyn. He | aughed softly to himself. Maybe the next
President will be a joker.

The air was chill and cal mas he stepped outside. He rubbed his pal ns together
and wal ked quickly down the street, toward the nearest subway.

The first time she killed it had been by accident-if such a thing can ever be
terned an acci dent-and even now she coul d excuse it because toads like Sully
really shouldn't be allowed to breed and nultiply.

She had just |ost her job. Her fingers tightened, and sugar and stal e doughnut
crunmbs pattered onto the plastic plate. It had been presented as a | eave of
absence, but she knew better. For weeks the whispers had haunted her; creeping
about the corners of the office partitions, echoing in the washroons, |eaving a
tangi bl e mark on every face. Poor thing... husband is divorcing her... Is it
true?... she had... a nonster?

Several of her pregnant friends dropped her as if her very presence could nutate
their child, and the fear was not hel ped by a disquieting runor out of the CDC
that two anomal ous cases of the wild card virus had arisen that could only be
explained if the disease was in fact contagious. Frank had been kind that day
when he called her into his office, but very firm Her presence in the office
was affecting worker norale and productivity. And didn't she really need sone
time alone to cone to grips with Wiat Had Happened To Her? So why not take a
little time?

Weeks later, noney running |ow, and her spirits just as |ow, she found Sully
Thornton at her door. He was a pathetic little toady who continually brayed
about being one of Josiah's "business associates." Roulette had never
particularly noticed himdoing any busi ness when he had been present at
Smal | woods. I nstead he had concentrated on | apping up all the free booze he
could hold, and trying to press soggy drunken ki sses on her whenever he caught
her al one. She had sl apped himonce, and after a neighing titter that set his
prom nent Adam s appl e to bobbing, he had boozily explained that he was just
"emul atin' old grandpa Thornton, with his fascination for dusky wonen. Just runs
in the blood." Yeah, she'd thought sourl |ike whuppin' on the boys, and fuckin
the mammi es. Just cones natural.

Sul Iy had nout hed sonet hing about wanting to | ook h up because Josi ah had
treated her so bad, and could he buy h dinner, and he'd heard she'd | ost her

job, and did she need "little |loan?" She didn't m ss the neaning, and despite
her r vulsion with the nman she accepted. Being broke ruins a per son's
st andar ds.

Late that night, as he'd lain groaning and panting ato her, she had renenbered
the bone-cracking rel ease as he baby was born, and raised herself up on her

el bows, and had seen ... No! Then had cone a rel ease of another kind, and Sully
had di ed.

Her eaters of the soul had begun to tornent her withi hours of Sully's death.
And if Judas had not found her perhap she woul d have ceased to deal in death.
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But the Astronomer' acehound did find her, and took her to the Cloisters, and th
Astrononmer had spoken to her hidden places, nurturing he festering hate,

promi sing that she would have her final re venge, and that when the | ast kil

was nmade he woul d gi ve he peace-renove forever the nmenory of her child.

The Astrononer had used her sparingly, eager to keep he secret and very
effective And she was effective. Today marked the third kill she had nade for
her awful naster, and each time it was worse. She gul ped down sone of the
Sunshi ne Cafe' enanel -stripping coffee, trying to wash away the sick taste o
death that |ay on her tongue.

This time he would know. He woul d sense her guilt an doubt, and react, and she
was scared to di sappoint- No. She was just scared. Terrified of him O his
powers. O his ob sessive drive to destroy. First TIAVAT Now t hose who had
denied himhis ultimate victory.

What if she just never went back?

No, without himthere could be no final catharsis, no final release fromthe
menory of nonsters. He could have all the rest, but Tachyon was hers. The alien
had destroyed her life.

She woul d repay himby destroying his. That was her obsession, and it had wedded
her to the Astronomer in an unholy union of hate and vengeance, and it was far
stronger a bond than | ove.

"Lady, | don't rent tables by the hour," grow ed the proprietor of the Sunshine
Cafe, who was living proof that the 'generators of cheerful advertising were
under no obligation to followit.

She tossed noney onto the table, and decided to be grateful for the interruption
rather than irritated. Her greasy-spoon haven had been renpved. She had to go.
To face him

Normally Hiramliked to ride through the city streets, to watch the ebb and fl ow
of the hunman drama on the sidewal ks of Manhattan through the frosted-glass

wi ndows of his Bentley, while his driver worried about gridlock and kani kaze
cabs. But today Jokertown and surroundi ng nei ghborhoods woul d be chaos, as the
jokers took to the streets and thousands of tourists flowed into the city for
the parades, street fairs, fireworks, and other celebrations that marked Wld
Card Day.

To avoid the crush, Hramtold Anthony to take the FDR Drive, and even so the
traffic was a horror. He would have preferred to return to his apartnent to
change, but there wasn't tine. They went directly to the Enpire State Buil ding.
Vel vet ropes had been hung in front of the express elevators to Aces H gh, and a
tasteful gold-lettered sign said CLOSED FOR PRI VATE PARTY. Hiram hopped over the
rope lightly, no feat at all for a man who weighed only thirty pounds, but it

al ways raised a few eyebrows in the | obby. The el evator took himstraight up to
the restaurant's foyer.

As the doors opened, he heard his head chef shouting at soneone. The saucier, no
doubt; they were constantly arguing. A janitor was sweepi ng out the cloakroom as
Hiram energed fromthe el evator. "Make sure you enpty the ashtrays, Smitty,"
Hramtold him He paused a nonent, |ooked around the room The nmarble floor was
gl eani ng, the couches had been freshly cleaned. Al the walls were hung with
framed phot ographs of celebrities: politicians, sports figures, sex synbols,
socialites, witers, filmstars, newsnen, and a nyriad of aces. Mst had
scraw ed warm personal inscriptions to Hramacross their |ikenesses. He stopped
to straighten the picture of Senator Hartrmann and the How er that had been taken
the night the senator had been reel ected, then swept through the w de doubl e
doors into the restaurant itself.

Paul LeBarre's voice was much | ouder in here, eve through the hubbub. Wrkmen
were setting up round banquet tables for the party, and noving the everyday
tables into stor age. C eaning crews were polishing the floors, the |ong curved
bar, and the magnificent art deco chandeliers that gave Aces High so nuch of its
anbi ence. The wi de doors to the Sunset Terrace had been thrown open to air out
the room and a stiff New York wind was blowing. Dimy, fromfar bel ow, Hiram
coul d hear the sounds of traffic and police sirens.

Curtis, his nmaitre d° and good right arm cane up to Hiram Wrchester with a
dozen stiff pieces of posterboard under one arm He was a tall slender black nman
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with white haft Tonight, in his tuxedo, he would | ook splendid, elegant, even
bit austere. Right now, dressed in a flannel shirt and a pair d worn dungarees,
he just | ooked harri ed.

"The kitchen is in chaos," he announced briskly. "Paul insists that Mriam has
rui ned his special hollandaise, and he's threatening to throw her off the Sunset
Terrace. W had a small fire in the kitchen, but it's out, no damage. The ice
scul pture are late. Six of our waiters phoned in sick this norning. Car niva
flu, I call it, conplicated by the fact that no one ever tip at these private
parties. A larger bonus might effect a sudde rem ssion. The usual runor about
Gol den Boy has nade th rounds, and |'ve had three calls fromguests anxious to
let u know that if he was comng, they weren't. Ch, and Di gger Downs phoned up
totell ne that if he isn't admtted tonight, Aces! magazine will never nention
the restaurant again. An how are you this norning, Hiran®"

Hi ram si ghed, ran a hand across his bald head in a nervous gesture |eft over

fromthe days he'd had hair. "Tell Diggei I'll let himin if his editor proni ses
inwiting that we'll neve be nentioned in Aces! again. Get nme six tenp
wai ters-no, nmake that ten, they won't be as good as our regular people. |I'm not

worried about Paul. He hasn't thrown anyone out a wi ndow yet." He strode toward
his office.

Curtis matched himpace for pace. "There's always a first tinme. Wat about

Gol den Boy?"
Hi ram nmade a rude noi se. "W get the sane runor every year, and M. Braun has
yet to show up. If he ever does, |I'll deal with the question of his dinner.

Who's threatening to cancel ?"

"Spar kl e Johnny, Trunp Card, and Pit Boss," Curtis said.

"Reassure Shawna and Lou," Hiramtold him "and tell Sparkle Johnny that Gol den
Boy is definitely going to be here. Are those the seating charts?"

Curtis handed themover. "I'll call Kelvin and check on the ice scul ptures," he
sai d as Hiram unl ocked the door to his private office.

"Qut the windowl " Paul LeBarre was screaming in the kitchen. "Al the way down
ou can think of the proper way to make hol | andai se. Perhaps it' will cone to
you, before you hit!"

H ramw nced. "Do that," he said. "And pl ease have sonmeone do nme up a snall
breakfast. An onelet, | think. Tomato, onion, crunbled bacon, cheese."

" Cheddar ?"

Hiramrai sed an eyebrow. "OF course. Four eggs. Wth ponmme frites and a carafe
of orange juice, alittle Earl Grey. Are there biscuits?"

Curtis nodded.

"Good. Three, please. I'mweak with hunger." Using his powers always |eft him
fam shed. Dr. Tachyon said it had sonmething to do with energy |oss. "Anthony
will be back soon with a clean suit. | had a bit of an altercati on down on

Fulton Street. Send soneone to the lobby to wait for it. If Anthony tries to
bring it up, the Bentley will probably be towed." He cl osed the door

A 26-inch color television was nounted in the wall above his desk. Hi ram seated
hinself in a huge, custom designed | eather executive's chair that snelled |ike
the inside of a very old and very exclusive British nen's club, turned on his
builtin back massager, spread the seating charts out across the black wal nut,
and flicked on the television with a jab at the renpte control. WIllard Scott
and Peregrine appeared on the screen. Wllard was wearing noose ears, for sone
reason. Peregrine was wearing as little as she could get away with. They were
tal ki ng about the Jokertown parade. Hiramhit the nute button. He liked to keep
the television on as he worked, a sort of video wall paper that kept him plugged
into the world, but the noise distracted him After a final glance at
Peregrine's admirabl e costune, he began reviewing the charts, initialing each in
the I ower right-hand corner after he'd | ooked it over

By the tinme Curtis returned with his onelet, H ramhad finished the charts. "Two
changes," he said. "Put Mstral over by the terrace. If it gets too w ndy, she
can take care of it for us."

"Switch Tachy and Croyd. If we put Tachyon at the sane table with Fortunato,
we' Il have innocents killed in the crossfire."
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"Excellent," Curtis said. "Six tables for the at-the-doors?" Formal invitations
were sent out annually to the WId Card Day Di nner at Aces High, and RSVPs were
expected, but there were aces who carefully kept their nanmes secret, and others
who' d yet to conme out of the deck. The party was open to all of them and each
year the queue of those hoping to win adnission by denponstrating an ace tal ent
at the door grew | onger and | onger.

"Eight tables,"” Hramsaid after a moment's reflection. "This is the fortieth
anni versary, after all." He glanced up at the tel evision screen again. "One nore
thing." He took back the top chart, nmade a notation. "There."

Curtis studied it. "Peregrine next to you. Very good, sir."

"I thought so," Hiram said, with a quiet snile. He felt rather pleased with

hi nsel f.

"The ice scul ptures will be delivered within the hour."

"Excel lent. Notify me when they arrive."

Curtis closed the door behind him Hi ram | eaned back in his chair, glanced up at
the TV set, changed the channel. On the steps of Jetboy's Tonb, Linda Ellerbee
was interview ng Xavi er Desnond. He watched them nouth silent words for a

m nute. Then a news bulletin interrupted their conversation. Sonething about the
How er, whose picture flashed up on the screen, wearing his yellow fighting
clothes. A nice fellow, but his color sense was al nost as bad as Dr. Tachyon's
Hi ram frowned, and steepled his fingers thoughtfully. Everything was under
control. The party would be a smashing success, the social occasion of the year
He ought to be feeling elated. Instead, he was troubl ed.

The busi ness down at the Fulton Street Fish Market, that was it. He couldn't get
if off his mind. Glls was in sone kind of trouble. He needed hel p. Hi ram was
fond of the old joker.

They' d been doi ng business for a decade, and Aces H gh had even catered his
son's graduati on.

Soneone ought to find out what was going on, Hiramthought. Not him of course;
he was a restaurateur, not an adventurer. Still, he knew all the right people,
and nany of them owed himfavors. Perhaps he ought to use his contacts.

Hiram found Dr. Tachyon's nunber on his Rol odex, picked up his tel ephone,
punched out the nunber. He let it ring a long tinme. The Taki sian was a
notoriously | ate sleeper

Finally he gave up. WIld Card Day was always a trial for Tachyon. As often as
not, it set himoff on binges of guilt, selfpity, and cognac. This being the
fortieth anniversary, the doctor's angst could be particularly acute. Ch, Dr.
Tachyon woul d be on tine for dinner, no doubt of that, but Hiramwanted to get
soneone working on this imediately.

He thought for a minute. His good friend Senator Hartmann woul d | end himthe
services of sone Justice Departnent ace, undoubtedly, but involving the
governnent was tine-consuning and nessy. Fortunato night help, but then again he
m ght not.

He turned his Rol odex, |ooking at the names, and of course it was right there,
on the very first card

JAY ACKROYD Confidential |nvestigations and Sl eight-of - Hand

Smiling, H ram Wrchester picked up the phone and di al ed.

Ackroyd got it on the fifth ring. "lIt's too early," the Pl conplained. "CGo

away. "

"Qut of bed, Popinjay," H ramsaid cheerfully, knowing it would irritate him
"The early bird gets the worm and tonight you'll be solving for your supper, so
to speak."

"It better be nore than one supper, Hram" said. "And don't call ne Popinjay,
damm t. "

Ackr oyd

Each stockbook had ten pages and each page hel d about a hundred stanps with
their Scott Postage Stanmp Catal og nunbers witten in neatly bel ow them making
themvery easy to identify.

There were ten Ireland #38 (Great Britain #171, overprinted "Ri altar Seal adac na
hei neann 1922" in blue black ink), mnt, catal og value $1,500 each. There were
ei ght Denmark #1 (inperforate with yellow brown burelage), lightly canceled with
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four excellent margins, catal og value $1,300 each. There were twel ve Japan #8
(native laid paper without gum, mnt, catal og val ue $450 api ece. And on and on
and on. Al together there were 1,880 stanps in the stockbooks, catal oging, on
the average, about $1,000 each, so that each stockbook held about a mllion
dollars' worth of stanps. The third, book, though ..

Jennifer flipped through the pages rapidly, but her mnd was drawn fromthe
mystery of the third book by the wealth in the other books on the cluttered desk
bef ore her.

Ki en had put together quite a little collection. She didn't know nuch about
philately, but a quick perusal of the pricing information in the front of the
catal ogs, and her general experience in the field of rare and collectable
materials, told her that Kien had assenbl ed the perfect collection for realizing
maxi mum profit when it cane tine to sell.

The stanps he had gathered were rare, but not exceedingly rare. The really rare
stanps were so well known that all extant exanples of them were docunented, but
enough of these issues existed so that they were untraceable. They were rare
enough to be, well, rare, and comobn enough so that their appearance on the

mar ket woul dn't cause a stir.

They were al so rare enough so that-dependi ng, of course, on how desperate he was
at the tine he liquidated his holdings-Kiev could expect to get near catal og
price for them when he wanted to turn theminto sonething nore negotiable. A
qui ck check of several selected issues in catalogs from previous years told her
that they were also rare enough to increase in value every year. And if Kien

pl ayed the proper cards when cashing themin he wouldn't have to pay taxes on
them O course, a single stanp deal er would have a hard tine coming up with
enough cash to purchase the entire collection, but there were a lot of stanp
dealers in any given large city.

Unfortunately, Jennifer reflected as she idly scanned the pages of stanps, she
didn't have that option. She couldn't break up the collection pieceneal. She had
to get rid of it at once, and she'd be fortunate if her fence would give her ten
percent of value for them

Still, ten percent would be nice. Two hundred thousand isn't bad for a norning's
wor k.

She had a big balloon paynent coming up on her apartnment that had recently gone
condo, and then there were her special projects. She took a snall black book out
of her purse and scanned her list of favorite charities, nostly small,
poor | yfunded centers for battered w ves, deserted children, and abandoned
animals. In the current age of governnent cutbacks private citizens had to do
all they could to support worthy causes, and there were, Jennifer thought, an
awful |ot of worthy causes in the world.

Moi sture was seeping froma long crack running diagonally across the wall of the
tunnel . The entire weight of Manhattan seened poi sed above her head, and she
wondered for the hundredth useless tine whether this rabbit warren of tunnels
and tiny roons would survive. Maybe her footsteps would be the final stress
needed to bring down the crunbling lair. Fear pushed breath deep into her
abdonen, and she hurried forward, noisture seeping in the sides of her sandals.
It seened incredible to her that after the debacle in May when the aces of New
York had stornmed the Cloisters, killing a nunber of Masons and destroying the
Shakti device, that the Astrononer had calmy returned to his old haunts and no
one had noticed. True, there were only a handful of themleft; Kafka, the Mster
hi nsel f, Roman, Kim Toy, Gresham Inp and Insulin and her-saved because she'd
chosen to spend that day at a concert in upstate New York. Perhaps the threat
fromthe Swarm (only recently renoved) could offer sone expl anation

The tunnel debouched into a small room Roulette entered, and felt her hee

slide frombeneath her as she hit the slick dark blood that lay in ever w dening
pools on the stone floor. It had been an energetic ritual, for bright bl ood al so
painted the walls. A garish red freckling here, flowing rivulets there, al
washi ng across the sweating gray plaster, a nodern art exhibition drawn in
savagery. Disnmenbered |inbs |ay stacked |ike corded wood in a far corner, the
head with its staring eyes placed |ike a nelon on the top. She had been a pretty
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worman, her |l ong dark hair caressing the jagged stunp of her neck, crysta
earrings flashing in the harsh light of a naked bulb that swng froma cord in
the ceiling.

Still Life for a Madnman, thought Roul ette, and hysteria and revul sion pulled her
throat taut

Kaf ka, | ooking positively dadaesque as he doubled as a towel rack, hunched

besi de the Astrononer. Several fluffy towels with applique teddy bears hung over
his chitinous, skeletal arns. H s carapace was rattling, but whether with cold
or fear Roulette couldn't tell

Finally she forced her eyes to her naster, who finished fastidiously w ping his
hands on a towel and dropped it onto the floor at his feet. H s eyes swamlike
enornous noons be hind the thick | enses of his glasses, but he was vibrant,
fairly crackling with energy, and she knew he was ready to begin the day's
agenda. A blood feast now to prepare for the banquet to foll ow

"Wl 2"

"How er is dead."

"Excellent, nmy |lovely dear. Excellent." He turned, and contenptuously pushed

asi de his wheelchair. Its wheels creaked mournfully as it rolled into a corner.

"But tell nme all. Every subtle nuance, every agonized grinace..."
"I't wasn't very subtle," she said flatly, and pushed back her braided hair to
reveal the bruise. "And | still can't hear very well out of ny right ear."

He | aughed, a deep-throated bass runble that | eft her shaking with fury.

"l could have died! Doesn't that nmatter to you?"

"Not trenmendously." Hi s eyes were on her, and she withed, unable to neet his
gaze.

"You could have at |east warned ne," she cried, trying to find a safe place to
rest her eyes, but everywhere she | ooked there was nadness.

"I'"'mnot your daddy. | assuned you had enough intelligence to do your own
research.”
"I"'mnot a professional killer. |I don't research."

Even Kafka emitted a whispering, panting chuckle that sounded like dry, dead
hands bei ng rubbed together, and the Astrononer threw back his head and roared,
the tendons in his skinny neck standing out |ike tw gs.

"Ch, ny precious dear. |Is that how you hide fromyour soul? You little fool. You

shoul d enbrace the hate, lick it, eat it, revel init. | amoffering you a
uni que opportunity to find vengeance. To repay loss with pain. And after it's
all over I'lIl give you the freedomyou crave. You should thank ne."

"I'"'m beconmi ng a nonster," Roul ette nurnured.

"is this doubt |I'm hearing? Then please quash it. Quilt is a nobst debilitating
enotion. It nmakes you weak. You see, doubt can lead to betrayal, and you know
how | deal with those who betray me. |'mgiving you Tachyon, though | really
want to kill himmyself, so don't cone bleating about how cl ose you cane to
death, and how awful | amfor nmaking you kill. And don't even think about
backing out. | haven't tine to deal with the good doctor nyself-I1've even had to
del egate Turtle to Inp and Insulin-so | would be very upset with you if | had to
add Tachyon back into ny agenda. The pleasure woul dn't outwei gh the aggravation,
believe nme."

"I don't think you were notivated by generosity. | think you' re afraid of him
That's why you're sending ne to face him"

The words were gone, and she was a fool for uttering themfor he was upon her,
fingers closing |like a vise about her jaw. "Calling me a coward, ny sweet pussy
killer?" H's face was set in a devil's grinace.

"No." She forced out the barely audibl e whisper

"Good. | wouldn't want to think that you didn't respect ne. Now Tell me about
Howl er."

"No, | don't... | can't live it ... again." She towered over himso she was
gazi ng down on the top of his balding craniumcovered only with a few straggling
wi sps of hair and patches of scabrous skin.

"Then live this!" And the rush of nenory returned. The hi deous ni sshapen thing
that had lain between her legs. The net result of so many hours of painfu

| abor. A nonster so grotesque that even the nurses had hated to touch it.
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"All right, all right! He was in ... great pain."

"H's face, what of his face? He nust have been | ooking at you."

"He | ooked sad. Like a bewildered child who couldn't understand why he was being
hurt." Sobs lay |ike jagged glass in the back of her throat.

"And did you enjoy it?" His free hand cl osed about her |eft shoul der, and he
forced her to her knees before him She could feel the bl ood soaking through the
hem of her skirt, sticking on the bare skin of her knees.

Hi s eyes were on her again. There was no hope of |ying.

"No." The tears spilled over, running in hot lines over her cheeks. "I didn't
really know him Just one night. But he was kind to nme. And now he's dead and
I"'mafraid."

"Of what ?"

"Of what |'mbeconing. |'mafraid to go on..."

"My dear, you had best be afraid of what will happen if you don't go on. | own
you, Roulette, and | will exact a terrible punishnent if you fail ne."

A shrill screamtore at her throat as she watched his hand go sliding into her

chest, and felt the heavy pressure as he cupped her heart in his palm
"One squeeze, Roulette, and you die." His hand drifted down, nassagi ng her

ovaries, sending waves of agony through her belly. "Don't nmake ne kill you,
Roulette. It would be such a waste." He renpved his hand, and caressed her
brui sed cheek. "But | don't want to frighten you, ny darling. | want to help

you. To save and free your soul. You will go nmad, Roulette, just as you fear,
unl ess you achi eve your final vengeance and purge your soul. Wthout that
cleansing, ny nenory wipe will do you no good. Now go, find Tachyon, kill him
and you will be free."

"Free," she sighed. The Astrononer suddenly released his hold on her chin, and
she fell forward, catching herself on her hands. She whinpered a bit as the

now congeal i ng bl ood oozed between her fingers. Even free fromyou, she thought
with an enotion that was neither |ove nor hate, but partook of both.

"Yes, ny little love. Even fromne." She squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the
bl ow or ot her punishnent that had to follow. Mnents passed and not hi ng
happened. Cautiously she opened her eyes.

"And when will you..."

"Renove your past? Wien you report back to ne, and tell ne in painfu
detail"-his lips quirked at the little pun"every nonent of Tachyon's death."
"Yes ... all right ... | will."

Roul ette pushed herself to her feet. Wth a jerk of the head the Astrononer
indicated to Kafka to | eave. The hideous little cockroach joker scurried to the
door, and offered Roulette one of the remaining clean towels. She accepted

gratefully. "WIIl | find you here?"

"That depends on the tinme. My schedule's rather full today." He smirked, then
stared consideringly at her. "You have served ne well. Oh, why not? |'ve decided
to take ny nore faithful followers with ne when | |eave." He wapped a | ength of
flexible tubing about his upper arm and rubbed at the bul gi ng vein.

"Leave?"

"Yes, I'"'mleaving this world which betrayed and cheated ne. "

"But how?"

"On Tachyon's ship."

"But you don't know howto fly a spaceship. Do you?" she added, suddenly
doubtful. The range of his powers was awesone, maybe he coul d.

"This ship will fly, for it's an intelligent creature with a nmnd, and what has
a mnd | can control. W are set to rendezvous at three-thirty tonorrow norning.
Be there and you can cone. Provided of course you've killed Tachyon, and if your
little recitation pleases nme. Now, what do you say to that? | couldn't be any
fairer," he added in a thoughtful tone as he considered his own nmagnaninty.

The little smle that pursed his nouth died, and his face twisted in a hideous
grimace. "Now go!" he screaned, and spittle foaned in tiny white specks on his
lips, and spattered on her face.

She went, running back down the danp tunnel, towel pressed to her lips. Kafka
was still shuffling down the tunnel, and as she passed him Roul ette wondered
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how much he had overheard, if he constituted one of the "faithful," and what the
__ Astrononmer would do to himif he weren't and if he | earned of Kafka's
eavesdroppi ng. For an instant their eyes nmet, and Roulette saw mirrored in the
joker's the sanme fear and confusi on and hopel essness and hate that she knew | ay
reflected in hers.

She touched himgently on the carapace. "Thank you for the towel, Kafka."
"You're wel conme," he said with an odd formality that nade his bizarre condition
all the nore ludicrous and heartbreaking. "Roulette," he added as she wal ked

away. "Be careful. | would like to think that one of us cane out of this with
sone senbl ance of normalcy and humanity intact."”
"Well, it won't be me, but thanks for the concern."

Chapt er Four

9:00 a.m

Jenni fer picked up the phone on her desk and dial ed a nunber she'd used only
hal f a dozen tines in the past year, but had conmitted to nenory. It rang three
times before it was picked up and a rich, cultured voice with a Brooklyn accent
still lurking in it said, "The Happy Hockey."

"Hel l o, Gruber."

The voice took on a new tone, deepening and becom ng unctuous w th unwant ed
solicitousness. "My dear Waith." He called her by the nomde guerre Jennifer
had adopted. "It's been a while. How have you been?"

"Fine." Jennifer kept her answers to a mininum She didn't |ike Leon G uber,
though he continually Iet her know his all-too-evident feelings toward her. He
was a pudgy, pasty faced cokehead with a master's in fine arts from Col unbia. He
wor ked out of the pawnshop he'd inherited fromhis fatherunder, from what

Jenni fer had heard, rather suspicious circunstances. He was her fence. He never
stopped hitting on her, despite the cold politeness with which she carried out
all their transactions.

"Do you have sonething for ne?" he asked.

He made t he question sound sal aci ous. Jennifer could al nost see himlicking his
pouty lips.

"Post age stanps,"” she replied briefly.

"How nuch?" There was sonething of a sigh in his voice as he resigned hinself to
tal ki ng busi ness.

"Nearly two .mllion catal og."

There was a long silence, and when Gruber finally spoke his voice had changed
again. There was sonething behind his words that Jenni fer had never heard
before, sonmething that nade hi m sound even nore cold and cal cul ati ng than usual
"You do astonish ne, ny dear. Tell ne, are these froma dealer's stock or a
private party's collection?"

"None of your business."

"Well, we do like to keep our little secrets, don't we?"

"My secrets are ny own," Jennifer said firmy, nore than a little irritated. "If
you're not interested in the stanps | can always find sonmeone who is."

"Ch, | aminterested. | am |I'minterested in everything about you, ny dear

Waith." Jennifer grinmaced at his words. She could al nbst inmagi ne the scenes
flickering through his coked-up brain. "You are a very, um intriguing person
You appeared fromout of nowhere and in | ess than a year becane the city's
finest thief. | feel very fortunate to be, um associated with you and |I' mvery,
very interested in the stanps. | have sonething on for this norning, though. |I'm
expecting sonme people. Can you conme by el eveni sh? Perhaps we can do lunch after

| take a | ook at the nmerchandise."

"Perhaps." There was no sense in antagonizing himbefore he | ooked at the
stanps. "Eleven. 1'll be there."

"I'"ll be waiting, dear."

His | ast sentence echoed oilily in Jennifer's ear as she hung up. There was nore

avid anticipation in it than was usual. She decided that she had to find a new
fence. She couldn't take Gruber's |eering comments nuch | onger. Maybe he was
sliding too deeply into his cocaine habit. He does so nmuch of the stuff;
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Jenni fer thought, one of these days his heart'l| expl ode.

Fortunato checked his watch. He had to bring his armup along his side and then
across his chest to see it because of the crowds. It was a little after nine.
Wien he | ooked up again the world was |ike a kal ei doscope. Shards of bright

col or surrounded him shifting constantly into new patterns, unpredictable but
not quite random

When Caroline had said it was Wld Card Day it had nmeant nothing to him He
shoul d have known better. Now he was trapped in the crowds wth Brennan,
committed. Every couple of mnutes he thought again about breaking his rule
about public displays. It would be nothing for himto levitate hinself out of
the crowmd and sail back to the peace of his apartnent.

Then he thought of the Astrononer, naybe just a few yards away, naybe on the
verge of killing again and maki ng hinself that nuch stronger in the process.
Just ahead of them Hester Street net the Bowery, square in the m ddle of
Jokertown. Police barricades bl ocked off the side streets, though there were so
many tourists a car couldn't have gotten through if it wanted to. They nostly
seened to be dressed for a track neet, in shorts and runni ng shoes and hi deous
T-shirts, except they were overwei ght and slung with canmeras and had billed caps
wi th nmoronic sl ogans on them

"Look, there's one now," one of themsaid, pointing at Fortunato. The man's hat
said EATING QUT IS FUN. Fortunato thought about turning the man's stonach inside
out, leaving it hanging out of his nouth by the | ong tube of his esophagus,

spilling his blood and drool and breakfast on the sidewal k. Easy, he told
hinsel f. Just take it easy.
In typical joker fashion the parade had already gone to hell. The officia

fl oats were supposed to be Iining up down at Canal, but the street was already

full of unofficial entries, the nost obvious of which was a twenty-foot-high

| at ex phallus, pink and glistening, pointing up at about sixty degrees. It was

mount ed on a wooden platform and three masked jokers were trying to push it

through the crowds. The penis was forked and there was a sign hangi ng between

the two heads that said FUCK THE NATS. A fourth joker stood on the platform

throwi ng what | ooked |ike used condons into the cromd. Two knots of people were

fighting their way toward the platform one cops, the other outraged tourists.

"There he is." Brennan had to shout in Fortunato's ear to nake hinself heard.

Fortunato turned and saw Jube sitting on top of his news kiosk, short, fat, his

tusks glistening in the nmorning sunlight.

"Ckay," Fortunato said. He used a little of his power to clear a space in front

of the kiosk. He cupped his hands and called up to him "Can you come down for a

m nut e?"

Jube shrugged and started to clanber down. Fortunato reached up and took hold of

a bl ack, rubbery ankle to steady him At the nmoment of contact Fortunato felt a

weird vibration go through him Jube | ooked down and their eyes | ocked.

Fortunato read his thoughts involuntarily.

"Yes," Fortunato answered him "Now | know' Jube was not human.

"I've seen you at the Crystal Palace," Jube said. "But we've never been formally

i ntroduced." He held out a hand. "How are you at keeping secrets?"

"I nmostly mind my own business," Fortunato said. "Does Tachyon know about you?"

"No. Nobody does but you. | guess | just have to hope you don't conme up with a

good reason to give ne away."

Jube's face went bl ank as Brennan wal ked up and said, "Chrysalis told me-"

"l saw the Astrononer." Jube's head, greasy black and covered with tufts of

reddi sh hair, noved up and down. "About five this norning. | was picking up the

Enquirer. Every Mnday, you know " Fortunato cleared his throat inpatiently. "He

was in the back of a lino, headed down Second Avenue."

"How did you know it was hin?" Fortunato asked. Jube hesitated and Fortunato

made it an order. "Tell me the truth."

"I... went to sonme of their meetings. The Egyptian Masons. | thought they had
sonmething | wanted."

A sudden crash nmade the alien jerk back in surprise. Fortunato turned around.

JUst across Hester a plate-glass w ndow had expl oded out onto the street. Four

Oriental kids in blue satin jackets swarnmed out of the store. The |ast one out
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smashed the glass of the door with a billy club. "You renenber, old man!" the
kid shouted. "You don't fuck with the Egrets, nan!" They charged into the crowd
and di sappear ed.

Brennan had the | eather case open and the two halves of his bow together in a
second and a half: Even so he had no chance for a shot. He put the bow away
again and turned back to Fortunato. Fortunato hadn't noved.

"You weren't kidding," Jube said. "You really do m nd your own business."

"I don't interfere where | don't know what's going on," Fortunato said. He was
t hi nki ng about 1969, when his power had first appeared. For a few nonths there
he'd been involved with a political underground novenent, trying to stop the
whol esal e sl aughter of jokers in Vietnam Even then, with the issues as clear as
they'd been, he'd felt uneasy about it. There had been a wonman invol ved, and
when she di sappeared that had been the end of it for him And since then he'd
kept to hinself. "If | wanted to be a cop, |I'd be a cop."”

He turned back to Jube. "I think you and nme need to sit down and have a | ong
tal k sonetine. Wien there's not so much going on. For right now, just keep your
eyes open. |If you see the Astrononmer again, or anybody that you know is working
for him call Tachyon. He can get hold of ne. Al right?" The alien nodded.
"And for Christ's sake," Fortunato said, "try to cheer up."

Spector wal ked slowy up the steps of the subway station, glancing in all
directions. The Jack Daniel's hadn't hel ped. He'd seen the Astrononer kil
before; he'd even been in on it several tinmes. The old man could tear himto
pi eces faster than he coul d regenerate. He shuddered and stunbled on. G uber's
pawnshop was only a couple of blocks away.

Fl at bush Avenue was quiet, al nost deserted. A kid was playing on a stoop,
holding a jet in one hand and a blinp in the other. He snmashed the plane into
the side of the blinp and yelled, "I can't die vet, | haven't seen The Jol son
Story."

Spector shook his head. He didn't understand why anyone consi dered Jetboy a
hero. The little shit had tried to stop the virus from being rel eased over New
York, but he fucked up, failed. For that he got a statue and the adoration of
ml1lions.

"Jetboy was a |loser," he yelled at the kid.

The boy stared at him then picked up his toys and scranbl ed inside.

Spector reached inside his gray suit and pulled out his death's-head mask. He
slipped it on when he was across the street fromthe Happy Hocker

Spector crossed the street quickly and tried the door. It was | ocked. Spector
banged loudly on it several tines and waited. No sound. He tried again. This
time there were heavy hurried footfalls. He heard the lock click and the door
opened a crack.

"I'"m busy right now. Come back later," Guber said. "You ve got coke on your

| apel ," Spector said, pointing at the tailored tweed suit. He put his foot in
the door. "It's Spector. | need to buy sonething."

Gruber opened the door and closed it quickly when Spector was inside. "Buying?
That's a bit unusual. Well, what do you need?"

"An automatic pistol and a flak jacket." Spector |ooked around at the dimy lit
clutter. The place snelled of disuse and G uber's col ogne. "How do you ever find
anything in here?"

"Al'l the inportant business is transacted in back." G uber opened the cage and
wal ked into the back room He was fat and soft. Spector could have hated him
just for that. He followed the little man, bringing his pain into focus.

Gruber opened a cabinet and pulled out a pistol. "lIngram Mac-11 with shoul der
hol ster. 1'd want eight hundred froma normal custoner, but you can take it out
in trade. You will have sonething soon for ne, | hope."

Spector took the Ingram and | ooked it over. The gun was well-o0iled and had a
nice heft. "Sure. No flak jacket?" '.Sorry.

Spector had hoped the jacket might help if the Astrononer tried to tear out his
heart. Just his luck; it was an item G uber nornally had around. "Wat about
bul | et s?"

"Ri ght here," Guber said, handing himan unopened box. "Wy do you need a gun?
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I nmean, being an ace and all it just seens, um unnecessary."

Spector noticed that Gruber was careful not to neet his eyes. He grabbed the fat
man by the ears and pulled himclose. Guber tried to gouge Spector's eyes with
one hand and pulled a .22 autonatic with the other. Spector took hold of
Gruber's gun hand and pointed it at the fence's stomach. There were two shots,
both into G uber's abdonen. Spector knocked the gun away; he knew that G uber
would be a long tinme dying fromthe gunshot wounds. Spector pulled Guber's head
around, forcing their eyes close.

"No," said Guber, shutting his eyes. Spector punched Gruber in the throat,
knocking himto the floor. He straddled the fat man and pi nned his arns.

"Don't kill me. Please, no."

"You're dead already." Spector grabbed Gruber's eyelids and pulled them up

G uber screamed, but it was too late. Their eves | ocked.

Spector was the only person who had drawn the Bl ack Queen and lived to tel

about it. Unfortunately, the nmenory of his death was always there. He turned it
| oose on Gruber, pro jecting his agony into the man's body, convincing himthat
he was dying. Gruber's pudgy flesh believed. His eyes rolled up into his head
and he gasped. Spector felt himturn to dead weight and | et go.

He | ooked at the desktop. Gruber had witten one word on a notepad. Stanps. He
shrugged and turned away. Spector put on the holster and slid the Ingraminto
it. If he ran into the Astrononer it mght help, then again it mght not. He

cl osed and | ocked the cage door, donned his nmask, and | eft through the back

St upi d!' How much nore of an idiot could | have been? Jack thought as he fought
his way downtown through the throngs. Hs anger with hinself still burned
savagel y. He scanned what he coul d see of Ei ghth Avenue ahead of him Where was
the girl with the man wearing the purple suit and the dapper fedora?

He hadn't called Cordelia's nother vet. Elouette would just have to wait,

i npatient or not. Jack had made the one phone call he thought night do sone
good. |f Bagabond and her animals could just sight his niece... He'd take care
of the rest. His tongue felt rough, sliding across teeth that were slightly nore
profuse, sharper, and |l onger than were normal. He tried to danp the anger. Tine
enough for that |ater

Control. Cbviously he had sone now. At first, upon exiting the Port Authority,
he'd searched at random fighting his way first one direction through the
crowds, then another. Then the human level of his mind started to calmthe
urgent reptile brain. Set up a grid. Don't repeat a line of search. Try

downt own. Consi der Fortunato a lead. He didn't know that the guy he supposed was
a pinp was one of Fortunato's freelance talent scouts; in fact, he didn't know
if the man even used that kind of scavenging talent; but it was worth a try. The
man with Cordelia would find it easier to fall in with the flow of the crowds
down toward Jokertown. Eighth was |ess crowded right now than the other avenues.
Eventual 'y Jack woul d have to worry about a good crosstown route. But for now,
he went on his hunch

It paid off.

He cane up to the intersection of 38th Street. Suddenly he saw, across the
street, a fanmiliar fedora bobbing a bit as though the wearer were | ooking about
hi nsel f confusedly. He al so saw the back of a head, a quick glinpse of a fall of
shining black hair. The fedora noved toward the black hair. The young wonan with
the bl ack hair noved farther away. She was running.

Fedora pursued.

Jack, staring after them started off the curb. A hand grabbed his shoul der,
roughly tuggi ng hi mback. A honking yellow cab nearly took off his toes and

| atent snout.

"Watch it, bub,".said a husky joker standing beside him "Cabbies don't give a
shit. Not today. Not never."

By now, the intersection was full of traffic. The last cabs to nake it through
had done so. Now there were vehicles lined up in either direction. No one seened
worried about autonmtic $25 tickets for gridl ocking.

"Never a cop when you need one," sonebody said.

Jack made it across the intersection |ike a good brokenfield runner. The Jets'd
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be proud, he thought irrelevantly. This season, they could use him On the other
side of 38th, he realized that neither the fedora nor Cordelia was in sight.
Dam it. Sooner or |later, he thought, striking downtown again. He | ooked around
for one of Bagabond's birds, a cat, a squirrel, anything.

Never a pigeon when you need one.

Havi ng chosen her clothing fromthe collection of tattered and dirty ni smatched
coats, pants, and shirts she kept at Jack's, Bagabond janmed a G eek fisherman's
cap on her stringy hair and left the cats behind as she nade her way up to
ground | evel through the tunnels that bypassed Jack's hone. Agile fromyears of
nmovi ng t hrough the underground, she used the eyes of the rats who lived in the
tunnels to show her the path. The floor-level view she gained fromtheir
perspective was enough to avoi d nost obstacles. She had spent days underground
wi t hout using her own eyes. It was best to renpve herself as much as possible
fromcontact with the mass of people who crawl ed on the surface as her creatures
crawed in their tunnels and burrows.

Bagabond grasped the rungs of a | adder to the world above her and cli nbed.
Shifting the manhol e cover slightly upward, she | ooked around and saw only a

sl eeping derelict in the allev. She clinbed out, replaced the cover, and |inped
toward the crowds at the nouth of the alley. Long ago she had found the nost
direct route to Rosermary Mil doon's office in the district attorney's conpl ex.
Today, though, the streets were crowded with revel ers. Many wore grotesque
masks; some were in full costume. Bagabond felt anger at these "normal" people.
The virus that had gi ven her a neans of survival had al so renmoved her fromthis
human worl d. Sonetinmes she regretted it, nost of the time she did not. It took
no effort to curse the crowd and clear a path to the justice Center

Sonebody whistled, appreciative by the sound of it. She didn't glance around. It
woul dn't be at her

Bef ore the security guard noticed her, Bagabond joined a crowd of people waiting
for the el evator. Keeping the cromd of three-piece suits between her and the
guard, she wal ked with | owered head and si del ong glances to the stairs. It took
several minutes to walk up to the eighth floor but she hated the el evator

I nstead of the usual receptionist, who knew that she was an old client of
Rosermary's from her days with Social Services, the front desk was manned by a
handsone, bl ack-haired man in a brown suit. He was having trouble with the phone
as she wal ked up.

"Dam! Lost another one. Woever created hold buttons should be shot. Don't you
agree?" He spoke without |ooking up fromthe phone consol e whose buttons he was
punchi ng.

"Even though | know that's no attitude for a lawer." He finally | ooked up and
his face registered surprise for just a monent. "Hello. What can | do for you?"
He smiled at the bag lady. "Do you want this floor? This is the DA's office.
What are you | ooking for?"

"Rosenary." Bagabond kept her head down and her voice weak and rough

"Rosermary? |'mnew here, but the only Rosemary herel think-is Rosemary Mil doon
She's an assistant district attorney." He turned to | ook dubiously down at the
phone console. "Well, | could try to buzz her, but..."

"Rosenary" The derelict's voice was stronger and angry. Wen he | ooked up again,
he met, for a nmere second, a pair of sharp and clear black eyes.

"I''"l'l do ny best." The phone rang. "Paul Goldberg. District attorney's office.
May | help you?"

Bagabond started toward a door behind Col dberg, but it opened as she reached for
t he knob.

The wonman behind the door was petite, about three inches shorter than Bagabond.
The bag | ady knew that because they had once been obliged to exchange cl ot hes.
Rosermary's eyes varied fromdark brown to hazel, depending on her nood. Today
they were dark and intense.

"Hell o there. Good to see you. Go right in. I'Il be back in a nonent." Rosenmary
Mul doon hel d the door for the bag |ady. Before she entered the office, Bagabond
| ooked back at the receptionist's desk. Rosemary nodded. "Paul, call that
tenporary service again. Tell themif soneone doesn't show up in fifteen
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m nutes, we're calling another service. This is ridiculous.”

"Yes, Ms. Muldoon. | hope | didn't offend your client." He snmiled apol ogetically
at the bag | ady, who shook her head once, sharply.

"My friend, Paul," Rosemary said. "Hold ny calls, will you, please?"

The man behi nd the desk sighed and nodded. "OF course, Ms. Muldoon. | | ook
forward to seeing you again, Mss," he said to Bagabond. He was al ready reaching
for a ringing phone as Bagabond stared at himagain, then turned and linped into
Rosemary's office

"Donnis is on vacation and things are a ness." Rosenmary shut the door and wal ked
over to the wal nut desk. "Here we are, understaffed, and our newest addition has
to answer phones instead of working on the casel oad. He's decorative, though."
Rosemary perched on the side of her desk. "They offered me new carpet to repl ace
this ghastly green shag. | took another staff attorney instead."

"Good choi ce." Bagabond sat down on the edge of an old straight chair. She took
of f her hat and brushed the hair out of her face.

"How s Jack?" Rosenmary reached out and took the cap from Bagabond. Putting it

on, she looked inquiringly at Baga bond, who shook her head.

"Doesn't go with the tweed." Bagabond sat back carefully, as if worried the
chair would collapse. "Ckay, | guess. We're not talking all that nuch right now.
I just got a call fromhimbefore | canme over. He's out hunting a niece who ran
away to New York City."

Rosemary rai sed an eyebr ow.

"Her name's Cordelia Chaisson. Sixteen. Country girl from Louisiana. Jack says
she's real pretty-tall, slender, black hair, dark brown eyes. That's all he told
me. He sounded pretty upset. "

"I'"ll put the word out in the station houses," said Rosemary. "That nmuch | can
do. Too many kids run away to the city." She took a fountain pen out of the desk
set by her hip.

Bagabond nodded her appreciation. "Hows life off the street?"

"Who says |'moff the street? Wth this job, | never |eave." Rosemary sighed and
continued to play with the fountain pen. It was obvious she had other things on
her mnd. "Things are getting worse with the Fam |ly. The Butcher-renenber Don
Frederico?-is killing anyone who threatens his authority. It's no way to run the
Ganbi one Famly. We're no | onger conpletely in control in Jokertown. Sonebody's
setting the jokers against us, the Family. They're just being used, of course."
"The jokers are always getting used. Either they're the great downtrodden
mnority of this century, or else they're a plague to be eradi cated." Bagabond
fixed her with wi de black eyes.

Rosemary continued, "They get sonething when they pay protection to the

Ganbi ones. That's one tradition that even the Butcher doesn't dare abandon." She

gestured with the pen. "I keep thinking that if ny father had just had a son, to
take over the Ganbiones, this wouldn't be happening. Maybe that S. O B. Butcher
will have a nice accident. Slip in the bathtub or sonething."

"He al ways was bad news." Bagabond smled hunorlessly up at Rosenary. "Even in
our brief acquaintance, | can't say that he nade a good inpression. If | hear
anything. 1'Il let you know. | usually avoid Jokertown, but the rats like it

down there. Lots of food."

"I don't want details, please." Rosemary shivered. "You want to know what el se
is making ny life interesting? First thing | hear this norning is that there're
sonme val uabl e note books on the street. | don't even know whose they are, but
the Egrets want them |If the Egrets want them so do |I. You really do hear the
strangest things, so if you find out anything about this, |I would appreciate
it." Rosemary woul dn't neet Bagabond's dark gaze. "I feel as if |'musing you,
Suzanne, but you know things no one el se does. Thanks."

"I have a |l ot of eyes and ears." Bagabond | ooked out the w ndow behi nd
Rosemary's shoulder. "You are a friend. | only have one other-human. | want to
hel p. "

"I wish Jack wasn't such an idiot," Rosemary said. "Wiat is wong with that
boy?" She shook her head in synpathy. "Have you thought of maybe | ooking

el sewher e?"
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"Maybe at the m ssion?" Bagabond conbed the hair back across her face with her
fingers and jamred the cap down on her head. She stood up and spread the ratty
pai sl ey skirt she wore over a pair of chinos. "Or perhaps the singles bars. |
could start a new fashion trend."

"I"'msorry." Rosemary slid off the desk and touched Bagabond's shoul der
Bagabond swung away from her hand.

"I've been alone for years. |'Il survive. Besides, the cats woul d be happier.”
Bagabond showed her teeth, white and sharp. "I'll be in touch."

Rosermary opened the door and wal ked with her to the front desk

"I'"ve got court in twenty minutes. Just call ne if you need anything, dear." The
stooped and |inping bag | ady nodded her | owered head and wal ked away. As she
passed the receptionist's area, Col dberg | ooked up

"Hope to see you agai n soon. Have a nice day."

As he said the last words, the bag | ady turned her head to stare at him

"Yeah, | don't believe | said that either." He grinned and shrugged in apol ogy,
and t he phone rang again. "'Bye." Mking her way slowy down the stairs,
Bagabond wondered if Jack had found Cordelia yet. Mssing girls, mssing

not ebooks. Everyone was | ooking for sonething. She wasn't. It was the advantage
of having nothing to | ose.

The jokers started all |ooking alike.

So did the normal s dressed and nmade up as j okers.

Jack blinked confusedly. Trying to survey all the faces he was encountering was
akin to scanning nore than about six rows of book spines in the Strand. After a
while, the colors, the sizes, the titles, all began to | ook the sane. He saw

bl ack hair-never the right black hair. He saw fedoras, pananas, snap-brins,
not hi ng was exactly right.

At the corner of West 10th, he nearly collided with a kid heading east. "Watch
it, faggot," the young man said.

Jack stared at himin surprise.

"You can't fool me," said the kid. "Don't even try."

Jack started to step around him since it was obvious the kid wasn't going to
move. Punk, he thought. Real street punk-not costume punk with nohawk and
makeup.

Shorter than Jack, the kid was as skinny as a ferret. Face holl owed, eyes the
color of rainwater, there was a tight, springloaded | ook about him "Just watch
it," he said again.

As Jack noved past, he was jostled by a passerby. Recovering his bal ance, he
brushed the kid' s elbow with his hand. The young man recoiled, his hands coni ng
up in what | ooked to Jack like a martial arts stance.

"Don't touch me, fairy," said the kid.

They stared at each other for several seconds. Then Jack nodded, stepped back,
and turned to go. He didn't | ook back, but had the feeling that the kid was
staring after himw th those clear, mean, psychopathically intense eyes.

The Crystal Palace snelled |ike any other bar in the norning-like stal e snoke
and spilled beer and disinfectant. Fortunato found Chrysalis in a dark corner of
the club, where her transparent skin nade her nearly invisible. He and Brennan
sat down across from her.

"You got the nmessage, then," she said in her phony English-public-school accent.
"I got it," Fortunato said. "But the trail's cold. The Astrononmer could be
anywhere by now. | was hoping you m ght have sonething el se for ne."

"Perhaps. You know a yo-yo calls hinself 'Demnise' ?"

"Yes," Fortunato said. H s fingernails dug uselessly at the urethane finish on
the table.

"He was in about an hour ago. Sascha got a reading off him |oud and clear.
"He's going to fucking kill ne. That twi sted old fuck."' "Meaning the
Astrononer. "

"Right you are. This Dem se seemed conpletely round the bend. Had quite a |l ot on
his m nd, Sascha said."

"You nmean there's nore," Fortunato said. "Yes, but the next bit's going to cost
you. "
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"Cash or favors?"

"Blunt this norning, aren't we? Well, I'minclined to say favors. And in honor
of the holiday, I'lIl even extend you a line of credit."

"You know |I'mgood for it," Fortunato said. "Sooner or later."

"I don't like charging for bad news, in any event. The other |ine Sascha heard
was, 'Maybe he'll be too busy with the others. "'

"Christ," Fortunato said.

Brennan | ooked at him "You think he's going on sonme kind of killing spree.”
"The only thing that surprises ne is that it took himthis | ong. He nmust have
been waiting for Wld Card Day out of sonme fucked-up sense of drama or

sonet hing. Was there anything el se?"

"Not about the Astrononer. But there is another matter. This is perhaps nore in
your bailiw ck, Yeoman. | got a call this nmorning advising me to keep ny eyes
open for a certain stolen book. Three books, actually. Two of themare

st ockbooks with rare postal stanps in them It was the third the caller seened
nmost interested in. Its the size of a regular school boy's notebook, blue in
color, with a banboo pattern on it."

"So who was the caller?" Brennan asked.

"Uni nportant. Wat interests nme is the group he seens to belong to. It took ne a
bit of tine and a bit of influence, but | came up with a nane."

"What' s your price?" Brennan said.

"Information for information. | think if we should put our heads together on
this, we'd both benefit. But you nustn't hold out on ne. I'Il knowit if you
do."

" Agr eed.
"Does the nane ' Shadow Fi st Society' nmean anything to you?"

Brennan shook his head. "Not much. |'ve heard the nane in Chinatown. That's
all."

"Al'l right," Chrysalis said. "Suppose | nentioned a nane high in the

organi zation. He's known as 'Loophole.' Mean anything to either of you?"
Fortunato shook his head. Brennan was |ooking at the table. "Yeah," Brennan
said. "lI've heard of him Hi s real nane's sonething-or-other Latham As in
Latham Strauss, the law firm The story is that nobody knows if the wild card
virus destroyed all his human feelings, or if he's just a very, very good

| awyer. "

Chrysalis nodded. "A fair trade. Shall we go another round?"

"You first," Brennan said.

"By sheerest coincidence | got another call this norning. Froma man naned
Gruber. He's a broker-pawn, rather than stock, |I'mafraid. He was concerned
about sonme stockbooks full of stanps an ace tried to sell himthis norning.
Cal | ed, apparently, Waith. Wrks as a thief. She's just a girl, and she's quite
a bit over her head in this. Anyone who found those books would be in a position
of enornous power."

"Or end up dead," Brennan said.

"Pray go on," Chrysalis said. "I'mall ears."

"You' ve probably guessed the rest," Brennan said. "Maybe you don't want to
mention the nanme. It's a dangerous nanme. Therefore very valuable."

"Say it," Chrysalis said.-

"Kien," Brennan said. "I'mconvinced Loophole is working for Kien. Sonething
must have happened, sonething big. If Loophole is that desperate for the book it
must be sonmething of Kien's, sonething really inportant. Sonething damagi ng. And
if the Shadow Fist Society is Kien, they could be everywhere." He stood up
"This is where we part ways, ny friend."

Fortunato took his hand. "Thanks. If | find out anything about those books I'I]l

| et you know. "

"CGood luck," Brennan said. By the tinme he hit the front door he was running.
Chrysalis | eaned across the table. "This 'Demise,' is he valuable to you, then?"
"I'f he can take nme to the Astrononer, he is."

"Why can't you use your powers to find this Astrononer for yourself?"

"They're no good against him He's got nme jammed, |ike they used to jamradar
with tinfoil. | couldn't even see himif he was standing right over there." He
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poi nted and Chrysalis, her eyes suddenly afraid, turned slowy to follow his
finger. "No," she said. "No one there."

Fortunato was no |onger | ooking at her. He was building up the image of a tall
grotesquely thin man with brown hair and a ravaged face. |If Denise was cl ose
enough, within a few bl ocks, Fortunato could find himjust by concentrating.
He opened his eyes.

"Canal Street," he said. "The subway."

Chapter Five

10: 00 a. m

By the time he got into the crooked, winding streets of the West Village, Jack
had started to wonder whether he should cross over toward the East Side and
Jokertown or continue down toward what was clearly the center of action in the
city today, Jetboy's Tomb.

At least he was in nore famliar territory now. Spotting a famliar facade on
Greenwi ch, he funbled in his breast pocket and found the creased col or snapshot
El ouette had sent himthe previous Christmas. Cbviously Cordelia had bl ossoned,
but the Iikeness would suffice.

The bar was called the Young Man's Fancy. It was a sort of social were-creature.
Fromits opening first thing in the norning, it was a solid blue-collar,

wor ki ng-cl ass joint. Then, about six in the evening, it underwent a shift swtch
and utter sea change. Al night, Young Man's Fancy was a gay bar. Whatever its
gui se, the Fancy was one of the ol dest businesses in the Village.

Jack took the three steps in one and swung open the door. It was dark inside,
and his eyes took their time adjusting. He crossed the width of the rectangul ar
room hearing peanut shells crunch under his size-el evens.

The bartender | ooked up frompolishing a tray of Bud gl asses. "Help you?"
"Maybe you were | ooking out the wi ndow this nmorning," said Jack. He held up the
phot ograph. "You see her?"

"You a cop?"

Jack shook his head.

"Didn't think so." The bartender scrutinized the picture. "M ghty pretty girl
Your woman?"

Jack shook his head again. "N ece."

"Right," said the bartender. He scrutinized Jack nore closely. "Ain't | seen you
in here about six?"

"Probably," said Jack. "I come here. The girl in the picture--have you seen her
thi s nmorni ng?"

The bartender squinted thoughtfully. "Nope." He | ooked appraisingly at Jack
"Reckon she really is your niece, huh? Lost, strayed, or stolen?"

"Stolen." Jack scribbled a number on a Hamrs napki n. Bagabond had gi ven him
Rosemary's direct office line. "Do me a favor, okay? You see her, whether she's
al one or with soneone el se, | eave a nmessage here." He headed for the door.
"Appreciate it," he said back over his shoul der.

"CGotcha," said the bartender. "Day or night, anything for a customer."

She had the cabbie drop her at Freakers. The club was junping even at 10:20 in
the morning, and the doorman who handed her out of the cab | ooked as if he were
already two or three sheets to the wind. Hs soft white fur was runpled, and his
red eyes were both bleary and bright at the sane tine. He indicated the door to
the club, but Roulette merely shook her head, and headed off toward the Crysta
Pal ace.

And nearly junped out of her skin when the double doors crashed open, and a | ong
i ne of conga-dancing jokers canme undulating into the street from between the
neon thighs of the six-breasted stripper that adorned and formed the club's
door. Leading the line was a beautiful -faced worman who was havi ng no troubl e
with the sinuous curves of the dance, since fromthe neck down she had the body

of a iridescent snake. Her tail, which ended in an incongruous tuft of feathers,
was uplifted, and the joker inmediately behind her in the line had a firmgrip
on the tip.

He wasn't wearing a mask, but he was one of the few The rest of the swaying,
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yel ling, shouting crowd wore a variety of dominos from el aborate feathered,
jewel ed, and sequined cre ations to hideous visages that were worse than the
deformities they hid-perhaps.

At the tail end of the line clung a few nats | ooking both excited and

sel f-consci ous, and a touch belligerent, as if daring the jokers who inhabited
t he Bowery-and provided a wealth of skin-craw ing, spine-tingling entertainnent
for the tourists-to object.

For a nmonent Roulette hated the thrill seekers with their bland, normal faces
and snmug security. | hope it is catching, came the vicious thought. God dam you
all. But the thought was really nmeant for Josiah. Josiah, who had sworn to |ove

and care for her, and instead had abandoned her when she nobst needed him
Apparently white liberal guilt wasn't enough to deal with a woman who had the
wild card virus. Mght be catching. And she could imagi ne her fornmer

nmot her-in-law seated in prissy splendor at her Newport mansion sipping tea and
di scussi ng how no matter how rmuch you worked with one of those "black" girls it
so often went to naught. Many tines were sinply too badly warped and scarred
both mentally physically by the white man's oppression to enter white society.
Wasn't it a shanme. Sigh

But she probably burnt the sheets and had every piece of furniture in the house
re-covered after Josiah divorced nme. Sanctinoni ous, hypocritical bitch

Roul ette realized that she had been wal king blindly, shouldering past the
throngs that filled the streets of Jokertown. The sound of hanmers and staple
guns echoed in the already sultry norning air, shouts of greeting and insult
fromthe jokers busy setting up booths for the day-long party, the snell of
cooki ng (good and bad) wafting over the exhaust-laden air. Overhead a snmall
private plane droned by pulling a |long banner that read JOKERS | NTO ACES
RESULTS GUARANTEED. CALL 555-9448.

On anot her corner the Church of Jesus Christ joker had a booth already up and
runni ng, handing out literature to anyone who coul d be stopped. Their results
were guaranteed too, but in the afterlife. Beset on all sides, thought Roulette,
charl atans for the here and the hereafter. Hopel ess hope. Wll, ny people can
tell you all about that, and it never gets any easier until there's sonme new and
even nore unpopular mnority to take your place. And | can't conceive of a nore
unpopul ar and hideous mnority than the jokers ever arising, you poor bastards.
There was a barricade across Henry Street. It wasn't |egal, but Chrysalis was a
maj or figure in Jokertown, and the area precinct had reason to be grateful to
the owner of the Crystal Palace. Mre than one tough case had been sol ved
because of her intervention, so the chief wasn't about to raise a stink over a
fewtraffic snarls once a year. Chrysalis also had control of street
decorations, so Henry Street projected an inage of tasteful pride rather than
the garish shock value that held sway on other streets. Roulette slipped past
the barricade, and started down the street. To her right, and for about half the
| ength of the block, there was an enpty lot filled with piles of rubble, a

rem nder of the Jokertown riot back in '76. Wiisthigh weeds and a few hardy
saplings thrust up through the brick and pl aster nmounds. Several of the piles
had dark openings like yawning little nmouths, and she wondered if the place had
become a haven for animals. She couldn't picture the fastidious Chrysalis
allowing a rat warren to grow up next door to her bar. As she watched, there was
a gleamfromdeep in the hole that soon resolved itself into a pair of bright
eyes surrounded by hair. But it wasn't the shy nuzzle of an animal that peered
fromthe burrow. It was human-sort of--

Wth a gasp Roul ette ducked her head and hurried on, passing Arachne, whose

ei ght sl ender |egs caught at the line of silk extruding from her bul bous body
and wove it swiftly into one of her fampbus spider-silk shaw s. Her daughter was
busy in their booth hanging out an array of delicately dyed scarves and shaw s.
Most nats woul d never have purchased one of the trenbling, alnobst transparent
scraps of fabric if they'd seen it being created, but Arachne made a good |iving
supplying the scarves to Saks and Nei man- Marcus. Roul ette owned one, a delicate
peach-col ored creation that | ooked |like she had thrown a sunset over her dark
shoul ders. |f she had known Arachne was going to be on Henry Street she woul d
have worn it to show the woman that she at |east did not mind the source, and
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that she honored the artistry.

There was a low runbling that gained in speed and intensity, and ended with a
crashing boomas Elnb, the Pal ace's resident bouncer, rolled another netal keg
of beer out the front door and into the street where it joined its brethren like
a rotund cue slamming into a setup of stunpy balls. The bouncer, who | ooked
rather like a beer keg hinself, flexed his shoulders in satisfaction, and headed
back for another one.

Ki ds darted up and down the pavenent chasing a battered soccer ball while at the
far end of the block an inpronptu baseball game had begun. Ghetto bl asters

t hrobbed out a cacophony of conflicting nusic: soul, rock, country, classical
Children cried and nothers called, but this nmadness had a sense of serenity and
security; a feeling of fam|ly. Nowhere did she sense that desperate and
nerve-stretching drive to have fun that had gripped the dancing throng outside
Freakers. These people, as hideous as many of themwere, were at peace with

t hensel ves.

Roul ette tore her eyes fromthe gang of playing urchins, and forced herself to
scan the crowd for a distinctive, tiny, redheaded figure. Thirty mnutes ago she
had stopped at the jokertown clinic only to be told by Tachyon's very cool, very
el egant, very beautiful, and very disapproving chief of surgery that the good
doctor was not present, but could no doubt be found neking house calls at any
one of a nunber of bars. Roulette had tried Ernie's and Wally's and the Funhouse
with no luck, and now the Crystal Pal ace..

And she found him

Seated at a small table anong many other snmall tables that had been squeezed
onto the sidewal k out front of the Palace. Brandy snifter held lightly between

| ong, slender fingers, glass tilting softly so the anber liquid flowed
gracefully about the sides. Another glass figure standing at his |eft shoul der,
but this one filled with the bone and viscera that forma human being, |ong
nails painted an iridescent pink, a dusting of silverblue glitter across one
unseen cheek. Chrysalis herself.

Roul ette had reached the nmonent. She hadn't thought beyond sinply finding the
Taki si an, but now having found hi mwhat did she do? Faint? Sprain an ankle? She
knewas did nost of the world-of the alien's fascination with beautiful wonen,
but there were lots of beautiful wonmen in New York, and what if he'd al ready
found a conpanion for the day? And if he hadn't, how could she insure that he

pi cked her? Beauty she had, but not the skills that usually acconpanied it. She
had never nmastered the art of flirting. And in that nonent she felt a surge of
relief. She would wal k past; if he noticed... well, so be it. He was neant to
meet his fate. If not... She tried not to think of the wizened little man
lurking in his danp lair.

She focused her eyes on the barricade, and began to count her steps, noting how
the crepe-rubber soles of her shoes seened to spring away fromthe concrete, and
the way her sl acks whi spered agai nst her ankles, and the brush of her braided
hai r agai nst - -

"I think you're a fool." Chrysalis bit off the words in her clipped British way.
"Every year you start out here, having your first brandy of the day, remain
sober | ong enough to get through your speech, begin soaking up beer at the gane,
mai ntain your liquid diet right through Hirams dinner, and then to put a
perfect cap on the day, you end up back here, blind drunk, guilty, and

m serable. Wiy don't you take ny advice and-"
"And every year you give ne the sanme advice,"
count er poi nt .

"Go to Mam," they concluded in chorus.
Tachyon's smile faded. "How could | | eave? This dreadful news about How er, and
not a clue as to his nurderer."

"And you're not a cop. Leave it to the professionals.” A stubborn shake of his
head. "Tachy, its not necessary for you to take part in this annual cel ebration
of the grotesque. Jokertown knows you care. W won't hate you for being absent
for one out of three hundred and sixty-five days."

"But not this day. | have to be here." His throat worked at gul pi ng down anot her

Tachyon said in lilting
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| arge swal l ow of the brandy. "It's ny penance." Hi s voice husky, perhaps, from
the effects of the brandy.

"You're a fool," Chrysalis said again softly, and gave his shoul der a hard
squeeze with one transparent hand. Roulette, staring in fascination at the white
finger bones against the deep ruby material of Tachyon's coat, had a dislocating
i mmge of Death capering beside the man. Slowly she brought her hand up before
her face, and studied it. The way the tendons shifted beneath the cafe au lait
skin, the hal fnoons of pale white beneath the buffed nails, the tiny scar on the
i ndex finger where she had cut herself during a cooking | esson when she was only
si x. Then | ooked back to Chrysalis now di sappearing through the door of the

Pal ace, and thought, | should |l ook Iike her, |I'm Death.

Cool touch against the bruised skin of her face. An anchor. She gasped, and her
eyes flew open and she | ooked down into the concerned pale lilac eyes of the
Taki si an.

"Madam are you all right? You | ooked |ike you were about to faint."

"Yes ... no ... I'mfine," she babbl ed.

The strength of the arm about her waist was at odds with his delicate features.
"Here, sit down."

The netal edge of the chair caught at the back of her knees, and she spraw ed,
and realized how cl ose she had been to fainting. The brandy snifter was pressed
into her hands. "No."

"I't's an accepted if somewhat ol d-fashioned renmedy for faintness."

Her wits were returning, and she straightened in the chair. "And I'm

ol d-fashi oned enough to consider it far too early in the day for brandy."

She wat ched in astoni shnent as a wave of red washed across his thin face, and
the red |l ashes lowered to hide the chagrin in those purple eyes. Tachyon
hurriedly renmoved the glass, and set it well away fromboth of themas if

abj uring the al cohol

"You're right. Chrysalis is right. It's far too early in the day for ne to be

i mbi bi ng. What woul d you |ike?"

"Some fruit juice. I... | just realized | haven't had anything but coffee
t oday. "
"Well, that clearly won't do, and can be easily rectified. A nonment please." He

bounded fromhis chair and hurried into the Pal ace.

And Roul ette rested her head on a hand, and tried to readjust her thinking. O
perhaps truly thought for the first tine. The nman who had ruined her life had
been a hazy out line. For one thing she hadn't expected hire to be quite so
tiny, or to have a snile of such sweetness, or a quaint courtesy that seened
nmore appropriate to an ei ghteenth-century draw ng room

And Hitler loved children and small aninmals, she renminded herself. Her eyes
settled on one of the ballplayers, a snmall boy whose bl oated body rested on
narrow webbed feet, and whose flipper arnms flapped in excitement as the ball was
pitched. The crime is too nonstrous, and his death will ease not only ny
suf f eri ng.

He was back, depositing a glass of orange juice before her. He watched while she
si pped, tipped back in the chair, booted feet propped on the table. He seened
confortable with the silence which was not a thing she was accustoned to in nen.
Most seened to need a constant babble fromthe women around themas if in
reassurance of their inportance. "Better?"

"Much. "
The front | egs of the chair crashed down. "Since introductions would now seemin
order... I'mDr. Tachyon."

"Roul ette Brown-Roxbury."

"Roul ette," he repeated, giving it its French pronunciation. "Unusual nane."

She twirled the glass, leaving a circle of condensation on the table. "There's a
story behind it." She glanced over, and found his eyes resting with unsettling
interest on her face. "My nother was allergic to nbst birth control devices, so
my parents settled for the rhythmmethod. Dad said it was |ike playing Russian
roul ette, and when the inevitabl e happened they decided to call ne Roulette."
"Charmi ng. Nanmes shoul d say sonething, about the person, or about their
background. They're |like stories that get added to with each successive
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generation. But |'ve said sonething to offend you."

Roul ette forced her features back into an expression of calm "No, not at all."
She returned to her contenplation of the condensation ring, and silence settled
softly over them nmking the cries of the children and the poundi ng of hammers
all the louder. "Doctor . . "

"Madam . "

They both began together, and fell back into their chairs enbarrassed. "Please."
She gestured toward him "Go ahead."

"I was wondering what brought you into Jokertown on this day. You |lack the
guilty curiosity or the norbid hunger that notivates nost nornals.”

"I've come to journey a bit farther in despair," she heard herself say, and that
darker part of her soul cursed her for a fool. Wat nman woul d want to spend the
day with a norbid and | achrynbose wonman?

Hi s hand cl osed over hers, tightening about the fingers, and pain seened to flow
between them "Then, let us journey together. If you would |ike," he added
quickly as if fearful to offend. "This day is... difficult... for ne. It would
be easier in your conpany."

"l have no confort to give."

"I ask for none. Only for your conpany." H's fingers brushed |ightly across her
brui sed cheek. "And perhaps, if you wish, I mght confort you."

"Perhaps." And in her secret place Death reveled... just a little.

Peopl e crushed into himfromall directions. The sidewal ks were jamred with
costuned jokers and rubbernecking nats. He noved the sane speed and direction as
the crowmd, letting it carry himalong. There was no point in calling attention
to hinself. The Astrononmer could be anywhere, and usually was.

Spector didn't need to be at Times Square for over an hour. He didn't want to
show up early; it mght make hi m appear overeager. The Jokertown parade was the
safest place he could think of to kill tinme.

In the street a band started playing "Jokertown Strutters Ball." Spector was
beginning to feel claustrophobic. He picked his way toward the edge of the
crowd. A three-eyed mne wearing white tights blocked his path and signaled him
to stop. Spector tensed. The mnme frowned in an exaggerated manner, then stepped
asi de and notioned himpast. Spector gave hima hard el bow in the stonach. He
smled as the joker doubled over. He hated m nes.

Spector was thankful for his constant pain. It distracted himenough that he
couldn't focus on the snell of hundreds of sweating jokers. By the end of the
day plenty of nats would be green fromthe dead-fish scent.

Spector | ooked at his digital watch. He'd taken it froma young broker he'd
killed in the financial district the week before. It was only a little past
ten-thirty. The day, like the pa rade, was crawing slowy by. He hadn't been
this afraid since the first time he'd met the Astrononer. The old man had told
himthey'd rule the world. That he'd be a top dog in the new order. It was al
bul I shit. The local aces had stepped in and ruined everything. At l|least the
Astrononer was going to get them too. | hope he makes it |ast when he's doing
Tachyon, Spector thought.

He reached the edge of the crowd and ducked into an alley. Garbage was littered
about in large piles. Three steps in he heard the how . Spector stopped and

| ooked up. The Astrononer, smling, was floating down toward him

"l told you what woul d happen, Denise. You had your chance." The Astrononer

how ed again, a throaty, inhunan bell ow.

Spector turned and ran back into the crowd, pushing past people, knocking them
down. He ignored their threats and curses and fought his way into the street. He
dodged through the startled band nmenbers, then ran past a crepe float of the
Turtle and into the mass of people on the other side. He was afraid to | ook
back.

A policeman grabbed himby the arm Spector kneed himin the crotch and pulled
away. People all around himwere scream ng. He could barely breathe.

"I'"'mright behind you." The Astrononer's voice was close. Spector turned. The
Astrononer was hovering by the policenan, who had raised his pistol to fire.
Blue light | eapt fromthe Astrononer's right hand, connecting with the weapon.
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The gun expl oded, showering the policenman and spectators with shrapnel. More
screans.

Spector tripped over a trash basket and fell hard to the concrete sidewalk,
skinning his hands. He stood slowy, his knees wobbling. He felt hands grip his
shoul ders, fingers digging powerfully into his flesh. He couldn't pull away.
"No." Spector's voice sounded just |ike Guber's had earlier

The Astrononer let go with one hand and grabbed the top of his head. "Look at ne
when | speak to you, Demise." Spector felt his head being spun around. There was
a stab of unbearable pain, a snap, and his nouth filled with bl ood. The
Astrononer grinned at him "It's Judgnent Day."

Noi se ran through the crowd behind them The Astrononer turned away, distracted
by sonmet hing, dropping Spector |ike a sack of garbage.

H s body was paral yzed; he couldn't break the fall. Spector |anded face first on
the sidewal k, smashing his nouth and nose. He watched the pool of blood w den
around his open mouth. It was tine to die, again. At |east he wouldn't have to
see or feel what was going to happen to him

Si de by side and bunper to bunper, the floats took up a block and a half of
Center Street south of Canal. Fortunato could see Des, the el ephant-faced joker,
done up in chickenwire and flowers. There was Dr. Tod's blinp and Jetboy's plane
behind it, complete with floral speed lines. A clear plastic balloon of
Chrysalis floated overhead.

This was deep Jokertown and there weren't so many tourists here. The tourists
that came this far down didn't bring their kids. Drivers in coveralls stood by
the floats, snoking and talking to each other. The worst of the crowd seened to
all be moving the same way as Fortunato, toward something that was happeni ng up
ahead.

Hal f a block away he could see the lines of power in the air. Like heat waves,
shimering, distorting everything around them It was a signature that wasn't
really a signhature, a set of psychic eraser marks. He'd seen themfor the first
time seventeen years ago, in a dead boy's roomnot far from here, where wonen
had been brutally cut to pieces as part of a conspiracy that ended with the
great, devouring nonstrosity of TIAMAT orbiting the sun

He was |ightheaded and his pul se was going crazy. He realized that he was
scared, really, honest-to-Christ terrified, for the first time in seventeen
years.

He sent a wedge of power out in front of himand ran toward the place where the
I'ines came together. People spun away on both sides of him shouting at him but
unabl e to touch him

Deni se screaned. Even over the noise of the crowd Fortunato could hear the
crunch of mangl ed bone and cartilage and the thud of a body hitting the

si dewal k.

As he broke through the wall of people, they were already turning, trying to get
away. Sonebody dragged away a wounded cop, his right hand burned bl ack, his face
pocked with bl ood. There was a ten-foot circle of sidewalk, enpty except for
Deni se.

Dem se lay on his back, the lapels of his gray suit and the open collar of his
scruffy shirt exposed. H s head was turned conpletely around, his face flat

agai nst the pavenent. Bl ood ran out of his nouth and nose.

A man in the crowd was screamng. "There! He's right over there! He's getting
away! Stop him for God's sake!" He was pointing at nothing at all. Al

Fortunato could see was a blur of faces, like he was trying to ook too far to
one side, even though he was staring straight ahead.

Jamm ng ne, he thought. He focused his power and slowed tine, until the man's
voi ce and the mpbans of shock and di sgust around hi m dropped to a subsonic
runble. A tornado of psychic energy hungin the frozen chaos around him Dem se's
power, Fortunato's own, the viral energy of the jokers. It was hopel ess.

He et go and time cane up to speed. There was nothing he could do. Dem se was
dead. It was not nuch of a |oss.

Most of what he knew about Deni se was second- or thirdhand, picked up from cops
and bystanders after the riot at the Coisters. He was a | oser a mddl e-cl ass
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failure who'd caught the wild card and died of it in Tachyon's clinic. Tachyon
brought hi m back and Deni se never forgave himfor it. He'd cone back a
projecting tel epath, so they said, and what he could project was the nenory of
his own death, strongly enough to kill with it. For a while he'd sat at the
Astrononer's right hand, until Fortunato and the others had destroyed their base
at the Coisters and Fortunato had bl asted their Shakti device into atons.

He' d have done the same for Denise and the Astrononmer if he'd been able. But now
Dem se seened i nconsequential. Froma sense of wounded aesthetics Fortunato got
on one knee and twi sted Deni ses head the right way around. He was about to walk
away when Denise said, "Thanks. | needed that." Fortunato turned back, his skin
craw i ng. Deni se squatted on his heels, rubbing the swollen purple lunps in his
neck where bl ood vessels had burst. Already the bruises were turning yell ow,
heal i ng as Fortunato wat ched.

Denise smled. His mouth was a little too long and thin, and it canme up too high
on one side. The smle was full of terror and the nman's hands shook so hard he
held them up and | aughed at them "Didn't know about that little trick, did you?
I got my little black nmessage | can send and | got this other thing, too. Even
the Astrononer didn't know about it. | can heal, brother." He hacked up a gob of
blood and it was a solid brown crust by the tine it hit the sidewal k.

"Then he thinks you're dead," Fortunato said.

"Christ, | hope so. Not that he wouldn't have gone ahead and ripped ny heart

out, just to be sure, if you hadn't shown up. Son of a bitch even told ne he was
going to do it. If |I had stayed in Brooklyn maybe | could have kept out of his
way." He coughed up another lump. "If the dog hadn't stopped to piss he woul d' ve
caught the rabbit."

"Wy does he want you dead?"

"Thinks | sold himout. Al it was, after that shit at the Coisters, | started
t hi nki ng another line of work mght be healthier." Denise stared at him There
was a spark back there. Fortunato could see it. If not genius, at |east sone
craft and cunning. Mst people wouldn't see it because people didn't spend mnuch
time looking into Demise's eyes. One way or another

Behi nd the spark was sonmething else. Fortunato had seen it before, seventeen
years ago, when he brought a dead boy back to life. It was the bl ack despair of
havi ng | ooked at death too closely.

"In fact," Demise said, "I'"msurprised he didn't take you out while he was here.
Unl ess he's saving you for dessert."

"Dessert ?"

"This is it, man. Judgnent Day, he calls it. |I'mgonna die, you're gonna die,

every one of you fuckers that hit himat the Coisters is gonna die, and it's
all com ng down today. Wth all this other shit going down in Jokertown he
doesn't have to worry about cops or anybody el se getting in his way." Fortunato
had a sudden hunch, a convergence of invisible power |ines. "You know anyt hing
about sone stol en books? Or a nan nanmed Kien?"

"You ask a |l ot of questions."

"l just saved your life."

