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Nobody's G rl

by Walton Sinons

The | ate-afternoon sunshine warned them She |ay naked on the bed, hands fol ded
on her stonmach, eyes closed. He | ooked down the outline of her body, trying to
hold on to the ecstasy and contentnent he'd felt with her only nonents before.
But it was already slipping away. Wnen kept it a bit longer. Afterglow But
they lost it, too.

"You could stay awhile," Jerry said. He tried to make the four words sound |ike
it would be nore fun than two people could stand. Not that they'd been pushing
the limt in that area lately.

"Nope." Veronica opened her eyes and sat up, her |ong, sweat-soaked brown hair
pl astered to her face and neck. Jerry hoped it was his techni que and not the
August heat seeping in. She waited a few seconds, then stood and wal ked into the
bat hroom closing the door after her. "Call ne a cab."

"Ckay, you're a cabh." Jerry hadn't expected a | augh and wasn't disappointed. He
heard her turn on the shower. He pulled on his shorts and wal ked across the
carpeted floor into the next room A five-hundred-dollar bill was in the top
drawer of the nmahogany bedroom dresser. Along with a new pair of black silk
panties and matching underwire bra with cutout front. It was their ritual. Mybe
she'd wear the lingerie next tinme, nmaybe not.

He picked up the phone and paused for a second, stopping his finger from naking
a rotary notion. He hadn't adjusted to push buttons yet. Twenty-plus years as a
gi ant ape could do that to you. A cold, sick feeling spread through him Even
Veronica couldn't help when it hit him He tried hard to push the thoughts away,
but that only made it worse when they finally broke through. The world had
changed during those years, drastically and unalterably. H's parents had noved
to Pass Christian, M ssissippi, and been killed in Hurricane Cam |l e. Some idiot
psychic had told them he'd been ki dnapped and taken there. The bodi es wound up
inatree three mles inland. All the time he was in Central Park Zoo, fifty
feet tall and covered with hair. He bit his |lip and punched in the nunbers.
"Starline Cab," said a bored voice on the other end of the |ine.

"Thirteen East Seventy-seventh Street. A lady will be waiting."

A pause. "That's Thirteen East Seventy-seventh. Five minutes. Thank you." Cick
Jerry wal ked back into the bedroom and stretched out on the bed. The sunshine
drove the cold fromhis skin, but not his insides.

Veroni ca stepped out of the bathroom She picked up her clothes and pulled them
on in a quick, awkward manner

"It's not against the law for you to stay sonetine," he said. "W could go out
to dinner every now and then. O a novie."

"If it's not illegal, | don't bother with it." She turned her back on himto
button her bl ouse.

"Yeah." He rolled over on his stomach, not wanting her to see the pain on his
face. She could be a real bitch at tines. Mst tinmes, nowadays.

"Sorry" She ran a finger down his calf. "I'll see what | can work out, but no
promises. I'ma busy girl."

The intercom buzzed.

Jerry sat up straight. Al nost nobody ever visited himhere, except Veronica. He
ran across the apartnent to the intercomand pushed the button. "Hello."

"Jerry, this is Beth. 1'll bet you forgot about the fundraiser tonight. You
can't abandon ne to all those |awers and politicians."
"Ch, Jesus. | did forget. Hold on. I'll be right down." Jerry wal ked qui ckly

over to the closet and snatched out a shirt and pants. "My sister-in-law. You
shoul d meet her. You' d like her."

"A lawer's w fe?" Veronica shook her head. "You nust be kidding."

"You mght be surprised. She's really terrific."
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"I'"'mout of here," said Veronica, heading for the door. Jerry struggled into his
al l i gator shoes and hopped across the carpet after her. "Ckay, | |ove you."
Veroni ca waved wi thout turning around and cl osed the door behind her

Jerry sighed and went into the bathroom He conbed his too-red hair and dabbed
on a few drops of cologne. He heard the el evator stop. He waited a few seconds
until it headed back down. It wouldn't do for Beth to see himwi th Veronica,
who' d probably just say sonmething snotty.

He checked to nmake sure he had his wallet and keys, then hustled out into the
hall and punched the el evator button

Beth was waiting for himdownstairs. She was wearing a floral print shirt and
Iight blue pants. Her blond hair hung just past her shoul ders.

"Let's get noving, bro. |I'mdoubl e-parked." She grabbed himby the el bow and

gui ded himtoward the door. "I just saw a cute little brunette nunber |eave."
She arched an eyebrow. "Anybody | should know?"

He did his best to | ook shocked. "Nope. Anybody | should know?"

Beth smiled. "You could do a | ot worse. You probably have too."

"A safe bet. Let's go and get this over with."

The ballroomwas filled with snbke and noi sy, rich Denocrats, nobst of them
trying not to appear drunk. Yet. Koch and Jesse Jackson had appeared together
earlier in the day to show Denocratic solidarity, such as it was. There was a
runor that Jackson might show up to speak, but it wasn't in the itinerary. Jerry
hat ed goi ng anywhere he was required to wear a tux, but Beth had prom sed him
three nmovie dates in return

The three of themwere the only ones at their table. Kenneth had his arm around
Bet h, whose shoul ders were bare except for the thin straps of her blue silk
dress. Jerry was jealous. He and Veronica were never to appear in public
together. Veronica had nmade that mnuch clear
"I can't believe the party nom nated Dukaki s,
could beat himinto the ground."

"Bad | uck'at the convention," Beth said. "Hartmann ni ght have had a chance."
"Then again he might not. Public opinion on wild cards being what it is. That

i ssue woul d probably have sunk him You should be glad you're not a well-known
ace." Kenneth stood. "There's a few people | need to talk to. Back in a ninute."
He ki ssed Beth on the forehead and nmade his way into the crowd.

"I"'mnot an ace at all, anynore." Jerry took a large swallow of wine. "Wich is
for the best, | guess." Hello, Ms. Strauss. A young nan stood behind Kenneth's
enpty chair. He was tall, blond, and could probably have passed for a G eek god
even in good light. Jerry hated himinstantly.

"David." Beth snmiled and notioned to the chair. "I didn't know you were going to
be here. How nice to see you. Do you know Kenneth's brother, Jerry?"

"No." David extended his hand.

"Jerry, this is David Butler. He's the intern working with M. Latham Even St
John is inpressed with him Has David working all hours.”

Jerry shook his hand. There was an al nost pal pable energy in David's touch
Jerry withdrew and nanaged a snmile. "You do what, David?"

"What ever M. Lathamrequires."” David sniled at Beth. "You | ook |ovely tonight.

I can't inmagine your husband being foolish enough to abandon you."

"Ch, I"'mwell taken care of, David." Beth put her hand on Jerry's sl eeve.

David gave Jerry half a glance and drummed his fingers on the table. "I'd better
be going. M. Latham expects nme to mngle with the heavy hitters. Says it should
be good for ne." He got up, rolling his eyes. "Nice to see you, Ms. Strauss."
David left.

"He nust be gay," Jerry said. Beth chuckled. "I don't think so."

"I's he rich, then?"

"I"'mafraid so."

"There is no God." Jerry enptied his wi neglass and | ooked for a waiter

"You don't need to be jealous, Jerry." Beth adjusted the straps on her gown.
"Just because he's young, rich, and gorgeously handsone."

"I"'mrich and young, sort of." Jerry hadn't aged physically in the twenty years
he'd been an ape. Legally, though, he was in his forties.

"Feeling sorry for yourself again?" Kenneth said, reappearing and sitting back

Kenneth said. "Even Richard N xon
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down.

"Constantly," Jerry said

"Right. Did you ever contact any of those filmpeople | nentioned your nane to?
You have talent. Beth and | are both inpressed with your abilities."

"I'"ll get around to it. | have a lazy nuse," Jerry said. "I know you went to a

| ot of trouble."

"Not as much trouble as proving that you weren't | egally dead when you showed up
| ast year." Kenneth smled. "Nobody wanted to believe you' d been a giant ape for
over a decade. Too many precedents.”

Jerry sighed. "Sorry | was so nuch trouble."

"I't's not that and you know it. When you're born into wealth |ike we were,
there's a larger obligation to society that cones with it."

Jerry shrugged. "I like to think |I'm keeping ny bank fromgoing under. It's the
romantic in me."

Beth smiled, but Kenneth shook his head. "The romantic in you is going to get
you into trouble soneday. You can pay people to not call you M. Strauss, but
you can't make themgive a shit when it's crunch tinme. People don't |ove you for
nmoney, they love you in spite of it."

Jerry didn't need to hear this right now He turned to Beth. "Wy did you marry

this guy?"

Beth smled and held up her hands, pal nms about a foot apart.

"Nasty girl," Jerry said. " | guess it runs in the famly." Kenneth fingered a
cuff link. "I don't want to be a pain, but you can count on ne keeping after you

about this. You need to find sonething to do with your life."

There was a burst of applause and peopl e began standi ng. Jesse Jackson was
making his way slowy fromthe back of the room shaking hands as he went.

"l suppose we can expect a speech now," Jerry said, rubbing the back of his
neck. "I1'd rather be hone watching a novie."

"Denocracy is hell, bro," Beth said.

"Il drink to that." Jerry snagged a waiter's arm and indi cated he needed nore
wi ne. The only thing that nunbed his butt quicker than politics was al cohol
After rubbing elbows with the rich and powerful, he felt like staying up |ate.
Jerry split tine between his apartnment and his roomat the fanmily house on
Staten |Island where Kenneth and Beth lived. He'd had to overhaul the place when
he got back. His sixteen-mllinmeter projectors were shot and the negl ected cans
of filmhad gotten brittle with age. He'd replaced themw th a | argescreen TV
and vi deot ape. Nobody collected actual films anynore. But there was no romance
in video. It was cheap and easy. He was hardly in a position to be judgnental
about peopl e who went that way, though, considering his relationship with
Veroni ca. Al though she wasn't cheap and was getting |l ess easy all the tine.

He was watching Klute. It was a bad choice. At |east Veronica didn't wear a
watch while they did it. She probably never cane either, though

There was a soft knock at the door and Beth stuck her head in. Jerry paused the
tape and notioned her in. "Entrez. I'mwatching Klute. Ever seen it?"

"Twi ce, at least." She sat down on the sofa next to him " | |ove the scene
where she licks the spoon after eating the catfood."” Beth |icked her I|ips.
"You're sick."

"Afraid so." She picked up two other tapes off the table. "Wat have we got
here? Irma La Douce and McCabe and Ms. MIler." She paused. He knew she
expected himto say sonething.

"Yeah, well. | like to mx it up, you know. Murder nystery, period piece,
comedy. | try to get a bit of everything." He shrugged. "I've got lots to catch
up on."

She patted himon the shoulder. "You don't want to talk about it. | can tell. |

al ways feel better when | talk about things. If |I hadn't had sonme good friends

and a decent analyst a few years back, Kenneth and | woul d have wound up

di vorced. "

"I didn't know you two had any probl ens."

She | aughed. "It's tough being married to a | awyer. You al ways have the feeling
that anything you say can and will be used agai nst you. And sonetines he did. |
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know he didn't nean to, or at least | hope that, but at the tine it was hard to
tell. You can't ever be another person and know how they really feel. That's

ki nd of scary. But eventually you just decide to believe in themor not.

decided to believe in Kenneth and |'m not sorry"

"I"'mglad." The words sounded flatter than he'd intended. "Really. You've been a

big help to me. | know I'm not adjusting very well, but | wll."

Beth ki ssed himon the cheek. "You can talk to ne any tine you feel like it."
She pointed to the TV screen. "Want to know who the killer is?"

"No, thanks. | don't want to cheat myself out of guessing wong and then feeling
stupid."”

"Good night." She closed the door

Jerry shut off the TV and VCR He didn't nuch like the way this one was headed,
anyway. He crossed the floor to his dressing room It hadn't changed nuch in
thirty years. Back when he was the Projectionist, he'd practiced his Hunphrey
Bogart and Marlon Brando in front of the sane mirror. Bogart died even before
Jerry had drawn the wild card, and Brando was old and fat. He sat down, opened a
drawer, and pulled out a picture of Veronica and a wig. The hair was as cl ose a
match as he could find for hers.

He stuck the picture in the corner of the mrror and | ooked at it for a second
or two, then at his own reflection. H's features began to change; his skin
darkened. Hair was still a problem He couldn't quite get it to do what he
wanted yet. In the old days he could actually have turned into a wonman, but that
had al ways made himfeel weird. He pulled on the wig and cl osed his eyes, waited
a nmonent, then reopened them

"I love you."

It was even |less convincing than the few tinmes Veronica had said it herself. He
pull ed off the wig and changed back. Beth was right, you coul dn't know what

anot her person was thinking or feeling. Couldn't ever actually be them He
tossed the wig and picture into the drawer and slanmed it shut.

Wio the hell would want to, anyway?

Luck Be a Lady

by Chris d arenont

Once they heard where she was goi ng, nobody woul d take her. Sone cabbi es were
apol ogetic, others curtly dismssive, a couple offered rude gestures and ruder
wor ds.

If the plane had arrived on tinme, when the dispatchers were on duty, she night
have fared better-but nechanical delays and rotten weather en route had del ayed
the flight so long it was well past mdnight before she finally | anded, and
there was nobody official to turn to.

One asked point-blank why Cody was going there and, hoping it m ght persuade him
to change his mnd, she told him "A job interview

"Where fo'?" he asked, "ain't nobody hirin' down there."

"The clinic," she said.

"Shit, mssy, you got better places to go an' better things to do wit'chu life
than waste it down 'at shithole, trust nme."

"Absolutely,"” a friend chinmed in, his accent so thick Cody barely understood the
wor d.

"Decent |ady got no bizness goin' there," the driver continued, hands weaving a
fascinating pattern in the air before himas he spoke, took a sip of coffee,
spoke, took a drag on a Marl boro, without ever mssing a beat. "Shit, nobody
human got any bhi zness there. Unless. .." Suspicion dawed and he | ooked narrowy
toward her. "Maybe you're one of 'em™

The way he asked, far too deliberately casual, trying to mask the sudden burr of
fear and hostility barely hidden underneath, caught Cody's attention and she
tilted her head to give her one eye a hetter view of him

"One of what?" she asked, genuinely confused. "Them" as if that was the nost
obvi ous reference in the world. "Jokers, aces-whole fuckin' crowd."

"I''"'ma doctor."