"No. No to the books, no to whatever-his-nane-was."He was telling the truth, but

Fortunato still felt the connection. "A man nanmed Loophol e, or Lathan?"
"Sorry. No dice."

Fortunato started to turn away. "Hey, listen," Demise said. "I didn't nean to
get snippy. Maybe you could hide nme out for a while? Just till this tine

t onorrow ?"

"Way t onorr ow?"

"Just the way the man was tal king. 'Parting shot' and shit like that. | got a
real strong sense that by tonorrow norning you can col or me gone. So what do you
say? CGot soneplace to stash me?"

"Don't push your luck," Fortunato said.

Dem se shrugged. The gesture was a little stiff, but otherw se his neck | ooked
al rost normal. "I guess | better turn up sonething on my own, then, hadn't |?"

The ice scul ptures arrived at half past ten, in a refrigerated truck that had
fought its way through the holiday cromds fromthe artist's loft in SoHo. Hiram

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (40 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:44 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

went down to the | obby to nake certain that there were no nishaps as the
life-size scul ptures were transported up the service elevator. The artist, a
rugged- | ooki ng joker with bone-white skin and col orl ess eves who call ed hinself
Kel vin Frost, was nobst confortable at tenperatures around thirty bel ow, and
never left the frigid conforts of his studio. But he was a genius in ice-or
"epheneral art," as Frost and the critics preferred to call it.

When the scul ptures were safely stored in the Aces Hi gh wal k-in freezer, Hiram
rel axed enough to | ook them over. Frost had not disappointed. His detail was as
astoni shing as ever, and his work had sonething el se as well-a poi gnancy, a
human quality that might even be called warnmth, if warnth could exist in ice.

Hi ram sensed sonething forlorn and dooned in the way Jetboy stood there, |ooking
up at the sky, every inch the hero and yet sonehow a | ost boy too. Dr. Tachyon
pondered |i ke Rodin's The Thinker, but instead of a rock, he sat upon an icy

gl obe. Cyclone's cloak billowed out so you could al nbst feel the winds skirling
about him and the How er stood with |l egs braced and fists clenched at his side,
his mouth open as if he'd been caught in the act of scream ng down a wall
Peregri ne | ooked as though she'd been caught in sone other act. Her scul pture
was a recunbent nude, resting |anguidly on one el bow, her wi ngs half-spread
behi nd her, every feather rendered in exquisite detail. A sly, sweet snmle lit
that fanous face. The whole effect was rnaguificently erotic. Hiramfound

hi nrsel f wondering if she'd posed for him It was not unlike her.

But Frost's masterpi ece, Hiramthought, was the Turtle. How to bring humanity to
a man who' d never once shown his face to the world, whose public persona was a
massi ve arnored shell studded with canmera | enses? The artist had risen to that
chal  enge: the shell was there, every seamand rivet, but atop it, in mniature,
Frost had carved a myriad of other figures. H ram wal ked around the scul pture,

admring, picking out detail. There were the Four Aces at sonme Last Supper,
CGol den Boy | ooking rmuch |ike Judas. El sewhere a dozen jokers struggled up the
curve of the shell, as if clinbing sonme inpossible nountain. There was

Fortunato, surrounded by withing naked wonen, and there a figure with a hundred
blurred faces who seenmed to be deep in sleep. Fromevery angle, the piece
unvei | ed new treasures.

"Kind of a shane it's going to melt, isn't it?" Jay Ackroyd said from behind
hi m

H ramturned. "The artist doesn't think so. Frost maintains that all art is
epheneral, that ultimately it will all be gone, Picasso and Renbrandt and Van
CGogh, the Sistine Chapel and the Mna Lisa, whatever you care to nane, in the
end it will be gone to dust. Ice art is therefore nore honest, because it
celebrates its transitory nature instead of denying it. "

"Real good," the detective said in a flat voice. "But no one ever chipped a
piece off the Pieta to put in their drink." He glanced over at Peregrine. "I
shoul d have been an artist. Grls always take off their clothes for artists. Can
we get out of here? | forgot to bring nmy fur nuunuu.”

Hiram | ocked the freezer and escorted Ackroyd back to his office. The detective
was a nondescript sort of fellow, which was probably an asset in his profession
M d-forties, slender, just under nedium height, carefully conbed brown hair,
qui ck brown eyes, an elusive smle. You' d never |ook at himtw ce on the street,
and if you did, you'd never be sure if you'd seen himbefore. This norning he
wore brown |oafers with tassels, a brown suit obviously bought off the rack, and
a dress shirt open at the collar_ Hiram had asked hi monce why he didn't wear
ties. "Prone to soup stains," Ackroyd had replied.

"Wel | ?" Hi ram asked, when he was safely ensconced behind his desk. He gl anced up
at his muted television. A color graphic was show ng sound waves coni ng out of
the mouth of a yellow stick man and knocking clown a wall. Then they cut to an
on-the-scene reporter speaking into the canera. Behind him a dozen police cars
cordoned off a brick building. The street was covered with shards of broken
glass, winking in the sunlight. The canera panned slowy over rows of shattered
wi ndows and the cracked wi ndshi el ds of nearby parked cars.

"I't was no big thing," Ackroyd said. "I nosed around the fish market for a hour
and got the general idea fast enough. You've got your basic protection racket
goi ng down. "
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"1 see," H ramsaid.

"The waterfront draws crooks like a picnic draws ants, that's no secret.
Smuggl i ng, drugs, the rackets, you nane it. Opportunities abound. Your friend
Glls, along with nost of the other small businessnen, paid the nob a percentage
off the top, and in return the nob provided protection and occasional help with
the police or the unions."

"The nob?" Hiramsaid. "Jay, this sounds suitably nelodramatic, but | had the

i npression that the nob was nade up of ethnic gentlenmen partial to pinstripes,
bl ack shirts, and white ties. The hoodl uns who were troubling Glls |acked even
that rudinmentary fashion sense. And one of themwas a joker. Has the Mafia taken
to recruiting jokers?"

"No," Ackroyd said. "That's the trouble. The East River waterfront belongs to
the Ganbi one Fam |y, but the Ganbi ones have been losing their grip for years
now. They've all ready |ost Jokertown to the Denon Princes and the other joker
gangs, and a Chinatown gang called the Egrets or Snowbirds or sonmething |ike
that has run themright out of Chinatown. Harlem got taken away a long tine ago,
and the bulk of the city's drug traffic no |onger flows through Ganbi one hands.
But they still controlled the waterfront. Until now' He |eaned forward. "Now
there's conpetition. They're offering new and i nproved protection at a nuch

hi gher price. Maybe too high for your friend."

"H's son is in college,”" Hramsaid thoughtfully. "The tuitionis quite

substantial, | believe. So what | witnessed this norning was a little, ah,
dunni ng?"'
"Bi ngo," Ackroyd said.

"If Alls and his fellow nerchants have been paying the Ganbi ones for
protection, why aren't they receiving it?"

"Two weeks ago, a body was found hanging froma neathook in a warehouse two

bl ocks from Fulton Street. A gentleman by the nane of Domi nick Santarello. He
was ID d by fingerprints, his face having been beaten into ground round. A
col |l eague of Santarello's, one Angel o Casanovista, turned up dead in a barrel of
pi ckl ed herring a week prior. H's head was not in the barrel with him The word
on the streets is that the new guys have sonething the Ganbi ones don't-an ace.

O at least a joker who can pass for an ace in a bad light. These things do tend

to get exaggerated, but I'"'mtold he's seven feet tall, inhumanly strong, and
ugly enough to nake you wet your pants. He goes by the charm ng nom de guerre of
Bl udgeon. The Ganbi ones are overmatched, |'d say." He shrugged. Hi ram Wrchester

was aghast. "And what about the police?"

"Glls is afraid. One of his friends tried talking to the police, and his body
turned up with a flounder shoved down his throat. Literally. The cops are

i nvestigating."

"This is intolerable,” Hramsaid. "Glls is a good nman, an honest nman. He
deserves better than to have to live in this kind of fear. What can | do to
hel p' ?"

"Lend himthe noney to nmake his paynent,’
sm | e.

"You can't be serious!" Hiram objected.
The detective shrugged. "Better idea-hire nme to be his full-tinme bodyguard. Does
he have a nubil e daughter, by any chance?" Wien Hramdidn't respond, Ackroyd
got up and slid his hands into his jacket pocket. "All right. There m ght be
sonmething to be done. I'lIl work on it. Chrysalis mght be able to tell ne

sonet hing useful, if the price is right."

Hi ram nodded and rose behind his desk. "Fine," he said. "Excellent. Keep ne
posted." Ackroyd turned to go. "One nore thing," Hramsaid. Jay turned back,

rai sed an eyebrow.

Ackroyd suggested with a cynica

"Thi s Bl udgeon sounds, ah, ill-tenpered to say the least. Don't do anything too
dangerous. Be careful."
Jay Ackroyd smiled. "If Bludgeon gives ne any trouble, I'Il dazzle himwth

magi ¢c," he said. He nade a gun out of his fingers, three fingers fol ded back,
i ndex finger pointed at Hiram thunb up straight |ike a hamer.
"Don't you dare," H ram Wrchester told him "Not if you want to eat tonight."
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Ackroyd | aughed, and slid his hand back into his pocket, and sauntered out.

H ram gl anced back at his television scene. They were running an interview wth
the Howl er. The interviewer was Walter Cronkite. A ten-year-old clip, Hiram
realized, fromthe Geat Jokertown Ri ot of 1976. He changed the channel, hoping
to see sonme coverage from Jokertown and Jetboy's Tonb, and perhaps get another
glimpse of Peregrine. Instead he got Bill Mpvers, doing a cormentary in front of
a large still photograph of the Howl er. The How er seenmed to be nmuch in the news
this nmorning, Hiramthought. He was curious.

He turned on the sound.

Chapter Six

11: 00 a. m

A parade in Jokertown was always a uni que experience. No need to create sone
fantastic creature out of wire and flowers and paper. No, here the jokers could
provide all the grotesquerie required with just their m serable bodies. There
was no Joker Queen either. Several years ago they had tried to introduce the
noti on, Tachyon expl ai ned as he gui ded Roul ette through the crowds, but he had
been so revoluted by the notion that the planners had dropped the idea. There
were a nunber of politically active jokers who hadn't forgiven himyet.

Sara Roosevelt Park had been cordoned off and was filled wth bel ching, grinding
flatbed trucks all carrying fantastic scenes on their utilitarian backs. Of to
the west a knot of sweating cops were denolishing a vast, doubl e-headed phall us.
Roul ette noticed that a nunber of nen in the crowd | ooked away each tine a
crowbar bit deep into the latex. To the west the Joker Mdose Lodge Bagpi pe Band
was tuning up. The braying of the pipes sounded harsh in the still, sultry air.
"Are you the parade's grand master?" Roul ette asked with nore acid than she'd

i nt ended.

"No, " Tachyon snapped back, and she found herself staring at his rigid back as
he scanned the crowd.

A portly joker, his nose replaced by a long trunk ending in several tiny
fingers, broke fromthe edges of the crowd |ike a calving iceberg, and chugged
toward Tachyon.

"Al'l set?" he asked, thrusting out a hand.

"All set. Des, may | introduce Roul ette Brown-Roxbury. Roul ette, Xavier Desnond,
owner of the Funhouse, and one of Jokertown's nobst sterling citizens."

"Some woul d argue that that's an oxynoron."

"My, we're crabby today," Tachyon teased, with a touch of acid.

A | ook passed between the two nen, and Roulette realized that theirs was a

conpl ex relationship. They were friends, they respected one another, but

sonet hing | ay between them a nenory of ancient pain.

This flash of cattiness had an unusual effect. Rather than strengthening her
desire to kill the man it somehow made himall the nore charmng. He was not
perfect, or even perfectly evil. Just "human," and therefore understandabl e, and
she cursed the insight, for it is easier to hate in the abstract. Des gl anced at
his watch. "Running |l ate as usual."

"l just hope delays and the heat don't conduce to any shall we say..

incidents." He tugged on his upper lip. "I can't help but think of '76 when

see all these police."

"There was a strange feel on that day. Mercifully we' ve never felt it since.”
"Well, 1'd best mingle." He caught up both of Roulette's hands, and pressed a
qui ck kiss onto each. "I will be back to collect you before we get under way."
"Are you sure | should be with you? Maybe we could just neet for lunch
afterward, or sonmething..." Her voice trailed away.

"No, no. | need the support."

"Difficult situation."

"l beg your pardon?" Roulette pulled her eyes from Tachyon's fast-vani shing
form

"If he doesn't take part in the parade he's accused of showi ng contenpt for the
jokers, and favoring the aces. Wen he does join in-which he's done for the past
five years-he's accused of being a heartless parasite, living off the msery of
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the jokers he helped create. Alittle tin-plated king of his ow freak ki ngdom™"
Her eyes roved the park. Snho-cone vendors hawki ng through the crowd, police with
sweat stains in the pits and front of shirts, Tachyon like a tiny redheaded,
red-clad devil in the midst of a Dantesque scene as jokers doubl ed for denobns.
Just do the job, and get out of this. That was all she wanted now.

Sonehow she had to pry himloose, seek the privacy of a hotel or apartnment, and
make the kill. She couldn't cut himout yet. H s sense of duty would keep himin
this freak parade, and he was a featured speaker at the tonmb. Her thoughts
propell ed her, carried her across the park toward the Takisian, while behind her
Des frowned over her abrupt departure. Perhaps a sudden indisposition? Stupid!
Al'l that would get her was a bed at the Jokertown clinic. Definitely the wong
bed. Perhaps a- Use your goddamm body! Most nmen's brains seenmed to be | odged in
t hei r peni ses!

Hi s wel coming smle enbraced her. "Ah, | think you nmust be a telepath. | was
just com ng for you."

"Were you?" she heard herself reply, but the voice seened to be coming froma

I ong distance. "I hope you'll continue to conme for ne." Her armslid around his
neck, and nol ding her body to his, she pressed a kiss onto his nouth.

For an instant there was withdrawal. Had she overplayed the nonent? Then their
tongues net, and all restraint was swept away. Hi s tongue teased, thrust past
the barrier of her teeth. His hand, hot against the nape of her neck, pulled her
closer. A chorus of appreciative catcalls rose around them and they broke
apart.

"Wel | ," Tachyon gusted, and, pulling a handkerchief froma pocket, patted
briskly at his forehead.
She snuggled in close, and pulled his armthrough hers. "I was very sad earlier

You' ve changed all that, and | wanted to thank you."
"Madam .. Roulette, thank ne anytine you w sh."

A chauffeur, tail lashing at the ankles of his boots, held open the door of a
| arge gray Lincoln.
"Ah, Riggs, punctual as always. | often wonder how you tolerate me, for | amso

not ori ously unpunctual ."

"I've learned to bear with it." H's voice was |ike soft velvet, and his
| umi nescent green cat's eyes seened |it from behind with amusenent.
"Riggs, this is Roul ette Brown-Roxbury. She is our guest for the day.
to her fingers. "And | hope into the night. "

Ri ggs touched the bill of his cap. "Ma' am"

"So, you enploy jokers," she remarked as she slid across the | eather upholstery.
"Of course." And the reply struck her as snug. "Riggs's reflexes and night
vision are far superior to an ordinary human's. |I'mvery grateful to have ny
safety in his capable hands. "

The lead float was nosing majestically onto the Bowery. Behind it E S. 235's

mar chi ng band swung into a snappy rendition of the "Pineapple Rag."

Senator Hartmann's open car was next in the line. An ace jogged beside the I|ino.
At | east Roulette presunmed he was an ace. Mst nornal secret-service agents
didn't run about dressed in white formfitting junpsuits conplete with black
hood covering face and head.

Hart mann beanmed and waved, every inch an el der statesman. Soneone in the crowd
lining the street shouted out, "How about '88, Senator?"

"Suggest it. I'mready," Hartmann call ed back, and grinned as the | aughter and
cheers rippled through the throng. Two nore floats, the nounted patrol, then

Ri ggs put the big Lincoln in gear, and they rolled out at a steady ten niles per
hour .

"Way not an open car?" Roul ette asked, and from overhead a whi ni ng answered as
the sun roof slid back.

"I may have lived on Earth for forty years, but I'mstill a Takisian. |I'm damed
if I'mriding in an open car for anyone. And on WIld Card Day ny enenies as well
as ny friends are abroad."'

Fifteen nminutes later, and he dropped back onto the seat fanning hinself with
hi s handkerchi ef. "Dreadful weather."

"Here." She had been exploring while he had perched, on the roof and waved to

A pinch
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the crowd, and had di scovered the bar. "Dubonnet on ice. Wat an el egant
|ifesaver you are. Are you joining ne this tinme?"

"Yes. "

She noved in close, her thigh pressing against his. They each took a thoughtfu
sip, then she ran one long nail down his cheek, noting the way his sideburns |ay
in red-gold whorls against his white, white skin. She paused, and inspected the
smal | isoscel es-shaped scar on his pointed chin.

"What happened?"

"Conbat training. Sedjur and ny father agreed we should |eave it as a rem nder
to nove nore quickly next tinme." And his face closed down while tears of grief
blurred his lilac eyes.

It was the nonent. She cupped his face between her hands, and kissed him her
lips coaxing the rigidity out of his nouth. A tear splashed warmy on her hand,
as she licked the tiny point of npisture away.

"Wy so sad?"

"Because Sedjur is dead, and ny father, were he aware, would like to be. | think
menory is a curse.”

"Yes, so do |I." Her hand slid down the satiny fabric of his waistcoat, and

gri pped his wai stband. Hi s gasp pl ayed counterpoint to the rasp of the zipper
"So let's explore sensation and the nonent, and forget nenories."

She had himfree now, and was gently rolling his penis between the pal ns of her
hands. He stiffened instantly, his back arching, and beads of sweat broke across
his brow and upper |ip.

"By the lIdeal, wonan, what are you doi ng?"

She gave hima Mna Lisa smle, took himin her nmouth, and gave gentle suction
One hand shot out and hit the control, raising the wi ndow between them and

Ri ggs. He npaned as her tongue teaseat the underside of his glans.

"Have nercy," he groaned, one hand twisting in her braids.

"Al'l right." She drew back

"The ldeal, you leave ne |ike this?"

"Then let's go sonewhere."

"The speech.™

"Afterwards."

"Ch God!"

The subway car's netal wheels squealed as they pulled into Tines Square. The
doors hi ssed open and Spector got up, feeling better than he had all norning.
The Astrononer had to figure he was dead, and the old man was having a very busy
day. There wouldn't be any tine for second thoughts about him

He dug dried bl ood out frombetween his teeth with a fingernail and slipped
through the standi ng passengers toward the door. A surge of people entering the
car pushed hi m back; he shoul der-cut his way through them and out onto the
platformin front of a couple trying to enter the car. The doors cl osed.

"Hey, man, you nmade us miss the train." The man was young and Hispanic with a
snap-brimhat and purple pinstripe suit. A girl was holding onto the sl eeve of
his seal skin coat. He pushed Spector back and shook his head. "You goddam
space-case. Can't go anywhere in this town without running into jerks. Don't
worry, baby. There'll be another along a few m nutes."

Spector was |ooking at the girl. She was tall and slender, with dark hair and
eves. She was wearing a heavy netal T-shirt with the name FERRI C JAGCGER on the
front. The pinp was carrying a soft-sided floral-print suitcase that was

obvi ously hers. There was sonet hing about her that denmanded attention. Spector
coul d have sone real fun with this one. Not sex, he didn't do that. He'd |liked
killing girls with the Astrononer, though. It was the only thing that got
Spector off anynore. It would be a real charge to feel the |life go out of this
little nunber.

"Hey, man, what you |l ookin' at?" The pinp pushed hi magain, hard.

Spector's hatred and pain clawed their way out. He stared hard into the pinp's
eyes. The other man nmade a soft sound as the air went out of himand he
col l apsed onto the platform People nearby | ooked unconprehendi ng at the body
for a few nonents, then voices began to call out for a doctor.
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He tugged at his nustache, happy at the pinp's death. The girl was staring down
at the body, but there were no screans. Not yet.

He pulled the suitcase fromthe pinp's hand and smled at the girl. "Newin
town? | can show you a thing or two. Local sights, whatever you want."

She pulled the suitcase from himand turned away. She didn't say a word.

Spector saw a transit cop nmoving in. He sifted into the crowd. It was a shane
about the girl, but, overall, things were beginning to look a little brighter.

The Happy Hocker Pawnshop was in the Fl atbush section of Brooklyn, on Washi ngton
Avenue and Sullivan Street. Jennifer took a cab to within a few blocks of the
address and wal ked the rest of the way. It was |ocated anong other small,
fam | y-run businesses, including a delicatessen, a clothing store, a shoestore,
and a small pizzeria. Everything but the deli was closed and the street around
the pawnshop was virtually deserted, but dowh a couple of blocks and across the
street a large crowmd was gat hered outside Ebbets Field for the Dodgers' annua
WIld Card Day gane. According to the sign across the main gate the Dodgers were
pl aying the Los Angeles Stars. The teans were old rivals, and since the Dodgers
were in the mdst of another close pennant race, it |ooked |like the crowd

al ready streanming into the stadiumwould stretch the seating capacity of the old
ballpark to its limt.

Jenni fer glanced at her wistwatch. It was a few mnutes after el even. Tom
Seaver, who' d been pitching for the Dodgers fbr alnost all of Jennifer's life,
was schedul ed to go agai nst Fernando Val enzuel a, the Stars' young Mexican
hurler. There was still tine to get tickets, and watching the ball game woul d be
a nmore pleasant way to spend the afternoon than |unching with G uber.

She peered through the dusty w ndow of the pawnshop. |If she hadn't known better,
she'd have thought that it was closed along with nost of the other small stores
on the block. But Guber had never broken an appointment with her before.

She tried the front door. It was unl ocked, and she went in. Inside the pawnshop
it was dark and still. Its narrow aisles and tall shelves cramed with unwant ed
mer chandi se, nost of which had been around since the tine of Guber's father,

al ways gave Jennifer a touch of claustrophobia. Guitars with broken strings,

tel evisions with burned-out tubes, toaster ovens with frayed el ectrical cords,
stained and torn coats and shirts and dresses, crowded the shelves in the dingy
room the ink on their pawntags faded to illegibility.

The only light in the roomcanme froma naked bulb dangling fromelectrical wres
in the cage behind the counter, Guber's customary lair. But G uber wasn't

t here.

She called out his name, but her words echoed hollowy and she had a sudden
feeling of wongness. She wal ked closer to the cage and the sole of her right
shoe stuck in something tacky, like a blob of chewed-out gum She | ooked down.
A puddl e of thick, rich liquid flowed out fromone of the aisles. She took a
step forward and peered around the edge of the shelving into the aisle, and
stared.

It was G uber. Hi s pale, soft face was frozen into a rictus of intense horror
Hi s pale, soft hands were clutched tightly to his stomach, but they hadn't
prevented his blood fromrunning out and collecting around himin a sticky,
shal | ow pool .

Jenni fer hung over a | ow counter that was filled with cheap jewelry and cheaper
guns and | ost her breakfast. She | eaned shakily against the glass counter after
vomting up everything in her stomach, letting it take her weight.

After a noment or two of utter blankness she wi ped her |ips and forced herself
to | ook back at what was left of Gruber. It was the first body she'd ever seen
She stared in fascinated horror, thinking she ought to do sonmethi ng, but not
know ng what .

"It'sss her."

A hissing, sibilant voice sounded behind her, starting her heart junping |ike
that of an aerobic instructor on speed. She whirled around in a half-crouch and
stared at the three men who had silently entered the shop through the back
entrance. Two were norns, or |looked to be. The third was a joker, a tall, slim
man who | ooked like a lizard wal king on two | egs. He was the one who had spoken
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Jennifer stared at himand his long, forked tongue rolled out of his nmouth again
and flickered at her.

"Ssshe' sss the one," he hissed. "CGet her."

"Christ," one of the others nuttered. "She killed him" The two norms | ooked at
each other uneasily and Jennifer's brain finally began to work agai n.

She recogni zed the reptilian joker. He had been in Kien's condo, he had shown up
when the joker in the jar started screaming. How d he trace her here? She

gl anced at Gruber's corpse. Gruber was a possibility, but she'd never be able to
ask himif he'd turned her in. But how woul d he have known she'd stolen the
stuff from Ki en?

This was no tine to worry about it. The nen with the reptiloid had just about
convi nced thensel ves to tackle her. They approached her slowy, pistols out,
whil e the joker stood by watching.

Jenni f er ghost ed.

She stepped out of her clothes, conserving only the bikini that she nornally
wore and the small bag that had the books in it. She glanced back over her

shoul der as she stepped through a shelf cranmed with hocked junk. The two norns
stared at her with open nouths, the joker cursed with a hissing sibilance.

She kept going through the shelves, the wall, and the alley between the pawnshop
and the next building, |eaving the men far behind. She caught her breath,

met aphorically, and then solidified. She was in the clothing store.

She grabbed a pair of jeans, a blouse, and sneakers, threw them on, stopped to
take two twenties fromher bag and put theminto the cash register, and then
fled through the front door.

Kien's nmen were nowhere in sight. They were, she suspected, baffled by her

di sappearance, but she couldn't count on their bew lderment to last for very

| ong.

She | ooked down the street. To the right was Ebbets Field, still filling with
basebal | fans. To the left was Prospect Park with an inviting offer of greenery
and isol ati on. Sonehow, though, she felt |ike being around other people. She'd
be safe around people. No one could try to kill her. She'd have tinme to think
thi ngs out.

She ran down the street and joined the end of the line filing into the stadium
just as Kien's nmen came around the far end of the block, shaking their heads in
exasperat ed anger.

They crowded into Hiramis office, all of them The cleaning crew, the

di shwashers, the kitchen staff, even the electrician who'd cone up to fix the
faulty wiring in one of the chandeliers. They sat in the chairs, on the floor,
on the desk and cabinets. Many stood. No one said a word. Even Paul LeBarre was
silent. Al eyes were on the television. Geraldo Rivera was interview ng one of
the How er's sisters. Hiramhadn't known the How er had a sister. It turned out
he had four of them

It was like the day Kennedy had been shot, he thought, or the Day of the WIld
Card, the first one, forty years ago, when Jetboy had died and the world had
changed forever.

The newscast cut to a police press conference. Hiramlistened, and felt sick
"Jesus." That was Peter Chou, the slimquiet man who was in charge of Aces High
security, Peter who collected depression glass and bl ack belts in assorted
martial arts, and who never raised his voice or used profanity. "Jesus fucking
Christ," he said now. "Nerve toxin. Jesus fucking Christ."

"I't don't nake sense,” one of the dishwashers said. "Man, it don't make no
fucki ng .sense, nman, that fucker could screamdown walls, | saw himdo it, man,
I saw him"

Then everybody started tal king at once.

Curtis tapped Hiram s shoul der, gave him a questioning | ook and nodded toward
the door. Hiramrose and followed him The floor seemed cavernous and enpty now
with everyone jamred into Hiram s office

"Qutside," Hi ramsaid. They went out onto the Sunset Terrace, and stood | ooking
down over the city. The Enpire State's public observati on deck was on the fl oor
above them and above that was the ol d nooring mast that had once been intended
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for zeppelins, but except for that, there was no higher spot in New York City,
or the world. The sun shone down brightly, and Hiram found hinmself wondering if
the sky had | ooked as blue to Jetboy on the day he died.

"The dinner," Curtis said sinply. "Do we go ahead, or cancel ?"

"W go on," Hramsaid, wthout hesitating.

"Very good, sir," Curtis said. His tone was carefully neutral, neither approving
nor di sapprovi ng.

But Hiramfelt he needed to explain. He put his hands up agai nst the stone
parapet, gazed off blindly to the west. "My father," he said. H's voice sounded
strange and halting, even to hinself. "He was, ah, a robust man. As |large as
nmyself, in his later years. He was a man of, ah, healthy appetites.”

"British, wasn't he?" Curtis said.

H ram nodded. "He fought at Dunkirk. After the war he married a WAC and cane to
Anerica. A nmale war bride, he called hinself, not that he wore white. He'd

al ways add that, and ny nother would al ways bl ush, and he would | augh. God, but
that man could laugh. He roared. He did everything in a | arge way. Food, |iquor,
even his wonen. He had a dozen nmistresses. My nother didn't seemto mnd,

al t hough she woul d have preferred a tad nore discretion. He was a | oud man, ny
father."

Hiram | ooked at Curtis. "He died when | was twelve. The funeral was ... well,
the sort of function ny father woul d have | oathed. If he hadn't been dead he
never woul d have attended."

"I't was grim and pious, and so quiet. | kept expecting ny father to sit up in
the casket and tell a joke. There was weepi ng and whi spering, but no |aughter,
nothing to eat or drink. | hated every second of it."

"I see," Curtis said.

"I have it in ny will, you know," Hramsaid. "A certain sum has been set aside,

a rather handsome sum | night add, and when | die, Aces High will open its doors
to ny friends and family, and the food and drink will keep flowing until the
money is gone, and perhaps there will be laughter. Perhaps. | don't know

Howl er's wishes in that regard, but | do know that he could eat and drink with
the best of them and he was the only man | ever knew who | aughed | ouder than ny
father."

Curtis smiled. "He shattered several thousand dollars worth of crystal with one
of his laughs, as | recall."

Hramsmled. "And wasn't the |least bit abashed, either. Tachyon was the one
who'd nade the witticism and of course he felt so guilty | didn't see his face
for alnpbst three nonths." Hiram clapped a hand on Curtis's shoulder. "No. |
cannot believe that How er would have wanted us to cancel the party. W go on
Most definitely."”

"The ice scul pture?" Curtis reninded himgently.

"W will display it," Hramsaid firmy. "W're not going to try and pretend
that How er never existed. The sculpture will renmind us that... that one of us
is missing tonight." Sonewhere far below, a horn was blaring. A nman was dead, an
ace, one of the fortunate handful, but the city went on as always, and as al ways
soneone was |late for something. Hiramshivered. "Let's get it done, then." They
went back i nsi de.

Peter Chou was crossing the floor in their direction. "You have a phone call,"
he said to Hiram

"Thank you," Hiram said. He went back into his office. "I know all of you are
interested in the news," he told his staff. "So am1. But in a few hours, we'l|l
be feeding a hundred and fifty-odd people. W'll pipe in the latest bulletins,
rest assured. Now let's get back to work."

One by one they filed out. Paul LeBarre put a hand on Hi ram s shoul der before
shuffling past. On television, Senator Hartmann stood in front of Jetboy's Tonb,
promising a full SCARE investigation of the Howl er's nurder. Hiram nodded,
touched the nute button, and picked up his phone.

At first he didn't recogni ze the voice, and the fragnentary words, spoken with
so much difficulty, didn't seemto make nmuch sense. The man kept apol ogi zi ng,
over and over, and he was sayi ng sonet hi ng about gasoline, and Hi ram coul dn't
seemto focus on any of it. "What are you tal king about ?"
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"Lops ... lobsters," the voice said.
"What ?" Hiramsaid. He sat bolt upright. "Glls, is this you?" It certainly
didn't sound like him
"Sorry ... sorry, Hram" He began to wheeze. Then soneone took the phone away
fromhim
"Good norning, Fatboy," said a voice strange and shrill, a voice like a razor
bl ade scratching down a bl ackboard. "G lls don't talk so good. He's stil
spitting out teeth." Hi ram heard soneone | augh in the background. "Wat fishface
is trying to tell youis that we just got done marinating your fucking |obsters
in fucking gasoline, and if you want 'em you can fucking well cone down here and
pick "emup yourself, 'cause his fucking truck is on fire." Another |augh. "Now
|isten good, asshole, | don't care if you are a fuckin' uptown ace, you
cuntface, you fuck around with ne, this is what you get. You |istening?"
There was a nonent of dead air, and then a scream and a sharp sound |ike a bone
br eaki ng.
"Hear that, cuntface?" the razor-blade voice said. Hramdidn't reply. "D d you
fucking hear it?" the voice screaned. "Yes," Hiram said.
"Have a nice day," the voice said, followed by a click. Hramslowy returned
the phone to its cradle. The day could not possihly get any worse, he thought.
Then the phone rang agai n.
Fortunato pi cked up the phone and dial ed a Brooklyn extension. As soon as he was
sitting down, the cat got in his |ap and began kneadi ng the |l egs of his jeans.
The phone rang twice and a wormman answered. "Hello, is Arnie there?" he asked. He
coul d have sent his astral body, but he was already running on about half a
charge and it was time to save his strength.
"No, this is his nother. May | hel p?"
"My nane is Fortunato-"

"Ch, heavenly days. |'ve heard Arnie talk about you forever. He'll just die when
he finds out you called and he wasn't honme. "
"If you could just tell ne where he is, ma'am ['Il try and find himnyself."

"Ch, he's headed for Jetboy's Tonb. H's father takes himdown there every Wld
Card Day. They left about an hour ago. | don't know if you'll he able to find
himin all those crowds. He's not in any trouble, is he?"

"No, ma'am nothing like that. I'"'msure I'll be able to find him"

"Ch, that's right. | guess you do have your ways, don't you? It's just that I'm
alittle nervous, what with the Howler and all."

"The How er?"

"Ch, you haven't heard. Ch dear. They found the Hower just a little while ago.
He was nurdered. Sone kind of nerve poison or sonething. It was just on the TV."
Fortunato hung up. He'd witten the |list on paper, just to focus his thoughts.
The aces who had been at the Coisters. Kid Dinosaur. Tachyon. Peregrine. The
Turtle. Mdular Man. The Howl er. Junpin' Jack Flash. Water Lily.

He crossed the How er's nane off the list. So it was true, he thought. It wasn't
just Demise's raving. It was happening, had already started.

O the ones that were left, Flash and the Turtle could take care of thensel ves.
Tachyon coul dn't, but that was Tachyon's probl em

He called H ramat Aces High. He didn't think Hi ramwould be on the Astrononer's
hit list; he'd only been involved peripherally with the TI AMAT busi ness and

hadn't been at the Cloisters at all. Still he deserved a warning.
He told the story as sinply as he could, and then said, "Listen, there's
sonmet hing you can do if you're willing. | need a conmand post. Sonewhere safe to

bring the ones | find, and sonewhere for people to | eave nessages."”

"OfF course. Nobody would attack Aces High. It would be insane."”

"Right," Fortunato said. "But just in case. Do you have sone way of getting hold
of that android? Mdul ar Man?"

"I think he gave ne sone kind of signal thing once. | could probably find himif
| had to."

"Just flatter hima little. | think that should do it. If not, you could subtly
suggest that there'll be wonen there. If necessary, he can have one of' nine.

Just call and have one sent over, on the house." He hung up before Hiram could

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (49 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:44 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

change his m nd.

So what next? Try to find a kid he barely remenbered out of thousands at
Jetboy's Tonb? O nove on down the list? No. The Kid was reckless and stupid and
had just enough power to get hinself in real trouble. It had to be the Kid.

The gane was al most sold out. Only bl eacher seats were left by the tine Jennifer
got to the ticket w ndow, but that was fine with her. She just wanted to sit
down in the warm sun, |et the reassuring sounds of the crowd wash over her, and
think. She paid for her ticket, and some atavistic sense made her turn around
and | ook behind. There was a man, noderately tall, slimy but strongly built,
dar k- hai red, dark-eyed. He seened to be watching her intently, but he | ooked
away the nonent after their eyes net.

Her gaze lingered on himfor a noment. He wore jeans, a T-shirt, and dark
runni ng shoes. The rnuscularity of his lithe build struck her, then she was
carried along the wave of ticketbuyers into the stadi um

Had he really been | ooking at her, or was she just getting paranoid? She |et out
a deep breath. It was probably her clothes that nade himstare. She hadn't
exactly had tine to try on the clothing she'd taken. The pants were short and
tight across her behind and the pullover shirt was al so short, |eaving a couple
of inches of her midriff peeking out. That was it. Her clothes. She was getting
paranoi d, picking out strangers in a crowd, thinking they were menaci ng her.

Not that she didn't have a reason to be paranoid. After all, there were people
after her. Now she just had to figure out why, and, nore inportantly, how

Spector was tired of waiting. H s anonynous contact had said eleven-thirty, and
it was already several mnutes past that. Maybe they hadn't been satisfied with
the way he'd handled Guber. It wasn't his fault the idiot had pulled a gun
They coul dn't have been stupid enough to think the bullets did it. He |eaned
agai nst the statue of George M Cohan and cracked his knuckles. He was aware of
the bulge the Ingramwas nmaking in his coat. Myst of the cops were in Jokertown,
but the rest of the city had to be covered, too. It mght be good to dunp the
gun, now that the Astrononer was off his tail. Then again, you never knew when
an automatic pistol mght cone in handy.

The crowd waiting in line for Broadway show tickets was snaller than usual
Spector had never been to one; they seenmed stupid and overpriced. He used to
come over fromJersey on New Year's Eve to watch the ball drop at mdnight. It
was one of the fewtines he felt like a part of sonething bigger than just him
The neon signs around the Square were washed out and dull during the day. If his
connection didn't show up soon, he m ght pick up a whore for sonme fun. Seeing
the tonbstones rolled up in sonme cheap hooker's eyes would give hima few
monents' relief fromthe pain. It wouldn't be great, like the girl in the
subway, but it would be distraction. God, he had wanted to kill her. At |east
hurt her enough to get a reaction out of her. Better to just get drunk and watch
the ball gane on television, though. Alow profile for the rest of the day was
not an entirely bad idea.

"Fuck it," he said, walking away fromthe statue. "Those Shadow Fi st boys are
going to have to do better than this."

"Don't go away mad," said a deep, nasty voice from behind.

Spector turned. There was a joker a few paces behind him closing the distance
with slow, neasured strides. There was dried bl ood sneared on his shirt. He had
a single eye set in the center of his forehead.

"You're late."

"It's been a busy norning. Had a little business to attend to down at the
waterfront." The cyclops nade a fist, showi ng his badly bruised knuckles. "You
nmust be Spector."

"Right. So tell ne sonething.”

"It's like this." He | ooked over his shoul der. "The Ganbi ones are havi ng di nner
at the Haiphong Lily tonight. Fam |y neeting, you know. The don is in the way.
He has to be taken care of' That's where you cone in."

"Toni ght, huh? What's the job pay?"

"Five grand."
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Spector ran his tongue around his teeth, cleaning away nore dried blood. He
figured this punk had been given a ceiling amount by soneone hi gher up and coul d
keep the rest for himself. The joker didn't have the brains to snow a
six-year-old. "No way. Do it yourself."

"Ckay, okay. Seven-five."

"Ten, or get sonebody else. We're not tal king about an easy target here. This is
the don you want iced." Spector took a step back and | ooked away. He wanted to
push this guy hard, so the organization wouldn't take himfor a fool

The joker put his hands on his hips. "You got it."

"Il want two of that right now " Spector extended his hand.

"What ? Ri ght here? You've got to be kidding." He glanced around again, this tine
in mel odramati c fashion

Spector had to bite his tongue to keep from |l aughing. This noron needed acting

| essons and the brains to use them "They wouldn't send you here with just
change in your pocket. Now pay up, or find me sonmebody who will." Spector I|iked
| eaning on the punk a little, watching himsquirm

The cycl ops pulled a thick brown envel ope fromhis coat and shoved it in
Spector's face. "Just to show we trust you." Spector tucked the envelope in his

coat pocket and sniled. "I won't even count it. Yet. Now, what tinme is dinner
fbr our friend the don?"

"Around eight, so you'll need to get there a little before. You can eat pretty
well, now," he said, tapping the envel ope in Spector's pocket.

"When do | get the rest?"

"Tormorrow night. We'll let you know where." He leaned in close. H's breath stank

of decay. "By the way, if you happen to hear anything about some nissing

st ockbooks, let me know'

He pulled out a small spiral notebook and pen, then wrote a phone nunber on the
top sheet. "You can reach me here for the next few hours,"” he said, tearing out
the sheet and handing it to Spector "It's the Bowery Wld Card Dinme Muiseum | do
security work there in ny spare tine."

"You keep an eye on the place, right?"

The cycl ops ignhored his joke. "Hey, you have to have a legit job for tax
reasons. That's what the boss says. Looks suspicious otherw se."

"Sure. Sure. What did you say your nane was? Just in case?"

"Eye. "

"And if | can't get hold of you?"

"Call the Twi sted Dragon. Ask for Danny Mao. Tell himyou were born in the year
of the fire horse. He'll take it fromthere."

"How woul d you like to cone with nme tonight? Just so you'll be conpletely sure
the contract was filled." Spector put his armaround the joker and wal ked him
down the sidewal k.

Eye shrugged himoff. "Just do your fucking job. And keep your faggot hands off

"Pl easur e doi ng business." Spector watched himwal k away. There was tinme to hit
a bar and watch the gane before he went to work. The Dodgers had better fucking
wi n today or the don would have plenty of conpany.

Chapter Seven

12: 00 Noon

The Dodgers were taking batting practice when Jennifer found her seat in the

bl eachers. The | ate summer sun was soothing on her bare arnms and face. She

cl osed her eyes and listened to the friendly sounds of the stadium the call of
the vendors, the conversation of the fans, the unm stakable crack of bat hitting
bal I .

She suddenly realized that it'd been two years since she'd been to a ball gane,
two years since her father had died. Her father had | oved the Dodgers and he'd
taken her to many ganes. She wasn't that big a fan herself, but she'd al ways
been happy to acconpany him It was a good excuse to get out into the sunshine
or the cool evening air.

She renmenbered, in fact, the first Wld Card Day gane her father had taken her
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to. It had been in 1969, the Dodgers agai nst the Cardinals. The proud Dodger
franchise had fallen on hard tines in the m d-1960s, finishing at or near the
bottom of the | eague for five straight years, but in 1969 the inconparable Pete
Rei ser, who had been in center field for the Dodgers that day in 1946 when the
Wld Card virus had rained down fromthe sky, had conme out of retirenent to
manage his old team Wen Reiser played for the Dodgers they'd been a collection
of glorious nanes. In 1969 they were a bunch of castoffs, never-has-beens, and
untried rookies. Reiser, the center fielder nonpareil of the '40s and '50s, the
man who had nade the npbst hits, scored the nost runs, and conpil ed the highest
batting average in history, took a ragamuffin teamthat had finished last in
1968 and led themto first place with a mracul ous comnbi nati on of manageri a

i nsi ght and inspiration.

Tom Seaver, Brooklyn's only bona fide star, had pitched on that day in 1969, and
beat Bob G bson, 2-0. The Dodgers' runs had cone, she renenbered, on solo hone
runs by the elderly third basenman, Ed "The dider" Charles. That gane had
clinched the division flag for the Dodgers, and they went on to beat M| waukee
in the National League's first divisional playoffs, and then denolished the
vaunted Baltinore Oioles in the Wrld Series.

Menories of the exultation of that day, when an entire city had roared a

coll ective shout of glee, brought a smile to her face. It had been a rare
monent, and, | ooking back, she wi shed that she'd been ol d enough to appreciate
the absolute and pure joy, untainted by any other enotion or thought. She'd
rarely experienced that feeling since, and never with tens of thousands of other
peopl e.

The loud crack of a bat neeting a ball brought her back to the present, and she
wi ped the snile off her face. These reni niscences weren't doi ng any good.

Fl eeing the perilous present by taking refuge in pleasant nmenories of the past
was no way, she realized, to solve anything. Men were after her, and she had to
figure out why. Well, actually she knew why. Obviously they wanted the books
back. But how had they tracked her down so quickly? And why did they kil
Gruber? No, that's not right. They thought she had killed G uber. She hadn't. |f
they hadn't, and she knew that she hadn't, who had?

Sonet hi ng strange was goi ng on and Jennifer was caught in the nmddle of it. She
suppressed a shiver. Suddenly the sunlight wasn't as warm The peopl e around her
didn't seemas innocent. Kien's nmen had tracked her to the Happy Hocker. They
could very well track her here. Any one of these "Dodger fans" sitting around
her could be a killer

She gl anced around and froze when her worst fear seemed to be confirnmed. Qut of
the corner of her eye she saw the darkhaired nan who had been watching her in
the ticket line. He was sitting two rows behind her and to her right. He was
pretending to be |ooking at his scorecard, but he was al so surreptitiously
studyi ng her.

He could be the killer. At the very |east he nust be an agent of Kien's.

Jenni fer | ooked firnmy ahead. What to do? She could, of course, go to the
police. But then she'd have to adnit that she was Waith, the daring thief who'd
made the front page of even the staid New York Tinmes. They coul d probably
protect her fromKien's nen, but she'd end up doing hard tine for the string of
burglaries she'd comitted.

She cl enched her teeth as she saw fromthe corner of her eye that the nan was
nmovi ng toward her.

What to do? What to do? The frantic refrain ran through her m nd, keeping pace
with the poundi ng of her racing heart. Nothing, she told herself. Be calm Do
not hi ng. Deny everything. He can't do anything to me with all these people
around.

Darryl Strawberry, the young right fielder obtained two years ago in a trade
with the lowy Cubs, was putting on a show in the batting cage. Everyone's eyes
were on him as he whacked balls into and over the bleachers in right, left, and
center field. No one was |ooking at her and the man.

Fear knotted her insides as he set a large hand lightly on her shoul der and
said, in an unexpectedly soft voice, "Waith," and she utterly and totally

pani cked at his use of her alias and ghosted, |eaving himw th an astoni shed
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| ook on his face as he stared at her pants and shoes lying in a crunpl ed heap
bef ore her bl eacher seat, and holding her shirt in his right hand.

She heard himblurt "Wait!" and then she was gone, sinking through the structure
of the bleachers |ike a stone ghost.

An officious security officer waved the linp to a position behind the
bunti ng- hung stands. Ri ggs opened the door, and his expression gave new neani ng
to cat and canary. Tachyon, his color already hei ghtened by her mnistrations
and the heat of the day, turned an even nore fiery red, and said in an urgent
undertone, "W will be | eaving as soon as ny speech is over."

"Very good, Doctor. WII we then be going to Ebbets Field as planned?"

"No!" Tachyon added sonet hing explosive in his own | anguage, and, tucking

Roul ette's arm beneath his, escorted her up the back stairs and onto the stands.
A large group of dignitaries were already assenbled in a semicircle around the
podi um She saw Hartnmann | ooki ng peevi sh while the mayor of New York hung over
the back of his chair and agitated for support for his upconi ng gubernatori al
race. The ace in the white junpsuit, hood now t hrown back, hovered solicitously
nearby. He was staring glassily into the crowd at a nubile teenager whose
breasts strained at her halter top, and Roulette noticed that his face didn't
quite come together. The eyes weren't quite level, and the nose seened to

bl ossomlike a tw sted tuber above a too-snmall nouth and chin. He | ooked |ike an
artist's clay nodel the artist had gotten bored with before conpleting the bust.
Seated in the second row of chairs was a distinguishedl ooking Oiental
Periodically he jotted quick notes in a |eather-bound book, and Roul ette noticed
that the gold fountain pen left a trail of gold ink. She nmade a face over the

af fectation, considering how often noney did not translate into class or taste.
The man's dark eyes lifted fromthe book, and stared with frightened intensity
at a silver-haired man whose tailoring screaned "l awer." This man seened to be
| ooking for an opening to interrupt the unending flow from Koch and speak to
Har t mann.

At the far end of the front row sat a major rock-and-roll figure whose "Joker

Ai d" concerts had raised several mllion dollars-none of which had yet reached
Jokertown. Roul ette gave a cynical smle. Fromher days at the UN she knew in
just how many ways noney coul d be channel ed and ski med. Tachyon and his clinic
woul d be lucky if they ever saw $10, 000.....

Her thoughts drew up short. The Takisian's voice penetrated her black study.
"Roul ette, here."

She gl anced about confused, focused on the folding netal chair, seated herself.
"My God, Ms. Brown-Roxbury! What are you doi ng here?" She stared into Senator
Hart mann's pal e brown eyes. He gave an enbarrassed cough. "Ch dam, that sounded
rather rude, didn't it? I'mjust so surprised and delighted to see you. M. Love
told me you had left the UN, and | was sorry to hear it."

"The UN? What is this talk of the UN? You worked there?" broke in Tachyon
"Senator, good to see you." The nen shook hands across her

Roul ette opened her mouth, and shut it again as Hartmann took over the
conversation for her. "Yes, Ms. Brown-Roxbury was an econonist with the United
Nat i ons Devel opnent Program”

"Not that we ever nmanaged to develop a damm thing," she replied nechanically.
Hart mann | aughed. "That's ny Roulette. You always did give "emhell up there."
"Ms.?"

"Don't panic, |I'mdivorced."

Hart mann went nattering on about the "wonderful work being done by the | M- and
the World Bank" while overhead the striped awning, erected to give sone relief
fromthe sun, snapped and popped in the wind. It created an odd punctuation to
hi s sentences.

"Yes," pop "the electrification pro" snap "ject in Zaire is a " pop "classic
exanple of the fine work.... "

A discreet cough interrupted the flow. "Senator."

"Yes, what is it?"

"St. John Latham w th Latham Strauss." Latham|eaned in close, his pale eyes
expressionless. "My client." A hand indicated the Oriental gentleman, and
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Hart mann sl ewed around to | ook

"Ceneral Kien, howthe hell are you? |I didn't see you come sneaki ng, up here.
You shoul d have said sonmething.' Kien slid the notebook into his coat pocket,
rose, and shook the senator's outstretched hand. "I didn't wish to disturb
you. .'

"Nonsense, | always have tine for one of my staunchest supporters.”

Lat ham s pal e, expressionless eyes shifted to Kien, back to the senator. "That
bei ng the case, Senator.... The general has suffered a severe loss this norning.
Several very val uabl e books of stanmps were stolen fromhis safe, and the police
are having little success in recovering them" The | awer eyed Tachyon, but the
alien showed no inclination to move. Wth a shrug he continued. "In fact, they
don't seemto give a damm. | pressed them and was told that given the other
probl ens attendant on Wld Card Day they haven't got tinme to worry about a
sinmple burglary.”

"Qutrageous. |I'mafraid | don't have a lot of pull with New York's finest, nor
would | want to tread on Mayor Koch's territory." A quick snmle to the mayor
still hovering hopefully on the outskirts of the conversation. Hartmann's eyes
slid thoughtfully across the ace. "Still.... Allowmnme to offer you M. Ray, ny
faithful justice Departnment watchdog."

Ki en tensed, and exchanged a glance with his expressionless attorney. Roulette
wondered if the |awer's face ever displayed anything other than cold

cal cul ati on.

"That would be fine-"

"Sir," Ray interrupted. "My job is to guard you, and neani ng no offense, you're
a hell of a lot nore inportant than sone stanps."

"Thank you for your concern, Billy, but your job is whatever the hell | tell you
it is, and I'mtelling you to help M. Latham" The senator didn't seem so
charnming now. The ace shrugged and capitul at ed.

"Thank you, Senator," Kien nurnured softly, and he and Lat ham faded back through
the chairs, drawing Billy Ray with them

"Now, where were we?" The smile was pinned firnly back into place. "Oh, |
renenber, tal king about your trenmendous contributions."

Roul ette pressed her shoul der urgently agai nst Tachyon's, with a display of that
di sconcerting sensitivity he understood. "Ah, Senator, | see sonmeone with whom I
must speak. Adieu for the nonent. Madam will you wal k?" He rose, offered his
armto Roulette, and they noved quickly to the other side of the stand.

A tide of humanity | apped at the edge of the stand, and stretched away in a
great undul ating wave, filling the square before Jetboy's Tonmb. Behi nd them

| ooned the tonmb itself, huge flanged wi ngs reaching to heaven. Through the tal
narrow wi ndows she could see the full-size replica of the JB-i suspended from
the ceiling. And out front the twenty-foot-tall Jetboy stared al oofly over the
heads of the crowd.

"Curious little dranma we witnessed," remarked Tachyon. "Yes.
He | eaned back, |ooking up at her. "And you don't |like the senator. Wy?"
"Because | suspect he has an interest in the conpani es backing that
multi-mllion-dollar boondoggle he was di scussing with such relish."

"I't sounded like it would help the people in Zaire."

"Hardly. It's been designed so no power can be siphoned off to provide services
to the people living along its 1,100-nile line. It's basically a billion-dollar
project to give noney to that thug Mbutu, and to |line the pockets of various

| arge international corporations, and to nake vast anounts of noney in the form
of interest for a nunber of |arge Western banks. It does fuck-all for the people
of Zaire who will continue to live at a subsistence |evel despite one of the
greatest repositories of nmneral wealth on the continent."

"Roul ette, you're wonderful."

She spun to face him "If you're about to tell nme how beautiful I amwhen |'min
a passion |I'll slug you off this stand!"

He held up his hands. "No, no, | do admire the passion, and you are very
beautiful, but you care, you're so interested... you rem nd nme of another
worman. " The rat her tangled sentence trailed away, and he seened to be | ooking at

sonme picture that had nothing to do with the holiday crowds that stretched away
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before them

Roul ette, staring idly out, suddenly gasped as the shadow of a pterodactyl

ri ppled over the people. She glanced up, and sure enough, a pterodactyl was
winging its way toward them

Tachyon, alerted by her indrawn breath, sighed, and nade shooing notions with
hi s hands. The prehistoric creature canme on, the alien grabbed her about the
wai st, and pull ed her back beneath the awning just as several small pterodactyl
turds pattered onto the stand.

"Kid," Tachyon shouted. "Next tinme | catch you |'mgoing to beat you."

Koch was beckoning, so they returned to their chairs. Ten mnutes |later a
cute-faced kid with several inexpertly covered pinples on his chin, and dressed
in jeans and a T-shirt, w ggled through the front row of the crowd, and waved

i mpudently up at the Takisian.

"Hey, Tachy, here | am"

"Well, at least you're dressed."”

"l thought ahead. Left my clothes in the plane." A hand shot out indicating the
tonmb. "Thought you were going to beat ne."

"I may yet."

"Bet you can't."

Koch was tapping the mke with a forefinger, sending boom ng, thrunmm ng pops
echoi ng across the square. Roulette, glancing between boy and alien, saw the
human's eyes widen in alarm Tachyon, with a guilty glance to Koch, darted to
the edge of the stand. The Kid turned, bent, and obligingly presented his
posterior to the doctor, who gave hima quick but gentle kick in the seat.

"Kid, stay out of trouble."

"No fair. Disgusting Alien Powers Used to Abuse Little Kid," he said in a tone
i ndicative of a headline fromthe National |Informer.

"Juvenil e Delinquent Uses Ace Powers to Aggravate City."

"Aggravate? Can't | at |least terrorize?"

"Maybe when you're older." Koch was glaring at the pair. "Now shoo. | have to be
dignified now "

"Good luck." And with a flip of the hand he vani shed back into the crowd.

"Who is he?"

"Kid Dinosaur. He's very bright, but unfortunately at that awkward age between
boy and man whi ch means he's sonmething of a nonster. He drives the aces nmad for
he's al ways underfoot. It nust be very trying to his parents to be raising an
ace, but children are such a delight."

"Hey, you're on," Roulette said, interrupting the babble. "Oh, by the Ideal,
thank you." Leaning in close he said with a wink, "And then we can |eave."

She thought he presented a rather comc figure. Tiny little man, head just
topping the podium red satin suit, and long red hair like a punk Lord

Faunt| eroy. She noticed that he had no notes, and wondered if an extenporaneous
speech was quite wise. Then he lifted his head, and began, and conedy was
replaced by dignity, and a wealth of caring.

"I always find it alittle difficult to think what to sav on this day. Are we
celebrating, and if so what? Or are we honoring and renmenbering? And if so who
do we honor, and what do we renenber as a guard agai nst future m stakes? You
will hear a great deal today about Jetboy, and the Turtle, and Cyclone, and a
hundred other aces,"” He waved at the great green shell where it hovered over the
crowd. "And yes, even about me. But | don't think that's fair, and I'mgoing to
tal k about other people. About Shiner, who gave a hone to an abandoned child,
and Jubel, who can always spare a dine for sone other joker down on his |uck
and Des, who's done nore to get parks built and schools inproved in Jokertown
than any ot her person.™

"l speak about the jokers because | think they can offer a | esson and an exanpl e
to other people. Their sufferings, nmental, physical, and enotional, match
anyt hi ng experienced in human history, and they' ve tried a nunber of nethods to
cope with their isolation ranging fromaquiet fortitude as they were abused by
police, and other public officials, to violence culmnating in the events of
1976, and now a new approach. A sense of self-reliance, and sharing that has
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allowed themto build, within the confines of our so-called Jokertown, a true
conmunity. "

"l point out the various acconplishnents of these remarkabl e peopl e because
there is a new nood in this country which | find fearsome. There is once again
an attenpt to delineate what is Anerican,' to despise and discrinm nate agai nst
those who exist on the periphery of this fairy-tale 'mgjority." And it is a
fairy tale. Each person is an utterly unique individual. There is no 'consensus
of opinion,' no 'right way' to do things. There are only people who, no matter
how hi deous and twi sted on the outside, are internally driven by the same hopes
and dreans and aspirations that drive all of us."

"l suppose what | really want to say on this WIld Card Day, 1986 is 'Be kind.'
For adversity comes from many sources, not just fromalien virus brought across
light-years, and there may cone a time when all of us, 'nats,' 'aces, and jokers
alike, will need that kind word, that offer of help, that sense of conmunity
that the jokers so wonderfully represent. Thank you."

The appl ause was t hunderous, but Tachyon | ooked unhappy as he wal ked back to
her .

"Very noble, but how do you think it will play?" Roulette asked as he scooped
his hat off the chair.

Her arm was once nore pulled through his, and' he urged her toward the back
stairs. "Sone people will conmpare nme to Mother Theresa, and others will say | am
a self-serving son of a bitch."

"And you, what do you say?"

"That i'mneither. Just a man trying to live with honor, and to enbrace whatever
happi ness is given nme." They were standing by the Iinp, and Tachyon suddenly

wr apped his arns about her waist, and buried his face in her bosom "And I'm
gl ad you are here to be enbraced."

Furiously she cast himoff, and backed away until brought up short by the back
of the car. "Don't look to ne for confort. | have none for anybody. | told you
that already. And what do you need it for, anyway? You' re the saint of

Jokertown. The big shot with a private lino, as much a star as any of the aces."
"Yes, yes, and yes! But | amal so consunmed with guilt, devoured by a failure
that gathers every year on Septenber fifteenth to haunt nme! God, how | hate this
day." His fists slammed onto the top of the car, and Riggs drifted away to stare
in fascination at the cuff of his uniformcoat. Tachyon's shoul ders shook for
several seconds, then he dashed a hand across his eyes, and turned back to face
her. "All right, you have no confort for me. | accept that. You said you were on
a pilgrimge of despair. So aml. So let us at |east journey together, and if we
can't confort we can at |east share."

"Fine." She clinbed into the car, and rested her head agai nst the w ndow.

And maybe | can do sonething. | can free you fromyour guilt, and by destroying
you perhaps find my own peace.

Jenni fer pulled herself through an endl ess expanse of concrete and steel,

| ooking for a place where she could solidifv and take a much-needed breat her.
She felt |ight-headed, even for a specter, and it was getting hard to
concentrate. She had an overwhelmng urge to sinply drift, to float disenbodied
like a cloud and forget all her worries, all the danger that was doggi ng her
footsteps like a snarling Dobernan.

But she couldn't give in to that urge. If she did she'd |lose all being and
becone an attenuated will-o0'-the-w sp, floating mndlessly until the random
forces of Browni an novenent scattered her to all corners of the Earth.

It was hard to work up the urgency to make herself nove faster, but Jennifer
succeeded, pulling herself through the |last of the bl eacher supports. She found
herself in a carpeted corridor lit by overhead fluorescent |amps, and

i medi ately solidified and | eaned shakily against the corridor wall. She stil
felt distant and disoriented and her head swamw th vertigo. It had been cl ose,
but she'd solidified in time. She realized that she had to be careful about
usi ng her powers for a tine, until she was certain that her system hadn't been
overt axed.

Now, Jennifer thought, if she could only orient herself, she'd get the hell out.
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The only probl emwas, she'd never been in the bowels of Ebbets Field before, and
she had no idea where she was.

There was a doubl e door at one end of the corridor. In the opposite direction
the corridor branched. She had to go one way or the other, and Jennifer chose
the doors. Unfortunately they were blank, with no wi ndows set in them

Wel |, she thought, if anyone questioned her she'd sinply say she'd gotten | ost.
Al t hough why she was wearing only a bikini mght be hard to explain.

She took a deep breath, let it out noisily, and pushed the doors open. She took

a step into a large, well-lit, richly carpeted room and froze. The nmurnur of a
dozen conversations gradually died down as all eyes in the roomturned toward
her. | don't believe it, she told herself. She closed her eyes, but when she
opened them a nonent |ater everyone was still there, staring. | don't believe

just wal ked into the Dodgers' |ocker room

Twenty men were in the room Sone were playing cards in small groups, sone were
tal ki ng. Hernandez, the first baseman, was sitting by his | ocker doing his
customary pregame crossword puzzle. Pete Reiser himself; sixtyish, gray-haired

but still lean and arrow straight, was standing in front of Seaver's | ocker,
talking with the pitcher and the Dodgers' Cuban pitching coach, Fidel Castro
Sone of the players still had their practice jerseys on, sone had started to

change to their gane unifornms. Some hadn't gotten very far in the change
Jennifer, feeling the pressure of all those eyes on her, felt she should say
sonet hi ng, but when she opened her nobuth no words woul d cone.

"Uh..." She tried again. "Uh... good |uck today."

A small nmetallic snuff box slipped out of the hand of Thurman Munson, veteran
Dodger catcher and team captain, and the sudden sound it made as it clattered
agai nst the stool in front of his |ocker broke the spell that seened to hold
everyone.

A dozen pl ayers spoke at once, from Reiser's strident, "How the hell did you get
in here?" to half a dozen variations on, "Jeez, nice body" and "G eat outfit."
Jennifer, nortified, forgot her earlier worries and ghosted through the nearest
wall into a small roomwi th a drug cabinet, a couple of enpty padded tables, a
bunch of inconprehensible machi nes, and a dri ppi ng Dwi ght Gooden cli nmbi ng naked
out of the whirl pool

"Hey!" he said as she went by.

"Great gane yesterday," Jennifer said, smling weakly. He slid back into the
whi rl pool, ducking down so the water cane up to his chin, and stared in

di sbel i ef as she passed though the wall next to the whirl pool

G eat body, too, Jennifer told herself, sneaking a final peek before she

vani shed.

As a capo working for Rosemary's father, Don Carl o Ganbi one, Don Frederico "the
But cher” Macel l ai 0 had once ordered Bagabond's death. Bagabond had not
forgotten.

St andi ng beside an oak in a nearly deserted Central Park, she started toward
Central Park West and was gl ad nost of New York appeared to be down at Jetboy's
Tonmb. She felt conspicuous in the brown tweed business suit and hi gh heels she'd
scavenged from one of her subterranean stashes. But this way none of the normal
deni zens of the park could possibly recognize her. A few of the street people
had seen too nuch over the years; it was best to be... discreet. She slid her
aching left foot out of the shoe and stood, weight on her right |eg, as she

wat ched Don Frederico exit his exclusive apartment building. The sheltering
canopy said The Luxor. Dressed in an expensively tailored black suit, the

But cher crossed the sidewalk to a white Cadillac stretch |inousine.

He was flanked by two guards in dark glasses and unbuttoned suit jackets.
Getting into the car, Don Frederico snatched the door out of his chauffeur's
hand and slammed it. The driver paused for a fraction of a second before turning
sharply around and getting into the car. One of the guards got into the front
seat beside the driver, while the other appeared to scan the sidewal k and
Central Park West in both directions.

The |inousine pulled out and crossed against horn-blowing traffic to enter the
park at the West Drive. Wth disbelief, Rosemary had once told her about the
don's habits. It was al ways the sane route. The don was either very stupid or
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very sel f-assured. A show of power. Knowing the Iinp would drive across the
Transverse, then exit onto 65th and crui se past Tenple Enanu-El to the Butcher's
favorite restaurant, Aronica's, Bagabond wal ked at an oblique angle through the
park. She nentally summoned a flock of pigeons and nearly a hundred squirrels.
They waited at the stone bridge near the mddle of the drive.

As Bagabond wal ked across the park to neet them a large gray cat, one of the

bl ack's and calico's offspring, dropped out of a |ightning-warped nmaple tree to
bl ock her path.

The gray was one of the few kittens at least as intelligent as his parents. He
had refused to join Bagabond's group of aninmals when he understood how Bagabond
used the creatures to her advantage, sonetinmes w thout caring about the effect
on the aninmals' lives. The gray had chosen to live apart in a section of Centra
Par k Bagabond used only infrequently. He resented her presence.

Now Bagabond told himshe would not be there | ong. The cat inaged dead bodies
scattered across the | andscape. Bagabond stiflened and told himto | eave her. He
turned and trotted a few yards away, before he turned and spat at her. She
reached out with her mnd to attack, but stopped before she burned out his
brain. The gray di sappeared into a stand of naples. C enching her fists,
Bagabond stood watching the cat.

Then she was abruptly aware of the progress of the don's car. A peregrine,
escaped from a woul d-be urban fal coner, was Bagabond's eye, follow ng the
Butcher's car as it cruised through the park. There were no colors, but the
perception of nmovenment caught her consci ousness as the fal cons eyes roaned
across the park. She brought himgliding back around to follow the Butcher's
car. According to Rosenary's file, Don Frederico Macellaio used this daily drive
to order the deaths of his opponents fromhis arnored, surveillance-proof car
Bagabond | eaned back against a broad tree trunk, kicked off her shoes, and
concentrated on directing her aninals.

As she began the nmental routine of organizing and directing the birds and

ani mal s she had summoned, Bagabond realized that the gray was hi ding anong the
mapl es and observing her. She warned himoff, but he responded with an inage of
hinsel f marking the trees to show his territory. She ignored himas the don's
car drew closer to the spot she had chosen.

She found she was nervous at the cars approach. The gray had broken her
concentration. He had a gift for making her think in ways she nornally avoi ded.
The Butcher was Rosemary's eneny as well as her own. She had | earned fromthe
animals thenmselves to kill or be killed. The Butcher was a threat that had to be
renoved. Besides, it would please Rosemary. It was obvious to Bagabond that
Rosemary was too worried about too nmany things. Her concern with the Ganbi ones
had becone consum ng. Wth a new don, she could relax and spend nore tine with
Bagabond. Bagabond wanted that enough to disturb the rhythns and |ives of her
creatures. To kill them

She cl osed the gray out of her mnd and sent pain down the connection joining
them The gray yow ed as she felt the energy hit him

The part of her mind that was organi zing the birds had conpleted that task. The
fl ocks of pigeons tenporarily roosted in the trees around the bridge. For an
instant, there was an unnatural stillness.

Breaki ng out of the trees, gleamng as the sun hit the finish, the |inousine
proceeded around the corner on its stately way. The mirrored w ndshield
reflected the tree branches overhead.

A |l one pigeon wheeled free of the flock and, at Bagabond's conmand, sent itself
soaring high into the sky. Then it hurled itself down at the |inousine's

wi ndshield as though intending to | and on one of the phantomtrees. Bl ood
splattered the white paint of the hood. The driver braked and seened to hesitate
for an instant before continuing.

Bagabond wat ched the scene in fragnents seen through the eyes of the hawk now
behind the car and the pi geons above and before the |inbusine. Her own eyes were
wi de and staring, but the other visions overwhel med her hunan sight. She danped
the pain of the pigeon in the sane way she renoved from her consci ousness the
constant deaths she nornally experienced.
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Overhead, a hundred birds stopped cooing as she took them over conpletely. The
avi an wave swept down toward the car, covering it in a cloak of blood and
feathers. The linpusine's brakes shrieked as the driver attenpted a panic-stop
before his blindness wecked the car

Keepi ng nore of the pigeons in reserve, Bagabond shifted her attention to the
hordes of squirrels gathered in the | ower branches of the oaks and maples |ining
the road. As she directed a battalion of squirrels toward the swerving car, pain
careened across her own mind. Her first thought was that either the black or the
calico was in trouble. But tracing their individual patterns within her
awareness of the city's wild ones told her that the cats were well. The gray. He
deliberately was inflicting pain on hinself, trying to destroy her

concentration. Bagabond reprimanded himnental ly, sending waves of enotiona
chill, stunning his rebellion

Only a few seconds had passed. But the driver was close to regaining contro

when the roadway becone a noving carpet of squirrels. The driver had accel erated
to escape the birds. Bagabond sent the aninals under the wheels of the car. The
shrieks of the dying squirrels nmixed with the sound of abused brakes. The heavy
car's nomentumcarried it across the massed rodents. Their bl ood greased the
road and the |inousine skidded sideways. Now the doors and side panels were
streaked and spattered with bl ood.

Bagabond' s head snapped to the side as feedback fromthe gray fl ooded her nind.
This time he was not satisfied with distraction; now he tried to disperse the
ani mal s, using Baga bond as a focus. Her anger streamed out, knocking him
unconsci ous. She night have killed him but her attention was needed at the

bri dge.
The driver had overcorrected for the skid and sent the car into a spin. The
ri ght wheels struck the low guardrail, bending it out. The mass of the car's

arnor-plate sent it crashing through the retaining wall and over the side.
Streaks of white paint renmained on the nmetal and concrete. One wheel cover was
slung free. It preceded the |inpusine over the edge, skinmmng slowy through the
air like a Frisbee. The autonobile wasn't so fortunate.

Ti me, for Bagabond, seened to stop as she watched the car roll over in the air.
One part of her was ending the lives of the birds and squirrels injured in the
attack. Another part considered the nurder and wondered if it was worth the cost
to help a friend and take revenge.

The vehicle plunged to the jogging path. It |anded hard on the concrete trail
crushing the roof of the passenger conpartnent flush with the body. The car
rocked to a halt and burst into a whuffing ball of flane.

Sacrificing a few aninmals to feed others had been nothing conpared to this
carnage she saw as she | ooked around at the bridge. Bodies were scattered
everywhere. She felt a pain she had not experienced since first learning to

di stance the lives of her animals from her own. Maybe the gray had been right to
attenpt to stop her. The side of her mind she considered human was happy for her
success, eager to find out Rosemary's reaction. The animal side wanted to reject
what she had done

Abruptly, Bagabond realized that the remaining creatures waited patiently for
her instructions. The dark cloud of pigeons rose into the sky and dispersed in
all directions. No one saw the undul ati ng mass of squirrels break apart and run
for the wooded sections of the park. Bagabond was al ready hi dden by the trees
and wal ki ng toward the subway entrance at Col unbus Circle.

Bef ore she could cross 59th Street, the recovered gray confronted her with the

i mge of what she had done, an image that changed into a picture of her lying

bl oody and broken on the ground.

Bagabond paused, staggered by the final realization of what she had done. This
was not an occasional sacrifice for food or her own protection. She had used the
ani mal s she had al ways protected, in her own war, to achieve a goal that had
meani ng only to her. She had betrayed a trust she had held since she cane back
fromthe hospital. Bagabond felt sick. It was not the gray's doing. She hoped
Rosermary was worth it.

Rosemary waited, if unknowi ngly. Before checking in with her, Bagabond woul d go
by Jack's hone to check for nessages about his mssing niece, Cordelia. Mybe
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now there would be tinme to help him

Bagabond wal ked down the steps into the subway station and used one of the
tokens the raccoon had proved so adept at stealing. Taking the Number 1 |oca
downt own, she ignored the admring gl ances she attracted fromher nmale fell ow
passengers.

Chapt er Ei ght

1: 00 p. m

The street was still crowded with late-arriving fans, souvenir sellers, and
ticket scal pers. Sonehow Jennifer managed to slip through the outer wall of the
stadi um wi t hout anyone noticing, but on the street she attracted a fair anount
of attention. Heads turned and wolf whistles followed her down the street, but
she barely noticed. She nmoved quickly, watching out for the men who had tried to
grab her in the Happy Hocker and the man who had followed her into the stadi um
but none of them seened to be around. She spotted an enpty taxi, flagged it down
and told the driver, "Manhattan."

She settled down to think as the taxi carried her back to nore familiar
territory. Events around her were noving with inconprehensible speed and

viol ence. Kien nmust really want his stanps back, she thought. Unless it was the
ot her book... She glanced at her purse, a small |eather bag closed by a sinple
drawstring. It had the stolen books and a few dollars she carried for
energencies like this, but nothing else. No wallet, no identification. The whol e
thing was goi ng sour. Feeling eyes upon her, she |ooked up into the mrror and
caught the cab driver staring at her. He | ooked away and Jennifer tried to sink
further back into the stained and worn uphol stery of the cab's back seat. She
had to find some decent clothes somewhere. As it was she | ooked as if she were
dressed for a R o de Janeiro carnival

Maybe, she thought, she'd better call it all off and return the books. They'd
al ready cost Gruber his life-though for the life of her she couldn't figure out
who had killed himand given her a few too many cl ose brushes with viol ence.
She'd have to contact Kien. That'd be easy, but the details of the exchange

m ght be tricky to work out. Also, she didn't want to conme out of this thing
entirely enpty-handed.

She | ooked out the wi ndow of the cab pensively, and, struck by sudden
inspiration, called out, "Stop, stop right here!"

The driver took her at her word and sl ammed on the brakes, bringing the taxi to
a screeching halt. She could hear tires squeal behind them as she | eaped out and
tossed some crunpled bills onto the front seat.

"Thanks," she said breathlessly, and turned and ran up the street.

"My pleasure," the cabbie said with a benused expression, watching her
bikini-clad formw th appreciation as she ran up to the front of the Fanous
Bowery Wld Card Dime Museum

"Jack! Jack, it is you, am| not right?"

A famliar voice, any fanmliar voice in the Village's circus atnosphere today
was a shock. Jack turned and saw a handsone man, half a head taller than he,

| ooki ng down at him

"Hel l o, Jean-Jacques," Jack said. Jean-Jacques had arrived from Senegal six
years ago. He worked part of the time as a waiter at the Sinba on Sixth Avenue
at Eighth, and the rest of the time as a tutor for foreign students |earning
English at the New School. Jack had never seen a man with nmore striking
features. "Listen,"” he said to the other. "I need some help." He took out
Cordelia's snapshot.

Jean- Jacques nodded, but seened distracted. "Anything, ny friend. Anything at
all."

Jack knew there was sonething wong. "Wat is it?"

"Nothing to be of concern." Jean-Jacques | ooked away toward the pedestrians
movi ng briskly past them The early afternoon sun shone on his skin so that the
deep bl ack shone al nost bl ue.

"l doubt that." Jack put a hand on the man's shoul der, conscious of the warm
vitality radiating through the bright pattern. "Tell ne."
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Jean- Jacques | ooked back at Jack, his penetrating gaze neeting Jack's eyes. "It
is the retrovirus," he said. "It is the killer. | have just been to see ny
doctor. The diagnosis was unfortunately positive." He sighed. "Quite positive."
"Retrovirus?" said Jack. "You nean the wild card--"
"No." Jean-Jacques interrupted him "The surer killer.'
in his throat. "AIDS."

The word seened to stick

"Mt her of Jesus," said Jack. "I amsorry." He started closer to Jean-Jacques,
caught hinself for just a second, then went ahead and enbraced the man. "I'm
very sorry."

Jean-Jacques gently pushed Jack away. "I understand," he said sinply. "You are

not the first | have told. Already they are treating ne |like one of the damabl e
jokers." He shut his eyes sadly, then opened themand said, "Don't worry, old
friend. You are all right. | know who it was." He shut his eyes again. "And
know when it was." Hi s head began to shake slightly and Jack agai n enbraced him
This time, Jean-Jacques did not push himimediately away.

"I think you are on a mission," Jean-Jacques said. "Tell nme what you are
seeking, and if | can help, | shall."

Jack hesitated, then told himabout Cordelia. The Senegal ese inspected the

phot ograph. "A very beautiful young lady." He glanced at Jack. "You share the

same eyes." Then he handed back the picture. "Go," he said. "Continue your
search. As | said, if | observe anything that could be of use to you, | will let
you know. "

There was nothing nore to say, but Jack remai ned there beside Jean-Jacques.
"Go," Jean-Jacques repeated. He sniled slightly. "Good fortune." Then he turned
on his heel and was gone.

"This is your important stop?" Roul ette asked, eyeing the decaying wall of a
riverfront warehouse. Tachyon had di sm ssed Ri ggs several blocks away, and a

bri sk sweat-raising wal k had ended here.

He gl anced back over his shoulder as his slender hands opened the | arge shiny
padl ock. Hi s expression was one of suppressed excitement and m schief, rather
like alittle boy about to show off his collection of tadpoles. And she suddenly
realized that he was very young. Because of nutation and their obsession wth
the life sciences, the Takisian |ife span was vastly | onger than the hunman
Tachyon at eighty-sonething was a graybeard by Earth standards, but only verging
on manhood by Takisian nornms. It explained a |lot.

The door swung open on well-oiled hinges, and he waved her through. Her sharp
retreat brought her up hard agai nst his chest.

"Don't be afraid.”

"My God, what?" She gl anced cautiously at the glowi ng nonstrosity squatting in
the center of the enpty, echoing room It |ooked rather like a wentletrap
seashell, but the tips of its gray spines were set with gl owi ng amber and purple
lights. It also seenmed to be resting in a glittering whirlpool, for dust was
spiraling in toward the creature

"The ship."

"What ?"

"Your ship," she amended quickly. "Yes, Baby."

" Baby?"

"Uh huh." Tachyon's lilac eyes rested lovingly on the ship, and Roulette's

shi el ds (pai nstakingly erected by the Astrononer) responded to a nearby

t el epat hi ¢ communi cati on.

"She's frustrated. She tried to say hello to you, but you have shields." He
cocked his head to one side, seriously regarding her. "Strange. Mst humans..."
A qui ck shake of the head. "Well, cone inside."

“I... 1'"d rather not."

"She won't hurt you."

"It's not that."

"What then?"

She hunched her shoul ders and wal ked toward the ship, though it felt like a
betrayal. Sonetime early tonmorrow nmorning the Astronomer woul d seize this living
vessel , and pilot her far away.
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The ship obligingly opened her |ock, and they entered the control room The
inner walls and floor of the ship glowed Iike polished nother-of-pearl, casting
opal escent |ight across the | arge canopy bed that dominated the room Tachyon
chuckl ed. "Your expression is priceless. You see, unlike nmost of nmy kind | vowed
I would die in bed. This seened to be a way to ensure it."

The rest of the furniture had a fragile beauty, and it was clear fromthe width
of the chair seats that Takisians were smaller than humans. Unless this
furniture had been nade for Tachyon's personal use.

The alien took her gently by the shoul ders, and indicated the wall. Flow ng
silver script gl eaned.

Greetings, Roolete.

Tachyon snil ed, and shook his head. Roulette.

"Her spelling isn't so good yet. She just started this when | had sone ot her
friends aboard. She's picking up a know edge of witten English by a | owleve
drain. I'mindulgent so | let her get amay with it."

"I't"s unbelievable."

She seated herself on the bed while Tachyon unearthed a pair of crystal goblets
froma chest which seemed to be an extrusion of the ship herself.

Anot her nessage flitted across the wall while the alien's back was turned.

You are honored. There was sonet hi ng peevi sh about the nessage.

"Cut it out, Baby," warned Tachyon. Apol ogy.

"Accepted," Roulette said, feeling |ike an idiot.

Tachyon spl ashed a dollop of brandy into each glass fromhis hip flask. Two
bright spots of color were burning on his cheeks. "You are the first woman |'ve
ever brought here. So she is curious, hopeful, and a little resentful."

"She | oves you."

"Yes, and | her." He brushed his pal macross one curving wall

"Why hopeful ?" She took a sip of cognac.

"Despite being a little jeal ous she wants to see ne marry, and sire children
Pedi gree, continuance, is very inportant to the ships. Over the centuries

t hey' ve absorbed our obsession with ancestor worship, and she considers ne a
failure. | keep telling her | have a |lot of time left. Especially since | now
live on Earth." He joined her on the bed.

"I've read a great deal about you, but |'ve never seen this mentioned. O course
its logical you would have a ship, how el se woul d you have gotten here?"

"I try to keep it very quiet. Wien | was trying to recover her fromthe
governnent | raised a great to-do about Baby. Now |'m nore cautious, and
fortunately people's nenories are short. Unfortunately she gets lonely so | cone
as often as | can. She nisses her own kind too. They are essentially herd
creatures, and this kind of isolation is not good for her."

"Why don't you live in her, then?"

"I want a social life, and | also want to keep her secret. Those two goal s
rather conflict. So | conpronise. | live nearby, | visit often, and sonetines |
take her out. According to Sister Magdal ene at the South Street mission |'m
doing a positive service. She's had several derelicts take the pledge after
spotting us."

She | aughed, |eaned down, and ki ssed hi mwhere he reclined agai nst the cushions.
He caught the top button of her blouse in trenbling fingers, and fromthe corner
of her eye she could see his erection straining at the satin material of his

breeches. She jerked away, and swiftly rebuttoned her blouse. "I'msorry, but |
t hought you... we--"
"Not here! | couldn't performw th an audi ence." She al so wondered what woul d be

the ship's reaction if she killed Tachyon within Baby's skin. Roul ette doubted
she'd | eave the ship alive

The Fanpbus Bowery WIld Card Dine Miuseum (Admi ssion Only $2) was cl osed, probably
because its nanager realized that npost people woul d be taking advantage of the
day's free entertai nnent.

That was, Jennifer thought, just fine. She went down a side alley and, naking
sure no one was watching, slipped through the wall. It was difficult. It took
sone noments of concentration and then she had to fight her way through the
brickwork as if she were solid and the bricks were a viscous, unyielding |iquid.
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Her body was getting tired and she knew that she shoul dn't ghost for a while,
but she had to get this done and then maybe she coul d think about resting.

She finallv made it through and found herself in a small dark roomw th a series
of dimy glowing glass bottles set along one wall |ike a bank of aquariuns in a
pet store. Floating in the tanks were pathetic little corpses, little enbal ned
"Monstrous Joker Babies" as the sign above the exhibit proclainmed. There were
maybe thirty of them Mst had little of humanity about them and Jennifer was
thankful, in a way, that they had experienced for so short a tine the cruelty of
the worl d.

She hurried fromthe roomand found herself in the section of the nuseum devot ed
to large displays that were life-sized dioramas. It was eerily quiet and dark
with the displays' lighting and sound effects turned of and quite disconcerting
to be the only living thing about.

She went by a scene depicting Jokertown burning, comenorating, as it were, the
Great Jokertown Riot of 1976. There was, now only mldly shocking to nodern
tastes, an ol der tableau showing a purported Jokertown orgy. A sign in front of
a curtained-off area said to watch for the latest addition to the entertaining
yet informative displays, Earth vs. The Swarm

Jennifer went on past the dioramas into the |Iong hallway beyond and entered the
museum s Hall of Fame, or, in sonme instances, |nfany.

Lifelike wax figures of prominent aces and jokers clustered in groups or stood
alone in the hallway. Jetboy |ooked young and handsone, his scarf bl ow ng out
behind himin an unfelt, perhaps divine wind, his eyes squinting slightly as if
he were staring into a gentle sun. The Four Aces-Black Eagle, Brain Trust, the
Envoy, and Gol den Boy-stood in a group, three of themtogether, one isolated by
the slightly turned backs, the slightly averted faces of his fell ow aces. Dr.
Tachyon was resplendent in an outfit that a small card at his feet said had been
donated by himto the nuseum And there were others. Peregrine maintaining,
Jennifer had to admit, her snoldering sensuality even when graven in wax,

Cycl one, Hiram Wbrchester's astoni shing bulk apparently floating lightly over
his pedestal, Chrysalis with invisible flesh and visible organs caged by her
skel eton. ..

Jenni fer | ooked them over carefully. Tachyon, she deci ded, would be the one. She
st epped over the velvet rope and approached the waxen statue. She towered over
it by half a foot and its waxen features were as delicate as her own. Mved by
an irresistible inpulse, she ran her hand down the rich fabric of his

peach-col ored wai stcoat. It had a fine, soft feel to it. She could al nost
believe that the card was telling the truth and the outfit had once belonged to
Tachyon hi nsel f.

She caught herself and | ooked around guiltily. The hallway, of course, was
deserted. She sumoned all her will, reached out, and put the bag through the
chest of the wax figure. She withdrew her hand and left the bag snug in
Tachyon's chest, the two stockbooks of stanps and the nysterious volune safely
hi dden away until her return

Now she had to get in touch with Kien. It m ght take some doing. She couldn't
sinmply I ook himup in the phone book

She left the Hall of Fane with one |last jealous glance at the Peregrine figure,
pondering her next nove. She never noticed the eye watching froma curtained
doorway at the other end of the hallway.

The worst of it, Fortunato thought, was having to listen to the goddamed
politicians. There were a dozen of them on stage, including Mayor Koch and
Senat or Hartmann. Tachyon, the bastard, was already gone, cozied up to a
gorgeous bl ack wonan with plaited hair.

Hart mann was at the podium "The tinme has cone for acceptance. A tine for peace,
as the biblical poet said. Not only for peace between nations, but peace within
ourselves. Atime to look into our own hearts, human and j oker and ace alike. A
time not to forget the past, but to be able to |l ook back at it and say, this is
where | have been, and | am not ashanmed. But ny duty nowis to the future. Thank
you very much."

A police helicopter circled overhead. As Fortunato gl anced up he saw the
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Turtle's shell float slowy over the park and then pass out of sight again.
Fortunato knew roughly where the kid was. This close to himhe could get a vague
i mmge of what the kid saw, and he could triangulate off Hartnmann as he sat down
at the edge of the stage.

There. Fifteen or twenty yards away, wearing clothes, for once, which nmeant he'd
conme in his human formand stayed that way. The kid slouched against a |ight
pole, a good fifteen or twenty feet away from an ol der version of hinself,
clearly his father.

The kid | ooked around at all the suits and hi gh heels as they offered Hartnmann
dignified, mniml applause. One side of his nmouth turned up in disgust.
Fortunato knew how the kid felt. Maybe once there'd been sone sincere feeling in
these cerenpnies, but nowit was a case of the bored | eading the boring. Nobody
came to self-serving political speeches except the people who needed to be seen
there, the ones nmking sone kind of political statenent thensel ves by show ng
up. And those few who really did care. The starstruck kids who still had sone
il lusions about personal power, who still believed in that sharp, clean |ine
bet ween good and evil and wanted to wage war across it.

Fortunato saw the wild card as a kind of Aladdin's |anp of the unconscious. The
virus rewote DNA to match what it read in the back of the mnd. If your |uck
was bad it transcribed a nightmare, and if you lived through it you were a
joker. But sonetinmes it hit a vein of the pure stuff, like Arnie's |love for

di nosaurs and comi c books and aces. And even though it nmade a bit of a joke out
of him it let himlive his dreans out on the street.

The joke was a | aw of nature, the conservation of mass. Arnie could turn into
any di nosaur he could visualize, but his nmass remained the sane. If he was a
tyrannosaur he was a three-foot-high tyrannosaur. Ckay for a kid, but he was
already thirteen or fourteen, full of adol escent juice and del usi ons of
imortality.

"Hey," Fortunato shouted at him "Hey, kid!" Arnie turned to look at him

The kids arm came off.

It flopped |ike the nuscles had grown their own brain, and then it was sailing
through the air and bounci ng across the pavenent. Fortunato and the kid both
stood there for an instant, not conprehending. And then bl cod began to fountain
out of the ragged flap of flesh and the air snelled |like a butcher shop

The kid started to change. Even with an armgone his instincts were good. Hi s
remai ning arm shrank and grew scales. H s thighs began to swell and his stomach
shrank.

Fortunato reached out with his power and tried to stop tine. The peopl e around
hi m sl owed but the bl ood punped undi m nished fromthe kid's arm socket.

The Astrononer, Fortunato thought. Shielding the kid fromthe power that could
save him

Fortunato tried to run toward him It was like running in a nightmare, the air
thick as wet cenment, draining his strength. The kid was | osing too nuch bl ood.
It puddl ed around his tennis shoes, soaked the cuffs of his jeans. He couldn't
finish the change. His left hand had grown a huge, scythe-shaped claw and he

sl ashed futilely in front of himwith it. Hs face was still human except for a
bul ging | ower jaw. The eyes flashed from shock to rage to fear and finally to
hel pl essness.

A handful of flesh cane out of the kid's throat. The bl ood from his shoul der

sl owed as his neck began to spurt.

The kid collapsed. His weirdly jointed | egs and the beginnings of a long, stiff
tail kept himfromfalling nore than hal fway. H's chest opened and his heart
fell out onto the concrete. The heart seenmed to shiver in the sunlight,
fibrillating spasnodically for no nore than a second before it lay still.

And then there was a little man, nmaybe a couple of inches over five feet tall
standing next to the kid's distorted corpse. He had an ankl e-l ength bl ack robe
that was soaked and spattered with blood. H's head was too bhig for his body and
he wore thick gl asses

Fortunato had seen himtw ce before. Once was inside an Egyptian Masonic tenple
in Jokertown, seven years before. Fortunato had been | ooking' out through the
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eyes of a wonman he | oved, a wonan nanmed Eil een who was now dead.

The second time was when Fortunato had | ed the attack on the C oisters. Wich
had | ed to the How er being dead, and to this death, right here in front of him
"I waited for you," the Astrononmer said. "|I was beginning to think you woul dn't
cone and |'d have to start without you." Hi s voice had an ugly singsong rhythm
Fortunato couldn't get within twenty feet of him "Wy the kid? For Christ's
sake, why the kid?"

"I wanted you to know," the Astrononer said. "I'mnot fucking around any nore."
He sniffed his bl ood-drenched fingers. "You're all going to die. Between now and
four AM Be sure and set your watches." He glanced up at the podium his eyes
moving as if he was | ooking for sonebody that wasn't there. He nodded to hinself
and smil ed.

"Four A.M?" Fortunato was shouting. He |l eaned into the force field that
straitjacketed him "Wy four A M? Wat happens then?"

Then the field was gone and he staggered forward, offbalance. The Astrononmer was
gone. Tinme sped up around him He was unable to | ook away as the kid' s father
saw the mangl ed ruin of his son and began to scream

Spector enptied his beer nug and stifled a belch. The Bottom ess Pit, |ocated
between 27th and 28th Streets a hal fbl ock west of Chel sea Park, was far enough
of f the beaten track to avoid a crush of tourists. The place had a reputation
for violence that kept nost of the | ocals away. There were only two ot her people
sitting at the bar, although all the tables were occupied. The only light in the

bar area canme fromthe neon beer signs and the television. He heard billiard
bal I s smacking together in the back room
"You want anot her?" the bartender asked. He was tall, with curly blond hair and

a bodybui |l der' s physi que.

"Sure." Spector was a little light-headed. His fingers and toes were getting
nunb. It was about time. He'd been drinking on and off all day. The Astrononer
was of f his back, so he could lie | ow here, get drunk, and watch the gane when
it came on. That would just about fill the time until he had to go to the

Hai phong Lily.

The bartender drew a beer and set it down on the scratched, pitted wood. Someone
had carved "Joyce + whoever | say" into the surface. Spector picked up the beer,
enjoying the cold glass on his skin. As usual, the pain was chew ng himup

i nside. Maybe, if everything went well tonight, he'd cap off the evening by
killing sonme tourists. He'd never go to jail for it. That was the beauty of his
power. The cops had hauled himin once, but the case had been thrown, out in the
prelimnary hearing. There was never any physical evidence to prove he'd killed
hi s victins.

"And now, for a special report from Channel N ne reporter Carl Thomas, live, at
Jetboy's Tonb." Spector |ooked up at the tel evision

The young bl ack reporter paused, put a finger to his ear, and nodded. People
standing in the crowd behind himleaned around and waved their arns, trying to
get into the shot. "This is Carl Thomas reporting. Yet another story in what is
al ready the nost violent Wld Card Day in ten years. Apparently, a psychopathic
ace killer is roaning the streets. H's latest victimis a young boy who had the
power to turn hinmself into a small dinosaur. There is no official word fromthe
police indicating whether the boy's death is related to the earlier killing of
the How er. However, based on eyew tness accounts, this is the second such
attack today by the sane person. This nmorning in Jokertown a nman fitting the
suspects description assaulted what we hope was only his first such victim
twisting his head conpletely around. Luckily, Fortunato intervened and heal ed
the victimwith his ace powers. Sadly, be was unable to do anything to save the
boy. This is Carl Thomas, Channel N ne News, at Jetboy's Tonb."

"Fuck." Spector reached for his beer and knocked it over. Foam spread slowy
over the bar. "They have to cone on the goddamm TV about that. Coul dn't have
kept their ugly nmouths shut. "

" that terrible tragedy. In an apparently unrel ated incident Frederico
Macel | aio was killed in an autonobile accident earlier this afternoon
Macel | ai 0, al so known as 'the Butcher' and reputed to be a major figure in the
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city's underworl d, was dead at the scene."

"I't's just not my fucking day," Spector nuttered.

He pulled out his wallet and notioned to the bartender, but the man was | ooking
at the door. Spector turned. There were three punks standing just inside the
doorway. They all had black hair cut |ike Me of the Three Stooges. The words
BEDTI ME Boys were enbl azoned in red on the backs of their |eather jackets. Each
carried a fiberglass skateboard. The | eader, who was a head shorter than the
other two, wore mirrored sungl asses.

"Shake everybody down," said the little boss, blowing on his fingertips.
Spector's barstool creaked loudly as he swiveled to face them He was worried
about the kid with shades; his power was no good unless his victinms eyes were
visible. The other two he could handl e.

"Nice of you to get that out for us," said one of the stooges, eyeing Spector's

wal let. "lland it over."

Spector shoved his wallet back into his pants pocket. "Fuck off, you little
shit. Wiile you still can."

"Feed 'imhis teeth, Billy," said the leader. "It'll save tinme with everybody
el se."

Billy whipped the board around his body a couple of tines, then swng it up into
an attack position. It reninded Spector of the Chinese bench fighters he'd seen
in kung fu novies. These guys obviously knew what they were doing. He'd have to
take themout in a hurry. He | ocked eyes with Billy. Spector's death flowed into
him Billy fell face first into the bar-rail

"Shit, get him Roneo." The little punk was still directing traffic.

Roneo | ooked at Billy's body, then at Spector. M stake. Five seconds |ater he
was dead on the floor.

Spector sensed novenent and raised his arm reaching for the Ingramwith his

ot her hand. The skateboard slanmed into his forearm jolting himhard enough to
knock himover and send the gun flying. He bounced off a table and | anded on the
floor. The gun was several feet away. The punk dropped his skateboard and
grabbed the pistol. He centered it on Spector 's chest and sniled. A cue bal
caught himin the side of the head as he pulled the trigger

Spector rolled as the bullets tore up the table and floor. He felt bits of wood
dig through his clothes and into his flesh. He craw ed to the renaining Bedtine
Boy. The kid sat up and shook his head. The sungl asses were gone.

" Good- bye, " Spector said.

The punk net his eyes and gasped, then keel ed over. Spector grabbed the |ngram
and hol stered it, then stood. The bartender was |ooking at him afraid but
annoyed. Nobody was tal ki ng.

"Some people got no manners at all. These boys are doing the big sleep now.
Serves themright," Spector said, rubbing his arm

The bartender gestured tentatively toward the door. "Don't worry. |'m gone."
"Hey, tough guy. Throw us back our cue ball." A short, well-built man in a white

tank top pointed at Spector's feet. He picked up the ball and tossed it back
"Ni ce shot." The bartender coughed.

Spector wal ked out into the sunlit street, reaching inside his shirt to tug the
splinters out. The fight with the skateboard punks had nonentarily made him
forget about the Astrononer. He sucked air in through his clenched teeth. Wth
But cher dead, the job was probably off Couldn't hurt to find out, though. He
pul l ed a quarter fromhis pants pocket.

He found a pay phone just down the street fromthe Bottom ess Pit. There was no
answer at the Dinme Museum so Spector called the Twi sted Dragon and asked for
Danny Mao.

After waiting for a few nonents a young Oriental came on the |ine.

"Danny Mao. Who's this?" The voice was snooth and assured, with only a trace of
accent .

"My nane's Spector. | was born in the year of the fire horse. | need to get in
touch with one of your people. GQuy with a Boston accent, sharp, careful."

There was a brief pause. "M . Spector, |I'mnot famliar with you. Wwo gave you
my nunber ?"

"A joker naned Eye. Look, | was contacted this norning about a job. Things have

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (66 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

changed, | have to find out what he wants done. Can you help ne or not?"
"Possi bly, but he's a very busy man, particularly today. Perhaps | can have him
contact you later."

"Fine. 1'll take the notebooks to soneone else." He figured the lie would get
Mao's attention.

"Ah, | see. Where are you now?"

Mao had bitten hard. The notebooks nust be even nore inportant than Spector had
originally guessed. "You just give ne the nunber, or I'll nake sure the word

goes around that you held up delivery on these babies."

"Call 555-4301. It's his private line. You'd better not be jerking us around..."
Spector hung up on Mao in mdsentence. A chic young couple was standi ng behind
him obviously waiting to use the phone. He stared at the woman, grabbed his
crotch, and licked his lips. They hurried away. Spector dropped another quarter
into the slot and punched in the nunber.

He answered on the first ring. "Latham"

It was the person who'd called that norning. No question. The only Latham he was
aware of was a big-cheese lawer. "This is Spector. Have you heard about

But cher ?"

"OfF course. His death does alter a fewthings." Lathamdidn't act surprised to
hear fromhim There was the sound of fingers on a keyboard.

"So everything's off, right?"

"Let nme see. | think it would be best for you to have dinner at the Hai phong
Lily in any case. The Ganbione Family is extrenely vulnerable right now | don't
think they could stand to |l ose any nore | eadership. It could destroy the Famly
entirely."

"So, you want as nany senior nenbers killed as possible. R ght?" Spector | ooked
around to nake sure no one was in hearing distance.

"Yes. W might be able to work out a bonus situation for you based on how nmany
you neutralize."

"Fine. Eye said you'd set it up for ne to get in with no trouble. Is that
right?"

"I"'msure that's the case. By the way, who gave you ny private nunber?"

"Snmoot h punk named Mao." Spector hoped they gave the kid banboo shoots under the
fingernails.

"l see. Thank you, M. Spector. W'Ill be in touch. Good hunting."

Spector hung up the phone. The quarter dropped into the change box. He | ooked up
and down the street; if the Astrononer got hold of himthere wouldn't be a
bonus. There woul dn't even be a tonorrow.

Qut on the street again, Jennifer took stock of her situation. She wasn't
wearing much in the way of clothes. She had no shoes. She'd spent her last dine
on the taxi that brought her back to Manhattan. Wat to do next?

Bef ore she could make up her m nd, though, things were decided for her.

They came out of nowhere. Two nen energed fromthe pedestrians mlling around
her, gripped either arm and hustled her down the street.

"Make a sound and you'll die," one whispered to her, and she swal |l owed t he
instinctive screamwelling in her throat. The crossed the street and went into a
smal | park across fromthe Dime Muiseum There were three other nmen there,
waiting. One of themwas the reptilian joker she'd first seen in Kien's
condomi ni um

"The booksssss,"” he hissed, coning close to Jennifer. "Where are they?"

She flinched backward fromthe | ong forked tongue that lolled fromhis nouth.
"I-1 don't have themon ne."

"l can ssssee that." He stared without blinking at her bikini-clad figure.
"Where are they?"

"If 1 told you then you wouldn't need ne."

The reptilian joker grinned, dripping saliva fromthe overlong incisors that
hung down from his upper jaw. He | eaned forward and his tongue flickered
caressingly over Jennifer's face. She flinched backward at the warm wet touch
of it. The joker stooped and his tongue slipped down the colum of her throat,
bet ween her breasts, then up again and down her bare arns. It rasped sensuously
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on her forearmand Jennifer shivered, half in fear, half in delight. The nman
gripping her right armheld it stiffly at the wist, and the joker |icked her
pal m before she could close it into a fist. The tongue lingered on her hand,
then the joker straightened hinself and pulled his tongue back into his nouth.
"W don't need you anyway," he hissed. "You tasssste of the alien, Tachyon." His
eyes narrowed. "Wy did you give himthe book?"

The card hadn't lied, Jennifer thought. The suit had once bel onged to Tachyon
and this joker had sonmehow gotten his scent off it. She couldn't deny his
accusation, but she didn't want to tell themthat she'd put the books in the
statue, either. She had to come up with a good story, but she wasn't a very good
l'iar.
"Uh..."
"Tel | ne.
The joker's fingers had thick, sharp nails. He ran them across the bare skin of
Jennifer's chest, not hard enough to draw bl ood, but hard enough to | eave red
welts with their passing. "Un-"

The tree behind them blew up. Blew right up, showering themwith | eaves and
fragments of branches. The shock waves from the expl osi on knocked Jennifer and
the men hol ding her to the ground. One let go of her arm and she kneed the ot her
one three tinmes. She wasn't sure if she hit his stomach or groin, but whatever
she hit was tender enough to make him scream and | et her go. She rolled away and
| ooked wi ldly around, as the thugs were doing.

"There!"

One of them pointed across the street. A nan stared back at them His features
were conceal ed by a hood. He was of average height, rather nicely built. Nothing
about himreally stood out, though, except for the bow he held. It was a

hi ght ech pi ece of machinery with funny curves and nultiple strings and what

| ooked like small pulleys attached to it. He was cal my nocki ng anot her arrow
whi | e people on his side of the street also noticed himand started to run about
like a flock of panicked chickens.

The reptiloid seened to recognize him He hissed hatefully as the nman brought
his bow to bear, but a bus going down the street suddenly bl ocked his aim

The thugs were scattering and Jennifer took this as a propitious tinme to do sone
vani shing of her own. She ran deeper into the park, thanking her lucky stars for
the man's intervention.

How did he fit into this? she wondered. Wat could he want? She wondered if he
was the crazed Bow and Arrow Vigilante that the papers had been full of the |ast
few nmonths. He nust be. New York City was a strange place, but she doubted that
there could be two people running around shooting at things with a bow and
arrow.

And she realized sonething el se as she cut through a copse of trees, w ncing as
she stepped on a sharp stone. She had seen himbefore. Even though he now wore a
hood, she recogni zed himby his clothes and by his build as the man who had
accosted her in the bl eachers of Ebbets Field.

Wy was he followi ng her? What did he want?

Chapter N ne

2:00 p.m

It was two o' cl ock before Bagabond was able to return to Rosemary's office. Both
the streets and the subways were swol |l en by the masked and nade-up revel ers.
Once she had seen an alligator snout in the crom but, even as she turned toward
it, she realized it was papi er-mache--not Jack. It had deeply disturbed her
Bagabond had always felt self-pity at the changes in her |ife caused by the
virus. Jack and his oftenuncontroll abl e shape-shifting taught her that there
were worse fates than experiencing the deaths, births, and pain of every wild
creature in the city.

She | eaned against the wall and considered the horrible fates of the jokers,
never able to escape into hiding because of defornmities too hideous or
life-threatening to be hidden

Trapped in the isolation of their own betrayi ng bodi es. Bagabond shivered
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violently, closed her eyes for a nonent, and reached out to the black and the
calico, her oldest conpanions. They were safe. The thought warnmed her

A slight tug alerted her. She reached down for her canoufl age-fabric purse as
she sent a wave of hate and threat at the man attenpting to snatch her handbag.
Startled at her reaction and disoriented by the alien feeling in his head, the
tent acl edj oker - masked purse shatcher retreated into the cromd. She rarely
attenpted to use her ability on humans; she was never sure what its effect, if
any, would be. Still unconfortable in her heels, Bagabond pushed off fromthe
wal | and entered the surging flow of the crowd as it, and she, noved toward
Jetboy's Tonb and the Justice Center

By the time she reached the justice Center, nuch of the crowd had diverted into
Jokertown, Jetboy's Tonmb, or Chi natown. Bagabond wal ked into the district
attorney's build ing. She felt less at home in the business-suit costune than
she did in rags, and it was nore difficult to walk with head rai sed confidently.
Getting out on Rosemary's floor, she realized that Paul Gol dberg was no | onger
on phone duty. Bagabond nodded to the current receptionist and wal ked back
toward Rosenary's office. As she did, Coldberg wal ked out of an adjacent office,
arns filled with legal references, nearly colliding wth Bagabond.

"Christ! Sorry." Goldberg attenpted to juggle the books, succeeding with all but
the top one which Bagabond neatly caught.

"Thanks," he said. "You okay?"

"Fine. You were released fromthe phones, | take it." Bagabond carefully placed
the book on top of the stack beneath Gol dberg's chin.
"You caught my act?" Col dberg grinned, then | ooked puzzled. "I can't believe

don't renenber seeing you."
"You were distracted. Is Ms. Mil doon in?" Bagabond gestured toward Rosemary's
of fice.

"If you thought this norning was distracting, you'll love this afternoon. A
hell's broken | oose." He shifted the books slightly to the right. "So, if you
get a chance, say good-bye before you | eave. You'll be a breath of sanity."

"Wl | see." She reached out and steadied the top volune. "CGol dberg! Were are

t hose goddamm casebooks?" The rough di senbodi ed voi ce was distinctly inpatient.
"Never keep Ms. Chavez waiting." He trapped the first book with his chin and
began trotting down the hall. "Later, | hope. "

Bagabond turned to watch himleave. Looking back toward Rosenary's office,
Bagabond saw her | eaning agai nst the doorfrane, smling.

"Maki ng a conquest, Ms. Melotti?" Rosenmary waved Bagabond inside her office
Bagabond shook her head, realizing angrily that she was bl ushi ng.

"Uh huh. Why the outfit?" Rosemary cl osed the door behind her. "Have a seat."
"Busi ness." Bagabond sat down and ki cked of f her shoes with an inaudible sigh
"Does that translate to 'I really don't want to know ?" Rosemary received only a
bl and stare from Bagabond. She continued, "The Butchers dead. 'Car accident.
can't say |'mtrenendously distraught, but |I'mnot buying the accident theory.
Know anyt hi ng about it? Happened in Central Park a little after twelve noon."
Rosermary sat on the edge of her desk and | eaned back, stretching her neck and
arching her spine. "As resident expert on the Fam lies, everybody's been asking
me about it. | was hoping maybe a squirrel or one of the cats saw sonething ."
"Sorry. Their nenories are nuch too short for-" Bagabond gasped and broke off:
"Jack!" Her body spasnmed. "Suzanne, what's going on? Should | call a doctor?"
Rosemary grasped Bagabond's hand only to have it jerked away. Bagabond saw t he
end of her snout, a bright flash of flame; she saw a hand hol di ng a packet of
smal | books wrapped in clear plastic, another hand wavi ng the pistol; another
flash--

She still |ooked sixteen to Fortunato, though she was obviously old enough to be
serving drinks. She wore jeans, sneakers, and T-shirt under her apron, and her
red-brown hair was pinned up in a | oose nmess on top of her head. She had a row
of dishes lined up on one armand a fat tourist grabbing the other. The touri st
was shouting at her about sonething and she was starting to sweat.

Her sweat was an event. Water began to condense out of the air all around her
The fat tourist |ooked up, trying to figure out how it could be raining inside.
"Jane," Fortunato said quietly.
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She whirled around, eyes as wide as a gazelle's. "You!" she said, and the dishes
hit the floor.

"Rel ax," Fortunato said. "For god's sake."

She pushed her hair off her forehead. "You wouldn't believe the day |'ve had."
"Yes," Fortunato said, "I would. | want you to not ask any questions, just cone
with me, right now. Forget your purse or sweater or whatever."

Qovi ously she didn't like the idea. She | ooked at himfor a couple of seconds.

She nust have seen sonething there, seen the urgency in his eyes. "Uh... okay.
But this had better be inportant. If this is sone stunt, I'mnot going to be
amused. "

"It's life or death. Literally."

She nodded, and wadded her apron into a ball. "Okay then." She threw the apron
in a heap with the broken dishes. "This job really sucked anyway."

The fat tourist stood up. "Hey, what the hell is going on around here? You her

pi np or sonething, buddy?" Fortunato never got a chance to react. The girl gave
the fat man a | ook of pure hatred and the |ight drizzle pattering around him
turned into a sudden five-second torrent that soaked himto the skin.

"Let's get out of here," Water Lily said.

"Good Lord, and how many tines have you been robbed?" she exclaimed as her eyes
roved about the immaculate living roomwith its plush white carpet, naroon
vertical blinds, white baby grand piano, and naroon sectional sofa.

"Too many. | do wish you humans woul d have the sense to | egalize narcotics. It
woul d make |ife so nmuch sinpler for so many people."”

"Sonme of us humans wish that too. It would nake such a nice cash crop for
devel opi ng nations," she answered, drifting over to fondle the petals of an

el abor at e gardeni a-and-orchi d bouquet resting atop the glass coffee table. The
air conditioner chattered away, pouring cold air into the room naking it |ess
than confortabl e.

The gardeni as breathed their fragrance into the roommingling with the snell of
coffee, which still lingered fromthe norning, and the pungent scent of incense
The rest of the table was swept clean but for a |arge photo book. Al Those
Grls in Love Wth Horses by Robert Vavra. Roulette rested the book in her |ap,
and turned the pages.

"And which do you | ove? The girls or the horses?"

"Wi ch do you think?" Tachyon responded with an inpish snile. He was playing
back his phone nessages, nobst of which seened to be from wonen. The fina
message ended, and he switched off the machi ne and unpl ugged the phone. "So we
can have at least a few hours of privacy." She found herself unable to neet the
hunger in his gaze, and she dropped her eyes back to the book

"Wbul d you like a drink?"

"No thanks."

Tension filled the room formng al nbst-tangible |ines between them Agitated,
Roul ette rose and roaned about the room Two walls were covered by
floor-to-ceiling bookshelves with works in several different |anguages, and in
an al cove fornmed by an outthrust of the wall and flanked by two wi ndows was what
could only be described as an altar. A low table covered by an enbroi dered gray
cloth held a sinple but profoundly beautiful flower arrangenent, a single
candle, a small knife, and a tiny Hopi seed pot holding a long, thin incense
sti ck.

"I's this really for..."

"For worshi p?" he said, turning fromthe small efficiency kitchen where he was
pouring hinself a drink. "Yes. That's that ancestor business | told you about."
That opened a whol e set of disturbing nenories: singing in the choir at the

Met hodi st church back home, her nother rehearsing the angels for the Christnas
pageant, her head bobbi ng energetically as she pounded out the nelody on their
old piano, and the children's voices like piping crickets filling the house.
Being frightened by a hell-and-damation sernon by a visiting mssionary, and
clinging to her father for confort.

She flung herself to the piano, seating herself on the cushioned bench. A
violin, its snooth golden curves softly reflecting back the light froma brace
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of track lights, lay on the piano. And for the first tinme she found sone
disorder in this perfect room A jumble of scores and nusic sheets marched
across the stand. Roulette frowned and | eaned in, studying the notation on one
of the hand-scored pieces. The notes seened to be in the famliar positions, but
there were odd notations in the clefs. The piano cover fell back with a thud,
and she sightread through the nusic.

She was very aware when Tachyon came up behind her, for the sense of tingling
magneti smincreased, and the delicate scent he favored washed over her. Ice
tinkled in the glass as he attenpted to clap

"Bravo, you are quite acconplished."

"I should be, ny nother's a nusic teacher."

"Wher e?"

"Phi | adel phia public school system™

There was a slight pause, then the Takisian asked, "Wat did you think?"

"Very Mzartian."

A tiny line appeared between Tachyon's arching brows, and he cl osed his eves as
if in pain. "Wat a bl ow

"l beg your pardon?"

"No artist likes to be told they are derivative."

"Ch, I'msorry-"

He held up a small hand. Ginned. "Even when they knowit's true."

She turned back, and shuffled the sheets, and went on to the second page.
"Derivative or not, it's pretty."

"Thank you, I'mglad ny snall effort pleased you, but let us play a true naster.
| sorarely find soneone | can--" he paused, and shot her a glance alight with
mschief "-jamwth."

He flipped quickly through the piles of nusic, and pulled out Beethoven's Sonata
for Violin and Piano in F, the so-called Spring sonata.

She wat ched, held by the way his small, el egant hands caressed the polished
surface of the violin, tightening a string here, plucking a single quivering
note from another. "Wich do you prefer?" she asked, indicating the piano and
the violin. "I can't choose. | ampartial to this." Another stroke to the wood
of the violin. "For it kept me on the edge of the gutter rather than in it for a
nunber of years."

" Par don?"

"dd history. Shall we tune?"

The A hung trenbling in the room matched by a floating tone fromthe violin.
"CGood God, what is that? A Stradivarius?"

"Don't | wish. No, it's a Nagyvary."

"Ch, that chemist in Texas who thinks he discovered the secret of the Crenona
school . "

The violin dropped fromhis chin, and he snmiled down at her. "Wat a delight you
are. |Is there nothing on which you' re not inforned?"

"l daresay a thousand things," she replied dryly.

His |ips pressed against the corner of her nouth, drifted down her neck, the
breath puffing gently and warmy across her skin.

"Shall we play?" And she noticed with enbarrassnment and anger the catch in her
Voi ce.

They began in perfect unison, the violin singing the first held note then
gliding into the el egant ornamentation. She echoed the phrase, and tinme ceased
and reality withdrew

Twenty m nutes of perfect harnmony and graceful genius. Twenty m nutes w thout
word or thought or worry. A perfect nmonment. Tachyon stood transported; eyes

cl osed, |ashes brushing at his high cheekbones, netallic red hair curling across
the violin, joy on his narrow face.

Roul ette laid her hands in her |lap, stared down at the keys while Tachyon, also
remaining silent, placed the violin in its case. Minents |ater his hands touched
her shoul ders, resting |like nervous birds, as though frightened to remain.

"Roul ette, you make nme feel... well, sonmething that | haven't felt for nany,
many years. |'mvery glad you cane wal king down Henry Street today. Perhaps
there was even a reason for it."

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (71 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

She watched with rather distant interest as her fingers tightened about each

ot her, knuckles whitening with strain. "You're | ooking for significance again."
" |1 thought you only warned me agai nst |ooking for confort. "

"Well, add significance to it." She lifted a corner of the nunbing blanket with
whi ch she had covered her enotions, and found panic throbbing in tinme to her
rushi ng heartbeats.

She probed at her soul, and found a bl eeding wound. Fear, hate, guilt, regret,
hopel essness.

She bl aned him

"Let's go to bed." And she was startled by the flatness of the words when they
masked so nuch angui sh.

It woul d have been quicker to travel crosstown underground. Jack had cl attered
down the steps at the West 4th Street station. One level, two levels, three. Few
peopl e other than maintenance workers went down to the fourth |evel. He went

t hrough an anonynous steel door and entered an eastwest mmintenance tunnel. In
their little cages, the dimsafety bulbs shed a brittle yellow gl ow, casting

i slands of illunmi nation along the passageway. Jack's shoes scuffed in dirt.

It was exhilarating to be able to stride along w thout having to account for

endl ess nunbers of slower pedestrians getting in his way. Jack checked his

wat ch, and then | ooked at it again, unbelieving. It was only a little after two.
It seenmed as if he'd been searching the city for Cordelia for davs. More to the
point, he'd conpletely lost track of tine. He wondered if nmaybe he was
squandering his tine now. Maybe he shoul d be calling Rosenmary, checking with
Bagabond, phoning the police, anything... He should have been watchi ng instead
of thinking.

When he swung around a dogleg in the passage and slamed into sonmeone coning the
other way at a dead run, he had, at first, only the briefest inpression of a
dark figure. He glinpsed one huge eye centered in the other's face, a nonocle
glittering in the dimlight--

"Son of a bitch!" said the other person, raising one hand toward Jack. Red flane
erupted fromthe fist, a rolling wave of painful sound crashed agai nst Jack's
ears, and he heard sonething buzz past his head, sprnging against the concrete
wal | of the corridor. Cenent chips sprayed the side of his face. There was no

pain yet.

"Hey!" Jack yelled. He dropped to the floor of the tunnel and the epinephrines
took over. Now it was all instinctual. Al the pent tension of the |ong day, the
frustration of his search, his intermittent desire to kill sonething, flashed

into critical mass. Also he was hungry. Very hungry.

"Bastard. Get away fromne! You die!" The dark figure drew down with the pistol
Anot her shot. Jack saw the sparks where the bullet hit a steel stanchion

"What the hell you doin'?" Jack cried. "Aaaaaahhh!" said the reptile brain,

fl ooded with wel comed hornones. Jack felt his body elongate, the vestigial tai
extending and swelling, clothing ripping, his snout springing forth before his
eyes. The rows of teeth sprang up faster than anything sowed by Cadnus.

Hi s claws scrabbl ed for purchase on the hardpacked earthen floor. He bissed with
anti ci pati on.

Hungry; he thought. There was anger, too. But nostly hunger

The man with the pistol backed into the corner of the dogleg. He held sonething
shiny in his other hand. He stared unbelievingly at the alligator. "Get the fuck
away! "

Jaws scissoring open wide, the alligator lunged forward. Brief thunder rolled as
the pistol flashed and a bullet nicked the creature's arnored hi de above one
front leg. The jaws slanmed closed with incredible force as the man screaned and
thrust his hands out in a hopeless attenpt to fend off the beast. The pisto
skittered away, lost in the darkness. The plasticw apped package went into the
alligator's nouth. Along with the hand that held it. Along with part of an arm
the man's shoul der, and his face. Hi s bubbling screans stopped in a natter of
seconds.

G ass shattered as the nonocle spun away and snashed agai nst the tunnel wall

The alligator wenched his jaws away fromthe renmains of the corpse. There was
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no chew ng. The food went down his gullet where the powerful enzynes woul d take
care of assuaging his hunger. He opened his jaws again to roar a challenge. No
one and nothing answered him The alligator swung his head heavily from one side
of the corridor to the other. On sone deep |evel, he renenbered that food was
not his only priority this day.

He started forward into the darkness. There was sonet hing he had to do.

"A cab?" Water Lily said. "I thought we were in a hurry."
"I't'Il get the job done," Fortunato said. "W don't want any grandstand noves.
Not today."

The cab pulled over and they got in. "Enpire State Building," Fortunato told the
driver. He leaned back in the seat. "W don't need to nmake targets of

oursel ves. "

"I't's the Astronomer; isn't it?"

"He just killed Kid Dinosaur. Tore himto pieces. He would have killed Dem se,
but Dem se was tougher than anybody knew. You probably heard about the How er.
Soit's..."

He broke it off. Jane had stopped |istening somewhere in the nmddle. "Kid

Di nosaur?" she sai d.

Fortunat o nodded.

"Jesus." She stared straight ahead. Water-not tearsbeaded up on her cheeks.
Fortunato couldn't tell if she was going to cry for real or start ripping up the
cab's uphol stery.

Finally she said, "All right." The words cane out small and strangled. She tried
again. "Al'l right. Count me in. Were do we start?"

This isn't working, Fortunato thought. She's not going to go weak and hel pl ess
on you. She's gotten too tough for that. What do you do when they don't want
your protection?

"Un" he said. "How about a bodyguard assi gnnment ?"

"What, are you serious? Quardi ng who?"

"I was thinking of H ram Wrchester."

"Ch. That fat guy?"

"He identified the Astrononer's coins. He could be in danger too."

"Ch, all right," she said. "For now."

An establishnment as cel ebrated and uni que as Aces Hi gh drew its share of
trouble, and Hiram had | ong ago resigned hinself to the unfortunate necessity of
security, but he insisted that it be discreet. Peter Chou's nen (and wonen) were
qui ck, efficient, highly skilled, and very unobtrusive. Wen it cane to dealing
with drunks, hol dup nmen, and | eapers, no one was better. But the Astrononer was
nmore than they'd been trained to handle.

Modul ar Man was about as unobtrusive as a joker in |Idaho. The android had a
certain mal e-nodel handsoneness, although his prefab features were wthout
either character lines or hair. He wore a skullcap to conceal the radar done
built into his head. Twi n grenade | aunchers were nounted on rotating pivots set
in the synthetic flesh of his shoul ders.

The shoul der nodul es popped right out, and nornmally Hiraminsisted that Modul ar
Man check his armanent at the door. But today was not the day for nornal cy. Wen
the android | anded on the bal cony and was ushered into his office, H ram asked
hi m strai ght out what sort of weaponry he was equi pped with.

"The left nodule fires tear-gas canisters, and the right is |oaded with snoke
bonbs," Mdd Man said. "The snoke will not affect ny radar, of course, but wll
blind any potential adversary. The tear gas--"

"I know what tear gas does," Hiramsaid curtly. "Your creator is assuning the
Astrononmer has to breathe. Let's hope he's correct. "

"l could exchange the grenade | auncher for an arnor piercing 20mm cannon, "

Modul ar Man said cheerfully. Hiram made a choking sound. "If you even think
about firing a cannon inside ny restaurant, you' |l never set foot in here
again."

"I't's nore like a | arge machi ne gun, actually."
"Nonet hel ess,” Hiramsaid firmy.
"Wuld you like me to patrol the perineter?"
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"I"d like you to sit at the end of the bar and stav out of the way," Hramtold
him "There's still a great deal of work to be done. The guests will begin
arriving around seven for cocktails."

"If anything' s going to happen, it should happen well before that."

He escorted the android out to the bar and left himin the conpany of a bottle
of single-malt Scotch. On the way to his office, Curtis accosted him "The

| obster was the only thing they bothered to destroy," he reported. "Sone of
Glls's enployees are cleaning up the damage. The ones who didn't run away.
Glls was taken to the Jokertown clinic."

"Find out who's in charge, and tell them | want the tuna,"” Hiramsaid. "As nuch
as he has. W'll do bl ackened tuna tonight instead of |obster."

"Paul will not be amused," Curtis said.

Hi ram paused at the door to his office. "Let himscream Then |et himcook. If

he refuses, I'Il do it nyself. I'"'mnot unfamliar with Cajun cuisine." He paused
thoughtfully. "Alligator has an interesting taste. You don't suppose that Glls
m ght have... no, that's too nuch to ask. Oh, and offer a premiumprice for that

tuna. If | hadn't interfered this norning, none of this would have happened.”
"You shouldn't blane yourself," Curtis said.

"Whay not?" Hirain asked. He snorted. "I renenber when | was first diagnosed,
back in 1971. After Tachyon assured ne that | wasn't going to die, that I'd been
gifted with extraordi nary powers instead, | determ ned that | nust use those
powers for the public good. Absurd, | know, but it was the tenor of the tines. |
tell you, Curtis, heroismis a ludicrous career choice, although not half so
ludicrous as | was in ny costune." He paused thoughtfully, and flicked a piece
of lint off the swell of his vest. "It was well-tailored," he said, "but

| udi crous nonet hel ess. At any rate, ny physique was distinctive, masked or no,
and ny abortive experinent in sem professional adventuring ended abruptly when a
gossi p columist accurately divined nmy identity. I'mnot a nodest man, Curtis,
but food is what |'mbest at. GIlls wuld be a ot better off if |I'd renenbered
that this nmorning." He turned away before Curtis could reply, and shut the

of fi ce door behind him

His lunch was waiting on his desk: three thick-cut pork chops grilled with onion
and basil, a side of pasta salad, steamed broccoli with grated romano cheese,
and a piece of the fanmous Aces Hi gh cheesecake. Hi ram sat down and contenpl ated
it.

A newspaper lay next to his untouched lunch platter. The Daily News had al ready
gotten out an extra, and Anthony had brought up a copy with Hirams tux. The
picture spread across the front of the tabl oid had been taken at Jetboy's Tonb
by some amat eur phot ographer. Hiram supposed that it was a great news photo, but
he coul d scarcely look at it.

He found hinself averting his eyes fromKid Dinosaur's nutilated body, and

| ooking at the faces in the background. Their enptions were plain to read:
horror, hysteria, anguish, shock. Sone just seened baffled; others stared with
unwhol esone fascination. In the right-hand corner was a pretty bl onde who

coul dn't have been nore than eighteen, |aughing, no doubt anused by sone
witticismfromthe boy whose armshe clung to, as yet oblivious to the horror a
few feet away. How did she feel when she | ooked around, the laughter still fresh
on her |ips? How woul d she feel when she saw this picture, her |augh frozen
there for all tinme?

Hi s lunch was growi ng cold, but H ramhad no appetite. Kid Dinosaur had been a
constant nuisance to the proprietor of Aces Hi gh. He renenbered one hot sunmer

ni ght when a pteranodon had swooped in through the open terrace doors and buzzed
the diners. Drinks were spilled, plates were dropped, the dessert cart tipped
over, and a hal f-dozen indignant custonmers left w thout paying their bills.
Hiram had put an end to the incident by making the creature too heavy to stay
aloft, and reprimanding himin no uncertain terns. Fromall reports, the boy had
been cowed for al nost a week

When t he phone rang, Hiram grabbed it quickly. "Wat?" he demanded brusquely. He
was in no nmood for conversation. "Me, Hram" Jay Ackroyd said.

Hi ram had al nost forgotten about the detective. "Where are you?" he demanded
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"At the nmonment |'mat a pay phone outside the nen's roomof the Crystal Pal ace,
bei ng eyed by a joker who | ooks |ike a cross between a douche bag and a
saber-toothed tiger. | think he wants to use the phone, so I'll get right to the
poi nt. Chrysalis knows sonething."

"Chrysalis knows a good many things," Hramsaid. "Real good," Ackroyd replied.
"Your friend Bludgeon isn't independent. Hi mand his whole scamare part of
sonet hing, sonmething a |l ot bigger. Chrysalis knows who and what, but the price
she quoted for the informati on was way out of ny budget. Maybe not out of yours,

though. I'mbringing her up tonight, you can talk to her yourself."

"You're bringing her here?" Hramsaid. "Jay, she's a joker, not an ace."
"I"'man ace," Ackroyd rem nded him "and she's ny date. Don't worry, | nade her
promise to cover her tits. A shanme, though. They're nice tits, even if they are
invisible. Just pretend she's really British and you'll get on great."

"Fine," Hiramsaid. "And while you' ve been arrangi ng your social cal endar and
studying Chrysalis's breasts, Bludgeon put Glls in the hospital and destroyed
my | obsters.”

"1 know," Ackroyd said.

Hi ram was astoni shed. "How could you possi bly know?"

"l dropped by Fulton Street before | went to see Chrysalis, figured maybe |I'd
see Glls, charmhimwith a few nmagic tricks, pull a coin out of his gills, and

see if he'd talk to me. | got suspicious right off when | saw a truck burning in
the alley. This seven-foot-tall guy was going out as | was coning in. He | ooked
alot like the guy waiting for the phone, only ugly. | nmade a citizen's arrest.

He's in the Tonmbs."

"God," Hiramexclained. "Jay, this is the first good news |'ve heard all day.
Thank you, and good work. You'll get a nonth of free dinners for this."
"Appetizers included, | hope. The thing' s not done, though. Bludgeon's |ocked up
for the noment, but sooner or |ater sonmeone's going to notice himhollering in

there, and then they'll count heads and | et him go, unless we can get him
charged with sonet hing. Can you go downtown and do the honors?"

Hramfelt in aterrible bind. " I ... Jay, | want to, but | can't possibly

| eave now. "

"Acrisis with the pate de foie gras?"

"Fortunato is going to be bringing sonme people by. | need to, ah, stay. Besides,

I"ve never |aid eyes on Bludgeon. Glls was the one they assaulted. Have him
prefer charges."

"He's terrified, Hram"

"If we put Bludgeon away, he has nothing to be terrified of. Tell himthat. He
can't let themget away with this." Ackroyd sighed. "All right. I'll go talk to
him Hell. On days like this, | wish | could pop nyself around. Do you have any
i dea what the traffic's |like out there?"

Spector stared across the Hudson River toward the Jersey shore. He'd grown up in
Teaneck. As long as he could renmenber he'd hated New Yorkers. Hated them for
their contenptuous coments and unendi ng supply of Jersey jokes. They really

t hought they were better, just by living a few mles away. Every New Yorker he
killed was a little revenge for the way he'd al ways been treated by them

The Astrononer knew he was alive by now. The old man was probably too busy to
wat ch TV hinself, but had plenty of flunkies to dish himthe infornation.

Spector could only hope that the other aces on the hit list were nore inportant
than he was. Hell, there was even a chance the Astrononer would buy it. They'd
ki cked his ass before. If he could manage to stay out of the way, Spector m ght
be able to read everybody else's obit in the Tinmes tonorrow

The West Side H ghway was behind him already crawming with cars. The docks were
busy; working guys still had to eat. They couldn't take the damm day off to gawk
around.

Spector | ooked back into Manhattan. The W ndhaven Tower building was directly
across the highway. The apartnments in it were exclusive and pricey. The
architecture was |ike sonmething out of a thirties sci-fi pulp, including an open
| obbv all the way to the top of the building. He foll owed the unbroken silver
line of the tower all the way up. He squinted. There was sonethi ng, soneone, up
t here.

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (75 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

A man in a hang glider pushed off the edge of the roof, twenty stories up. lie
dived for a few seconds, then |l eveled off and headed out toward the river

"Cops are gonna put your ass in jail when they catch you buddy." Spector hated
hei ghts, and shuddered as he thought of falling off a building |ike that, w ngs
or no. He turned back toward Jersey.

There was sonmething conming toward the city fromacross the river. It was severa
hundred feet up and noving fast. He recognized the famliar shell. "Turtle. So
the Astrononer hasn't gotten you yet."

Spector liked the Turtle about as much as he liked the other aces who'd raided
the Cloisters, which was not at all. He straightened his shoul ders and rubbed
his mouth, feeling suddenly vulnerable. If the Astrononer tried to take the
Turtle now, he didn't want to be anywhere cl ose.

The Turtle sl owed down and hovered over the river. A couple of private boats
were cruising around nearby bobbing a little in the light chop, but they didn't
seemto be in any kind of trouble. The Turtle began to wobble slightly; the hang
glider banked and noved directly toward him Spector wanted to run, but
curiosity held hi mwhere he was. The hang glider noved straight and fast toward
the Turtle. It was less than a hundred feet away. There was a sound |ike gl ass
being cut and then a | oud pop; the glider veered away. Spector recogni zed the
noi se and knew the Turtle was in trouble. One of the |last aces the Astrononer
had lured in was a Puerto Rican kid who he called Inp. He could generate an

el ectromagnetic pulse that neutralized all electricity within fifty yards or so.
The caneras and ot her equi pnent on the Turtle's shell were so nmuch junk now.

I mp maneuvered his glider back over the Turtle. The wi nd was sl ow ng hi m down,
maki ng himclinmb. Longshoremen were setting down their crates, |ooking out at
the river. Mnents later the shell was covered in an expl osi on of orange fl ane.
Napal m The boom echoed off the water. As the flanes began to die down, Spector
could see that parts of the shell were on fire. The Turtle began to wobbl e even
nmore, and fell toward the river. There was a |loud slap and hiss as the shel
struck the water. One of the nearby boats steered toward the Turtle. The shel
floated for a second, then sank fast, like there were pulleys at the bottom of
the river dragging it down. There was nothing left but a little steamon the
surface of the river

"Jesus. Who woul d've thought it could be so easy." Spector felt his skin
tighten. It was a safe bet that the Astrononmer had watched the Turtle go down,
just like he had. The other aces weren't going to be much hel p. The Astrononer
was knocki ng them off one by one. They'd only beaten himbefore because they'd
been organi zed and had taken the old man by surprise. It was the other way
around today. Spector heard approaching sirens. He turned and ran

"W saw it on TV," Hramtold Fortunato. "First the Howl er, then the Kid. It was
dreadful, unbelievable." Fortunato nodded, unconfortable in the crowded office.
H ram s chef was there, his bouncer, a couple of the waiters.

Modul ar Man cane over from where he'd been | eaning by the window. "Hello," he
said to Jane. "I don't know if you renmenber nme. Mdul ar Man? You can call ne Md
Man for short."

Jane nodded to him brushing himoff "You don't need ne here," she said to
Fortunato. "You're trying to hide ne soneplace where I'll be out of your hair."
"That's not true," Fortunato lied. "You've seen the Astrononmer. You know nore
than anybody how powerful he is. The only hope we have is strength in nunbers.
Al'l of us, together, in one place."

"Al'l of us? You included?"

" 1 have to find the others. This is ny karna, okay? My responsibility."

"You don't have to do it alone, you know. It's not a crine to | et sonebody hel p

you." Fortunato didn't say anything. "I ... oh, hell. Wiy am| wasting ny
breath? But one thing. If you |l eave ne here, and sonebody dies, or gets hurt,
that | could have saved, |'mnot going to | et you forget it. Understand?"

"I can live with that," Fortunato said.

Hramfollowed himinto the hall. "Uh, Fortunato? Can | see you a second?"
Fortunat o nodded and Hiram shut the door. "I got a call a few m nutes ago. From
a Lieutenant Altobelli, NYPD. Looking for you."
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"What di d he have?"

"He woul dn't say, but he said he needed you at the C oisters, ASAP"

"Ckay, well, that's next then."

"Fortunat 0?"

"What ?"

"What about Tachyon?"

"What about hinP"

"I'sn't the Astrononer after himtoo?"

"Fuck him"

"Whuld it be okay if | at |east warned hinP"

"I don't care," Fortunato said. "Just as long as you don't do anything stupid
and don't go off and | eave the people |I'm bringing here. I'mcounting on you,
man. Don't fuck up."

"Right," Hiramsaid cheerlessly.

Fortunato's el evator cane. He pressed | and jiggled the Door O ose button

The snell of hot pretzels nmade Spector's stonmach runble. Other than a few
peanuts at the Bottom ess Pit, he hadn't eaten all day. He wal ked over to the
stand. The vendor was a short, niddle-aged nan in a light blue shirt and bl ack
beltl ess pants. He sniled at Spector, show ng crooked yell ow teeth. He wore a
button that said PRETZEL VENDORS KNOW HOW TO GET TW STED.

"What can | do for you?"

"Gve ne a pretzel. Make it two."

The vendor pulled out the pretzels and wapped them absent-ni ndedly. "Boy, 1l
tell you. It would be fine by me if every day was Wld Card Day. | could retire
and play the horses."

Spector took the pretzels and paid him The vendor had the kind of dim

si mpl e-m nded dreans only | osers have. Spector was beyond even having dreans
anynmore. He just killed people and occasionally wondered why it didn't bother
hi m nor e.

He took a large bite of the pretzel. It was warm and chewy. This would fill him
up until he ate at the Hai phong Lily.

A wave of nausea and dizziness hit himin mdstride. He dropped the pretzels and
fell to his knees. Darkness was creeping in around the edge of his vision

"You sick or something, nmister?" he heard someone ask. He saw the |inmousine pul
up next to him A mrrored window | owered slowy. The Astrononer smiled at him
Spect or doubl ed over and pressed his face to the cold concrete. He didn't have
the strength to nove. He closed his eyes, fighting for breath. He could stil
smel |l the pretzels.

A car door slamed. He felt hands lifting himjust as he passed out.

Fortunato introduced her as Water Lily, but she told Hramshe'd prefer to be
called Jane. "I know how you feel," he said, with one of his npst charm ng
smles. "They used to call ne Fatman." She seened shy and sweet, but the way she
was dressed would sinply not do. Blue jeans had their place, but it was not in
Aces Hi gh, and her sneakers were unbearably ratty. "A droll fellow that one,"
Hi ram sai d conversationally, indicating the smrking |ikeness of Junpin' Jack
Fl ash on her faded T-shirt.

"WIIl he be here tonight?" Jane asked him

"I"'mafraid not," Hramsaid. "He received an invitation via Dr. Tachyon, of
course, but sent his regrets. He did say a friend of his might attend, whatever
that neans. Cone with me, if you please. It's a nadhouse out here right now'

Hi ram escorted Jane through the din of the restaurant to the relative sanity of
his office, and buzzed for Anthony. Wen the chauffeur arrived, he introduced
himto Jane and said, "G ve himyour sizes."

"Si zes?" She seened confused.

"The dinner tonight is a formal affair,” H ramexplained, "and there's no reason
a lovely young lady like yourself shouldn't |ook her best. It will have to be
off the rack, I'"'mafraid, we can't have you |l eaving to go shopping. Fortunato
insists that we all stay together, and | think his tactical instincts are
sound." He turned to Anthony. "Sonething in blue or green, | think. Of the
shoul der. Wth hose and accessories. Are you confortable in high heels, Jane, or
woul d you prefer to wear flats?"
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"Wait a minute," she said, her eyes wi de and apprehensive. "I can't afford a | ot
of expensive clothing."
"Heels," Hramsaid. "Definitely. You have lovely legs. Aces Hgh will take care

of everything." He smled. "Don't worry, I'll find a way to deduct it. | have an
extraordi nary accountant."

She shook her head. "No. I'msorry, | can't let you do that. "

Hi ram was nonpl ussed. "Wy ever not?" he said.

"I can't accept a lot of expensive clothing fromyou as a gift. | can't. |
won't."

"My dear," Hiramsaid uncertainly. "You put ne at a loss. Mnd you, | don't

enforce a rigid dress code at the dinner, but it would be a shane if-"
Ant hony spoke up unexpectedly. "Perhaps the | ady would accept the clothing as a

| oan."” Both Hi ram and Jane turned to look at himin surprise. "If | may be so
bold to suggest it."

"I couldn't," she said. "Even as a loan. | quit ny job this afternoon, and even
if | get another one, |'d never be able to pay you back waiting tables."

Hi ram stroked his beard thoughtfully, and smled. "You mght," he said, "if the
tables were at Aces High. Not tonight, of course, but starting tonorrow, when we

reopen to the public. | promse you, the tips are excellent, and we can al ways
use a good worker."

Jane seened to think it over for a nonent. "All right. I'lIl do that. You can
take what | owe you out of ny pay." She |ooked at H ramevenly, with a ghost of
a smle.

"Excellent,” Hramsaid. "Now, |'mafraid |'ve got work to attend to. If you're
hungry, find Curtis and he'll have them bring you sone |unch."

Hiram found hinself staring at the closed door after Jane had gone. She was far
too young for him but she was lovely, with an air of innocence about her that
he found very erotic.

She rem nded himof Eileen Carter, who had been al nbst as young as Jane when she
and Hiramhad first nmet, years ago. |Innocence and strength; a potent

conbi nation. The girl would be lucky indeed if the blend didn't get her killed.
He frowned, made a small reflexive fist, and thought about the dead. An

adol escent boy with delusions of glory, and a big man all in yell ow whose shout
could crack stone. And Eileen. He nust never forget Eileen

That had been a long tinme ago, seven years now, since Fortunato had conme to him
with a shiny blood-red penny and Hiram had gi ven hi m her nane, never dream ng
that he was sealing her death warrant. Afterward, Hiram had scarcely been able
to believe it. Dead? Eileen dead? She hel ped identify a rare coin, and for that
she is dead?

Ei | een had been his | over years before the virus had taken himfor its own. That
was over by the tinme she had gotten involved with Fortunato, but she had stil
meant a good deal to him The pinp had bedded her and then gotten her kill ed,

i nvol ved her in something she had no nore business in than H ram

The night that Fortunato had broken the news had been one of the worst nights of
his life. As he had listened to Fortunato go on about Masons, H ramcould taste
the bile in the back of his throat, could feel the rage rising in him He had
never used his spore-given ability to kill, but that night he had come cl ose. He
had fl exed and unflexed his fingers, watched the gravity waves shi mmer about the
tall black nan with the al nond-shaped eyes and the bul ging forehead, and
wonder ed just how nuch wei ght Fortunato coul d stand. Five hundred pounds? A

t housand? Two t housand? Wuld his heart burst before or after those long, wry

| egs shattered under the weight of his body? Hiramcould find out. Just nake a
fist, a tight hard fist.

He hadn't done it, of course. Hadn't done it because he realized sonething, as
he listened to Fortunato's voice. It was nothing the man said; he was not the
sort to make such adnmissions. Yet it was in his tone, and in the | ook of those
dark eyes snug in their epicanthic folds: Fortunato had | oved her too. Had

per haps | oved her nore than Hram who had his father's large appetites and
wandering eye. And so he'd relaxed his half-made fist, and i nstead of hate,
Hram had felt a strange bond to the sharp-tongued sorcerer-pinp.
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Afterward, he had tried to put it all behind him He nade no pretensions to
heroi sm whatever powers he mi ght have. Crinmes were the domain of the police,
justice a matter for gods; his business was feeding people well, and making them
a bit happier for a few hours.

But as he renenbered Eileen and Kid D nosaur and the How er, and worried about
Glls and sweet young Water Lily and Dr. Tachyon and the other names on the
Astrononer's death list, H ram Wrchester could feel the rage building once
again, the way it had risen inside himthat night in 1979. This Astronomer was
an old, old nman, Fortunato said. He probably wouldn't be able to take very mnuch
weight at all. Hiramregarded his cold |uncheon plate for a nonment, and then
lifted his knife and fork and nethodically began to eat.

Spector kept his eyes closed when he canme to. He knew he was in the Astrononer's
lim. He could feel a person sitting on either side of him The one on the |eft
had bony el bows; the old man, he figured.

"Don't play possumon ne, Demise. It won't do you any good." The Astrononer

j abbed his elbow into Spector's ribs. He opened his eyes. There was a

m ddl e-aged worman on his right. Her facial features | ooked |ike a caricature of
sonmeone beautiful, and she wore no nakeup. Her dress was white cotton with
padded shoul ders and a narrow wai st. She avoi ded | ooking directly at him
"Nothing to say? But then you never were the tal kative type." The Astronomer put
a hand on his left arm " | trust | have your undivided attention."

Spector | ooked into the Astrononmer's dilated eves. He tried his power; maybe
this time it would work. No go. He slid his hand inside his coat, reaching for
the Ingram Both the gun and hol ster were gone.

The old man shook his head. " | took it away. It's pathetic, your being reduced
to carrying a gun. You're lucky | found you again."

"The Turtle's dead, isn't he?"

"Yes." The Astrononer rubbed his palns together. "It's so easy when you know
what's going to happen and they don't."

"How d you set it up?" Spector asked.

"Qur good friend Captain Black arranged to send out a mi sl eading distress signa
over the police band." The Astrononer put a finger to his winkled forehead.
"You just have to outthink your enemes. That's all."

"Imp was lucky to get that close." Spector pushed back into the soft uphol stery
and sighed. He didn't have any cards left to play.

"Hardly luck. Turtle was having bl ood-sugar problens, right, ny dear?"

"Rat her severe ones," the wonman said. "Even worse than what | did to M.
Spector."”

"Denise, ny dear. Call him Denise." The Astronomer tightened his grip on
Spector's arm "Say hello to Insulin, Demnise. She's nmy new star pupil."

"Hel l o, sugar," he said sarcastically. She still wouldn't look at him "I'm
alive. You nust want nme for sonething if I'mstill alive. Wo do you want ne to
kill=?"

"Al'l that's being taken care of by ny nore trustworthy associates. No, |'m

keepi ng you alive for another reason. This Fortunato-" the Astronomer made a
fist with his free hand, " | want himto suffer before I kill him He has wonen.
You and | are going to entertain sone of themtonight. You always did enjoy
that, didn't you, Demi se?"

"Yeah. What tine?" Spector didn't believe it was going to be this easy. The old
man still had hold of his arm

"Late. Very late."

"Fine. "

"Still, | must punish you for trying to hide fromne. You need to be rem nded of
your place."

"No," he said, trying to pull away.

The Astrononer grabbed his armw th both hands and tw sted. The bones in
Spector's forearm snapped; grinding pain shot up his arminto his shoul der. He
clawed at the old man, tearing flesh fromhis cheeks and knocki ng his gl asses
of f The Astronomer held the broken bones together at an oblique angle.

"Any power you have, Demise, | can use against you. | can brainw pe everything
but the nmenory of your death, and | can nmutilate you until you | ook Iike
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sonmething froma joker's worst nightmare. "

Spector could feel the bones knitting together. His armlooked like a third,
frozen joint had been added to it. He tried to pull away, but the Astrononer
hel d him fast.

"I think he's all better now, Insulin. He won't cross us again.
turned his arm | oose.

"Look what you fucking did to ne," Spector screaned. The Astrononer picked up
his gl asses and propped them back on his nose. "There are nuch worse things
waiting if you disappoint ne again. Driver, stop the car."

The lino pulled over to the curb. Insulin opened the door. She | ooked at his
twi sted armand sm | ed.

The Astrononer

Wait'll he gets pissed at you, Spector thought, crawing over her and stepping
out onto the sidewal k. I hope he turns you inside out.
"Tonight. Be ready. I'lIl cone for you when it's tine," the Astrononer said.

Insulin closed the door. The Iino pulled out into the traffic.

Spector | ooked up. People were pointing of him laughing like it was sone kind
of joke. Qthers turned away. The Pan Am Buil ding was a few bl ocks away, down
Park Avenue. They would have to drop himin the mddle of mdtown. He rubbed his
arm he couldn't rotate his wist anynore.

A helicopter took off fromthe top of the Pan Am Buil di ng. Spector w shed he was
on it, then shook his head. There was no place on the planet where anyone was
safe fromthe Astron oner. He wal ked quickly down the street, w shing he had
time to kill each and every person who | ooked at him funny.

Chapter Ten

3:00 p.m

The bedroom continued the maroon notif, but with highlights in gray rather than
white. Mrre books, nore flowers, and on the dresser the photo of a sad-eyed
woman in the dress of the 1940s. An enormous wal k-in closet filled with clothes,
a riot of color. Tachyon, seated in a chair by the wi ndow, eased off one

hi gh- heel ed boot. The air conditioner set the crystal and silver w nd chine
above his head to ringing.

"Let me." She knelt before him and pulled off the second boot noting how small
his feet were, contrasting it with Josiah's size-twelves.

"l shoul d be undressing you."

She dropped the boot. "How about we nove things al ong, and undress ourselves."
"I ameither flattered that you' re so eager, or worried because you're sinply
anxi ous to have the deed done."

Her fingers froze on the buttons of her blouse, and she watched in the mrror
whil e the color drained fromher face |eaving behind that strange gray quality
that affects black skin.

She hurriedly stripped off her clothes, and stared at the slender reflection in
the glass. The crystals in her braids gave back the light, sparkling against the
ebony hair.

"Madam you are beautiful." He made an ivory and carnelian figure next to her.
H's head with its tunbled red curls just topping her shoul der.

Her |ips skinned back fromher teeth in a travesty of a smle. "Conme on. 1’|
thank you in bed."

The mattress gurgled and swayed as they settled beneath the coverlet. He reached
for her, then rolled away and unpl ugged t he bedsi de phone. Wth a wink and a

| eer he snuggl ed against her, his hands and |ips played expertly across her body
finding the pleasure points, dissolving her nerves into a wash of sensation
This time it was not an obligation to be bitterly endured. He was an
acconpl i shed | over, seem ng alnost to worship her with his body. H s fingers
swept aside the nmoisture-matted hair of her nons, and his tongue teased al ong
the lips of her, tantalizing her clitoris. She tangled a hand in his hair, and
pul l ed himcloser. For a noment past and future were forgotten in the

al | -envel opi ng sensation of the nonent.

He wriggled up the length of her, his penis hot, stiff, and nbi st against her
thigh. The head of his cock probed Iike a nuzzling foal at her nons; she sighed,
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spread wi de wel coning him But he continued to tease, his arnms rigid on either
side of her body, teeth worrying at her nipples, the naddening

al nost - penetrati on a hot presence against her clit. She growl ed, and jerked him
down to her, capturing his nouth as he slid snmoothly into her

And she sensed several things sinultaneously: the featherlike brush of his mind
sliding harm essly off the shields that had been erected by the Astronomer to
prevent just this sort of penetration, and the surging weight of the poison
advancing like a questing hunting dog with tiny half starts and halts, waiting
for perm ssion.

A perm ssion that she withheld, justifying the decision in a half-fornmed thought
that she would toy with him pronise himlove, so the betrayal would be all the
nmore devastating for him Her arns and | egs tw ned about him and she net each
thrust with an uplift of the hips. H's cries were punctuated with gently

mur mur ed endearnents, but she bit back any sound, as if by silence she could
deny the pleasure. He cane, senen fountaining within her, gave a harsh cry, and
col | apsed across her chest, crushing her bosons between them

"Roulette, | think you're an ace." The words punctuated by pants.

"No!" She pushed him aside, and he |ay blinking bermusedly up at her

"Your shields are not the inchoate shields formed by nornals. These are very
sophi sticated."

She knelt, swaying on the bed, hands cl enched between her thighs, the sweat

growi ng clammy on her bare skin. "I can't explainit."
"If you will permit me to probe | might be able to explain it."
"No, no! It frightens ne. | don't want you to! | won't let you!" The shril

tones drilled through her, sending a stabbing pain behind her eyes.

"A'l right. Al right." H's hands soothed her as one would a restive horse.
"Your body and mind are yours to command. | would never violate you."

She flung herself down next to him burying her face against his side, tasting
the salt sweat, inhaling the scent of man, and sex and aftershave. "Hold ne. |
don't want to think anynore."

"Hush, hush. You're safe with ne."

And he again stared in confusion as her laughter filled the room nad splinters

of sound that seenmed to cut at her throat, and fill her chest with pain.
"Suzanne!"

"I"'mcool. It's okay." Bagabond had sat back and taken a deep breath. "So
strong..."

"What is it?" Rosemary's voice had been filled with genuine concern

Bagabond | ooked back at her. "He's got the books-I think. The notebooks."

"Jack? How?" Rosenary spread her hands in confusion. "He ate them"

"Then, they're mne." Rosemary's eyes shone and she bit her lip in thought.

The conversation stopped abruptly as four nmen wal ked into the office and
Rosermary was pulled into a quick conference with the NYPD s Organized Crine Task
Force on where hot spots were likely to devel op. To Bagabond, the nmen were
cyphers, adninistrative types.

Wth the police already spread thin, no one needed a najor gang war. It was al
too possible, according to Rosemary. The other Families were likely to strike at
t he Ganbi ones, but they would nmove slowy, testing for the Ganbi ones' strength
and | eadership. The Immuacul ate Egrets were the greatest danger, outdi stancing
the Col onbi ans, the bikers, and even the Mexican Herrera fanmily. The Egrets were
not known for caution, restraint, or patience. If the Ganbi ones did not
reestablish their power very quickly, they would be destroyed.

None of the men |iked the Ganbiones, but they all feared the alternative.

Whi | e Rosermary di scussed the reaction of the Five Families, Bagabond sat quietly
on her chair in a corner behind Rosemary's desk. Eyes closed, allow ng the
conversation to weave around her, she tracked Sewer Jack. He had retreated to
the tunnel s where he felt safest, but every tinme Bagabond attenpted to influence
himto stop noving, he resisted. Al though the alligator did not understand

preci sely why he searched or for what, he kept |ooking. Tracing the quest
further into his brain, Bagabond found that the alligator had made a connection
between Cordelia and a particularly tasty bit of food. Discovering that,
Bagabond nearly | ost contact as the hunor of it overcane a portion of her
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concentration. Wait until she told Jack. Bringing herself back into sync with
the reptile, she noved through his brain and carefully changed a few of the

neur ochem cal connections between his legs and his brain, nodifying the
resistance in the neurons. This done, the alligator noved virtually in slow
not i on.

Bagabond bl i nked and brought Rosemary's office back into focus, beginning with
the portrait of Fiorello La Guardia on the far wall. The nmen had |l eft. Rosenary
sat at her desk, reviewing a file.

"Wl cone back to the real world." Rosemary closed the file. "So where's Jack?"
"Somewhere under the Bowery, as best | can tell." She blinked. "Do you really
think it is-the real world?" Rosenary | ooked out the window. "It's the only one
I have." She | ooked back at Bagabond. "Did you catch nuch of that conversation?"
At Bagabond's shrug, she continued, "I'm supposed to contact ny 'sources' and
find out what's happening now. After that, | want to go get those books. Il
figure out what I'mgoing to do with themwhen I get them™" She picked up the
phone and began punchi ng buttons.

Bagabond wat ched silently.

"Max, this is Rosa Maria Ganbione," Rosemary said into the receiver. "I heard
there was trouble today, Don Frederico..." She reached out and pl aced the phone
on the speaker.

" long tine since you |ast called, Maria."

"Yes, it has been a long tine. But | amstill a Ganbione.° "Don Frederico has
passed on," Max said after a pause. "Perhaps an accident, perhaps the

damed- excuse ne,

"Maria-Chinamen. | do nmiss your father, Maria. This never woul d have happened if
he were still with us."

"My father was a good don, Max. |Is there soneone in line to becone the new don?"
"No, the Butcher-excuse ne, Maria-thought he would Iive forever."

"What will happen with the Fam|y?"

Bagabond | ooked up sharply at Rosemary. The assistant DA's tone held nore than
intellectual concern, and she | ooked worried. Her hands were curled, the
knuckl es 11 vid.

"There is a neeting tonight at eight at the Hai phong Lily-the younger capos find
it anusing to neet there, and the food is good. The capos will decide who will
be the next don. Forgive ny inpertinence, but | hope they choose nore wisely
this time."

"I"'msure they will, Mx."

"Maria, if you give me your phone nunber, | could |l et you know what happens.”
"No, no, I'mnever at hone and | hate answering nachines."

"I can't believe that a nice girl like you hasn't found a husband yet. You can't

mourn Lonbardo Lucchese forever, you know. Don't |let that tragedy ruin your
life."

"Thank you, Max. I'mriot. You know how picky I am My father's daughter."

"Yes, you are. Strong and snmart |ike him Please don't be such a stranger, Rosa
Maria. W all miss you."

Bagabond' s eyes wi dened as she |istened to Rosenary's conversation. Rosemary

pi cked up a ball point fromher deak and threw it at her

"Take care, Max. 1'll speak to you soon. Ci ao."

"Ciao, Maria."

The phone squeal ed when Rosenmary switched of f the speaker

"And what's so funny, Suzanne?"

"*Ch, Max, I'mjust too busy being a district attorney to have a famly.' They
really don't know?"

"Suzanne Melotti, God will get you for that. O course they don't know. Rosemary
Mul doon is black Irish and doesn't |Iook a thing |ike Maria Ganbi one, the only
twenti eth-century Madonna. | haven't seen any of themin person since ny

nmot her's funeral years ago, and | wore a wig, veil, and no nakeup for that."
Rosemary shook her head. "Wy woul d they nake the connection? Everybody around
here just figures | read the right books in school and sonehow know the right
people to be an expert on the Famlies. They also allow ne the factor of good
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| uck. "

"God al ready has." Bagabond | eaned back in her chair and tilted her head to one
side. "You really are worried about the Ganbi ones' welfare, aren't you? The
Ganbi ones are still your famly."

"If the balance of power shifts, we'll have a disaster.'
"Bullshit. Let's go get Jack."

Rosermary opened her mouth to reply, but the phone beeped at her and the

Rosemary stood up.

di senbodi ed receptionists voice spoke. "Ms. Mildoon, |'ve got a problem here.
Sergeant FitzGerald is calling fromthe Tonbs. It seens that sonmeone, um
‘"teleported,' | think he said, an alleged crinminal into the Tonbs."

"Mt her of God, why today!" Rosemary stared at the phone as if she wanted it to
expl ode. "Patricia, isn't Tominson on call this afternoon?"

"Well, yes, Ms. Miuldoon, that's what ny sheet says. But he's still out to a late
I unch and everyone else |'ve tried is either in conference or away fromtheir
desk. "

"I''"l'l just bet they're in conference." Rosemary sighed and sat down again. "I'l
take it."

Bagabond didn't believe Rosemary's protests of uninvolvenent with the Ganbi ones.
The books had becone an excuse for Rosemary to be reunited with her real famly.
It angered Bagabond that she had been maneuvered into aiding Rosemary in that
goal . It also nade her jeal ous of Rosenmary's past. Bagabond bl ocked out the

of fice and tracked down Jack, still treading his reptilian path toward his prey.
It took tine to scan for him even at his current slow pace. Wen she | ocated
him she returned to the office to find Rosemary watching her bal efully.
"Sergeant FitzGerald, soon to be Oficer FitzGerald, is hysterical. He is also

i ncoherent. |'ve got to get down there now. Wiy don't you conme along and we'l|

| eave fromthere?"

Bagabond nodded at her as Rosemary reached for the intercom "Patricia, try and
find Goldberg for nme. Tell himto neet ne at the elevator." Rosemary grabbed her
jacket off the back of the chair. "Let's go before anything el se happens. | want
to make this quick."

"Why hi n?" Bagabond put her shoes back on and wi nced. She wal ked through the
door Rosenary held open for her. "Your buddy, Gol dberg? Because he's new and
he's got to learn howto handle this sort of thing. And besides, | like
spreadi ng nmi sery around. Cone on."

Col dberg waited at the el evator, apparently nervously watching for Rosemary. He
nodded at Bagabond as the pair wal ked up

"Suzanne, | believe you' ve nmet Paul Gol dberg." Rosemary waved at Bagabond.
"Paul, Suzanne Melotti, a friend and associate of nmine."
"I''mpleased to neet you officially, Ms. Melotti." He sniled at her. "I hope

wasn't too abrupt earlier.”

"No." Bagabond punched the Down button

"Um good. Good." Paul turned to Rosemary. "Ms. Mildoon, may | ask why |'m
here'?" He spread his hands and | ooked inquisitive.