"Cops got a nane for their precinct down there, "Fort Freak.' Fuckin' fits,
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y' know. Ain't there enough sick people needful anpbngst your own, why you gotta
go take care o' then? Pardon ne for sayin', lady, but you ain't got the | ook o
no Miutha Teresa, know what | nean?"
"Absolutely,"” his friend chined in.

"Look. . ." She sighed, fatigue fromher trip conbining with apprehension to put
steel in her voice, an edge that made the cabbie stiffen ever so slightly and
take a reflexive half step backward. "All I'mlooking for is a way into the

city. If none of you will take nme, can you at |east point out sone other way?"
"Sure," the other cabbie said, striking out with sone hunor of his own, "walk."
Nobody | aughed, and when Cody turned her eye on him with a | ook she'd | earned
within forty-eight hours of landing in Vietnam and perfected over twenty years
as a surgeon, he pronptly wi shed he'd resisted the inpulse.

"Hey, life's a bitch. Only other option's, you take the B3 transit bus over to
Roosevel t Avenue/ Jackson Heights, then catch the F take you right into
Jokertown. "

"F what," she asked.

"F you," nuttered the jokester, but she ignored him "Subway," said the first
man. "Sixth Avenue line, that's what the letter stands for, take it downtown."
"Thank you," she told him hefting shoul der bag and briefcase and followi ng his
poi nted direction along the sidewalk to the bus stop

"Better watch your step, Doc," he called after her, "they're aninals down there,
you got no idea." (And you do, she thought.) "They see a nice piece |ike you,
sonsabitch freaks'lI|l prob'ly eat 'chu!" And on cue, came his friend' s stolid
"Absol utel y!"

Cody didn't argue. For all she knew he mi ght be right.

At the station she scranbled into the next-to-the-last car, surprised to find it
crowded. Where'd all these people conme fron? she wondered. The bus driver said
this station's supposed to be one of the main ones on the Iine and there
couldn't have been nmore than a half dozen of us waiting. She shrugged. Isn't ny
city, this could be the only train they run this tine of night. The thing was,
as it had runbl ed past her into the station, the other cars hadn't registered as
being so full.

It was standing roomonly-there was roomto nove, but not nuch el se-the
passengers about as wide and wild a nmix as could be inagi ned, the night people
of this city that |oved boasting to the world that it never slept, everyone

| ocked tight in their own mserable little private worlds, not caring a dam
about what was outside and praying with all their hearts to be left alone. No
one | ooked her way. No one knew she existed, or cared. Good. Right now,
anonynmity was a nost val ued friend.

She twisted a little sideways to get nore confortable and caught a glinpse of
herself in the door glass, turned black by the dark tunnel roaring by outside.
Tall, too tall for a woman, her height and the power of her rangy frane working
agai nst the clothes she was wearing, the only thing in her wardrobe that
qualified as a power suit. First time she'd worn anything like it in years.
Christ, she wondered, sifting back through the years, was it when Ben died, has
it really been that |ong? In-country, she'd gotten into the habit of fatigues
and T-shirts, of dressing for confort rather than fashion-if for no other reason
than what sweat didn't ruin, the blood surely woul d-and one of the things she'd
| oved about Woni ng was the casual nature of the people. They took her as she
was-at | east, she thought with sudden bitterness, when it cane to how | | ooked.
And here she stood, trading that in for a world where the package was at | east
as inportant as what was inside. Wia' fuck, she shrugged, a snmall smile tw sting
the corner of her nmouth at how easily she adopted the cadence of the tax

driver, maybe the change'll do nme good. Except, perhaps, for the effing heels.
Too long in hiking boots and sneaks; dress shoes were going to take some getting
used to. And she eased one foot free to rub-nmassage the arch on the opposite

shi n.

Automatical ly, she continued her inventory, hoping her brief visit to an airport
washroom had repaired nost of the damage done by the seemingly endless flight.
The hair was bl ack, except for a smattering of silver splashed above her right
eye, unruly as ever despite her best efforts with hairspray and conb. The years
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had taken the harshest edge off her scars, but to Cody they still stood out in
stark contrast to her tanned skin, one running across the crest of the right
cheekbone and up beneath the patch, where it branched to three that continued up
into her hairline. The round shoul d have taken her head of-f-but she'd flinched
a split second before it hit, w thout know ng why, the firefight had been total
chaos, shells and shrapnel tearing the night to shreds, coming fromevery
direction, things so crazy you didn't know where to duck. So instead of her
life, she'd only lost the eye. Lucky, they'd told her in Da Nang-and later, in
the big Pacific Hospital at Pearlfantastically fucking lucky. She hadn't thought
so then, she wasn't convi nced now.

That side of her head throbbed like the devil-always happened when she was
stressed, no matter that the cause was, probably psychosomatic-rubbing it didn't
hel p, but it was better than nothing. She curled her hand into a half fist and
pressed the heel gently against patch and enpty socket. She'd never been
beautiful and the wound had nade sure she'd never get the chance.

The brakes canme on too hard at Queens Plaza-there was a cry of pain as someone's
body woul dn't give, a curse as soneone el se got stepped on-she heard a
smattering of apologies, saw a |l ot nore rueful grimaces, this was no surprise to
these people, the grief cane with the ride. Then, the doors popped w de and Cody
struggl ed out of the way, to | et passengers pass.

Qut of the corner of her eye, she noticed the people waiting by the last car
suddenly rush toward the front of the train. A few who' d stepped inside quickly
retreated, faces twisting in enbarrassnent and di sgust. As the tide of
passengers turned and those waiting on the platformbulled their way aboard,
Cody twi sted, snaked, finally shoved her way back to the rear connecting door.
To her amazenent, the car was enpty-except for a gray, shapel ess nmass pl opped on
the bench seats, halfway along the right-hand side. At first, she thought it was
a derelict.

As the train pulled out of the station, it bounced across sone sw tches,
sashay-swaying fromside to side and a tentacle dropped out from under the rags.
W t hout thinking, Cody yanked open her door and stepped across the tiny platform
into the rear car. The snell was |like a wall, blocking her way. She renenbered
Firebase Shiloh, that last norning, waiting for the dust-off choppers, the air
filled with blood and rot, gasoline-soaked snmoke and charred flesh. She'd taken
a twel ve-gauge and one of the wal ki ng wounded and searched t he conpound, naking
as sure as she could they wouldn't | eave any breathers behind. She'd been fine
until they reached divisional headquarters. She'd spent a nmonth in a charne
house but it wasn't until she walked into the nmess hall and snelled fresh food
that it finally struck honme how unutterably awful it had been. Two steps in the
door, one decent breath, and she'd doubl ed over onto her knees, puking her guts
bl oody.

This was worse

The joker nmade a gargly hiss with each breath, and when it rolled over inits

sl eep, she saw that it was naked and male. The |legs were nore |ike stunps,
ending in viciously tw sted scar tissue, and she realized that they were really
flippers, worn down by years of trudging across concrete and asphalt. The skin
was nottled gray and blue black, gleaming with oily secretions, with two sets of
tentacles attached to the shoul ders. The primary was thick as a hunman arm but
hal f again as |ong, broadening at the end into a flat pad whose inner surface
was covered with cephal opod suckers. Nestled in each arnpit was a secondary nest
of linbs, a half dozen each side, shorter and nuch thinner than the main
tentacle, constantly in notion, withing anbng thensel ves, picking at whatever
canme in reach, alnost as if they had minds of their own. Its head was little
nore than a bunp growi ng out of the top of the torso, but the jagged teeth she
saw when it snored convinced her this was as close as she wanted to get. The
eyes were closed, and for that she was thankful. Maliciously, after twi sting so
much el se, Tachyon's virus had spared the genitalia; the joker had a very human
peni s.

Wthout realizing it, Cody had sl unped down on her heels, unconsciously nmaking
herself as small and inconsequential as possible, afraid wi thout know ng why
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when her rational self told her that all she should be feeling for this poor
creature was pity. Over the runble of the train, she heard rude

Voi ces- passengers in the car ahead, |ooking through the wi ndow as she'd done,
maki ng fun, denmandi ng acti on.

As the train trundl ed down into the tunnel beneath the East River, the joker
stirred. Perhaps, Cody thought, he senses the presence of the water? Wat's he
doing still on land, anyway-unless, my God, to give hima body designed for an
aquatic environment without the gills that would enable himto live there! Not
the cruel est joker deal by far, she knew, but it still provoked a silent snarl
Hell, even if he is anphibian-if he was an adult when the virus activated, who's
to say he could hack abandoning the world he knew, friends, famly, job,
everything that's famliar, that gives his existence purpose and neaning, for a
new worl d. As unknown and alien as another planet, where he'd be all al one.
Could | go, if he was nme?

And her thoughts turned to Dr. Tachyon, the man--and she | aughed softly,
bitterly at that, because Tachyon was |less of a 'nman' in any human sense than
she-responsible for the wild card. Wose people had sent it to Earth and turned
hurmani ty inside out. She wondered if she should hate the little geek for what
he'd done? And yet, hadn't he spent the forty-odd years since trying to make up
for that, fighting for the health and welfare of the 'people' his virus had
created? There were probably worse fates than working by his side.

It hel ped, of course, that she needed the job.

Hi s eyes were open. Black eyes, a shark's eyes, no depth, no enotion, flat,
opaque plates, bright as gleam ng | acquer except that they absorbed everything

t hey gazed upon. Looking at Cody. She shifted on her feet, figuring to stand and
slip back the way she cane, into the conparative safety of the next car. But
when she nmoved, so did he. Not rmuch, just enough to |let her know he was aware of
her intention. Shit. She had a gun-a service .45 she'd carried ever since the
"Nam but it was locked in its case at the bottom of her carryall. Usel ess. Her
shoul der bl ades contracted, as if she had an itch down her spine, and she
crossed her wists beneath her breasts, huddling cl ose about herself. A vague
glitter drew her eyes downward and her breath caught ever so slightly as she saw
her skin glisten like the joker's. For the briefest noment, flesh and bone
seened to flow together, twisting and curling where it once was straight,
tentacle instead of arm Wen she | ooked back at the joker, he was show ng
teeth.

"Stop it," she hissed. "Leave ne al one!"

Somet hi ng wri ggl ed beneath her bl ouse, an itching, tickling sensation under the
arnmpits that set her to looking frantically about the car for a weapon.

"Dam you," she snarled, "leave ne al one!"

A bounce and a jerk and a screech heralded their arrival at Lexington Avenue,
the first stop in Manhattan, and the brakes snagged again, as they had in
Queens, pitching Cody forward on hands and knees, sending her spraw ing ful

I ength. The joker had anchored hinself with one tentacle, was reaching for her
with the others. Baring her teeth, she groped for her foot, coming up with a
shoe-t hankful now it had a heel -swi nging as hard as she could toward the
creature's face. It was like hitting sponge rubber, the flesh sinply gave
beneath the inpact. But the joker how -yowl ed in surprise and pain and rage,
flinching away from her, gathering one set of tentacles protectively around its
face while the other reached again for her, snagging hold even as Cody spasned
refl exively backward agai nst the doors, which mracul ously-a split second too

| at e- opened. She heard a cry of rage and alarm sensed rather than saw a pair of
dark blue trousers step over her into the car, heard a sharp thwack as a

ni ghtstick connected with the creature's arm There was no outcry this tinme, but

he I et her go. A black, oily liquid spread across the seat beneath it, filling
the car with a snell beyond anything Cody had ever imagined. A breath, she knew,
woul d kill her and her savior both. Hands hel ped her up-she registered a woman's

features and thought, absurdly, So young, alnost a baby-a uniformas well,
Transit Police, thank God, and a pair of neck chains, the one a crucifix, the
other a St. Christopher nedal hooked to a miniature representation of her
shield. An electronic chine announced the inminent closing of the subway doors,
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and t he woman shoul dered Cody outside onto the platform handing out her bags to
her .
"You all right?" she asked, continuing after a fractional pause. "You | ook
pretty shaken, 1'll radio for sonme help, you just wait here or, if you can
manage, head upstairs to the token booth."
She' d bl ocked the door with her leg so it couldn't fully close.
"What ," Cody stammered, "you?"
"I'"'mthe only cop on the train,
And she stepped back aboard.
"No," Cody yelled, lunging forward to the door even as the train started noving.
"No!" She was scream ng, staggering along the platform trying to hold on, keep
pace, as the train gathered speed; she had no chance, less strength, tripped and
fell crashing to the platform her final cry-as the taillights di sappeared into
t he darknessnore of a sob. "No!"
A flight of filthy stairs led up fromthe platform She collapsed before she'd
gone hal fway, back against the banister, teeth chattering, good eye staring
strai ght ahead at the long enpty station as though it was the jungle and, any
second now, she expected a VC attack to cone boiling her way, the classic
"thousand-yard stare" that one of the paranedi cs-another vet-who eventually cane
in answer to the policewoman's radio call, instantly recognized. He asked if she
was okay and she nodded, not really hearing, or caring what he said, nostly
i gnori ng what was happeni ng around her, hands tucked tight under her arnpits,
maki ng sure the flesh beneath was still her flesh and not sone changeling
ni ght mare, while she rocked panting back and forth, back and forth, thinking of
not hi ng save those awful doll-face |acquer eyes and what they'd al nost done to
her. No joker, she realized, but an ace. A nonster. And, whoever he was,
what ever he was, he was still |oose, and still hunting. And the next woman he
found m ght not be as |ucky. And she thought of the policeworman-and her | ow,
keening wail built up into a cry of feral rage that filled the station and
turned heads and nmde people step smartly away from her. Madness, she thought,
not even noticing the sting of the needle as the nedic shot a dose of sedative
into her arm nadness!
I've become Dante, was her |ast awareness as oblivion clainmed her..

and ny world, ny hone, is Mal abol ge.
She knew where she was wi thout opening her eye, hospitals have that kind of
snmel | and energency roons nost of all. Problemwas, when she opened her eye, she
didn't believe it. Two men stood over her
"You okay, m ss?" asked the one to her left. "Everybody's favorite question,"”
she managed to croak, thankful the rawness of her throat nmasked the sheer
amazenent that she felt.
He was a centaur, a glorious palom no who | ooked |ike he'd just |eapt out of the
"Pastoral e" sequence of Disney's Fantasia. The gol den coloring carried over to
hi s human skin, which gave the inpression that he had the nobst magnificent tan,
conpl enented by ash-blond hair and tail. There was a boyi sh exuberance to his
face and manner only slightly countered by his concerned expression and the
surgical scrub shirt and physician's lab coat. Stitched onto the |left breast
pocket was the seal of the Blythe van Renssaeler Menorial dinic, and pinned
over it was his |ID card.
"Dr. Finn," she finished, reading the nane off his tag. "And who are you?" was
his reply.
"Cody Havero."
"D you know what day it is?"
"Wul dn't that depend on how |l ong |'ve been unconscious? It was Thursday-no."
She rubbed an aching forehead. "That's wong, isn't it? The plane | anded after
m dni ght, so | suppose it nust be Friday."

the wonman said matter-of-factly.