"Today is not a good day to give ne straight lines, Paul." Rosemary gl anced at
Bagabond, who was watching the floor nunbers change. "I'Il tell you on the way."
"Yes, ma'am" said Paul

Al'tobelli met Fortunato at the barricades across the south entrance to Fort
Tryon Park. The barricades had been up so long, what with the kid gangs and then
the damage the aces had done rooting out the Masons, they' d become permanent
fixtures.

There were cops everywhere. As one paddywagon pull ed away another crawled up to
take its place. They were down to the dregs now, skinny, underage kids in jeans
and T-shirts, handcuffed and sweaty, some of them bleeding fromthe face and
hands. Altobelli shook his head. He was short, graying at the tenples, thin
except around the m ddl e.

"PC s idea," he said. The police conm ssioner had been on the radio all |ast
week, taking a hard line about Wld Card Day. "Nice, huh? O all the fuckin
times to pull this kind of stunt. If we'd been on the streets where we were
supposed to be, instead of up here kickin' a few kids' asses, maybe we could

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (83 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

have saved the Howl er or that kid. Not to mention the Turtle."

"What ?"

"I't just come over the wire," Altobelli said. "Couldn't fuckin' believe it
mysel f. Coupl e of punk aces took himout with sonme sort of scranbler or

sonet hin'. Then they napal med the poor bastard. Went into the Hudson. They're
dragging for the shell. No sign yet."

"Jesus. The Turtle." If they can get him Fortunato thought, then we're al
finished. There's no hope for any of us. I'mgoing to die, he thought.

In a way losing all hope made it easier. Now it was just a question of grace
under pressure. Saving what he could and letting the rest go.

Sonetinme, he thought, before four o'clock, you' re going to get your shot. What
you have to do is wait for it. Be ready. Don't even think about saving yourself,
because you' re already lost. Wiat you have to do is kill him Watever it costs
you, you have to kill him or die trying.

Hi s hands were shaking. Not fear, not really. Mre like sick, helpless rage. He
made theminto fists. He was squeezing so tight he thought he was going to hurt
hi nsel f. Before he knew he was going to do it he had turned around and put his
fist through the back wi ndow of one of the squad cars. Chunks of safety gl ass
roll ed across the back seat |ike uncut jewels.

"Jesus Christ, Fortunato!" Altobelli ran to the car and then | ooked back at
Fortunato's hand. "You okay?"

"Yeah. "

"Christ, how am| gonna explain this w ndow?"

"Say one of the kids did it. |I don't care." He flexed his fingers, went through

a couple of calming mantras in his head. "Forget the wi ndow, okay, Altobelli?
Tell me why you wanted ne here."

"Gangs," Altobelli said, turning reluctantly fromthe car. "Nobody went to the
Cloisters after you guys trashed the place, so the kids noved back in. PC thinks
to grab some head lines fromthe jokers by rounding up the kids. Only what
happens, there's all these tunnels under the place. And there's bodies down in
there. "

" Show ne. "

Al'tobelli took him past the barricades to an EMS wagon. There were two bodies on
gurneys, side by side. Fortunato pulled the first sheet down. It was one of the
kids, with long black hair and a rolled-up bandanna around his head. He | ooked
vaguely familiar. There was a wad of cotton where his throat should have been
"He was sone kind of runner for the Masons," Fortunato said. "That's all | know'
Al tobelli nodded himto the next body. This one had been handsone when he was
alive-bright golden hair, sharp nose and chin. He'd been there at the Jokertown
| ockup, the night Eileen died. He'd decided Fortunato wasn't worth killing.
"Roman," Fortunato said. "I think his name was Roman. He was one of them He was
injail last | heard. Must have got out on bail or sonething."

"There were half a dozen other kids-we already carted '"emoff. Parts of either
two or three girls, it's hard to say which. The ME can sort that out. Hookers,
probably." He glanced up quickly. "No offense. And sonething el se that | ooked
like it had been a wooden statue, except it was nostly splinters when we found
it. The weird thing was, it had clothes on."

"Probably another ace," Fortunato said. "Some kind of wood man or sonething."
"There's one nore," Altobelli said. "This one's still alive."

He searched through the garbage that littered the all eyway for sonething heavy.
Spector was tired and unsteady. It was probably sonme kind of hangover from what
that Insulin bitch had done to him

The Astrononer had to be using up power fast. That was the only reason Spector
was still alive. The Astronomer needed himto help recharge his powers, which
he'd do later with For tunato's girls. Wen they got together to of F sonebody,
there was sonet hing about the way Spector killed people that made it easier for
the Astrononer to eat their energy, or whatever the hell it was he did to get
his power. The Astrononer always channel ed some of the juice to him It made
Spector feel great, and not nany things could anynore. He might have a chance to
kill the old bastard before then if the Astronomer was weak enough. O herw se,
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the Astrononmer woul d get charged to the linit and then nobody could stop him

He dug into a dunpster and pulled out a broken narble paperweight. It was shaped
like a rearing horse, only the head was gone. Spector knelt down and set his
mangl ed arm agai nst the asphalt. He positioned the paperwei ght over where the
bones had been broken and practiced bringing it down several tines, then raised
his armas high as he could. He closed his eves and pictured the Astrononer's
head under his raised hand. Spector brought the paperwei ght down as hard as he
could. There was a snap. He ground his teeth together to keep from screani ng and
did it again. Another snap. He dropped the headl ess horse and pulled his bones
into line. After a minute or two he let go. H's armwas fairly straight, but he
still couldn't rotate his wist. The bones were knobbed and didn't slide over
each other the way they shoul d.

Spector shakily stood up, his armhanging linply at his side. He hurt even worse
than usual and his suit, the only one he owned, was a ness. He wal ked slowy
down the alley to ward the street, hoping that this was as bad as it would get.

Fortunato stepped carefully over the heavy power cables the cops had strung up
in the tunnels. There were are lights every few feet. The walls were slick and
cratered with tiny bubbles. Fortunato guessed that one of the Masonic aces nust
have drilled themw th some kind of heat power.

The main chanber was thirty feet across. There was a battered Persian rug on the
floor; somebody had ground out their cigarettes on it. The furniture was cheap
vinyl junk that had spent some time in the rain.

Pl ai ncl ot hes cops in latex gloves were gathering up bits and pieces and putting
themin ziplock bags. One of them had just picked up a disposable plastic
syringe. Fortunato took the man's wist and bent over to sniff the needle. The
cop stared at him

"Heroin," Fortunato said.

"Been a lot of it around," the cop said. "Cheap as dirt these days."

Fortunat o nodded, thinking about Veronica. She could be on the street right now,
tying off, raising the bright blue vein inside her el bow...

"Over here," Altobelli said. "I don't know what the fuck he is."

Fortunato recogni zed himfromWater Lily's description. He was one of the
nightmares, a weird little genius who'd re built the Shakti device for the
Astrononer. His fear and hatred of cockroaches had turned himinto one.

"Kaf ka," Fortunato said. "That's what they call you, isn't it?"

"Not," the man said, "to ny face. As a rule." He sat on a tobacco-col ored couch
in the corner. The parts of himthat weren't covered by a white |ab coat were
the sane brown col or as the couch-skinny |l egs with spi kes com ng out the back,
hands |i ke tweezers, a flat, noseless face, with nothing but |unps where the
eyes shoul d have been

Fortunato stood in front of him Al he felt was cold. "Were is he?"

"l don't know, " Kafka said.

"Why aren't you dead like the others?”

The facel ess head swiveled toward him "Gve ne tine. I'"'msure | will be. Sone
of those ... children ... outside were having sone sport with me. By the tinme |
got here | heard screanming. | hid in a back tunnel."

"Did you hear anything el se?"

"He told soneone el se-a wonan-to neet himat a warehouse when she was done.
There was sonet hi ng about a ship."

"What ki nd of ship?”

"l don't know'

"Who was he tal king to?"

"I never knew her name. | only saw her once or tw ce. Besides, ny eyes are
nearly useless. | could try to describe her snell to you."

Fortunato shook his head. "Is there anything el se? Anything at all?"

Kaf ka thought for another few seconds. "He said sonething about four o'clock
That was all | heard.”

Dem se had said it was all going to happen by four A M A yacht? Fortunato
wonder ed. Some kind of cruise ship? Not likely. Nothing that travel ed on water
coul d take him far enough fast enough to keep Fortunato from finding him
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Whi ch meant a spaceship. But where in hell would the Astronomer be able to cone
up with a spaceship?

"Have themcremate me, will you?" Kafka said. " | hate this body. | hate the
idea of it being around after ne."

"You ain't dead yet," Altobelli said. "For Christ's sake."

"As good as," Kafka said. "As good as."

On the way back out Fortunato said, "He's right, you know. The Astrononer is
going to come after him You need a guard around himat all tines. Like SWAT
guys with ML6s."

"You're serious, aren't you?"

"He got the Turtle," Fortunato said.

"Al'l right. You got it. Procedure in a case like this, the perp goes to the
jokertown | ockup. That's Captain Black's turf. But I'll keep a detail of ny own
guys with him W' ve got enough shit on our faces for one day."

They came back up into daylight. "Now | ook," Altobelli said. "You be careful
You see this Astronomer character, you call for backup, you understand?"
"Right, Lieutenant.". "Sure you will," Altobelli said. "Sure you will."

Chapter El even

4:00 p.m

El ectrochem cal neutral responses di m nished, body slowed to a dreanlike sl ow
nmotion, the alligator noved anong the tunnels deep bel ow the Bowery. The reptile
brain wasn't aware of it, but he was noving vaguely in the direction of
Stuyvesant Square. The creature that only sonetinmes was Jack Robi cheaux sought
food, wide-nostriled snout casting fromside to side as he sought to sense the

| ocation of a particularly delectable norsel. The norsel had dark brown eyes and
gl ossy black hair. The alligator's nind fixed on that inmage.

The creature padded through pools of cold radi ance shed by the | ow wattage
trouble lights fixed to the tunnel walls. The sort of nmintenance crew Jack

Robi cheaux sonetinmes bossed had presumably left the systemon, despite not

pl anning to return to work until after the holiday weekend. The city would foot
the electricity bill. No one cared.

The alligator turned a corner and entered a nuch ol der section of passage. The
floor was slab stone rather than concrete. The ceiling |owered. The creature
felt the welcome in crease of hunidity as his feet plopped down now in brackish
pool s.

Hi s unblinki ng eyes passed incuriously across years of graffiti vandals had
scrawl ed and spray-painted on the stone walls. Near a narrow branchi ng tunnel,
soneone with considerable tinme had incised letters in the rock: CROATQAN.

The alligator didn't care. He responded only to his basic drives and forged
ahead against the awful inertia that tugged hi mback at every step. Hunger

Still so hungry... So needful

The dark shall ow water now covered the entire passageway. The alligator wel coned
it, hoping on a primal level that the | evel woul d deepen until the reptile could
start to swm The powerful tail switched slowly with anticipation. H's ears
detected unfam liar sounds and he halted jerkily. Prey? He wasn't sure. Anything
could be prey ordinarily, but there was somnething about the noises... He heard
the scrabbling of a nmultitude of claws on stone, a hissing sibilance of

al nost - voi ces

They came upon himfrom around the next bend. There were at |east two dozen of
them nost tiny, as small as the webspan of his foot. Others were larger, and a
few, the | eaders, perhaps a quarter the size of his twelve-foot bul k.

The larger alligator slowy opened his jaws and bel |l owed a chal | enge.

The snaller reptiles stopped in a semcircle around him their eyes glittering
in the trouble-light glare. Their danp hides shone noistly, the nbssy green nost
pronounced in the smaller ones. The skins of the larger, older alligators held
an overlay of hoary whiteness, a dark-bred pallor

The pack started to hiss and grunble as one, and started forward. Hundreds of
sharp teeth shone bright as polished bone.

The larger alligator |ooked at them and roared again. These could be food, but
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he didn't want themto be. They were sonething else. They were as he, even if
their fornms were much srmaller. He closed his jaws and waited for them

The snall er ones reached himfirst, scuttling up, rearing on their tails and

hi nd | egs, and rubbing agai nst his own nuscled feet. The hisses, sone | ow and
rumbl i ng, nmost high and sharp, filled the tunnel

They surrounded himonly a short time, the smaller, nore agile alligators
ganbol i ng about, while the larger reptiles nuzzled agai nst their bigger brother
The larger alligator felt something alien, something puzzling, disturbing on al
levels. It was not hunger. It was something |ike the opposite.

Then the pack left him the smaller menbers again nmerrily circling a few tines
before rejoining their conrades down the tunnel and around the next bend. The
sound of claws tick ing on wet stone receded, as did the scent of other
reptiles.

The larger alligator hesitated then in his single-mnded course. Sonething
tugged at him urging the creature to turn in the passage and follow after the
smaller reptiles, to be part of sonething bigger, sonething different from what
he al ready was.

Then the sounds and scents faded, and all the alligator heard was dripping
water. He turned back to the darkness of the tunnel ahead and again lifted one
foot heavily after the other. The hunger he sought to assuage was sonehow nore
than nere appetite, and right now, he knew there was nothing nore inportant than
pursui ng the image in his head.

Jenni fer, spending two hours on the street, alone, with no noney, no shoes, and
very little in the way of clothes, was |learning what it meant to be hunted. She
was afraid to stay for very long in any one place, afraid that the reptilian

j oker would track her down again, yet she was afraid to go to anyone for help.
She was afraid to return to her apartnment in case they'd track her there and

di scover her real identity, but, with late afternoon com ng and ni ght not too
far behind, she was afraid to remain out on the street. She had al ready ignored
hal f a dozen indecent proposals and that could only get worse with the com ng of
ni ght. She wanted to take sone positive action, but she was feeling too harri ed,
too much the hare in the gane of hound and hare, to conme up with a decent plan.
She needed a haven, a place of peace and safety where she could take a breather,
rest her sore feet, and, above all, think. The sign in front of a snal

bri ck-and-stone building on O chard Street made her pause. This, she thought,
was exactly what she needed.

It was a church. The sign in front said Qur Lady of Perpetual Msery. It |ooked
Catholic. Jennifer had been brought up as a Protestant, but her famly hadn't
been very religious and she herself harbored no deep religious feelings. None,
at any rate, that would prevent her from seeking refuge in a Catholic church.
She hurried up the worn stone steps and through the | arge wooden doubl e doors
that opened up into a small vestibule. She stepped inside the vestibule, |ooked
at the doors leading into the nave, and stared.

The vestibule itself was a small w ndowl ess roomw th flagstone pavi ng. Woden
benches stood along its side walls with coat hooks, now all enpty, above them
The cl osed dou bl e doors leading into the church nave were al so wooden. A scene
had been painted on themin a naive style that woul d have been beautiful if the
subj ect matter hadn't been so grotesque.

The central figure was a crucified Christ, but a Christ |ike Jennifer had never
seen. He-Jennifer thought of H mas He, though she wasn't exactly sure if the
pronoun applied in this case-was naked but for a scrap of linen draped around
his loins. He had an extra set of shriveled arms sprouting fromhis rib cage and
an extra head on his shoulders. Both heads had aesthetically | ean features. One
was bearded and nmasculine, the other was smoot h-cheeked and fem nine. Bl ood
trickled down both faces because of the crowns of thorns that each head wore.
Four pairs of breasts ran down the front of the Christ's body, each pair smaller
than the one above. There was a gapi ng red wound running blood onto the | owest
breast on the figure's right side. The Christ was not crucified upon a cross,
but rather upon a twi sting helix, a convoluted |adder, or, Jennifer realized, a
representati on of DNA
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There were other figures in the background of the scene, subordinate to the
Christ figure. One was a slight, lean figure dressed in gaudy clothes that
resenbled Dr. Tachyon. But |ike the Roman god Janus this Tachyon had two faces
One was serene and angelic in profile. It smled sweetly and had an expression
of benevol ent ki ndness. The other was the leering face of a denon, bestial and
angry, dripping saliva froman open nmouth ringed with sharp teeth. The Tachyon
figure held an unburning sun in his right hand, the side of the angel face. In
the left he held jagged |ightning.

There were other figures whose antecedents were sonewhat |ess clear to Jennifer
A smiling Madonna with feathered wi ngs nursed one head of a baby Christ figure
at each breast, a goat-legged nan wearing a white | aboratory coat carried what

| ooked |i ke a mcroscope while cavorting in a dance, a man with gol den skin and
a | ook of perpetual shame and sorrow on his handsone features juggled an arcing
shower of silver coins.

I nscribed above the tableau were the words: Qur Lady of Perpetual M sery. Bel ow
that, in slightly snaller letters, was Church of Jesus Christ, Joker

Jenni fer pursed her lips. She had heard a little about this of fshoot of orthodox
Cat holici smthat had been enbraced by nmany jokers who had a religious bent. The
Cat holic hierarchy, of course, wanted nothing to do with the Church of Jesus
Christ, Joker, and considered it heresy. It wasn't exactly an underground
religion, but nobody who wasn't a joker knew rmuch about it, especially the
secret rites that were runored to be carried on in subterranean crypts that
weren't as accessible to the public as the churches thensel ves were.

This was not the time, Jennifer decided, for theol ogi cal exploration. She was
about to turn and | eave the church when a sudden sound, a sort of grasping,
sucki ng, squi shy noise, canme fromthe other side of the doors |leading into the
nave. She froze and the inage of Jesus Christ, joker, split down the mddle as
the doors swung open. A figure stood there, vaguely illum nated by the banks of
candl es that were burning within the nave. It was large and bul ky, the height of
a normal nman and tw ce as broad, and covered conpletely by a vol um nous cassock
that hung to the floor. The figure's hands were hidden in flow ng sleeves and
Jenni fer could barely nmake out a gl abrous, dead-gray face in the shadow of the
gown' s hood. The face was round and oily looking with two [arge, bright eyes
covered by nictitating menbranes that were constantly blinking. The face had no
nose, but a cluster of tendrils hung where the nose should be, tw tching and
rustling, covering the jokers mouth |ike sonme kind of weird, unkenpt nustache.
Jenni fer stared, swallowed hard

The figure took another step into the vestibule and she heard again the faint
squi shy sound, |ike suckers on stone. The joker had a strange nusty snell to
him as of the sea, or of things that lived init.

He regarded Jennifer with his bright, solenn eyes, and when he spoke his voice
was sonewhat nuffled by the tentacular tendrils that covered his nouth, but
Jenni fer could understand his words clearly.

"Wl cone to Qur Lady of Perpetual Msery. My nane is Father Squid."

The nictitating menbranes on Father Squid's eyes slipped back and forth rapidly
over his protruding orbs, although the eyes thensel ves, remai nhed open and
staring. He snmiled, maybe, behind the fall of tentacles that nasked his nouth.
At least his cheeks rose and his voice took on an even nore gentle, kindly tone.
"Don't be afraid of me, or any you would find within these walls, ny child.
perceive that you may be in need of help. | would endeavor to assist you, if I
only knew what you needed."

The priest's words spoken in plodding sentences cal ned Jennifer imediately.

Sonehow she couldn't be afraid of soneone who said things like "I would endeavor
to assist you."

"Well, um Father, | guess | do need help. |I'mnot sure that you could help ne,
t hough. "

"Perhaps," Father Squid said, "perhaps not. However, |'msure that your com ng

to Qur Lady O Perpetual M sery was no accident. Perhaps our Lord guided you to
our door. Perhaps you should sinply tell me your story."

Why not ? Jennifer suddenly thought. Perhaps he really could see a way out of
this ness.
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"Al'l right," she began, then fell silent again. Father Squid nodded, as if he
could read the hesitation on her face.

"Do not worry, my child. Everything you tell ne will be held in the strictest
confidence." He opened the door and pointed into the nave. H's hand, taken
out si de the vol um nous sl eeves of his cassock for the first time, was | arge and
gray with long, attenuated fingers. Jennifer could see faint circular
depressions, like vestigial suckers, inpressed all over its palm "The
confessional is within. The priest-penitent bond is well known and universally
respected. Everything said there shall be privy between us."

Jenni fer nodded. The priest-penitent bond was as strong as that between | awyer
and client and, in fact, was less easily broken. If the priest was trustworthy,
that is. She |ooked at the |arge, solem-faced joker and deci ded she trusted
hi m

Fat her Squid held open the door and stood aside as she entered Qur Lady of
Perpetual M sery, Church of Jesus Christ, Joker

Bagabond shivered as the trio wal ked through the heavy deco doors at the
entrance to the Tonbs. "I can see why they call it the Tonbs," she said.

Paul shook his head. "Goes back nore than a century to the first prison they
built on this site. This is the third. Oiginally the building really did | ook
|i ke an Egyptian tonb."

"I still don't like it."
He touched her on the shoulder. "I know. | may be a crimnal |awer, but | hate
jails too. They make ne feel like a trapped aninmal." He spoke quietly. Rosenary,

nmovi ng briskly ahead of themtoward the desk sergeant, apparently didn't hear
"Most aninals are free, unless enslaved by a human." Bagabond | ooked at him
directly. Paul flinched at her stare. "True."

Bagabond | ooked past him "I think Rosemary wants you." The assistant DA had
turned away fromthe desk and was wavi ng at Paul

Fl i cki ng her consciousness through a wino rocking on a | obby bench, a man who
was no | onger humanly aware, Bagabond wat ched the expression on Paul's face
change fromcon fusion to thoughtful ness, and then to interest. She foll owed
Paul up to Rosemary as the assistant DA argued with the desk sergeant.

Rosemary was unhappy. "You can't have lost him This guy was teleported into a
cell. How many people teleport into here every day?" Rosemary glared at the bald
of ficer sitting above her. The cop gl owered back

"If he teleported in, he wouldn't conme through this desk," said the sergeant.
"He don't come through this desk, he ain't got no paperwork. No paperwork, no
way to trace him He's here, we got no record."” The officer |eaned back in his
over burdened and creaking chair, and sm|ed down at Rosemary. "Ya gotta follow
procedure."” He tucked his many chins against his barrel chest and | ooked pl eased
with hinself.

Rosemary grabbed the edge of his desk with both hands and took a deep breath.
Bef ore she coul d speak, Paul said, "I believe his nane is Bludgeon, the

Bl udgeon." He interjected the information into the conversation in an obvious
attenpt to keep his boss fromeither apoplexy or killing the desk sergeant.
Rosemary swung around to stare at himwith wi de, angry eyes. "Large, nuscul ar
build," Paul continued. "Sonmewhat |ike your own."

"Nothin'" cones to mnd." The sergeant grinned widely as Paul turned to Rosemary,
shrugging in resignation. She turned back toward the sergeant.

Voice tightly controlled, she said, "Perhaps you could find an officer for ne."
"Lots of 'emaround." The sergeant gestured at the room around them where a
nunber of people, both police and those under arrest, had stopped their own
conversations to listen to the exchange.

Rosemary cl osed her eyes and clenched her teeth. Warily she said, "Were night
I find Sgt. Juan FitzGeral d?"

"Juan," said the desk sergeant, as though pondering a lengthy list. "Wy dinya
say so0? Juan's down in Block C. Can you find your way, or should | assign an
officer to hold your hand in the dark?"

" 1 know the way." Rosenmary stal ked toward the first gate | eading down into the
cel |l bl ocks. Paul and Bagabond trailed her. The corners of Bagabond's eyes
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crinkled in amusenent.

"What's so funny?" Paul gl anced apprehensively at Rosemary's back

"What she puts up with. | would have ripped his throat out." Bagabond spoke
matter-of-factly. Uterly sincerely. Paul |ooked confused for a nonment and then
smled. "Nah, too many w tnesses. Besides, no throat, no information." He nodded
to hinself. "What you want to do is invite himto one of these stairwells and
then break his kneecaps." Bagabond stopped and | ooked at himw th respect for
the first time. "Right on, M. Coldberg. | like that."

"I'mglad. The name's Paul ."

"Suzanne," she said. "You can call me Suzanne."

"WIIl you two cone on?" said Rosemary from ahead of them "I'mnot holding this
el evator forever. Conduct your romance on your own tine." She stared at them
apparently realizing how flat her joke was falling. Paul and Bagabond exchanged
sel f-consci ous glances. "Right." Rosemary got into the car first and punched the
floor button.

At Block C, they underwent a cursory search before wal ki ng through the peeling,
tan-pai nted steel gate. Turning a corner in the cellblock, the three of them
halted at the sight of the hulking giant nearly filling the entire corridor from
one dull green wall to the other. H's back was to them

Bagabond uttered a snmall mniaow of alarm and both Rosemary and Paul | ooked at
her .

"The things | do for this city." Rosemary started forward. "Rosenmary Mil doon
district attorney's office. Wat's happeni ng here?"

The gi ant maneuvered to face her. Two nen standi ng beyond himstarted to speak
t 0o.

"My client--"

"This gentleman-- | want out!"

"Hold on!" Rosemary cut themall of "FitzGerald, talk to ne," she said to the
uni formed officer. "You other two, hold that thought and stay right where you
are. "

The lawyer in the light gray Armani suit spoke |oudly enough for Rosemary and
the others to hear as she passed, "NYU, 1'd venture to guess." There was no

m st aki ng the tone.

Rosermary pull ed the six-foot Puerto Rican officer down the hall.

Bagabond gl anced at Paul and nodded toward Bl udgeon. "Keep an eye on him"
"Great." Paul smiled at the | awer and the towering rman beside him He stuck out
hi s hand. "Paul Gol dberg, DA's office. How s it going?"

Bagabond fol | owed Rosemnary.

"Just what is going on?" the assistant DA said to FitzGerald. "Wo's the snappy
dresser?"

"He says he's fromLatham Strauss." The officer | ooked abashed at Rosemary's
expression of disgust and disbelief. "Not bad for an oversized punk." She
nodded. "What exactly happened' ?"

"Thi s Bl udgeon just popped in. Had to be Popinjay-Jay Ackroyd."

"I'"ve heard the nanme." Rosemary shrugged. "This city doesn't need any nore
vigil ante do-gooders."

"Well, he's done it before, no problem He cones in and files charges later. But
this time, he never showed. | read Bl udgeon his rights and | et himmake his
phone call."

FitzGeral d gestured at the dapper nan exam ning the gold clasp of his briefcase.
"Then twenty mnutes ago, that guy shows up."

"Wonderful ." Hand over her mouth, Rosenmary stared at the ceiling as if waiting
for inspiration.

The | awyer came up to them "Excuse nme, but ny client would like to | eave now'
The shade of his Armani was the precise gray of his hair. He had an unctuous
smil e.

"well, M...."

"Tull ey, nma'am Sinon Tulley."

"M. Tulley. There are a nunber of serious charges agai nst your client."
Rosemary shook her head in concern

"Ch?" said Tulley. "I was not aware that there were any charges against him"
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"1 don't think it would be in the public interest to release M. Bl udgeon

wi t hout thoroughly investigating this matter." Bagabond nodded in agreenent.
Tull ey frowned past Rosemary at Bagabond. "And who is this other lovely |ady'?"
"An associate. Ms. Melotti." Rosemary |ooked at Bagabond and then quickly back
at Tulley. Bludgeon's | awer extended his hand. Bagabond stared down at it as if
i nspecting a piece of rotting neat.

"Charned, |'msure." Tulley took a breath and shifted his attention back to
Rosermary. "I don't want to bring up false arrest as a potential problem M.

Mul doon, but you shoul d seriously eval uate your position."

"M. Tulley, as you so astutely have pointed out, your client has not been
officially arrested yet."

"Fal se inmprisonnment, then. | ambeginning to |lose ny patience." Tulley |ooked
down his long, aristocratic nose at Rosemary. "Were are the charge sheets?"
"The paperwork is undoubtedly a little slow today-the holiday and all. I've just

had a little problemw th that nyself." Rosemary shifted her hands and snil ed
innocently at Tulley. "I do have to consider the community's welfare."

"And | amhere to protect ny client's. W are | eaving now' Tull ey showed his
teeth and pranced back toward Bl udgeon

"Tul l ey--" Rosemary started toward them

"Show ne a witness. Show nme a witness's statenment. No? Then he's mine or |l
file against the city." Tulley possessively grasped Bl udgeon's arm The gi ant
grinned at Rosemary and Bagabond.

"' Bye, now," he said to themin a high-pitched voice illsuited to his size
"I"ll see you again. Real soon, | hope." Bludgeon watched for the wonen's
response. When he failed to get one, he glared and preceded Tulley to the gate.
FitzGerald flattened hinself against the wall as they passed.

Rosemary | ooked at Paul and | aughed bitterly. "Say to yourself, 'I love the Bill
of Rights' three tines." She lifted her right hand and massaged her tenpl es.
"You two go ahead. | want to ask FitzGerald a couple things. I'll neet you out
front."

Bagabond and Paul were silent in the elevator. Paul |ooked depressed. Walking
out into the sunlight was like comng up fromdeep water into the air. The

| awyer sat down on one of the worn marbl e steps.

"I worked in corporate |law for years-nergers, takeovers, |everaged buyouts, the
whol e routine. Then | decided | wanted to make a difference, to contribute.
Payback, you know? So | got a job here." He rapped the stone with his knuckl es.
"Sone difference, huh? We're trapped by our own strengths.”

"I realized that a long tinme ago." Bagabond shrugged and wat ched the yell ow
torrent of passing cabs. ldly, she shifted a portion of her consciousness into
the pigeons sitting on the roof of the Tonbs and | ooked out across the crowds.
"But you've just got to give sonething back. There's a responsibility."” Paul

| ooked up at the worman staring blindly into the sky.

Bagabond started. "You're the second person today to say that to ne." A pigeon
swooped down al nost to her shoul der, but she guided it away before it could

| and. "Maybe you're right."

Paul hesitated, then said, "I realize this is abrupt, but | have to say

sonet hing. "

The woman focused her attention on him

"You're the nost intriguing person I've net in this city..."

"Rosemary will be thrilled," Bagabond sai d.

"Rose-Ms. Mul doon is ny boss. Besides, she isn't ny type. A bit too

conventional ." Paul stood up and faced her. "I'mnot conventional ?" Bagabond was
amused, wondering how "different" he thought she was.
"No offense, please. | was wondering if we could have dinner sonetine." The

attorney watched people scale the steps behind her left shoulder. "Sorry. You
make me very nervous."

"Thanks, but | work nopbst nights.
wanted to do this.

"Ckay, then. What about breakfast?"
" Br eakf ast ?"

Bagabond was confused. A part of her actually

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (91 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

"Sure. | run six niles really early, about five. Then |I go hone and get ready
for work. If | feel like it, | go get a big breakfast before coming in. It ruins
the roadwork, but tastes great." He sniled at her and cocked his head a little
to one side. "Join ne one day-just for the breakfast?"

"Al'l right." Bagabond nodded and then hesitantly snmled. For the first time, the
smile was reflected in her eyes as well. "Yes, | might like that."

"How about tonorrow?"

She stared at him once again without expression. "Don't tell ne you have

anot her date," Paul said. "Wat tine?"

"Seven. | can pick you up--"

"Il nmeet you. \Where?" Bagabond concentrated on suppressing the thought that
she was making a big mstake. "The nmarket, at G eenwi ch and Seventh."

"You two | ook deep in thought." Rosemary strode down the steps. "I know that
Popi njay was trying to help, but there are times | wish aces wouldn't get
involved. It would nake nmy life sinpler. Yours too, Paul." She shook her head

ruefully. "Paul, go on back to the office. Wrk with Chavez. Suzanne and | have
sone business to take care of."

"See you later," he said to Bagabond, shaking hands with her

As the two wonen watched Paul wal k back toward the DA's buil ding, Rosemary

| ooked at Bagabond specul atively. "He |ikes you, you know. O course Jack's a
uni on man and undoubtedly nmakes a | ot nore noney, but Paul has certain
attractions." Rosemary cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. "Great ass."
"Twenti et h-century Madonna?"

"That was a long tine ago." She changed the subject. "Were's Jack' ?"

"Let's go sonepl ace quiet where | can concentrate. | need an alley." Bagabond
started to wal k toward the corner

"An alley," said Rosemary. "You hang out in the classiest places. Didn't anyone
ever tell you to stay out of Manhattan alleys?" She caught up w th Bagabond and
they crossed Lafayette Street. "Places |like that, people can get killed."

The darkness in the confessional was sonmehow soothing. The air in the box
snel l ed even nore strongly of the sea and Father Squid's bul k was a conforting
presence on the other side of the frosted gl ass wi ndow. He nmade small sighing
sounds as he considered Jennifer's story.

"I believe that | know of the joker who is accosting you," the priest finally
said. "He is not of my children, but there are few jokers who have not cone by
at least once or twice to hear the Wrd. He goes by the name Wrm His
reputation is not of the best." Father Squid fell into a neditative silence that
| asted for some minutes. "I am perpl exed, but perhaps understanding will cone.
Cone." He rose to his feet, swept back the heavy drapery that curtained his side
of the confessional, and stepped out of the box. Jennifer followed. "I must make
some inquiries." He held up a broad, spatulate hand and wi ggled his long fingers
to silence the question he saw on Jennifer's face. "Never fear. | shall be nost
subtl e and circunmspect. Mke yourself confortable. Rest. You are as safe here as
if you were in your own home. Perhaps infinitely safer if your suspicions are
correct.”

Hi s cheeks bunched again as if he were smling, and Jennifer nodded. She watched
as Father Squid waddl ed of f, making faint squishing sounds on the flagstone
flooring as he went with ponderous dignity to the rear of the church.

Roul ette was approaching climx, and she tried to resist, the effort causing her
thighs to cranp and nausea to wash about the tendrils of fire that filled her
belly and groin. Tachyon with that dammabl e sensitivity fixed his pale eyes on
her, and slowed his thrusts, his hands caressing her breasts, sweeping down her
si des.

Rel ease

And as quickly as the conmand was given it was withdrawn. The tide sank back,
growing its frustration in a voice that was the Astrononer's.

Her m nd and body were once nore in harnony, no |onger rent by her fear and

i ndeci sion. Her passion rose, and she rocked in a frenzied rhythm natching each
thrust of his small, conpact body.
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The shrill ring of the front bell tore through the apartnent. Beneath her hands
she felt his nmuscles tighten and | eap, and his cock slid free.

"Dam, damm, damm," he whi spered, urgently trying to fit hinself once nore into
her. She reached down to help, and their hands bumped and tangl ed, sliding on
the slick skin of his penis.

Ri ng.

He was finally in, but the ringing persisted, and he lay flaccid and inert atop
her .

He sighed, briefly closed his eyes, and said, "I think the nmonent is ruined."
"Yes."

"Shall | answer the door?"

"I don't think they'll go away ot herw se."

"Wait here."

He rose, and shrugged into an el aborate brocade dressi ng gown of black silk shot
through with threads of silver and red. It was too | ong, and the hem whi spered
across the snoke-gray carpet. He was careful to cl ose the bedroom door behind
him and she wondered if that was to protect her reputation or his. Folding her
arnms beneath her head, she stared up at the ceiling and |istened to the sounds
of muffled conversation fromthe front room A strange thunping sound foll owed
by a crash brought her upright in the bed, sheet slithering to her waist. And
with a harsh rasp the bedroom w ndow was forced up, and the delicate fabric
bl i nds kicked aside. Roulette screanmed, and the foot was withdrawn only to be
replaced by the head and shoul ders of a man. The wind chime rang wildly as he
caught it. She cane off the bed, bolting for the door, but in two strides he had
caught her by the hair and thrown her into the dresser. She yelped as the
bevel ed edge slammed into her side. Gimy she grasped a sil ver-backed
hai r brush, and gave the intruder a ringing blow between the eyes as he nmoved in
on her. He bellowed, and as if in answer a second man entered through the

wi ndow. This one carried a gun.

Bei ng naked and arned only with a hairbrush, she decided to opt for prudence.
Wth a little shrug she dropped her inadequate weapon, and rai sed her eyebrows
i nquiringly.

"Cet in the other room" the second man ordered while her assailant gingerly
rubbed his head and then inspected the danage in the mrror

"May | put on some clothes?"

"Cet her sonething."

The nman abandoned the mirror, but continued rubbing as he stepped into the
closet and then energed with one of Tachyon's coats. It was too snall, and she
felt the shoul der seans split as she forced it on

Both the men were Orientals. Chinese, she guessed fromthe high planes of their
faces, and their size. O the four nmen who stood threateningly over Tachyon in
the front roomtwo were Chinese, the other two jokers. The tall reptilian joker
wasn't too bad, but his four-foot-tall conpanion sent a cold shudder across her
bare skin, and the hair on the back of her neck tried to clinb for cover

Roul ette had a horror of flying, stinging insects, and now she was faced with a
human wasp.

The body of the creature was vaguely humanoi d, but the face was a triangul ar
wedge conplete with nmultifaceted eyes, and between the | egs hung a | ong stinger
Transparent wings beat a frantic tattoo, filling the roomwith a | ow buzz.

A nervous little laugh erupted fromher. "My God, when nysterious East neets
honegrown grotesque, does that give us joker slavery?" she inquired brightly,
and staggered as a hard bl ow from behi nd took her between the shoul der bl ades.
Tachyon canme off the coach |ike a conpact, redheaded whirlw nd, dodged a bl ow
fromthe left, and wiggled out of a second man's grasp. There was a bl ur of
motion, and the wasp jabbed its stinger into the back of Tach's knee. The
reptilian joker's |lips skinned back in a grinmace of pleasure as the Takisian
cried in agony and col | apsed.

"I't won't kill you, Tachyon. Jusst hurtsss like hell. And he's got unlinmted
sssstings sssso don't try it again."”
The tall joker in a show of strength caught Tachyon by the nape of the neck, and

set himon his feet. The alien touched the inflaned and swol |l en skin at the back
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of his knee, eyed the .38 pressed against Roulette's throat, and the fighting
tension | eached from his bodv.

It was an outl andi sh picture they presented. Four burly Chinese in satin jackets
and mrrored sungl asses; sone with guns drawn, others with (what the sensationa
press call ed) suspicious bul ges under their arns. A joker perched like an
obscene bug on the back of the couch, and the reptile |eaning nonchal antly

agai nst the piano, cleaning his long, sharp nails with a switchblade. Then there
was Tachyon, tiny and runpled, his hair tangling on his shoul ders, gown gaping
to reveal his pale chest, and the head of his cock peeking |like a shy bird
between the folds of material

The joker by the piano gestured, and two of his nen swung out straight-back
chairs fromthe dining roomtable. "Dr. Tachyon, please, sssssit down. Then we
can tal k. Tommy."

One of the Chinese glanced up, alert, quivering like a dog on a scent. "Please
tie the good doctor. | wouldn't want himtrying anything sssstupid. Then | mi ght
have to hurt the lady."

Roul ette and Tachyon were hustled to the chairs, and he gave her a concerned

gl ance. She smiled with a confidence she didn't feel, and said, "Wat a bl ow.
Betrayed by popular culture yet again."

"l don't understand."

"I'n the Fu Manchu books the yellow peril is always nysterious and exotic. Spoils
it when the goons have nanes |like 'Tommy,' and speak with flat Brooklyn
accents."

Snake-face's | ong forked tongue lolled out, and he eyed her with hostility. "You
want exotic, jussst keep it up, and I'Il let the bosss handle you. He'll give
you all the exotic you can ssstomach. "

Tachyon sat with rel axed el egance, but his |ips were white and Roulette realized
that the sting was still paining him Tonmy finished binding himto the chair
with the belt of his dressing gown, and tilting back his head Tachyon draw ed,
"Of course, | amdelighted to have your conpany, but mght | know to what | owe
this singular pleasure?”

Snake-face pulled out a chair with his foot, and straddl ed the seat, arns fol ded
across the back. Roulette was free, but one of the thugs had placed a hand on
her shoul der, and she was very aware of all those guns, and if there was one
thing she had | earned fromher police-officer father it was Don't fuck with a
gun.

"Tachy, we've cone for the book."

The alien's coppery, upswept brows clinbed toward his bangs. "My good nan, |
have sonething in excess of a thousand volunes in this apartnent. To whi ch book
do you refer?"

"Ht him" canme the flat reply.

Tommy swung, there was a sound like a dull axe biting into wood, and Tachyon
spat out a nouthful of blood. Roulette noticed he was careful to aimthe sticky
glob onto the lap of his gown, and thus protect the white carpet.

"The book. "

"I'"'mnot a lending library."

This time Tommy noved to the front, gathered a fold of the gown in a fist,
haul ed Tachyon up agai nst his bonds, and gave hi m several hard backhands. The
Chi nese was wearing a nunber of rings, and Roulette bit back a squeak as the
metal dug into the al abaster skin. Wien he finished, the alien's Iip had split,
hi s nose was bl eedi ng, and one eye was bl ackeni ng.

"Hramw ||l no doubt refuse nme entrance tonight," he nmurnmured around his rapidly
swelling lip. "He does so like a gentleman to be point de vice."

The forked tongue unrolled and flicked caressingly across Tachyon's face |icking
up the bl ood. "Tachy, maybe you don't underssstand. |'m going to have that book
if | have to take you apart to get it."

Tachyon dropped the affected, naddening tone, and said bluntly, "I truly don't
know what you're tal king about. What book?"

The joker stared inplacably back at him "It was ssstolen, | know you have it,
and |'mgoing to get it back."
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The alien sighed. "Very well, please, search ny hone, but | assure you | have no
stol en book."

"Ssssearch it, tear the place apart.'
don't want to be distracted."

Tommy pulled a thin cord fromhis pocket, and qui ckly bound her hand and foot to
the chair. They scattered and began to ransack the apartment. The wasp conti nued
to sit on the couch buzzing and chittering to itself: A cascade of books tunbl ed
froman upper shelf hitting and shattering a delicate celadon bow as they fell
Pai n and anger flickered deep in Tachyon's eyes, but his voice was |evel, alnost
conversational, as he said, "Twice in as many nonths. This is quite beyond
everything. | can forgive the swarming, it was a m ndl ess nonster and so
destroyed w t hout thought, but these thugs "

"I thought you had powers. He-sonmeone told nme you did." Roulette said in a | ow
voi ce.

"l do."

"Then, why didn't you use thenP"

"l began to, then | heard you scream and | realized there were nore than four

I can control three humans," he whispered, "but the hold is weak, and if |
shoul d al so have to fight..." He turned the full force of his beautiful eyes on
her. "I was afraid you would be hurt if my powers proved | ess strong, or ny
reflexes less quick than pride would like nme to adnit. And that wasp is damably

Tachyon winced. "But tie her first. W

fast." An aggrieved grunble. "So what do we do?"

"Wait, and pray for an opportunity. | wish you didn't have shields," he added
fretfully. "I could keep contact with you telepathically. Ah well, no good
mourning for a fled ship."

"Shhh. "

"Yel low really isn't your color, mv dear," he said, responding quickly to her
warni ng. One of their captors gave them a suspicious glance as he wal ked past,
and Roulette said pettishly for his benefit, "I don't need a cormentary on taste
fromyou. You're the one who picked this cat-vomt yellow

The Chinese's nouth spread in a wide grin that displayed a good deal of pink gum
and a gol d-capped tooth, and he passed into the kitchen al cove.

Tachyon cast her a rueful glance. "Cat vomt? |I'd always thought it to he a
particularly | ovely shade of lenmon." Roul ette | aughed, and the alien gave her an
approving | ook. "Good girl, well get out of this yet."

"What a team " she replied dryly.

Chapter Twel ve

5:00 p.m

The dark current swept around his legs and the alligator welcomed it. The

pul sing water had started to rise only a short tine before; first just a film
creeping across the rocky floor of the tunnel, then a succession of gradually

hi gher waves. Now the water |apped around his belly, a quartet of small eddies
tugging at his | egs where the haunches creased into his arnored sides.

The alligator's tail swing back and forth ponderously, inpatiently. He wanted
the water to float himaway fromthe, hard floor and to give himthe buoyancy he
needed for true swimmng. The water neant freedom

But the level rose no further, and so the alligator plodded on. Various objects,
chunks of a varietv of substances, nudged against him He nuzzl ed sonme of them
with his snout before they were swept away in the current.

The scents were largely unpl easant. There was nothing there worth the devouri ng.
Lunps of sonmething soft batted agai nst himand were gone.

He briefly detected neat, but it was carrion and he had no taste for that now.

I nstead of snapping up the ragged object, the alligator forged on. Sonething
alive and delectable still |ay ahead of him He knew that, and, knowing it,
forced his nearly insatiable hunger into abeyance.

Under his feet, through his ears and nostrils, through the very wave action of
the current, he could feel the pulse of the city. Nowit beat intinme with his
own body.

He ignored the slight pain in his belly. It was as nothing conpared to his
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appetite.

Ahead and behind, the dark tunnel stretched on forever

He had been trying to reach Tachyon for two hours now, and Hi ram was grow ng
concer ned.

Everyone agreed that the little alien had left Jetboy's Tonb soon after

conpl eting his speech, in the conpany of an attractive black woman. But where
had they gone? Hi s home phone did not answer, and down at the Jokertown clinic,
Troll insisted he hadn't seen the doctor all day. Tachyon was probably out
somewher e drinking, but where? Hramhad called all of his usual haunts one
after the other, had even tried Freakers and the Chaos C ub and the Twi sted
Dragon on the of f chance that the Takisian might have decided to drown his guilt
on unfamiliar turf: No one had seen Tachyon since the early afternoon, when he

| eft the cerenonies at the Tonb.

Fortunato m ght not have cared, but H ram was grow ng concerned. Had the
Astrononer already gotten to Tachyon? Was there another nane to add to the |ist
of the dead?

There was a tightness in the pit of his stomach that no anobunt of food would
cure. Restless, uneasy, unhappy, H ram Wrchester got to his feet and strode out
into his restaurant.

The doors would be opening in less than two hours. Nearly every ace who counted
woul d be arriving, and he devoutly hoped that Dr. Tachyon woul d be anbng them
By then, the worst would be over. Even the Astronomer was not insane enough to
attack the kind of power that would be assenbled at Aces High in two nore hours.
Hiram strode to the long, curving bar. The wood gl eaned, and the mrror was

spotless and brilliant with reflected Iight. A quartet of bartenders in sky-blue
shirts were tapping into fresh kegs of Guinness Stout, New Amnsterdam and Amnstel
Li ght. Modul ar Man was way down on the |ast stool, drinking a rusty nail. The

android liked to experiment.

" | detect no sign of any hostile presence," Md Man said. Hiram nodded
absently. "Keep watching," he said. He headed for the kitchen with Iong |ight
strides, still thinking about Tachyon. He nust be at hone, nothing el se nmade
sense. But if he were hone, why not answer his phone? Because he was dead,

whi spered sonme dark part of Hiramis brain, and he could al nbst see the snall
alien lying on his carpet, blood seeping through his long red hair and staining
hi s hi deous cl ot hi ng.

In the i mmense kitchen, the whirring of the great ceiling fans filled the room
with a steady throbbing humas they struggled with the heat fromthe ovens. Paul
LeBarre was in a corner with his spices, mixing his own Cajun bl ackeni ng powder
for the tuna, and roaring his displeasure at anyone who tried to see what he was
doi ng. Rows of potatoes Hi ram covered a dozen long trays, cut and seasoned and
ready for baking, and six fat suckling pigs were being dressed and prepared.
Prep cooks were washi ng vegetables and slicing themw th slim sharp knives, and
the pastry chef was fretting over a triplechocolate sour-creamtorte fresh from
the oven. Hiramsurveyed it all, tried a taste of the sour cherry sauce being
prepared for the pork, exchanged a few words with his saucier, and escaped every
bit as restless as when he'd entered.

What if Tachyon wasn't dead yet? What if he were just dying? Soneone needed to
check on him But Fortunato had warned Hiramnot to | eave, hadn't he? If he went
over to Tachyon's apartnment and the Astrononer attacked Aces High in his
absence, and perhaps even killed soneone, he would never be able to live with

hi nsel f. But how could he live with hinself if he stayed here and Dr. Tachyon
died as a result?

Aces High occupied the entire floor, its dining areas terraced so all the
custoners might enjoy the nmagnificent views its altitude afforded in al
directions. The kitchen, storage |lock ers, freezer, rest roons, service

el evator, and offices were in the center. Hrammade the grand circuit,

supervi sing everything, nodding to his staff, his mnd a |l ong way off.

The tenporary waiters were clustered around one of the tables, listening to his
captain explain how things were done at Aces High. They | ooked a notley crewin
their jeans and shoddy jackets and Dodger wi ndbreakers, but once in tuxes and
blue silk shirts, they'd | ook as good as his regulars. Elsewhere, linen carts
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were nmaking the rounds as teans of busboys unfolded crisp clean tablecloths
across the round banquet tables. Curtis was talking to the wi ne steward.

Of by a window he saw Water Lily, standing by herself and staring out at the
gold reflections off the top of the Chrysler Building. She wore a floor-length
blue satin gown that |eft her right shoul der bare. She | ooked very |ovely and
sonmehow sad. Hiramstarted toward her, but there was sonething in her eyes that
made himhesitate to intrude on her. He paused a nonent, then turned and |eft.
Peter Chou had a small office next to Hirams, in the center of the floor, but

instead of one television screen in the wall, he had a dozen. Hi ram entered
wi t hout knocking. "Are we secure?" he asked.
Peter | ooked at himwi th cool brown eves. "I've added a few nen," he said. "No

one will get in without us noticing, believe ne." He gestured at the screens.
"The nonitors are all working, and so is the netal detector in the nmain door

1"l have six nmen on the floor instead of three. W're as secure as we're going
to get, at |east against human beings."

"Excellent. | have to go out for a little while. I'll try to be back as quickly
as possible, but it may take longer than | anticipate. Wait till 1've left, then
bring Modular Man and Water Lily into your office. Explain our security system
to them Explain the systemin great detail. Keep themin here, with you
together, for as long as possible, preferably until | return.” Chou nodded.

H ramwent to the foyer, pressed the elevator button, rocked back on his hee

for a nonent, then pressed the button again, as if that would make the el evator
conme nore quickly. Wen the doors finally opened, he rushed to board, and al nost
sl ammed into Popinjay getting out.

"You!" Hiram exclainmed. "Excellent, just the man | hoped to see. Cone with ne,
we're going to see Dr. Tachyon." Ackroyd stepped back inside the elevator. Hiram
pushed for the | obby, and they began their descent. "How did it go with GII|s?"
H ram asked

"Not real good," Popinjay said. "By the tine | talked GIlls around, Bl udgeon was

out again. He's got good lawers. | think they're going to sue ne." His nouth
twisted in a half-smle. "You too, probably. Glls was afraid to go hone. |
popped himback to rry sister's place, he ought to be safe there, and we'll know

where to find himif we need him™"

"Damation! Can't we get rid of even one of the bad guys? | don't know what this
city is comng to!"

Ackroyd shrugged. "Why are we visiting Tachyon?" Hiram gave hima glum | ook
"I'mafraid," he said, "that he m ght be dead."

Bagabond | eaned forward, away fromthe brick wall of the alley. She steadied
herself with a dunpster. The alley snelled of recent garbage. Rosemary was

| ooki ng around a bit apprehensively. "Relax. W're alone."

"You don't get to read all the crine reports | do," Rosemary said. "You haven't
seen the photos detectives snap in places like this. You haven't had to go to
the norgue to check out-"

"Quiet," said Bagabond. "Get hinP"

"He's uptown fromus, and a ways to the east. |1'd guess about Stuyvesant Square.
Under ground, of course."

"l don't think anyone would even notice today," Rosenmary said. "Does he stil
have t he books?"

"As far as | can tell. He doesn't really renenber or notice what's in his gut.
It's the absence that nakes the difference. But there's no reason the packet
shouldn't still be there."

Rosemary took a step toward the nmouth of the alley. "It's quite a ways,
especially today. We'd better get started if we're going to nmake it back to the
Hai phong Lily by eight." She smled ruefully at Bagabond. "Then I'I| figure out
what |'mgoing to do."

Bagabond frowned. "Jack's still noving, but so slowy we can connect with him
easily. W should take the subway. Cabs'|| be a ness." She saw Rosenmary tense,
but didn't comnent. Then she grinned. "I've never known an aninmal to be so
constantly hungry as that alligator. | just hope he doesn't connect with us."
Rosemary's eyebrows rose
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"He's too worried about his niece for that," Bagabond said. "He just doesn't
know it on the surface level of that reptile brain." She shook her head,
t hi nki ng about appetites, and |l ed the way out of the alley and into the |oud,
hol i day_ crowds.
They entered the chaos of chants, exotic food carts, screams, and rock 'n' roll.
"The book'sss not here, Tachy. Were isss the book?" The explosive silibants
i ndi cated the joker's fast-vanishing patience. "Al nost a thousand books, and
thev can't find one that suits them | call it churlish, and a reflection upon
ny taste."
"Or theirs," offered Roul ette.
Tachyon snapped his head back to face Snake-face, the sudden gesture

forestalling the blow. "I don't know about this epheneral book. You say it was
given to ne. No one has given ne a book this day. | have spent the past six
hours in this lady's conpany. Did anyone give nme a book?"

"No. "

"You've got it." The tongue once nore played across the alien's face and down
his chest. "I tasted it on her, and if | have to take the nigger apart to get
it, I will." Ablunt forefinger tipped with a fantastically thick and sharp nai

drove into her shoulder, and Roulette stifled a cry. Wiat was coni ng was goi ng
to be a lot worse than a finger jabbing into a nunb, aching shoul der, and she'd
better be prepared.

"Al'l right, 1'll be reasonable. The book isn't here. |I put it in a safe place.",
"And you're going to take usss there."

"Yes, but you have to |let her go."

"No, | think ssshe'll cone along."
"Then, no book."
"Then, | redesign her face." The doorbell rang.

There was a sudden shifting of their captors. @Quns touched reassuringly, Tommy
starting for the door then dropping back, Snaky junping for Tachyon, but the
alien had al so seen the possibilities, and sang out, "Yes, one nonent please."
"Fuck you, | ought to break your ssscrawnv neck," hissed the joker, his hand
closing around the doctor's throat. "Better let himanswer the door instead,"
whi spered Roul ette since Tachyon's face was suffusing with blood, and he didn't

seem capabl e of answering for hinself. "Qtherwi se they'll know sonething's
wrong, and cone back with help."
"We'll wait it out. It may be the paperboy, or the Mrnonssss."

But it was neither. A man's voice, deep, bass, cultured, but bearing a thread of
strain and agitation, called, "Tach? |I must speak with you. |Is everything all
right?"

"Tell himyesss."

"Yesss," Tachyon obligingly mmcked, then coughed trying to ease the soreness
in his throat.

"Who isss thisss man?"

"H ram Wor chester."

"Ckay, you can answer the door, but get rid of himfasst."

"Better clean his face," Roulette offered in the same flat tone she'd nmaintained
since the beginning of this nightmare. She was both pl eased and benused by her
control. Inwardly she was a shrieki ng ness.

"Do it."

A handkerchi ef was thrust at her, while Tomry untied her. Wthin seconds the
tips of her fingers began to burn as the blood flowed back into her hands.
"Tach?"

"Coming," he replied as Roulette dipped the cloth into the vase on the coffee
tabl e and qui ckly began wi ping away the worst of the gore fromhis face

"The right side's not too bad," she whispered. "But don't |et himsee that
shiner." The left eye was so badly damaged that it had swollen conpletely shut.
"I''l'l be careful," he said in a carefully neutral tone, but his right eye seened
feverishly bright, the gaze intent. She again felt that cloud kiss about the
edges of her mind. And she understood, or |east hoped or thought she under st ood.
This might be their chance. She gave his hand a qui ck squeeze and was rewarded
by a flash of that sweet smile, somewhat narred now by the split and swoll en
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Iip.

Two of their captors took up a position on the wall beside the door, one behind
and slightly to the Ieft of Tachyon, gun pressed into the alien's kidneys. Tomry
laid a hand on Roulette's right shoulder. The reptilian joker indicated the
kitchen with a jerk of the head, and wasp flitted away. The droning of his w ngs
| essened in intensity. Tachyon barely cracked the door, peeped out.

"Hiram"

"What on earth took you so | ong?"

"I"'mentertaining." A subtle stress on the final word. "You unpl ugged your

phone. W've been trying to get in touch with you for hours."

The joker laid a hand over Tachyon's, trying to force the door shut, but Tachyon
threw hinsel f backward, pulling it open. The alien went sprawling, and the
portly and inpeccably dressed Hiramcane willy-nilly into the room

"Hey," said a second man as he stepped through the door, then snapped his nouth
shut as a gun was thrust into his side. Snake-face quietly closed the door

"Good God, Tachyon, what is all this?"

"What does it look like, Hram ?" He scranbled to his feet, and sent a sour | ook
about the room

Two of the Chinese noved in, and briskly searched the newconers

"They're clean."

"What do we do now?" whi ned Tonmy. "Ssshut up."

The snaller man gave a golliwog's grin, thrust a hand into his pocket, and
pointed with his forefinger. "Okay! Everybody freeze, |'ve got you covered."
Even Tachyon | ooked di sgusted, and sonmeone said, "Fuck off, asshole, | just
frisked you down."

The man shrugged, renoved his hand, studied the finger for a | ong nonent, then
pointed it at the joker and said "Pop!" Snake-face vani shed.

Two of the Chinese clutched their heads, and collapsed with a sigh. "H ram | ook
out!" bell owed Tachyon

The big man hesitated for an instant, then belly-flopped between sofa and coffee
table as Tonmy let go with his .45 right next to Roulette's ear. There was an
earsplitting boom and the delicate bowl on the coffee table shattered, sending
a cascade of water and bl ossonms across Hiranls back, and | eaving a single
gardeni a perched forlornly on the curve of his anple runp. At Tachyon's yel

Hi ram s conpani on stepped backward, opened the door, and vanished into the hall
The Chinese i mediately behind the alien raised his gun, then fornmed a snoring
puddl e on the floor

Tachyon pivoted to face Tormy. It was a face-off, Tachyon's power versus the
jerk of a finger on a trigger. Wich would be faster? Roul ette seized the enpty
chair beside her, and slammed it into Tommy's shins. He how ed, dropped the gun,
and went for her, arns outstretched like a drunk trying to enbrace an el usive

| over. Roul ette danced back, poking at himwith the chair.

There was a buzz |ike a thousand angry bees, and Wasp cane blitzing out of the
kitchen. Hiram heaving off the floor |ike a breaching whale, tightened his
fist, and the joker slamed into the floor, wings folding |ike an origam

figure. Tormy grasped a |leg of the chair, and for an instant they played

tug-of -war as Roulette tried to keep a grip on her inadequate defense. His free
hand groped at his back, and he pulled free a knife. Roul ette abandoned her
defense of the chair, and ran, scream ng. He caught her by the hair, and swung
her across his body. She never knew whet her he neant to use her as a hostage, or
to kill her out-of hand, for suddenly his face went slack, and he let out a | oud
"Goof." The arm across her chest felt like a steel girder, and they both
col l apsed in a heap

She struggled free though it felt |ike he weighed several tons. This was nore
than her overset nerves could stand. The screans that had been tearing at her
throat subsided into hysterical |aughter, and degenerated fromthere into

hi ccupi ng sobs.

"Hush, hush." Gentle hands stroked her hair, wi ped away the tears, held her
close. "You're quite safe now. It's all over." She laid her head on Tachyon's
shoul der, and drew a shaky breath.
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"What the devil is going on here?" H ram expl oded in aggrieved accents.

Tachyon righted a chair, eased Roulette into it. "H ram ny deepest thanks,
yours was a timely arrival."

"Who are these nen?"

"Damed if | know. They wanted a book." Wrchester's brown eyes goggl ed, and he
stared suspiciously at his friend as if suspecting inebriation

H raml s conpani on thrust his head around the door. "Should we call the police?"

Tachyon stepped to neet him extended a hand. "My thanks to you as well, but
what did you do to... ?" He nmade a hel pl ess gesture at the space that a few
seconds before had contai ned Snake-face.

The man in the brown suit shrugged. "I'ma projecting teleport. Point ny

fingers, and pop, they're gone."
"Where? Where has he gone?"

"The nmen's room at Freakers."
"The nmen's roomat-"

He shrugged. "I can only send people to sone place | know'

"W sh you had known the Tonbs."

"Ch, | do, but..." He shuffled his feet, stared at the ceiling, glanced at

Hiram | ooked back to Tachyon. "I already sent one guy there today, and the cops
are pissed. | didn't want any nore trouble."

"So we've lost him and I'lIl never know what book."

"I'd say that's the | east of our worries today," H ramsaid. "Wy? "

"If certain people would show nore responsibility, and not unplug their phones,
they woul dn't have to ask."

"Don't be testy."

"Tachyon, |'ve had a rather difficult day..."

"I've had better nyself."

They stared in silence at each other, then Wrchester sighed, and ran a hand
across his bald pate, and smoothed down his full beard. Tachyon sniled, and said
in a softer tone,

"Shall we try again?" He tightened the belt on his robe, seated hinself on the
arm of the sofa. "Now, what brought you here?"

"Excuse nme, but what about these... these... goons?" asked Roul ette.

"You needn't worry, they will sleep for a good many hours."

"And hi n?" She pointed at the wasp

"He wei ghs about six hundred pounds,"” Hiram answered. "I doubt he'll go
anywhere."

"Ch," she said faintly.

"The Astrononer's raging through the city," Hramsaid. "I was afraid he night

have gotten to you already. You know about the How er, of course. Kid Dinosaur's
dead, too, torn to pieces at Jetboy's Tonb, and the Turtle was attacked and
reportedly crashed into the Hudson. He hasn't been seen since." Wrchester
caught the slight doctor as he swayed, and eased himonto the couch. "Brandy,"
he snapped, and Roul ette forced tension back into her weak knees, and obeyed. "I
apol ogi ze for putting it so baldly, but there's no good way to deliver news like
that."

"l cannot believe... the Turtle, you say? And that child!" Tachyon covered his
face with his hands.

In a few brutal words Wrchester apprai sed them of the events at the Tonb.

Roul ette didn't notice when Hramlifted the glass fromher slack fingers. She
was seeing a pointed-faced kid, cute despite the wash of pinples across his
chin, teasing his elders.

She wondered what his dreanms and goal s had been, and she felt anguish for his
parents. A sound that was both an agonized cry and a sob tore fromher, and she
went down into darkness

Unfortunately it was not enpty. Wthin waited the tw sted body of her child, and
the burning eyes of her naster.

Fortunato got as far as a m ddl e-aged woman guardi ng the entrance to the NBC
sound stages. He could see the skating rink at Rockefeller Plaza through the
huge wi ndow to his right.
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He coul dn't get any sense of Peregrine being in the building, but she was an ace
and it was possible she could bl ock himsonehow.

"I"'msorry, sir, but we sinply can't give out that kind of infornmation about our
performers.”

Fortunato | ocked eyes with her. "Page her," he said. Her hand noved
involuntarily to the phone, then hesitated. "She's not in the building.
Letterman's doi ng her show tonight. "

"Tell nme where she is."

The wonman shook her head. Her tightly permed red hair foll owed her every nove.

"I can't." She | ooked |ike she was about to cry. "She had sone inportant dinner
to go to tonight. That's why she's not here for the taping."

"Al'l right," Fortunato said. "Thank you. You' ve been very hel pful .’
smiled tentatively.

Fortunato | eaned his head agai nst the el evator doors as he dropped back down to
street level. They still hadn't found the Turtle's body. Peregrine's apartnent
was enpty. Nobody had seen Junpin' Jack Flash in weeks

The gane had been going on for seventeen years, and now it was down to the | ast
twel ve hours. Hess beating the shit out of me, Fortunato thought. The only tine
I ever hurt himwas when | broke that fucking machi ne and stopped TI AVAT

He was exhausted. Up all night with the Mrror of Hathor, chasing around

usel essly ever since. You have to turn it around, he told hinself. Strike back
at him hurt him

He wanted it so bad he could taste it.

But how coul d he even find someone that he couldn't see? How?

The woman

Chapter Thirteen

6:00 p. m

Spector decided to go ahead and hit the Ganbi ones for Latham and his Shadow Fi st
friends. He had to operate on the . assunption that he'd find a way to keep the
Astrononer fromkilling him If he could nmanage that, his new connections night
mean sone big jobs in the very near future

He didn't |ike spending noney on clothes, but there was no way he could go into
the Hai phong Lily with blood spattered all over his suit. He'd decided on this
clothing store be cause it didn't |look like much fromthe outside. It didn't

| ook I'ike much fromthe inside, either. There were no fancy dressing roons and
too nmuch dust on the floor. It was his kind of place. Spector slid a dark brown
coat off the rack and pulled it on. He wal ked over to the mirror and wi nced. He
| ooked like a man in a fudgsicle.

"Can | help you, sir?" The clerk was short with tufts of curly red hair on the
sides of his head and a white cloth tape nmeasure draped around his neck

Spector struggled out of the coat; his armwas still bothering him Hs
sweat - soaked shirt clung to him "I need a suit. Brown's not ny color: Got
anything in gray?"

The clerk wal ked over to the rack and started poking though the suits. lie was

muttering to hinself and shaki ng his head.

Spector nmade sure no one was | ooking, then pulled a few hundred-dollar bills out
of his brown envel ope.

The little man turned around, holding an ash-gray suit. "Mm This has
possibilities, | think. Is this yours?" He pointed to Spector's old coat, which
was |ying on a straight-hack chair.

The clerk | ooked close and ran his hands over the nmaterial. "What's this al
over ? Bl oodst ai ns?"
"It's fake blood. I was down in Jokertown earlier. Pretty wild down there."

Spector took the gray jacket and put it on. It was a little large, but fit him
well in the shoulders. "I'"Il take it."

"What ? Don't you want to try on the pants?" The clerk blinked and stood up
straight.

"That's why |'ve got a belt. How nmuch is it?" He draped the pants over his good
arm

"Wth alterations, two hundred and fiftv dollars. Nice material, though. Wrth
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every penny. You can't get workmanship like this often anynore."

"l don't need any alterations," Spector said. The clerk opened his nouth to
speak, but Spector raised a finger. "I've got an aunt in Jersey who |oves to do
this kind of stuff. So how nmuch?"

"Two-twenty."

Spect or handed hi mthe noney and picked up his other coat, feeling for the
envel ope to nmake sure it was still there. He looked in the mirror again. Not
bad, he thought. You nmay be the best dressed killer at the Haiphong Lily
tonight. He dropped his old pants and stepped into the new ones. They were big
on him but he'd nanage.

The clerk returned with Spector's recei pt and change. "Here you go, sir. Let us
know i f you change your mind about those alterations. | can prom se you the
finest fit in town."

Spector took the noney and thrust it into his pocket. "Sure." The bell over the
doorway tinkled as he opened it to step outside. "An angel just got his wings."
He cl eaned out the pockets of his old suit as he wal ked down the street, then
dunped it into the first trash can he saw.

The alligator had a waki ng dreamor at |east as nuch of a dreamas reptiles
have.

He was no |l onger here in the tunnel deep below the pulsating city. He was
somepl ace el se, somewhere warmer and lighter, where the water was hospitable and
frequently full of live, darting food. The reptile ghosted al ong the bayou, nost
of his body conceal ed bel ow the surface, with nostrils and orbital ridges
protruding up out of the water and cutting small wakes.

After a time, he entered a place where the trees seemed to grow upsi de down,
their gnarled roots twisting in dense wooden knots above the water. Above him
the canopy of interlaced branches bl ocked nost of the sun. Shadows increasingly
dappl ed his back as he slid al ong.

Sounds cane to him amplified by the water. He recogni zed the patterns-food,

t hough food that sonetimes could injure himif he were incautious. He homed in
on the vibrations.

Around the curve of a deeper channel, beyond an al nostinpenetrabl e copse of
cypress, he saw the pirogue. The two nen in it did not see him busy as they
were, poking long poles into the plaited junmble of wood at water-I|evel.

More sounds came. The man wearing a cap said, "She got' be in dere somepl ace,
Jake. "

The other man shouted so loud, the alligator had to contract its hearing

openi ngs. "Bitch, you cone outta dere! This your grand-uncle speakin', Delia."
"You tell her, Snake Jake," said the first man

"I tell you, girl-1 don' wan' hurt you." He chuckled. "Leastways, nothin' you
won' |ike."

The alligator swept renorselessly toward the pirogue. There was no debate,

not hing but intent. He did what he did because of what he was and who they were.
He slid deeper and cane up beneath the boat, lifting the prow high into the
bayou shadows. The two nmen yelled and plunged into the water. The alligator did
not care who was first. He would have them both.

H's jaws stretched wide, teeth ready to rend-and he was back in the dark tunne
below the city. The alligator mndlessly placed one foot in front of the other,
conti nui ng his inmponderable, slownotion odyssey. The dream stayed as vivid as
reality in his mind. So much as he could consider the issue, he didn't know
whet her the dream was sonething that had happened once, or was sonething that
woul d happen.

Either way was fine. It didn't matter.

Using the set of keys Jack had given her years before, Bagabond opened yet

anot her gray netal door, revealing a set of steps descending into darkness. She
reached down to pick up the soft bundle she had laid at her feet.

"How nuch farther?" Those were the only words Rosemary had spoken since they had
entered the subway system at Chanbers Street.

"Down these stairs and a few hundred yards along a tunnel-I think." Bagabond
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cl osed and | ocked the door behind them The nmetal clinked dully. "Wat's
bot heri ng you?"

" Not hi ng. "

"Don't give ne that," said Bagabond. "It mnust be pretty heavy to keep you from
tal ki ng. "

Rosemary took an audi ble breath. "Ever since nmy father . . died, and C. C. -
hate subways, tunnels, all of this. It's fifteen years ago, but that night is
still a blur and I... don't want... to remenber." The words ran down |ike

cl ockwor k exhausting a mai nspri ng.

"But you want the books," Bagabond said practically, grasping Rosemary by the
shoul der and pulling her around to face her. In the dimyellow light, the
attorney's eyes were bl ack shadows. Bagabond probed Rosenmary for weakness.

The attorney took another deep breath. "I'mhere. |'mgoing on. But you can't
stop me fromthinking what this place did to C. C." Rosemary shrugged away from
Bagabond. "Don't worry about it, all right?"

"I don't think I'mthe one who's worried."

Rosemary's foot was on the first step when the two wonen heard the nmuffl ed
chuffing sounds of the alligator, followed by a grow. Rosemary's |ips paled as
she set her nmouth tightly. Bagabond nodded to herself with satisfaction. "That's
Jack. "

Rosemary | agged Bagabond perceptibly as they approached the alligator. At their
approach, the reptile stopped and swng his heavy head toward them eyes
glittering in the cold light of the tunnel. He roared a challenge that made both
worren Wi nce as the sound crashed and reverberated against the stone walls.

"Stay here. 1'll call you when it's finished." Bagabond sl oshed toward Sewer
Jack, gently noving inside his head now. Heedl ess of her clothing, she knelt in
the tunnel nuck and stroked the alligator's lower jaw as she nentally reached
further inside for the key to Jack Robi cheaux. Finding the spark of humanity
deep within the reptile brain, she cradled it, fanning it, drawing it out,

cal ming both the proto-hunman synapses and the distinctly reptile brain. As the
alligator mind receded, Bagabond withdrew and watched as the |ong arnored tai
grew snal l er and the snout di mnished. The short | egs of the ani nal el ongated
into the arnms and | egs of a than

The naked man now lying on the tunnel floor gasped and cried out in pain as he
wrapped his arns around his stomach. H's face and hands grew gray-green, again

| apped with scales, as the process began to reverse itself.

"Jack! It's Bagabond. Control it!" She spoke sharply, taking the man's hand
tightly between her own. She noved with himas Jack rolled onto his back,
panting hoarsely. Bagabond tried to penetrate back into his head, but now was

bl ocked by the human intelligence there. Jack opened his eyes and | ooked
directly into hers. He convul sed once, but took a deep breath and !ay back

Al though livid, the texture of his skin was nornmal again. Hi s breathing sl owed
to a normal rate.

Runni ng a hand across his face, Jack grimaced. "I know | always ask this, but
it's inmportant-where am|?" He glanced down at Bagabond's hand and rel eased it,
| ooki ng away sel f-consciously.

"Try Stuyvesant Square," said Bagabond. "Maybe a hundred feet belowit. It's
about six at night." She reached across himin one unconscious notion and pushed
the damp bl ack hair back off his face. "Here are sonme clothes. | got them out of
vour cache at Union Square." Bagabond handed hi mthe bundl e she had been
carrying. "Rosemary's here, a little ways up the tunnel."

"l assume there's a reason you're both here." Jack stiffly got up, one hand to
his belly, the other holding his forehead. "I feel like shit." He painfully
pull ed on the chinos and work shirt.

"It's sonmething you ate," Bagabond said | aconically. "That pain in your gut--its
no tin can. It's books. Very inportant books."

"So | ate a librarian? Wonderful." Jack ran his fingers through his matted hair
and | ooked up at the ceiling of the passage. "My card's expired anyway."
Bagabond shook her head. "Fromwhat | saw, you ate a thief. The thief just
happened to be carryi ng not ebooks that every crinminal in the city would kill any
twenty grandnothers for. "
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"And | want those notebooks so | can find out why." Rosenary wal ked up to them
her usual poise regained. "There's a neeting of the Ganbione Famly in a couple
hours. If | have those books, | think | can stop a bl oodbath."

"So ask me if | care," said Jack. He grinmaced. "My ni ece has been wandering
around New York City for alnpst twelve hours. By now she could be dog food

That's nmy problem I'mgoing to find her. Then we'll discuss your precious
books." Jack w nced, doubling over, as he started to wal k back toward the steps.
"Robi cheaux, | can nmake your life mserable!" Rosemary started to follow him

"Shut up, Rosemary," Bagabond said. "Jack, there's one nore thing you should
know." Her voice was flat and it stopped him "It's not just the Mfia | ooking
for these things. They're the sweethearts. The others are using jokers, maybe

aces too. . If you hit the street knowi ng what's inside you, you' re a dead man
before you can whistle up a cab. Sone telepath'll pick it up and they'll gut you
like a pig. Then what about Cordelia?" She |et several nonments go by. " | can't

protect you out there, but | can |ook for Cordelia while you' re out of sight.
And mind."

"So how |l ong?" Jack tried to straighten, but gasped again in pain.
"Rosenar y?" Bagabond took Jack's arm and supported him

"Two hours, outside. That will get the books to the neeting. That's all | want."
Rosemary stared at Sewer Jack and waited

He met her eyes. "You got two hours, lady. That's all. And if Bagabond can't
find Cordelia, | want your people on it. Every cop in the borough. Deal'?" Jack

swayed agai nst Bagabond, putting one hand out to the wall.

Rosemary smled. "Deal."

Time seened to flow differently within the confines of the small church. Perhaps
it was the quiet darkness Iit only by flickering votive candles and a few
fluorescent |anps, perhaps it was the reverent silence of the parishioners
praying in the pews. Watever the cause, the peace and tranquility she'd found
within the small church had gone a | ong way toward cal mi ng her distraught

nerves. Jennifer began to take her safety for granted, and her m nd wander ed.
She studi ed the bizarre synbolismin the stained glass w ndows above the equally
strange di oramas depicting Jesus Christ joker's twelve stations of the cross,

but soon wearied of their obtuse theol ogy. Her stomach grow ed with di scontent
and she | ooked toward the altar, wondering what was keepi ng Fat her Squi d.

The parishioners praying silently around her were all jokers, though the
deformties of sone were nore obvious than others. There was a bearded tricl ops,
a pretty, shapely woman with a gl ossy pelt covering every visible inch of
exposed skin, and a sweet-faced altar boy who noved jerkily, but carefully,

about the altar, rearranging things and repl eni shing the stock of wi ne and

waf ers.

Jennifer heard the sound of a soft footstep behind her, and whirled around, an

i mge of Wrmand the nenory of his tongue rasping her skin |l eaping into her

m nd. She rel axed when she saw that it wasn't the reptilian joker creeping up
behi nd her, but just a girl who was as startled by Jennifer's sudden novenent as

Jenni fer had been by her quiet approach. "lI-1"msorry," she said. "I didn't nean
to scare you."
She was a tall, slender, very beautiful teenager with very black, very gl ossy

hair, and dark brown eyes. She wore worn jeans and a faded sweatshirt with the
nane of the rock band Ferric Jagger inprinted upon it in washed-out letters. She
wore no nmakeup and only a single piece of jewelry, a silver ear stud in the
shape of an alligator. The gator's eyes were snmall green gens. Her voice was
soft and nel odic and had a pleasingly exotic drawl to it that Jennifer had never
heard before. She was carrying an old suitcase covered in faded floral -print

cl ot h.

"That's all right," Jennifer said, smling reassuringly. "I' Just a little
junpy. "

"I'"ve been watching you for a while," the teenager said in her elusive accents,
"and noticed that, um maybe you could use a sweater or, um sonething else, it
being so chilly in here and all." She stopped, smiled shyly, and then added
quickly, as if afraid she'd of fended Jennifer, "Unless you want to dress, that
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is, have a reason for wearing that swimrng suit to church.”

Jenni fer smiled again, touched by the girl's offer. She was obviously new in
town, probably very new in town, maybe even a runaway or in sonme kind of
trouble. Yet she was considerate enough to approach Jennifer and offer help.
"That'd be very kind," Jennifer said, "if it wouldn't put you out too mnuch."
The girl shook her head, set her suitcase on the flagstone paving of the floor,
and opened it.

"Wul dn't put ne out at all,"’
this."

It was a large, faded sweatshirt that said TULANE in worn letters. Jennifer
slipped it on and smled at the girl gratefully. "Thanks." She hesitated a

she said, rummagi ng through her bag. "Here, try

monent, then went on. "My nane is Jennifer. |1've got... sonme things... to take
care of right now, but later, if you need sonething, a place to sleep or
sonet hi ng--"

"I can take care of nyself."

"So can |," Jennifer pointed out, hoping it was true, "but it's nice to have

soneone to rely on, every now and then." The girl nodded, returning Jennifer's
smil e, and Jennifer gave her her phone nunmber as the young altar boy with
tousl ed blond hair, a cherubic face, and a joker deformity hidden under his

di storted cassock approached themwi th slow and |urching steps.

"Father Squid would Iike to see you," he told Jennifer. Jennifer nodded, and
turned back to the girl. "What's your nane?"

"Cordelia."

"Thanks for the sweatshirt, Cordelia. Be sure to give ne a call
Cordel i a nodded and Jennifer followed the boy into the private roons in the
back that had been set aside for the priest to prepare fbr nmass and conduct
church busi ness.

He led her to a small, sparsely furnished, unpretentious little room Father
Squid was sitting in a huge old chair behind a cluttered desk. He watched

Jenni fer unblinkingly as she entered, as did the man who sat in the plain wooden
chair in front of the priest's desk

"I have discovered froma reliable source that this man has been searching for
you for sonme tinme. You have sonething he wants. In return he offers you his
protection." Father Squid rose ponderously to his feet. "I have it on good
authority that you can trust himexplicitly. | don't know his nane, but his nom
de guerre is Yeoman."

It was the man she had first seen in the stadium the man who had | ater, perhaps
i nadvertently, rescued her fromWrm He wore the same clothes and hood. A flat
rectangul ar case was on the floor by his feet. There was speculation in his dark
eyes as he gazed steadily at Jennifer

Fat her Squid watched t hem watch each other, then edged around his desk

careful ly.

"You two doubtl ess have nmuch of nutual interest to discuss and there is work for
me to acconplish as well, so | shall |eave you." He gave Jennifer a long, kindly
| ook. " Good | uck, ny child. Perhaps one day you will cone to visit us again."

"l shall, Father."

He nodded once at the man he called Yeonan and | eft the roomw th ponderous
dignity, closing the door behind himself. Jennifer decided that if she didn't
have to return the stanps to Kien that the father would find a sizable donation
in his poor box. She owed himthat nuch, even if his attenpt to help her didn't
fully work out.

Jennifer felt Yeoman's eyes on her and she turned and net the weight of their

st eady gaze.

"Kien's diary," he said. His voice was | ow and powerful. Jennifer sensed a

qui vering tenseness about him as if he was barely holding himself in check. "Do
you have it?"

So that's what the third book was. A diary. She opened her nouth, then shut it,
wondering if she could afford to tell himthe truth.

Yeoman's intensity frightened Jennifer a little, but the fear conbined with her
hunger and weari ness and resentful ness at being pushed around all day nade her
answer back in a hard voice that surprised even her, "I know what you | ook Iike,
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so you mght as well take off that nmask. | don't like talking to people who | ook
|i ke they have sonething to hide."
The man sat back in his chair and scowed. "I'Il keep it on for now'

Hi s features, as Jennifer renenbered, were sharp and harsh, with frown |ines on
his forehead and around his nouth, and there was a vibrating tenseness about him
that his nmask coul dn't conceal

"You're called Waith?" he asked unexpectedly. Jennifer nodded. "You're a thief.
A good one, fromwhat |'ve heard. You broke into the apartnent of a man named
Kien early this norning and renoved sone valuable itens froma wall safe.”

"How do you know all that?"

"A crystal lady told nme," he said, looking a little pleased by Jennifer's | ook
of irritated inconprehension. "A lot of people are |ooking for you, you know.
They want the things you stole."”

"Well," Jennifer said noncommttally, "the stanps are very val uable."

Yeorman | eaned forward in his chair and rested his chin in the pal mof a large,
strong-1 ooki ng hand. He stared at her intently. Jennifer |ooked back defiantly,
until he sighed and spoke again.

"You really don't know, do you?" She shook her head, trying to hide a rising
excitenent. Yeoman evidently knew the answers to some of her nbst pressing
questions. "To hell with the stanps. No one gives a damm about them Everyone's
after the other book you took, Kien's personal diary. It details all the
corruption and rot he's had his filthy hands in since he's cone to New York."

"l thought he was a busi nessman. Oamns restaurants and | aundronmats and things."
"He does," Yeonman said, "but only as a nmasquerade, and to explain his wealth.
He's into everything thats dirty-drugs, prostitution, protection, ganbling. He's
intoit all. The infor nmation contained in that diary would probably put him
away for a very long tinme."

"Are you trying to recover it for hinP"

Yeoman's |ips were pressed into a hard, tight Iine. Knots of nuscle ,junped in
his jaw. "No." The word that escaped from between his clenched |Iips was hard,
flat, and cold enough to nmake Jennifer suppress a shiver

"And you don't care about the stanps?”

He shook his head. H's eyes had captured hers. She felt as if she were a sparrow
held in the grip of a nmassive, now calm but potentially destructive giant. It
was a frightening yet sonehow exhilarating feeling.

"Ckayyy," she said slowy. "You don't care about the stanps. | don't care about
this diary. | think that we can cone to an understanding."

Yeorman smled and again Jennifer suppressed a shiver. "Then you do have it."
"Well, | know where it is." She fell silent for a nmonent, considering. She
didn't know this Yeoman from Adam She knew that he was behind the recent spate
of bow and arrow killings, since notes signed Yeoman had been scrawl ed on nmany
of the crinme scenes. Father Squid said he could be trusted, but then she didn't
know Fat her Squid, either. He waited patiently as this all ran through her m nd,
as if aware that she was trying to resolve an internal dilenma. He wasn't acting
like a nurderous maniac. He was mani festly a dangerous man, but the dangerous
aura that hung about himwas like a spice, an alluring scent. A sudden resolve
struck her, sparked by an equally strong i npul se.

"Il tell you where the book is," she said, "if you answer two questions."
"What ?" There was genui ne puzzl enent on Yeonan's face and in his voice.

"How d you trace ne to Ebbets Fiel d?"

"Sinple." He grinned wolfishly. "Your fence turned you in. He heard the word
that Kien had put out on the streets about the books, but he didn't know how to
contact Kien directly. He had to go through a third.party, an information broker
who's a... friend... of mne. She put himin touch with Kien, but she also told
me about it. | got to his shop just in tine to see you | eave one of the stores
next to the pawnshop, go down the street and join the ticket line in front of
the ballpark. 1'll just foll owed you inside."

"That nmakes sense... | guess. Now, ny second question
"What's your name?"

Jennifer herself barely understood why she asked hinm that, know ng only that

She sm | ed sweetly.
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she wanted themto interact on a personal |evel, not as anonynous nasked
figures.

He drew back in his chair, frowed at her. "I could nake you. tell me where the
diary is."

Jennifer pulled the sweatshirt nore tightly around her. Her throat was suddenly
dry with the realization that she was treading in dangerous, potentially fata
wat er s.

"l know you could," she said in a snall voice. "But you wouldn't. "

"What in the world nakes you say that?"

She shrugged slimshoulders. "I just know you wouldn't." He stared at her a
monent | onger, but she woul dn't drop her gaze. He grow ed sonet hing
inarticulate, like an irate bear, and then said in an angry voice, "Brennan."

Jenni fer nodded, obscurely relieved that she had been correct. Not that she had
really been in danger. Her powers had certainly rejuvenated by now, and if he
had attacked her all she would have had to do was ghost.

"Good," she said. "The books are with Dr. Tachyon."

"Tachyon?" Brennan asked in obvious astoni shment. "Actually," she sniled, "in
his wax figure in the Bowery Dime Museum "

"Not a bad hiding place," Brennan said after a nonment of reflection. "Kien's nen

are still 1 ooking for you-once Wrmtastes a scent he can follow it anywhere, as
long as traces of it remain on his tongue-so |I'll take you to a safe place and
then go after the books. |I'Il keep the diary, you can have the others."

"Il go with you--"

"No." The word was as hard and sharp as the edge of a guillotine blade. Jennifer
knew there'd be no arguing with himabout this.

"Well, if you're going to take ne soneplace, nake it a place with food. | fee
like | haven't eaten in a week." Brennan thought for a nonent, then nodded. He
reached into a back pocket of his jeans and took out a playing card, an ace of
spades, borrowed a pen from Fat her Squid's desk, and scrawl ed a note on the face
of the card. He put the pen back and passed the card to Jennifer

"H ram Worchester is throwing an aces-only party in his restaurant, Aces High
You should be safe there and there'll also be plenty to eat. You've heard of
Fortunat 0?" Jennifer nodded. "G ve this to him"

Jenni fer glanced at the note he'd witten on the card. It was short and to the
poi nt: Watch over her. Y. She | ooked up at Brennan, respect in her eyes. She'd
heard a little about the shadowy ace, Fortunato. Not much, as he wasn't one to
seek publicity, but the fact that Brennan was on personal terns with himwas an
i nteresting devel opment. She wondered if he were an ace hinsel f, and what
ability the virus had given him

"Or Tachyon, if Fortunato s not there. Whatever you do, though, stay away from
Captain Trips-the tall, skinny hippie-and the dancer known as Fantasy. |'m not
sure about them Not sure at all."

She pondered his advice for a nmonent, then nodded. If she was to trust him
she'd trust himall the way.

"I don't want to be a bother, but could we stop for sonme clothes? |I'd hate to go
to Aces High dressed like this."

"The father told ne about the state of your, um dress." He reached down into
the case on the floor by his feet and took out a bundle of clothes. "I hope they
fit." He looked at her critically. "You' re taller than | first thought."

He studiously | ooked all about the office while Jennifer stood, pulled the
sweatshirt off, and got into a pair of jeans and a dark pull over sweater. She
put on the socks Brennan had brought her and | ooked up fromlacing the running
shoes to see himgazing at her intently. There was al so a mask anong the
clothing. She stuffed it into the back pocket of her jeans and stood up. The
shirt and shoes fit fine, though the jeans were a little short and hugged her
slimfigure tightly. She folded the sweatshirt neatly and left it on the
priest's desk with a short explicatory note.

"Right." Brennan stood and hefted his case. "First stop, Enpire State Building."
He smiled in satisfaction. "If you're not going to be safe in a roomfull of
aces you woul dn't be safe anywhere."
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Upstairs in his nmother's brownstone, in the confortable luxury of the upper West
Si de, Fortunato closed his eyes. Mranda straightened his black tie with
skillful fingers. She was in her late forties now, heavier than she should have
been if she was still a geisha, wearing tailored Chanel instead of |ow cut
ready-to-wear. She'd becone his nother's business nmanager ten years ago and
hadn't turned a trick since

"You | ook bad," she said. "Is Veronica not working out?"

"No," Fortunato said. " | don't think she's going to make it."

"l never understood her. Al she wants is to be nmarried and have ki ds and put
themin day-care, to have a husbhand she never sees, to have servants and cars
and noney. | keep asking nyself what | did wong."

"It's not you. It's the whole country. Greed is very chic these days."

She touched his lips and the skin tingled. "You're very tired."

"Exhaust ed. "

" | used to know the cure for that." She was standing very close. He could snell
her perfume and the sweetness of her skin. She read the willingness in his face
and said, "Lie down."

He stretched out across the bed. She took off her jacket and skirt. Fortunato
reached for his tie and she said, "Don't nove. "

She took the rest of her clothes off. She was still graceful enough to get out
of her panty hose without breaking the mood. Her bra had left |ines around her
chest and over her shoul ders and there was dark stubble under her arns.

She got onto the bed and straddl ed Fortunato and began to touch hersel f. She
started with her forehead and | et her fingers trickle down her cheeks and back
up to where her ears net her jaw ine. Goose bunps came up on her neck. She

swayed forward until her full, sagging breasts were inches fromhis face. He
| eaned up to kiss themand she pulled away. "No," she said. "I told you to hold
still."

She brushed her broad, dark nipples with her fingertips until they tightened and
thrust out at him Then she brushed lightly over her belly and buried her |eft
hand in her pubic hair. Wth her right she touched Fortunato's |ips again. He
I'icked her fingers and arched his back

She moved up the bed on her knees and | owered herself onto his nouth. "Gently,"
she said. "It's been a long tine." As he |icked and probed with his tongue she
gradual ly began to nelt and open to him She took hold of the brass railing of
the bed and slowy noved against him her breath coning faster, her heavy thighs
pressi ng agai nst the sides of his head.

Then her body stiffened and she let out a tiny, hoarse scream and he drank the
power from her, hungrily, gratefully. He felt it tingling through his body and
hardly noticed as she bent to kiss himlightly on the mouth. "You taste like
me," she said. "Take care, Fortunato."

She pi cked up her clothes and was gone.

Fortunato cane downstairs to find a circle of beautiful wormen around the couch
in the sitting room In the niddle sat a tall, striking girl in jeans and a

| ong- sl eeved T-shirt.

"I chiko," Fortunato said, using his nmother's geisha nane. "Wat's the deal ?"
"Ellroy found her in Jokertown," Ichiko said. Like Mranda, she'd put on weight
in the last ten years. She was tall anyway, and now she | ooked positively
Angl o- Saxon. She wore a bl ack cotton sweater and skirt with a red-and-black silk
bl ouse. The top three buttons were undone. She-npbved across the roomto
Fortunato wi thout sound or visible effort. "She was com ng out of the Church of
Jesus Christ Joker and | ooked |ike she was about to get in trouble with one of
Ganbi one's scouts. Ellroy offered her a ride." She shrugged. "Here she is.”
"She's beautiful.”

"Yes," lchiko said. "She is."

"Ckay," Fortunato said to the others. "Break it up. Don't you | adi es have pl aces
you' re supposed to be?" They noved off, one at a tinme, Caroline stopping to slip
one armaround his wai st as she passed. Then he was alone with her. "I'm
Fortunato," he said.

"Cordelia." She didn't stand up, but held her hand out to him Fortunato took it
for a second and then sat down next to her. "I appreciate the rescue," she said.

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (108 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

Her voice was deep, a little breathless, very Southern. Sexy.

"Do you know where you are'?"

"Ellroy told ne a little. He said there were no obligations, but | could hang
around for an interviewif | wanted."

" And?"
"I"'mstill here, aren't [|?"
She was flirtatious, but she seened terribly young. "I'Il have to ask you sone

personal kind of things."

"Like am| a virgin, you nean?"

"For instance."

"No. | had a regular boyfriend back in Atelier Parish. And-well, you know what
they say about virgins fromLouisiana. They're just the girls without any close
mal e kin." She | aughed but Fortunato didn't.

"W need to talk sone nore," he said. "Do you have di nner plans?"

"*Dinner plans?' Not hardly! But fromthe way you're dressed | can't see nyself
goi ng anywhere with you." Fortunato | ooked at his watch. "W can find you

sonet hing here to wear. How soon coul d you be ready?"

Chapter Fourteen

7:00 p.m

When his barber finished trimmng his beard and swept away the apron, Hiram
Worchester rose nmajestically fromhis chair, shrugged into a perfectly-tailored
tuxedo jacket, and surveyed himself in the mirror. Hs shirt was silk, of the
deepest, purest blue. H's accessories were all silver. Blue and silver were the
Aces High colors. "Very good, Henry," Hramsaid. He tipped the barber
handsomel y.

Curtis waited just outside his office door. Beyond, his restaurant was ready.
Waiters and bartenders stood at their stations. Kelvin Frost's astonishing ice
scul ptures had been noved out onto the floor, each one surrounded by a noat of
crushed ice dotted with bottles of Dom Perignon. Tables of hot and cold hors

d' oeuvres were scattered throughout the restaurant, to keep the guests from
clunmpi ng. The nusicians stood poised by their instruments. Overhead, the
glittering art-deco chandeliers shone softly. The begi nnings of a magnificent
redgol d sunset were visible to the west.

H ram smled, "Open the doors,"” he told Curtis.

A dozen people were already waiting in the foyer when the doors were opened.

Hi ram bowed to the wonen and ki ssed their hands, gave each man a firm handshake,
performed the necessary introductions, and pointed themall toward the bar. The
early birds tended to be obscure minor aces, insecure of their status and
excited by Hirams invitation. A few, only recently out of the deck, had never
been to Aces Hi gh before, but Hramtreated themall like long-lost friends. The
maj or aces tended to be fashionably | ate.

The first uninvited guest was a tall blond college student who | ooked
unconfortable in his rented dinner jacket. "Wat do | have to do to get in,
guess your weight?" he asked when Curtis called H ramover to pass on his

adm ssi on.

"No," Hramsaid, smling. "That got a bit old, I"'mafraid. But | see you've
read your Wld Card Chic." !

"You bet. So what does it take to get in?"
"Show ne proof that you've got an ace power,'
"Ri ght here?" The boy | ooked around uneasily.
"I's there a problen? Wiat is your power, if | mght be so bol d?"

The boy cleared his throat. "It's kind of hard to--"

His date giggled. "He gets itsy-bitsy," she announced in a |oud, clear voice.
The col |l ege boy turned a bright shade of red. "Yeah, uh, | conpress the

nmol ecul es of ny body, | guess, to make nyself smaller. | can, uh, shrink down
till I"msix inches tall." He tried keeping his voice low, but it had gotten
very quiet. "My nmass stays the sane," he added defensively.

"That's sone power, kid," Wallace Larabee opined loudly fromthe buffet, where

H ram sai d.
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he stood hol ding a tiny buckwheat pancake that sagged dangerously under the

wei ght of the caviar he'd piled atop it. "Wwooeee, |I'msure scared."

Hi ram woul dn't have thought it possible for the boy to turn a deeper red, but he
did. "Don't mind Wal |l ace," H ramsaid. "He nearly ruined our 1978 get-together
when he denonstrated his power, and he knows I'Il throw himout if he ever does
it again. They call himthe Human Skunk."

There was general |aughter, Larabee turned away to | oad up another pancake, and
the boy seened a bit less nortified. "Well," he said, "the only thing is, when
doit, I, uh, well, it's like this, | shrink, but ny clothes don't."

Hi ram understood. "Curtis," he said, "take himback to nmy office, and see if he
can do what he clains."

Curtis smled. "This way, please."

When they reenerged a few nonents |later, the nmaitre d' gave a slight nod, the
assenbl ed guests broke into applause, and the boy turned red again. "Wl cone to
Aces High," Hramsaid. "I didn't catch your nane."

"Frank Beaunont," the coll ege boy replied.

"But | call himltsy-Bitsy," his girlfriend volunteered. "G etchen!" Frank

hi ssed.

"You have nmy word, I'Il take that secret to ny grave," Hiram proni sed. He caught
the eye of a passing waiter. "Soft drinks, or are you old enough to enjoy sone
chanpagne?" he asked Frank and Gretchen. "Pl ease renenber, the roomis full of
tel epaths.”

They settled for soft drinks.

The street in front of the Enpire State Building's Fifth Avenue entrance was a
madhouse. Paparazzi and cel ebrity watchers and ace groupies fornmed a milling
gauntlet that scru tinized anyone who tried to enter. Jennifer and Brennan

wat ched from across the street as |linops pulled up to the red carpet that had
been rolled out fromthe building's foyer to the curb and ace after ace was
greeted by popping flashbul bs and squeal s of delight.

Peregrine arrived in her chauffeured Rolls. She wore a backl ess, strapless bl ack
vel vet dress that was slit in the front to her navel. She sniled graciously at
the mlling crowd, but kept her wings curled closely to her body, having dealt
with feathersnatching souvenir seekers in the past. Tachyon arrived in a |ino.
H s conpani on was a gorgeous black woman who wore a gown al nost as |ow cut as
Peregrine's.

"I''"l'l have to | eave you here," Brennan said as a cab pulled up and deposited a
man in a white skintight suit.

"Be careful," Jennifer said

Brennan smiled. "It'lIl be a piece of cake. Renmenber, stay away from Fantasy and
Captain Trips. They nmay be in Kien's pocket. "

Jenni f er nodded.

"One nore thing. | can't inmagi ne anything dangerous happening in there, but,
just in case sonething goes wong and you have to |l eave, | want to set up a
meeting place so we don't have to chase each other all over the city again."
Brennan t hought for a noment. "Tinmes Square, the corner of 43rd and Seventh."
"Fine," Jennifer said. She wanted to warn himto be careful again, but that was
silly. Things were under control, and the adventure was al nost over. She felt,
she realized, a little regret nixed in with her relief.

Brennan lifted a hand in salute and she waved. She watched himfade silently
into the shadows, then put on her mask, turned, and crossed the street.

"Have you heard about the Turtle?" H ram asked, al nost the second Fortunato came
t hrough the door.
"Not since this afternoon. Have they found the shell yet?" H ram shook his head.

"Nothing. | still can't believe it. It's--" He suddenly noticed Cordelia. She'd
cl eaned up nicely and Ichi ko had found her sonething white and clinging. "MW
dear. Pl ease excuse ny rudeness. |'m H ram Wrchester, proprietor of this

est abli shnent."

"Cordelia," Fortunato said. Hiram bent over her hand. Fortunato waited himout.
"VWhat about Jane? Is she all right?" Hirampointed to the bar. "She hasn't been
out of my sight all afternoon. His either," he added, pointing to the android
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next to her.

Fortunat o nodded, saw the bottle of unblended Scotch by Mdul ar Man's ri ght
hand. "Is he drunk?"

"I heard that," Mdular Man said, with great dignity. "I aman android and

i ncapabl e of becom ng intoxicated in any conventional human sense." He nmade an
artificial throat-clearing noise. "I have initiated a subroutine which sonmewhat
random zes ny thought processes, sinulating the effects of alcohol, but it wll
be overridden at any sign of danger. | assure you | amnot drunk." He turned
back to Water Lily, who was staring into a Shirley Tenple and nursing her

i mpati ence. "Now, where were we?"

"Fortunat o?" Water Lily said.

"Hang on," Fortunato said. "Just another couple of nminutes." He could see
Peregrine across the room He turned back to Hiramand said, "Wuld you show
Cordelia around for ne? There's sonmething | need to take care of."

"I'"d be delighted."

The knot of nen around Peregrine saw himconm ng and drifted away. By the time he
got to her it was just the two of them

She wore long gloves with her gown, which left plenty of roomfor her broad,
muscul ar shoul ders and t he big brownand-white wi ngs that cane out of her back
It was cut so | ow that she nust have glued it on

In her spiked heels she was just over six feet tall. Her brown hair had been
styled with a deliberate artl essness that took up several cubic feet around her
head. Her nose and cheekbones were so sharply cut they | ooked |ike the product
of scul pture rather than genetics.

Her eyes were such a vivid shade of blue that Fortunato suspected contact

| enses. But the expression in themtook hima little by surprise. The eyes
glittered like they were about to squint shut with [aughter, and one side of her
mouth twisted up in an ironic snile.

"My nane is Fortunato," he said

"So | hear." She | ooked himup and down, slowy. Mranda had left himwth a
lingering taste of nmusk and a clearly visible erection. Peregrine's snmle grew
wi der. "Hi ram said you've been | ooking for me?"

"I think you could be in very serious danger."

"Well, not at the nonment, nmaybe, but | could see it as a distinct possibility."
"I"'mafraid |I'mserious. The How er and Kid D nosaur are already dead. The
Astrononer killed themboth this norning. Not to nention about ten or fifteen of
his former associates. The Turtle is mssing and probably dead. You and Tachyon
and Water Lily are the next nost obvious targets.”

"WAit a minute, wait a minute. |'mgetting the picture. You're the only one that
can save ne, right? So after dinner you should come back to the penthouse with
me and guard my body, right? As in all night |ong?"

"l prom se you--"

"I'ma little disappointed, Fortunato. After everything |I've heard, |'d hoped
for something, well, a bit nore romantic. Not this kind of |ane approach
Oiginal, mnd you." She reached out and patted his cheek. "But very |ane."

She wal ked away sniling.

Fortunato | et her go. At |east she was here now, where she woul d be safe.

He | ooked for Cordelia and spotted her talking to an Arab in a circus costune.
The Arab was trying, with some success, to see down the front of her dress.

She had talent, Fortunato thought. She could play a man like a fish, seened
smart and funny and not prohibitively fussy. If he took her on, it would be up
to himto.break her in. It was the kind of job he normally | ooked forward to,
but in this case he had doubts. She seenmed so goddamm i nnocent.

There was a commmtion at the door. Hi ram was punpi ng Tachyon's arm overdoi ng
the genial host bit. Next to Tachyon was the wonan Fortunato had seen himwith
at Jetboy's Tonb.

The wonman gl anced his way for a second and Fortunato recogni zed her. She did
freelance outcall, and she was very expensive. Expensive the way bl owfish was
expensi ve in Japan, because every man who went with her risked his life. Everv
so often, supposedly at random she secreted a deadly poi son when she cli maxed.
Her ni ckname on the street was Russian Roul ette.
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Tachyon woul d be okay, Fortunato thought. He didn't see nuch chance the little
alien fruitcake would be able to make a worman |ike that cone.

"Are you certain you wish to be here?"

Silk slithered as her leg thrust through the slit in her skirt, and she stepped
fromthe |inousine, Tachyon's hand a steady prop.

"Are you sure you want to be here? You're the one who got his face danced on."

A dism ssing gesture with one small hand. "It's nothing. And | would not like to
di sappoint Hiramafter he was so obliging as to rescue us."
"Ckay. "

"But you've had a very terrifying experience, and | wouldn't want--"

"Doctor, we're here now, and | really don't see what's to be gai ned by
continuing to discuss the matter on the sidewalk in front of several hundred
gawki ng tourists."

She swept through the front doors of the Enpire State Buil ding, thoroughly
bored, and thoroughly irritated by his harping. Tachyon had been concerned while
he dressed for dinner, attentive when they'd returned to her apartment so she
coul d change from her neat slacks into the white silk eveni ng gown she now wore,
solicitous as they drove, and she was ready to kill him And the irony was not

| ost on her. For even as he had fussed and cosseted, all her thoughts were
obsessed with the fact that he yet lived. She had spent eight hours in his
conmpany, hel ped rescue himfrom ki dnappers, and still hadn't killed him

Later, there is still tinmne.

The | obby was crowded with reporters. They lay like a seething | ake before the
el evators, and when Tachyon entered they becone a tsunam rushing forward to
accost him M crophones thrust rapier-like into their faces, a babble of

overl appi ng questions--"Any conment on the death of Kid Dinosaur, and the
Howl er ?"

"Are you working with the authorities on this case?"

"What's this about you being ki dnapped?" -blended with the whine of high-powered
canmeras. Tachyon, |ooking thunderous, waved them away, and when that fail ed,
shoul dered through themtoward the express el evator

A handsone nan in a runpled gray suit pushed up close to Roulette, and she shied
back.

"Hey, Tachy, givin' our eyes a rest or what, or just trying to match your | ady

| ove?" The reporter's eyes swept ironically across the white breeches, tunic,
and cl oak, and white boots, the heels inset with noonstones, and ended on the
small white velvet hat with a npbonstone and silver brooch pinned to its upturned
brim

"Di gger, step aside."

"Who's the new ace? Hey, babe, what's your power?"

"I"'mnot an ace, let nme be." Agitation nade her breath ragged, and she | ooked
away from those too-piercing eyes. "Tachyon," Digger said, tone suddenly very
serious. "May | speak with you?"

"Not now, Digger."

"I't's inmportant.”

"Tachyon, please get nme out of this crowd." Her fingers plucked at his sl eeve,
and he pulled his attention fromthe journalist.

"See nme at ny office."

The el evator doors sighed closed behind them and her heart began to slow. "I've
never known Di gger to be wong. Are you quite sure--"

"I amnot an ace!" She jerked his hand from her bare shoul der. "How many tines
do | have to tell you!"

"I"'msorry." His tone was low, the hurt evident in his lilac eyes.

"Don't! Don't be sorry, don't be solicitous, don't care!" He noved to the far
side of the elevator, and they conpleted the ride in silence. The el evator
deposited themin the |arge outer |obby of Aces H gh. Roulette glanced about,
curiosity subnerging agitation. She had never been to the restaurant. Josi ah had
considered the entire ace/joker phenonenon vulgar and nore than a little
frightening (witness his response when he discovered that he too carried the
alien virus), and had avoided this ace mecca.
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Cel ebrity photographs lined the walls, and in the center of the room stood

H ram smling, urbane, polite, but inplacable in his refusal to allow the tall
scarecrow figure in the purple Uncle Samsuit to enter his restaurant.

"But I'm like, a friend of Starshine's," the gangling blond hippie was
protesting, "and Junpin' Jack Flash too, man."

"I"'msure you are," Hramsaid. He went on to gently explain that well-known
aces had a great nmany friends, far nore than the restaurants seating capacity,
and while Aces H gh woul d be delighted to have the Captain's patronage on any
other night of the year, tonight was a private party; he was sure that the
Captai n woul d under st and.

Tachyon grasped the situation in an instant, and put a hand on Hiram s broad

shoul der. "I know what it looks like," he said, "but Captain Trips really is an
ace, and a good man too. I'll vouch for him Hram"
Hi ram | ooked surprised, then relented. "Well, of course, if you say so, Doctor."

He turned to Trips. "Please accept ny apol ogies. W get a great many woul d-be
gat ecrashers and, ah, ace groupies, often wearing outl andi sh costunes, so when
sonmeone cannot denobnstrate an ace talent, we... |'msure you understand."
"Yeah, sure, man," Trips said. "It's cool. Thanks, Doc." He put on his hat and
entered the restaurant.

"Just because you're wearing a nmask doesn't nmean you can just waltz in, |ady,"
the big man wearing a tuxedo in the foyer of Aces Hi gh told Jennifer

She smled at him ghosted her arm and put it through the wall. She wanted to
do sonething nore box-office, like sink through the floor, but didn't want to
have to dress again in front of all the people waiting to enter the restaurant.
"Yeah, okay." The man in the tuxedo waved her in, |ooking faintly bored.

Aces High was a dream Jennifer felt small, insignificant, and decidedly
underdressed. She wi shed that Brennan had brought her an eveni ng gown rather
than jeans, but realized with a sigh that that woul d have required supernatura
foresight on Brennan's part.

There were over a hundred people in the main dining area, drinking cocktails,

ni bbli ng on delicious-1o00king hors d' oeuvres, and talking in snmall groups and

| arge parties. Jennifer headed for the buffet table, her stomach runbling at the
sight of so much food. There was pate de foie gras, caviar, slices of Danish
ham twel ve kinds of cheese, and a hal f-dozen varieties of bread and crackers.
She spread pate on a cracker and | ooked around the room feeling like a

cel ebrity hound as she wat ched scores of fanbus people pass by her

Hi ram Wor chest er, Fatnman, |ooked harried. Probably the strain of orchestrating
the di nner, Jennifer thought. She recogni zed Fortunato, even though he was an
ace who had never sought publicity. He was tal king to Peregrine. He | ooked
earnest, she | ooked anmused. She felt the playing card that she'd tucked into her
back pocket, but was hesitant to go up to himand present it. It |ooked |ike he
had his own worries, and besides, she could take care of herself.

She snagged a gl ass of chanpagne froma tray of a waiter circulating around the
room and drained it, washing down pate de foie gras and cracker

"I knewit, | just knewit." The voice was masculine and drawing, with an
undercurrent of excitement init. "I just knew she'd show up here."

Jenni fer turned, chanmpagne glass in one hand and half a cracker sneared with
pate in the other. H ramwas standi ng behind her. Wth himwas the nan she had
seen get out of the cab, the man in the white battle suit.

"Are you talking to me?"

"You bet your sweet butt, honey," the man in white said. There was sonething
wong with his face. He | ooked her over with an annoying intentness that nade
Jenni fer feel naked, but that was only part of what made Jennifer fee
unconfortable. H s features, individually, were all right, perhaps even
handsonme, but taken together were utterly unmatched. H s nose was too |long, his
chin too small. One of his intense green eyes was higher than the other. Hi s jaw
was canted, as if it had been broken and then heal ed crookedly. He licked his
lips in an agitated, excited manner.

Hi ram sighed. "Are you sure, M. Ray?"

"She's the one, | know she is. | knew she couldn't stay away fromthis goddam
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party. Dam if | wasn't right."

"Very well then. Do your duty." He sighed again and nade winging notions with
his hands, as if he were washing themof the matter. The man he call ed Ray
nodded, then turned to Jennifer

"My nane's Billy Ray. I"'ma federal agent and 1'd like to see sone ID."

"Way' ?" Jennifer asked with a sinking feeling.

"You | ook |ike soneone who robbed the hone of a prominent citizen this norning."
Jennifer |ooked at the fragnent of cracker she still held in her hand. She
hadn't even begun to take the edge off her appetite.

"Dam, " she said, and the cracker and chanpagne gl ass sli pped through her hands
as she ghosted through the floor. Ray noved |like a cat on speed. He | eaped upon
her, but only grasped her shirt which was crunpling to the floor. "Ah, Jesus,
Worchester," Jennifer heard him say before she slipped entirely through the
floor, "you should ve |l et ne coldcock the bitch."

Tachyon's small form had vanished into the mlling aces in search of al cohol

Al cohol she badly needed. The runble of voices, the tinkle of ice in crysta

gl asses, and the energetic efforts of a small conbo all conbined to forma dril
that was di ggi ng ever deeper into her head.

Ice scul ptures of various of the nore prom nent aces dotted the room Peregrine
had taken up a position near her statue, and her beautiful w ngs threatened to
overset the frozen replica.

Captain Trips, a glass of fruit juice clutched in a bony hand, tried to
negotiate the room but his amazing stovepi pe hat kept tunmbling to the floor
The Harl em Hammer, | ooki ng decidedly unconfortable in his best suit,. retrieved
the hat. The contrast between the i mmensely powerful black ace, his bald pate
shi ning under the lights, and the weedy Captain was startling.

The Professor and |ce-Blue Sibyl |ounged near the bar. Sibyl with her blue,

sexl ess naked body coul d have doubled for one of the ice scul ptures. She even
gave up a faint chill to those standing near her. Her conpanion created a stir
by his own peculiar sense of style. Wth his whiskers, balding head, wirerinmred
spect acl es, and bel ching pipe, he | ooked |ike soneone's kindly old uncle. But no
uncle of Roulette's would ever have worn a sky-blue tux with scuffed sandal s.
Fantasy, the ABT's prinma ballerina and one of New York's nore public aces, waved
a rose before Pit Boss's nose while Trunp Card | ooked on indul gently.

So many, and which of you will survive this night? Not many, | think, with ny
mast er seeking you.

The problem with being a genial host was the necessity to be polite to boors.

H ram si pped at a chanpagne glass full of Vernors ginger ale (he liked to have a
drink in hand, to pronote the atnosphere of conviviality, but he had too many
responsibilities to allow hinself to get tipsy) and tried to feign a great
interest in what Cap'n Trips was saving.

"I mean, its like elitist, man, this whole dinner, on a day like this it ought
to be aces and jokers all getting together, like for brotherhood," the gangling
hi ppie with the long blond hair and weedy goatee told him

The Aces High staff' had barred a dozen groupi es and pretenders, including the
fi shwoman with her bow of telepathic goldfish, an elderly gentlenman in a cape
who tine-traveled in his sleep, and a two-hundred-pound teenaged girl who wore
only pasties and a Gstring and clainmed to he imortal. That one was tough to
di sprove, adnittedly, but H ram had turned her away nonethel ess. He found

hi nsel f wishing he'd been simlarly resolute with Trips, whose powers seened
equally elusive, if in fact he had any at all. If only Dr. Tachyon had not
arrived just when he did .-.

H ram sighed. It was spilt mlk now He'd admitted the Captain, and a few

m nutes later, while making his rounds of the party, mingling and sniling, he'd
made a second mi stake and asked Trips how he was enjoying hinmself. Since then
he'd been trapped by the ice scul pture of Peregrine, while the tall nman in the
purple Uncle Sam suit expl ained earnestly that, |ike al cohol was poison, man,
and he really ought to be serving sonme tofu and sprouts because the body is like
a tenple, you know, and wasn't the whole idea of the WIld Card Di nner |ike, uh
politically incorrect.

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (114 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

It was no wonder Dr. Tachyon had vouched for him Hiramthought, gazing at
Trips's prom nent Adam s apple and purple top hat: they obviously shopped at the
same bouti que.

Hrams smle was so frozen he hoped that frost wasn't formng in his beard. H's
attention wandered across the room and he noticed a nunber of diners taking
their drinks out onto the bal cony, where the sun was sinking behind New Jersey,
turning the sky a deep, robust red. That gave Hiraman inspiration. "It |ooks to
be a magni ficent sunset tonight, Captain," he said. "That's a sight you really
shouldn't miss, since you don't get to visit us too often. Sunset from Aces High
is quite special, I'"'msure you'll agree. Quite, ah... quite far out."

It worked. Cap'n Trips craned his head around, nodded, and started to take a
step toward t he bal cony, but sonehow those | ong pi pestem | egs nmanaged to get
tangl ed up in each other, and he started to trip. Before Hiramcould step
forward and catch him Trips had thrown out a hand to steady hinself, grabbed
hol d of the ice scul pture, snapped off the end of Peregrine's wing, and fallen
flat on his face. His hat flewten feet and | anded at the feet of the Harlem
Hamrer, who picked it up with a | ook of disgust, carried it back to Trips, and
pulled it down firmy onto the Captain's head. By then Cap'n Trips had gotten to
his feet, an icy wingtip still in his hand. He | ooked very abashed. "I'm sorry,
man, " he managed. He tried to fit the m ssing piece back on the end of Peri's
wing. "lI'mreal sorry, it was beautiful, man," he said, "maybe | can 6x it."
H ramtook the ice away fromhimand gently turned himaround. "Never mnd,"
said, "just go watch the sunset."

Jack | eaned heavily agai nst Bagabond as they carne up out of the subway.
Rosemary followed, scrutinizing the crowd. She took Jack's free armtightly,

| endi ng support as the trio negotiated 23rd Street toward the Hai phong Lily.
No one paid any heed to themas the three noved slowy down the sidewal k. "In
here." Bagabond steered theminto a dark, narrow courtyard, ill-lit by two
flickering streetlights on the bl ock

"I snell sonething good," Jack said mserably, raising his head.

"Rosenmary, this is your scene." Bagabond hel ped Jack support hinself against a
bent steel railing leading up to a |ong-unrestored brownstone. She turned back
toward the assistant district attorney. "How do you want to play it?"

Rosemary peered down the street toward the next dimpool of light. "Wat | want
to do is use the notebooks to exert some control on the Gambi ones. Fromthere,
maybe | can reach the rest of the Fanilies." The regret was evident both in her

| ook and in her voice. "Sorry to put you through this, Jack, but unless we
de-escal ate this war anbng the crinme powers, the city will be in a state of
siege." Her voice firmed. "By holding onto the books and rel easing just enough
information to maintain the balance, | want to influence the selection of the
new don and his attitude toward the Fam lies and the new gangs. "

"Pi ece of cake," Jack said through gritted teeth.

"You really believe you can do that?" Bagabond was unconvi nced that Rosemary
could carry of the farfetched plan. "Hell of a nice speech," said Jack

"Rosa Maria Ganbione can do that." Rosenmary faced Bagabond.

"But what will they do when they find out who the assistant DA really is?"
Bagabond frowned at the other woman. "You m ght as well step in front of an IRT"
"It's ny choice. It's ny heritage." She shrugged el oquently. "How else will | be
able to make up for nmy father's acts?"

"A hundred Hail Marys," Jack said, weaving slightly. "Sorry about that."

"Your father chose to be what he was. You are not guilty of his sins." Bagabond
grasped Rosemary's upper arm hard enough to hurt. "Your responsibility is to
yoursel f."

"I don't see it that way." She pried Bagabond's hand fromher armand held it
for a nonent. "What | don't like is putting you and Jack into danger."

"Hey, we're used to it. W're aces, right?" Bagabond | ooked at Jack, who was
swearing softly in French. Even in the poor light, they could see his skin
starting to turn gray.

"How nmuch | onger?" Jack said.

"Just give it alittle nore tine," Rosemary said reassuringly.

lie
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"Yeah, sure." Jack winced. "Damm, it hurts."

He froze when he saw the linps parked in front. Spector took a deep breath and a
moment to calmhinself. It wasn't the Astrononer, couldn't be, not yet. Wat did
he expect Mafiosi to arrive in, Hondas and Yugos?

He saw the neon lily and knew he was in the right place. He stepped inside and
wal ked up the creaky wooden stairs. A large man bl ocked his way at the top. The
goon was over six feet high and built |ike a defensive |inenman, obviously nob.
muscl e. He woul d have been nothing nore than a side of beef to Spector, except
that he wore mirrored sungl asses.

"Reservations?" he asked, like it was the only word of English he knew.
"Yeah." Spector tried to slide past, but the man grabbed his bad wi st.
"Hold on."

Spector gritted his teeth. "You got sone kind of problen"

"W got a private party here tonight."

"Excuse nme." An Oriental nman put a hand on the hired nuscle's shoul der. He

| ooked at Spector, the corners of his mouth twitching slightly. "This gentl eman
is not with your party, but he does have a reservation."

"WIIl he stand for a frisk?" the big man addressed the question to the Oriental,
then | ooked over at Spector

"No problem" Spector unbuttoned his coat and raised his arns. The man frisked
himin a quick, professional manner. "You Secret Service or sonething?" Spector
asked.

"Ckay. Do what you want with him" The big nan took a step back toward the
stairs.

The Oriental, Spector figured himfor a manager, hustled himto a table near the
entrance to the private room He handed Spector a nenu and smiled weakly. "No
trouble," he whispered. "They told me there would be no trouble."

"Only if the food's bad."

"Food is excellent." The manager signaled a waiter and turned away, seem ng
relieved.

The menu was hand-printed in gold and silver on sone kind of fancy card stock,
not |amnated |like he was used to. Spector opened it and sighed. Bad to worse,
not only was everything witten in Vietnanmese, but there were no nunbers next to
the entrees. It would be hard enough trying to find sonething edible wthout
having to pronounce it, too.

"Excuse nme, sir. Wuld you |like sone tea?"

Spector | ooked up at the waiter. "Sure." Alittle caffeine would be good for his
refl exes when the time cane.

The waiter turned over his cup with a white-gloved hand and filled it. "Wuld
you like a few nore minutes before you order?"

"Yeah. Cone back in a while."

The waiter nodded, set the white china teapot on the table, and wal ked away.
Spector picked up the cup and blew the steam away fromthe surface of the tea.

It looked a little greener than what he was used to. He took a tentative sip.
The tea was al nost too hot to be drinkable, but it was strong enough to do the
job. He'd let it cool for a few nminutes and then put away as much as he coul d.
Spector snelled neat and vegetables cooking in hot oil. H s stomach burned. He
needed to get sonmething solid into it soon

Two people entered the restaurant. One was young; the other had to be pushing
seventy. Both were wearing dark suits and hats. They talked briefly to the guard
at the door, then disappeared into the private room

Spector could hear their voices, but wasn't able to pick out enough words to
follow the conversation. It didn't really matter. Mst of them would be sl eeping
with the fishes before too nuch | onger.

He turned back to the nmenu. If he ordered a beef dish, he could at |east eat the
neat .

Anot her group wal ked past the guard into the neeting room Hello, he thought,

I"mDenmise. I'll be killing your asses stone-cold dead tonight.

H s waiter wandered back over. "You ready now, sir?"

"Yes. I'd like sonething with beef in it. You understand. Plenty of hot stuff,
too." The waiter nodded and left.
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Spector checked his watch. 7:45. He picked up his cup and sipped at the tea.
When he was sure everyone was there he'd make his nove.

The cocktail hour was drawing to a close, and Curtis and his attentive staff
were beginning to escort the guests to their tables when Jay Ackroyd finally
showed up, with Chrysalis on his arm Popinjay was in the same brown suit and
| oafers that he'd worn all clay, tieless and a little runpled. Chrysalis was
wearing a glittering floor-length gown of netallic silver. It covered both
breasts and one shoul der, but the slit up the side was hi gh enough to nake it
perfectly apparent that she had decided to do without underwear. Her |ong | egs
fl ashed as she strode across the floor, nuscles noving |ike snoke beneath
transparent skin, the eyes in her skeletal face scanning the roomas if she
owned it.

H ramnmet themby the bar. "Jay is as tardy as ever," he said. "I really ought
to take himto task for delaying our neeting. |I'mH ram Wrchester" He kissed
her hand.

She seened anused. "I'd guessed as nmuch," she said in cultivated public-schoo
t ones.

"You're British!" Hramsaid with a delighted smle. "My father was British. He
fought at Dunkirk, you know. A male war bride, but not the kind who wore white."
Chrysalis smled politely.

Ackroyd's snmile was nore cynical. "You two probably want to tal k about W nston
Churchill or Yorkshire pudding or sonething. | think I'Il get a drink."

"Do that," Hiramsaid. Jay took the hint and wandered off to chat with

val | wal ker. "I believe you have sone information for me," Hramsaid to
Chrysalis.

"I mght," she said. She glanced around. In a roomfull of celebrities and

attractive wonen, she was drawi ng nore than her share of glances. "Here? It
seens rather public.”

"In ny office," Hiram said.

When the door was shut behind them Hi ram sank gratefully into a chair and
gestured her to a seat. "May |?" she asked, producing a cigarette froma snall
handbag. He nodded. She |it up, and Hi ram watched the snoke swirl inside her
nasal cavities when she inhaled. "Let's dispense with the foreplay," Chrysalis
suggested. "The sort of information you want i s dangerous and expensive. How
much are you prepared to spend?"

H ram slid open his drawer, took out a | edger-sized checkbook, and began to fil
out a check. She watched himcarefully. He ripped it out and slid it across the
desk.

Chrysalis | eaned forward, picked up the check, |ooked at it. The ghostly

muscul ature of her face worked as she rai sed an eyebrow. She folded the check in
hal f and tucked it into her handbag. "Very good. That buys you a |lot, M.
Worchester. Not all, but a lot."

"Go on." He folded his hands on the desk. "You told Jay that Bludgeon was a part
of sonething bigger. Wat?"

"Call themthe Shadow Fist Society," Chrysalis said. "That's the name you hear
on the street. It's as good as any other. It is a large and powerful crimna
organi zation, M. Wrchester, nade up of many |esser gangs. The | nmacul ate
Egrets in Chinatown, the Wrewolves in Jokertown, Bludgeon's notley group al ong
the waterfront, and a dozen others. They have allies in Harlem Hell's Kitchen,
Br ookl yn, all over the city."

"The syndicate,” Hiram said.

"Don't confuse themw th the Mafia. The Shadow Fist Society is waging a very
qui et war against the Mafia, in fact, and it is winning. It has fingers in a
good nunber of pies, everything fromdrugs to prostitution to the nunbers, as
wel |l as sone |egitimte businesses. Bludgeon and his protection racket are one
of the smallest and | east significant parts of this operation, but a part

nonetheless. If | were you, 1'd be very careful. Bludgeon hinself is cheap
muscl e, but his sponsors are ruthless and efficient people who brook no
interference. If you annoy them they' |l kill you as easily as you mi ght swat a
fly."
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H ram made a fist. "They might find that difficult."

"Because you're an ace?" She sniled. "On a day like today, that seens precious
little to cling to, dear boy. Do you renenber that rather sensational gangl and
murder on Staten Island last year? It was in all the papers.”

Hi ram frowned. "One of those ace-of-spades killings, wasn't it? | vaguely recal
seeing the headlines. What was it the victimcalled hinsel f?"

"Scar," said Chrysalis. "An instantaneous teleport, and a Shadow Fist hit nan.
Well, he's done, but they have other aces working for them if runors can be
believed. Wth powers as potent as his. Maybe as nany as a dozen. You hear
nanes. Fadeout. The Wi sperer. Wrm For all you know, one of your guests out
there night be a Shadow Fi st, sipping your chanpagne whil e he ponders the best
way to dispose of you."

Hi ram consi dered a nonent. "“Can you tell ne the name of the man at the top of
this organi zati on?"

"I could," Chrysalis said coolly. "But passing along information |like that could
get ne killed. Not that | wouldn't risk it for the right price, of course." She

| aughed. " | just don't think you have that nuch noney, M. Wrchester."
"Suppose | wanted to talk to them" he said. She shrugged.

"Unl ess you can provide nme with a nanme, you'll find | can easily stop paynent on
that check."

"W can't have that," she said. "Are you faniliar with the nane Lat ham
Strauss?"

"The law firn®?" Hiram said.

"Attorneys from Latham Strauss pried Bl udgeon |oose this afternoon, after Jay
had tel eported himinto the Tonbs. | had cause to ask a few questions about that
firmtoday, and | discovered that the senior partner habitually takes a keen
interest in nen |ike Bludgeon. That seens strange, since his personal clients
include a nunber of the city's richest and nost powerful nen, a few of whom have
good reasons to be discreet. Do you understand what |'mtelling you?"

Hi ram nodded. "Do you have his address?"

She opened her handbag and produced it. Hiram s respect for her rose a notch
"I''l'l give you one nore bit of advice for free," she added.

"And what is that?"

Chrysalis smled. "Don't call him Loophole," she said.

Chapter Fifteen

8:00 p.m

It had become sonmething of a ritual, the way these dinners began

When the rest of themwere all seated, when the waiters had brought the soup and
the diners had chosen their entrees, then all eyes went to Hiram Wrchester. He
filled a tall, thin glass with chanpagne, nmade hinself |ight, lighter than air,
and floated gently up to the high ceiling, next to one of his chandeliers. "A
toast," he said, raising his glass as he did every year. H s deep voice was

sol emm, sad. "To Jetboy"

"To Jetboy," they repeated in unison, a hundred voices all together. But no one
drank. There were nore nanes to cone. "To Black Eagle,” Hramsaid, "to Brain
Trust, and to the Envoy, wherever he might be. To the Turtle, whose voice |ed us

back fromthe wilderness. Let us all hope that he is safe and sound, that, |ike
Mark Twain, the reports of his dem se have been grossly exaggerated. To all of
our brother aces, great and small, living and dead and yet to cone. To the

jokers in their thousands, and to the nmenory of the tens of thousands who drew
the Bl ack Queen."

Hi ram paused, | ooked down on the roomsilently for a nonent, went on. "To the
Howl er," he said, "and a |laugh that could shatter brick. To Kid Dinosaur, who
was never as small as the one who killed him To the Takisians, who cursed us
and nade us |ike gods, and to Dr. Tachyon, who hel ped us in our hour of need
And, always, to Jetboy"

"To Jetboy," they repeated once again. This time they drank, and perhaps one or
two actually paused for a nonent to renenber the boy who couldn't die yet,
before they lifted soup spoons and began to eat.
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Hi ram Worchester settled slowy back to the fl oor

"You're not eating,’
unt ouched pl ate.
"Nei ther are you."
"I have an excuse."
"Which is?"

"My nouth hurts.”
"That's not the real reason."

"Why shoul d you care to hear the real reason?”

"I don't. | don't care." She | ooked away, but menory fornmed a transparent

pi cture separating her fromthe room Josiah, nostrils tightening fastidiously,
superinposed over Trips's kindly face. Her baby lying |ike sone grotesque entree
on Mstrals plate.

"What' s your excuse?"

That 1'mgoing to kill-have to kill-you, and I"'m 1l osing ny nerve. Wuld that
answer satisfy you?

Brai n engaged with mouth, and she heard herself say, "I'mupset about what
happened t oday."

"Which part?" the alien asked with a grimlittle smle. "The Tonmb, the killing."
Hi s hand covered hers. "And you have hit on the reason for ny | ack of appetite.
How can | eat when Kid ... | think of his parents."

The French onion soup she had eaten earlier in the evening hit the back of her
throat, and she swall owed convul sively. "Excuse nme," she nmuttered breathlessly,
and pushing back her chair fled fromthe dining room The curious glances felt
i ke bl ows.

In the bathroom she sl uiced cold water across her face, heedless of her carefu
makeup job, and rinsed her nmouth. It hel ped, but could not relieve the burning
knot in the pit of her stomach. Her amber eyes stared bl eakly out of the nmirror,
fawn wi de and as frightened. She studied the perfect oval of her face, the high,
chi sel ed cheekbones, the narrow nose (legacy from some white ancestor). It

| ooked li ke a normal face. How could it hide such... Her mind rebelled at the
word. Not evil. It hid nmenories.

Menories of evil.

VWhose evil ? The man whose kin had brought the hellborn virus to Earth, and
broken her life?

Tachyon remarked gently, sneaking a gl ance at her al nost

O her own?

She rested her hands on either side of the sink, bent forward, her breath com ng
in quick gulps.

"He lives, Roulette."

Fear drew a whi nper, and she whirled to face him Shrank back as he laid aside a
nail file left for the conveni ence of the female custoners of Aces High

I nspected knotted veins in the back of his hand, and swiveled slowy on the
smal | dressing-table stool to face her. It was an incongruous sight. The
Astrononer dressed as an Aces Hi gh waiter, franmed by double rows of theatrica
lights, the back of his balding head reflected in the mrror

"Ch ny God. What are you--"

"Doi ng here? Apparently finishing the business that you have failed to do.

Dealing a little in death. | cane expecting |anentations, fear, and | oathing.
What do | find?-a bunch of aces feeding their faces, and talking, talking,
tal king."

"You can't... not here."

"Ch yes, by all neans here. Starting with Tachyon."

"Nol "

"Concern?"

"He's... he's mne."

"Then, why haven't you killed hinP" He had |ost the jovial tone, his voice
grating like rock across sandpaper. He came off the chair, the action nmade all
the nore nmenacing for its sl owness.

"I-" Her voice didn't work, and she tried again. "I'mtoying with him"
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"What a dramatic-al nost nel odranatic-phrase. Toying with him" he repeated
thoughtfully. Hi s hand shot out, caught her by the throat. "Well, don't toy with
him Kill him" Spittle wetted her cheek, and she twisted in his grasp

The hand tightened, |arynx aching under the pressure, blood rushing, beating in
her ears. Roulette clawed at his hand, begging for nercy, but only newing
sounds ener ged.

He threw her contenptuously aside, and she canme up hard agai nst the edge of a
toilet bow.

"You can't make ne. Fear of you won't be enough."

"True. | wish you would recognize the wi sdomof what |'ve told you. Only your
hate will free you. Only if you release the acid of your soul can you be at
peace."

She dug her fingers into her tenples. "I don't know what | hate worse. Your
threats or your pop psychol ogy."

He continued as if she hadn't spoken. "Only that ultinmate catharsis can save you
froma lifetine of nmenory"

He tore aside his carefully constructed nental shields, gripped and broke a part
of her mnd. The pictures fluttered past behind her eyes. Nurse's hand hard on
her chest, forcing her back. "Don't |ook." She | ooked. MONSTER! It lay in an

i ncubator mewling out its life. Hi dden away. Four days of watching it die.

Di sgust becoming | ove becomi ng hate. Nurses hand hard on her chest, forcing

And so it went. A never-ending replay of a nightmare. "Kill him and it stops."
"Ch God! | don't believe you!" Her fingers withed in her hair.

"That's unfortunate. For you really don't have any other option."

"Is it tine yet?" Jack raised his head fromthe steel railing he was cl utching.
Bagabond noved over to stand beside him She put her arm around his waist.

"Soon. It'll be soon." She reached up to push the sweat-soaked bl ack hair away
fromhis eyes. Qbviously in pain, Jack stared back at her. Shadowed, his dark
eyes bl ended invisibly with the night.

"You'll have to go in as yourself," she said. "I'Il help you change when the
time comes. 1'll be there with you the whole tine." Bagabond put her hand on top
of his on the railing. He turned his hand over and cl asped her fingers.

"l have a bad feeling about this," Jack said. He | ooked down at their plaited

fingers, but didn't take his hand away. " | wish the cats were here."

"Me too."

"Anyt hi ng goes wong," he said, "you get out. | nean it. | can take care of
mysel f."

Bagabond sai d not hing, but squeezed a bit harder. She | ooked over at Rosenmary.
"Can we start in?"

The | awer wal ked back to the corner and peered around the dingy brick. "It

| ooks clear." She touched her digital watch, squinting at the dimglow. "It's
twenty past eight. Everybody who's com ng should have gone in by now. Let's go."
The entrance to the Hai phong Lily was marked by a huge water lily limed in red

neon. Its buzzing flicker lit the quiet street. Half a dozen |inousines were

pul led up at the curb outside the restaurant. The uniforned drivers stood in a
group at the head of the line, snoking and gossiping |like ordinary cabbies. Each
car was guarded by one or two unsniling nen. A couple of the guards inpassively
wat ched Bagabond and her conpani ons pass, eyes tracking their progress like the
sights on an ' 160 machine gun. Al the guards wore bl ack arnbands.

The cilantro, fish, and hot pepper smells of the Vietnamese cooking engul fed
them before they reached the door. "Mon Dieu." Jack raised his eyes skyward and
then | ooked toward Bagabond. "Can you believe it? Now |I'm hungry."

"We'l|l eat as soon as we get this over with."

Wil e the entrance was at street-level, the restaurant itself was up a flight of
stairs. The stairwell was dimy lit and the red fl ocked wal | paper absorbed npst
of that light. In an al cove beside the inner doorway, a big man whose subdued
suit matched those of the watchers outside stood gazing down the steps. He had
stepped out at the sound of the outside door and now bl ocked the upstairs

| andi ng.

"Reservations?" he said.
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"OfF course." Rosenary didn't hesitate.

Bagabond felt the eyes behind the nirrored sungl asses checking them for the
possibility of a threat. The big nan shrugged. Apparently satisfied, he stepped
back out of the way. He obviously did not recogni ze Rosemary.

I nside the restaurant was nore of the dark wal |l paper and a nervous, niddle-aged
Oiental man who greeted themwith a sheaf of menus. "CGood evening. Three?
Yes?. "

He had already started toward one of the many enpty tables when Rosenary stopped
him "We're here for the neeting."

The snmall man halted abruptly. The dining roomwas nearly deserted. An elderly
coupl e huddled in intinmate conversation to one side. Nearer, a tall, gaunt man
with a crooked nmouth | ooked up fromhis nmeal. He and the Oriental nanager
exchanged | ooks. Bagabond thought fbr an instant that the | one diner |ooked
awfully familiar, but her attention snapped back as Jack stunbl ed and nearly
fell against a bubbling tank of carp. The maitre d' | ooked distressed.

Smiling weakly, he said, "No neeting."

"Yes," said Rosemary. "There is. In the private room"

"No neeting here."

"What we have here Jack said slowy through taut |ips"

"is a failure to comunicate.'

Rosemary surveyed the room stopping when she spotted two nmen in dark blue suits
and expensive sungl asses sitting at separate tables in the back of the room
They too wore the arnbands of nourning.

She addressed the nearer. "Buon giorno... Adrian, isn't it? Tony Callenza's
son?"

"Lady, you got the wong person." The soldier on the right glanced at his
conpani on, who shrugged. Bagabond tightened her hold on Jack, prepared to pul
himto cover if shooting started.

"Adrian," said Rosemary. "W used to play together. You'd kidnap ny dolls and
hold them for ransom |'mhurt you don't renenber." The assistant DA had |eft
Bagabond and stood a few feet away fromthe table and the man she'd addressed.
There was no tension in her stance, head high, arns | oose at her sides. Bagabond
had wat ched her once at a trial. Bagabond thought that she herself had never
been so self-assured as Rosenary.

She was even | ess certain now that Rosemary really intended to use the books
solely as a neans to influence the Family. There was too nmuch of her father in
her still. Bagabond renenbered Rosenmary's renmark about w shing she had been a
son, able to inherit control. Was she about to provide the neans for Rosemary to
get that control ?

"I told you, nmy nanme isn't Adrian
"Then | guess |I'm not Rosa-Maria Ganbione. "

The man pulled off his mirrorshades. "Maria!" He smiled for the first tine. "I
remenber once, | sent you the right hand froma ki dnapped doll. You stil

woul dn't pay."

The other man spoke for the first tinme. "Be quiet" Adrian. Rosa Maria Ganbi one
di sappeared nmany years ago." He said to her, "You |look nore like a district
attorney to ne" Ms. Ml doon."

"Very good. | don't know you, do |?"

"No. "

"My father fought for the Famly in the old ways. | chose new ones."

"Li ke houndi ng us?" said the second man. "Prosecuting us?"

"To be a useful district attorney. | have to be a good district attorney."

The thin, inexpressive nmouth bel ow the sungl asses twi tched at one corner
"Adrian, get your father. | think he'll be interested in this." He | eaned back
in his chair and said, "Please sit down, you and your friends, M. Ml doon."
Rosermary pulled out a chair and sat, crossing her legs and sniling at the man on
the other side of the table. She barely turned her head. "Suzanne, | think now
woul d be an appropriate tinme."

Bagabond turned Jack toward her and extended a hand toward his head. The nan
pul I ed back sharply. "Not here!"

"You're right." She caught Rosenary's eye and pointed her chin toward the door
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of the men's rest room

"Good idea"" said Rosemary. To the nman across the table, she said "My friends
will be rejoining me in just a nonent. | can assure you they are not ... arned."”
She | ooked directly into the opaque | enses. "Do you have a nanme?"

"Ckay, make it quick." He waved idly at the rest room "You always hang out with
j unki es?"

Rosemary reached across the table and poured herself a cup of tea. "No."
"Morelli," said the man. "Very pleased to neet you." Bagabond | ed Jack to the
men's room door.

"Perhaps |'d best go first.'
door frane.

"You won't nmake it," Bagabond said matter-of-factly. "Your faith is touching."
Then he gasped in pain. "On the other hand..."

Bagabond pul | ed open the door and wal ked in. No one stood at the urinal" but a
Vi et nanese nan dressed in a soiled kitchen apron was just com ng out of the
stall. He squawked in surprise" managed hurriedly to wash his hands" then |eft,
muttering in a | anguage Bagabond was gl ad she didn't understand. "Get in here""
she said to Jack. The door swung shut after him

"I don't knowif | can do this," said Jack. "Sonmetinmes | can't call himup.

hurt too nmuch right nowto concentrate. |-"

"Just take off your clothes."

"What ?" He tried to smle. "Bagabond, this isn't the tinme." He shut up as she
stared at himin exasperation.

"l don't have any spare clothing for you this tine. If you don't take it off,
you're going to destroy what you've got on. Okay?"

"Ch. Right." H's back to her, Jack unbuttoned his shirt. Careless of her suit,
Bagabond sat down on the dirty tile floor. After he had stripped, Jack | ooked
dubi ously at her. He held the bundle of clothes in front of him

"Lie down."

Jack swal | owed and prostrated hinself in front of Bagabond. In the linmted
space, his feet extended under the green wooden partition dividing off the
stall. She reached out and set his clothing safely aside. Holding his head in
her hands, she began to send her consciousness inside his mnd, searching for
the key to his transformation

"Let go of the pain. Stop trying to control it." Bagabond stopped using the
rough voi ce she had adopted years before. Now she spoke in the rhythm she used
when she cal ned her animals. She synchronized her breathing with that rhythm and
stroked Jack's head.

She knew the way. It was not the first tine she had worked with Jack, although
it was the first tinme she had sought to rel ease the beast rather than contain
it.

Jack rel axed under her hands. In his mnd, he | ed her down through the |evels of
hi s consci ousness. She dodged the barriers there and respected the private self
whi ch stood behind them The cats had al ways urged her to pry. Qut of friendship
and because of her own near-pathol ogi cal desire for privacy, Bagabond resisted
that severe tenptation.

Jour neyi ng through Jack's mnd was a trip defined by snell. The city, its
peopl e, Bagabond herself, were all denoted by their individual scents, not by
sight or words. Those cane nmuch later in the chain of consciousness.

Coming to a snmell of swanp, rotting death and decay, and darkness, Jack stopped.
Bagabond net his fear of never returning fromthe swanp with her reassuring
consci ousness. She was there. She woul d not abandon him But it was the strength
of her will that forced himback through the dark space and snell that |ay at
the core of his reptile self. As Jack's conscious m nd was subsunmed into the

ot her, Bagabond fled back through his brain as it inploded into the reptile
consci ousness. The m asnma of the swanp and the bell owi ng chal |l enge of a bul
alligator followed her like a riptide.

As she returned to her own body, the reaction flung Bagabond's head back agai nst
the side of the porcelain sink and jerked her hands away fromthe alligator
whose head lay heavily in her lap. The reptile flipped over onto his feet again

Jack reached out to steady hinmsel f against the
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and roared the chall enge Bagabond had just heard. Gasping quick, deep |lungfuls
of air, she entered the creature's nmind and calmed him Tail-tip tw tching, he
backed slightly away from her, cranped for space in the small rest room
Bagabond | ooked up when she heard Rosenary's voice rai sed outside. The rest room
door opened sufficiently to reveal the worried face of the Vietnanese naitre d'
H s eyes widened and his hand rose to his nouth before slanming the door on the
i mpossi bl e scene.

She | ooked back down at the alligator and began to search through his nind for
the trigger to force himto vonit up the books. Bagabond directed the alligator
toward the stall as she uncovered the nenory of poisoned neat.

The psychic feedback alnmost did the trick for her too. The alligator vonited the
contents of his gullet onto the floor and into the stool. The stench of

hal f - di gested food shook even Bagabond, inured to nost aspects of |life and
death. Calnming the agitated reptile, she got up and gingerly fished for the

pl asti c-w apped books. Thankfully, it didn't take long. She rinsed off the
package in the sink. The alligator whipped his tail, snmashing the stal

partition into kindling. He grow ed deep in his throat, a discontented, hungry
runbl i ng. Reaching out to the alligator brain, Bagabond began the process of
separating Jack's humanity fromthe reptile mind. Inlittle nore than a ninute,
Jack lay shivering on the cold tile floor where the gator had been. She handed
himhis clothes as he curled up fetally against the snmell and the nmenory.

"It had to be done." She nvistened a paper towel and gently w ped his forehead.
"Each tinme, | think I will never be hunman again." Jack stared at the wall. "Wen
that finally happens, perhaps it will be for the best."

"Not for Cordelia." Nor for herself, but that thought remnained unspoken
"Cordelia. Yeah. Ckay." His voice was flat. "Let's get this thing done." Dressed
now, he pushed open the door. Bagabond followed him Across the room Rosemary
stood with two ol der men who had joi ned the group

"Rosa Maria, we have only the greatest respect for your |ate father, but we
cannot allow you to interfere with the business of the Family." The taller man
spread his hands and regarded her paternally.

"The Fam |y business is ny business." Rosemary gl anced over at the approaching
Bagabond and Jack. "I am a Ganbione." She took the slightly danp packet that
Bagabond handed her. The two ol der Mafiosi exchanged exasperated | ooks. It was
obvi ous to Bagabond that this conversation had been going on for sone tine while
she'd been in the rest room

"l have a proposition for the Famly," said Rosenmary. She held the books upright
on the table, leaning on themslightly as she spoke. "Al|l the capos shoul d hear
ne.
The taller man said, "You are a wonan."

"Roberto, let her speak. W nust make decisions and this is delaying us." The
smal | er, heavyset capo touched his conpanion's arm Resignedly, the other nan
nodded.

Morelli opened the door. Rosemary started in, followed by Bagabond and Jack
Morelli held out his hand to bar Rosemary's conpani ons. She stared at the capos
until they nodded. Morelli dropped his hand in a gesture for themto enter

The private dining roomwas |ong and narrow, almost filled by the single table
surrounded by the capos of the Fanily. They were angrily debating the proper

met hod of exacting retribution for Don Frederico's death. The bl ack crepe bands
wer e ubi quit ous.

Hal fway down the white-linened table, one nman stood |listening to the discussion
around him He raised his eyes as Rosenmary, Bagabond, and Jack entered. "These
are the people with the notebooks?"

"Yes, Don Tonmaso," said the tall capo who had questioned them outside. Rosenary
moved to the near end of the table. Wthout rel easing the books, she placed them
on the tabl ecloth. Bagabond stood beside her. Jack wandered to the far end of
the room and peered out the window at the dark alley. "Thank you, Rosa-Maria."
Don Tonaso's voice held an oily, unctuous tone. "Thank you for bringing these to
us." Bagabond tensed and narrowed her eyes. This was one hunman she knew she
especially did not like. Should it becone necessary, his throat would be the one
she'd spring at. She winkled her nose. The aronma of fish sauce nade her realize

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (123 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

she was hungry too.

"Si gnori na Ganbi one, if you please, Don Tomaso." Rosemary's fingers tightened on
the books. She nmet his gaze across the table. Bagabond sensed the grow ng
tension on both sides and felt her mnuscles echo the tautness. A garbage truck's
hvdraul i ¢ whi ne and the crash of an upturned dunpster cane from outside. The
monent of silence in the dining roomstretched. It was Don Tormaso who finally
inclined his head in acqui escence.

"The books are not a gift," said Rosemary. "They are mne. | decide who has
access to their information."

"Then you speak as one outside the Family." Don Tomaso shifted his eyes toward a
man to his right. Bagabond followed the slight notion. She again w shed she had
the claws and teeth of the cats.

"l speak as one who has seen the near destruction of the Ganbione Famly. W are
threatened on all sides, yet you sit here debating revenge upon an eneny you
cannot even nane." Rosenmary surveyed the roomangrily and shook the books at
Tomaso. "If you follow the ways of the Butcher, the Ganbi ones are dooned!"
Behind them there was a cry of pain and the door crashed open.

"Uh oh," said Jack

As Bagabond reached for Rosemary, she was shoved to the floor by the thin diner
who' d burst into the room He was fast. The gaunt nan grabbed the books from
Rosemary, tripping her as he sped past.

"Stop or die!'" It was Don Tonmaso.

As Bagabond struggled to catch Rosemary, she saw Don Tomaso draw a wel | -polished
Beretta and aimat the fleeing thief. To her amazenent, the nan | aughed hoarsely
and halted. Mouth twi sting, he turned and stared at the don, who convul sively
fired once and then plunged heavily to the tabletop. It was a signal for the
stunned capos to fire at the thief, who was now noving toward the wi ndow. The

i mpact of the shots seened barely to sl ow himdown. Capos who tried to intercept
himfell before his gaze as though their bullets were being defl ected.

"Jack! Move! Now! " But even as Bagabond shouted her warning, she saw Jack face
the killer. As the man caught Jack's eyes, the shapechanger's face grew scaly
and the snout extended, teeth sharp and pronminent. For an instant the thief
hesitated, allowi ng the capos' bullets to slaminto him Then he attenpted to
bound over the giant alligator that now barred his path to the w ndow.

As he | eaped, the alligator's head sw vel ed up and cl ashed j agged-toot hed jaws
on the killer's foot. Screaming in shock and pain, the man pinwheeled in mdair,
bl ood spraying into the roomfromhis truncated ankle. He crashed through the

gl ass backward, still clutching the books to his chest as he curled up like a
wounded snake.

Qutside there was a thud and the groaning of transm ssion gears. The Mfiosi ran
to the window and fired futile shots after the accel erating garbage truck
"Bastard fell right into the truck!" The shooter at the wi ndow turned back to
the room "Don Tonmaso, what do we do now?" he said off in the direction of the
dead nan.

The corpse sai d not hing.

The shooter did a little dance to avoid the alligator, which runbled and
swal | owed contentedly.

Hiram had shifted a few guests around to nake room for the refugees at his own
table. Wth Water Lily on his left, Peregrine on his right, and beef Wellington,
pot at oes Hiram white asparagus, and baby carrots in front of him it was a
del i ghtful neal

"Tuna?" Jane said in amazenent. "This is tuna?"

"Not nerely tuna," Hi ramsaid. "Wite-neat albacore, flown in direct fromthe
Pacific." No doubt she'd just eaten nore than her share of chunk |ight neat out
of cans. Tuna casserole, tuna surprise, tuna croquettes. He shuddered inwardly
and covered another roll with butter. Food always made him feel better, even
when the circunstances were dire. The thoughts of danger, death, and viol ence
had receded into nenory, snoothed away by fine wi ne, beautiful wonen, and an
excel l ent holl andai se. Behind their table, the doors to the bal cony were wi de
open, and a cool evening breeze noved through Aces Hi gh, perhaps gentled by
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M stral's invisible hand.

"Well," Water Lily said,"this is wonderful."
"Thank you," H ram said. She was bright, no doubt of it, but her innocence was
astoni shing. She had a great deal to |learn about the world, this Jane Lillian

Dow, but he suspected she would be a quick and enthusiastic student. He found

hi nsel f wondering if she were a virgin.

"You're no New Yorker," Peregrine said to Water Lily. "Wiy do you say that?" She
| ooked bewi | der ed.

"A native would never say Hirams food was wonderful. That's to be expected,
after all. New Yorkers are nore sophisticated than anyone on Earth, so they have
to find something to dislike. That way they get to conplain, and denpnstrate
their sophistication. Like this." Peregrine turned to Hramand said, "I enjoyed
the vichyssoise, really | did, but it just wasn't quite up to Parisian
standards. But you know that, |I'msure."”

Hi ram gl anced over at Jane, who | ooked as if she were afraid she'd committed
sonme faux pas. "Don't |let yourself be corrupted,” he told her with a smle. "I
remenber when Peri first cane to town. That was before the fashion shows and the
perfume and Peregrine's Perch, before she had her name changed, even before the
Pl ayboy centerfold. She was a sixteen-year-old fromwhere was it, Peri? Od D ne
Box, Texas?" Peregrine grinned at him saying nothing, and H ramwent on. "The
flying cheerl eader, that was what the press called her. They were having a

nati onal cheerl eading conpetition in Madi son Square Garden, woul d you believe
it? Peri was so sophisticated she mssed the finals. She decided to save a
little noney by flying there herself instead of taking a cab, you see."

"What happened?” Water Lily asked.

"I had a street map," Peregrine said amably, "but | was too shy to ask
directions. | didn't think I'd be able to miss a big place |ike Mudi son Square
Garden. | nust have fl own over Madi son Square a hundred tinmes, searching for
it." She turned and rai sed an eyebrow, and her gorgeous wings stirred the air
behind her. "You win, Hram" she said. "The food is wonderful. As ever."
"Flying must be wonderful too," Jane said with a glance at Peregrine's w ngs.
It's the second best feeling there is," Peregrine said quickly, "and afterward
you never have to change the sheets.” It was said glibly; a famliar answer to a
question she'd been asked a thousand tines before. The rest of the table

| aughed. Jane | ooked slightly taken aback. Perhaps she'd expected sonething
other than Peregrine's offhand wit, H ramthought. She | ooked so fresh and young
and lovely in the gown he had bought for her-no, |oaned her, he corrected

hi nsel f, because that was so inportant to her. He | eaned forward, put his hand
lightly on her bare arm °l can teach you to fly," he said quietly. He could not
give her true flight, of course, it was nore a matter of floating, but no one
had ever conpl ai ned. How many nmen coul d nmake their lovers as light as a feather,
or lighter than air itself?

Water Lily | ooked up at him startled and beautiful, and drew back a little. Her
eves seened to search himfor sonething and he wondered what it was. Wat do you
| ook for, Water Lily? he thought, as tiny droplets of noisture began to bead on
her smooth, cool skin.

The raw nerve endings fromhis severed foot screaned white-hot into his mnd. It
was even worse than his death pain, which, after nonths of living with it, he
coul d now nmanage to keep humm ng along in the back of his mind. Until he needed
it. Luckily, Spector had stopped bl eeding al nost i mmedi ately. He hoped that
dammed fucki ng ani nmal choked on it. Pain | anced through his leg every tinme the
truck hit a bunp or pothole. He shoved the notebooks into the front of his
pants. They were his now. He could nane his own price. He hurt too nuch to read
them even if the light was good, which it wasn't. Maybe it was just as well he
couldn't though. He'd had nore trouble than he could handle in a single day.

The truck slowed to a stop. Spector tried to crawl through the garbage toward
the edge. No good. His stunp hurt like hell every tinme he so nmuch as twitched.
He heard the hydraulic arms start, and | ooked up. The dunpster went up and over,
droppi ng several hundred pounds of refuse on him Spector took a deep breath
before he was conpletely covered. Sonething heavy | anded on his raw ankle. He
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tried to ignore the pain and claw his way up to the top, but suddenly felt

hi nsel f novi ng backward. Bottles, cartons, paper, chicken bones, half-eaten TV
dinners, all being conpacted together and into him He folded up with the
garbage and tried to tuck his stunp under his other |eg. The pressure stopped.
He heard the crash of the dunpster being set back down. The truck |urched and
began novi ng agai n.

"Fuck," he said, and was rewarded with a mouthful of soggy coffee grounds. He
dug frantically through the garbage toward the open air, trying to ignore the
pai n. He hoped the truck didn't have any nore stops before heading to the dunp.

Chapter Si xteen

9:00 p. m

He was too exhausted to try crawling out of the truck; regenerating was taking
all his energy. Spector lay atop the garbage as the vehicle bounced down the
street. He | ooked down at his bad foot. Flesh was sticking out several inches
beyond the ragged edge of his pants leg. He was growing a new foot. Nothing |ike
this had ever happened before and he'd been figuring he'd have to get sone kind
of prosthetic foot. His regenerating ability was even nore powerful than he'd
dreaned. His systemwas taking tissue fi-omthe rest of his body to build the
new foot. No wonder he was so exhausted. It itched |ike hell. He shoved his
hands in his pockets to keep fromscratching it. He watched the buildings rol
by and tried to figure out where he was. Dock area, maybe. There was sone

traffic, but the truck was still nmaking pretty good tine.
He pulled the plastic-wapped notebooks out of his pants. He couldn't see much
while the truck was noving; the illumnation-fromthe streetlights was too

irregular. Lucky he'd heard the girl tal king about them They'd better be the
right ones after all the grief they'd cost him No way he could have figured on
a guy turning into an alligator. Al the aces were supposed to be at Fatnan's
for the evening.

The truck slowed and he couldn't see buil dings anynore. This was probably the
end of the line. He tucked the books away and grabbed the rimof the steel wall
with both hands.

Spector pulled and kicked with his good leg. H's nuscles trenbled for a nonent,
then failed himentirely. He settled back into the garbage, conpletely drained.
The truck stopped. Spector heard a netal chain being undone and the creak of a
gate. He couldn't even nmanage to sit up. The truck noved slowy forward for a
few nonents, then stopped again. He knew what was com ng next.

"Stop," he said. Hs voice was too weak for the driver to hear

Hydraulic arnms lifted the steel box of garbage off the truck and into the air.
It began to tilt down. Spector covered his face and rolled into a ball. He
caught his breath as he began to fall and pulled the notebooks to his chest. He
| anded on his head and shoul ders and bl acked out.

When the dessert carts started nmaking their stately rounds, Hranis table was,
of course, served first.

He was feeling so relaxed and pleased with hinself by then that his appetite had
quite returned. He accepted a piece of the amaretto cheesecake from one of the
new waiters, a wizened little man with a | arge head and thick gl asses. He added
a slice of chocolate mango pie for good neasure. The cheesecake was up to the

| ofty Aces Hi gh standards, and the pie was exquisite, its top covered with thin
shavi ngs of bittersweet chocol ate.

Peregri ne had chosen the pie as well. Chocolate, she had explained to Water Lily
with that fanous smile, was the third best thing there was.

Jane was staring at the waiter with a strange blank | ook on her face. "Is

sonet hing wcng, dear?" the old man asked her. She blinked slowy, and shook her
head, |i ke soneone waking froma dream "No. | nean... | don't renenber." She
shivered suddenly. "I feel funny."

"Chocol ate cures all ills," Peregrine suggested.

But Jane sel ected the cherries jubilee. "Because," she told Hiram and Peregrine
with a smle of her own, "I've heard that when choosi ng between two evils, you

shoul d pick the one you've never tried before.” H ramfound hinself |aughing out
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| oud at her unexpected Mae West intonations. The w zened little waiter |aughed
too, a shrill thin giggle that went on too long, as if he was anused by sone
private jest as he wheeled the dessert cart around the table.

Al around them attentive waiters were pouring freshbrewed coffee from sl ender
silver pots, and setting down little pitchers of heavy cream Bottles of a
delightful sweet wine were opened at tableside for who those who cared to

i mbi be.

After dessert, the seats would begin to enpty, as the guests accepted brandy
snifters and tiny gl asses of |iqueur and began the annual ritual of

t abl e- hoppi ng. Mddul ar Man had al ready gotten a head start; the android had
bypassed dessert and was field-testing sone Courvoi sier.