"Still is," Finn said cheerfully, making a note on his chart. "No evident
i mpai rment of cognitive faculties."
"Way shoul d there be?" she nuttered, with an undertone of asperity. "I'm

suffering, if anything, fromshock, not a concussion.”
"Now, mss..." he began. "Doctor," she corrected. "Yes,

Finn replied, thinking

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mart...%20Wildcards%208%20-%200ne%20Eyed%20Jacks.txt (8 of 156) [1/17/03 7:12:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6208%20-%200ne%20Ey ed%20Jacks.txt

she'd addressed him "No," she continued patiently, "I'ma doctor."

"H ya, Major," the other nman said fromher blind side, and she rolled her head
to get a better view At first glance the joker |ooked nornal. Mst people,
surprisingly, never noticed his affliction right off-even though, in a very rea
sense, it was as plain -as the nose on his face. He had no eyes. Not sinmply
eyel ess sockets, but no sockets at all, a snoboth curve of solid bone fromthe
crown of his head to the nasal cavity. But there'd been a conpensation, a nose
that Jimy Durante woul d have been proud of, possessing a sensitivity that woul d
put a bl oodhound to shane.

"Been an age, Sergeant," Cody acknow edged, |evering herself up as he bent over
to give her a rough enbrace. "Too fuckin' long, an' that's a fact."

"You two know each other, Scent?"

"Goin' on twenty, Doc," the blind joker replied. "Meet the only wonan conbat
cutter in US. Arny history."

"You were in Vietnan?" Finn asked her. "The Joker Brigade," he added with

di sgust .

"CGotta understand, Doc," Scent said to the young centaur, "there was a lotta
rationalization back then. Nobody gave a rat fuck about us. Attitude was, we get
killed, that's one less freak fouling the gene pool. Usual pattern, if a joker
got nedivac'd to an aid station, he'd hardly be there nore'n a day before sone
REMF in razor-creased tiger stripes'd slick up from Saigon to collect him

St andard excuse was to evac himto a special joker nedical facility. Made sense
actual |l y-at | east, nobst bought it since our regular quarters were in quarantine
zone. Problemwas, this "facility' seened to be |ocated an hour's flight out
across the South China Sea. No nmuss, no fuss, just a thousand-foot-high dive
into a telegram honme to Momma. ' Cept Cody, she didn't buy it. Man showed up on
her doorstep, she told himto fuck off. Man brought sone Sai gon khakis to back
hi mup..." Finn | ooked confused.

"Upper -echel on staff officers from MACV headquarters," Cody told him

" damm if she didn't have a couple of network canera crews on hand doi ng
interviews. Made sure they got pictures of the Man, nade sure they had her
records of the casualties. Any funny business, no way could it be kept quiet.
Man backed down, did a rabbit. After that, you were a joker and you got hit, you
moved heaven and earth to get to Cody's doorstep. It was |ike she was
magi c- - nobody ever died on her table."

"I"'mafraid, Scent, that string's gone down the drain." Al ong, she thought, with
a lot of other things. "I don't mean to sound ungrateful, but why am| here?
Maybe |' m confused about nmy New York geography but fromwhat | renenber of the
subway map, isn't Blythe klicks fromthat station | was in? Aren't there cl oser
hospi tal s?" _

Fi nn spoke: "All 911 was sure of was sonme sort of wild-card activity at the
Lex-Third Avenue station. And, |I'mafraid, your reactions to the nedics sort of
spooked them They figured they had a nanifestation on their hands. Procedure in
those cases is, everything cones to Blythe."

"You were on your way here anyway, right?" Scent chined in.

"Lucky me," Cody agreed, but with a bite to her words. Scent chose not to take
the hint.

"That's right, Major. If there was ever a right nove to nake, you nade it.
That's luck in my book."

"The train, Finn." He |ooked quizzically at her. "There was a transit officer,"
she expl ai ned, "a wonman, who hel ped ne. "

"Haven't heard any reports, but there's no reason why we should. | can run a
check, though."

"Pl ease, do. There was a... creature on the train. Looked |like a joker, but.

" She paused, shuddering at the nenory. "I don't know, | keep thinking there
was a sense of something...." Her voice trailed off and for a nonment she felt
lost, trying to sort imges and nenories that refused to stay still, conscious

only of a need to run that bordered on panic.

"Can | get out of here, please?" she asked. "And if possible, is there sonepl ace
| can tidy up before | see Dr. Tachyon?"

"Resi dents have a crash pad, upstairs," Scent said, not giving Finn a chance to
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answer, "where they grab sone stray z's when they're tannin' long shifts-1"I1
take you."

"There really is trouble, Scent," she told himas they rode the el evator up two
flights.

"Ain't that the Lord's gospel--careful,"” he cautioned suddenly, but Cody was
already in the process of a quick and ninble two-step over a body that | ooked

made from|linp spaghetti, spilling out of its chair and partially across the
hal | way. ~Ni ce nove
"That touch, at least, | haven't |ost."

"If you'd been a guy, the NFL woul da been your fanme an' fortune."

There was no air-conditioning-the system had been overwhel ned by the sumer's
nmur der ous heat, Scent told her, and there sinply wasn't noney in the budget for
repairs-and the atnosphere was rotten. The sky outside the wi ndows was only
beginning to hint at the approachi ng dawn, heaven hel p them once the sun
actual ly cane up. New York, she knew, didn't suffer sumrer gladly, and this
August appeared worse than nost.

"Scent, sonething is out there."

"Alotta shit's out there, Cody. An' it's all startin' to cone down-hard."

" Shil oh."

"That's right, you were there. Yup"-he sighed"Shiloh. O worse. Here's the

hooch. It's a ness, but that's the way you docs seemto like, |I guess...."
"When were young and broke and working ninety-six hours at a stretch.”
"Break my heart. Anyway, you hungry after, | know a nice diner, coupla blocks

wal k, serves finest-kind breakfast."

"Il let you know'

"Take care, Mjor."

"Thanks, Sergeant. This is one | owe you."

Tachyon's office, surprisingly, was nothing special, standard bureaucratic box
with a view of the river and the Brooklyn waterfront. One wall of bookshel ves
full of nedical texts, a pair of conputer terminals on a table underneath
littered with disks. Tachyon's desk angled so he could | ook out the w ndows

wi thout turning his back on any visitor. It was an antique; she didn't know
enough to name the period or style, only that it was as nagnificent as the snall
si deboard tucked into the corner behind it. The wi ndow was w de open, covered
with a screen, with piles of docunents stacked haphazardly on the sill. The sky
was dark and a whi sper of wind stirred the papersstormsigns, a nasty one, and
she reacted instinctively, stepping behind the desk to shift the material to the
fl oor below and | ever the wi ndow partially closed. Made the roomthat nuch
warner, by cutting down the admttedly minimal circulation, but at |east
everything in it wouldn't end up drenched. She hoped the rain would nean the end
of the heat wave, but doubted it. Drought had scarred nost of the country this
sunmer, days of three-figure tenperatures everywhere you went-there was tal k up
and down the Mdwest of a return to the Depression dust bow -and she knew
firsthand what the weather had done to her beloved nountains. There'd been

anot her report on NPR s Mdrning Edition about the Yell owstone fires, nenory
filling her nostrils with the acrid tang of pine snoke.

"I hope, Dr. Havero, this interview suits you as nuch as ny office clearly
does. "

She junped, taken by surprise, realizing that she'd sunk down into the chair
behi nd the desk-automatically making herself at honme-and cursing the fact that
the door was to her right, her blind side. Began to stamrer an apol ogy, vetoed
the thought, tried instead to pass the faux pas off with a shrug and a snile.
The voice had the natural el egance of a classic noble vanpire-which nade her
smle easier-and the man hinself was everything his office was not, cut froma
mol d uni quely his own. She found herself | ooking down at himas they sidled past
each other, exchanging positions. He was a head shorter. Her |eft hand went out
in greetingwhich was when her conscious mnd twi gged to what her unconsci ous had
al ready regi stered, that Tachyon's right armended at the wi st.

He responded with a soft |eft-handed handshake, the slightest of smles

acknow edgi ng and appreciating her courtesy.
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"A neeting |'ve been | ooking forward to, actually, for quite sone tinme. Scent -I
don't know if you're aware, but he's the director of our Vietnam Veterans

Qut reach Program has been singing your praises to these nany years." He notioned
her to take a chair. She'd seen pictures of him of course, but on paper-and
especially,- the tube-it was easy to dism ss his eccentric costunes as just
that, costunes, the man hinmself trivialized into a character from sonme tacky

tel epl ay.

"But | suspect," he continued, "the anticipation is not quite nutual."

"I's it that obvious," she replied, thinking deliberately |oudly, or did you read
my mind to discover it?

I n person, his appearance was no | ess outrageous, but far nore effective. Living
enbodi nent of an ei ghteenthcentury aristo. Plumtrousers tucked into gray suede
buccaneer boots, ruled green shirt beneath orange, doubl ebreasted wai stcoat, the
effect actually enhanced by its contrast with the white hospital-issue | ab coat
that stood in for the burgundy frock coat hung on a corner rack

He notioned toward the papers she'd noved. "Mich appreciated," he told her,

i gnoring her inner and outer response. "It's often far too easy to be
overwhel med by the clutter here. As you m ght have guessed, | amfar fromthe
nmost organi zed of souls. And good secretaries, especially in Jokertown, are
dammably hard to find."

The pieces of his face didn't fit together in any manner that night be

consi dered cl assically handsone, yet the sum of the parts was undeni ably
attractive. The sanme description had often been applied to Cody. Though the end
result in his case is, she thought, somewhat nore delicate. A sling cradled his
right arm the stunp swathed in fresh bandages, a recent wound. There'd been no
hint of this in the letter he'd sent inviting her to New York. Wnder what |'ve
nm ssed fighting fires in the booni es? she thought. It al so hel ped explain the
fragility in his manner, she'd seen it herself too often in casualty wards. And
she renenbered her own reactions, coning out of anesthetic to discover her right
eye gone.

"That what you want from ne?"

"Hardly, given your resune." He | ooked quizzically at her. "Are you always this
direct?"

"Yes," she said sinply.

A sudden shadow crossed the inside of his eyes and she knew sonehow she'd
slipped through his barriers, touched a nmenory as painful as her own. Her face
flushed, with anger and resentnent, and she didn't bother masking her exultation
at this small, trivial score. W the fuck do you think you are, cock? she
snarled silently, hoping he was |istening. Wat the hell right do you, does
anyone, have to pick sonmeone else's brain, goddanmit, isn't anything private
anynor e?

"Truthfully," he continued, as though nothing untoward had happened, and Cody
found herself admring his damabl e alien poise as much as she was infuriated by
it,

"I'd forgotten all about ny letter in the press of recent events. | never
expected an answer."

"Desperation has a way of overcom ng even the nost primal terrors.”

"How clever. | only caught the one news broadcast. Wat exactly happened?”

She shrugged. "I shot ny nouth off, got ny ass shot off in return.”
"Unconfortable."”

"l should introduce you to ny kid, he has exactly the sane opinion."

"I"d like to neet him | have a grandson nysel f."

"Congratul ations."

"Thank you. A true blessing, actually.". Fromthe way he spoke, the faintest
coloration to his tone, she wondered if that was as true as he obviously wanted
it to be.

"I'"'mglad for you."

"And | amstill curious."

"Wel | "--she sighed--"after Chris was born, | packed in city life and headed for
the high country. My folks left me their ranch-not really much as spreads go,
nowhere near big enough to support itself, but heaven to live on-so | based
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mysel f there and hung out nmy shingle. Small-town GP, doing energency surgery on
the side. Figured there'd be the end of things. Until the fires."

"They're still burning. Last spring, hardly anyone knew what we were in for
Forest Service followed policy and let the lightning strikes burn uncontest ed.
But the weather turned vicious-no rain, sun baking the woods tinder dry, w nds
whi pping the flanme front into firestorns. Alarmwent out to damm near every
fire-fighting outfit in the country. Indians handl ed the brunt of the work,
about the best there are at this business."

"You ever wonder, Doc, if your virus affects the inani mate substance of the
earth itself? Sonme of those Indians do. You val ue your hide, steer well clear of
Apaches and the Cheyenne. They view the world as a living being, as nuch so as
humanity itself. They see what the wild card does to people, they wonder if it
can tw st-even nurder-the planet the sane way."

"That's preposterous."” He was genui nely shocked. She barely noticed. She was in
the center of a broad nountain nmeadow with a beaten crew nost so tired they
couldn't stand, nmuch less run for their lives-staring in horror at a wall of
flame two hundred neters away, where five mnutes before there'd been a stand of
magni ficent tinber.

"Maybe. Fires sure seened alive to us. Sneaky and intelligent, and vicious as a
bear trap. Forest Service brought in some joker crews to handl e the scutwork
cleanup in the lowintensity areas. They shoul d have been fine. Probably, in any
other fire, any other sumer, they would have. |'m sure you can guess the rest."
"How bad was it?"

She net Tachyon's gaze. "Backfire caught a joker team tore 'emup pretty badly.
I was running the aid station inside Yell owstone. Seven canme in still alive. A
critical, badly burned, but they had a chance. W bundled '"emall into a Huey
and sent it to our main receiving hospital. They turned 'emaway. Said they had
no bed space. Bullshit, of course, we'd transferred half their patients
precisely so there would be room for our casualties. But they were adanant, no
adm ttance. Three other hospitals on our list, got the sanme response from each

Pilot had to bring 'emback. | was running an aid station-the whole point of our
exi stence was to get our injured into the air and out to a proper full-care
facility as fast as humanly possible. | didn't have the staff, | didn't have the

equi pnent, to cope with anything nore. Took 'emtwo days to die. For one, in the
end, drugs didn't help. He was scream ng, |like a baby-this high-pitched shri ek,
sonmehow he made hinsel f heard even over the roar of the fire-1 found nyself once
| ooki ng around for an ax or shovel, cursing nyself for not having ny gun handy.

I wanted to snash that poor creature's head in, just to shut himup. | lost it,
totally, | think by then | was nore than a little crazy nyself. | found a
network crew, gave 'ema live interview on norning television."

"l saw that. You were quite inmpassioned."”

"Lot of good it did me. Hospitals had covered thensel ves perfectly. They hit
back with | oads of righteous indignation. By the tine they were through, they'd
made a plausible case it was ny fault. Al things considered, it wasn't the best

of times to take a stand for joker rights. 1'd grown up there." A softness had
crept into her voice, an eerie echo of what she'd heard earlier in Tachyon's, as
t hough neither could still quite believe what had happened to them "I'd nade

that place ny hone, it was where | raised ny son-and five nminutes on the Today
show burned it up as conpletely as the North Fork fire did the Gallatin Range.
Forest Service"-she made a face-"shi pped nme out on the next chopper. Got hone,
di scovered ny attending privileges at the local hospitals had been revoked.
Wthin a week, | started |losing patients. Wthin a nonth ..."

"Sent out job applications, word got passed back that |I'd been bl ackballed. I
was a troubl emaker, nobody wanted a thing to do with ne."

"No one stood by you?"

"You don't know how afraid people are" of your dammed virus, she finished
silently.

There was a twist to his eyes, a small, sad smile, a flash of pain desperately
masked that told Cody he knew far nore than he dared |l et on
"So," he said softly, finally, "you're here. . ." She filled in the rest:
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because you have no choi ce.

"I'"'ma doctor, this is a hospital. And | need the job."

"l have doctors, Cody, | don't need a doctor. | need ny right arm" He made a
smal | gesture with it, and didn't bother hiding the flash of pain in his eyes.
There was a tentativeness now to his voice and manner that seened to Cody Iike
not hing so much as shane.

"W Taki sians are so proud a species. W pronpte an ideal, in thought and deed
and self. Deformty is cast out. Yet now, as you see, | am deforned. As unworthy
in flesh to hold ny name and rank as |'ve proved nyself so eloquently in deed.
Perhaps ny ultimte penance for bringing the wild card to Earth."

She sai d not hi ng.

"l need soneone | can trust to help nme run this clinic."

"Wy nme?" she asked

"Mostly..." He paused a nonent, and she wondered whose thoughts he was
collecting, his own or hers. That was what made this so dammably infuriating-not
knowi ng whet her he was inside her head or not. And then she thought of what he
m ght see-advertently or otherwise hard as it was for her to deal with the nasty
nooks and crannies of her psyche, how nuch worse for hin? And she had j ust
herself to worry about; he was privy to everyone's secret selves. Mght be a bit
much, for even the nost hardened voyeur. Then tw sted herself back into focus,
to catch what Tachyon was saying

"I't was Scent who told nme about you," he said. "I ama proud nan, Cody, but even
I can't deny anynore ny need for help. O theirs."

She sighed, taking refuge in the view out the window The sky was nore bl ack
than bl ue; the stormwas about to break

"I don't know," she said finally. "Then why did you cone?"

"I thought..." Wat? she asked herself. A wayward gust filled the room carrying
a stale salt sea snell off the river, and before she was even aware she'd noved,
she was on her feet, two steps toward the door, hand grabbing instinctively for
the .45 tucked in the bottom of her purse.

She couldn't nove. Stood |ike a dunbfounded statue, while Tachyon came out from
behi nd his desk, violet eyes mixing shock and concern as he gently took the Colt
from her hand, her purse from her shoul der. They went on the desk. Still frozen,
she wat ched himpour a stiff coghac into a cut crystal snifter. Then, he

rel eased the nmind | ock.

She didn't fall--though she dearly wanted to-but didn't hit him either

She took a cautious sip, the cognac burned deliciously. "That encounter this
nmor ni ng nmust have nmade quite an inpression,” he said quietly.

"Seens so," she agreed, trying to will her hands to stop shaking. "I gave as
conpl ete a description as | could to Dr. Finn."

"I saw. The joker you encountered isn't in our files, but that's hardly

surprising.”" It isn't a joker, she screaned silently, don't you understand?
And said instead, as she set down the glass, "This was a m stake, Doctor, |
think we both know that. | shouldn't have come here. I'msorry."

"Actually, | think you're right. They're | epers-aces as nuch as jokers, though

too many think their powers nmake them sonehow i mmune. More and nore, it seens as
t hough every hand is turning agai nst them People you know suddenly becone tota
strangers, people you trust betray you-or, worse, believe you' ve betrayed them
The work we do here is as much psychol ogi cal as physical; we can't afford such
anbi val ence-and | atent hostility-even on a menber of the regular staff, much
less nmy alter ego."

She started to say, "I know you'll find sonmeone,” but left the words silent in
her throat, because she and he both knew they'd be a lie.

She was al nbst out the clinic's main foyer-painfully conscious that aside from
the occasional staff nenber, she was the only person she saw wi th anything
approachi ng a nornal appearance, every so often catching a whispered curse and
not - so- whi spered taunt when Scent caught up with her

"Sorry to see you didi maul Major," he said.

"Wn some, |ose sone, Scent. W should be used to that."

"This sumer--after that fuckin' convention--1 feel like we're bein'" fuckin
overrun. Prob'ly nakin' the smart play, buggin' out while you can."
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"Yeah. "

"Look, that ain't why I'mhere. The joker you ran into--1 can't say for sure
since | can't see to make sure, but | think they just brought it in, DOA "
"Wher e?"

" Mor gue. "

"Can you show ne?"

No attendants in the body shop, only a single pathologist on duty, a nat, nore
than willing to give full vent to his anger at the city nmedi cal bureaucracy for
sending himto this gulag. He knew of Cody, figured that nade them ki ndred
spirits; they both stood up to the systemand got royally screwed. She figured
himfor a jerk, but wasn't about to let on with himin a nood to help.

The corpse lay on the exam ning table and Cody was surprised to discover it no
| ess disturbing dead than alive. "Pretty fucking gross,"” the pathol ogi st agreed.
She didn't reply at first as she continued her exami nation, nmentally conparing
the body before her with the one inprinted in her mnd' s eye. "Ever see anything
like it?" she asked, at |ast.

"You kiddin'? Jeez, | hope not. B sides, | thought each nmanifestation of the

Vi rus was uni que."

"That's the theory," she agreed. "Any chance of a positive identification?"
"Not a fucking prayer, pardon ny French. Oher than the fact it's fermale."
"Femal e?" she asked sharply.

"Yeah." He shrugged. "Take a look. No tits to speak of, but what appear to be
appropriate genitalia. | suppose, during the post, | can check to see if the

i nternal plunbing nmatches."

"Do it." She spoke with such an automatic, offhand voice of command that he
responded by witing the order down in his workbook, assum ng she was senior
staff. "About the |ID?"

"No hands, which neans no fingerprints; no way we'll get retinagrans fromthose
eyes; and dental records ... ?" He pointed to the sawmooth fangs filling the
partially open nouth. "This is a conplete physical netanorphosis--'cept, of
course, bein' a joker, nothing works like it's supposed to. So you got an
aquatically configured creature who can't live in water. Flippers for sw nmm ng,
but no gills."

Cody | ooked at the thickly massive, alnost el ephantine flippers that were the
creature's "feet."

"What can you tell ne about these?" she asked. "Waddya nean"-he stifled a
yawn- "ot her than what | already said?"

"Any wear and tear?"

"You can see that for yourself. Sane kinda shit you'd have on your feet, you
wal ked around barefoot. Especially in this town. "

"Hasn't been doing it |ong, then?"

"Doubtful. Any real amount of tine, they'd devel op rough, horny calluses, scar
tissue fromthe constant poundi ng and abrasi on. Probably conpression of the

| egbones, as well-y'see, these really aren't feet in any sense that we nean it,
they aren't designed for wal king. Nah, y'ask ne, Doc, this baby's right outta

t he box."

"And sonmebody sure as shit wasn't happy to see her." He pulled aside the sheet
that covered the joker's torso, revealing a pair of fearful wounds. "You ever
see jaws," he asked, and as Cody nodded, "when | was in ned school, we got sone
poor sunbitch, did a dance with a tiger shark. Sanme kinda bite structure. 'S
funny." He stepped away fromthe table, gave the corpse a |ong | ook-and Cody
revi sed her opinion of the man; for all his annoying behavior, he appeared to be
good at his job. "If | didn't know better, 1'd alnpst say the joker did this to
herselfsimlar bite radius, actually a little larger, same kind of teeth
structure. But no way could her nouth reach around to nmake t hose wounds."

" Maybe-tw ns?"

"You serious? Jeez, | hope not."

She | ooked at the creature's shoulder. The bite there had splintered bone and
savaged the network of vessels |eading out fromthe heart. "Cause of death?"
"Cardiac arrest, due to loss of blood, directly resultant fromextrene, violent
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physi cal trauma."

"Who found her?"

"Work crew, | think. Transit. Scared 'emoutta two lifetimes' growh, | hear
Shit. | do not understand how they get anyone to work down in those holes."
"Where?" Cody asked as he paused for breath.

"Cot me there." He | ooked at his notes. "W don't have the full sheet yet,
prob'ly at the precinct or en route, | only know the who 'cause the EM5 crew was
griping about coning here while the other ambul ance got to transport the live
ones to Bellevue. | guess that at |east places it in Manhattan. Wat you got,
Doc, sonet hi ng?"

"Not sure. Pair of tweezers."

"Here go. Looks shiny. Piece of chain, nmaybe, wedged into the wound. Holy shit,"
he exclaimed as Cody worried free both the chain and the nedal it was attached
to. There was alnbst nothing left of the miniature shield, but the St

Chri stopher nedal was pretty much intact. Pity it hadn't protected the wearer.
"Doc, you all right? You | ook awful gray, want sonme water?"

She waved hi m back, one hand cl enched tight into a fist, supporting her weight
on the table while the other held the tweezers. Poor woman, she thought,

conpl eted the transfornmation barely begun with nme. Not just an ace, the son of a
bitch is a predator

"Draw a blood sanple. | want a test for the presence of the wild card."

"Wy waste the tine? Open your eyes an' take a | ook. She's a joker, that rmuch is
obvi ous. "

"Humor me." She gave hima |l ook, for additional inspiration; he got the nessage.
"Quick as you can, please," she told him "and send the results to Tachyon."

She sat at Tachyon's desk, trying to push thoughts onto paper, nostly staring at
the blank legal pad in front of her, twirling the fountain pen she'd found. Fine
point, with a clear, elegant line-got the job done but with a special little
flourish if you wi shed. Like Tachyon. She hoped Tachyon was a sout hpaw, or

possi bly anbi dextrous; it would be hell retraining to use the | esser side, the
writing technique would never be as fluid, each word a rem nder of-how had he
put it?-his "deformty."

She thought of her own | oss and wondered why it hadn't crippled her. By rights,
she shoul d have been finished as a surgeon-there was no depth perception with
one eye, no way to tell precisely how far away things were, yet she never had a
probl em She al ways seened to know where to reach, was always a split second
ahead of the people around her, sonehow sensing what they were going to do,
where they'd be. Fol ks always interpreted it as luck-and so did she, to an
extent, on the rare occasions when she actually thought about it.

She nade a rude face and ruder noise-if it were truly luck, she should be a |ot
better off than she was-and started scribbling notes. According to Brad Finn,
Tachyon had been summoned to the | ocal precinct "Fort Freak." Cody wondered if
that had anything to do with the policeworman, wondered further what kind of

ef fect her own news woul d have. A predator ace was bad enough, but one who went
around transform ng nats into jokers was everyone's worst nightrmare, a return to
t he pani cked days of |ast spring, when Typhoid Croyd roanmed the city, and
Manhatt an had been pl aced tenporarily under martial |aw. She'd thought of
confiding in Finn-she liked the centaur-but didn't know hi m anywhere near well
enough to trust him The nenory of what happened in Woming was still too raw,
peopl e she'd known had |ied, those she'd trusted had turned away from her. She
was determ ned never to be that vul nerable again. Scent, whomshe'd trust with
her life, was |ong gone hone.

She consi dered sticking around till Tachyon's return, but found she couldn't
stay still. Rain was sheeting downbad sign, since the |ong breaks between
l'ightning flash and thunder indicated the heart of the stormhad yet to
arrive-but the violent weather did nothing to ease the oppressive atnosphere.
Quite the opposite. She prow ed the office, without a clue as to why she was on
edge, wary in ways she hadn't been since the 'Nam Easy to be confused, hot rain
and steany air nore conmon to the Mekong Delta than Manhattan. It was like this
at Shiloh, in the evening twlight, when everyone knew Charley was in the jungle
beyond the wire, waiting for full night before he cane visiting.
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She seal ed her report and the evidence in a nmanila envel ope, left it on
Tachyon's desk, decided to call it quits while she hopefully was ahead.

The illusion lasted as far as the clinic's nmain entrance, where a | augh of
genui ne anusenent greeted her query about the possibility of getting a taxi. The
guard | et her use his phone to try to call a radio cab. Mst of the nunbers got
her a busy signal and the few conpani es she actually reached--after what seened
|i ke an age on hol dhung up the nonent she gave the address. A local gypsy cab
pul I ed up, dropping off a joker. The driver was another one. But when Cody
dashed to the curb, and he saw she was a nat, he gave her the finger with a hand
shaped like a bird's claw and sped away, plow ng though the biggest puddle at
hand in the bargain, to add insult to injury.

"Fuck this," she nuttered wearily, as furious with the growi ng joker prejudice
as she was with its nat counterpart. Maybe she'd do better back in Chinatown or
Little Italy. At least there she could get herself a nmeal; she hadn't eaten
since the pathetic excuse for supper served by the "airline on her flight in.
Streets were deserted, everyone with sense taking refuge under cover till the
brunt of the stormpassed. It was a true nonsoon, water descending in an al nost
solid mass, overwhelmng the capacity of the drains and turning nost corners

i nto ankl e-deep ponds. The streets here dated back to the nineteenth century,

i ke the buildings, cobblestone supposedly covered with asphalt. But no repairs
had been nmade this sunmer, which neant that in a |ot of places the asphalt had
been worn down to the original pavenent, which nmade the footing treacherous

She thought she was going the right way, followi ng the directions the guard had
given her, but the streets didn't nmake sense. Mst of Manhattan was laid out on
a grid system wth streets running east west and northsouth. It took rea
effort to get lost. Not so down here. Sone of the streets were nore like alleys
and they canted off in wild directions fromthe main avenues, which thensel ves
foll owed the natural curve of the island. The buildings were old and | ooked it,
nmostly constructed in the last half of the last century, wal k-up tenenents that
had never seen better days and probably weren't likely to. She snmiled to

hersel f-but only half in jest, another part of her took this perfectly
seriously-and imagi ned the wild-card virus turning these old tenenments into
l'iving beings, who played nusical chairs with each other to confuse any
visitors. Wre the windows eyes, watching her every nove, the doorways nouths?
If she ducked into one to get out of the rain, would she be eaten? She scoffed,
but edged out toward the mddle of the street, rationalizing it by telling
herself that this was the best place to flag down any cruising cab. Sunbitch
woul d have to run her down to get by. Assum ng, of course, one ever cane. She'd
wal ked nore than far enough, she should have reached the periphery of Jokertown,
but there wasn't a Chinese store sign in sight.