Hi ram di spat ched his desserts in short order, washed them down with just the

qui ckest taste of w ne, and pushed back his chair. "Pardon ny haste," he said to
hi s di nner conpani ons, who were eating nore slowy, savoring every bite. "As the

host, | have certain duties, though | hate to | eave such delightful conpany even
for an instant." He, smled. "Please don't rush off, the evening is just
begi nni ng. "

Hramdrifted fromtable to table, smling at the guests, inquiring about their
di nners, accepting the conplinments with a gracious smile.

M stral, holding court at her table near the bal cony doors, said her father
woul d undoubt edly be pl eased to know he'd been one of the ice scul ptures. "W
could hardly |l eave out Cyclone," Hramtold her, "even if he does mss far too
many of these affairs. Living in San Francisco is really no excuse, and you can
tell himl said so."

Hi ram hardly recogni zed Croyd, who was | ooki ng around anxiously for the dessert
cart, still two tables away. Next to him Fortunato sat like a man in a dark
shroud, and seemed to take no part in the dinner conversation that swirled about
him Hi ram consi dered stopping by the table and giving hima reassuring word,

but the I ook in those dark eyes beneath his massively swollen forehead seened to
forbid it.

Cap'n Trips had spilled a cup of herbal tea in the lap of Frank Beaunont's date,
and was nmopping 'at it ineffectually with a napkin, apol ogizing profusely, so

Hi ram was spared the necessity of |earning about the dangers of processed sugar.
Wal | wal ker and the Harl em Harmer were tal king together intently. Wen Hiram
asked how their dinner had been, a curt nod fromthe Hamrer was all the answer
he got.

Rahda O Reilly, a petite red-haired | ady who had been known to metanorphose into
a full-grown Asiatic elephant with a startling capacity for flight, thanked him
in a charmng Indian accent. Fantasy had deserted the m nor playwight who'd
acconpani ed her, and wits flirting with the Professor. Digger Downs had snuck in
somehow, and was off in a corner by the wi ndow, interview ng Pulse. Hiram
frowned, gave a signal, and two of Peter Chou's security men escorted Di gger
firmy toward the elevators. A man who could heat a pot of coffee with his bare
hands tried to give Hirama job application, and was directed to Chock Full O
Nuts. Ladybug renini sced fondly about the year they'd served a gigantic baked

Al aska in the shape of Jetboy's plane.

Jay Ackroyd | ooked as though he was about to rupture and die. "I'll never eat
again," he prom sed sol emly.

Hi ram dropped down in a vacant chair next to Jay. "Things seemto have gone very
well," he said, relieved

A dessert cart made its way between the tables, but nobody seened to be in
charge of it. Not that it mattered, Fortunato didn't eat sugar, neat, or
preservatives if he could help it.

It was one of the biggest disappointnents the wild card virus had brought him
Al'l his senses had gotten ridiculously sharp. The weird thing was that natura
odors, even wet dogs or decaying vegetables, didn't bother himnmuch. It was only
the man-made snel | s-bus exhaust, insecticides, fresh paint-that irritated him
He'd even given up cocai ne years ago. Now when he needed an altered state he
used grass or nushroons or fresh coca | eaves
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He' d have preferred an altered state at the nonent. H ram had put himat the
same table with Croyd Crenson, which was not itself the problem Croyd had been
a val ued custoner for years. The problemwas Croyd's date. In a nasterpiece of
bad timng, Ichiko had set Croyd up with Veronica. Veronica sniled and | aughed
and hardly touched her plate. Fortunato knew her good npod was nothi ng but
bul I shit and heroin buzz. He was gl ad he had both Cordelia and Croyd to separate
himfromher. She'd ignored himall the way through dinner, and her hand was in
Croyd's |l ap enough that Croyd didn't pay attention to nmuch of anything el se.
Except Cordelia, who' d gotten his attention right away.

Croyd was | ooki ng good-thin, tanned, high cheekbones, nice snile |ines.
Fortunato didn't ask how | ong Croyd had been awake, but he suspected it was

al ready several days.

There was an anphetam ne brightness to his eyes. Wien it played out he'd sleep
for days or weeks and wake up with a new | ook and a new power.

Hi s power this tinme had sonething to do with metals. His knife and fork kept
going linmp in his hands. He woul d concentrate and they would stiflen, up again.
He and Veronica spent a | ot of innuendo on the subject, and before long Cordelia
had j oi ned in.

Fortunato had eaten sonme of the salad and asparagus and let the rest of it go.
"Listen," Croyd said as a white-jacketed waiter switched his dinner plate for a

clean one. "Do you think you could refigure my bill to include this one too?" He
had one arm around Cordeli a.

"There's a problemthere," Fortunato said. "Cordelia isn't on the payroll. At

| east not yet."

"Ch," Croyd said. "I wouldn't want to cut in."

"I't'"s not like that," Fortunato said. "You could say we're sort of auditioning
one anot her."

Croyd | ooked enbarrassed. "I didn't nean to nistake you for... uh, a
professional ," he said to Cordelia. "If you'd like to come to ny place after

t hough, we coul d have a couple drinks and horse around. No strings, you
understand. | wouldn't ask you to do anything you didn't feel up to. |'ve got a
hell of a stereo in this pad down by the waterfront where they don't care how
loud | play it..."

Suddenly there was a piece of cheesecake on Croyd's plate. Fortunato didn't know
where it had come from He glanced quickly around the room and when he | ooked
back Croyd had added an appl e cobbler and a slice of chocolate pie. Sonething
was badly wong. Fortunato stood up. Various aces had noved to the bal cony, and
through the plate-glass wi ndow he coul d see Peregrine and Water Lily talking,
their heads cl ose together

He couldn't seemto think. He | eaned forward, palns on the table, and shook his
head. The desserts. \Were were the desserts coming fronf

Thi nk, goddanmit. Pastries don't nove thenselves. That means sonebody's novi ng
them Sonebody you can't see. |s there anybody you know of that you can't see'
"Shit!" The huge round table was between himand the bal cony. He grabbed the
edges and hurled it out of the way, Croyd lunging futilely for his desserts. He
was two steps away fromthe gl ass doors when Water Lily screaned.

There was about a half second of silence and then everything went to pieces.
Modul ar Man charged the bal cony, shouting, "Get away fromher!" Hi s body began
to crackle with energy. Croyd lifted his hands |like he was trying to channel his
power. It didn't work. As Mdul ar Man swept by themthe radar dish inside his
done went linp and he veered off and crashed helplessly into a wall. He hit

hard. The inpact must have scranbl ed sonet hi ng because he began firing off snoke
and tear-gas grenades.

That was when the lights went out. In the first second of darkness Fortunato
heard the unm stakabl e sound of a trunpeting el ephant.

He blinked his eyes and let what |ight there was come to him |n another second
he could see, dimy. The air was full of noxious gases so he stopped breat hing.
Water Lily was on the bal cony, her back to the rail. It started to rain al
around her, and in the outline left by the falling water he could see the

Ast rononer reaching for her

It was Kid Dinosaur and the park all over again. He fought to get to her and his
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nmuscl es strained against an invisible force that nade hi m seem powerl ess. "No!"
he shouted, "goddammt, no!" as Water Lily rose into the air and spun around and
hurtled off the edge of the bal cony into darkness.

It was rem niscent of antiwar marches. The wet handkerchi ef across the nmouth and
nose to filter out the worst effects of the tear gas. The clouds of billow ng
snoke eructed harsh gags, coughs and screans.

Roul ette shoved soneone aside, nmaking for Tachyon. She had seen himenter, focus
on the bal cony, nove forward, but she had | ost himwhen the lights failed. An
ace let go with a burst of flane. Shading her eyes with a hand, she scanned the
crowd. Modul ar Man struggling to his feet, a scream ng woman, and Tachyon
reveal ed agai nst a backdrop of drifting snoke.

Tears streaned down his face, and his chest heaved as he struggled to hold back
the coughs. His chinlifted as if he was steeling hinmself for some ultimate
effort. Radiance flared about the Astronomer's w zened body as the blow from
Tachyon's nmind tested the limts of whatever power animated him Then Modul ar

Man bl ew up.
Pi eces of burnt steel and plastic shrapneled through the restaurant. One jagged
chunk, still trailing a rag fromthe creature's uniform struck Tachyon full in

the forehead, and he went down, his face a mask of bl ood.

Screans tore fromher throat, and she fought her way to the alien's side. Don't
be dead! Don't be dead! But she was uncertain whether the nental cry arose from
angui sh over his loss, or anger at being cheated.

She dropped to her knees, and clutched his linp formto her breast, his blood
staining the front of her white gown. Tearing the napkin fromher face, she
pressed it to the punping, jagged cut. The tear gas raked at her throat and
eyes, and she began to weep. Her tears rained down on Tachyon's face, |eaving
pale rivulets in the bl ood

Water Lily's last screamstill hung in the air. The restaurant was in conplete
chaos. Pieces of Mdular Man spun harm essly off Fortunato's force field. He
wat ched random wi nds tear through the roomas Mstral tried to clear the snoke.
Sone idiot with flame throwing powers tried to light the place up but only
succeeded in setting the curtains on fire. Hramran toward the bal cony,
clenching his fist, shouting, "No! No!" Entire tables floated in the air and
hung there, the aces who had lifted them not sure where to throw them Soneone
ran upsi de-down across the ceiling. The noi se of snmashing china was al nost

conti nuous, alnost |oud enough to drown the sound of vomting.

The Astrononer turned hazily visible on the bal cony and bowed toward Fortunato.
Jane, Fortunato thought, would still be falling. Peregrine had turned toward the
rail to go after her.

The Astrononer took her by the armand tried to throw her to the floor

She was clearly stronger than he realized. She gritted her teeth and went to one
knee, and with her free arm she reached across and clawed for the Astronomner's
eyes. His thick glasses fell to the concrete and bl ood ran down his cheeks.

The Astrononer smiled. Hs tongue flicked out and caught a drop of his own

bl ood. The gl asses rose by thensel ves and settled back on his face.

Fortunato took all the power Mranda had given himand centered it at the

Mani pura chakra at the center of' his abdomen. A weird groani ng noi se cane out
of his throat and he pushed the prana, the pure energy, out of himand at the
Astrononer.

It shot out of Fortunato as a gl owi ng blue-green sphere the size of a softbhall
Fortunato pulled his arns back, fingers spread, his eyes stretched w de open
The prana bored through the Iines of power surrounding the Astrononer and turned
theminside out. Fromconcentric circles they shrank to crescents, all on the
far side of his body.

The little man's hold on Peregrine's armbegan to slip. Peregrine whirled on
him slanm ng one knee into his crotch and breaking his nose with the pal m of
her right hand. Blood spurted fromthe Astrononer's face.

As soon as she was | oose Peregrine dove over the side of the bal cony, her w ngs
beating furiously. The Astrononer spat at her and then turned back to Fortunato.
The little man's eyes were dead. The sane eyes Dem se had, the sane eyes as the
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dead boy in the loft. The Astrononmer had becone Death itself, mndless, brutal,
i nevitable. You can run, the eyes said, but I will find you
And then the Astronomer was gone.

The mass of aces wedged into the doors untangled |ike a slowy waki ng octopus.
M stral scrubbed at her tear-drenched face, raised her arnms above her head, and
summoned a breeze. The brisk wi nd whi pping the choking fog into stream ng white
tatters seened to free people fromthe horrified stasis that held them There
was an undignified rush for the door. More than a few remarks about "contacting
my lawyer” hung om nously in the air, but Hiram seened too distracted to notice.
He continued to peer anxiously at the railing over which Water Lily and
Peregri ne had vani shed. Sonewhere a worman was crying, a horrible whinpering
sound |i ke an animal being tortured, then a man's voice called out desperately
for a doctor. Unfortunately the only doctor available was out cold on the floor.
There canme a thundering, rushing sound like a thousand swans taking to the air,
and Peregrine, Water Lily cradled in her arns, |anded lightly on the bal cony,
and gl ared about her.

Hi ram gave an inarticulate cry, and lunged forward. Gasps and nurnurs of relief
rippled through the remaini ng guests. Both wonmen were drenched by the unendi ng
wat er that poured off Water Lily, but it did little to danpen the angry, darting
hawkl i ke gl ances that Peregrine cast about the room

Her eves met Fortunato's, and the fury faded fromher face. The tension

remai ned, her slender body vibrating |like a plucked violin string, but it was
not the tension of flight or fight, it was...

Roul ette felt the blood rush to her cheeks as attraction flowed |ike waves off a
power ful magnet between Peregrine and Fortunato. Perhaps it was a function of
her power, or only an exanple of her disturbed m nd, but the musky, heady odor
of sex seemed to | ay over the denolished room

Hram treading with a light, fastidious gait through the carnage, stepped to
Fortunato's side. "Well!" he gusted. "That was an uninspired mess. Virtually
every ace in New York, and he nakes a nonkey of us all." H's head poked
accusingly at Fortunato, but the black was oblivious. "Thank God | was able to
reach Lily. If she hadn't been light as air, Peregrine could never have reached
her in time."

Fortunato grunted, but his eyes remained | ocked on Peregrine, who stood with an
arm absently about Water Lily's shoul ders and stared back

"This was one time ny power proved to be--" Fortunato wal ked away, and

Per egri ne, abandoning Water Lily, net him hal fway.

"Fortunato, for God's sake! I'mtalking to you! Can you trace hinP"

The pinp pulled his gaze away from Peregrine. "If | could trace himwould | have
I et this happen?"

Hi ram spread his hands hel pl essly. "Then we nust try to locate his |ieutenants.
Soneone must know of his plans." Roulette pressed a hand to her throat, felt the
pul se throbbing there. She stared resolutely down at Tachyon's pal e face,
fearful of Fortunato's piercing eyes. She lifted the bl oodsoaked napkin, and
swabbed at his face, but it only made it worse. The bl oody wad fell from her
hand, and she stared, nesmerized by the bl ood staining the pale skin of her
palm "Hram fuck off "

A stifled noise, rather |ike steam being vented from an engi ne, rose from
Worchester. The burly ace seened on the verge of apopl exy.

"I intend to do something."

"Please don't. | can do so nuch better w thout you." Fortunato tucked
Peregrine's arm beneath his, and wal ked swiftly away before Hiram coul d respond
to this latest insult. The wi nged ace threw Hi ram an enbarrassed, apol ogetic

| ook.

Water Lily was safe. Fortunato filed that away and went to | ook for Croyd and
Ver oni ca and Cordeli a.

He found them behind one of the overturned tables. Croyd had rescued an entire
Chocol ate Death and they were eating it with their fingers. Wen he saw
Fortunato his smle went away.
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"I really fucked up with Mddular Man," he said. "lI'msorry."

"I't doesn't matter," Fortunato said. "As long as you're all okay.
"We're fine," Veronica said

"I''m going back to his place," Cordelia said. "If you're sure you don't nind."
"It's fine," Fortunato said. "But | don't want you on the streets al one tonight.
I f anything should happen, Caroline will be honme early. Call her and have her
conme get you in a cab."

"Yes, o0 sensei," Veronica giggled. They got up and headed for the el evators,
Croyd with one arm around each, Cordelia with the cake in her free hand.
Fortunato turned back to find Peregrine staring at him She'd been trying to
cal m Jane down, getting drenched in the process. He saw her break off in the

m ddl e of a sentence. He started toward her, broken glass and china crunching
under his shoes.

Everyt hing had faded i nto shadow except for her. She was tall and powerful and
flushed with excitenment and Fortunato wanted her. Drained as he was, weak as he
was, he could feel her heat all the way across the room Hramtried to say
sonmet hing to himand Fortunato got rid of him not even conscious of the words
he used.

He stopped in front of Peregrine. She was breathing heavily, |ike she'd been
running. "The party's over," Fortunato said. "Yes.
"Can we go somewhere?"

"M/ Rolls is waiting downstairs."

Fortunat o nodded. They wal ked to the door, side by side, her hand just resting
on his arm

"WAit!" Hiramsaid to Fortunato, coughing. H's eyes were still watering fromthe
tear gas. Fortunato glanced at himfor a second, his nmouth tight, and swept

past, with Peregrine on his arm Hi ram stood hel pl essly, |ooking at their backs
as they went through the w de doubl e doors.

They were by no nmeans al one. A steady stream of people were headed for the

el evators, many still coughing, stunbling, holding onto each other, eyes red and
sore. Chrysalis was anong them She stopped to thank him "I1've had a few lively
evenings at the Crystal Palace," she said dryly, "but nothing quite like this."
Fant asy staggered past with a cut on one cheek and her gown in ruins, and paused
| ong enough to threaten himwith a lawsuit.

M stral had swept the last of the snoke and gas out into the night, then clinbed
onto the stone banister and | eapt off into the darkness. Her cloak filled like a
parachute as she clinbed up toward the stars. As his friends and guests rushed
for the door, Hiram Wrchester surveyed what was |eft of Aces High. Tables were
overturned, glasses and plates scattered and broken. The dessert cart the
Astronomer had been pushing lay on its side, and panicked feet had ground slices
of chocol ate mango pie and amaretto cheesecake into the carpet. Several people
had |l eft their dinners behind in pools of vomt. In one spot the carpet was
still smoldering, and there was a hole in the wall that | ooked as though someone
had made their own exit into the night. At |east four w ndows had been
shattered; broken gl ass was everywhere. One of the chandeliers had cone crashing
down. Lying beneath it, unconscious, was a full-size Asiatic el ephant. The ice
scul pture of Peregrine was entirely w ngless now, and the one of Dr. Tachyon had
been knocked over and was nmelting slowy into a puddle.

Dr. Tachyon hinself still lay on the carpet, groaning, a hand to his forehead.
Roul ette knelt beside him Blood was seeping through his fingers, dripping onto
the front of his tunic. H rammnoved toward him and al nost tripped over a jagged
pi ece of Mdul ar Man's torso, which | ooked as though it had been opened with a

chain saw. "I'msorry, Hram" Tachyon said when he approached, averting guilty
lilac eyes. Roulette helped the short man to his feet, but he | ooked none too
steady. "lI've got to go after Fortunato. He'll need my help."

"He's already left,"” H ramsaid.

"WWher e?" Tach demanded in an agoni zed tone. He took his hand away fromthe deep
gash in his forehead and stared at the blood that covered his fingers.

"He didn't say. He left with Peregrine."

"I have to find him™" Tachyon sai d.
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"I don't think you're in any shape to be finding anyone," Hramtold him "You
ought to go to a hospital. Look at you!"

"Usel ess,” Tach nuttered. "I'museless.”

Hi ram heard a trunpeting sound behind him and turned to see Elephant G rl |urch
to four unsteady feet. A nonment |ater, there was a blinding flash of white |ight
as she rel eased her excess nass as energy. Tachyon cried al oud and Hiram covered
his eyes. Wen they could see again, a shivering, naked Rahda O Reilly stood
where the el ephant had been. Her conpani on, a handsonme Egyptian knife-thrower
fromher circus, borrowed Mster Magnet's |ong chain-mail cloak and covered her
with it.

He turned back to Tachyon and Roul ette. The Taki sian | ooked hal f dead. "Get him
down to the Jokertown clinic," Hramsaid to Roulette. "Tlyat gash needs to be

| ooked after before it becones infected. He ought to be X-rayed as well. He may
have a concussi on, or worse."

"But Fortunato..." Tach began

Hramtried to look stern. "You'd only be a liability to him the shape you're
in. Damm it, are you that anxious to add your name to the list of victins? You
need treatnent and you knowit." He raised a hand. "If Fortunato calls, |'ll

tell himto contact you at the clinic. You have nmy word on it."

Dr. Tachyon nodded reluctantly and let Roulette guide himtoward the door

The restaurant was al nost enpty now. Hiram went back toward his office, and
found Cap'n Trips on the floor outside the rest room He was kneeling over a
junbl e of broken glass and col ored powders, pinching the powder with the fingers
of one hand and dropping it into a carefully cupped palm "This is no tine to be
doi ng drugs, damm it," H ram snapped at him

Trips | ooked up at himthrough pale, watery eyes. "l just wanted to help, nman,"
he burbled. "I was running to get one of ny friends, but | tripped, and like,
when | fell, everything nust have gotten snashed."

"Just go hone," Hiram said. Peter Chou appeared at his side. "Peter, help the
Captain here find a cab before he cuts hinself on that broken glass, will you?"
Chou nodded.

Curtis intercepted himen route to his office. "There's a phone call for
Fortunato. It's the police. Wat should | tell then"

"He left with Peregrine," Hramsaid. "I believe she's got a cellular phone in
her car. Gve themthe nunber."

He pushed by Curtis and entered his office. Water Lily was sitting in his chair,
still pale and shaken. Rivulets of water ran down her face as she | ooked up at
him Jay Ackroyd sat on the edge of H ram s desk, holding Mdular Man's head.
"Al as, poor silicon chip, | knew himwell," he was saying. Jane gave a snall

| augh that sounded to Hiram|like incipient hysteria. Ackroyd tossed the head
lightly fromone hand to the other. The skullcap had fallen off; and Mdd Man's
radar dome was cracked

"Put that down," Hiramsaid. He collapsed wearily into a chair, and | ooked at
Water Lily. "I"'mvery glad you're all right. | don't think |I could have endured
anot her death today. Certainly not yours."

"What about hin?" Jay said, placing the head on the desk. Mbd Man's blind eyes
stared out at Hiram

"I'"msorry about Mdul ar Man, but he wasn't precisely alive and he isn't
precisely dead. His creator will probably build another one."

"Ladykiller Mark Four? Another in the Silicon Valley's gift-to-wonen series?"
Jane said. She gave another snall ragged |augh. She put one hand over her nouth.
He coul d hear her breathing unsteadily against it.

Hiram said, "Jane, if you have no objections, |I'd take it as a favor if you'd
stay here for a while. The Astrononmer was gone by the tine Peregrine returned
with you, so with luck he thinks you' re dead. Let's not disabuse him He has a

long list, after all." He ran a hand over his scalp. "I'"mgoing to ask Peter and
his staff to remain on duty. | know that's not nuch, but it's better than
not hi ng. "

Water Lily nodded and took her hand away from her face. "All right. | couldn't
take nuch nmore tonight."

H ram forced a snile he hoped was conforting. "I hadn't intended your first
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flying lesson to be quite so traumatic." She straightened in the chair,
seemingly trying to shake off the aftermath as nuch as she could, and | ooked at
himin that searching way again. "Wat about you?" she asked. Hi ram Wrchester
fol ded his hands neatly atop his stomach. He | ooked a ness, he realized. He
| aughed, a short little hunorless bark of a | augh. The shock was finally wearing
of f, but strangely, Hramwas not afraid. Instead he was consci ous of a gnaw ng
hunger, and a cold steady rage that was building within him He thought of
Ei | een.
"Hi ran®" Popi njay asked, breaking his reverie.

"I''d kill himif | could,” Hramsaid, nore to hinself than to them "Perhaps
m ght have, but then Jane woul d have died. I'mnot sorry | nmade that choice." He
| ooked at her fondly, then turned to Ackroyd. "Jay, | believe I'll need to

engage your services once nore."

"Real good," said Ackroyd. "We going' after the old guy?"

"Aadly," said Hram "if | only knew where to find him or even how to begin
the search." He nmade a short, inpatient gesture with his right hand. "No, that's

futile, and Fortunato made his feelings clear, so we'll |eave those heroics for
him Still, there are other scores that require settling tonight. Call ne

qui xotic, but after what happened here this evening, | cannot sit by passively
and do nothing." He grinmaced. "I feel strangely like righting a wong."

"Take two aspirin and |ie down," Jay said. "The feeling will pass."

"No," said Hiram "I think not." He stood up, reached in the pocket of his tux.
The slip of paper with Loophole's address was still there. "Start your neter.

We're going to talk to a | awer."

He felt rough hands chafing his wists. Spector opened his eyes and put his hand
over his nouth. The highly seasoned beef he'd eaten at the Haiphong Lily was
threatening to cone up. He could see the silhouette of soneone kneeling beside
hi m Spector groaned.

"You're not dead. Knew it when | dragged you out. Lucky | was here. You'd have
suf focated. "

Spector could tell by the voice the person was old and nale. He felt around with

his hands. He was still lying in garbage.
"Where the fuck am|?"
"On a barge filled with garbage, friend. | mght ask you how you got here, if

you were of a mind to tell nme." The old nman flicked a lighter and lit a
cigarette. He was conpletely bald with brown eyes and thin lips. H's winkled
skin had a slight orange tint. H's |unpy body rem nded Spector of the Mchelin
man. The lighter went off:

"Sonme crazy assholes beat ne up and threw nme in a dunpster. That's all |
renenber until you brought me to." It was as good a lie as any other he m ght
tell. He reached into his coat for the notebooks. They were gone. "Any way we
can get sone light here? | want to see what those bastards left ne with."

The lighter's small flanme came on again. Spector checked his pockets and began
| ooki ng through the garbage at his feet. He wanted those notebooks back. They'd
give himthe lever age to nake the Shadow Fi st boys help himtake out the
Astrononer. A few nmen with automati c weapons could nmake all the difference if
the old man was as tired as Spector thought he m ght be. "Wat did you say your
nane was?" he asked, trying to divert attention fromhis search

"I didn'"t. My nane's Ral ph. Ral ph Norton." The old nan held the lighter |ower.
He was wearing a blue |Iong-sleeve shirt and matchi ng navy vest and pants. The
cl othes were stained and runpl ed. "You nust have | ost sonething, right?"

"Yep." He threw aside a plastic bag and dug into the garbage by his side. "Were
did you get ne out, anyway?"

"Down at the end of the barge, where they dunped you off" The old man pointed.

"You tell nme what you're lookin' for and I'Il help. Got nothing better to do
right now "
Spector | ooked at his injured foot. It was pink and pul py, but still grow ng. He

stood slowy, his knees wobbling as his feet sank into the refuse. H's foot was
like a bucket of coals at the end of his leg, but he'd have to live with it. "No
thanks. But 1'Il buy that lighter fromyou." He reached into his pocket. The
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money was still there and he pulled out a bill

"No need. You're welcone to it." Ral ph handed the Iighter over. "It's got plenty
of fluid."

Spector took the lighter and flicked it, then began struggling to the other end
of the barge. The lights of Manhattan were directly in front of him but they
didn't make himfeel any better. He had to find those notebooks before the

Ast ronomer cane calling

"Wal k sl ow," Ral ph said. "Qtherwi se you'll wind up on your face."

"Right." Spector was breathing heavily. "Wat the hell were you doing here
anyway ?"

"I't's ny taxi back home." Ral ph laughed. "I live over in Fresh Kills on Staten

I sland. "

"Fresh Kills?"

"The largest landfill in the country. Maybe in the world. They'll be taking
these four barges over tonmobrrow norning. | only cane over because sone relatives

of mine were in towmn fbr Wld Card Day. Wanted ne to show themthe town."
Spector plowed forward. "You live in a garbage dunp?"

"Sure do. You'd be surprised the things people throw away. Perfectly good stuff
Sanitation workers tried to run nme off a couple of times, but | always cone
back. The rent's too cheap to pass up." Ral ph put his hand on Spector's

shoul der. "Do you know any aces?"

Spector stiffened. "Not personally. Wy?"

"Because |'mone. |'ve got power."

Spector was too tired to keep going, and sat down. "You're an ace and you live
in a garbage dunp. Do | look like an out-oftowner or sonething?"

Ral ph smiled and picked up a mlk carton, paused dramatically, then took a bite
out of it. He chewed for a monent and swallowed. " | can netabolize anything.

That's what that Dr. Tachyon said. Wat's garbage to nost folks is food on ny
table."

Spector | aughed. "You can eat garbage. That's your power? Bet everybody stays
out of your way."

Ral ph crossed his arms. "Go ahead. Laugh your head off You know what | save in a
year on food and rent alone? And |I'm ny own boss. Nobody tells ne what to do.
Nobody tells ne when to cone or go. That's nore power than nost people ever get
to have."

"You got a point. Look, |I"'mpretty tired. Maybe you could help nme. |I'm 1 ooking
for sone notebooks wrapped in plastic. There's noney in it for you."

"Al'l right. But we've got to do better than a cigarette lighter or we'll never
find them" He tapped his thunbs together thoughtfully. "Sparklers ought to
work. Got plenty. I'Il be back in a minute."

" Spar kl er s?"

"Yeah. | got a bunch of fireworks | was going to set off at midnight. Sort of ny

own little celebration. You wait here." He pushed through the garbage toward the
ot her end of the boat.

Spector stuck his fingers through a couple of the bulletholes in his jacket and
chewed his lip. If he nanaged to survive today, he wouldn't get out of bed for a
week.

Chapt er Sevent een

10: 00 p.m

The Rolls was only a couple of blocks from Aces H gh when the phone started
ringing. Fortunato | ooked at Peregrine, who shrugged and picked it up. "It's for
you," she said.

"This is Altobelli," the voice on the phone said. "I nade H ram cough up your

nunber, there. It's about Kafka."

"Fucking hell," Fortunato said, closing his eyes. "He's dead."
"No," Altobelli said. "Still alive. But it was close."
"Tell ne."

"About fifteen mnutes ago some weirdo in a white robe just appeared in the
m ddl e of the holding cell. But | believed you and | had a SWAT teamthere, and
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when he went for Kafka they opened up with everything they had."

" And?"

"They didn't hurt him But the bullets kept knocking himdown and each tine he
was a little slower getting up. Then he just di sappeared again."

"You were lucky. He's weak right now, or nothing you threw at hi mwuld have
stopped him" Fortunato didn't say anything about how weak he felt hinself.
"Thi s guy, whoever he was, had nmore than |uck on his side."

"What do you nean?"

"Not over the phone. You renenber that place we net |last nonth? Don't say the
nane, just say yes or no."

"Yes."

"Can you neet ne there? Like right away?"

"Altobelli..."

"I think we're talking Iife or death here. Mne."

"I''"'mon ny way," Fortunato said.

When he hung up the phone Peregrine said, "The Astrononer."

Fortunato nodded. "I'll take a cab. You go back to Aces Hi gh, where you'll be
safe.”

"That's ridiculous. I'msafer with you. And there's no point in taking a cab
when you can go in style in a chauffeured Rolls Royce." She rai sed one eyebrow.

"Ri ght ?"

After shooing out the few remaining regular custonmers, the Ganbi ones had noved
their neeting into the main dining roomand scooted several tables together.
@uns and wariness were nuch in evidence. Rosemary stood at one side, watching
the men argue. Bagabond saw an undeci pherable smle on her face. The bag | ady
sat with Jack at a banquette along a side wall

"I want to start looking for Cordelia. It's been hours--nuch nore tinme than
prom sed Rosemary." Jack glared across the roomat the assistant district

attor ney.

"Until this is finished, she can't nake the calls." Bagabond gl anced

sympat hetically at Jack, who was tugging at the stained sleeve of his too-snal
white waiter's jacket. "Now eat."

Squeezing the lime over his soup, Jack shook his head and picked up the
chopsticks. He pulled a mass of rice noodles and shrinp out of the bow in front
of him "What's she going to do without the books?" He jabbed the chopsticks
toward Rosenmary.

"Don't know. She's nade her choice now. She'll manage." Leani ng her head back
agai nst the booth, Bagabond cl osed her eyes. "I'mgoing to find out if anyone
has seen Cordelia. Quiet."

Jack eavesdropped on the Mafia maneuverings as he ate and refilled his bow.

Two men were the faction | eaders. The ol der man, black hair slicked back and
dressed in a charcoal -gray doubl ebreasted suit, stressed the subline inportance
of continuing Don Frederico's plans in the interest of stability. A younger man,
his dark brown hair expensively trimed in what Jack woul d have described as a
modi fied punk cut with a rat tail, pointed out that the Butcher had not been
particularly effective in ending encroachnents on their territory. The other nen
listened w thout conment.

"Not one of the other Families has ever chall enged our authority." The ol der nman
| eaned back in evident satisfaction. "Christ, R cardo. O course, they haven't."
The newwave Mafioso rolled his eyes toward heaven. "They've all been busy with
the real threats. The Vi etnanmese. The Col onbi ans. The jokers. Jesus, can't you
see that Jokertown's turning into a nickel -plated disaster area, man?"

"Respect, Christopher, please." Ricardo inclined his head synpathetically toward
Rosemary.

"Thank you, Ricardo Donenici." Rosemary stepped toward the tables.

"She's heard worse, Ricardo. Even in the DA's office, |I'msure she's heard much
worse. " Christopher Mazzuchelli shook his head exasperatedly. "The point is that
we nust have as a | eader sonmeone who can face the new threats. You know,

evol ve. "
"Mazzuchelli's right.'

The stares of all the Ganbi one capos pivoted toward
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Rosermary. "We nust have new blood to lead us, or the Fanmily will be destroyed
It's that plain."”

The ol der man sounded pl acating. "Signorina Ganbione, this is a serious issue.
It is for us to decide. It would be better perhaps-"

"Yes, Ricardo, | ama Ganbione. The last." Rosemary caught each nans eyes in
turn. "This is ny Family. | have a right to speak."
"Maybe she wants her father's job." Christopher Mazzuchelli grinned until her

gaze returned to him "Maybe | do." Rosemary sniled a thin and enigmatic smle.
"Donatello is dead, and |ikew se M chael angel o, Raphael and Leonardo. Four dons
You under stand what we face, but not what to do. Ricardo sees only the past."
"Wait a minute." Mazzuchelli's mouth hung slightly open in surprise.

"Who better?"

"You're a fucking district attorney!"

"Yes." Rosemary sniled as she appeared to consider the possibilities. "I
couldn't protect us conpletely, but | could naeke a difference. And the

i nformati on woul d be inval uable."

"My identity as a Ganbi one woul d have to be protected. No one outside this room
must know. Orerta.”

"You can hardly command the Fanily in secrecy." Ricardo Donenici was obviously
of fended by the entire idea. "Even if we would consider such a thing."

"True enough. Soneone el se would have to be ny ... nouthpiece." She exam ned
each of the capos in turn. "Mazzuchelli."

The capos began to babbl e as Christopher Mazzuchelli grinned insolently back at
her .

"Gent | emen, have you any objections? Ricardo?"

"He is too young, too inexperienced. Hi s very appearance..." Ricardo threw.
apart his arns at the obvious absurdity of it. "The other Families would |augh
at us."

"This is insane. A wman, a boy. . ." Ajowy man with a five o' cl ock shadow,
wearing a traditional black coat, shoved back his chair and stood. " | will
return when you are ready to choose a new don."

Mazzuchel I'i bl ocked his way but, at a gesture from Rosenary, noved asi de. The

di ssenter wal ked across the roomin the sudden silence and threw open the door
Rosenmary cal |l ed out sharply, "Mrelli!"

The nman who had just exited backed into the room again, eyes fixed on the nuzzle
of the Uzi that Morelli pointed at his chest. "Yes, Signorina?" said Mrelli. "A
pr obl en?"

"I think the problem has been solved. Do you agree, Di Cenzi?" Rosemary watched
the man across the roomcl osely. Under the gun, Di Cenzi nodded. "Si, Signorina.

There is ... no problem"”
"Good." Rosemary scanned the seated, staring nen. "Does anyone el se have a
pr obl en?"

Ri cardo gl anced quickly at the nen to either side of him They were
ostentatiously ignoring him "No, there is no problem Dona Ganbi one."

"Signorina will do nicely, I think." She smiled a predatory snmle at the capos.
"Sit down, Di Cenzi. Thank you, Morelli. Please have a seat."

Mazzuchel i was eyeing Mrelli as he would a bad piece of steak

"Christopher," Rosemary said, "you are too anbitious. | recognize it. Do not
make any rash m stakes."

Mazzuchel li returned her look with a smile as lupine as her owm. "You're the
boss. "

Rosemary nodded and gazed around the restaurant. "Has anyone seen the manager?"
"You want sonething to eat?" Ricardo was incredul ous. "l suspect Signorina would

like to find out how that bastard who stole the books got in here." Mazzuchell
stared down at Ricardo. "Don't you think that would be an interesting question?"
Morelli stood and began wal king toward the kitchen. "Signorina, he's yours."
Wiile Mrelli prepared the terrified Vietnanese for Rosenary's questions, the
new head of the Ganbi ones called her contacts at the precincts and nade

i nqui ri es about Cordeli a.

On the East Side, a patrol man renmenbered spotting soneone | ooking a ot |ike the
m ssing young worman wal ki ng downt own al ong one of the al phabet avenues. It
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hadn't been | ong before.

Bagabond wanted to enter the area on foot before she began an ani nal - by-ani nal

search for the girl. Jack was ready to |leave instantly, but Rosemary took the

pair aside for a nonent.

"Li sten, thanks for your help, both of you. This wasn't exactly what |'d

pl anned, but it wouldn't have happened w thout you." Her smle | ooked political

"Wasn't it?" Bagabond stared straight at Rosemary. "Suzanne, | had no idea..."
"Yeah. 1'Il be in touch." Bagabond started to turn away. Jack was al ready noving
toward the door.

"Suzanne, |'Il call you later. Let ne know what happens with Jack's niece."
Bagabond gl anced at Mrelli in the corner with the Vietnanese manager. In this
light, the blood | ooked bl ack. She shook her head slightly.

Rosemary col ored and drew herself up. "I can do sonme good here, you know. Exert

sone controls."

Bagabond kept novi ng.

"Suzanne, | want to talk to you |l ater about sonme ideas | had about the aninmals."
Al'l the nuscl es of Bagabond's shoul ders and upper back tensed as she foll owed
Jack out through the door. She tried not to listen, but thought she heard

whi npered cries from behind them

Busi ness was still hopping at the Donut Hole across the street fromthe
Jokertown station. The sidewal ks were filled right out to the gutters and every
few m nutes anot her bl ackand-white would drop off the |l atest | oad of
drunk-and-di sorderlies on the precinct steps.

The Rolls had |l et Fortunato -off a bl ock away and crawl ed away through the
traffic in search of a place to double-park. Fortunato el bowed his way to a back

tabl e and found Altobelli wearing a Brooklyn Dodgers cap and a jogging suit. "I
practically had to kill to save you that chair. Wanna doughnut?" Fortunato shook
his head. "Talk to me, Altobelli. | don't have much tine."

"You do |l ook a bit peaked. Ckay, okay. It's Black, John F X. Bl ack, captain of
the Jokertown precinct.”

"I know the nane."

"W | eave Kafka here this afternoon. About an hour later | get a call fromone
of nmy guys. Black has ordered them off the Kafka watch. | drive over here to
find out why and catch Black trying to take Kafka out in a squad car. He gives
me a song and dance about a prisoner transfer. | say show ne the paperwork. More
songs, nore dances. So | take Kafka away from himand bring himback uptown
mysel f."

"You're telling me Black's dirty."

"You haven't heard dirty yet. Right after that guy in the robe and gl asses tries
for Kafka | get a call fromny snitch at the Jokertown precinct. He wants to
tell me he saw this weird guy in a robe and glasses in Captain Black's office
not five mnutes before."

Fortunato stood up. "Were is he?"

Altobiellii hooked a thunb at the station. "Every cop in Manhattan is working
doubl e shifts tonight. |I'm supposed to be back up on Riverside nyself."

"Get on up there. And |l et yourself he seen.™

Al'tobelli had to stop for a second and think about it. Finally he nodded.
"Ckay. "

"Anybody el se know about Bl ack?"

"Just you and ne. Fortunato?"

"Yeah? "

"Nothing, | guess. This ain't... it ain't the way |'mused to doin' things. I'm
used to standing up for ny own."

"He's not one of your own anynore. He's the Astrononmer's. And now he's mne."

The address was on Central Park West. They took a cab; Hiramhad no wish to

i nvol ve Anthony or the Bentley in whatever unpl easant ness ni ght ensue.

I nside the heavy gl ass-and-iron doors of the apartnent building, a doornan sat
at an antique desk. Behind himwas a bank of security nonitors. He was built
like a |linebacker, and there was an obvious silent alarmbuilt into the top of
his desk, an inch or so fromhis hand. He could hardly have expected any trouble
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froma fat nan in a tuxedo and a nondescript fellowin a cheap brown suit.
"Yes?" he asked them through the intercomwhen they approached the door

Jay Ackroyd made a gun out of his right hand, pointed at the doornman through the
gl ass, and said, "Here's |looking at you, kid." The man di sappeared with a pop of
in-rushing air.

H ramrocked lightly on the balls of his feet, glanced around nervously. "Were
did you--" he began

"The main stacks of the New York Public Library" Jay said. "He | ooked like he
needed to get caught up on his reading." He took out his wallet, renoved a
credit card, and opened the door in the blink of an eye. "Never |eave hone
without it," he told Hramas he slipped the card back into his wallet. They
went into the | obby.

Lathamlived in the penthouse, just as H ram had expected. Jay pressed the
button fbr the roof.

The enbossed bronze pl ate above the doorbell said ST. JOHN LATHAM Jay pressed
it, and they waited in nervous silence by the el evator. He wasn't home, Hiram

t hought, of course he wasn't honme, he was out sonewhere, he was-then the door
gave a soft buzz and swung open slowy.

They wal ked into a small foyer, enpty but for a bentwood hat rack and an
unbrella stand. The kitchen was to the right, a closet to the left. Ahead was a
huge living roomw th a sunken conversation pit, a wet bar, and a solid wall of
floor-to-ceiling glass that opened on a roof garden, a magnificent view of
Central Park and the city and stars beyond. A | avish bedroom suite and den both
opened off the living room their doors standing w de. Voices were com ng from
the den. Hramwal ked Iightly, snmall quiet steps, but Jay's heels clicked |oudly
on the gl eam ng parquet floor as they crossed the room

"That's fine. Yes. Yes, at all costs. Phone in when you have news." The man
touched a button; the speakerphone di sconnected. The only light in the room cane
froma brass banker's lanp with a green glass shade. Latham sat with a stack of
maps under his left hand, his right hand working the keyboard of an |IBM PC. He
wore the vest and trousers of a gray chal k-stripe Armani suit, a perfect white
shirt with the top button undone, and a dark foulard tie, the knot pulled down
and to one side. He did not | ook up when they entered. "Do | know you?"

"My nane is Worchester," Hramsaid. "H ram Wrchester. My associate is Jay
Ackroyd, a licensed private investigator-"

"Who earlier today illegally detained a client of Latham Strauss, violating his
constitutional rights and causing himuntold psychol ogical distress, not to
mention disorientation, damage to his good nane, and fear for his life and
safety,"” Lathamsaid. He still did not |ook up fromthe keypad. The screen

di splayed a grid of sone sort. "An error in judgnent that is going to cost M.
Ackroyd a consi derabl e sum of noney, and probably his license." He finished his
entry, stored it, and wiped the grid off the screen. Only then did he deign to
swi vel his high-backed chair to look at them "If you're here to propose a
settlenent, I'mcertainly willing to listen."

"A settlenent?" H ram was aghast. "You're suggesting we pay noney to that
unspeakabl e t hug who-"

"I'"d caution you aginst slander, M. Wrchester. You're in sufficient trouble
al ready." The phone rang. Lathamdidn't bother to pick it up. He reached out,
touched the speaker phone button, and announced, "Not now, | have conpany. Call
back in ten mnutes." The caller hung up without identifying hinmself. "Now, M.
Worchester, what were you about to say?"

"Your client is scum" Hramsaid clearly. "Frankly, |I'm shocked that a

di stingui shed man |ike yourself would even consider representing him"

"I'ma little curious about that nyself," Jay Ackroyd said. He slouched agai nst
the doorway, hands in his pockets. "Usually you' ve got a little nore class than
that."

"I seldominvolve nyself in crimnal matters," Lathamsaid, "and | amnot, in
fact, the attorney of record in this case. But | make it a point to famliarize
myself with all our pending litigation, even the nost trivial, and M. Tulley
briefed me on this matter only this afternoon.”
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"Who are you really working for?" H ram demanded. Jay Ackroyd groaned. Hiram
gave hima dirty ook and then went on. "This is extortion, you know it and
know it. | want to know who's behind it, and | want to know now." He crossed the
room |eaned over the desk, and stared in the lawer's face. "I warn you, |I'man
ace, and not an inconsiderable one, and |'ve had a very bad day."

"Are you threatening me, M. Wirchester?" Latham asked in terns of polite

i nterest.

"I don't feel so well," Ackroyd whined fromthe doorway. Hiram | ooked back in
annoyance. Ackroyd was clutching his stonach, and his features did have a slight
greeni sh tinge, but maybe that was just the light. "I wouldn't have eaten so

much if 1'd known | was going to get tear-gassed." He belched. "Were's the
john?" he asked with sone urgency.

"Through the nmaster bedroom to the right," Lathamtold him Ackroyd bolted for
sanctuary, and a noment |ater they heard the sound of retching. "Charming,"
Lat ham sai d.

H ram turned back on him "Never nind about him Your client and his friends
sent a decent, honest nman to the hospital today. They broke his armand two of
his ribs, knocked out several of his teeth, and gave hima slight concussion
They al so burned his delivery truck and vandalized his place of business. They
poi soned ny | obsters with gasoline, M. Latham"

"Did you see our client commt any of these alleged crinmes? No? | thought not.
Did M.. Ackroyd?"

"Dam it, Latham | was there this nmorning, | saw what they were trying to do--"
"Who? "

"Them" Hiramsaid. "H s nmen. Three of them they were called, ah, Eye and
Cheech and, well, | don't recall the other one's nane. Eye was the joker"

" 1 have no idea who you're referring to," Lathamsaid. "In any case, M.

Seivers is not a part of any gang."

"M. Seivers?" Hramwas nonentarily confused.

"l believe he's sonetines known as the Bludgeon. |If you're going to persecute
the man on account of his appearance, you mght at |east trouble yourself to

| earn his real nane, which as it happens is Robert Seivers."

Both of themheard the toilet flush. Latham | eaned back in his chair. "Your
friend is finished. Unless you care to propose a settlenent, | believe our
business is finished too. As you can see, |'mquite busy."

Jay Ackroyd reentered the room looking a bit pale, dabbing at his lips with a
handker chi ef :

"Get out," Latham suggested coolly. "Both of you."

"You can't just--" Hiram began

"Whul d you prefer | call the police?"

As they waited by the elevator, Hramglared at Jay in indignation. " A fat |ot
of good you were," he said.

"You've got a great touch for interrogation, Hram" Ackroyd said. "I didn't
want to spoil your rhythm™"

The doors opened and they got inside the elevator. "That got us exactly
nowhere," Hiramsaid, pressing the button for the | obby with rather nore gusto
than required.

"Ch, | wouldn't say that," Ackroyd replied. He | ooked at his watch. "If

Loophol e's as smart as | think, he's searching his bathroom by now "
H ram was | ost. "Searching his bathroon?"

"Bedroomtoo. | didn't really expect himto buy ny little tumyache,
"He's got to figure | ran to the john to plant sonme kind of bug."
"Ah," Hramsaid, "so he wastes tinme searching..."

"I hope not. Hell, | didn't hide it very well. It's on the phone by his bed, how
obvi ous could | get?"

Hi ram gaped at him "You planted a bug, but you want it to be discovered. Wy?"
"G ves himsonething to find," Ackroyd said. "Once he has it, he ought to be
satisfied. He thinks we're chunps anyway, and he's got other things on his mnd

Jay sai d.

toni ght."
"Where did you get a bug?" They'd reached the | obby. The doors opened, and they
stepped out of the elevator. Ackroyd shrugged. "Ch, | carry a few around.

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (139 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

They' re good for naking people nervous. | get themreal cheap at this place in
Jokertown, this guy sells nme all his broken ones, six for a dollar. Unless
Loophol e knows a | ot nore about mcrocircuitry than | figure, he'll never know

the difference." Ackroyd glanced at his watch again. "By now he shoul d have
found it, locked it up sonewhere, and gone back to business, but let's give him
a fewnore mnutes just to play it safe. Did you notice the conputer?"

"Eh? Yes, certainly, what of it?" H ram opened the door and they wal ked out si de.
"Manhattan streets," Jay said. "Tinmes Square area. There were maps on his desk
Sone kind of search is in progress, and our friend Loophole is coordinating it,
I'"d bet. Staving right by his phone, keeping everyone in touch with everybody

el se, charting the players on the conputer. Real interesting.”

"I don't know what you're tal king about,"” H ramsaid. "Renmenber our little
tete-a-tete at Tachyon's place? Tall-green-and-scaly was | ooking for sone kind 4
book, and he didn't strike me as a real heavy reader. | think Loophole's | ooking
for the sanme thing."

"l don't care a fig about stol en books,
about Bl udgeon. "

"Maybe the sanme guy owns them both," Jay said. He shrugged. "Or maybe not. Let's

H ramsaid. "I want sonething done

find out." He anbl ed back over by the building and began poking around in the
shrubbery.

Hiram crossed his arms and scow ed. "Wat are you doi ng?"

Popi nj ay | ooked back. "I'mgoing to hide in these bushes. I'mreal good at

hiding in bushes. Its the first thing they teach you in detective school."

"How are you going to find out anything that way?"

"I"'mnot," Ackroyd said. He shaped his right hand into a gun and pointed a

| oaded finger. "You are," he finished. H ramnever heard the pop

Fortunato's black tie and long coat were a little out of place in the Jokertown
station house. It was |ike a human garbage dunp. The dom nant snell was a bl end
of cheap wine and vomt and stale sweat. The main hall was standing roomonly,
with a special section for hookers. The sight of their streaked nmakeup and

stai ned, gaudy cl othes was nore than Fortunato coul d stand.

It took himten mnutes to find Black's office. The door was open and Bl ack was
on the phone. Black was good | ooking in a five-o0'clock-shadow, roll ed-sleeve,
cheap-haircut sort of way. Fortunato waited in the hall until Black hung up
Then he stepped in and cl osed the door.

"The name didn't nean nuch,"” Fortunato said. "But | recognize you now. It was
seven years ago. | spent the night in a cell here while a woman | cared a | ot
about got her brain fried. You had a Sergeant Matthias and a guy named Roman
interrogate ne. They decided they weren't interested and turned ne | oose. You
probably don't renenber."

"Renmenber? |'ve never seen you before, or this binbo you re tal king about."

Bl ack was scared and not hiding it well. Fortunato liked that.

"You're going to tell ne everything you know. |I'm not going to fuck around,
because I'min a hurry. So you're just going to tell nme, right now "

It was easy. Black wasn't an ace, just an ordinary guy. Fortunato was weak, but
woul d never be ordinary again. Black | eaned back in his swivel chair, tense but
unr esi sting.

"What do you want to know?" Bl ack said tonelessly. "The Astrononer. He's
escaping tonight. He's got a ship, sone kind of spaceship. | need to know where
it is."

"Spaceshi p? Li ke aliens fromspace? Like Dr. Tachyon and that kind of shit? You
nmust be crazy."

Fortunato gave himanother little jolt of power. He was starting to feel dizzy.
"He nust have been planning to take you with him herw se he would have kill ed
you. "

Bl ack | ooked puzzled. "Yeah, he was... but he decided to keep nme here, keep ne
alive for 'contingencies.'"

"Like pulling the guards off Kafka?"

"Yeah. Like that."

"And where is it he's going?"
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"It's funny. | really can't renenber."

"Funny," Fortunato said. He let hinself cone |oose fromhis physical body and
went into Black's nmind. The man wasn't |ying. The nmenory of the ship, where the
Astrononer got it, where it was hidden, where he was taking it, was gone. Neatly
cut away. Just the way the Astrononer had cut up Eileens brain.

Fortunato turned to go.

"You're just ... going to | eave ne here?"

"You're no use to ne."

"But ... aren't you afraid I'd try to get back at you?"

"Yeah," Fortunato said. "I suppose you're right." Wth the last of his strength

he reached into Bl ack's chest and stopped his heart. Black made a noise like a
cough and sl unped sideways in his chair.
"Her name was Eileen," Fortunato said, and wal ked away.

Hram s right foot was soaked up to the ankle; he'd appeared half-standing in
the toilet, and it was sheer good fortune that an ongoi ng phone conversation had
covered up the splash he made when extricating hinself. As it was, he got
nervous every time he took a step, fearful that the squi shing sound would give
himaway. So he tried not to nove nuch. He crouched in the bedroom near the
door to the spacious living room It was open, as was the door to the adjacent
room He couldn't see a thing but the enpty living room but he could hear
everything, and that was what nmattered. He'd been there twenty-odd m nutes now,
and he'd heard nore than enough.

Ring. "Lathan? This is Hobart. Subway's secure. The Egrets are down on the

pl atforns, no way anybody gets on any trains w thout us knowi ng. |'ve got mnen
hangi ng around every turnstile. You sure she's heading this way' ?"
"Qur friend fromjustice seemto think so. | spoke to Billy Ray a few m nutes

ago, he says that she's headi ng up Broadway and he's not far behind her. Wrm
has been informed, and he confirms. He's on his way."

St. John Lat ham of Latham Strauss, obviously gave his clients a good deal nore
than | egal representation.

Ring. "Cholly, man. W're at the Port Authority. I'min a phone booth, we got
guys at all the doors. Lots of pinps and ho's, man, but no sign of a white chick
ina bikini."

"Keep wat ching."

The ringing of the phone was constant, as was the soft sound of Latham s
practiced fingers on the | BM keypad. Hi ram edged cl oser to the door.

He felt sorry for the prey, whoever it was. Latham and his people were closing a
net around the whole Tines Square area. Each phone call pulled the weave a
little tighter, and the phone kept ringing.

Ring. "Sinjin? This is Fadeout."

"\Where are you?"

"In front of Nathan's. No sign of her. It's not quite as bad as New Year's Eve,
but it's not far off either.”

"You vi si bl e?"

"For the nonment. Qtherwi se |I'd have nat asshol es bunping into ne every other

second. Besides, | may need the energy if she shows."
"She'll show. Wrmis certain of it."
"Where the hell is he?"

"In his linmo, fighting traffic. Were are the rest of our people?"

"Egrets and Werewol ves all over the place. Qur jokers are all wearing Dr.
Tachyon masks, so we know who they are. The Wi sperer's up by the Cohan st at ue,
Bl udgeon i s hangi ng around outside the Wt Pussycat, Chickenhawk's perched on
top of the tower. He's supposed to be watching, but he's probably eating a
goddamed pi geon. We've got a few guys in cabs too, in case she tries to hail a
taxi, maybe she'll get one of ours."

Hiram tensed at the nmention of Bludgeon's nane. Wen the next call rang through,
and he heard a faniliar razor-cruel voice come out of the speakerphone, he edged
forward until he was in the doorjanb. "Loophole, you fucker," the voice said.
"It's nme."

"Yes," Lathamreplied in polite, icy tones.
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"I just spotted the gash. I'mwatching her tight little butt right now You
ought to see her, nothing on but a fuckin' bikini, her titties just hangin' out
there. Should I kill her?"

"No," Lathan said crisply. "Follow her."

"Shit, | could twi st her fuckin' head off before she knew | was there." He

| aughed. "Fuckin' shanme to waste the rest of her, though."

"She is not to be killed, not until we have the book. Obviously she's not
carrying it. Keep her in sight, but don't touch her. Wrmis on his way."
"Fuck," Bludgeon said. "Can | have a little fun with her, after we get the shit
back?"

"Fol | ow her, Seivers,
qui et for a nonent.
Then Hiram heard the creak of Lathamls swivel chair, followed by the soft sound
of the Iawer's footsteps. The bathroom he thought in sudden panic.

The footsteps noved cl oser.

Loophol e sai d. He hung up. The pent house was strangely

Spect or pushed anot her plastic garbage bag to one side. Arat the size of a
dachshund | aunched itself toward him The aninmal scranbled up his armtoward his
throat. He grabbed it by the tail with one hand and banged its head into the
edge of the netal barge. The rat squeal ed and tw tched convulsively. He let it
dr op.

The sparkler was burning | ow, singeing his fingers. Tiny flakes of burning nmeta
were irritating the back of Spectors hand. He tossed the sparkler over the side
of the barge. There was a faint hiss when it hit the water.

"God, | wish it was daylight. W night have a shot at finding them" Spector

sai d.

"If it was daylight, you' d have to fight the gulls. They swarm around these
barges |i ke bees to honey. Pick you to pieces if you' re not careful. Don't give
up yet," said Ral ph. He pulled another sparkler out of the box and lit it off
the one he was hol ding, then handed it to Spector. "Those notebooks are on this
barge somewhere, and we're going to find them"”

Spector was feeling stronger as time passed. His foot didn't hurt nearly as mnuch
as before. The stunp was getting | onger and separating at the end, |ike toes
were trying to reform The snell on the barge was so strong that even Spector
was bothered by it. He wished for a breeze and started di ggi ng through the

gar bage agai n.

"That's it. Don't give up." Ral ph sorted through the trash quickly but
carefully. But he'd had a | ot of practice.

Spector liked Ral ph, but he wasn't happy about it. He couldn't remenber the |ast
time somebody went out of their way to help him He'd feel pretty rotten if he
had to kill the guy, but it was probably the smart thing to do. He couldn't have
somebody runni ng around who coul d connect himw th the stol en notebooks.

"Say, friend. You never told ne your nane."

"Allen," Spector said. "Tormy Allen." He didn't know why he'd bothered to lie;
he was going to snuff Ral ph anyway. "Nice to meet you, Tomry." Ral ph extended a
gar bagesnear ed hand. Spector hesitated, then grasped it and shook once. "What's
your |ine of work?"

"I''m uh, an exterminator." Spector took a few steps away from Ral ph and dug
into sone fresh garbage. He tossed a coupl e of paper sacks aside and unearthed a
br oken-cl own couch. The cushi ons were gone and the beige paisley fabric stained,
but it | ooked okay otherw se.

"See what | nean?" Ral ph was still right behind him "Perfectly good stuff. I
could clean it up with my Steamatic and it'd be al nost as good as new'

Spector slunped onto the couch. The chance of finding the notebooks was getting
wor se and worse. Just his luck, to get hold of something like that and lose it
right away. He could have nailed the Astrononer and set hinself up for life.
Ral ph sat down beside himand | ooked at Spector 's clothes. The stains fromthe
gar bage hel ped to disguise the blood. "Boy, those guys worked you over good.
That's one thing about living in a garbage dunp, crinme rate's mghty | ow
Spector was silent. He stared directly at the sparkler, letting the magnesi um
brightness burn itself onto his retina. He wondered what the Astronomer was
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going to do to him Things were probably going to get even worse than they were
now, inpossible as that seenmed. Dying again was the sinplest solution, but it
wasn't what he had in nind.

Ral ph stuck the handl e of his sparkler into the edge of the couch, then | eaned
over and shoved his arns back into the trash up to his elbows. He turned to | ook
at Spector and furrowed his brow, then pulled out a plastic-covered package.
"Look famliar?"

Spect or grabbed the package and wiped it off on his pants leg. He was seeing
spots fromlooking at the sparkler, but knew it was the notebooks. He hurled his
sparkler as far out into the river as he could. "Goddamm. Maybe ny luck's
changi ng. "

Ral ph nodded and sniled. "Told you we'd find them Garbage can't hide anything
fromne for |long."

"Well, you were right." Spector shoved the notebooks back into his pants. He
wasn't taking themout again until he handed them over to Latham

"Wit here." Ralph got up off the couch and began wadi ng away through the
garbage. "This calls for a real celebration." Spector |ooked at his watch. It
was 10:55. He had to get noving soon. There was no telling when the Astronomner
woul d cone | ooking for him and he wanted plenty of tough conpany around by
then. The Astronomer was saving Fortunato for last, so junping Jack Flash and
Peregri ne were probably next on the list. O maybe Tachyon. Taki ng them on was
bound to push himto the linmt, even with Inp and Insulin around to hel p out.
Spector sighed. He might as well kill Ralph now and get it over with.

He saw Ral ph |ight sonething at the other end of the barge, then nove to another
to touch it off. Two small flames slowly grew into cascades of colored |ight,
fountaining twenty or thirty feet into the air. Ral ph was standing well away
fromthem his back to Spector. He appeared to be keeping an eye on the
fountains to nake sure the barge didn't catch on fire. Couldn't have his ride
home going up in flanes.

Spector made his way to the shore end of the barge and stepped off The fireworks
woul d attract attention and that was the last thing he wanted. There was no tine
to kill M. Garbage right now He'd do it later. If he survived the night.

He hobbled to the chain-link fence and clinbed it slowy, trying to use his bad
foot as little as possible. He haul ed his body over the top and | owered hinself

down the other side. His foot still hurt if he tried to put his entire weight on
it. He could see it now It was pink and there were toes taking shape. He m ght
be fully healed by this time tomorrow. If he was still alive by then

Spector had to contact Lathamfirst. He dug into his coat pocket for the card
with the | awyer's phone nunber. Getting a taxi was going to be hell. He could
al ways kill sonebody and take their car, but he wanted to keep things as
unconpl i cated as possi bl e.

He |inmped away down the street |ooking for a pay phone.

It took Jennifer nearly two nightmarish hours to make her way to the ground
floor of the Enpire State Building. She was afraid to use the elevators or the
mai n staircases and had to continually ghost through ceilings, walls, and | ocked
doors. Before |long she had to rest between each phase of insubstantiality,

bal anci ng her weariness against the continual need to nove on in case the
federal agent was still tracking her. Kien, she realized, nust have friends in
very high places indeed. She wondered, not for the first time, what

Yeoman' s- - Brennan' s--connection with hi mwas.

She finally nade it, unobserved she thought, down to the street, where she
merged with the pedestrian traffic and headed toward the corner of 43rd and
Sevent h, carefully keeping to the darkness and ignoring the occasiona
invitations to cone party. The streets became nore densely jamed w th drinking,
dope-snoki ng revel ers as she approached Ti mes Square, which was al nost as
crowded as it is on New Year's Eve. The people mlling about the streets were
det erm ned, dammed determined it seemed, not to |let anything get in the way of a
good time. Their desperate attitude tainted the atnosphere with a taste of
depression, as well as sonething of menace.

Maybe, Jennifer thought, it was all in her head. Maybe the hulking man in dirty
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| eathers and plastic Dr. Tachyon nask who seened to be follow ng her was just an
i nnocent fellow out to have a little fun. Maybe, but she started wal king faster
when she realized he was followi ng her, and her fear increased when she saw t hat
he kept pace behind her

She was never so happy to see soneone as when she saw Brennan waiting for her on
the designated corner. She broke into a ragged run toward him dodgi ng i movabl e
knots of partiers. He turned as she approached, and Jennifer faltered. She could
see his anger by the taut way he held his body,.by his hard-clenched jaw and the
thin line of his lips. Sone of his tenseness drai ned away when he saw her, and
was replaced by uncertainty. Sonme, but not all

"I wasn't sure you'd show up," he said curtly.

"Why?" They spoke in | ow voices, even though none of the people nilling around
seened to be paying them any attention

"The Tachyon statue was snmashed, scattered around the gallery. The books were
gone," he said in clipped tones. "Gone?" The astoni shnent in her voice and on
her face softened his expression. He sighed, rubbed his chin wearily. "Kien nust
have gotten to them ... sonehow ... sonmeway." He shook his head. "He's a tricky
bastard. Hi s reach extends farther and into nore places than you'd ever dream
of . "

"I't's not possible." Jennifer frowned and gl anced sharply at Brennan, suddenly
suspi ci ous that he m ght have the books and was hol ding out on his promise to
return the stanps to her

But his shoul ders were slunped, and weariness and defeat was on his face. He
can't be that good of an actor, Jennifer thought. But what possibly coul d have

happened?
Brennan seenmed to rouse hinself. He straightened his shoul ders, conposed his
features, and | ooked again at Jennifer. "Come on," he said gruffly. "It |ooks

like I have to find you sonme nore clothes.
you were wearing?"

"Il tell you everything," she said, "but first let's get some food somewhere.
I"mstill starved. | only had half a cracker with sone chopped |iver at Aces

H gh. Wiy don't we go for a late dinner somewhere? I'Il buy. 1'll tell you what
went on at Aces Hi gh and you can tell nme why you're after Kien's diary."
Jennifer told herself she nade the offer out of sinple curiosity, but part of
her whi spered that she was rationalizing. In reality, she didn't want Brennan to
wal kK away from her.

He | ooked at her with a tight smile.

"I don't think that'd be wi se," he began, then he lost his snile, grinaced, and
swung hi s bowcase at Jennifer. "Duck!"

She ghost ed.

A stocky man wearing a dark-blue satin jacket with a beautifully enbroidered
white bird on the back--a crane? Jennifer wondered--passed through her. He
stunmbl ed forward, his arnms windnmlling as he tried to regain his bal ance.
Brennan's case caught himflush in the face and he went down. sighed "Egret,"
Brennan snapped. "Let's get out of here."

He grabbed for Jennifer's hand, started to run, stopped, sighed half to hinself,
and waited for her to solidify.

"Sonmetimes you're difficult to cope with," he conplained. Jennifer smled and

of fered himher hand. It looked like this affair wasn't over yet. \What, she
wondered, is an Egret?

He took her hand and they ran.

It was inpossible to nake straight-1line progress through the crowd. They left a
trail of partiers in their wake cursing themor whistling catcalls at the sight
of Jennifer's bikini-clad form or both.

"W're never going to shake themat this rate," Brennan grunmbled. He risked a

gl ance over his shoul der and saw a pack of nen wearing dark jackets--nore
Egrets, Jennifer realized--pushing through the crowd after them They were | ess
subtl e than Brennan and Jennifer and sinply shoved past anyone who bl ocked their
way. Few cared to | ecture them about their boorishness. "Eight of them" Brennan
said, and his grip on Jennifer's hand was broken as she suddenly stopped in her
tracks.

He frowned. "How d you | ose the ones
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"Ch no," she said, staring.

"What is it?"

"Hm"

A man wearing a skintight white suit was com ng toward them

"Who' s that?" Brennan asked.

Jenni fer shook her head. "He tried to arrest ne at Aces H gh. Said he was a
federal agent."

"Great." Brennan glanced around quickly. They were near a corner that was
cluttered with a phone booth, nail repository, and several trash cans. "This
way. Maybe he hasn't spotted you yet."

Jenni fer and Brennan veered off to the side and the man in the battle suit
called out, "Stop right there! You' re under arrest!"

Jennifer groaned, jostled a man wearing a mask with an el ephant's nose and
ears-no, Jennifer realized, he wasn't wearing a mask after all-apol ogi zed, and
stepped to the curb just as a linpo pulled to a screeching halt. Its doors flew
open and Wrm and half a dozen thugs | eapt out.

"Christ," Brennan swore. He let go of Jennifer's hand and everythi ng happened at
once.

A battered vellow taxi rear-ended the lino just as Wrm screaned, "Get her! Get
him" The taxi bunped the Iino forward and the open door on the passenger's side
slamed into Wrm The reptilian joker went down as the Egrets burst through the
onl ookers surrounding the scene and tried to encircle Brennan and Jennifer
Peopl e trapped within the circle realized sonething heavy was about to cone down
and tried to get away. People outside the circle realized that sonething heavy
was about to conme down and pushed closer to watch. Billy Ray, now running toward
them screaned, "lI'ma federal agent and you're under arrest!" and the huge nman
indirty leathers and plastic Tachyon mask, who was al so pushing through the
crowd toward Jennifer and Brennan, whirled and clubbed himto the sidewalk with
a single blow fromhis deformed, clublike right fist.

The Egrets | ooked at each other uncertainly and Brennan | ooked at Jennifer

"What the hell?" he asked, and kicked the nearest Egret in the stomach. The
Egret went down and two others | eaped at Brennan and tried, unsuccessfully, to
grappl e him

Billy Ray, to the astoni shnent of Jennifer, the onl ookers, and nobst especially
the huge joker who had struck himdown, was already getting to his feet.
"Sucker," Ray said through clenched teeth. "lI'mgoing to kick your ass."

The giant grow ed sonmething inarticulate as Jennifer watched Brennan take out
the two Egrets who had cone at him The hack | eaped out of his taxi and screaned
at the man who was driving the linb as one of the Egrets got by Brennan and
grabbed at Jennifer. She smled at himand ghosted and he tried over and over
again to grapple her while she shimered insubstantially on the sidewal k. Tiring
of his attentions, Jennifer grabbed a Iid fromone of the garbage cans by the
curb, solidified, and brought the lid down hard on his head. He stared at her
with hurt indignation for a nonent, then his | egs went rubbery and he sli pped,
unconscious, to the sidewal k. Sone of the onl ookers appl auded.

The gi ant spoke, his voice drawing Jennifer's attention back to himand Ray.
"Fuck off, asshole." Hi s voice was a nonstrous rasping that sounded barely
human. He was awesonely intimdating, but Ray smled back at him Jennifer

t hought he | ooked genui nely happy.

"You're under arrest for assaulting a federal agent."

The big joker growl ed and swuing his deformed right fist, but Ray had al ready
nmoved. He ducked under the punch and came up throwi ng one of his own that caught
the giant in his hard, bulging gut. Al the air whooshed out of his lungs and he
stunbl ed and went down. But he wasn't out. He reached up as Ray tried to step by
him grabbed Ray's | eg, and yanked. Ray went down again and the giant joker
rolled over himlike a tsunam, pinning himto the sidewal k. He struck before
Ray could nove, crushing Ray's jaw and nouth with his hammering right fist.

Bl ood splattered everywhere. Jennifer, feeling faint, backed away, and felt
hersel f bunp into soneone. Hands grabbed her waist and she whirled and found
herself staring into a pair of pretty blue eyes. Eyes, and nothing el se, except
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for tendrils that m ght have been nerve endings trailing off them She
suppressed an urge to scream and swung the garbage-can lid with all her

strength. There was a satisfying loud thunk and the netal lid bent in her hands.
The eyes di sappeared, as if rolled up behind invisible eyelids; the invisible
hands rel eased her. After a nonent a tall, lanky formblinked into sight,

crunpl ed on the sidewal k. Jennifer dropped the bent garbage-can |id and
backpedal ed.

Three of the thugs who'd arrived in the linb with Wrmstarted toward her while
two others tried to help Wrmto his feet and the other one rolled around on the
street punching at and cursing out the driver of the cab that'd rear-ended them
Qut of the corner of her eye Jennifer saw the joker draw back to strike Ray
agai n, but sonmehow, while spitting bl ood and fragnments of teeth, Ray reached up
and caught the joker's armw th one hand while raking across his masked face
with the other. The nmask cane off, exposing a face that |ooked |ike a bonbed-out
battl efield. The man's scar-encunbered nouth was w de open and sucking for air.
"You're one ugly son of a bitch," Ray nmunbl ed through mashed |ips and broken
teeth. A nmerry light danced strangely in his eves. He twisted |like an eel,
jerked his | eg upward, and caught the joker in the groin.

A stream of spittle ran down the joker's chin and he how ed. Ray flipped him
over, straddled his chest, and pumrel ed the joker's face until his fist was
splashed with the joker's blood. The joker went linp, and Ray |aughed lightly
and stood up. H s eyes, gleaming with an uncanny |light, fastened on Jennifer.
She gl anced at Brennan, but he was busy with the Egrets. Ray started toward her,
fastidiously wi ping away the bl ood that dripped fromhis smashed jaw before it
could fall on his uniform as the three thugs fromthe |inp approached fromthe
ot her si de.

"You're coming with me," Ray said. Jennifer could barely understand his nunbl ed
words, but she let himtake her arm "Hey, bug off, man. The chick's ours," one
of the thugs said, and Jennifer let himtake her other arm

" 1 can only acconpany one of you," Jennifer said, then ghosted and stepped
aside. Ray grinned fixedly and advanced on the thugs as Brennan beat down

anot her Egret with a crushi ng backhanded bl ow. The two Egrets still on their
feet exchanged gl ances, decided it wasn't worth it, and beat cheeks down the

si dewal k and through the crowmd. Brennan turned back toward Jennifer. He wasn't
even breat hing hard, although he did | ook baffled as he watched Ray punch out
Wrms thugs. Jennifer glanced at the linmousine sitting in the street before
them motor running and door open

"Conme on," she called to Brennan, and dove through the open door. He foll owed
her into the car, pulled the door shut, and a huge birdlike formhurtled out of
the sky and sl anmed agai nst the windshield. It was a skinny winged joker with a
crown of dirty white feathers |like the crest of a scraggly cockatoo, ugly purple
and red wattles hanging fromhis jaw. He shook his head, stunned by the inpact
like a sparrowthat'd flown into a plate-glass w ndow, croaked sonething
unintelligible, and slipped off the hood into the street, tripping Ray who had
just disposed of his final adversary and was | eaping toward the |lino. Brennan
wat ched themfall to the pavenent in a tangle of |inbs. Jennifer gunned the
motor as Wrm stood up groggily. The linmo sped off as the reptilian joker |ooked
around i n bew | dernent.

"What happened?" he asked, but no one could really tell him

Chapt er Ei ghteen

11: 00 p.m

The toilet flushed. Latham paused to wash his hands, dried them on a nonogramed
towel, and turned off the light as he energed fromthe bat hroom

Hiram held his breath and tried to squirmcloser to the ceiling. Hs fist was
clenched very tight, and the slightest notion threatened to send himdrifting
across the room He prayed Lat ham woul dn't | ook up. Thank god he hadn't turned
on the ceiling light; a man of Hiramis girth floating up near the fixture would
cast a noticeabl e shadow. He coul d thank Popinjay for getting himinto this
absurd situation.
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He' d hoped Lat ham woul d head strai ght back to his conputer, but he wasn't going
to be that lucky. The attorney wal ked to his dresser and began to enpty his
pockets: noney clips, keys, a handful of change. He undid his tie, renoved his
vest, hung themcarefully in a walk-in closet, slipped into a snoking jacket. It
was black silk, with a dragon nmotif worked in gold across the back, and it fit
perfectly. Sitting on the edge of his bed, Lathamuntied his shoes, donned a
pair of slippers. No, Hiramthought down at him don't lie down, please don't
lie down.

The phone rang.

Go away, Hiramthought wildly, go back to the other room Loophole gl anced at
the door, as if he was considering it. Then he lifted the receiver off the
bedsi de extension. "Latham™"

There was a short pause. "You' re not meking any sense,

the | awyer said curtly.

"Yes, | understand that you're in pain." Silence. "He ate your foot?" The tone
was incredulous. "No, |I'msorry, M. Spector, | don't believe you. If you' ve

| ost that much bl ood, perhaps you're..." Asigh. "Al right, describe these
books. "

This time the silence was nmuch longer. Hiramcouldn't see Latham s expression
from his vantage point agai nst the ceiling, but when he spoke, his tone had
changed. "No, Janes, don't read fromit. It wouldn't be healthy. Were are you?"
A frown. "Yes, but what dunp, where, | don't... They're all in Tinmes Square,
she's been sighted ... no, | don't know how long." He glanced at the bedside
clock. "No. No, | want you here as soon as possible. Take a cab... | don't care
how you get one, just do it, do you understand? You know t he address."

Lat ham hung up the phone, rose thoughtfully fromthe bed, and then-to Hranis

i Mmense relief-went directly back to the desk in the other room

Hi ram shuddered, uncl enched his hand, and drifted slowy back to the floor. He
touched down as lightly as a feather. Spector, he thought. Were had he heard
that nanme before? What el se had Latham called hinf Janes, that was it, Janes
Spect or.

Suddenly it fell into place. Dr. Tachyon, that was where he'd heard the nane,
half a year ago, over a rack of lanb at Aces High. A man who'd escaped fromthe
clinic and left a trail of death behind him an accountant naned Janmes Spector,
but he had a new profession now, and on the street they were calling him..

Deni se.

He heard Lat ham pi ck up the phone. Hiram gl anced toward the front door, but to
reach it he would have to cross the living room in plain view The w ndow was a
better bet. He tiptoed across the room slid it open slowy and carefully, stuck

his head out. It was a long fall, but not nearly as long as the fall from Aces
Hi gh.
Gimacing with distaste, H ram Wrchester clinbed up on the sill and pushed

hi msel f through the window It was a tight fit, and for one horrible second he
was afraid that he was stuck. Then he squirnmed a little harder, the buttons gave
on his jacket, and he popped free and began to fall. He only hoped that he

woul dn't be blown too far off course

And in fact there was enough power left for Fortunato to find the Rolls. He

t hought about Peregrine, about her nouth and her breasts and what she woul d
taste |i ke between her |egs. Just the thought nmade hi m stronger

He was going to have her. Even though it neant risking both of their lives. The
Astrononmer was not through with either one of them and they'd be terribly

vul nerabl e in bed.

But there was tinme. The Astrononer had to recharge, and so did he. He tried not
to think about the Astrononer out there sonewhere, maybe even now picki ng out
his victim

Tried not to renmenber that the time he had was bei ng bought at the cost of
sonebody else's life.

He turned a corner and saw the Rolls. Peregrine unl ocked the door for himand he
got insi de.

"Your business?" she asked. "Taken care of. For now'

"Good," she said. "I'd hate for you to be in a hurry."
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Jenni fer took a corner with enough speed to wing an angry whine fromthe |inps
tires and a few angry curses fromthe pedestrians who had spilled off the
crowded sidewal k onto the roadway itself. She glanced quickly to her right and
saw Brennan | eani ng back agai nst the |uxurious upholstery, smling. "Wat are
you so happy about ?" she asked.

"Ki en doesn't have the book."

"Hrm®" Jennifer cut across two |lanes of traffic and threw a fast |left. She
glanced into the rearview mrror. She didn't think they were being followed, but
she wanted to nake sure. "What nekes you say that?"

"Sinple," he said. "Wrmis still following us. O you, to be precise. Therefore
Ki en doesn't have the book." He suddenly lost his smile and frowned. "But if it
isn't where you left it..." He left the sentence unfinished.

"Sonmeone el se nust have it. Them" Jennifer realized that she was getting so
caught up in Brennan's quest that she was forgetting the stockbooks full of
stanps. The books that were, or at |east should be, inportant to her. "Wy do
you want that damm book so nuch?" she asked suddenly, running through a red
light. "What's your connection with Kien?"

Brennan stared out the wi ndow for a |ong nonent. "You handle this car very
wel | ."

"Conme on," she said, frustrated beyond endurance by his reticence. "Cut the
stall and answer ny questions. You owe ne that much."

"Maybe | do," Brennan said reflectively. "All right. Kien and | go a | ong way
back. Back to Vietnam" Jennifer slowed to a reasonable speed so she could keep
one eye on Brennan as he spoke. He was | ooking out the wi ndow distractedly,

| ooki ng, seem ngly, far beyond the street outside the window "He's an evil man.
Uterly sel f-absorbed, utterly ruthless. He was a general in the arny of South
Vi etnam but he worked for anyone who'd pay him He caused the deaths of a |ot
of my nen. He tried to kill nme." Brennan's face becanme expressionless. "He
killed ny wife."