Then, on the corner, she saw a bright green globe set on a dirty green
railing-she remenbered that neant a subway station. Wat the fuck, she thought,
and was down the steps in a flash, shaking herself Iike a half-drowned pup to
get the worst of the wet off her before funbling in her bag-which she'd had
sense enough to wear under her slicker-for a dollar for a token. Wen she asked
the clerk for directions, she found she was on the wong platform This was the
downt own side, the trains here would take her under the East River to Brooklyn.
"I's there an underpass?" she asked, not terribly enthusiastic about the prospect
of going back out into the storm even if only to cross the street.

"Whuldn't matter if there was," the clerk-to Cody's surprise, another
joker-replied, passing a copper token through the tiny slot. "Platform s cl osed,
Us doing work on those tracks."

"Wonder ful . "

"They're s' posed to be finished by now, that's why the work's done nostly at
night so the lines and stations are open for day traffic, 'specially at rush
hour, but the storms probably got 'em backed up sone. Sone serious rain," he
added synpat hetically.

"And then sonme,"” she agreed. "So could you tell ne, at least, which line am|l
on, | didn't see the sign outside."

"This is the F ma'am IND Sixth Avenue local." Cody didn't really hear the |ast
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line, she was making a slow, careful turn toward the station, sweeping the
platformthe sane as she would a hostile tree line. She shook her head
violently, chiding herself for reacting |ike a baby. Jokertown nmay well be
strange country, but she was no cherry; she knew how to handl e herself, and it
wasn't like this.

"How do | go uptown, then?" she asked, satisfied that so far as she could
eyebal | - she was al one outside the booth.

"Take the F to Jay Street Borough Hall, then hoof it up the stairs, over to the
uptown platform Got your choice there, mss, between the F and the A F.'Il take
you straight up the nmiddle of the island, but the A nakes better connections.
You want a map?"

She'd mislaid the | ast one. "Thanks," with a smile. "Wiat we're here for. Cot a
rash or sonmethin'?" And when she responded with a confused | ook, wondering what
he was tal king about: "Been scratching your hand pretty hard, nust itch awfu
bad. "

She | ooked down, she hadn't been aware she was doing it-was the skin nunb? and
she went cold, inside and out. The back of her hand glittered inpossibly in the
fluorescent light, with the faintest silvery cast.

She | ooked toward the stairs. Water was pouring down-an inpressive cascade, as
good as many fountainsthe stream fl owi ng past her down the slightly angl ed

pl atform through the gates, toward the tracks. She could hear other waterfalls
inside, fromthe ventilation and nai ntenance grids set into the sidewal k above.
She' d been saved last tinme. And the policewonan had paid the price. Is that ny
fault? she asked herself. How could | have known? But what's the |ink now? And
conpr ehensi on narrowed her eye. Perhaps that was the keyshe was the one that got
away. An ace that looks like a joker, with the power to transform people into
beings like himself. No, she realized, with a flash of inspiration, not

peopl e-wonen! The wi |l d-card deck deals only one of a kind, each victimis forced
to live their life unique and al one. And soneone as awful as that ace, he

woul dn't have even a hope of nornmal conpanionship. But if his power is to nmake a
conmpanion ... ? Fair enough-the |ady cop was proof of that. Cody didn't have to
i magi ne how the ace's victins felt-some awmful instinct told her that she and the
pol i cewoman hadn't been the first. But if so, she thought, why hasn't anyone
noticed; if there are others, what happened to then?

As she worked through all this, she began wal ki ng forward, head tracking slowy
back and forth, giving her eye a clear field of everything in front of her. The
turnstile sounded surprisingly |loud as she passed through--everything did, her
senses were operating at a peak they hadn't achieved since the war. So far as
she coul d see, the platformwas enpty.

Keep putting the pieces together, she told herself, see what you build. Okay,
the ace transforns wonen-perfectly understandable, he's alone and | onely, he
wants a mateonly they don't like it. And she renenbered the bite narks on the
dead policeworman, and | et her head loll back against the tile wall behind her

Is that it, has to be, explains why there've been no sightings-he kills them
She held up her hand, trying to tell herself the silver sparkles weren't
flashing a fraction nore brightly. She was unfinished business. Mby D ck,
perhaps, to his Ahab

Tachyon had broken down the gun when he took it away from her; she checked the
clip to make sure it was full, then shoved it into the butt of her .45. She
pulled the slide to chanber a round, snhapped on the safety, and tucked the heavy
automati c behind the small of her back, under her belt. Not the npbst confortable
of inprovised hol sters--especially given the guns wei ght--but she wanted to be
able to get at it in a hurry without having to funble with her bag. The bag,

t hough, was another problem an encunbrance she coul d do without.

There was a rush of air fromthe tunnel, two spots of light off in the distance
that slowy rocked toward her for what seemed |ike the |longest tine before
suddenly expl odi ng out of the darkness, revealing the sleek, graynetal box shape
of the subway train. As the train slowed, she peered through each w ndow, hoping
for a sight of the ace-but all the cars that passed had people in them She
dashed for the next one in |line, the conductor-not wanting to spend any nore
time than necessary at this particular stop-closing the doors just as she snaked
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through. A few passengers gave her the eye, probably wonderinglike the cabbie
this norning, seenmed to Cody |ike another age, another worl d-what she was,

whet her she was one of them She net their gazes, sane as she had after
returning fromthe 'Nam while noving the length of the car, automatically
checking every seat. She tried the connecting door, but unlike on the train
she'd ridden that norning, these were kept |ocked. Damm, she snarled silently, a
conplication she didn't need. At |east, she could see through the griny w ndow
that the next car had people in it, she could bypass it and go on to the one
beyond.

She got that chance at York Street, on the fringe of Brooklyn Heights, ducking
out the doors the nonment they opened and sprinting fast as she could to the ones
she wanted. There was the normal flow of passengers here, she had tine to reach
them Problem was, her shoesperfectly adequate for job interviews-were not cut
out for this kind of work. No support, less traction. Couldn't be hel ped, she
had to manage with what she had, wouldn't be the first tine.

This car was fine, too, and the one beyond, and the ones beyond that, as the
train trundl ed through Jay Street and then Bergen. She was beginning to fee

nmore than a little silly, dashing about |ike a madwoman, arned to the teeth,
chasing a creature that could be anywhere al ong the subway systens hundreds of

m |l es of tracks. There were no odds for her catching up with hi mwhat nade her
think he'd be on this train, or even this line?-and if she did, she wondered
wyly, would that be the best of luck, or the worst? And yet this was where he'd
made his last attack, better than nothing to go on. Wiy her, though? Wasn't her
job, or her nature--she was neither cop nor hero. Just stubborn

The fiery nunbness had spread up her forearm Is that a function of proximty,
she asked herself, does it nean we're com ng closer? Sign on the wall read
CARRCLL

STREET. She nade her nobve, as usual, as the doors opened, but she slipped on the
rain-slick platform bags unbal anci ng her enough so she couldn't recover, went
down hard on one knee, pain splintering her concentration for a nonent. She
tried to |l ever herself up as she heard the door chine, called hoarsely to the
conductor to wait as she tried for the nearest door, but he had his schedule to
keep and they closed in her face. "Dam," she said over and over again as the
train runbled on its way, "damm dam dam dam dam!"

Nothing for it, she knew, but to wait for another one. There was sone bl cod on
her knee, small firebursts of pain as she gingerly put her weight on it-and a
nasty tear in the already ruined panty hose-but as she lifted up to her ful

hei ght, she found it woul d bear her weight, no problem Thank heaven for snall
favors, she thought. And then she breathed the snell of a nmarshy shore at |ow
tide.

Oh shit, she thought, reacting sinultaneously, faster than she ever dreaned
possi ble, starting a twisting dive that would buy her sone distance and al | ow
her to bring her gun to bear. The nobve was just enough to save her-the bl ow that
shoul d have knocked her sensel ess clipping the back of her skull, showering her
thoughts with stars-but there was no grace to her |anding, an awkward belly fl op
that left her sprawled on the sliny concrete. She rolled desperately sideways,
managi ng to get off a shot her bullet spyanging uselessly off the ceiling-before
a massive tentacle slapped the gun fromher hand, the force of the blow tunbling
her off the platformand onto the track bed. As she | anded, she heard a sharp
clatter, her gun falling to the tracks a | evel bel ow, where another line ran
parallel to this one.

She pushed herself out of the nuck, her nmouth full of the oceanic garbage-dunp
stench of the ace, so thick each breath nade her gag; she knew it was her he
want ed, had no illusions as to what woul d happen then. Even if she survived,

that prospect was too horrible to contenplate. So she ran.

The track bed seened to angle upward as it left the station, and not far away
she t hought she saw a gl ow that perhaps neant open air. Sure enough, the tunnel
rose out of the ground. The rain hadn't let up, it was like running into the
ulti mate bat hroom shower, the drops striking with such force they actually hurt.
There was a wind here as well, blowing off the harbor, trying to shove her back

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%208%20-%200ne%20Eyed%20Jacks.txt (18 of 156) [1/17/03 7:12:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6208%20-%200ne%20Ey ed%20Jacks.txt

underground. She staggered to the wall that flanked the tracks, tried to cl anber
over, couldn't get a decent grip, yel ped as her scrabbling hand snagged one of
the strands of barbed wire hung along the top

A runble-felt as much as heard-heral ded t he passage of a Manhattan-bound F on
the opposite track. Her brain was totally fogged, as though she'd been drugged;
the reality of the train didn't even register until it was too late for her to
try to get the driver's attention. And though she waved, called, none of the
passengers appeared to notice. But follow ng the tracks as they curved al ong the
viaduct, she dimy nmade out the lights of a station at its crest, the next one
on the line. Not so far away, she thought, | can make it, easy. Tossed her
remai ni ng shoe, ignored the pain as stones and worse poked at her feet.

Didall right at first, no worse than a norning jog up a nountai n road, wasted
no effort |ooking over her shoul derthe ace was either there or he wasn't-better
to assunme the one than confirmthe other. Rain tasted surprisingly sweet, for
all its elenental fury, but that was the only sensation it sparked in her. She
couldn't feel it strike her skin, it was as though she'd been wapped in sone

i mper meabl e nenbrane, m nd suddenly di sassociated from her body. A bell owed
cry-rage and futile protest, the animal in her snared by an unbreakabl e
trap-erupted fromher gut as that awful, remenbered tickling danced agai nst the
under si de of her skin. The flesh she could see wasn't tanned anynore, the
silver'd turned gray and oily, the arns (lllusion, she gabbled silently, dear
Christ let this be ny inagination) no longer quite as firmas once they'd been,
seeming to flex and curve with a horrible, boneless grace. Her teeth didn't fit
and every part of her body felt ready to expl ode, skin stretched, shrink-w apped
i mpossi bly, unbearably taut over bones that had turned to razor blades. Each
step becane an efort. Her |legs hadn't changedexcept to acquire the sane

opal escent sheen as her arnsbut they felt petrified. The joints woul dn't bend-at
knees or hips-she had to swing her entire body to shift them She was near the
crest of the viaduct, better than six stories up, no buildings close enough to
risk a junp-even if she was capable of trying. The station was her only hope.

He caught her.

Wth the casual roughness of sonmeone suprenely confident of his strength, he

wr apped a tentacl e around her neck and yanked her flat; the inpact shocked her
breat hl ess, she couldn't nove. He dropped heavily on her, nmin tentacles pinning
each arm while the secondary nests scrabbled at her bl ouse, popping the
buttons, shredding it and the bra underneath. There was a broad concrete nedi an
separating the tracks, that's where they'd fallen-easily spotted fromthe
station on any sort of decent day, inpossible in this gale. Hs penis lay like a
bar across her belly as he shifted position, rel easing one armso he could tear
her skirt and panties out of the way. She hit him hard as she could; all she
did now was hurt her hand. She tried for his eyes but the ace was ready for her,
caught her arm forced it back down.

New voi ce, making itself heard inside her head, through the shrieking berserker
rage, calling her nane. "Tachyon," she screaned, wi thout knowing if she used her
voi ce or mnd or both.

Where are you? Wre the words really his, or was this sonme psychotic trick her
own nind was playing, giving her one last inaginary reed to hold on to?

There's no tinme, was her reply. She was boiling inside, all the elenments of her
sel f seething, bubbling, |osing cohesion. He had her, the transfornmation was
approaching critical mass; she knew that in a matter of nminutes, it would be
done.

Hel p ne, then, Tachyon told her. Open your mind, Cody, of I'mto do anything, |
have to see him

Cone, she thought. And nothi ng happened. No sense of trespass, or of another
presence. None of the inagery she'd read of in a thousand books and conics.

But there was a glaze to the ace's eyes, and his body had gone rigid.

He's frozen, Cody, Tachyon said, but I'mnot sure howlong | can hold him

She wriggled arns free of his tentacles, tucked her legs up as best she coul d,
refusing this last tinme any of her body's protests as she forced it to nove,
then heaved as hard as she could. He shifted, started to stir in response she
didn't need Tachyon's frantic nental cry to know what that meant-bellowed Iike a
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weight lifter for a final effort, arms starting the ace on his way, |egs doing
the bul k of the work, shunting himback and sideways, he rolled sort of like a
Hunpt y- Dunpty toy, so nuch weight so |ow on his body that he couldn't get a

decent bal ance until he cane to rest. The scene was splashed by blinding Iight

-a train pulling out of the station, headlanps illunm nating the scene-and then
there was a brighter flash, sparks and flane and a shriek of agony as a flailing
linb slapped the third rail. The ace bounced and spasned and roared as

electricity ripped through himand for a nonent Cody thought he nmight pull free
and sonehow escape. But she'd reckoned without the train. The engi neer applied
his brakes the nonment he saw them but he had too nuch nonentum on the sl ope and
the rain had made the rails slick, and even as it shrieked to a stop, the | ead
bogi es crushed the creature to bl oody pulp.

As the train crew scranbled to her aid, she heard the el ectronic whoop of police
sirens, converging faintly fromall sides-before |long, the viaduct was thick
with blue rain slickers, the distant platformspotlit by TV m ni cam news crews.
She hadn't noved-didn't have the strength-she just lay in a half sprawl, on her
side, staring at the snoking renmmins, ignoring the shocked, scandali zed,

fasci nated stares of the passengers.

Now, there was a presence in her mnd-Tachyon's thoughts with hers even as he
pounded up the flights of stairs fromSmth Street far below. He drew a psychic
setting fromthe places she | oved best, and was ki nd enough not to react when
that turned out to be Firebase Shiloh, in Vietnams central highlands. Her

physi cal appearance was the sane here as in objective reality-no idealization to
her nmental image of herself-but there was a rel axed, confident strength to her
that gave the feeling she was a rock, to which anyone could anchor and be
protected. Tachyon all owed hinself to be blended into the psiscape-nuttering
with characteristic dismay at the ultimate | ack of style enbodied in mlitary
conbat fatigues (the color schene was utterly awful -and then, slowy, gently,
began to integrate Cody's nmental inmmgery back into the real world outside. So
that by the time he slipped free of Cody's awareness, she was over the shock of
the nmonent, centered once nore in mnd, if not body-which, pushed far beyond its
brink, promptly coll apsed.

She awoke in a top-floor single at Blythe-she figured that out fromthe vi ew and
at first luxuriated in the sinple ecstasy of being human. She fl exed her
fingers, watching the glow of the norning sun on her arns, and narvel ed that the
only sheen was due to honest, human sweat.

"Sl eep wel |l ?" Tachyon asked froma chair against the wall, stretching with a
smal |l groan to ease the stiffness in his back

She answered with a snmile and narveled a little at howrelaxed it felt. Didn't
think she had that in her anynore, shocking in retrospect to discover how deeply
the tension of the past few nonths had left its mark. How delicious she felt to
be free of it.

She started to forma question, but he answered before the thoughts had even
coal esced

"Yes, |'ve been here all night."

She wondered if she should be angry-obviously the mnd link had left its own
mark, a duality of being that m ght well nake both their |ives m serabl e-deci ded
it was a pointless exercise. Wat was, was; what nattered was dealing with it
and novi ng on.

"Admi rabl e phil osophy," Tachyon agreed, |aughing at her sharp sigh of asperity.
"Actually, though, things aren't as bad as all that. |'ve been nonitoring you
while you slept.”

She couldn't help a giggle at the thought of himwal king sentry, nmarching back
and forth across the gateway to her consciousness. The inmage was strong enough
to bring a chuckle to his lips as well.

"Maki ng sure," he finished, "there was no residue fromyour encounter with

Sl udge. "

"How d you |l earn his name?"

"Any psychic contact involves entering into a degree of rapport. | can't help

| earning sone things. In Sludge's case"-he shrugged, m xing dismssal and
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di sgust "the thoughts were relatively sinple, desire-oriented. He was not an
intellect, by any stretch of the imagination. Cunning nore than intelligence.
" Sludge' was the nanme he chose for hinself."

"He was an ace?"

"Aut opsy confirmed that analysis of his blood just as it reveal ed the body in
our norgue to be a nat. As near as we've been able to determ ne, he's been
roam ng the subways and other tunnels beneath the city for quite sone tine,
preying nostly on runaways and the honel ess, the underclass who' d never be

m ssed. And none of us realized-"

"How many?"
"Victins?" He sniffed, gazing out the wi ndow but she knew he was | ooki ng back
through the ace's nenories. "Inpossible to know. Sludge had very little

cognitive capacity. Quite a few, | suspect."

"He killed themall."

"He ate them"

They were silent a long while. Faintly, Cody heard a page over the hospital's PA
system Gitting her teeth against the possibility of pain or weakness, she

| evered herself to her feet. There was an IV running in her left arm she

pi nched of f the junction and popped the tube, then hobbled the hal f-dozen snall
and gingerly steps to Tachyon. He seened so snall before her, yet the i mage she
remenbered fromher nmind was as strong and resilient as she inmagined herself to
be. She pressed her body agai nst his back, wapping her arms around his

shoul ders, resisting the tenptation to set her chin atop his head. He reached up
to take her wists in his good hand and rest his chin on them She didn't need
to see his eyes to recogni ze the sober, haunted expression in them She'd seen
the sane in hers, too often, when she'd | ost a patient that she believed could
have been saved.

"A new twist," he said, allowing a faint edge of bitterness to the words,
the ol d expression “you always kill the one you love.""

"Not to nmention," Cody couldn't help responding, "you are what you eat.'"

He | aughed, a spontaneously expl osive snort that caught them both by surprise,
then turned sonber again: "Wy did you go haring off |ike that?"

"I nmpetuous broad, that's nme. | gather you got my nessage."

"Brad Finn canme over to the precinct in person. | just mssed you, evidently.
Captain Ellis had squad cars cruising Jokertown | ooking for you. We heard the
report of a shot fired at Carroll Street..."

" and then | heard your outcry."

"Thanks for listening."

He turned to face her. "You don't understand. In a city this size, a telepath
has to maintain. fairly strong shields sinply to keep from bei ng overwhel ned by
the sheer volune of psychic "noise.'" | have to be attuned to a person to " hear'
them that al nobst never happens after a single, casual encounter.”

"Perhaps it wasn't so casual, then."

"Apparently not."

on

"Tachyon, whatever the reason, |'mgrateful for it."
"Intinme-fairly short order, actually-we won't resonate on quite so commpn a
frequency. 1I'Il still be unusually sensitive to you, but it will take a

conscious effort to scan your thoughts."

"Over what range?"

"To be honest, |'ve no idea. This has never happened with anyone, in quite the
same way. |'msorry."

"For what, saving ny |ife?"

"I created that nonster. Those poor wonen Sl udge sl aughtered, their deaths are
on ny consci ence. "

"Wl cone to the club.”

"You don't understand."

"I"'ma surgeon. | spent three years as a conbat cutter. | do understand. So
what ?"

"It's ny responsibility.”

"Fine." She deliberately took himby his mainmed right arm "Be responsible. You
can't change the past, any nmore than | can resurrect the patients |I've |lost--or
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the people 1've actually killed. Yeah"-she nodded-"there's blood on ny hands,
too, it was a war, it cane with the territory. And if there's a hereafter, maybe
I"lIl get to deal with it then. Wwo cares? It's done. But at |east |'ve cone to
ternms with it. Taken ny terror out of the closet, where |'ve been denying it
even existed, and hung it out in the open with the other nightmares, where | can
get a good look at it, see it for what it is-and me for what I am Doesn't nean
that doesn't hurt, and won't for a long tine yet to cone. But it's there. | can
deal with it. Try that yourself, mght be in for a surprise.”

"You' re needed, Cody," he said sinmply. "I'ma doctor, Tachyon, not a crutch.”

He half raised his stunp inits sling, then let it fall, his shoulders sl unp.
"So you'll be going, then," he said. "Gotta find soneone to | ook after the
ranch---couple o' guys | know in Col orado, vets, could do a fair job, give 'ema
call before | fly out spring the news on Chris, pack up the place, find a decent
rack here in town." He |ooked at her in amazenent, not altogether sure he was
hearing right. "Assumi ng, of course"-the deliberate seriousness in her voice
belied by the lop-sided smle at the edge of her nouth-"we can agree on a

sal ary"

Tachyon had the decency to cough. "I'm ah, sure we can work sonething out,"” he
hazar ded

"Let's not presune too nuch, shall we?" Cody said, giving the smle full rein.
She hel d out her hand.

And Tachyon, his own smle a match for hers, took it.

Nobody Knows Me Li ke My Baby

by Walton Sinons

The left side of Tachyon's desk was littered with charts and paper. The right
was al nost bare. Jerry was trying hard not to | ook at the prosthetic hand, but
his perverse side demanded a gl ance or two. Tachyon hadn't caught himat it.
There was a visible hardness to the plastic that was out of place on the alien,
and the color was a flesh tone or two off.

"How i s your adjustnent com ng, Jerem ah?" Tachyon | ooked at Jerry and then

gl anced out his office wi ndow into Jokertown.

"Fine. | nean, there's rough spots here and there." Jerry sniled. Tachyon | ooked
even nore tired than usual. H's already pale skin had |l ess color and his red
hair was dull and poorly kept, at |east for Tachyon

"You're sure. You seema bit... wthdrawn."

Jerry always felt as transparent as Chrysalis' skin when tal king to Tachyon. But
Chrysalis was dead. So was Jerry's pretense that life was wonderful. "Well, |
just, you know, sonetimes | think | don't relate well to wonmen. They make me
feel inadequate. Worse than that, they make me feel needy. 1'd give ny-" Jerry
caught hinself in time. "I just want sonebody to see ne the way | am and | ove ne
for it."

Tachyon nodded slowy. "Only what we all want, Jeremiah. | suspect you are, in
fact, very well |oved. Perhaps you're sinply unaware of it. Try to temper your

pati ence with the know edge that | ove often cones when you've tired of |ooking
for it. As for alienation fromthe opposite sex, we all deal with that, too.
seemto have specialized in it nmyself. O course, being from Takis, | have mny
own built-in excuse."

It wasn't what Jerry wanted to hear. He was tired of trying to be patient. But
he hadn't expected Tachyon to turn over his little black book either. Not that
any wonman coul d keep him fromthinking about Veronica. "Sounds |ike good advice,
| guess. Easier to say than do, though." Sirens passed by outside. Jerry
glinpsed red light flashing on the side of a building the next block over.
Tachyon | ooked, too. Jerry had never seen the blinds closed on that w ndow, even
though the only things visible were beat-up buil dings, garbage, the occasi ona
car, and jokers. Jerry only cane to Jokertown to visit the clinic once a nonth.
"Somet hing else,” Jerry said, trying to regain Tachyon's attention. "My power is
com ng back."

Tachyon | ooked at himfor a |long nonent. "It never went away, Jerem ah. You were
traumati zed so severely that you ceased to trust it. That trust must be comi ng
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back for your shape-changing ability to be manifesting itself again. If you're
pl eased, then |'m pleased for you. The current political clinmate being what it
is, you might do well to keep this to yourself. The public thinks your ace is
gone. Maintaining that image is in your best interest, believe ne."

"Right." Jerry could tell Tachyon was ready for himto |l eave. He reached in his
coat pocket and pulled out a check, then placed it carefully on the |left side of
the desk. "Here's Septenber's donation."

Tachyon picked up the fol ded-over check and clunsily opened it with his one good
hand. He nodded and sniled. "This does nore good than you know, Jereniah. A few
dozen nore like you and the clinic m ght actually cover expenses."

"I'mglad to do it," Jerry said. It was true. There were so few places where he
knew his noney was well spent, and two thousand a nmonth was a drop in the
Strauss fanily bucket.

The door opened and a worman in a | ab snock wal ked in. She had dark hair and a
patch over one eye. She | ooked past Jerry at Tachyon. "Two nore beatings," she
sai d. Her voice was restrained, but angry. "One of themm ght nmake it. The
other..." She rubbed her forehead. Jerry backed away and noved around her toward
the office door. Tachyon notioned himto wait.

"Jerem ah, this is our new chief of surgery here, Dr. Cody Havero. Doctor, neet
a friend of the clinic." He held up the check. "And a patron as well, Jerem ah
Strauss. "

Cody turned and | ooked at him She was very pretty, for an authority figure.
Cody offered a hand and a strained snile. Jerry shook her hand and sm | ed back
Her grip was strong and sure. Exactly the way he inmagi ned a doctor's hands
shoul d be.

"Nice to neet you, M. Strauss."

"My pleasure, Doctor." Jerry was pleased he'd called her by her title. She was
both threatening and conforting, and certainly physically attractive in spite of
the eye patch.

He damm sure didn't want her first inpression of himto be a rich, sexist jerk
"See you next nonth, Jereniah," Tachyon said. "Unless you need ne for anything.
If so, just give ne a call."

"You'll be at Aces Hi gh next week, won't you? It's ny first chance to go to one
of Hirams WIld Card Day dinners."

Tachyon sighed. "Yes, for Hrams sake, |'Il be there. Although | can't inagine
it will be a very festive occasion." Jerry nodded and backed out the door,

closing it behind him He got the inpression that Tachyon wanted to be al one
with Cody. Not that Jerry blaned him He inagined Veronica on black silk sheets,
wearing an eye patch and not hing el se.

Stop it, he thought. She's canceled out on you two of the last three tinmes. Just
find sonebody el se. Sonmebody you don't have to pay. How hard can it be?

"As hard as nme, kid," said a Bogart voice in his head.

Aces Hi gh was a snorgasbord of sight and sound. The snells of fresh bread, fine
meat in wne sauces, and expensive perfume assaulted his nostrils. The people
were out of the ordinary, too. But that was always the case at Hranms WIld Card
Day dinner. They'd gotten there early. Both he and Beth had wanted to see al

the notabl es nmake their entrances. Kenneth hadn't been particul arly happy about
Jerry borrowi ng Beth for the evening, but refused to cone with them saying
there was too much work at the office

Jerry stood up. "Want anything in the way of an appetizer?"

Beth sighed. "No. |I'lIl save it for the main course.” She waved hi m away.

Jerry wandered slowy over to a large table covered with sal ads, pates, breads,
and a few things he didn't recogni ze as food. There was a crystal nobile of the
Four Aces and Tachyon over it. There were al so hol ogranms of nany of the nore
famous aces on the walls. Jerry knew better than to | ook for an inage of

hi nsel f. He picked up a plate and eased in across from Fantasy, who had a young
man on either arm Jerry had nmet her on the Stacked Deck world tour. Although
his nenory of that period was fuzzy, he did recall Fantasy as one of the nobst
obvi ously sexual women he'd ever seen. Tonight she was wearing a | ong,

pearl -col ored skirt and matching sem transparent top. The dark nipples on her
smal | breasts were all Jerry could see when he | ooked in her direction. He hoped
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Beth hadn't noticed himstaring at the gl anorous ace. Jerry put sone pasta sal ad
on his plate and turned to get some spi nach qui che

A brown-haired man with quick eyes and an easy snile leaned in next to him

"Real nen don't eat quiche. At least real nmen who want to inpress Fantasy."
Jerry put the serving spoon back in the quiche and | ooked down the table at the
rest of the spread. "Thanks, | guess."