They drove on in silence, Jennifer wondering if she had probed too far, if she
even wanted to know the rest of the story. After a while, Brennan spoke agai n.
"I had evidence inplicating himin nearly every dirty schenme that was goi ng on
in "Nam but | . . lost it. Kien stayed in power. | was al nost court-martial ed
When Saigon fell | left the arnmy and Kien came to Anerica. | spent a few years
inthe Oient, finally returning to the States a few years ago. An ol d conrade
of mine spotted Kien a couple of nonths ago and sent ne a letter that brought ne

to the city."
"I"mconvinced that the diary would inplicate Kien in countless crinina
activities. Maybe it contains enough evidence to put himaway for good... Ilike

he shoul d have been put away by the evidence |I'd gathered twelve years ago..."
"I don't knowif this diary would be accepted as evidence in court."

"Perhaps not," Brennan conceded, "but it would contain innunmerable clues to his
activities, to his associates and underlings." He | ooked at Jennifer seriously.
"Killing Kien would be sinple, but, first, it wouldn't necessarily bring down
the network of corruption that he's built up here in New York, and, second, it
woul d be too easy on him" Brennan's eyes becane shadowed with introspection. "I
want himto |lie awake at night and worry about the slightest noise, the

fl eeti ngest shadow that cuts across his dreams. | want himstripped of
everything he has, all his wealth, all his power and riches. In the end | want
himto have nothing but tine, tinme weighing heavily on his head with nothing to

change the endl ess succession of his dull and eternal days... And if he doesn't
end up in ajail cell, I'll strip himof everything he has and nmake his life an
i nescapabl e hell of grinding poverty and fear. To do it I'll need the diary."

Brennan | apsed into silence again. Jennifer |icked her Iips. Maybe, she thought,
it was tinme to tell himthe truth. He should know. But something froze up inside
of her at the thought of telling him She licked her lips again, forced them
open.

" Brennan-"

She was interrupted by the sound of a tel ephone ringing in the back of the Iino.
Brennan started and | ooked toward the back seat as she sighed, feeling like a
condemed prisoner granted a reprieve.
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The dashboard of the linmp had nore controls than a space shuttle.

"Which switch | owers the wi ndow between the seats?" Brennan asked.

Jennifer darted a glance at the dashboard and shrugged. Brennan sl anmed down a
bunch of toggles, turning on the radio, |ocking the doors, putting up the

tel evision antenna and, finally, lowering the tinted glass barrier between the
rear and front seats. He dove into the back. Jennifer heard a nuffled curse as
he banged his knee on the |iquor cabinet and bar that faced the rear seat. He

pi cked up the, phone, switched on the speaker attachnent so Jennifer could hear,
and grunted into it.

"Wrn? Wirm is that you? This is Latham™

Jennifer, glancing at himin the rear mrror, saw a strange expression fall upon
his features. He smled with pleasure, but no hunor, as if he recogni zed the
nane, as if he were glad to hear the man's voi ce.

"Listen carefully. Demise is comng with the book. | repeat. Dem se has the
book. Call off your search and escort himin. Do you understand?"
Brennan's smle was savage. "I do," he said quietly. "You're not Wrm"

"No," Brennan said. "Wio is this?"

"The past, spook. And I'mcomng for you." He hung up the phone.

The din, as they wal ked crosstown, was deafening. The crowds were virtually
tidal in their power to ebb and flow, carrying nost unanchored passersby with

t hem

"I"'mtrying," Bagabond said to Jack, eyes tightly closed as she | eaned up
against the brick pillar at an alley entrance off 9th Street. "The creatures of
the city have never had to deal with this kind of human commoti on before.
They're terrified."

"I"'msorry," said Jack. The urgency in his voice belied the apol ogy. "Just try.
Pl ease try."

"I am" She continued to concentrate. "Nothing. |I"'msorry." She opened her eyes
and Jack found hinself staring into their apparently infinite black depths.
"There are eight nmillion humans in this city. Probably there are ten tines as
many creatures, not even counting the roaches. Be patient."

Jack inpul sively hugged her. "I'msorry. Do what you can do. Let's keep headi ng
downtown." Hi s voice had turned weary now. Bagabond held the enbrace a second
nore than necessary. Jack didn't object.

Bagabond suddenly cocked her head. "Listen."

"Are you picking up sonething?" Jack said.

"I'"'m hearing sonmeone. Aren't you?" She started to walk rapidly down the bl ock
Jack heard it too. The nusic was faniliar, the voice doubly so

Bl ood and bones Take ne hone People there | owe People there gonna go Down with
me to Hell Down with nme to Hel

"I'1'l be dammed," said Jack. "It sounds like C.C."

"It is C.C Ryder," Bagabond said. C C, had been one of Rosemary's ol dest and
closest friends in the city. But triggered by acute trauma, her grotesque wld
card talent had kept her under close care in Dr. Tachyon's clinic for nore than
a decade. They stopped with several other onl ookers, pressed up against the
glass front of a Crazy Eddie's. There were several large video nonitors set up
in the display wi ndow. Overhead speakers piped the nusic out to the street. On
the screens, sharp-edged geonetric solids rolled and collided in black and

whi te.

"I's she perform ng agai n?" Bagabond said. "Rosemary's said nothing."

"Not in person."” Jack squinted through the glass. "Just in perfornmance videos
like this. | also heard she's been witing a lot of new stuff lately, songs for
Ni ck Cave, JimCarroll, people |like that. | read in the Voice that Lou Reed's
even consi dering one of her songs for a new al bumand he never does covers."

"I wish she was doing concerts again," Bagabond said, voice al nost w stful.
Jack shrugged. "Maybe. | guess she can't deal with nore than naybe two people at
one tine. | think she's finally getting better."

"If she's recording now," said Bagabond, "then she's getting better."

"I bet Cordelia"d like to neet her," said Jack

Bagabond smled. "Cordelia's sixteen. Maybe C C. knows Bryan Adans."
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"Who?" said Jack.

"Conme on." She took his armand | ed himaway fromthe display wi ndow. The lyrics
foll owed them

You can sing about pain You can sing about sorrow But nothing will bring a new
tomorrow O take away yesterday

In the neighboring cubicle, screened only by a thin cloth curtain, someone was
puking. Noisily, energetically, vigorously, a real tour de force of puking.

"So | sez to him | sez, |I'mgonna smear your ugly nat face all over-"

But where the beery-voiced joker had been going to snear the face was lost in
the lonely cry of sirens and a | oud aggrieved "OM" from Tachyon

"Stop sniveling," ordered Dr. Victoria Queen, who |ooked as if thirty-six years
of living with her inprobable nane had permanently soured her disposition. The
frowni ng expression was at odds with her |lovely face and | ush body. She took
another stitch in the alien's forehead.

"What are you using? A knitting needl e?"

"Where's all this Takisian stoicisn? To bear pain without flinching, to laugh in
the face of vicissitude."

"You have a terrible bedside manner."

"I see you found him" the doctor said, ignoring Tachyon. Roulette felt a stab
of anxiety. "WAs he in a bar?"

Tachyon, rightly reading an insult, seized upon the remark without realizing its
import. "I amnot always in a bar. | w sh you would stop telling people that."
There was the sound of grow ng confusion frombeyond the cubicle. "Stay here!"
ordered Queen, and twitched aside the curtain.

Tachyon tugged hi s bangs down over the hal f-opened gash, the needle still thrust
through the white skin, and slid off the gurney. Roulette put out a hand.

"VWhere are you goi ng?"

"To help."
"You're hurt, you're a patient."
"It's still my hospital.”

She was too tired, and too obsessed with the inages passing behind her eyes to
argue. She followed himinto the emergency room of the Blythe van Renssael er
Menorial Cinic.

Every avail abl e chair and sofa was taken. Jokers of every description huddl ed,
and hacked, and noaned, and newed, and followed the overworked doctors with

pl eadi ng eyes.

A three-legged joker was waddling after Dr. Queen. "I've been waitin' here for
three fucking hours!"”

"Tough! "

"Cunt!"

"You've got a broken wist. There are others here with worse problens. W'l
take you when we can. And | have no synpathy. Personally, | think E no should

have broken your fucking neck."

Tachyon was exam ning a comatose old man on one of the gurneys, seeningly
oblivious to the shouting match behind him But when the joker took a swi ng at
the woman doctor, the haymaker continued so he hit hinself in the face, and then
col | apsed snoring on the floor.

"Nice work, Doc," called a huge scaly joker in a security guard's uniform "Hey,
you |l ook like shit."

"Thank you, Troll."

"What do you want nme to do with hinP?" He nudged the sl eeping troubl emaker with a
t oe.

"Have Delia set his wist while he's sleeping.'
anesthetic."”

Anot her wailing ambul ance di sgorged its | oad. A gurney squeaked past, carrying a
nightmare figure. Seven feet tall, head blunt |ike the head of a hanmer. One
feroci ous red eye, and one bright blue eye glaring frombeneath a heavy ridge of
bone. Boils dotted his scalp in place of hair. Sone had broken open and were
oozing pus. The man | ooked as if soneone had danced on his face with a

j ackhammer .

A quick smle. "Saves on
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Roul ette wapped her arns about her stonmach, trying to shut out the pain, the
smel l's, the sounds. Queen di scovered Tachyon admi nistering a shot to a snuffling
five-year-old, and chivied himback into the cubicle. Wen they reenerged, she
was | eading the tiny doctor by the wist Iike an outraged school nistress with a
recal citrant student.

"Take himhone." A sharp shove between the shoul der bl ades. "G ve himthese.
Make him sl eep.”

“I'mall right. I'Il stay."

"You're never here on Wld Card Day. Usually because you're face down in a
puddl e of cognac. Why break with tradition?"

Queen didn't seemto notice, or perhaps she didn't care, that Tachyon had been
well and truly hurt by the remark. Roulette took his arm and |l ed himout the
si de door of the old brick building.

"I'"'mgoing after Fortunato," he abruptly announced. "And do what ?"

"Hel p hi msearch for the Astrononer." His lips were pressed into a thin |ine.
"Tachyon, he nmust know after attacking the restaurant that every ace in
Manhattan is after him He'd be a fool to stay in New York."

"He's a madman. He won't care."

He shrugged of f her hand, and closed his eyes. A great struggle seened to be
taking place, though it showed itself only through the increasingly haggard
expression on his nar row face, the sweat that matted in the whorls of his

si deburns, and the bright white points studdi ng each knuckl e. Suddenly he
whirled, and slamed his fists against the wall of the hospital

"He's bl ocking nme!"

"Who?"

"Fortunato. Damm him Damm him Damm him" Head thrown back, he screaned to the
sky. "You've held nme in contenpt for years, you arrogant son of a bitch. Faggots
fromspace. Well, fine! Handle it yourself, then, and be damed to you."

"Wy worry? Maybe the Astrononmer will cone after you, and then you can handl e
it."

But he was al ready wal ki ng, head hunched forward, hands thrust deep into his
pockets, and so missed the bitter irony in her words.

Chapter N neteen

12: 00 M dni ght

"Dam, " Brennan nuttered as he cradl ed the phone. "Who were you trying to call?"
Jennifer asked. "Chrysalis."

"Still?"

"Yes. And she's still out."

"Who's Chrysalis, anyway."

"She runs a bar called the Crystal Palace," Brennan said, |ooking out the

wi ndow. "She's the infornmation broker who put nme on your trail. She knows just
about everything worth know i ng, so she'd probably know where Latham s apartnent
is. But she isn't available, and Elnb's getting annoyed by ny constant calling.
Dam, " he repeated, hitting his left palmwth his clenched right fist.

"There isn't much nore we can do," Jennifer said, "than cruise around the better

parts of town, |ike we've been doing, |ooking for some dude nanmed Deni se who's
carrying a bag of books."

Brennan grinned sourly. "I know. It seens pretty hopeless, but let's stick to it
for a while."

Jenni fer shrugged. "Sure." He was right, of course.

It was no wonder Dem se had had trouble getting a cab. He'd been shot a dozen
times. The bullets had left holes in the front of his cheap gray suit, and his
shirt was covered with powder burns and bl ood. He snelled of garbage, and his
trousers had been soiled. As he opened the taxi door, a shudder ran all along
the length of that scrawny body. Dem se put one foot on the ground, supported

hi nsel f on the rear door, pulled the other foot out after him It was a tw sted
little thing, shoel ess, sockless, pale under the streetlanp, soft and small |ike
the foot of a child, growing froma ragged stunp that was crusty with dried

bl ood.
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Hi ram swal | owed and | ooked away.

The cabbi e was upset. "You not herfucker,'
like that, and you stiff' me!"

Dem se grinned nastily. "You want to be stiffed, you come to the right place.
You're lucky I'min a hurry, you jerk." Gngerly, he lowered his raw new foot to
the sidewal k, winced as it touched the pavenent.

" Mot herfucker!" the cabbie yelled. He peeled out so fast the force of his

accel eration swng the rear door closed, and it caught Denise on the hip. He
went sprawing in the gutter, and screaned. Sonething fell out of his pocket.
Books, Hiram saw.

They were in a plastic bag. Denise scrabbled for them hugged themto his chest,
got unsteadily to his feet. Then he hobbled toward the building, half-Ilinping,
hal f - hoppi ng, trying to keep his weight of his new foot. H's eyes were turned

i nward, on his own pain. The precious books were clutched tight, both hands

wr apped around the bag. He didn't seemto wonder why the doornman was wearing a
tuxedo. Hi ram opened the door, alnost feeling sorry for the wetch.

Jay stepped out of the bushes, finger pointed, thunb cocked. "Yo," he said

| oudly.

Deni se | ooked back

Hiram made a fist. Suddenly the books wei ghed sonething on the order of two
hundred pounds. They slipped from Spector's fingers, crashed down on top of his
foot. Hiramheard the tiny hal f-fornmed bones crack, saw the soft white skin
split. Demise opened his nmouth to scream

And suddenly he was gone.

Hi ram st ooped, returned the book bag to its nornal weight, gathered it up. He
was drenched with sweat. "W could have died just then," he said to Popinjay.
"My nother could have been a nun," Ackroyd said. "Let's get out of here fast."
They caught a cab at the corner. It was the sane one Denise had just gotten out
of, and the cabbie was still conplaining about his last fare. "Were to?" he
finally asked.

Ackroyd's snile was faint and fast. "Tinmes Square," he said.

"Well," Peregrine said. "This is it. Hunble but mne own."

Fortunato cl osed the door and didn't say anything. The penthouse was a single
wi de room the walls and carpets all different shades of gray. Each area was on
its own |level, each a step or two up or down fromthe ones around it. The
furniture was steel or glass or upholstered in gray cotton, all of it long and
| ow and expensive. One wall was nothing but w ndows, |ooking down on Centra
Park. The hi ghest point in the apartnent was an el evated ki ng-size water bed in
the far corner. There was no bedspread, just runpled gray satin sheets.

"Can | get you a drink or sonething?"

He shook his head. Peregrine went to the bar and poured herself a snifter of
Courvoisier. "Don't be so grim W saved Water Lily, didn't we?"

"Yes, you did. You were very inpressive."

"l can be when | have to be. | don't l|ike being pushed around." She rested her
hip on the edge of the bar and took a long pull at the cognac. Her wi ngs
fluttered a little as it burned its way down. Her sensuality was integral and
unforced; her legs naturally turned to show off her |ong, rounded cal ves and

| ean thighs. "Which isn't to say | don't appreciate a certain amunt of

aggressi veness, in the right circunmstances."

"A while ago you accused nme of nmeking a 'lanme approach
"I didn't hurt your feelings, did |I? Her eyes were glittering again. They

he screaned. "I pick you up | ooking

didn't ook away from hi mor hold anything back. "I nmean, how was | to know you
were telling the truth?

"Besides, all | conplained about was the style. |I didn't say | wasn't
interested. "

As Fortunato crossed the room she put down her glass and stood up. His left arm
slid between her wings, his right around her waist. Her nouth was soft and
tasted of cognac and opened i nmedi ately under his. Her tongue noved expertly
across his teeth and then reached deep into his nouth. Her |egs noved apart and
her wi ngs folded around himand he felt |like they'd nerged into a single
organism He could feel the heat of her pelvis through his pants | eg and her
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wild card power roared through her body and into his Iike a nuclear explosion
She broke the kiss, panting for air. "Jesus," she said. He picked her up and
carried her toward the bed.

"You don't weigh anything at all."

"Hol | ow bones," she said in his ear, then ran her tongue around the edges of it.
"Hol | ow, but strong as fiberglass." She tightened her arns around his chest,

just for a second, to prove her point, then bit himon the neck

He found the bed by instinct. The rest of his senses were out of control. He
searched Peregrine's dress for a zipper and she said, "Forget it, I'll buy

anot her one, | want you to fuck ne, fuck me now. " Fortunato grabbed the cups
that covered her breasts and tore the dress down the niddle. Her breasts spilled
out, pale and perfectly rounded, the nipples broad and only a little darker than
the skin around them He took one in his teeth and she clawed at his tux shirt,
poppi ng the studs | oose to bounce and clatter across the floor. She ripped off
hi s cummerbund and pulled his trousers down to his knees. She gripped his penis
in both her hands and it would have hurt if it hadn't already been so swollen
and aching that he'd thought it was going to split Iengthwi se |ike an overripe
fruit.

Underneat h the vel vet dress she had on nothing but a garter belt and black silk
stockings. Her wings pulsed in time with her breathing. Her pubic hair was thick
and soft as | anbswool. She lifted her feet, still in their black punps, onto
Fortunato's shoul ders and reached up to grab himaround the neck. "Now, " she
said. "Now. "

When he went into her it was |ike plugging into an electric socket. Hot, bright
purple lines of energy pulsed around their bodies. He'd never felt anything |ike
it inhis life. "Jesus, what are you doing to ne?" she whispered. "Don't answer.
| don't care. Just don't ever stop."

After the initial nonment of vertigo Spector had al nost fallen, but managed to
grab hold of the catwalk railing before he went over. His foot felt like it had
been stuck into nolten lava. He sat down and tried to figure out where they'd
sent him He was up high and could see a street packed with cars in front of

him He stood and hobbled to the end of the catwal k, using the cold railing for
support. He stared out into the deserted darkness of Yankee Stadium The little
shit who did this to himwas going to pay. He should have recogni zed Fatnan at
the door. Should have been nore careful all around. Now the books were gone and
he' d have to deal with the Astrononmer on his own.

"Fucki ng assholes. Sent ne to the goddamm Bronx." He wi ped his nose and | ooked
for a way down. After a few mnutes he found a ladder. It was a good fifty feet
to the concrete wal kway bel ow. He | owered hinself carefully, holding his | eg
away so that his injured foot didn't touch anything. A gust of w nd whipped his
dirty hair into his eyes and sent pain humm ng through the tissue that was
trying to becone toes. It took himten mnutes to reach bottom

Spector | ooked around for sonething to use as a crutch, but cane up enpty. There
was not hing on the other side of the chain Iink fence but a nasty drop. He
struggl ed around the edge of the wal kway toward the stands. It was the only way
he was sure woul d get himout.

He haul ed hi nmsel f over another fence. Spector figured he was under the right
field bleachers. He tripped over a box filled with bags of peanuts, and went to
the ground scream ng.

The light hit himalnost imediately. "Hold it right there, buddy." A voice cane
frombehind the flashlight. Spector heard a snap bei ng undone. Safety strap on a
revol ver, probably. "Help. | need a doctor. Point your light at ny foot." He had
to get the guard cl ose enough to see his eyes. The watchman shifted his light to
Spector's feet. H's bad foot was black and purple where the books had | anded on
it. "Jesus. What the hell happened to you?"

He was close, but his eyes still weren't visible. Spector pulled the lighter out
of his pocket and flicked it. The watchman's eyes were ice blue, pretty in the
light of the flanme. Spector |ocked eyes. The nman whi npered softly. Spector's
death assaulted himwith swift and sure results. He fell and was still. Spector
searched the guard's body, taking his flashlight and keys. If he could get into
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one of the dressing roons, he might find sonething to wap his foot in. He could
certainly find some kind of crutch, and maybe even a change of clothing. He
linped up the ranp into the bl eachers and down the steps toward the field.

"The best bets," said Bagabond, "are the rats. I'mpulling in inmpressions from
as many of them as possible-and there are a lot."

"Arat's-eye view of the Big Apple," Jack said. "That's sonething the tourist
conmi ssi on hasn't done much with." He tried to keep the words I|ight.

Down the bl ock there was a snake dance-jokers or nornals dressed as jokers, Jack

couldn't tell. The dancers had set fire to several derelict cars parked in

| oadi ng zones. O maybe they hadn't been derelict when the torches were set to
them It was hard to tell. At any rate, now they blazed nerrily, smoke curling
greasily.

Jack and Bagabond had stopped at a Terrific Pizza for takeout drinks. Both of
them were parched. "Your syrup's low, " said Jack to the counternman. He gri naced
at the taste of his drink.

"Tough titty," said the counterman. "You don't like it, try the inmgrant soda
jerk down the block."

"Let's go," said Bagabond, nentally urging six hundred rats fromthe alley in
back to slip into the back of the Terrific Pizza and check out the dough and
cheese storage

Qut on the sidewal k, Jack said, "Ch nmy God!"

"What's wong?"

"Come on." Jack led her toward the snake dancers. The line had started to break
up. Apparently m sshapen dancers, some of whom wore even nore grotesque
costunes, straggled toward them

Jack confronted one of the dancers. The man was tall and dark, skin virtually

bl ue-black in the mercury-vapor glare and the flickering fire-scatter. He wore a
parody of tribal gear, beads and feathers in profusion. H s skin was covered
with a sheen of sweat. The droplets running down his face, however, were beads
of blood from sl ashes runnelled into his cheeks. The slashes were cut in regular
chevrons, slanting down along the planes of his cheekbones. H's eyes were
infinitely deep caverns ringed by white makeup.

He wore a red Bozo the Cown nose. "Dieu!" Jack said. "Jean-Jacques? Is it you?"
The dancer stopped and stared at Jack. Bagabond canme up to them and wat ched.
"You recogni zed ne," said Jean-Jacques sadly. "I amsorry, ny friend. Now that |
am not human, | thought no one would know who I am"

"l recognize you." Jack reached out tentatively, checked the notion. "Your
facewhat have you done?"

"Do | not |ook nmore |like a joker?"

"You're not a joker," said Jack. "You are ny friend. You are ill, but you are ny
friend."

"I ama joker," said Jean-Jacques firmy. "I have a sentence of death laid
across ne."

Jack stared at himnutely.

The bl ack man | ooked back at him then brushed the tips of his fingers across
Jack's face. The notion was fleeting and tender. Ot hers of the dance |ine had
gat hered around them

Jack saw they were all normals dressed in outlandish garb, sone bright and
desperately garish, others nuted and nore subtly grotesque.

"Good- bye, friend Jack. | shall mss you." Jean-Jacques turned away and started
to chant the letters, "H T, L, V" The others took it up: "H T, L, VI" roared
al ong the street.

"HTLV?" Bagabond said to Jack as the pair stood there while Jean-Jacques and the
ot her dancers whirled frenetically away.

"The AIDS virus," said Jack flatly.

"Ch." Bagabond | ooked at him strangely. "Jean-Jacquesthat's his nane?"

Jack nodded.

"You and he?... "Friends," said Jack. "Very good friends.
friends?"

He nodded.

"W need to talk," said Bagabond. "We'Il talk when this is over."

More than just
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"I"'msorry," said Jack, starting to turn away.

"For what?" She took his armagain. "Cone on. | nean it. We'll talk." She
reached up and touched himas Jean-Jacques had. His face was rough with stubble.
"Conme on," she said again. "W've still got to find Cordelia.”

Their eyes net. Each thought, things are going to be different now. But neither
knew j ust how.

The shower was hot, but that was the way Spector liked it. The water spattered
off himand ran down his thin body. He opened his nmouth and let it fill up, then
swi shed the water around and spat it out. His foot still hurt, but he was used
to pain. At least it was clean now.

He turned off the shower and wal ked across the cold tile floor to the | ocker
area, still favoring his foot. He whistled the beginning of "Take Me Qut to the
Bal | gane, " then stopped.

The sound echoed off the walls. The | ocker roomwas | ess inpressive than he'd
expected. Plain showers and | ockers; wooden benches to sit on. Not that
different from hi gh school

He wal ked over to a basket filled with dirty baseball uniforns and started
sorting through them |ooking for sonmething close to his size. Mst of it was
much too big and he hated pinstripes. Better than his shot-up suit, though. If
anybody asked, he could just say he was in costune. He managed to find a uniform
that didn't fit himlike a tent and got dressed.

He wandered into the equi pnent room past the caged-off space that held bats and
gl oves and beat-up practice balls, into the trainer's area. He picked an elastic
bandage of f the floor. Spector took a breath, then started wapping his broken
hal ffoot. He had to stop twice, it hurt so nmuch, but after a few m nutes he had
it fairly well covered. He put his foot down and shifted a little weight onto
it. Asharp pain ran up his leg, but he could stand that. He wal ked back toward
the dressing area, trying to linp as little as possible.

Spector dug out a pair of tennis shoes and shoved a sock in the end of the one,
then painfully slipped his mangled half-foot in. He tied the | aces |oosely and
slipped on the other shoe. "Qutside, Denise. Right now |I'mwaiting."

Spector | ooked up. The Astrononer's inmage was floating a few feet in front of
him The projection didn't have the nornal knife-edge clarity Spector was used
to. It was faint, colorless, and ghosted around the edges. The old fuck nust be
| ow on power.

"Where are you, uh, exactly?" Spector asked.

"In the parking lot. Look for the linmb. | want you now." "On ny way."

The Astrononer's inmmge vani shed.

Spector picked up his suit and headed for the exit. He rubbed his forehead. The
old mans energy was down; if he was going to do anything now was the tine. He
flipped off the lights in the | ocker roomand started whistling "The Party's
Over."

Chapter Twenty

1:00 a.m

The Iinp was running | ow on gas and Jennifer could see that Brennan was runni ng
| ow on patience. An hour had passed and they had seen no sign of anyone who

m ght be Demise carrying the books. They had seen plenty of suspicious and
strange an( downright weird sights, but nothing that was of any use to them

"W nmight as well forget it," Brennan said. He checked his watch. "I want to get
some equi pmrent that's at ny apartment. Then we can plan our next nove."

As they headed toward )okertown the streets becane even nore crowded with

| ate-ni ght revelers

"I't'I'l be quicker if we abandon the linp," Brennan decided. "Besides, it's just
too conspicuous. We'll have Egrets all over us in a mnute if we try to take it
t hrough Jokertown."

They pull ed over and Jennifer reached for the keys to turn off the engine, but
stopped with her hand resting on the keys, listening to the radio.

"What's wong?" Brennan asked. "Shhhh."

" beat the Stars 4-2 today at Ebbets Field, Seaver winning his fourteenth. But
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the events of the gane took a back seat to the bizarre story that nearly the
entire Dodger team had seen a ghost in the | ocker room before the gane.
According to the normally stolid, one mght even say uni magi native, Thurman
Munson, the ghost wi shed them good | uck before vani shing through the cl ubhouse

wal | . Descriptions of this specter state it was a female in her twenties, tall
with long blond hair, and very good |ooking. It-or she-wore a black string
bikini. Well, if you' re going to be haunted--"

Jennifer turned off the engine, killing the radio, and got out of the car

Brennan | ooked at Jennifer critically, then frowned.

"What's the matter?"

"We've really got to get you out of that bikini now Talk about conspicuous." He
| ooked at her closely and she woul d have bl ushed had she thought he wasn't being
analytical. "Well, I'lIl get sonething. | wish you wouldn't | ose your clothes so
often. Al though..."

He seened to think better of finishing the sentence, and turned and wal ked off,
shaki ng hi s head.

They' d been tailing her for several mnutes, since she left Fortunato's place in
a cab. Spector was sitting in the back seat with the Astrononer. The old man's
eyes were closed and he was conpletely silent. Inp and Insulin were sitting in
the middle seat. Inp had his arm around her. They were probably sl eeping
together. Inp had made a j oke about the baseball uniform but the Astrononer had

stepped in before Spector could kill him
The girl wasn't what he'd been expecting. She was pretty enough and carried
herself well, but wasn't dressed |like a highpriced whore. She had on faded bl ue

jeans and a red-and white University of Houston sweatshirt. Her hair was short,
dark blond, and tightly curled. She'd bounced down the stairs with a snile on
her face when the cab showed up. Saved themthe trouble of going inside. It
woul d be sinple enough to grab her wherever she got dropped off.

Spector | ooked at the Astrononmer. The old man was breathing noisily and his
hands trenbl ed. When he opened his eyes again, Spector would try his power.
There woul dn't be a better opportunity. Spector stared at the Astrononer's
eyelids and waited.

The Astrononer opened his eyes. There was still power there, too nmuch for himto
chal | enge. Spector turned away. "I wonder where the hell she's going?" he asked.
"The Jokertown clinic." The Astrononer |aughed wheezily. "That's right, Dem se.
The place you were, born, so to speak."

"I"'mnot going in there," Spector said, shaking his head. "Yes, you are, Demi se.
You really have no choice." The Astrononer closed his eyes again. "No choice at
all."

Spector clenched his teeth. The, old bastard was right. "You' re sure she's going
to the clinic."

"That's what she told the cab driver, Denise. There will he two other wonen. |
want themall. Inp and Insulin will go inside with you." The Astrononer paused.
"Just to back you up."

They rode in silence until the cab pulled up in front of the Jokertown clinic.
The lino pulled past the cab and parked in front of a fire hydrant. The girl got
out of the cab.

"Go get them" The Astrononer jerked his thunb in the direction of the clinic
entrance.

Spect or opened the door and stepped out of the Iinp. He wal ked slowy toward the
brightly lit entrance. His guts were ice. He'd spent the worst days of his life
inthe clinic, nost of themscreaming. He'd had to kill an orderly to escape,
and soneone night recognize himand renmenber. Two wonen were com ng down the
stairs to neet the girl fromthe cab. One had dark hair and was wearing a bl ack
sequi ned dress. The other, also a brunette, had on a | owcut electric-blue |ane
dress slit up to mid-thigh

"What happened?" asked the girl in the sweatshirt.

"It's Croyd," said the brunette. "We think he went into a coma or something. One
m nute he was fine, the next he's passed out and we can't wake himup."

"Bet you tried everything you could think of, though." The girl in the
sweatshirt sniled. Spector wondered what her expression would be if she knew
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what was in store.

He heard car doors close behind him Inmp and Insulin were noving in. Spector
couldn't make a break for it with Insulin around.

Spector heard nuffled screans frominside. dass fromthe entranceway shattered
outward. A security guard bounced bl eedi ng down the steps. Spector ran forward.
"Get the fuck out of nmy way, jerk-offs. Get away, or I'll feed you your own
asshol es." The speaker was one of the biggest, ugliest jokers Spector had ever
seen. The thing's face was badly bruised. He raised a clublike hand, tearing the
white hospital gown that only partially covered his oversized body. The joker
saw the girls and smled. They backed away fromhimtoward the cab which was
pul ling away, tires scream ng..

"Cone to Poppa, little pussies."”

Spector noved in as the joker grabbed the wonman in the | ane dress. She tried to
knee himin the balls, but couldn't hit high enough. Spector |ooked at the

dar k- hai red woman and squinted. It was the sane girl who'd been in the subway
station with the pinp. She | ooked even better dressed up. Spector took a step
toward her.

"Who the fuck are you?" The joker had slung the other wonman over his shoul der
and | eapt down the stairs at him "One of the boys of Septenber?"

Spector saw the punch coining and ducked; the bl ow grazed his | eft cheek and
spun himto the ground. He rolled out of the charging joker's path. There was no
way to | ock eyes while he was noving so quickly. He turned at a scream behi nd
him Inp was dragging the dark bl onde toward the linmp. Insulin faced the giant
and sml ed.

The joker went to one knee. "Goddam, what the fuck are you doing to ne?" He
dropped the woman and sl unped over. The brunette pulled herself out from under
him tearing her dress. Insulin grabbed her by the el bow and poi nted her down
the street.

Spector sat up, thought about running, and | ooked at the |inb. The Astrononer
was staring at him No chance to get away. There wouldn't be, ever. He went for
the dark-haired girl, putting his armaround her. She didn't | ook scared, but
there was sonething in her eyes that nade himfeel she wasn't all there.

"Me again," Spector said. "Looks like your visit is going to , be kind of
short." She didn't react. "Tonight nobody's getting out alive." Still no reply.
He kicked the fallen joker in the face with his good foot as he wal ked past.

Chapter Twenty-one

2:00 a.m

She gl anced back, arched until her shoul der bl ades etched bony w ngs beneath her
skin, but Tachyon failed to take the hint. He was agitatedly pulling the brush
through his tumbled curls and staring sightlessly into the mrror. Frowning
with irritation, Roulette reached back and unzipped the white silk gown. It

whi spered to the floor, brushing softly at her ankles.

The brush crashed onto the antique nmarbl e-topped dressing table scattering
crystal bottles. "This day! Wat is it about this day that it always engenders
so much grief? And they celebrate.” He swept out an armtoward the cl osed w ndow
whi ch coul d not conpletely block the sound of continued revelry. "Wuld you

cel ebrate?" His violet eyes seemed to blaze in his pale face as he swung around
to face her.

"No, but mine's a bleak nature." She took several steps toward him but stopped
short of touching him "And | don't think you fully understand why they
celebrate. It's not heedl essness, it's an attenpt to survive. W have very few
op- . tions when life plays its little jokes on us. W can | augh, hiding the
hurt. We can die. O we can be revenged. You hear the laughter, but | hear cries
of pain.”

"Pain. You talk to ne of pain, | who have lived with it every day for forty
years. You humans are fortunate. Your present time menory is nmercifully short.
The tragedi es you endure fade quickly. Your minds draw a veil. It's not so with
us."

He lifted the picture inits silver frane, staring at the delicate face captured
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there. His |ips hardened, deepening the |ines about eyes and nouth.

She felt again that tearing as the Astrononer stripped from her those buffering
veil s and rel eased her denons. They lovingly presented each nonent of |oss and
abandonnment, and each repetition was as exquisitely painful as the one before.
Her hand | ashed out, and swept away the picture. It |anded face down on the cold
mar bl e, and the glass shattered with a sound |ike frozen nusic. Tachyon lifted
the photo, and held it protectively against his chest while Roulette stared in
fascination at the crystal pattern left by the broken gl ass.

Reflecting waterfalls as the mirror broke, wi ndow glass like a scintillating
snowfall across the streets..

Hi s eyes were on her, seeming to burn her cheek. Slowy she faced him Long

| ashes | owered as he studied the picture. Then the full force of his gaze was
once nore on her.

"You are absolutely right," he nmurrmured cryptically, and opening a drawer in the
dressing table he slid in the photo. Before it closed she saw t he gl eani ng bl ack
metal of a .357 Maghum

In the mdst of the public chaos, it seened to Jack and Bagabond that they were
starting to walk in circles. In the niddle of the very core of the Big Apple,
the pair started get ting the feeling that they night as well have been in
trackl ess woods with no sign of the sun for navigation. The faces in the crowds
started to | ook the sane. The costumes all began to | ook alike. The only thing
m ssing was a sixteen-year-old girl, tall and slim with straight, black hair
and dark eves.

They passed an alley and heard what sounded |ike cries. Bagabond shook her head
and started to walk past. "Hold it," said Jack. He wal ked a few steps into the
narrow passage. He saw several people he'd already encountered today on separate
occasi ons. One was Jean-Jacques. He crouched protectively over one of the other
dancers. This one, in tattered and dirty formal ballet getup, was lying spraw ed
on the alley floor. There was bl ood around hi s nouth.

St andi ng over the pair was the punkish young man with whom Jack had had the
run-in the norning past, outside the Young Man's Fancy. The young man's

rai nwat er eyes were nasked by the alley shadows.

"Try sucking this," he said. Jack and Bagabond heard the snickt of spring steel
The bl ade snapped out of the young nman's stiletto and | ocked into place.

The young nman crouched with the knife and feinted toward Jean-Jacques. The
Senegal ese didn't nove. "Fuckin' faggots! |I'mgonna cut off everything that
noves. "

Jack started forward. Bagabond tripped him Jack sprawl ed forward into the
alley, partially catching hinmself with his outthrust palns, feeling skin grate
across the ragged brick. "Wait." Bagabond frowned, concentrating.

Alley cats erupted fromthe stinking pyranids of garbage bags stacked further
back in the darkness. How ing, they bounded toward the young man with the knife.
He snarled in turn and swng, around to face them

"Conme on," said Bagabond, hel ping Jack up. "It's taken care of. Everything's
cool ." She tugged at his arm

Jack hesitated, but saw that Jean-Jacques was hel ping his friend up. He foll owed
Bagabond.

The alley cats screeched and yow ed triunphantly behind them as all humans
exited the alley, save for the young man. "Coul dn't happen to a nicer
honophobe, " nmuttered Jack

Spector had never been inside the Astrononer's penthouse apartnent before. It
was in the Seventies off Central Park. The decor was surprising subdued, dark
wood floors and furnishings conmplenented by off-white walls and ceilings.

The Astrononer unl ocked the door to a roomoff the library and notioned themto
enter. The old man | eaned heavily against the doorfranme. Spector pulled the
dark-haired girl inside. The captive wonmen had been quiet, probably Insulin's
doing. The roomwas dim the only illum nation com ng through a | arge skylight.
Underneath it was a mahogany altar. There were steel manacles at each corner,
and a |l arge V -shaped notch at one end. Spector didn't have to wonder what that
was for.
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"That one." The Astronomer pointed to the girl in the University of Houston
sweat shirt and cl osed the door.

Imp pulled off the wonman's sweatshirt and dragged her to the altar. He quickly
manacl ed her hands and t hen unzi pped her jeans and began worki ng t hem down her

| egs. He tossed themon the floor and tore off her red cotton panties, then
fastened her feet down.

Spector felt the dark-haired wonman tense and he gripped her arns tighter

"Get her ready." The Astronomer opened a drawer in the altar's side and pulled
out a syringe. He nmade a fist and tied his armoff, then sank the needle in and
slowy injected what Spector knew had to be heroin. The old man took a deep
breath and pulled out the needle, leaving a tiny red dot. His armwas lined with
them The Astronomer unsashed his robe and let it drop. |Inp kneel ed between her
| egs and began noi stening her with his tongue.

The Astrononer wal ked unsteadily over to the altar, stroking his erect penis.
"What's your name, ny dear?"

"Caroline." She struggled ineffectually against the chains. "You have any idea
whose girls we are? You' re going to be in deep shit if anything happens to us."
The ol d man | aughed and pi nched her nipple between his thunmb and forefinger
"Fortunato the pinp. He's been a nuisance to ne for years, but not nmuch nore
than that. Wat could be nore appropriate than using his own wonen to insure his
destruction." He turned to inp, who still had his head buried between her |egs.
"That's enough."

Imp stood and wal ked silently over to where Spector and Insulin held the other
two wonen. He tugged at the end of his tongue trying to pull away a stray pubic
hair. "W taking himw th us?" Inp indicated Spector

"I think so." The old man ran his finger down the naked worman's body as he

wal ked around the altar.

"You | eave her the fuck alone." The wonan in the electrichlue dress strained to
get away fromlinsulin, then went linp in her arns.

"No nore interruptions." The Astrononmer stood in the altar's notch, between
Caroline's legs. He pushed into her and closed his eyes. The only sounds in the
room were the Astrononer's |abored breathing and the soft rattle of the
manacl es. The Astronomer put his hands under her arnpits and drew his fingers
slowy down her rib cage, leaving deep red furrows in her flesh. Caroline
screaned. The ol d man brought his hands to his nmouth and ni bbled at the skin
he'd torn fromher. Blood began to pool on the polished wood. The Astrononer
carved a synbol into the skin around her navel

The dark-haired girl |ooked away and began to shake. Spector pulled her close.
"What' s your name?"

"Cordelia."

"He's going to do this to all of you, unless sonebody stops him Only an idiot
woul d try, though." Spector wondered about Inp's comment. Were the hell were
they going? The Astrononmer had said sonething about other worlds that norning,
but it hadn't sunk in until now.

The Astrononer straightened his back. Hi s body was covered in a sweaty sheen; he
was gaining vitality with every stroke. Caroline rotated her pelvis down as far
as she could, trying to push the old man out of her. She clenched her teeth in
pai n, but was no | onger screaning.

"Stupid bitch." The Astronomer pulled out and clinbed on top of her. "Inp, take
care of her." He pointed to Cordelia. "Denise, get over here."

Spector waited until he was sure Inp had a good grip on the girl, then wal ked to
the head of the altar

"You don't mind if |I fuck you in the mouth, do you, ny little bitch'?" The
Astrononer slid up her body.

"You just try it, asshole." She opened her nouth w de, baring her teeth.

"That won't be necessary. |'ve got ny own special way of doing it." He reached
for her throat and sliced it open with a finger

"Look at ne, sweetheart," Spector said, bracing hinmself. He grabbed her head and
twi sted hard. There was a pop as her neck gave way. Caroline convul sed and was
still.

"Idiot." The Astronomer grabbed Spector and threw him across the room "You
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killed her, wasted her energy." He grabbed Caroline's head and bounced it hard
against the altar.

"Il kill you for this. As soon as |'mdone with them Pain |ike you've never

i magi ned, Dem se. Inp, bring ne the next one." He undid the nmanacl es and dunped
the corpse on the floor.

Spector stood up and | ooked for something he could use as a weapon. There were
knives in the altar's open drawer if he could get that far. He felt his knees
getting weak. Insulin again.

Inp tore at Cordelia's dress and dragged her forward. Her face was white. "No."
She screaned and pulled away fromlInp. The little ace gritted his teeth and
clutched at his chest.

"What the fuck?" Spector righted hinself. Whatever was happeni ng had distracted
I nsulin enough to nake her forget about him He ran toward the Astrononer,
ignoring the pain fromhis crippled foot.

Inmp dropped to the floor, gasping and tearing at his shirt. "She's doing it."
The Astrononer pointed at Cordelia, who took a step backward. "Stop the little
bitch. Insulin, ook out."

The warning cane too |late. Veronica was awake and clawing at Insulin's face,
dragging her to the floor. Spector slamed into the old nan, knocking hi mover
the altar, then turned to Insulin. Veronica was out again. Insulin didn't notice
Spector noving in from behind. He spun her around and hit her hard on the chin,
twice. Her eyes rolled up into her head.

A final gasp cane fromlInp's now bluish Iips, then he was still. "Very

i npressive, ny dear. You sonehow stopped his cardiac and respiratory functions
simul taneously. A painful death." The Astrononer w ped his bl oody hands on the
altar as he pulled hinmself into a standing position. "Yours will be even nore
pai nful . "

Spector knew the Astrononer could negate Cordelia s power with his owm. It was
what happened every tinme he tried to kill the old nman. He decided to try

sonet hing. They were dead anyway if he just stood around. He noved in closer
"What ever you did to Inp, lady, try to do it to him" Specfor pointed to the
Astrononer, who turned to |look at him Spector |ocked eyes and tried to force
his death into the old man's mnd. He felt the Astronomer block himoff "Do it
now," he yelled at Cordelia. Pain flickered in the old man's eyes and he reached
for his heart. It was |ike Spector figured. The Astrononer couldn't block two
ace powers at once, and Cordelia's was getting through.

Spector kept pushing hard nmentally. The Astronomer couldn't | ook away now t hat
their eyes were | ocked.

The Astrononer dropped to his knees. "Kill you all,"’
for themto hear.

"Not this time, you old fuck." Spector's breathing was getting ragged fromthe
strain.

"What are you doi ng?" Veronica was awake and | ooki ng at Cordeli a.

"I don't know. |'ve never done it before."

The Astrononer slid his right hand underneath the skin and into his own chest.
He screaned.

"Jesus, let's get the hell out of here." Veronica grabbed Cordelia by the wi st
and dragged her toward the door. Spector broke contact and stared for a nonent
at the nmuscles in the Astrononmer's forearm The old man was nassagi ng his heart
to keep it going. The Astrononer stared hatefully at Spector. "Dead. Al of
you. "

Spector ran after the wonen. "Hey, cone back. W have to finish himnow' He
heard a hiss as the Astrononer started breathing again. "Fuck it. Somebody el se
will have to do it."

Spector ran through the apartnent toward the el evator. Veronica had her dress
caught on the el evator door and was tearing at it to get free. Spector dived
inside the el evator, knocking Veronica down and putting another tear in her

al ready-rui ned dress. Cordelia punched the button for the ground floor. The
cabl es creaked and the car began to go down.

he said, just |oud enough

"I don't get it," Jay said. "I just don't get it. Not nmilk. Not |enon juice
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Heat doesn't do a thing. The inpressions are too faint to be worth a bucket of
warmspit. | just don't get it." He slammed the notebook shut with a sound of

di sgust, and stared down norosely at the banboo pattern on the blue cloth cover
Hi ram st ood by the w ndow, peering out around the corner of a torn shade. Jay's
tiny two-roomoffice was on the fourth floor of a dilapidated brick building on
42nd Street, half a block off Broadway. Fromthe w ndow he coul d see the narquee
of the Wet Pussycat Theater. Alternating nessages flashed in blue and red on the
neon sign to his left. GRLS G RLS NAKED G RLS was bl ue, while ALL-DAY ALL- N GHT
ALL- TOPLESS was red. Popinjay said he net a nice class of people in the
bui | di ng.

Hi ram dropped the shade and turned away fromthe lights. Jay's desk was covered
with the remains of the pizzasausage, nmushroons, extra cheese, anchovies on
Ackroyd's half that they'd finished an hour ago. Hi ram had been giving his power
a workout, and it had | eft himdrained and fam shed. The pie had hel ped. He

wi shed they had another. Instead, they had three rather troubl esomre books.

"W can't stay here," Hramsaid, lowering hinself to sit on the radiator. He'd
let his real weight return for the last few hours, to give hinself a rest, and
the | adderback chair Jay kept for clients hadn't been equal to the task. Hiram
wasn't sure he was either; he felt exhausted. "They have to be | ooking for us,"

he continued. "Sooner or later they'll find your office."
" 1 don't know why," Ackroyd said. "The clients never do."
"Droll," said Hram " | hope you retain your sense of your hunor when peopl e

begin shooting at us."

"No one's shown yet," Popinjay pointed out. "Hey, Yankee Stadium s a | ong wal k,
especially on one foot."

"A foot and a half," Hiram said.

"For all we know, Demse is still up on top of the scoreboard, and Loophole is
still sitting by the phone, wondering whatever becane of him"

Hi ram stood, frowning. He was very tired. Lack of sleep was beginning to catch
up to him now that he was no |longer in any i medi ate danger. He needed cof fee.
Better yet, he needed eight or ten hours in bed, preferably w thout having to

worry about someone breaking into his house to kill him "Enough is enough,” he
declared. "I seemto recall vaguely that we had a good reason for getting
involved in this, but I can't recall just what it was." He crossed the room

pi cked up the two notebooks with the black | eather covers. "My interests run to
num smatics rather than philately, but | know these stanps are worth hundreds of
thousands of dollars, at the very least. As for that other book, | don't know
what to nmake of it, and neither do you. It's of no value to us."

"Makes us the odd nen out," Ackroyd said. "Everybody el se sure as hell wants
it."

"Precisely," Hramtold him "lI"'mgoing to call Latham | want you on the other
line."

The detective lifted an eyebrow. Hiramfished the paper Chrysalis had given him
out of his jacket pocket and went out to Ackroyd's waiting room a tiny cubicle
filled to the point of claustrophobia with a dead orange sofa, a gray stee

desk, and the receptionist, an extrenmely buxom bl onde whose nouth was pursed in
a perpetual O of surprise. Her name was Oral Any; Jay had found her at a place
cal |l ed Boytoys sonewhere in the East Village. Hramlifted her by her hair,
seated hinself in her chair, picked up the phone, and di al ed.

It rang twi ce. "Latham"

"I wont mince words with you," Hramsaid crisply. "This is H ram Wrchester. W
have your books." He heard Jay pick up the extension

" 1 don't know which books you're referring to."

"Of course you do," Hramsaid in aggrieved tones. "Hram" Jay said, "he's just
covering his ass, in case we're recording this. Isn't that right, LathanP"

There was a nonent of thoughtful silence. Finally Lathamsaid, "It's quite |ate.
Let's speed this along. What's the purpose of this call?"

H rampulled at his beard and considered his words. "A legal matter," he said.
"Let us suppose a hypothetical case, purely for purposes of discussion. Say I
had, very innocently, acquired sone books. Two bl ack | eather books filled with
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val uabl e stanps, let's say, and one blue cloth notebook whose contents are, ah,
interesting. Are you with me?"

"Assumi ng these books had i ndeed been acquired innocently, |I'msure that you
woul d want to see themreturned to their rightful owner," Latham said.
"Certainly," Hramsaid. "In fact, in our hypothetical case, |I'msure that very
t hought mi ght have been on ny mind when | |iberated the books fromthe custody
of a notorious wanted felon. | can't help but speculate on how the felon
acquired them Theft, perhaps?"

"If so, the owner might be quite grateful for their safe return. A reward m ght
even be in order."

"The act is its own reward," Hiramsaid. "Hey!" Jay protested

"Quiet," Hramsaid. "Now, M. Latham since we're discussing stolen property
here, the correct procedure would be to turn over the books to the police."
"Technically, yes, but if there was a question of charges, the property might be
i npounded as evidence. The rightful owner might conceivably find that

i nconveni ent . "

"I see,-" Hramsaid. "Now | think we understand each other. Let's be blunt.
don't know who the owner is, and I'mnot likely to, am1?"

"Per haps not."

"I do know that you represent him however. No, don't deny it. I'mtoo tired for
nmore of these ganmes. Your client wants his notebooks back? Fine. 1'ma

busi nessman, M. Latham not a stanp thief or a racketbuster. Let us do sone
busi ness, and you can have the books back. Here are the terns. First, no charges
or retaliation against nme, ny restaurant, or any of ny friends, including M.
Ackroyd. The lawsuit against himw |l be dropped." H ramcleared his throat and
| eaned forward. Oral Any was staring up at himfromthe floor, nouth open wi de
as if even she were a little surprised at what he was doing. "Second," he said
firmy, "the protection racket at the Fulton Street Fish Market will be

term nated i mediately. Glls and the other fishnongers will be free to conduct

their business w thout any further harassnent or fear. Third, | want Bl udgeon to
go to prison."

"I"'mnot a judge," Lathamsaid. "I can't guarantee who will and won't go to
prison."

"If your client promses that Glls will not be harnmed, then his testinony wll
do the job. If it doesn't, fine. I'Il take that chance." He took a deep breath.
"That:s it."

"I''l'l need to consult ny client. Ofhand, | think these terms m ght be the basis
for an agreenent. |'Il get back to you. Wat's your nunber?"

"No way," Popinjay put in. "How dunb do you think we are? No, well do a neeting.
The four of us, me and Hiram you and your client."

"Where and when?" the attorney asked.

"The Crystal Pal ace," Ackroyd said. "After closing. Chrysalis will act as
broker, for a fee. She's got a telepathic bartender who'll nake sure no one is
stacking the deck."

"Agreed," said Lat ham

H s hands pl ayed across her, caressing, alnost worshiping. She was dimy aware
that something had changed. Somet hing had been added. Hi s attention was al npst
obsessively focused upon her. It would have been di sturbing had she been nore
aware. But he was conmpeting with a Dantesque visionit's hidden away. Wsh it
woul d die. She keeps going to see it. It tries to nurse. And his rmurnured
endearnents coul d not be heard over the other voices. "You are obviously both

| atents. Unfortunately the virus chose to express in your child.”

"That Thing has nothing to do with ne! It is apparent that nmy wi fe has been | ess

than faithful." Reproachful brown eyes, the face set in lines of heroic
betrayal. "I could forgive al nost anything else, Rou, but famly is everything."
"Josiah, why are you doing this to ne? Wien | need you so?"

No pity.

Tachyon entered her, and she tensed, closing her mpist softness close around
hi m Cobweb fingers brushing at the shields. Her body seened to be shrinking in
on itself as she gathered her will, sumoni ng death fromevery cell. For an
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i nstant she hesitated, and the indecision was a physical pain. This man, so..
good. They had shared nusic, love, and fear. No other path to freedomfrom..
nonsters.

A conscious, willful choice, the release of death, it flowed softly, a gentle

i mpl acabl e | ove.

And her shields fell. They were an artificial construct. And as she rel eased,

her m nd broke under the stress, and, with it, the shields.

Roul ette felt his ecstasy as for one brief flicker of tine they were one. Then
horror replaced joy. She felt himtouch it all. The child, How er, Josiah, the
Astrononer, Baby, DEATH

He recoiled, falling fromthe bed in a tangle of bedding, and crawled to the far
wal | . He huddl ed, retching for several minutes, then the spasns gave way to
sobs, and he rocked back and forth hugging hinself as tears ran down his bruised
face. Get out of here. For god's sake, run! But she couldn't force strength into
her |l egs, so she curled against the pillows, and watched himcry. It was

poi ntl ess anyway. They woul d run her down soon enough. And she wanted it to end.
She couldn't go on living with the nmenories. Perhaps it was because she had
failed to kill Tachyon that the nightnmare kept replaying. She considered for a
monent then rejected the notion. No, it was because the Astrononer had lied. And
she realized she wasn't quite ready to die. First, there would have to be a
reckoni ng.

Chapter Twenty-two

3:00 a.m

Spector | ooked around before darting across the street. Cordelia and Veronica
trotted after him

"SIl ow down for god's sake," said Veronica. She was hol ding her |anme dress
bunched up above her knees. "That old man isn't going to bother us anynore. He

| ooked pretty bad when we left. Mght even be dead by now

Spect or shook his head and gui ded Cordelia toward the darkness between
streetlights. "You don't know what the fuck you're tal ki ng about, |ady. He's got
power enough to waste all of us. Al he has to do is pull sonmeone off the street
and finish what he started with your dead friend. What was her nane? Caroline?"
Veroni ca stopped and grabbed Cordelia's shoulder. "That's right. And you kill ed

her." Veronica snifled. Spector couldn't tell if Caroline's death had finally
sunk inor if it was just the cold. "Let's dunp this guy. He won't give us any
trouble." Veronica pulled Cordelia close. "If he does, you let himhave it. Sane

as that Inp guy.”
"Fine," he said. "Get the fuck out of here. You're only slowing ne down. Go help
your pinp. He's going to need it." Cordelia turned slowy and | et Veronica

escort her away. He thought for a noment about follow ng the wonmen and killing
them 1t would be easy to blindside Cordelia before she could use her power. The
other one was just a skirt. But he really didn't feel like it. Al he wanted was
to kill the Astrononer, or at |east have himdead. What smarts Spector had told

hi m Cordelia and Veronica alive could be trouble for him They could finger him
for Caroline's death. As Button-Man Tony had told himonce, "It's not the people
you kill you regret; it's the people you don't kill."

"Fuck it. | can't ice everybody." He wal ked down the street toward the subway
stop at Seventy-Seventh. He could take the Nunber 5 train to Jokertown. From
there, he just didn't know.

Fortunato lay with his head on Peregrine's naked stonmach. She was spread-eagl ed
in the chaos of sheets and shredded cl othes and pinfeathers that had conme | oose
in the heat of the last couple of hours. Just a few m nutes before, Fortunato
had used three of themto bring her to something |ike her fourteenth or
fifteenth orgasm He'd |lost count |ong before, forgotten the mnutes ticking
away, even forgotten where he was.

"What in Cod's nane did you do to ne?" she moaned. "I feel like | just ran a
mar at hon. "

"Sorry," Fortunato said. "It kind of goes with the territory." He'd never had

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (163 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

sex With another ace before. The fusion of their powers was beyond anything he'd
ever experienced.

Hi s energy body was too large to be contained in his flesh; it overflowed al
around himin a bright white aura.

He' d come three tinmes hinself, each time blocking the flow and turning it back
inside him He'd lost a couple of drops in the process, enough to give Peregrine
her own faint |um nescence, though it didn't do nuch for her energy |evel

She stroked his chest. "I've heard of afterglow, but this is ridiculous.”

He rolled over and kissed her on the thigh. "I have to go, you know. "

"The Astrononer."

"Sonet hi ng' s supposed to happen in an hour. He's got sone kind of escape set up,
sonething that'll get himaway fromnme for good and all. | can't let that
happen. "

"Why not? Just let himgo. What good is killing himgoing to do?"

"I"'mnot out for justice, if that's what you' re thinking. Mking himpay for his
crimes, or any of that shit. It's just that I'mnot going to spend the rest of
my life | ooking over ny shoul der, worrying about hi mshowi ng up again."

"Bul I shit. You want hi m dead, and you want to be the one to kill him"
"Yeah. Okay. | want the little ratfuck dead. | admit it. |I want it enough I can
taste it." He got up and into his pants. He rolled up the sleeves on his tux

shirt and let it hang open rather than search the apartnment for the mssing

st uds.

She came to himand put her arms around his neck. "I'd offer to help, but I'm
getting dizzy just standing."

"Al'l I want you to do is cone back to Aces High with ne, and stay there til
this is over. One way or another."

"Wait. .. "

"I can't wait. Time is running out."

"No, | mean, listen. Do you hear sonething?"

Hi s senses were overloaded fromthe glut of power. There seened to be a | ow,
electrical humconing fromall over his body. But beyond that he could hear
sonet hing el se, a sound |ike wet plates squeaking in dishwater. He gl anced at
the digital clock next to the bed. It was vibrating on its pedestal. "Ch shit,"
Fortunate said, just as the water bed expl oded. The force of it knocked them
across the room The water was boiling at first, but cooled as it expanded.
Fortunato | anded agai nst a gray earthenware pot full of banboo. It shattered
under him Before, the air even came back into his lungs a dead, broken body
hurtl ed through the wall of w ndows and he was surrounded by flying gl ass.
Fortunato reached out to slowtine, but tinme itself resisted him He strained
against it and saw the lines of power in the roomin topographic relief. He saw
that the body was a woman's, but he didn't let hinself see any nore, not yet.
He pushed at the lines of power with his mnd. Tight cones of force rose up
where he and Peregrine lay. The broken glass foll owed the new contours of the
room s spacetinme and curved away around them smashing itself to dust against
the walls.

Peregrine crawl ed across the floor. Fortunato saw where she was headi ng and
shaped his power around her to protect her. She got to where her gloved tal ons
hung on the wall and put themon. There was a costune there too but she didn't
bother with it.

The roof groaned and then split all down its length |like a broken saltine.
Chunks of concrete and rebar rained down on them but the shields around them
were solid. It took hardly any of Fortunato's new power to hold them Peregrine
gave herself a running start and flew out into the darkness.

The floor buckl ed under Fortunato. Jets of water shot up from broken pipes and
the air stank of natural gas. He craw ed toward the dead woman and turned her
over.

Carol i ne.

It was Caroline.

Her neck was broken. Her skin was clawed and bitten and torn

She'd been his favorite for seven years. He coul d never predict her violent
moods and sarcastic hunor, could never get enough of the sheer physica
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intensity of her |ovenmaking. Between the new girls he'd al ways cone back to her
For a long tine he couldn't feel anything. A huge piece of concrete, studded
with broken rebar, missed himby inches while he knelt beside her body.

The anger, when it finally cane, transfornmed him

It was life and death, that sinple. The Astrononer took his power fromkilling.
The Astrononer was Death. Fortunato took his strength fromsex, fromlife. And
Life was hiding in its burrow, too shit-scared to cone out and | ook Death in the
face. Shouting out enpty threats and hoping it would just go away. He opened his
eyes wide. Al it took was a blink of the eye and everything he'd m ssed junped
out at him The shimrering heat lines he'd seen in the dead boy's apartnent
sevent een years before funneled out into the night.

Fortunato stood up, the power of his anger levitating hima foot off the fl oor
He reached out to the conical net of power, ready to fly into it, to shoot out
into its vortex and tear the source of it to pieces.

He reached out and the |ines were gone.

He wal ked through the shattered glass wall and hovered there, glowing, thirty
stories above the streets of Manhattan. H gh overhead he coul d see Peregrine,

gl oriously naked, banking steeply over the park. The lights of the city turned
the sky flat and gray behind her, and she seened two-di nensional herself, like a
sexual |y explicit kite. She circled himonce, then settled on the broken edge of
her apartnent.

"Jesus," she said. "So tired..."

"Did you see hinP" he asked her. "No. Nothing. You?"

"For a second. | saw the traces he left behind. For the first time. For the
first time I"'mstronger than he is. If I could find him find that goddamed
ship, | could..."

"What is it?"
Shi p, he thought. Spaceship. Like aliens fromspace, Black had said. Like
Tachyon.

Tachyon. Christ, Tachyon had a ship!

The | onger he thought about it, the nore convinced he was. The Astronomer was
goi ng for Tachyon's ship.

He wal ked back over to Peregrine and ki ssed her. The snell of their sexua
juices hung around them|like perfunme and it was hard for Fortunato to stop. She
staggered a little when he | et her go.

That was when she saw Caroline's body. "Ch ny God," she said.

Fortunato took the broken thing in his arns. "This isn't about you," he said.
"This is about nme. You should forget about it." He made it an order without
meani ng to. She nodded.

He wal ked out into space again. "Fortunato ... ?"

He wanted to | ook back but there was nothing else to say. He let the power take
himon into the darkness.

The streets were still crowded despite the | ateness of the hour, and everyone
who was still out seened to be drunk, stoned, belligerent, crazy, or all of the
above. Jennifer attracted an unwanted amount of attention, and if it hadn't been
for Brennan's gl owering presence she couldn't have wal ked hal f a bl ock w t hout
having to use her power to foil sonmeone's unwel comed advances.

The long day was taking its toll on her. Her feet hurt, she was dead tired, and
her hunger had grown until it felt like a small ani mal gnawi ng away at her

i nsides. She'd have to get sone food. She couldn't ghost until she did. Turning
i nsubstantial burned a | ot of energy, and there weren't nmany calories stored in
her |ean frane.

Jennifer noticed a street vendor who | ooked as tipsy as the revel ers around them
and told Brennan that she needed sonething to eat. They stopped and he brought
her a couple of the soft pretzels the man was selling.

"Sorry this is the best | can do," Brennan said, munching on one of the doughy
pretzels hinsel f. "Toni ght nost restaurants are closed, reservation only, or

al ready so crowded that we couldn't even get in the door."

"These'll be fine," Jennifer said through a nmouthful of dough. She grinmaced and
took a big swallow of her drink. "This nmustard is hot!" she said, trying to
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speak and roll ice on her tongue at the sane tine.

"Hrmm®" Brennan stopped, then turned back to the vendor and bought a whol e
bottle of the condinent. "What's that for?" Jennifer asked as he stashed it
away. "For later." He didn't elaborate and Jennifer was too busy tearing into
her food to worry about it.

They went on through the streets until Brennan |l ed them down a narrow all ey that
was, amazi ngly enough, totally devoid of partiers.

"You'll be safe here until | get back," he said. "Were're you goi ng?"

"To ny apartment. |'Il be right back."

Jenni fer watched himgo down the alley, stung that he obviously didn't trust her
enough to take her to where he lived. He returned as he had promi sed, bringing a
cloak for Jennifer to wap herself in and a pair of thonged sandals for her
feet.

"They're a little large," Brennan said, "but it'll be better than running around
barefoot."
She was still stung by his distrust, but couldn't resist asking about the pack

on his back.

"What's in there?"

"Sonme things we mght need before the evening is over."

"Informative as always," she said. "Can you tell me sonething straight out?
Wiere are we headed now?"

"The place we m ght be able to get sonme answers. The Crystal Pal ace."

For seventeen years Fortunato had kept to the shadows. Not from nodesty, but to
avoid distractions. He didn't fly to the rescue of trapped mners or break up
muggi ngs on the subway. Except for a few nonths of covert politics back in the
sixties he'd stayed in his apartnent and read. Studied Al eister Ctow ey and E D.
Quspensky, |earned Egyptian hierogl yphics and Sanskrit and anci ent G eek
Not hi ng had seened nore inportant than know edge for its own sake

He coul dn't say when that had started to change. Sonetine after a wonan naned
Eil een had died in a Jokertown alley, her brain w ped clean by the Astrononer.
Sonetinme after everything he read, fromparticle physics to Masonic ritual to
the Bhagavad Gta, told himthe sane thing, over and over: all is one. Nothing
mattered. Everything mattered.

Toni ght he flew over Manhattan Island in the remains of his evening clothes,
glowing like a neon tube, a dead wonan in his arns. Drunken tourists and
cranked-up jokers and the last of the theater crowd | ooked up and saw hi mthere
and it didn't matter.

He | ooked at the idea that he might not live through the night and that didn't
seemto matter much either. What was one pinp nore or |ess?

He saw Jokertown spread out below him The barricaded streets were crammed with
peopl e in costunes and people who were costunes, all of themcarrying candles
and flash lights and torches. Every streetlight and every light in every w ndow
up and down the Bowery was at full power.

He left Caroline on the steps of the Jokertown clinic. The crowds opened up to
I et himthrough and then closed again after him There wasn't a lot of tinme for
sentinmental gestures. Caroline. was dead now and beyond cari ng.

He levitated straight up into the sky. He floated there and cleared his mind and
pi ctured Tachyon, in his effeninate clown suits and Day-3 o hair. You dead yet,
Tachyon? he thought. Yo, Tachyon, do you read ne?

Tachyon's thoughts filled his head. Finally! Were have you been? |'ve been
trying to get through to you! There was sone kind of wall of power around you
I"'ma little charged up tonight, Fortunato told him

I have to see you. The inmage of a warehouse on the East River forned in his

m nd. Can you neet nme here? It's desperately inportant. It's about the
Astrononer.

Fortunato turned the picture of the warehouse inside out. The ship was inside.
Shaped |i ke a jewel-studded conch shell and bigger than nost houses.

I know, Fortunato thought. | already know.

Tachyon was still weeping. An inexhaustible flow, Roulette thought wearily,
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followed by an irritated flash: Wat does he want from ne?

"Stop it," she said, and her voice seened to be comng froma |ong way off.

The alien caught his breath on a sob, lifted his blotchy, tear-stained face from

hi s hands.

"Nobody cares. You can cry your soul out, but nobody will care."

"I loved you." H's voice was a husky rasp in the shadows of the room

"Always in the past tense." And the remark struck her as being unbearably

hunor ous. She never noticed when the | aughter becane tears.

Hi s hands gripped her shoul ders, shaking her until the teeth chattered in her

head and the crystal beads in her hair set a cold ringing. "Wy? Wy?" he

shout ed.

"He prom sed ne revenge, and peace."

"The peace of the grave. The Astronomer destroys everything he touches. How many

bodies nust it take to convince you?" He was screaning into her face. "And now

Baby, Baby," he groaned, thrusting her aside.

"And what about you, Doctor?" she cried. "What about a lifetine of bodies?" The

denons began their play, and she clutched at her head whinpering. "M/ baby."

Hs mnd met hers, but this time there was no bl ending of thoughts. The chaos of

her mnd rejected the neld.

"I't's happeni ng again," Tachyon cried in an angui shed whisper. "I can't bear it.

Not again. What should | do? Who can hel p ne?"

He pulled her off the bed, and shoved her toward her clothes. "Get dressed. W

must hurry, hurry. |If | can reach Baby before the Astrononer does. Then, |ater
later I'Il do what | can for you, my poor, poor darling."

Roul ette, mechanically pulling on her dress and shoes and gathering up her

purse, tried to concentrate, but Tachyon's nervous babblings raked across her

nerves, destroying thought. She tried to shut himout.

"Personality deterioration," he nmunbled fromwi thin the |large wal k-in closet.

"I't will be necessary to find the core, rebuild nenory conpartnments." The litany

continued like a schoolboy trying to cramfor an exam A hanger screeched across

t he rod.

Roul ette noved swiftly, slid open the dresser drawer, renoved the Magnum

secreted it in her purse. An instant |ater Tachyon, dragging a coat over his

unbuttoned shirt, raced into the room and caught her by the wi st.

She didn't resist. He was taking her to her master. And then she would deal with

t hem bot h.

Bef ore he could even see the place, Fortunato heard the screanming in his head.

It was the noise of a squalling infant, but refined, purified, maddening. He put
up a nmental block against it just to keep his mnd clear.

He flew in over a rundown bl ock and saw the warehouse. It was surrounded by kids
in black | eather jackets, the last of the gangs that had run wild in the
Cloisters. They had ML6s and hol stered .357 Magnuns, like twenty-first-century
cowboys. As Fortunato cane down at themfromthe sky they all |eaned their heads
back to | ook.

"Run!" Fortunato ordered them "Run away!" They dropped their rifles and ran
Fortunato hit the street by the entrance to the warehouse. Sonething inside
humred |i ke a nonstrous carrier wave. There was a single floodlight over the
door, but Fortunato hinself glowed like a small sun. In that |ight he saw
Tachyon and Roul ette running toward himfromthe direction of Tachyon's

apart nent.

The Astrononmer was already inside. H's energy spoor covered the walls and | eaked
out into the street. Fortunato was reaching for the door when a thin cylinder of
pi nk I'ight punched through the wall next to him then w nked out. There was a
sharp cracking noise as air inploded into the vacuumthe |aser |eft behind.
Sonebody inside the warehouse screaned. A second later the |aser cut another
hole a few yards away, and another. The noise was |ike cannon fire. Then the
humm ng and the | aser stopped together. At the sane tine the squalling in his
head got even | ouder.

"I"'mgoing in," Tachyon said. "He's hurting Baby."

"Baby," Fortunato said. "Christ."

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (167 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

"I't's the nanme of his ship," Roulette said.

"I know," Fortunato said. "Wuat's your part in this?"

"She's working for the Astrononer," Tachyon said. "She tried to kill ne

toni ght."

Fortunato nearly |aughed. So she wasn't freelance after all. Too bad she hadn't
pulled it off. Fortunato jerked open the door and saw the Astrononer craw ing
into the side of the ship.

There was a body on the floor, a kid with a snoking bl ack hole instead of a
chest. In the corner were four others: a wonan with a nurse's uniformand an
ML6, another woman in white, a man with a cat's face and long claws, and a plain
Oiental worman who | ooked sonehow faniliar. The Coisters, Fortunato thought.
He' d seen her there and in the old Masonic tenple in jokertown, just mnutes
before he'd blown it up. As he watched she becane beautiful. Fascinating. He
couldn't | ook away. He could feel the neurons in his brain msfiring.

"Stop it," he ordered. H's brain cleared and she becane plain and frightened
again. The nurse raised the M6 and Fortunato nmelted it, the plastic stock
turning to hot liquid in her hands.

"I't's over," the Oriental said, "isn't it? We're not getting out of here."
"Not in that ship," Fortunato said.

"Al'l the way from San Franci sco for nothing," she said. "The door is still an
option."

She | ooked hard to nmake sure he neant it, then ran for it. The others foll owed
more slowy, not willing to turn their backs on Fortunato.

"Greshan?" Tachyon said. His voice warbled with anger and hurt. "Nurse G eshan®?"
"What ?" the nurse said.

"How coul d you? How coul d you betray mnmy trust?"

"Ch, fuck off," Greshamsaid. "Wiat do | care about your fucking trust?"
Tachyon put both hands to his head. His fingers pulled the flesh into a nonster
face. Fortunato wondered if he was going to conbust. Instead Gresham s eyes
rolled up in her head. She spun around once and slamred into the decayi ng wal
next to the door

"Jesus," Fortunato said. "Did you kill her?"

Tachyon shook his head. "No. She's not dead. Though she deserved it."

"Then you need to get her out of here," Fortunato said. "Both of you. Wile you

still can. I"'mgoing to split that ship |ike an oyster."

"No!" It was practically a scream "You can't! | forbid it!"

"Don't get in ny way, little man. The Astrononer is one of yours. It's your
virus did this to him |I'mgoing to finish this. If you get innmy way "Il kill
you."

"Not the ship," Tachyon said. The little bastard really didn't know when to be
scared. Fortunato had to give himthat nuch. "She's alive. It's not her fault
this is happening to her. You can't punish her for it."

"There's nore at stake here than a goddamm piece of machinery."

Tachyon shook his head. "Not for ne there isn't. And she's not a machine. |If you

try to harmher, you'll have to stop to fight nme first. You can't afford that.
The Astrononer will kill us all."

The little fuck was not going to back down. "All right. Ckay. We play it your
way. But you get the Astrononer out of that ship. O 1'll get himout any way
have to."

Tachyon paused for a second and then said, "Agreed."

"What about nme?" Roul ette said.

"You're coming with me," Tachyon said. He took her hand and pulled her into the
ship after him

The Astrononer | eaned nonchal antly agai nst a post of the bed. The sl eeves of his
robe were encrusted with bl ood, and there was the sour odor of death about his
bonv form But for the first tinme since neeting himRoul ette sensed confusion
and hesitation.

He turned his naddened, red-ri med eyes upon them "You didn't kill him"

The Taki si an stepped forward, boot heels ticking on the polished floor. "I
proved tougher than you anticipated." The awful gaze switched to Tachyon. "And
only a coward sends a woman to do his killing."
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"I's that the best you can do? Toss a fewinsults in ny direction? You're
pitiful, little man."

Suddenly the master Mason staggered, groaned, and clutched at his head. Tachyon,
hair like a fiery cloud on his shoul ders, eyes bright in a pale face, began to
trenble with strain, and beads of sweat |ined his forehead. Then, w th nenacing
sl owness, the Astronomer strai ghtened, shook off the alien's mnd control
Tachyon's eyes w dened in fear.

"Die, youirritating gnat." The talonlike fingers curled, and Tachyon fl ung
hinself to one side as a ball of flane expl oded on the spot he had been

st andi ng.

The floor tilted wildly as Baby flinched.

"I't's no good. This ship can't be your escape." Tachyon scrabbl ed across the
pol i shed floor as another ball of flanme exploded a delicate. chair behind which
he' d been hiding. "She doesn't navigate herself. How s your astrogation?"

Roul ette squeezed herself into an al cove praying to be overl ooked, praying to
avoi d being incinerated by one of her master's errant energy bolts.

"And you better not sleep if you do get off the planet. She's a sentient being,
but of course you've figured that out." Tachyon yel ped, and the shoul der of his
coat bl ackened. "You drop your coercion, and she'll blow the locks, or fly into
a star. One of the drawbacks to a living ship, as other enenies before you have
di scovered. "

The pyrotechnic display died. The Astronomer eyed Tachyon with sonet hing

approachi ng pl easure. "You' ve nade sone interesting points, Doctor. So |I'Ill take
you with nme."

"No... | think... not." Gasping breaths punctuated the words. "I've set a

deathl ock. Al that | am body, soul, and mi nd, oppose you now. TO possess ne
you wi Il have to destroy ne."

"A pleasing imge."

"Which still leaves you with your original problem" They were circling the

room Tachyon edging warily away fromthe Astrononer, the Astronomer pacing him
with the patience of a predator. "And there's another small matter, but |

thought | ought nention it. Fortunato's outside. Waiting. He'll crack this ship
to get at you. |I'd prefer that he not. Which is why I'm here-though | can think
of nothing I'd rather do | ess than face you. "

But the Astrononer had stopped |istening. At the nention of Fortunato his face
had suffused with bl ood, and an expl osive expletive left his lips flecked with
spittle.

"You' ve plagued ne | ong enough, you usel ess piece of shit. This tine | wll
finishit."

He plunged out of the ship, and Tachyon, seizing Roulette by the wist, raced
after him And into hell. Balls of flame screamed through the air, searing the
concrete floor and igniting the warehouse walls. There was a backbl ast of air
that sent themtunbling, and Tachyon's hand slipped fromher wist. Msonry and
girders rai ned down as Baby, terrified beyond reasoni ng, burst through the roof
and fled into the night. Choking fromthe plaster dust, Roulette craw ed for the
door, ignoring Tachyon's frantic calls, first for Baby, then for her.

Cradling the Magnum she huddled in an alley, and watched the sky.

Chapter Twenty-three

4:00 a.m

Fortunato felt his |l egs cone off the ground and fold into a lotus. Hi s thunbs
touched his forefingers and settled on his knees. He felt as if his final orgasm
with Peregrine was still going on. Wen she held himand drove the power back
into himit was like being blown to atoms and com ng back together with the
entire universe inside him He felt like the core of a sun, with flares of
energy shooting off himuncontrollably. He felt like it would never end.

It was five minutes |ater when the Astrononer came out of the ship. Fortunato
had |ived through his entire life again in every detail, the feel of silk

agai nst his skin, the sound of every note of nusic he'd ever heard, the taste of
the breath of every woman he'd ever kissed. It had taken forever and no tine at
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all.

"Mt herfucker!" the Astronomer screaned. "You're a worm a maggot, a fucking
anoeba! Wiy do you keep buzzing around ny head, you fly, you nobsquito, you

| ocust? Why do you not fucking die and depart?" He raised his thin hands and the
sl eeves of his bl ood-caked robe slid back past his el bows. The insides of his
arns were dotted with bruises and sores. Fortunato renmenbered the heroin he'd
seen at the C oisters.

The Astronomer's hands swelled |ike cantel oupes and then expl oded with balls of
flame, hundreds of them scream ng through the air at Fortunato. Each one peel ed
off a layer of his power as he deflected it and he couldn't rebuild his shields
fast enough. The last fireball singed the hair off his |eft arm The roof of the
war ehouse expl oded. The Astrononmer shot through it into the sky, stil

screamng. "A dog that chases ne down the street, trying to chew ny shoes.

Magi ck? Your kissing and huggi ng and fucki ng and sucking? You're a child, a
larva, a little, helpless, wiggling sperm You've never seen power." He pulled
Fortunato up in his wake, and the warehouses, and then the island, fell away
under them

Now t he Astrononer was glowi ng. Hotter, brighter than Fortunato. "Death is the
power. Pus and rot and corruption. Hatred and pain and war."

Fortunato saw that the Astronomer was nore powerful than he'd ever inmagined. It
left himstrangely calm The city was far bel ow and behind him nothing nore
than a grid of lights. They were over the East Ri ver between Manhattan and
Queens. The Wl lianmsburg Bridge was just to Fortunato's right, the cables
clanking hollowy in the w nd.

They were high enough up that Fortunato's skin felt cold where his tux shirt
hung open. The air was clean and a salt snell blewin fromLong |sland Sound.

H s | egs had unfol ded and he stood in nmidair, his arns curled at his sides. He
knew he was going to die.

He saw hinmself as the hexagram Ken, the Muntain, keeping still. Hi s opponent
was Sung, Conflict, boiling with chaos and destruction. There was no point in
rebuil ding his shields. He drew all the power inside himinto the mddle of his
body, forned it into a sphere and conpressed it. Harder, tighter, until all his
strength and know edge and energy was conpacted into a grain the size of a

pi nhead, just behind his navel

There woul d be no second chance. He launched it at the Astrononer. It shot
through the air, leaving Fortunato linp and frail and enpty. It was so bright he
had to put his hands in front of his eyes, and even so he could see the bones
through his flesh.

He felt rather than saw it penetrate the Astrononer, going through his shields
like a bullet through jelly. Wen he coul d see again the Astronomer was doubl ed
up in shock and pain.

The Astronomer burst into flame. He burned hot and red, and dense bl ack snoke
boiled off him H's arms stuck out of the fireball at odd angles and Fortunato
wat ched them turn black and crusty.

And then the flames died.

The Astrononer's body was bl ackened, munmi fied. The w nd bl ew charcoal - scent ed
flakes of burnt skin off himas he floated.

Fortunato took a breath. He had a little power left after all, enough to keep
them afl oat, but that was all. And it woul d soon be gone.

He coul dn't seemto nove. A sense of nothingness surrounded him

The Astrononer opened his eyes.

"I's that all?" he said. He screamed with |laughter, and slowy straightened his
body. Burned skin showered off himand Fortunato coul d see the scal ded pi nk
flesh underneath. "ls that your best shot? Is that really all you can do? |
would pity you. | would pity you except you hurt me, and now you have to die."
Fortunato saw the hideous, blistered little man gathering hinself, and the

not hi ngness around himtold himwhat to do. He chanted silently, banishing his
fear. He cleared his mnd, found the last thoughts that still snagged
there--Caroline, Veronica, Peregrine-pulled themloose and let themflutter down
toward the |ights bel ow

He slowed his heart and it started thrashing again and he calnmed it, finally.
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It was, after all, only death.

He touched the Astrononer's mnd and saw t he power beginning to uncoil, and
reached in to help. He | oosened the bonds and pulled the danpi ng rods and opened
all the switches. He turned the dials up to ten

We go together, Fortunato thought. You and nme. Nothing mattered; he becane

not hing, |less than nothing, a vacuum Cone to ne, he thought. Bring everything
you have

The night filled with cold white |ight.

Most of the crowd couldn't even see the battle over the East River because of
their angle of sight being imted by the Manhattan skyline. It was mainly the
observers standing in the intersections who could | ook al ong the nunbered
streeets east to the spectacle.

Even those onl ookers weren't conpletely inpressed as the fireballs coruscated
and expl oded. One joker, staring at the sparks cascadi ng down toward the river,
said in range of Jack's hearing, "Hey, | saw a | ot nore spectacul ar stuff during
the Bicentennial. This ain't nothing. Wiy don't they go do sonething over the
Statue of Liberty?"

"Yeah!" said sonmeone else. "That'd be neat."

No one peering goggl e-eyed fromthe intersection of 14th Street and Avenue A had
any idea just what was goi ng on above the river

"I've got a date in three hours," said Bagabond. "It's ny first date in twenty
years, and now the world's ending." The fireworks di med and di ed.

"I think it's over," said Jack. "The world's not ending. You' ve still got your
date. Who's the |ucky guy?"

She recoil ed and stepped away from him

He realized what she was thinking and hastily said, "I'mnot being sarcastic. |
mean it. Wio is he?"

"Paul Gol dberg."

"The | awyer? Rosenmary's office?"

"That's right."

"What're you going to wear?" said Jack. Bagabond hesitated. "The usual." Jack

| aughed. "Bag | ady outfit?"

She shook her head angrily. "Business suit."

"Come on."
This time it was Jack who grabbed Bagabond's arm and tugged her al ong the
street. "It's maybe three blocks to All Nite Mari Ann's," he said. "lIt's the in

pl ace this season."

"What do you nean?" said Bagabond.

"You need an all-night boutique," said Jack. "This is going to be fun."

"I"'mnot looking for fun," said Bagabond.

"You want to look really great at your breakfast date?" She resolutely stared
strai ght ahead.

"Then, let's go, kiddo."

She tried to lag as he led the way down the street. Jack waited for her, took
her elbow, merrily steered her along. He was whistling an off-key version of
"W're Of to See the Wzard."

"You're no Judy Garland." Bagabond said. Jack just snml ed.

The crowds were starting to thin out, alnobst as though the epic battle over the
East River had been equivalent to the nightly fireworks at Disneyland, signaling
famlies it was time to take the kids hone. Mre than that, the crowds seened
simply to be exhausted. It had been a | ong, |ong day.

All Nite Mari Ann's was sufficiently successful; it could afford to spread out
nore than the average boutique. It spraw ed through the ground floor of what had
once been a parki ng garage.

Jack | ed Bagabond al ong a w ndow shoppi ng tour of the front of the store. "Yes,"
he said. "Ch yes. A silk dress, see?" He pointed. He | ooked into her face and

then back into the interior of the shop. "Teal, | think. Perfect." He noved
ahead of her. "Cone on, Suzanne. It's Cinderella tinme."

Bagabond nmade one final attenpt to stall. "I don't have nmuch noney with ne."
Hol di ng t he door for her, Jack said, "I have an account."
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When the burst of power went through him there was nothing left of Fortunato to
resist it. Nothing resisted it, and so it passed through him And as it passed
it left particles behind, particles of know edge and nmenory and under st andi ng.
Fortunato saw a little man in thick glasses crawing out of the East R ver,
twenty years ago. There were no nenories before that. Were there shoul d have
been menories there was only a seared place, self-inflicted. The Astrononer was
sel f-made; there was no human identity, no human history left to him

The little man had crawl ed into the grass of East River Park and he had | ooked
up into the night sky. And the wild card virus uncoiled in himfor the first
time and his mnd shot out into that sky and noved between the stars. It saw
clouds of gas that burned in reds and purples and blues. It saw planets striped
and whorled and ringed and hal oed. It saw noons and conets and shapel ess | unps
of asteroid.

And it saw sonethi ng noving. Sonething dark and nearly m ndl ess, sonething vast
and rubbery and foul, sonething hungry. And his nind began to scream

The little man found hinself outside a brick building in Jokertown, naked except
for his glasses, still screamng. A door opened and a man naned Bal sam t ook him
in. Took himin and taught himthe secrets, taught himthe name of the thing
he'd seen, the nane that was the ultimate Masonic word: TIAVAT Taught hi m about
the machi ne, the Shakti device that the brother fromthe stars had brought to
Cagliostro. Cagliostro who had founded the Order, to protect the know edge of

TI AMAT-the Dark Sister-and the Shakti device

Until Bal sam had nothing left to teach the little man, and it was tine for the
little man to beconme the Astrononer, and renove Bal sam with the unwitting help
of a bunbling nmagician naned Fortunato. To take control of the Order. To realize
their destiny. To found a religious tyranny of Egyptian Masons that would rule
the world. A world that would cone begging to be ruled out of awe and gratitude.
For the Astrononer would use the Shakti device as it had al ways been neant to be
used ...

"No," Fortunato said. "No."

But the know edge woul d not go away. The know edge that the Shakti device had
been given to the Masons to save the Earth from TI AMAT, not to lure her there.
To call the Network to destroy her.

The Shakti device could have saved them and Fortunato had destroyed it. Because

of him thousands had died. For all his clainms of wisdomhe was still only a
creature of inpulse, nothing but a tenperanental child.
The Astrononer still lived. The filned gl asses were still hooked around his

ears, the tatters of his robe snapped in the wind, his chest noved up and down.
Hi s eyes had rolled back in his head, and his power was gone. Conpletely.

It woul d take nothing at all for Fortunato to drift across the thirty feet that
separated them put his hands around the little nans throat, and finish him
Instead he left himfall

Long seconds | ater Fortunato heard the splash as the little nan canme ful

circle, back into the East River again.

Henry Street was still and deserted, its revelry closed with the Crystal Pal ace.
Sawhorses still closed off both ends of the block, though the street fair was

I ong over. H ramand Jay wal ked down the niddl e of the street, past the darkened
rowhouses. The gutters were choked with litter: napkins, paper cups, plastic
forks, newspapers.

Hal fway up the bl ock, a dark shape stepped out fromthe shadows to accost them
Popi njay' s hand cane out of his pocket fast, but Hiram grabbed his arm "Don't,"
he sai d.

The shape noved under the light of a streetlanp. It was a heavy gray-haired
worman i n a shapel ess green arny jacket. The bottom half of her body was a single
huge white | eg, noist and bonel ess. She pushed herself forward |ike a snail
"Spare change?" she asked. "Spare change for a poor joker?"

Hi ram found he could not |look at her. He took out a wallet, gave her a
five-dollar bill. As she took it fromhis hand, his fist clenched, and he cut
her weight in half. It wouldn't last, but for alittle while it would be easier
for her.

A fire was burning in the vacant, debris-strewn |ot beside the Crystal Palace. A
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dozen small twisted forms were huddl ed around it, and an animal of sone sort was
turning on a spit above the flanmes. At the sounds of footsteps, sone of the
creatures got up and vanished into the ruins. Ohers turned to stare, eves hot
as enbers in the darkness. H ram paused. He didn't often cone down to Jokertown,
and now he renenbered why.

"They won't bother us," Ackroyd said. "This is their time, when the streets are
enpty and the world's asleep.”

"I think that's a dog they're cooking," Hi ram said.

Jay took himby the arm "If you're that interested, I'll have Chrysalis get you
the recipe. Cone on."

They clinbed the steps, knocked.

The sign on the door said CLOSED, but after a nonent they heard the dead bolt
slide back and a nan stood before them He had a pencil-thin nustache, oily dark
hair, and an expanse of taut skin where his eyes should have been

"Sascha, Hram" Jay Ackroyd said. "They here?" Sascha nodded. "In the taproom
Only two. They're clean.”

Hi ram heaved a sigh of relief. "Let's get this over with, then." Sascha nodded,
and | ed themthrough a small antechanber to the nmain taproomof the Crysta

Pal ace.

The only lights were those behind the Iong bar. The room snel | ed of beer and
cigarette snoke, and the chairs had been upended on the tables. They sat in a
booth, three of them In the dimess, Chrysalis |looked |like a skeleton in an
eveni ng gown. The end of her cigarette glowed |ike the eyes of the lost souls
out si de. Loophol e Lat ham was i npeccably dressed in a charcoal gray three-piece,
and his briefcase was on the table in front of him Between them wapped in
shadow, was the third nman.

"Thank you, Sascha," Chrysalis said. "You can | eave us now' Wen the echoes of
his footsteps had died away, it was deathly quiet in the taproom

Hi ram wonder ed once again what the dammati on he was doi ng here. Then he thought
of Glls, swallowed hard, stepped forward. "We're here," he announced, his deep
voice full of confidence he did not really feel

Lat ham stood up. "M. Wrchester, M. Ackroyd," he said, as easily if this were
just a business |unch

The third person hissed. Sonething long and thin flickered out of his nmouth and
tasted the air. "W weren't sssure you would cone." He | eaned forward, thrusting
his gaunt reptilian face into the light. He had no nose, just nostrils set flat
into his face. His forked tongue noved constantly. "Ssso we neet again."

"Sorry you had to rush off like that this afternoon,"” Jay said. "I didn't quite
catch the nane."

"Wrm?" the reptile man said.

"I's that a first nanme or a |ast nane?" Jay asked. Chrysalis |aughed dryly.
Latham cleared his throat. "Let's get on with this," he said. He sat down, spun

the conbination | ocks on his briefcase, clicked it open. "I've consulted with ny
client, and your terns are acceptable. No legal action will be taken agai nst
either of you, and the false-inprisonnent charges will be dropped. | have the

papers here, already signed by M. Seivers, who waives all his clains against
you for the anobunt of one dollar."

"I"mnot going to--" Hiram began

"I''"l'l pay the dollar," Latham said quickly. He handed a sheaf of |egal papers to
Ackroyd. The detective | ooked through them quickly, signed themin triplicate,
returned two sets.

"Very good," the attorney said. "As for the fish market, w thout admtting any
prior guilt or involvenent, ny client and his organization will henceforth take
no interest in that area of the city. This is not something that can be
committed to a |l egal instrunent, of course, but Chrysalis is a witness to these
proceedi ngs and the organi zations reputation is your surety."

"Their business is built on trust,"” Chrysalis confirmed. "If they' re known
liars, no one will deal with them"

Hi ram nodded. "And Bl udgeon?"

"I reviewed his case after our last conversation, and frankly, he is not the
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sort of man Latham Strauss, cares to represent. W' re dropping him"

Wrms smle showed a mouth full of yellowed incisors. "Wuld you |ike his head
ssserved up on a platter?"

"That won't be-necessary," Hramsaid. "I just want himto go to prison for what
he did to Glls."

"Prissson it isss, then." H's eyes were fixed on Hram and his tongue flickered
out greedily. "And now, Fatman, you have all you wanted. G ve usss the booksss!
Now! "

There was a nonent of tense silence. Hiram | ooked at Jay. The detective nodded.
"Looks like all the bases are covered."

"CGood," Hiramsaid. Now all that remained was to get it done, and get out of
here alive, back to the sanity of his own Iife. He was about to speak when, out
of the corner of his eye, he saw sonethi ng nove behind the bar. He turned.
Wrmsaid, "I want the booksss. Qit wasssting ny tinme."

"I thought | saw a reflection in the mrror," Hiramsaid. But there was nothing
there now. The polished silver surface gleanmed softly in the dimlight, but no
one noved.

"Where are the booksss?" Wrm demanded.

"I"d like to know the answer to that question mnyself," another voice added.

He was standing in the door, a black hood pulled over his face, a conplex bow in
hi s hands. An arrow was pocked and ready.

Wrm s hiss was pure poison

Hi ram gaped. "Wo in damation are you?"

As he spoke, a young worman wearing a black string bikini and nothing el se
stepped out of the mirror behind the bar. "Ch, shit," Popinjay offered.

Wrm grabbed Chrysalis by the arm "You ssset usss up, cunt. You'll pay for

thi sss.”

"I had nothing to do with this," she said. She wenched her armfree of his
grasp, and | ooked at the nasked man in the door. "Yeonan, | don't care for
this," she told him

"My regrets." He raised the bow, drew back on the arrow. "Unless the book is
handed over, |'mgoing to put an arrowin the right eye of the gentleman in the
three-piece suit." Lathamregarded hi m enotionl essly.

"And you're always telling ne to dress better," Jay Ackroyd said to Hiram "See
what it gets you?" He turned to the bowran. "The book isn't here. You don't
think we'd be dumb enough to bring it with us?"

"Waith, pat them down."

The wonman in the bikini walked right through the bar and approached the table.
Suddenly Hi ram recogni zed her. She'd been wearing rather nore clothes at Aces

Hi gh, but he was sure she was the sane young wonan who'd vani shed through his
floor when Billy Ray had tried to apprehend her. It made himsad. She was young
and attractive, far too lovely to be a crimnal. Undoubtedly she'd been
corrupted by evil conpanions.

She frisked Jay first, then Hram When she touched him her hands seemto go

i nsubstantial, sliding through the fabric of his clothes and even his skin as
they nmoved up and down, searching. It gave hima shiver. "Nothing," she said.
The archer | owered his bow

"You know, I'ma little slow," Popinjay put in. "You re the bow and-arrow
vigilante, right? The ace-of -spades man. How nany guys have you killed? CGotta be
in double figures, right?"

Waith's eyes went to her partner, and she | ooked a little startled. An innocent
in over her head, Hiramthought. H's heart went out to her. He had read the
accounts of the ace-of spades killer in the Jokertown Cry and the Daily News,
and he coul dn't inagi ne how a sweet young |lady like her had gotten involved with
such a honicidal |unatic.

"Where's the book?" the archer said.

Hiram stared at the arrow. He ought to have been cold with dread, but curiously,
he felt nothing but annoyance. It had been a very long day. "In a safe place,"
he said. He took a step forward, his fist clenching his side. He had had
entirely enough. "Were it's going to stay." He began to wal k toward the door,
his bul k shielding the others behind him "I've gone to a great deal of trouble
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to set this up, and I'mnot having Glls hurt or Bludgeon freed because you want
t hese books for your own undoubtedly crimnal purposes.”

The eyes behind the mask | ooked absol utely astoni shed as H ram strode forward.
The archer hesitated, but only for a second. Then the bow cane up again, Hiram
tensed as the string was pulled back snmoothly, pulleys turning, and Hi ram
clenched his fist as the gravity waves shimered around the arrow, invisible to
all but him the nmoment of truth al nost at hand, and--

--there was a pop, and the archer was gone.

Hiram heard Waith gasp, and then Wrm screaned in sibilant triunph. The
|izard-man shoved at the table that trapped himinside the booth, and it cane
out of the floor with a netallic ripping sound. Wrmhurtled over it toward the
worman, who back-stepped away fromhim "Leave her alone!" Hiramyell ed.
Wrmignored him He |unged, hissing, clawed hands grasping to enbrace her, and
passed right through her body, smashing hard up agai nst a barstool. Popinjay

| aughed.

Waith spun around wildly, w de eyes searching for her ally for a nonent before
she gave up and ran. She dashed through the bar again and vani shed back into the
mrror, its silvered surface closing over her |ike a pool of mercury.

"Nice of you to drop in," Popinjay called after her. He turned back to the

others. "I don't suppose anyone got her phone nunber'?" He sighed. "Ch, well..."
Wrmclinbed back to his feet, screeching in dismay. "I'Il kill her! 1"l kil

t hem bot h!'"

"Later," Loophol e suggested. The | awyer folded his hands as if the little
interruption had never happened. "Do we still have an understandi ng?"

"l don't want the dammabl e books," H ramsaid. "If you'll honor ny terns,

they're yours."

"Fine. Where are they?"

"W hid them" Hramtold him "in Jetboy's Tonb. In the cockpit of the JB-1
replica."

"If they're there, our agreenent will be honored."
"If hot," Wrm added, "you'll all be very sssorry.'
and took down a bottle.

"Perhaps we should have a little toast, to the successful conclusion of a
difficult transaction."

"I"'mafraid we don't have the tine," Lathamsaid, closing his briefcase. Hiram
wasn't listening. He was staring past Chrysalis, staring at the silvered surface
of the long mrror where-for just an instant-he thought he had seen sonet hing
nove.

She wat ched hi mstruggl e against the current, his stickthin arns flailing
wearily at the dark water. A dying water spider skimm ng hopel essly toward
shore. Roulette had waited for himto die in the sky over Manhattan. Instead he
had fallen like a tiny fleshy nmeteor, and her inperative continued. Now,

wat ching his battle against the water, she again waited for himto die. The
smal | dark knob of his head vani shed, but she forced herself to wait. The
Astrononer had cheated death before.

Hi s head broke the water, and the violence of his thrashings shattered an oi
slick into a hundred rai nbow drops. Die, Roulette prayed, but the black, oily
waters of the East River were carrying himto the refuse-strewn shore

The Astrononer cane crawing out, the vomt of the river. H s naked body, pink
fl esh showi ng between the cracking flame-seared skin, lay like a rotting ani nal
anong the rusted cans and soggy hanmburger wappings like tiny disintegrating
paper hillocks on the nuddy shore. His |l eft hand gripped his gl asses, and
slowy, skin flaking and cascading fromhimw th every nove, he tried to replace
t hem

Roul ette, the heels of her dainty strap sandals sucking at the ooze, ran to him
Her kick caught himin the back of the hand. Fingers jerked open |ike scattered
twigs, the glasses flying free to lie glinting on the nud. Roulette fell on them
as if they contained the essence of the Astrononer, the soul of Tachyon. Drove
down with a heel only to have it slide harmessly off the thick I ens and bury
itself in the nmud. The nuck rel eased her with a sad, repellent sound. Sobbing,

Chrysalis crossed to the bar

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (175 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

she scooped up the gl asses.

"Cunt! Filthy whoring pussy! My gl asses, give ne ny glasses!" H's voice spiral ed
to a frenzied shriek.

A splintered plank offered support. Pulling off her shoe she knelt in the mnud,
and hamered at the glasses with the sharp heel. The rhinestone studs cut into
her hand, drawi ng bl ood. She tightened her grip on the bl ood-slick |eather

"Kill you! Kill you!"™ how ed the Astrononer, groping about on his belly, hands
outstretched, touching and recoiling fromthe various bits of detritus.

One |l ens broke with a sharp crystal sound. "No!"

The second.

"Kill nme? You can't even see nme. Where will you run to this time? They're
hunting you. Who will you kill to find the power? Tachyon's comi ng. Then only
one of you will be left. For nme. Better craw ."

Hi s face, nose burned away, mouth a pale slit, eyes red fromrupturing
capillaries, was turned to her. "Over, all over," he quavered. H s hands dug
deep into the nud, fingers squeezing shut on the noisone ooze as if remenbering
other, nore glorious, nonents.

Finally he began to crawl, and Roulette followed. Bare feet slapping on the
slick mud, hemtrailing, chain of her evening bag cutting deep into her shoul der
fromthe weight of the Magnum

Chapter Twenty-four

5:00 a.m

The streets were finally enptying. Only the hardiest revelers were left to cry
up the dawn, or the | east hardi est who had passed out-or worse-and were |ying

| i ke abandoned rag dolls in the street.

The Crystal Pal ace was about a nmile fromJetboy's Tonb. Jennifer knew that there
was no way she was going to beat themto the nausoleum It was difficult to run
in the thonged sandals Brennan had |l ent her, but it was better than going
barefoot down the refuse-littered streets.

Brennan. What in the world had happened to hinf? The little guy had pointed a
finger at himand, whoosh, he was gone. Just like that. Well, she thought, her
breath coming a little faster as she ate up the bl ocks between the Pal ace and
the Tonb with an easy, |ong-legged stride, she had started this caper by
hersel f, and she would finish it.

Big tal k, she thought. Already she was m ssing Brennan's gruff presence. She
hoped he was all right.

The great edifice that was Jetboy's Tonb was a | oom ng bl ack sil houette before
the quiet waters of the Hudson River. It |ooked deserted, but there was a | ong
| i nousi ne, brother to the one Jennifer and Brennan had borrowed, parked next to
the twenty-foot-tall statue of jetboy that stood in front of the Tonb's main
entrance.

There was no one in or around the linmb. Wrmand the others, Jennifer realized,
nmust al ready be inside the vast building.

She went quietly up the marble steps, as silent as the nanesake she had chosen
for herself, stripped off the cloak Brennan had | ent her, and kicked away the
sandal s. A surge of adrenaline pushed back the weariness that threatened to
over whel m her.

It's been a long day, she told herself. But soon it's going to be over. One way
or anot her.

The tonb was vast. A full-sized replica of Jetboy's plane, the JB-I, hung from
the ceiling, bathed in nmuted |ight shining fromhidden | anps al so hanging from
the inside of the done.

The light filtered to the floor of the tonb where it vaguely illumnated three
men staring up at the plane hanging fromthe ceiling. She recognized Wrm of
course, and the man call ed Loophole. The third was a stranger, of average size
and build, his features unrecogni zable in the gl oom

Jennifer smled to herself. Unless one of themcould fly, there was no way they
could reach the cockpit of the nock plane. It was a different matter, of course,
for her.
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She worked her way around to the far side of the tonb, keeping to the dark
shadows al ong the walls. The acoustics inside the place were excellent and she
coul d hear the men di scussing what to do.

"That fat ssson of a bitch nmussst have fffloated up to the ceiling and put the
bookssss there."

"It doesn't matter how they got there," the unidentified man said in a hard,
angry voice. "I want them down. |Imrediately."

They argued the problemas Jennifer reached the rear of the building. Still in
shadows, she ghosted, fighting off a brief wave of vertigo, and pulled herself
up through the wall to the ceiling. That was the easy part. Nowit got alittle
tricky. She kept the body of the plane between her and the nmen bel ow as she
slipped into the cockpit and saw a small plastic bag, the bag she'd put the
books in-was it only this norning? It seenmed |ike a year ago.

She couldn't risk solidifying herself and checking them She touched them
ghosted them then, instead of feeling the triunph she anticipated, an uneasy
trenor passed through her insubstantial form

She was reaching the end of her endurance. She had pushed herself hard, ghosting
more in the |ast twenty-two hours than she'd ever done in her life, and she
hadn't had much food or rest between her periods of insubstantiality. She had
only alittle time left to get solid, or else she'd be in trouble.

She slipped out of the cockpit, but was careless in her haste. Loophol e had

wal ked around the plane to get another view ng angle, and he saw Jennifer's

i nsubstantial form shimnering |ike a Halloween specter as she was sil houetted
agai nst the wi ng.

"I't's her again! She's got the books!"

She | ooked down and was assaulted by a sudden wave of dizziness. She had to get
solid fast. Instinct took over and she stepped off the wing of the plane.

She floated as gently as a feather to earth, barely conscious, and when she
touched ground her body took over and becane solid. The transfornmation ate up
all her energy reserves, and she bl acked out.

"But what about Cordelia?" Bagabond said, as they carried the packages down
through the City Hall station toward the passageways |eading to Jack's hone. The
cats had joined them the calico and the black rubbing contentedly against
Bagabond' s | egs.

"The Cajuns have a saying," said Jack, opening the netal access door.

"What sayi ng?"

The calico and black purred Iike Rip Van Wnkle's snoring. "I don't remenber any
more," said Jack. His voice seened to Bagabond to possess a mani c edge.
"Something to the effect that if you do the best you can, then the breaks'|

come. O they won't."

"Right," said Bagabond.

"I''"l'l find Cordelia. She'll be okay."

"You're tired," said the woman. "You're exhausted."

"So are you."

"I"'mfine."

Raci ng ahead, the cats beat themto Jack's door. As he unlocked it and they al
started in, Bagabond suddenly stiffened. "Jack," she said, staggering a little.
"1'"ve got-sonething."

Jack halted in mdnmotion, keys halfway into his pocket. "It's a rat," she
continued. "It's in the shadows, on top of a cabinet. It sees..." Bagabond
hesitated. "Dam it, Jack, it's her!"

He hustled the cats and her inside the Victorian living roomand shut the door.
"Wher e?"

"That's what I'mtrying to find out. There are other rats in the building. I'm
switching fromone to the other... There!" She grinned. "l've got one outside,
peeking out of the alley. It's a bar, a club of some sort. There's a big neon
sign that noves." She shook her head. "lIts in the formof a woman, a stripper
with six breasts. You, uh..." Bagabond hesitated. "You have to wal k between the
legs to get in."

"I've heard of it," said Jack. "Freakers. Never been there.'

He picked up an
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East Village Qther, scanned the ads. "Nothing." He grabbed the Fetish Tines.
"When all else fails..." Leafing through the pages, he said, "Okay! Here it is.
Chat ham Square. "

"Not too far," said Bagabond. She was already up and heading for the door, the
cats on her heels.

"No, " said Jack.

She turned to look at him "No?" Tails switching, the cats stared at himtoo.

"You've got things to do. | can handle this."

"Jack--"

"I mean it." Jack set down the parcels he was still holding. "You get ready." He
unwr apped a smal | er package and took out sone cosnetics. "I took the |iberty of

buyi ng these."

"What are you doi ng?" she said as he set her down in front of the antique
silvered mrror.

"It won't take long," he prom sed. "Then I'|l|l drop in at Freakers.
"You're crazy," she said. "Absolutely."

Jack juggled the lip gloss and the blush. He tilted her head so that she was
staring at herself in the mrror

"I't's showinme," he said.

"Jack..." Bagabond shook her head stubbornly. "This talk we're supposed to
have..."

"Tormorrow. " He glanced up at the railway clock. "Later today. Wen there's
tine."

Bagabond uncharacteristically persisted. "Wy, Jack?" He bent down and | ooked
levelly into her eyes. "You nmight as well ask why the wild card virus, Suzanne.
It happens. You deal with it."

She was silent for a bit. "It'll take getting used to."

"It did for ne too."

"l... still..." Her words dwindled to silence. "Me too, |ove." Jack kissed her
"Me too."

Spector knew Fortunato had won. If it had been the other way around, the

Ast rononmer woul d have cut Fortunato into fishbait before dropping himinto the
drink. Spector had watched the fight, sane as everybody el se. The difference was
he knew what was going on. He couldn't believe that stupid sinmp Fortunato had
let the old man go. Now the Astrononer could hide out, lick his wounds, and wait
until he could build his power up again. Spector figured the old nman would try
to make shore on the Manhattan side of the river. |If Spector could find him
he' d take care of the Astronomer once and for all. "Its Judgnent Day," he said,
rubbi ng his bad arm

He wal ked down the deserted alleyway. It was cold enough to frost his breath. He
was tired and nunb. The alley dead-ended in a wall

"Fuck." He turned to | eave, then stopped. There were voices on the other side.
Familiar voices. He wal ked to the base of the wall and jumped, his aching
muscl es slowly pulling himup.

The Astrononer paused, breath wheezing and rattling in his chest. A cracked
litany of hate dribbled fromhis nouth, the words hanging |ike beads on the |ong
threads of saliva that were expectorated with each gasping breath. Roulette too
stopped, waiting for himto find the strength to continue. Whndering with
irritation why Tachyon was so sl ow He shoul d have been here by now. Al of them
joined in a final deadly union

The Astrononer vanished into the dark nouth of an alley, and Roulette waited
again for Tachyon. Wo didn't appear. She fled after the Astrononer. And al nost
bl undered into the Taki sian who stepped froma connecting alley. Shrank back
anong a junbl e of packing crates. Watched as the alien covered his eyes, cast
about like a fox on a trail, froze, followed unerringly the path taken only
moments before by the Astrononmer. Roulette fell in behind, Maghum clutched in
bot h hands, barrel |eading |like a dousing wand.

A sharp right into another alleyway, which dead-ended a hundred feet further on
in a brick wall. Tachyon, hands clenched at his sides, stared down at the
Astrononer, fury etched in his delicate face.

"God damm you, Fortunato!" He threw back his head, and how ed into the overcast
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sky. "You gutless wonder, you honorless piece of shit, you notherless procurer

I thought you were going to finish this. Instead you leave it to ne! And | don't
want it," he ended in a soft, sad voice.

The Astrononer continued his dogged craw, not seeming to realize that he had
entered a trap. Tachyon inspected his hands, drew a fighting knife fromhis
boot, dithered. And Roul ette cursed.

The scrape of a shoe on brick as a figure hauled itself onto the top of the

wal | . Squatted there |ike a man-sized gargoyle. Dropped into the alley, a curse
expl oding fromhimas his mangl ed, hal f-grown foot struck the pavenent. Dem se
Roul ette wept with vexation, licking away the salty tears as they streamed down

the corners of her nouth. Lifted the gun. Demi se would not be all owed to cheat
her .

"James!"

He strolled forward, the half-formed foot throwing himinto a lurching, rolling
gait. "So you renenber ne, Doc."

"Yes," Tachyon replied, edging cautiously away fromthe nenace in Dem se's
acne-scarred face. "We've been worried about you." They revol ved about the prone
body of the Astrononer, until Dem se's skinny back canme up square in front of
Roul ette, bl ocking her aim

"Il just bet, you fucker." He turned his awful gaze fromthe Takisian to the
pitiful figure at his feet. "Well, well, |ook what you've found." He nudged the
Astrononer with his partly regenerated foot. "Hey, Master, |I'mstill here. And
you' re dead."

Tachyon started forward, and Roul ette danced fromside to side, trying to get a
cl ear shot past Demise. "Wat are you going to do?"

"Kill him You gonna try to stop ne, you little puke?"

"No. "

Dem se stared hard at the alien's knife, threw back his head, and | aughed, the
sound echoing wildly off the walls. "Gonna deal a little death yourself tonight,
eh, Tachy? Gonna play God again? Gve a little life today, take it away

t onor r ow'

"Stop, please." A broken whisper.

The words crashed through Roul ette touchi ng-sonething. Violent shudderings

ri pped through her body, the gun fell from nerveless fingers, hit, detonated,
the chanbered round ricocheting off the brick wall over Denise's head.

"Shit!"

Tachyon and Demi se whirled to face her, and the Astrononer, with a burst of
hoarded strength, canme to his feet.

The Astrononer's voice was a dry rasp. "Help ne, Janes. Kill them 1'l|l reward
you. Help me. Anything you want. Just help nme now. So weak. No power left."
Spect or grabbed the Astrononer, blackened bits of flesh coming off in his hands.
"I don't think so, old man."

The Astrononer lunged for the wall. Spector spun himaround, but the Astrononer
becane insubstantial in his hands, stepped back, began to nelt into the brick
wal | . Well, one power left.

Pal e, al nost-blind nole eyes | ocked with Spector's. The perfect sharing of the
perfect nonment. This time there was nothing to block him The death flowed quick
and hard into the Astrononer. The old nan gasped and began to solidify.

The bricks around himsplit and gl owed red with heat. Bl ood poured hissing into

the cracks and down the wall. Bricks closed lovingly on flesh

Spector let out a sigh of relief. He'd done it. Nobody in the world would have
given hima chance in hell of killing the old bastard, but he was dead. The
Astrononer, Lord Amun, the Master, Setekh the destroyer

And he was still around to talk about it.

The sound of pursuing footsteps echoing loudly in the enpty street. Cosing in!
Hands sei zing her. Roulette, sobbing, choking with fear, whirled, attacking her
captor with teeth and nails. A steel-like grasp closed about her wists, pulling
her into a tight enbrace. The fresh and now famliar scent that was Tachyon
washed across her. She slunped in his arns, and a slim snmall hand stroked her
cheeks, wi ping away the tears.
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Tachyon's nmind flowed through hers like a clean, icy-cold stream soothing the
wounds left by the collapse of the shields. Washing away the nenories, drowning
deep the Astrononer's touch. What renai ned was a vast, aching enptiness.

She could feel the Magnum forming a cold wedge between them He stepped back,
hands dropping linmply to his sides, and the pistol dropped from her hand. They
regarded each ot her across a space of air that seenmed inpossibly w de. The gun
I ay on the ground between them

"You're not healed. It's not nmy gift. But | have done what | can."

"I wanted to kill you."

"You shoul d avoi d undue enotional and nental stress."

"I did kill Hower."

"You shoul d perhaps enter therapy.
"And there've been others."

He stooped, swept up the gun, and extended it to her butt first. "Then finish
it. If that is what you nmust have in order to find peace."

"Ch, God dam you!" A garbage can rang like a sour bell as the heavy pisto
slamred into it. "I killed Hower!"

"I know. There is very little about you that |I don't know' His thin lips tw sted
in a sad, sick, little snmile. "I have an amazingly elastic and creative
conscience. Part of ny upbring ing. | can raise three excellent reasons to
justify your vendetta. To be avenged is--"

Her hand | ashed out and took him across the face. "That is crap! Stop worm ng
out of it, and give nme a decision. Wat are you going to do?"

The tip of his tongue touched the newy opened cut on his Iip. "Are you pl anning
to turn yourself in to the authorities?"

"No. "
"Then | am going to do nothing. A telepathic reading is not adnissible evidence
in acourt of law' Again that sad smle. "I also would not relish describing the

situation in which | nmade that reading. It would do little for my dignity." A
hand slid in an unconscious protective gesture to his crotch. Turned, wal ked
away. Aware now of the filth beneath her bare feet, the nud caking the silk
gown. A fitting envel ope for her soul

"Roul ette." She paused, but did not |ook back. "Earlier | said | |oved you.
think I still do."

"Don't burden ne this way."

"Call it my punishnent for you."

"I"ve lived on hate. Now there's nothing. Let ne see if |'m capable of anything
beyond those two states."

"Il be waiting."

She smiled despite herself. "Damm you, | think you will."

Spector sat in the alley, his back to the cold brick wall. The others were gone;
he was alone with the old nan. "Didn't quite turn out the way you pl anned, eh,
Astro?" He patted the Astrononer's cheek. "Or maybe it did. Mght be just what
you had in mnd all along.”

Spector felt enpty and tired. He'd thought with the Astrononer dead there would
be some kind of relief. Ever since the fight at the Cloisters earlier in the
year he'd had a | ook behind-you fear of the old man. There was no focus for him
now.

He | ooked into the Astrononer's dead eyes. "Now you know what | went through.
Not that you'd care, even if you could say anything. Probably just screamat ne
for fucking up."

Spector heard someone throwing up at the nouth of the alley. He backed up the
wall into a standing position, took a |last | ook at the Astronomer, and headed
toward the street.

The man was on his knees, w ping his nmouth. He stood and stepped back fromthe
pool of vonmit. He was about the same hei ght as Spector, young, and not smart
enough to stay out of alleyways in Jokertown. The suit he wore was gray,
Spector's col or.

Spector could use sone new clothes, again. H s baseball uniformwas al nbst no
hel p against the early norning chill. He tapped the nan on the shoulder. "I'Il

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (180 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

give you this authentic Yankee uniformfor that suit of yours."
The man junped, then recovered and gave Spector a tough |ook. "Don't give ne no

static, man. |I'll cave your head in."
Spector was dead tired. He didn't want to use up his remaining energy undressing
anot her corpse. "If you don't do what | say, you're going to die. That suit

worth dying for? I don't think so."

The man raised his fists.

"Stupid," Spector said wearily. "You've got sonething in your eye."

"What ?"

"Me." He | ocked eyes and put the man down. "Dunbass." Spector pulled off the
man's coat and threw it over his shoulders. The pants would be nore troubl e than
they were worth to him

It was time to attend to a little unfinished business. Time to head back to the
garbage barge and visit Ral ph

"So long, suckers," he said to dead nen in the alley. No sound. He thought about
some poor city worker trying to chip the old nan's body out of the wall, and
smil ed.

Jenni fer regai ned consci ousness with pain stinging her cheek. Her eyes fluttered
open to see the pal mof an open hand approaching her face, and she felt rough,
strong hands hol di ng her up. The pal m connected with her cheek again, bringing
her consciousness to full resolution

They were outside the Tonb, clustered by the |lino parked before the statue of
Jetboy. Wrm was hol di ng her upright and Loophol e was sl apping her silly while
the third man-m ddl e-aged, Oriental, running a little to fat-was watching. He
idly swung the bag containing the books as Loophol e sl apped her. He was, she
realized, Kien.

They finally saw she was conscious again. Wrmrel eased her and stepped asi de.
She sl unped against the side of the linp, unable to stand by herself, and gl ared
at them Another figure, vague in the darkness, stood beyond Kien and Loophol e.
Hope flared, then died, when Jennifer realized that it was just another of

Ki en' s omi present goons.

"You' ve been quite an inconvenience," Kien said in a nld voice. "A great

i nconveni ence i ndeed. | wanted you to be awake for this." He nodded at Wrm and
the joker drew a small, ugly-Ilooking snub-nosed pistol froma holster clipped at
his waist. "It shall be a pleasure to watch you die."

Wrmraised the pistol and Jennifer closed her eyes. She tried to ghost, but
couldn't. The energy she needed to power the transformation just wasn't there.
She' d never pictured her self dying this way, never really pictured herself
dying at all.

"Not there, you fool," Kien said with a trace of exasperation, "you'll ruin the
finish on the Iinpbusine." He turned to the man standing in the background. "Take
her away fromthe car."

The collar of his jacket was turned up against the chill of the early norning,
his hat was pulled down | ow over his face. Jennifer glanced at himdully, and
her eyes stayed on his face and stared.

Her lips formed the nanme, Brennan, and in a single notion he grabbed her by the
arm whirled her out of the way, and ripped the gun fromWrms hand with a
sidekick that sent it clattering into the night.

Wrm hissed in surprise, his tongue twisting like a blind snake. Jennifer

gl anced at Kien and saw shock and anger and finally fear chase thensel ves across
his face.

"I't's him" Kien said in a |low voice, half to hinself. Then he screaned. "Kil
him Kill him"

Brennan faced Wrm enpty-handed, one hand open, the other clenched into a fist.
He stood and sniled at the joker, seenming, to Jennifer, to invite an attack
Wrm | eaped at himand they grappled. Brennan was borne back agai nst the side of
the lino by the superior strength of the joker, and Wrm triunphant, drew back
to strike.

But Brennan noved faster than the joker. He opened his clenched fist for the
first tinme and reached out and grabbed the joker's tongue with it, close to the
root. He slid his hand down Wrm s tongue, smearing it with a sticky brownish

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (181 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

substance, then released it.

Wrms eyes tried to junmp fromtheir sockets and he screaned, fell to the
ground, and thrashed about like a man on fire while pawing at his tongue.
Loophol e grabbed Jennifer as Wrm how ed i n agony, and she heard the approaching
footsteps of running nen. Kien dropped the bag with the precious books init,
drew the pistol holstered at his waist, and pointed it at Brennan

Brennan | ooked at himcal my.

"My joy is doubled," Kien said between clenched teeth. "After all these years
you' ve conme back to devil ne. And now you'll die by ny hand."

Jenni fer saw Brennan tense to | eap and she knew that he'd never, make it across
the inpossible distance that separated himfromKien. She |unged away from
Loophol e, unable to break free of him but pulling within reach of Kien's
pistol. She grabbed it.

He snarled, tried to yank away, but Jennifer held on, frowned in fierce
concentration, and ghosted nost of the gun and npbst of Kien's hand. Loophol e
yanked on her arm hard, hard enough to pull her away from Ki en, and he screaned.
He fell to his knees, what was |eft of his hand droppi ng what was | eft of the
gun. The ghosted nol ecul es of both, since they were no longer in direct contact
with Jennifer, drifted away on the breeze. A stunned Loophol e rel eased Jennifer
and bent down to help Kien staunch the river of blood fountaining fromhis
mangl ed hand.

Jenni fer snatched up the bag, turned, and grabbed Brennan by the arm

"Conme on," she shouted. He resisted for a nonent, staring renorselessly at his
longtinme foe, then he followed her into the dark, running.

Fortunato rang the bell of the brownstone for a long tine before Veronica's
voi ce canme through the intercom Wen he told her who it was, she ran downstairs
to open the door.

She threw herself into his arns and started to cry. "It was so horrible. So
horrible. This ... man ... took nme and Caroline and Cordelia. He killed
Caroline. He--"

"Shhh," Fortunato said. "It's over. He's finished. H s power is gone."

"I thought we were all going to die."

"Where's Cordelia now?" he asked gently. "lIs she okay?"

"She went out. She's okay. She said she'd be back. Maybe. But Caroline..."

She started to cry again. Gradually she got herself under control and Fortunato
took her inside. He had to put his suitcase down to shut the door, and Veronica
saw i t.

"What's that?"

"I'"'mleaving town for a while."

"Fortunat o? Look, | can quit the snmack. It's not a big deal. W can work this
out."

"I't's not about you."

She reached up and touched his forehead. It was snooth and flat. The bul ge,
where his reserve power built up, was gone. "Are you all right?" she asked

He nodded. He'd been back to the apartnment to pack and cl ean up. He put sone
food out for the cat and sat for a couple of ninutes with her on his | ap. There
didn't seemto be any thing physically wong with him just this overwhel m ng
det achnent .

"I have to see Ichiko," he said. "I'll need sonme paper and a pen. And get your
nmot her to bring her notary seal."

He had it all worded in his head, and it took less than five mnutes for himto

get it on paper, witnessed and notarized. He handed it to Ichiko. "It's yours
now," he said. "Everything. You can keep it going if you want, or stop it. It's
up to you."

"What happened?" 1chi ko said.

Fortunato shook his head. "I don't want to change anybody any nore. | don't want
to nmake theminto gei shas or hookers or heroin addicts. If soneone el se does it
that's fine, but it's not going to be nme anynore. | don't want to change anybody
but nmyself. | can't ... | can't take the responsibility."

"And t he suitcase?"
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"I'"'mgoing honme. Back to Japan. To the Shoin-ji tenple at Hara."

M randa said, "What about your power?"

"I't'Il cone back," Fortunato said, "I think. As to what I'mgoing to do with it,
I don't know. | just don't know' Mranda | ooked at Ichiko. "Well," she said. "I
don't want to give up the business. But | don't knowif we can make a goof it

wi t hout hel p. The Ganbi ones are always lurking like vultures, waiting for a sign
of weakness."

"We've al ways protected ourselves with influence and noney," Fortunato said.
"You can do that as well as | ever could."

"Ah," Ichiko said. "But there was always the fist inside the glove."

Fortunato picked up a deck of cards fromthe end table. He took out the ace of
spades and threw the rest of the cards away. He took the pen again and wote,
Help if you can. Fortunato.

"There's a man called Yeonan. You can trust him If you need him |eave word at
the Crystal Pal ace, and show himthis card."

Veroni ca wal ked with himto the door. "Wat are you going to do?" he asked her
"Fuck nmen for noney," she said. "It's all |'ve got. What are you going to do?"
"l don't know. "

"You're lucky," she said. She kissed himgood-bye. Her nouth was soft and sweet
and al nost enough to change his m nd.

Chapter Twenty-five

6:00 a. m

After Jack left, Bagabond was left to stare at her transformation. The mrror
reveal ed an attractive woman in her midthirties who tried to smle, but
gingerly, as though her face m ght crack. She turned away. The suits had been
barely tolerable, and only because she saw them as protective color. This dress
reveal ed too nuch of soneone she didn't know. For a noment, she considered
changing into the dirty, torn clothing she had worn for so long. This new
persona frightened her.

The bl ack and the calico cats cane up to her in response to her broadcast of
pain. The calico | eaped into her lap and |icked her under the chin while the

bl ack rubbed his back against her calf. They questioned her about the sending.
Bagabond tried to explain. She sent a picture of Paul to them both. Neither cat
was i npressed by the human they saw. Even Bagabond's enotional shadi ngs of the
face she renenbered were not enough. The bl ack | ooked up at her and i magi ned
Paul 's throat torn out. It was the sinplest solution to him |f something annoys
you, kill it. Bagabond shook her head and rebuilt Paul's inage

The calico sent a scene of Bagabond, back in her normal dress, sitting on the
floor of Jack's home and playing with the kittens. Bagabond stroked the calico,
but bl ocked out the sight of the famliar group. The bl ack snarl ed and pl aced
hi s huge paws on Bagabond's knees. He stared into her eyes and she knew his
anger and frustration.

Bagabond | ooked back at the mrror and saw a girl in a beaded | eat her headband
and a tie-dyed T-shirt. The younger woman seened to snmile at her in

encour agenent. Bagabond reached out to touch the girl's hand, wondering if she
coul d ever have been so young and happy. As she touched the glass, the image
changed to herself, teal dress, mascara, and bl ush.

Exam ni ng hersel f agai n, Bagabond t hought she saw sonething of the girl's eyes
still in hers.

The shrill ring of the phone broke her reverie. Dunping the calico onto the
floor, she wondered if this was nore bad news for Jack. But the voice at the
other end was Rosemary's. "Suzanne, did | wake you?"

"No." Bagabond sat down on the floor beside the phone. "Can you neet ne at hone?
I nmean, the penthouse?"

"\Mhy?

"I just feel as if..." Rosemary's voice grew thin for a noment. "l guess | want
to tell ny father what |I'm doing. Maybe it's why | held on to the place. But |
don't want to go there alone. Please, Suzanne."

"Wy me?"
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Rosermary hesitated. "Suzanne ... | trust you. | can't trust anyone else. | need

you. "

"That's not new. " Bagabond cl enched her jaw and her hand tightened on the phone.
"Suzanne, | know you don't agree with what |'ve done, but | promise |'mgoing to

change things."

"Al'l right. But | have an appoi ntnment at seven." Bagabond cl osed her eyes in

di sgust at her need for Rosemary's approval. "Thanks. |'ll neet you there."
Rosemary hung up. Bagabond | ooked down at the cats.

"I don't think this night is ever going to end."

She pulled on the |long, open, ankle-length black sweater Jack had insisted she
get. The black and calico acconpani ed her to the door. Bagabond nentally told
them both to stay. The cats responded with yow s of anger, but backed away from
the door. dosing the door, Bagabond knew the bl ack was using another exit to
fol |l ow her.

At the subway station, she held the door of the car so the cat could enter. The
bl ack was not happy he had been spotted, but was glad he woul d not have to chase
the train or find an other route. He panted as he lay at her feet. For him now,
it had been a long run.

She got off at 96th Street, abruptly aware of how few peopl e had been on the
subway. The crowds really had given up. She went upstairs to the street. Two

bl ocks down Central Park Wst, Rosemary waited on a bus bench. Her eyes w dened
as she saw Bagabond's dress, but she did not comment.

"Let's go in." Bagabond was inpatient to get this done. She suddenly felt the
gray cat watching her fromthe park across the street. She | ooked up, but saw
nothing in the trees.

"l suppose |'mready." Rosemary hesitated before pulling open one of the heavy
gl ass doors.

"Signhorina, you'd better be." Trailed by the black, Bagabond foll owed her in.
The doorman was no | onger a Ganbi one man. He was young, and Bagabond noticed he
was studying a book on contract |aw. Rosemary showed hi m her key and signed in,
as Rosa Maria Ganbione, on the guest register

In the elevator, she used another key to send the car to the penthouse.

"I haven't been here in five years." Rosemary | ooked up at the ceiling of the
car.

"Are you sure you want Rosa-Maria to return?" Bagabond reached out to touch the
ot her worman's shoul der. "You were desperate to leave all this behind. Your
father, the Family, all of it. You wanted to atone for what he did. Now you want
to be Iike hinP"

"No!" Rosemary gl ared at Bagabond for an instant before she | owered her head.
"Suzanne, | could do a lot of good, turn the Fanily around."

"Why?" Bagabond barely kept her balance in the high heels as the elevator jerked
to a halt. "Let them be destroyed. They deserve it. They're crininals."

Rosenmary stepped out into the hallway. "It |ooks wong without the nen. There
were always guards here for ny father."

"You want to live that way?"

Rosemary unl ocked the doubl e oak doors, then turned and was framed agai nst the
dar kness behi nd. "Suzanne, don't you understand that | can nmake a difference?
can stop the violence and the killing."

Bagabond was skeptical. "You could destroy yourself instead.
"It's worth the risk." Rosemary pushed the doors open w de and wal ked in. "I
believe that."

Behi nd her, Bagabond watched the new head of the Ganbione Fanmly wal k down the
dark entry. She nurmured to herself and the. black, "I know you do, God help
you. "

Rosemary showed Bagabond the apartnent, telling her of the happy things that had
happened there. There were sone: the holidays, fam |y gatherings, birthdays. The
| ast roomthey entered was the library. Books |ined the black wal nut walls and
heavy draperies seened to absorb nost of the light. Despite the oppressive

at nrosphere, Rosemary | aughed

At Bagabond's | ook, she explained. "It's awful. Al these books? My father
bought them by the yard. He didn't care what they were, so |ong as they had
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| eat her bindings and | ooked inpressive. | used to sneak in and read sone of
them There was Hawt horne and Poe and Enmerson. It was fun." She | ooked at
Bagabond defensively. "It wasn't always bad to |ive here."

Runni ng her hand over the backs of the chairs that lined the central table, she
wal ked to the chair at its head. For a nonent she put her arns around the back
as though she em braced a person. Then Rosenary pulled the chair out and sat
down, contenplating Bagabond down the I ength of the table. "Can you find the
door?" Rosemary | eaned back and was dwarfed by the nmassive, carved back of the
chair. "I just want to think for a while."

Bagabond wal ked out of the roomfeeling as though she had seen a ghost. Back in
the el evator, she knelt and stroked the black until he purred at her. Then she
stood and pulled the sweater nore tightly around her

Qut side, the sun was up and traffic had increased on the streets until the horns
and diesel funmes nade it clear the day had begun. The gray still watched from
the park. She was un able to pick up the animal's enptions w thout effort. She
left himhis privacy. Bagabond patted the black's head and sent himacross to
the park to see his son

She stepped to the curb to hail a cab to take her downtown to the restaurant.
As the taxi wove through the thickening norning traffic, Bagabond started
attenpting to think of good conversational ganbits. Nothing she renenbered from
the sixties sonmehow seened appropri ate.

Bagabond wondered if Paul |iked cats. He had better

"Ckay, how did you track ne to Jetboy's Tonb?" Brennan shrugged. Jennifer was
carrying the book sack and he had two bags full of Chinese food that Jennifer
had insisted on buying at a take-out place near her apartnent.

"I't was easy. |'d put a bug on the cloak I'd given you. That little felloww th
Fatman tel eported nme to the mddle of the Holland Tunnel, which, luckily enough,
isn't far fromJetboy's Tonmb. Though | must say | was worried that you' d do
sonet hing foolish before | managed to reach you. And | was right."

"Hunmph. And then?"

"And then? Wrm had planted | ookouts to nmake sure they wouldn't be bothered
whil e they were recovering the books. You nust have cone through while they were
either still secur ing the perinmeter or rousting soneone else. At any rate, |
took the place of one of themjust as Wrm and the others were draggi ng your
unconsci ous body out of the tonb. Then it was sinply a matter of waiting for ny

chance. | sawit, and junped Wrm?"
"What did you do to him anyway?"
Brennan held up his hand. The pal mwas still stained brown.

"Remenber the nustard | brought fromthe street vendor?" She did. "Wrms tongue
is an extrenely sensitive sensory organ that doesn't take too well to spices.
Besides dis conforting him |I'msure the nustard al so wi ped away all traces of
your scent. So you should be safe fromhim™"

"Thanks. And thanks for saving ny life."

"You did the same for ne. |'d have never gotten that gun away from Ki en. "
Jenni fer nodded. She'd never used her power that way before, and, even though it
had been unintentional and Kien had, after all, tried to kill her, now that she

had time to think about it, she felt nauseated. Al that bl ood..

They wal ked on in silence for a while. She felt Brennan's eyes on her, but said
not hing until they'd gone up the four flights of stairs to her apartnent.

"Well, here we are.”

Books were everywhere about the living room giving it a confortable, lived-in
| ook. At least that's how Jennifer thought of it. Brennan put the bags
containing the food on the counter that divided the kitchen nook fromthe rest
of the room

"Make yourself at home," she said as she turned to put the coffeepot on the
stove and got two plates and utensils fromthe cupboard. She turned back to see
Brennan standing in the nmddle of the apartnent, an inpatient expression on his
face. "You want to see the book?"

He nodded. She took the bag off her shoul der and put it on the counter next to
the food. She selected a box, ladled a portion of shrinp fried rice onto her

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...R%20-%20Wildcards%203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt (185 of 192) [1/17/03 6:59:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6203%20-%20Jokers%20Wild.txt

pl ate, and reached for the box with the sweet-and-sour chicken

"Well, go ahead.”

If Brennan noticed the resignation in her voice he gave no sign. He strode
forward eagerly, took the pouch, and | ooked inside. Jennifer kept her eyes on
the food. She took a forkful of the chicken and sonehow it didn't taste as good
as she had thought it woul d.

"I's this a joke?" Brennan asked after a nonment, his voice flat and enotionl ess.
He was holding up Kien's diary.

Jenni fer swallowed. "No, no, | don't think so," she said in a small voice
He thunbed through it, disbelief on his face.
"I't's blank," he said, fanning the pages for Jennifer to see. "I know " She put

her fork down and | ooked at Brennan for the first tine.
"What the hell happened?" Brennan demanded, anger growing in his voice. She
could see his jaw nuscles junp as he clenched his jaw tighter and tighter

"Well, the nearest | can figure is that the ink didn't translate when | ghosted
the book. You see, it takes special effort to nake dense material |ike |ead, or
gol d, insubstantial, and he nust have used sonething |like that to wite...
with... you see..."

Her voice ran down as the storm gathered on Brennan's face.

"I. Went. Through. Al that shit. For. A Blank. Book." He said each word as if
it were a sentence.

"I couldn't tell you," Jennifer said. "At first | didn't totally trust you

Then, when | saw how inportant it was to you, | just couldn't find a way."
Brennan stared at her silently, and she flinched, expecting himto scream to
throw t he book, to strike at her, to do just about anything but what he did.

"A bl ank book," he repeated. The stormon his face broke and vani shed as quickly
as it had gathered. He sank down unseeingly into the |arge stufled chair near
the bookcase, rose up slightly and picked up the hardcover copy of Scaranouche
that was open, face down on the chair. He |looked at it as if he'd never seen a
book before and nuttered, "Ishida, ny roshi, if you could only have experienced
the events of this day. Wat |essons could be learned. Tell ne." He | ooked at
Jennifer with serious, questioning eyes. "What | essons can one learn froma

bl ank book?"

"I-1 don't know," she faltered.

He shrugged. "I don't know either, yet. A new koan to neditate upon." Brennan

t hunbed through the diary again, a benused expression on his face. "O course,"
he said after a nonent, "Kiev doesn't know the book is blank. Doesn't know that
at all."

He smled, the first real smile that Jennifer had ever seen on his face. He

| ooked at Jennifer and his smle broadened, turned into laughter. It was joyful,
cl eansing | aughter. Jennifer sensed he hadn't | aughed out loud in a long tine.
She felt herself smling as well out of relief and because of the recognizabl e,
bi ndi ng conpani onship that already |ay between them

Brennan stood, still Iaughing and shaking his head. He wal ked over to the
counter. Hs eyes and Jennifer's were on the sane level. If anything, he had to
| ook up to see into hers.

She'd never seen himbefore with a true smle on his face, and she liked it. He
told her, without saying anything, that he |iked what he saw when he | ooked into
hers.

He took his hood off and dropped it on the counter. Sone of the tension had gone
out of his face and he | ooked years younger than when Jennifer had first seen
hi m

"Did you get any egg rolls?" he asked.

She | ooked down at the little boxes filled with Chinese food, and felt a
strange, unexpected, unanal yzabl e stab of joy.

When Jack finally managed to find Freakers, he understood why it wasn't the kind
of all-night dive that advertised itself strenuously. Those who needed to know
where it was, found out. Looking at the noving neon worman astraddl e the door,
Jack thought that maybe some people arrived here sinply by followi ng their

dar kest instincts.
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The neon seared his retinas like a branding iron. This hour of the early

nmor ning, there was no one guarding the door. Presumably this was the tinme of day
when only the nost dedicated clientele showed up.

I gnoring the swooping, glowi ng |ines above him Jack pushed open the door and
entered. Snoke, nuted conversational noise, geonetric patterns in neon

primari esthese were what he noticed first.

Across the nain room an obviously tired stripper desultorily went through the
nmotions on a cylindrical revolving stage. Bathed in a rose spotlight, she

undul ated to a slow beat Jack couldn't even hear. He squinted, trying to focus
in the snoke. He realized the strippers abdonen was covered w th what | ooked
like pairs of vertical lips. She was down to her last Gstring.

Jack turned away, scanned the tables. He headed toward the cheap, plank-hewn
bar. Then he saw the row of booths at the back. There was a girl in one of
them a young woman with black hair falling straight along the sides of her thin
face. She was dressed in a startling, clingy blue dress. She stared directly at
hi m

There was a nondescript man in a brown suit standing over the booth, talking to
the young wonman. He strai ghtened as Jack approached. Jack faltered, then wal ked
up to them Ignoring the man in brown, Jack | ooked down at the wonan. She
started to smle.

"Uncl e Jack?" The nmal achite eye in the silver alligator hanging fromher |eft
earl obe flashed as it caught light fromthe followspot clicking off on the

st age.

" Cor dei a"

She was instantly out of the booth and hol ding onto himas though she were
traveling steerage and he had the only life preserver on the Titanic. They
stayed that way for |ong seconds.

The man who had been talking to Cordelia said, "Hey, you want that, maybe you
should rent a room" It seened to be spoken without real malice. Jack | ooked up
across Cordelia's shoulder at him The man's suit jacket was runpled. He wore no
tie. To Jack, he | ooked as one might inmagine a cashiered, down-at-the heels FB
agent on the skids. The man offered a wy grin. "Hey, | figured it wouldn't hurt
to try. No offense."

"Do | know you?" said Jack

"The name's Ackroyd;" said the man. "Jay Ackroyd, PI" He put out his hand.

Jack ignored it. The two nen | ooked each other in the eye for a few seconds.
Then Ackroyd smled. "It's over, man. For now, at |east. Everybody's dead-butt
tired. Truce." He gestured around the bar. "Besides, nobody'd do anything while
Billy Ray's nursing his beer." Jack followed the line of Ackroyd's finger. He
saw a guy wearing a white stretch fighting suit sitting alone at a table. The
man's features were m smatched, asymetrical. H's jaw | ooked inflanmed and he was
sipping his beer through a straw. "Pride of the Justice Departnment. Baddest of
bad- asses," said Ackroyd. "Listen, cool out, have sonmething to drink, visit with
your niece." He stepped away fromthe booth. "I gotta get sone fresh air
anyway." Ackroyd headed for the door, weaving just a little in his scuffed brown
| oaf ers.

"Sit down, Uncle Jack." Cordelia tucked himonto the seat beside her in the

boot h.

"What are you drinking?" He touched the glass. "7-Up." She giggled. "I wanted
RC, but they don't have any up here."

"We've got it," said Jack. "You can get anything in Manhattan. You're just in
the wong nei ghbor hood. "

A barmaid in satin top and shorts, her visible skin showing a stitchwork of
granul ar tunors, cane over to the booth. "Sonmething to drink?" Jack ordered a
beer. Iron City. That was the sort of inported brew you could order in a place
like this. "What the hell are you doing here?" he said. "Bagabondny friend-and

have been | ooking all day for you. | saw you at the Port Authority-you got away
before | could get through the crowmd. You were with soneone who | ooked like a
pi np. "

"He was, | guess," said Cordelia. "There was a man naned Demi se ... He saved
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me." She hesitated. "' Course then he helped try to kill ne. This is a confusing
town, Uncle Jack. "

"I owe him" said Jack. "One way or the other." For a split second, his face
started to alter and his jaw to deform He took a deep breath, settled back,
felt his teeth resume their human size. "Wy are you here? Your fol ks are going
crazy."

"Why are you here, Uncle Jack? | always heard things from Mama and the rel atives
about how you ran away and why you canme to this place."

"Fair enough," said Jack. "But | could take care of nyself."

"So can |," Cordelia said. "You'd be surprised." She hesitated. "You know what
all's happened today?" The young wonan didn't wait for Jack to shake his head.
"I can't even tell you what all. But some of it is this: A slaver tried to
kidnap ne, | was rescued, |'ve nmet sone really strange and sone really fabul ous
people, | found the nost fantastic man-Fortunatol al nbst got killed, and
then..." She paused.

Jack shook his head. "And then what, for God's sake?" She | eaned close to his
face, | ooked himstraight in the eyes, and said seriously, "Something incredible
happened. " Jack wanted to |augh, but didn't. He accepted her seriousness and
said, "Wat's that, Cordelia?"

Even in the neon-lit dimess, he could see that she was blushing. "It was |ike
when | started ny periods," she finally said. "You know? You probably don't.
Anyhow, it was when | was up there in this penthouse and this old guy was about

to kill ne? Something just changed. It's hard to describe."

"I think | know," said Jack.

She nodded soberly. "I think you do. It's why you left the parish all those
years ago, isn't it?"

"l expect so. You-" It was his turn alnpst to stamrer. "You changed, didn't you?
Now you're not the sane person you were."

Cordelia nodded vehemently. "I still don't know what it is |I'm becom ng. All

know i s that when that Inp guy tried to grab nme-he was going to help the old guy
rip out my heart or sonmething like that-there was this feeling inside like

things were really tight and then..." She shrugged expressively. "I killed him
I killed him Uncle Jack. What really happened was it felt like | could use
sonet hing down deep in nmy brain | didn't know how to use before. | could do
things to the men who were trying to hurt ne. | could nmake them stop breathing,
keep their hearts frombeating-1 don't know what all. Anyhow, it was enough. So
I"mhere." She put her arms around his neck again. "I'mreally glad."

"You' ve got a way of understating things,
ready to conme honme?"
"Honme?" She sounded puzzl ed.

Jack said, grinning. "Listen, are you

"My place. You can stay with me. W'Ill get things settled. Your folks are
sweating toad spit."

She drew back. "I'm not going back, Uncle Jack. Not never."

"You've got to talk to your folks."

She shook her head. "And the next thing, you'll be putting ne on a bus. I'lIl get
off at the next stop. I'll run away. | swear it." She turned away from him

"What's the matter, Cordelia?" He felt confused.

"If 1 go back, there's Uncle Jake. Granduncle Jake."

"Snake Jake?" Jack started to understand. "Did he--?"

"I can't go back," she said.

"Ckay. You don't go back. But you've still got to talk with Robert and

El ouette." To his ammzenent, she was crying. "No."

"Cordelia..."

She wi ped away the tears. There was sonething hard now in the fragile features
of her face, a toughness in her voice. "Uncle Jack, you' ve got to understand.

Thi ngs have happened today. Maybe |'m going to be one of Fortunato's gei shas, or
serve drinks in a place like this, or go to Colunbia University and be a nucl ear
scientist, or sonmething. Anything. | don't know. I'mnot who | was. | don't know
what | amwho | amnow. |'mgoing to find out."

"I can help you," he said quietly.

"Can you?" She was staring at himhard. "Do you know who you are, really?"
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Jack didn't say anything.

"Yeah." She noved her head slowy. "I love you very nuch, Uncle Jack. | think
we're very nuch alike. But I'mwilling to find out who I am 1've got to." She
hesitated. "I don't think you admt nuch to yourself or to the fol ks around
you." It was as if she were | ooking inside him shining a searchlight around
inside his head and his mnd. He was unconfortable with both the unconproni sing
glare and the shadows.

"Hey!" The shout cane from Ackroyd, ducking his head past the front door. "You
gotta see this! Al of you." He retreated back outside.

Cordelia and Jack | ooked at each other. The young woman joi ned the others
headi ng for the door. Jack hesitated, then foll owed.

Qut side, the night retreated. Dawn was breaking over the East River. Ackroyd
stood out in the street and pointed toward the sky. "WII| you | ook at that?"
They all | ooked. Jack squinted and at first didn't realize what he was staring
at. Then the details coal esced.

It was Jetboy's plane. After forty years, the JB-1 soared agai n above the
Manhatt an skyline. H gh-winged and trouttailed, it was indisputably Jethoy's

pi oneering craft. The red fusel age seened to glow in the first rays of norning.
There was sonething wong with the image. Then Jack realized what it was.
Jetboy's plane had speed lines trailing back fromthe wings and tail. Wat the
hel | ? he thought. But for the noment, he was as transfixed by the vision as
everyone el se around him It was as though they were all collectively holding
one breath.

Then things cane apart.

One wing of the JB-1 started to fold back and tear away fromthe fusel age. The
pl ane was breaking up. "Jesus-fucking-junping-joker-Christ," sonmeone said. It
was al nost a prayer.

Jack suddenly realized what he was seeing. It wasn't the JB-1, not really. He
wat ched bits of aircraft rip |oose that were not alum numor steel. They were
fashi oned of bright flowers and tw sted paper napkins, two-by-fours and sheets
of chicken wire. It was the plane fromthe Jetboy float in yesterday's parade.
Debris began to fall slowy down toward the streets of Manhattan, just as it had
four decades before.

Jack saw what had been nmasked within the replica of Jetboy's plane. He could
make out the steel shell, the unm stakable outline of a nodified Vol kswagen
Beet | e.

"CGod bless!" Someone said it for all of them "It's the Turtle!l"

Jack could hear cheering fromthe next block, and the block beyond that. As the
|last bits of the JB-1 replica sifted down toward the city, the Turtle snapped
into a victory roll.

Then he swept around in a graceful are and seenmed to vanish in the east,
occulted by the sun now edgi ng above the tops of the office towers.

"Can. you beat that?" said one of the refugees from Freakers. "The Turtle's
alive. Fuckin' terrific.”" The grin on his face echoed in his voice.

Jack realized Cordelia was no | onger standing beside him He | ooked around in
confusion. Fromjust behind his shoul der, Ackroyd said, "She said to tell you
she had things to do. She'll let you know how things work out."

Jack spread his hands hel plessly. "How will | find her?" Ackroyd shrugged. "You
found her this norning, didn't you?" The man hesitated. "Ch yeah, she also said
to tell you she |oves you." He put his hand on Jack's shoulder. "Cone on, 1'lI
buy you a brew." He turned toward the neon worman. She had pal ed now in the
breaki ng daylight. Back over his shoulder, the detective said, "i'll give you ny
card. Wbrst cones to worst, you can hire nme."

Jack hesitated.

Ackroyd said, "Also I'll introduce you around. | heard you started to change in
there. | don't know you, but I've got a feeling there are quite a few of our

col | eagues you don't know either. It's about tinme you nmade their acquai ntance."
Billy Ray had overheard. "Fuck you, Ackroyd," he said. Ackroyd grinned. "Those
justice boys have a thing about us gunshoes.”

Before Jack followed himinto Freakers, he | ooked one nore time into the east.
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In the sun-glare, he couldn't see the Turtle.
It was a new norning. But then they were all new mnornings.

It had taken Spector the better part of an hour to track down a cab in
Jokertown. He sat in the back seat, thunbing through the early edition of the
Ti mes. Except for the Astronomer, all the dead aces had their pictures on the
front page, surrounded by a bl ack border. There was a question mark next to the

Turtle, but he was obviously still alive and ki cking. Specfor was al nost gl ad.
But he couldn't figure out why he wasn't dead too. He'd al ways managed to
survive. Mst losers did. "Yesterday was a hell of a day, I'lIl tell you," the

cabbi e said.

"Yest erday?" Spector shook his head. Too much had happened in the | ast
twenty-four hours. It was like a |long, bad dream

"Yeah. It would suit me fine if all those aces killed each other off | got no
use for them"

Spector ignored himand pulled out the sports section. He wondered if the Nets
woul d be any better this year.

"\What about you?"

"Huh?"
"What do you think about aces?"
"I don't. Wiy don't you just shut your nmouth and drive." It was several mnutes

before the cabbie spoke again. "Here we are. What the hell do you want down
here?" Spector opened the door and got out, then handed the cabbie a
hundred-dol lar bill. "Wait here."”

"Fine. But I can't sit around all norning."

Spector wal ked down to the chain-link fence. It was tine to visit Ral ph again.
Maybe he'd be too tired to kill. The king of the garbage dunp really didn't
deserve it.

A young bl ack man wearing a green wi ndbreaker and red cap net himat the fence.
"You need sonet hi ng?"

"Yeah, there was a bunch of barges full of garbage here last night, and a guy
naned Ral ph. Where are they?"

The man turned around and pointed out to the river. "They're hal fway to Fresh
Kills by now Just garbage, though."

"Ri ght. Thanks." Spector watched the man wal k away, then | ooked out across the
water. "You get to live, Ralphie. Unless you say somnething stupid."

The cabbi e honked his horn. One thing Ral ph had been right about. There's no
substitute for being your own boss. Doing work for the Astrononmer and Lat ham had
gotten himshot, broken, bitten, and zapped to the top of the scoreboard in
Yankee Stadium He was sick of it. No nore being a | oaded gun who sone big whee
poi nted at someone el se. From now on he'd deci de who he killed and when

Anot her honk. "One nore tine, shithead,"” Spector nmuttered. "Just one nmore tine."
The sky was beginning to brighten, but the |ight brought no warmh. The docks
were already alive. Mst people were waking up or downing their first cup of
coffee. Spector was going to go to bed and sleep for a week. The tal k about this
WI!ld Card Day probably wouldn't die down for a week or even a nonth.

"Yessir, Ral ph, you showed ne the way. Fromnow on, | | ook out for nunber one.
No nore cleaning up after other people's shit.”

There was a third |l ong honk. Spector turned slowy. "You asked for it noron.”
The endl ess pain humred through himlike a fresh papercut.

It was going to be hell finding another cab

Even in that darkest hour that comes before the dawn, Manhattan never truly

sl eeps, but Riverside Drive was notionless and enpty as H ram Wrchester clinbed
from his cab.

It was al nost eerie. He tipped the driver, found his keys, and clinbed the stoop
to his own front door. Nothing had ever |ooked as wel com ng.

Inside, Hramclinbed the stairs wearily, w thout bothering to turn on the
lights. He undressed while he trudged upward, hanging his jacket on the wooden
acorn at the foot of the polished banister, dropping his tie and shirt on the

st eps, abandoning his shoes on the first landing and his trousers on the second.
The maid could pick themup tonorrow, he thought. Except that it was already
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tomorrow, wasn't it? No, he decided. No, no natter what the cal endar night say,
this was still WId Card Day, and it would be until he got to sleep

H s third-fl oor bedroom | ooked out over the Hudson. H ramwent to the w ndow and
opened it w de, taking a deep breath of the chill night air. The western sky was
bl ack satin, and over in Jersey the lights were beginning to cone back on. But
the nost beautiful sight in the roomwas his king-size water bed, its pillows

pl unped and ready, its covers turned back on clean flannel sheets. It |ooked so
warm and confortable. Hramlay dow with a sigh of gratitude, feeling the water
sl osh gently beneath him He slid under the blankets and cl osed his eyes.
Sonewhere the How er |aughed, and Hiramis dreans shattered into crystal shards.
Ki d Di nosaur swooped t hrough Aces High, dropping pieces of his body onto the

di nner pl ates.

A maniac with a bow ainmed an arrow at his eye, but Popinjay sent it away with an
of f-color quip. Faces turned toward him bruised and bl eeding, eyes full of

pai n: Tachyon, Glls, an old joker woman who wal ked like a snail. Water Lily
smiled, the noisture running off her naked skin as if she had stepped fresh from
a shower, her hair gleaming in the soft |ight of the chandelier, and she wal ked
outside to ook at the stars, clinbing up on the edge of the parapet, straining
toward them reaching, reaching. Hramtried to warn her, shouted that she
needed to be careful, but her foot slipped, and as she began to fall he saw that
it was not Jane after all, it was Eileen, Eileen who reached out her hand for
hel p, but Hi ram was not there, and she fell away from himscream ng. |In dreans
you fall forever.

Then he was in his kitchen, cooking, stirring a great pot, and in the pot was a
thick liquid that bubbled slowy and | ooked |ike blood, and he stirred
frantically, because they would be here soon, the diners would be here soon, but
the food wasn't ready, it wasn't any good, they wouldn't like it, they wouldn't
like him he had to get it ready, had to nake sure everything was perfect. He
stirred faster, and now he heard footsteps, grow ng |ouder and | ouder, heavy
poundi ng footsteps on the stairs, soneone coning closer and cl oser..

H ram jerked upright, scattering pillows and bedcl othes, just as a fist the size
and col or of a snoked Virginia ham crashed through the cl osed bedroom door. The
door was kicked, once, twice, and on the third kick it few apart, and Bl udgeon
st epped t hrough. Hiram gasped.

He was seven feet tall, dressed in tight-fitting leather. H's head was square
and brutal, seamed with callous and tw sted horn, eyes set beneath a heavy ridge
of bone, one a clear bright blue, the other a vivid red. The right side of his
mout h was cl osed by the slick, shiny scar tissue that had grown over it, and his
flesh was nottled by a huge greeni sh bruise. Hs ears were veined | eat hery
things like the wings of bats, his scalp covered by boils instead of hair.
"Fucker," he screaned in a voice that whistled out of half his mouth |ike

scal ding steam "Fucking cuntface ace," he shrieked. The fingers of his right
hand were cl osed permanently in a fist, rough calloused skin grown over fingers
and knuckles in great ridges. Wen he nade a fist of his left hand, his nuscles

bul ged, and the seans of his |leather jacket split open. "I'mgonna kill you, you
fucking cuntface asshol e fatboy."
"You're only a nightmare," Hramsaid. "I'mstill asleep." Bludgeon screaned and

ki cked the bed. The wooden frane shattered, the plastic burst, and water began
sprayi ng out from underneath the bl ankets. It |ooked like a sprinkler. Hiram sat
there nunbly, the water soaking through his underwear, blinking in shock. This
wasn't a dream he told hinself as he got wetter and wetter. Bl udgeon reached
through the spray and grabbed the front of his undershirt with his left hand,
lifting himbodily in the air. "You fucker," the giant was scream ng over and
over. "lI'mout, you cuntface bastard, you stinkin' piece of lard, they cut ne
fuckin' out and it's all because of you, I'mgoing to fuckin' kill you, you
shitface cunt-|apping fatboy, you' re fuckin' dead, you hear that, you fuckin
hear that?"

H s right hand waved under Hiram s nose, a m sshapen ball of bone and scar
tissue and horny callus cocked into an eternal fist. "I can dent fuckin' tanks
with this, you cuntface fucker, so just inmagine what it's going to do to your
pussy-eating face. You see it? Do you see it, fucker!"
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Dangling at the end of Bludgeon's arm H ram Wrchester nmanaged to nod. "Yes,"
he said. He raised his own hand. "Do you see this one?" he asked, and nade a
fist.

As Bl udgeon bobbed off the floor, his clubfist came around and caught Hiram on
the cheek. It smarted quite a bit and left a red welt. By then Bl udgeon was
floating, hanging onto Hiramfor dear life, his feet scraping against the
ceiling. He began to screamthreats. "Ch, keep quiet," Hramtold him He tried
to di sentangl e Bludgeon's fingers fromhis undershirt, but the joker was too
strong.

Frowning, Hramrestored hinself to full weight. Then he doubled it.

Then he doubl ed t hat.

Instead of trying to push Bl udgeon away, he pulled himnearer, hugged him
tightly to his anple stonach, and did a bellyflop onto the hardwood floor. It
was the second tinme that day he heard bones crack

Hramclinbed to his feet, panting, his heart trip-hammering away in his chest.
He |ightened hinself and stood frowning down at Bl udgeon, who was hugging his
ribs and screaming. As he drifted up off the floor again, H ram caught hi m by
wist and ankl e and heaved himright out the open w ndow.

He fell up. Hiramwent to the wi ndow and watched himrise. The wind was fromthe
west. It ought to blow himover the city, toward the East River, Long Island,
and eventually the Atlantic. He wondered if Bl udgeon could swim

The bed was ruined. Hramwent to the linen closet. He paused with the sheets in
hi s hand, shook his head, stacked themneatly back in the closet. Wat was the
use? The night was al nost gone, and he had so nuch to do-Aces Hi gh was supposed
to be open for lunch, soneone woul d have to supervise the repairs, and in a few
m nutes the dawn woul d be conming up, the start of a whole new day. He was too
tired to sleep anyway.

Si ghing deeply, H ram Wrchester went downstairs and began to cook. He made

hi nsel f a cheese onelet and a triple rasher of bacon, fried up sone small red
pot atoes with oni ons and peppers, and washed it all down with a | arge orange
juice and a fresh-brewed pot of Janmaican Bl ue Muntain. Afterward, he was al nost
certain that he would live.

Around her the city was coming alive. Several million people performing the
routine little actions that give formto a life. Alitany of the ordinary, the
mundane, the confortable. And Roulette felt a stir of interest, a flare of
anticipation. So hundrum when conpared to the obsession that had ruled her life.
But so restful inits sinmplicity. She thought she would start by brewing a cup
of coffee. And after that? The possibilities were limtless.

There were still nerchant ships headed for the Far East. It was still possible
to get a cabin on one, though with this short a notice it had been expensive.
But it was done. Fortunato stood at the rail as they steaned out past Governor's
Island and i nto Upper New York Bay.

The sun was com ng up over Brooklyn. Underneath himthe sea noved at its own
pace, vast, balanced, fluid yet unchanging. It was the first of Fortunato's new
t eachers.
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