The man set down his plate, which was piled high with alittle of everything,
and offered his hand. "Jay Ackroyd."

Jerry shook it. "Jerry Strauss." Ackroyd | ooked |like he couldn't place the nane.

"l used to be the Projectionist, then | turned into the giant ape. Now, |'mjust
rich."” Ackroyd grinned. "Rich is plenty in this tow." He reached in his pocket
and pulled out a card. "If you ever need any Pl work done, let me know. | could
use a rich client for a change. Good luck with Fantasy if you decide to be that
brave. 1'd alnost be afraid to get lucky with her nyself."

Jerry took the card and slipped it into the jacket pocket of his tux. The room
becane suddenly quiet. A man walked in slowy, linping a bit. He |ooked fairly
normal, but Jerry heard the word "joker" whispered by soneone, followed shortly
by the nane "Pretorius." The buzz of conversation that started up had an edge of

hostility. Jerry took advantage of the distraction to fill his plate, then he
slipped back to his table, where Beth was still going over the nenu.
Jerry hadn't seen Hiramyet, but that was no surprise. Killing Chrysalis, the

M stress of Jokertown, had kept his nanme in the news. The joker community had
lined up against H ramimediately. The nmedia were being | ess than kind as well.
The nobod was ugly, and the trial hadn't even started yet. Still, it was unlikely
that this Wld Card Day dinner would turn out as badly as the one two years

bef ore, when the Astrononer had crashed the party. Jerry was definitely glad to
have m ssed that one.

A cool, unsteady breeze blewin off the terrace. Jerry set his nenu to one side.
Being rich and touched by the wild card had its advant ages.

"I think I"'mgoing to go with the filet mgnon," he said. "How about you?"

Bet h | ooked up, chewing her lip. She was wearing a black calf-length skirt and

| avender blouse. "I see looking at Mss Tits over there has you in the nood for
red nmeat."

"God, can't | get away with anything around you? If you were a guy, you'd |ook!"
Beth smled. "I"'ma worman and | still |ooked. Just jealous, | guess. | wsh |
had the body and the attitude to wear that kind of outfit." She set down the
menu. "I think I'll pass on the main course and just wander over for a fruit

sal ad. Fear of cellulite is a terrible thing. Lesser wonen have been broken by
it, believe nme."

"You have to have dessert, though."

"Well, if you insist. But don't tell Kenneth. He still has illusions of ne
regaining ny schoolgirl figure."

"You look terrific." Jerry was about to be nore specific when he saw a coupl e
bei ng seated a few tables away. The man was tall and thin, with dark hair. His
eyes were lumnous and the air seenmed to swimaround him The woman with hi m was
wearing a red silk dress that | ooked spray-painted on. She was gorgeous. It was
Veronica. Jerry turned his chair away fromthem It obviously wasn't that
Veronica didn't want to get fucked. She just didn't want to get fucked by him
"You okay?" Beth touched his hand.

"Yeah. | was just thinking about sone stuff. You know, | have to do sonething
with ny life."

"Right," she said.

He knew she wasn't fool ed, but appreciated that she just let it go.

They held the cerenonies for Tachyon. Jerry was surprised the woman with him
wasn't Cody. Maybe it was just a professional relationship. There were enpty

t abl es.

As far as Jerry knew, that was a first for a Wld Card Day dinner. Shortly after
Tachyon's arrival Hiram mde his entrance. He was wearing a magnificently
tailored dark blue suit, but |ooked thinner than when Jerry had seen himon the
tour.
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Hiramraised his glass and paused for a nmonent, waiting for his guests to follow
suit. "To Jetboy," he said. "To Jetboy," Jerry and Beth said along with all the
others. They clinked gl asses and drank the toast.

Jerry heard Veronica | augh. She was probably doing it just to annoy him No.
More |ikely she was so busy thinking about sucking her date's prick that she
hadn't even noticed him

"Thank you all for coming," H ramcontinued. " | hope you all enjoy your neal,
on this, our special day. May be the coning year be kind to us all."

There was a smattering of applause. H ramwal ked over to Tachyon's table, shook
the alien's good hand, then went into the kitchen

"Doesn't he usually float up to the ceiling or sonething?" Beth asked.

"Yeah. Maybe he just doesn't feel like it's appropriate. | think Hrams a bit
concerned what people are thinking of himright now " Jerry said. "The whol e
Chrysalis thing has to be a nightmare for him"

"Wrse for her, bro. She's the one who got turned into pate."

Jerry started to say sonething, but Beth interrupted. "No. You don't have to say

it. | feel bad already. He seens |like a very nice man. But aces aren't al ways
good guys, you know'
"1 know"

"Bush is going to win the election, and if you think things are hard on wild
cards now, just wait. WIld-card chic is going to be stone-cold dead before his
termis over."

"I't could be worse than the fifties." Beth reached over and touched his face.
"Wth your history, | just don't want you to get hurt."

Jerry smiled. He ate it up when she acted concerned over him |f only Veronica
cared even half that nmuch. "Thanks. | think I'Il be okay."

Their waiter wal ked over. "Wat will you have tonight, madan®?"

"1 think I'I'l have the fruit salad," Beth said.

He' d prom sed hinself he wouldn't think about veronica. Three nights after the
party he was sitting at home. Kenneth and Beth were chew ng over the

i nplications of a Bush presidency. Dukakis' pardon of WIllie Horton, a joker
who' d been convicted of rape, seened to be the final nail in the coffin. The
revol vi ng-door ad, showi ng homnicidal jokers being spilled out into the street,
had been a master stroke. The Denocrats were indignant, but the ad affected the
public in the desired fashion. Jerry found it all too depressing. He called up
I chi ko and Veroni ca was avai l abl e.

Jerry was sure she hadn't recognized him He'd thought of giving hinself a
mal e- nodel | ook, but settled on a nore rugged face. H's hair was dark and
straight; he could do that now, too. Veronica |ooked al nost the sane as before.
Her white cotton dress reveal ed just enough to get a man's attention w thout
telling himtoo nuch. Jerry knew what she | ooked |ike naked, but renenbering
wasn't enough. Not tonight. Tonight he wanted to be inside her

Taking her to a novie was probably a mistake. If anything could tip her to who
he was, that was it. Still, he wanted to see Demme's Joker Mama on the big
screen. He was sick of video.

"A friend of mine recomended you," Jerry said. "You were at the WIld Card Day
dinner with him He said you were terrific."

"You know Croyd?"

"Slightly," Jerry said. Croyd had to be Croyd Crenson, the Sleeper. Jerry had
heard a few things about him nostly bad. Cbviously, Veronica wasn't |ooking for
a nice guy.

On the screen a tight-knit group of jokers in human nmasks was hol ding up a bank,
only to be interrupted by a duck-faced and nouse-faced duo with the same idea.
Jerry put his arm around Veroni ca and gave her shoul der a squeeze. She flinched.
After a | ong nonment she reached up and started stroking his hand.

She knows it's ne, he thought. Her brain nmay not have figured it out yet, but

her body knows it's ne. He felt a chill, like sonething had gone bad inside him
"Excuse nme," he said, leaning in close. Her perfunme was different fromthe
expensi ve French stuff he'd bought her. "I"'mnot feeling well. I'd Iike to take
you hone. "

Veroni ca | ooked up, surprised. Jerry pressed two hundred-dollar bills into her
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pal m Her hand was cold. "For your tine,"
his own. "I"'msorry."
He took her by the hand and | ed her out of the theater. Gunshots canme fromthe
screen behind them The |obby snelled of overly buttered popcorn and stale
candy. He excused hinself, went into the men's room and vonited as quietly as
possi bl e.
She was gone when he cane back out.

Jerry said, in a voice too close to

Hor ses

by Lew s Shiner

The woman on the other side of the coffee table had a bl ond crewcut and
wire-rimed gl asses. She was around forty. No makeup, a man's gray sport coat
over a white T-shirt, |oose drawstring pants. Dyke, had been Veronica's first

i mpression, and so far nothing had changed her mnd. "Things are just a little

out of control right now," Veronica said. "It's not ny fault. | need a little
time."

The woman's nane was Hannah Jorde. She sighed and said, "lI'mso sick of hearing
the sane old shit." She put her glasses on the table and rubbed her eyes.

"You' re an addict, Veronica. | would have known that in two seconds, even if

I chi ko hadn't told me. You've got every synptomin the book." She put her

gl asses back on. "I'mgoing to get you in a program Methadone. It'll make you
feel better, and keep you alive, but you'll still be an addict. Only you'll be
addi cted to net hadone instead of heroin."

Veronica said, "I can quit-"

"Pl ease," Hannah said. "Don't say it. Don't make me listen to it. | just want to

tell you a couple of things, and I want you to think about them That's all we
can get done this first time anyway."

"Fine," Veronica said. She put her hands under her thighs because they had
started to shake a little.

"You' re an addi ct because you don't want to deal with what's going on inside
you. You're not just killing yourself, you' re already dead." She let the words
hang for a second and then said, "Wat is it you do for |chiko?"

"I"'ma-" She stopped herself before she could say "geisha," Fortunato's approved
term "l'ma prostitute.” Suddenly Hannah sm | ed. She could be pretty, Veronica
thought, if she nade a little effort. The right clothes, makeup. A wig for that
awful haircut. What a waste. "Good," Hannah said. "The truth, for once. Thank
you for that." She filled out a slip of paper and handed it across. "Start your
met hadone and |'1l see you tonorrow'

A van with a | oudspeaker passed her on Seventh Avenue. The recorded nessage
remi nded her that it was El ection Day and she shoul d exercise her constitutiona
freedom Doubtless paid for by the Denpcrats. Everyone expected a | andslide for
Bush after the Denobcrats' disaster in Atlanta.

A man | eaned out of the van and said, "Hey, baby, did you vote today?" She
showed hi mthe mani cure on her right mddle finger. That went for the American
political system too. Wat kind of freedomwas it when the only people you
could vote for were politicians?

She got in line outside the nethadone clinic, pulling her coat tighter around
her. It was enbarrassnment as much as cold. She didn't know which was worse, to
be surrounded by so nmany junkies or to be taken for one of them They nostly
seenmed to be bl ack wonmen and white boys with | ong greasy hair.

At | east, she thought, she was still on the street. Ichiko had given her three
choi ces: check into a detox center, see Hannah, or | ook for another job.

Her turn came and the woman at the w ndow handed her a paper cup. The net hadone
was m xed in a sweet orange-flavored drink. Veronica drank it down and crunpl ed
the cup. The bl ack hooker behind her teetered up to the wi ndow on inpossibly
hi gh heel s and said, "Weee, law, give ne that jesus jizz."

Veronica threw the cup on the street and | ooked at her watch. Tinme enough to get
uptown to Bergdorf s before her dinner date.

She shoul d have guessed fromthe name he'd used to make the di nner reservation
Herman Gregg. But she didn't figure it out till she got to the table.
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"Holy shit," Veronica said. The subdued |ight of the restaurant was enough, even
for Veronica, to know the face. "Senator Hartmann," she said.

He smiled weakly. "Not senator anynore. |'mjust an ordinary citizen again. But

you can see why | didn't want to be al one tonight. You know what they say about

politics and strange bedfellows."

"No," Veronica said. "Wat do they say?"

Hart mann shrugged and put the nmenu down. "How hungry are you?"

"l don't care. If you just want to go upstairs, that's fine." He'd already told

her he had a roomupstairs at the Hyatt. "Don't feel |ike you have to buy ne
dinner, like this is a real date or anything."

"Somehow this isn't quite what | expected. |'d heard so nuch about Fortunato and
hi s extraordi nary wonen."

"Yeah, well, Fortunato's gone. Things have fallen off a bit. If you're not

happy, you don't have to go through with it."

"I"mnot conplaining. | guess you're nore human than | expected. | kind of |ike
that."

Veroni ca stood up. "Shall we?"

He was very quiet in the elevator, didn't touch her or anything. Just one hand
on the el bow as they got out, to point her toward the room Once inside, he

| ocked the door and turned the TV on

"W don't need that, do we?" Veronica asked.

"I have to know," Hartmann said. He took his jacket off and folded it over a
chair, then untied his shoes and put them neatly underneath. He | oosened his tie
and sat on the end of the bed, his tiredness visible in the curve of his spine.
"l have to know just how bad it is."

When Veroni ca cane out of the bathroomin her bra and panties, he was in the
same position. Bush was running alnost two to one ahead of Dukakis and Jackson
Concessi on speeches were expected nonentarily. She hel ped Hartnmann off with the
rest of his clothes, put a condomon him and got himunder the covers.

He didn't want anything fancy, just got right down to business. As he rocked
agai nst her, the election returns continued in a steady stream "Texas now shows
Bush with a staggering fifty-eight percent of the vote, and that's with
thirty-seven percent of the precincts reporting." Hartmann's spasm happened

qui ckly and left himon the edge of tears. Veronica stroked the small of his
back, where the sweat had just broken, and nade soothi ng noises. Just as he
rolled off her, one of the TV reporters said his nane and he sat up guiltily.
"Many of us mnust be asking ourselves the sane question tonight," the reporter
went on. "Could Gregg Hartmann have beaten Vice-President Bush? It was just two
and a half months ago that Hartmann withdrew fromthe race after his | oss of
conposure at the Denocratic National Convention in Atlanta. That convention will
| ong be remenbered, not only for its bl oodshed, but as a turning point in the
nation's attitude toward victims of the wild-card virus."

She carried the used condominto the bathroom knotted it, wapped it in toilet
paper, and threw it away. The odor of sperm al nbst gagged her. She sat on the
edge of the tub and washed herself and then brushed her teeth, over and over,
telling herself she didn't need a shot, not yet.

It was after two when Hartrmann turned the TV off. Bush was a joke, Hartmann told
her. H s canpai gni ng agai nst drugs was sheerest hypocrisy, given what his CIA
had done in Central America. His cabinet officers would never live up to his
clains of ethics, and his "kinder, gentler" Anerica would have no room for aces
or jokers.

The wild-card issue nmeant little to Veronica. Fortunato, the nan who had brought
her in off the streets, was an ace. Her nother had been one of Fortunato's

gei shas and had neant for Veronica to have a college education and a rea

career. But Veronica had turned tricks anyway. The nbney was easy and it was
easy as well to think of herself that way, as a whore. Together Mranda and
Fortunato had decided that if she was going to sell her body, she night as well
do it right. Fortunato had brought her back to his apartnent and tri ed,
unsuccessfully, to make her into one of his ideal wonmen. She loved himin the
way that people |oved sonething sweet and not entirely of this world.

Because of Fortunato she'd met and had sex withother aces and jokers. None of
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them had seened quite real to her either. There weren't even that many of them
not conpared to unwed nothers or the honel ess or old people, not enough to
deserve all the attention they got. And it wasn't like it was a di sease that

ot her people could catch, |like AI DS or sonething.

That thought gave her a chill. For a while the wild card had been cont agi ous,
and her sonetine boyfriend Croyd Crenson had been spreading it. She'd been
exposed to himbut fortunately nothing had happened. She didn't want to think
about it.

Eventual ly Hartmann fell asleep, the soft flesh of his stomach shaking with
muf fl ed snores. Veronica | ay awake, counting all the many, nany things she
didn't want to think about.

She didn't sleep even when she got back to Ichiko's, around dawn. This tine it
was the idea of seeing Hannah again that kept her turning fromside to side,
chills nmoving up through her from her stonach.

She got up around noon and rmade a breakfast she couldn't eat. Ichiko wal ked her
out to the cab or she mght not have nade it. Even then she tried to tell the
cabby to stop, to let her out, but she couldn't find her voice. It was like
bei ng back in convent school, being sent to the principal, the ol dest, scariest
nun in the world.

She wal ked up the stairs and into Hannah's office. She couldn't feel her |egs.
She sat in the mddle of Hannah's square, gray couch. Today Hannah wore jeans
and a man's dress shirt and a cardigan with i nterwoven gold thread. Veronica
couldn't take her eyes off the sparkles of gold.

"Did you have a chance to think?" Hannah asked her

Veroni ca shrugged. "I've been busy. | don't spend a lot of time thinking."
"Ckay, let's start with that. Tell ne about the things you do."

Wt hout neaning to, Veronica found herself tal ki ng about Hartnmann. Hannah kept
asking for details. What did he |ook |ike naked? What exactly was the taste in
her mouth afterward? She sounded |ike she was only mildly curious. Wat was it
|i ke when his penis was inside her? "I don't know," Veronica said. "It didn't
feel like anything."

"What do you nean? He was inside you, but you couldn't feel it? Did you have to
ask himif he was in yet?" Veronica started to |augh, and then she was crying.
She didn't know how it happened. It seened to be sonebody else. "I didn't want
himthere," she said. Wio was that talking? "I didn't want himin ne. | wanted
himto |l eave ne alone." Her whol e body shook with sobs. "This is ridiculous,"
she said. "Why am| crying? What's happening to ne?"

Hannah noved over next to her and wapped her arns around her. She snelled |ike
Di al soap. Veronica buried her head in the golden fibers of her sweater, felt
the softness of the breast underneath. Everything gave way then and she cried
until she ran out of tears, until she felt |ike a wung-out sponge.

Standing in line, Veronica tapped her foot nervously on the sidewal k. One of the
| ong- hai red boys behind her sang a song about shooting up in a | ow, nobnotonous
voice. "You know | couldn't find nmy mainline," he sang. He didn't seem aware he
was doing it.

Veroni ca wanted the nethadone, wanted it badly. Wat do they put in that stuff?
she thought, and stopped herself before the |aughter turned into the other thing
agai n.

She put her hand into her purse and held on to a fol ded piece of paper with
Hannah's phone nunber on it.

Veronica cane in on a blast of cold air and stood for a second, rubbing her
hands t oget her.

"Fl owers for you," Melanie said. She had a Russi anl anguage textbook open while
she watched the phones. Melanie was new. She still believed in Fortunato's
program that they were gei shas not hookers, that nen actually cared how many

| anguages t hey spoke and whet her or not they could di scuss postnoderni st
critical theory. Wen she finished her tel ephone shift, she would be off to
cooking class or elocution | essons. Then, that night, she would spread her |egs
for a man who only cared that she had |l ots of red-blond hair and bi g boobs.
"Jerry agai n?" Veronica asked. She threw her coat on the couch and col | apsed.
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"l don't see what you have against him He's sweet."

"l don't have anything against him | just don't have anything for himeither
He's a nobody."

"A nobody with a ton of noney, who thinks the sun rises and sets on you. Anyway,
I'"ve got himdown for you tonight, fromten o'clock on."

"Toni ght?" The walls seened to close in around her. She couldn't breathe. "I
can't."

"You have a date you didn't put on the conmputer?" |chiko had bought a Maci ntosh
over the sumrer and had conputerized everything. The girls were responsible for
keeping their own schedules current, and if one of them screwed up they all got
yel l ed at.

"No, I... I"'msick."

"He's al ready paid and everything."

"Call himback. WIIl you? | have to go upstairs." She staggered up to her room
and got in bed with her clothes on, doubled up, clutching a pillow to her
stomach. Fromthere she watched the street outside turn dark and the headlights
of the cars sweep past. Liz, her chubby gray cat, clinbed onto the' peak of her
hi p and began to knead the covers, purring loudly. "Please shut up," Veronica
sai d.

Li z was anot her reni nder of Fortunato. She had been Veronica's to start with,

t hough she hadn't cared that nuch about her. Then Fortunato had fornmed sone kind
of bond with the cat. Liz used to follow himaround his apartment, crying, and
woul d get into his | ap whenever he sat down.

When Fortunato left for Japan, it seened like the cat was all Veronica had |eft
of him

Finally the cat settled down and started to snore softly. Veronica couldn't

rel ax, and soon she was trenbling. It wasn't |ike the shaking that came when she
needed a shot. That part of her was quiet. This was sonething el se. She wondered
if it was the nmethadone, sone bizarre allergy. The longer it went on, the nore
out of touch she becane. She couldn't stop shaki ng. Was she dying?

She funbl ed the phone off the hook and di al ed Hannah's nunber. "It's Veronica,"
she said. "Sonething's wong."

"I know that," Hannah said. "Wy don't you cone over?"

"Conme over?"

"To ny apartnent."

"I don't knowif |I can make it. | feel so weird."

"Of course you can. Stand up."

Veroni ca stood up. Sonehow it was all right. "Are you standi ng?"

"Yes," Veronica said.

"Cood. Wite down this address."

A few ninutes later Veronica was in a cab. She | ooked down at her |egs, saw her
wool -knit A-line skirt winkled beyond hope. She got a mirror out of her purse
and | ooked at her snudged eyeliner and bl oodshot eyes. "I can't help it," she
said out |loud, and the words alnmost started the flood of tears again.

She knew she was on the edge of something. She didn't have the strength to keep
herself frombeing pulled into it, but she could feel the depth of the chasmin
the pit of her stonach.

Hannah lived on the third floor of a building on Park Avenue South that had
escaped renodel i ng. The varni sh was worn off the center of the stairs and the

| andi ngs were raw concrete. Hannah net her at the door of her apartnent. "You
made it," she said. She seened relieved and happy to see her

Veronica could only nod. The apartnent was two roons and a kitchen. There was
al nrost no furniture, only tatami mats and pillows, and an expensive stereo with
huge speakers that sat in the niddle of the floor. Japanese pen-and-ink draw ngs

hung in cheap Plexiglas frames on the wall. The Oriental sinplicity of it
rem nded her of the apartnent she'd shared with Fortunato.
"Settle down anywhere," Hannah said. "I'll bring you sone tea."

The nusic on the stereo was instrunental, one of those New Age things. It was an
acoustic guitar in a weird tuning over lots of percussion. Like the rest of the
room |ike Hannah herself, it suggested a serenity that Veronica couldn't feel
Hannah brought her tea in a small, thick cup with no handle. The tea was green
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and vaguely sweet.

Hannah sat cross-1egged on the couch next to her. "You |l ook |ike you haven't
been sl eeping.”

"I"'mall knotted up inside. Maybe it's the nethadone."

"It's not the nethadone. It's three years of feelings trying to get out."

"I's it cold in here?"

Hannah touched her hand. The shaki ng got worse. "No," Hannah said. "It's not the
met hadone and it's not the tenperature. It's just you." And then she | eaned
forward slowy and ki ssed Veronica on the |ips.

It was gentle but not sisterly, warm but not denmandi ng. Veronica shivered and
hel d herself, feeling like she was fighting to keep fromdrowning. "You're
confusing ne...."

"You were already confused. Wien was the last tine you enjoyed nmaking | ove? Wen
was the last tinme you lay next to sonebody and got confort out of it? Wien was
the last tine you thought you deserved to be happy? You don't have to answer ne.
| al ready know'

She stood up and took Veronica's hand. Veronica followed her, not to the
bedroom |ike she expected, but to the bath. Hannah started the water running
and undressed her, carefully, not touching her nore than she had to. The room

began to fill with steam "Get in," Hannah said, and Veronica got in the tub
The hot water stung her, nmade her face flush. "Your body is still very
beautiful,"” Hannah said. "You' ve been careful with the needle." Veronica nodded.

The hot water stopped her shaking and hel ped her relax. She felt drugged. Had
there been sonething in the tea?

Hannah t ook her own clothes off and put her gl asses on the edge of the sink. She
was a little heavy in the waist, and her stomach curved w thout jeans to hold it
in. Her underclothes left red lines around her wai st and under her breasts.
Still, she seened beautiful to Veronica, her pale nipples, the discreet tangle
of hair between her |egs. Veronica found herself about to reach one hand out to
touch Hannah's body, then stopped hersel f, ashaned and confused.

Hannah poured oil into the tub. It foaned and colored the air with the heavy
green snell of wldflowers. Then she knelt beside the tub and ki ssed Veronica
again. Veronica's nouth opened, against her will, and she tasted the mnt tea on
Hannah's breath. "Wat are you doing to ne?" she whi spered

"Seduci ng you," Hannah said. "If | do anything that scares you or you don't fee
confortable with, just say so." She put her hands on Veronica's cheeks, then
slowy ran them down her neck and shoul ders. Veronica | eaned back agai nst the
tub, eyes closed, her breathing com ng raggedly. Hannah's snall, soft hands
nmoved to her breasts. "Ch," Veronica said. She was nelting. Her entire body was
liquid. She couldn't tell where it ended and the bat hwater began

This time when Hannah ki ssed her she leaned into it and put both arns around
her .

By the tinme Hannah hel ped her into bed Veronica had no will of her own. She had
no strength, no intelligence, only sensation. Hannah was sl ow and gentle and
unafrai d. She knew where to touch her and how nmuch pressure to use. The first
climx was the nobst intense Veronica had ever felt. It had been so | ong she
barely recogni zed the feeling. There were others. They blurred into a conti nuum
of pl easure.

And at the end of it cane sleep

Sunl i ght woke her. Her eyes opened and saw dark green sheets. The rest of it
came back and she sat up quickly, holding the sheet against her. Hannah lay on
her side, watching.

"What did you do to nme? What was in that tea?"

"Not hi ng, " Hannah sai d. "Wat happened was that we nade | ove."

"This is too weird. | have to get out of here." She | ooked around the room for
her clothes, reluctant to get out of bed naked wi th Hannah there.

"Wait," Hannah said. There was a stillness about her that Veronica found

i nescapable. "I know what's wrong with you. I'man alcoholic. | was drunk for
ten years and now |'ve been sober for six. | was married to a man that | hated,
and | hated himjust because | didn't want to have sex with him It wasn't his
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fault, it was the way I am Only nobody could tell me that was the reason."
"What's that got to do with me? Are you saying |'mqueer?" There was a towel on
the floor next to her. She wapped herself in it and | ooked in the bathroom Her
clothes were fol ded neatly on the floor

"Maybe you're not gay." Hannah rai sed her voice just enough for Veronica to hear
her. "Though | believe you are. That doesn't matter. You hate yourself for what
you're doing with your body. It nakes you feel helpless. And hel pl essness is
what addiction is all about.”

Veroni ca buttoned her runpled silk blouse and brushed at the creases in her
skirt. "I got to go."

"I"ve got three o' clock set aside for you. If you want to talk sonme nore."

"Just talk? O do you fuck all your patients?"

There was a short, hurt silence. "You're the first. | suppose | should feel Iike
I'"ve pissed away all ny ethics, but | don't."
Ver oni ca opened the door. "I'Il think about it," she said. Then she belted on

her coat and ran down the stairs.
Jerry was waiting for her when she got back to the brownstone.

"Mel anie said you were sick," he said. "I wanted to see if | could help."
"No, Jerry. It's sweet of you and all, but no."

"Where were you? Did you go out on another date?"

Veroni ca shook her head. "I've been to the doctor, that's all."

Jerry | ooked her up and down. obviously nade the decision not to call her out.
He sat on the sofa and | ooked at the flowers he'd sent her the day before, stil

on the desk by the phone, the card unopened. "lI'mwasting ny tine, aren't |?"
"Jerry. What do you want ne to say? You shouldn't have fallen in love with a
hooker. 1 nean, what were you thinking about? Did you think | was available on a

Rentto- Owmn pl an?" She sat down next to him touched his face. "You' re a sweet
kid, Jerry. Wnen should go nuts for you. Real wonmen. That's what you deserve
Not sone hal f-breed Puerto Rican junkie hooker."

Junki e, she thought. She'd actually said it.

"You're the one | want," Jerry said, looking at the floor

"You don't even know nme. You've got no idea. You're trying to catch up on twenty
years overni ght, and you see ne as sone kind of shortcut. Nothing happens that
fast. Gve yourself sonme tinme."

"Can | see you tonight?"

"No. Not tonight." She paused, got up her nerve. "Not ever. Not anynore."

"Way? | | ove you."

"You don't know what love is. You don't know what you're tal king about. You've
got sone kind of stupid romantic ideas fromall those novies you watch and they

don't have anything to do with real life. | can't stand it. | don't want to be
the only thing propping up this makebelieve world of yours. |I'mnot strong
enough. "

She stood up. "Veronica, please!"

She couldn't ook at him H's face was all twisted, |ike he was trying not to
cry. "lI'"'msorry, Jerry" she said. "You'll find somebody. You'll see." She ran
upstairs.

It wasn't even noon, but she was w de-awake, her head clear. It nade her nervous
to feel as good as she did. She showered and put on jeans and a sweater and went
downt own for her methadone. Ckay, she thought, standing in line, feeling the
Novenber sun warm her hair. You can admit you're a junkie. You can admit you're
tired of iturning tricks. Wat does that |eave you?

Al the girls had savings accounts in Ichiko's nane. Half their earnings went
into the fund every nonth, carefully nonitored by the new conputer. |If Veronica
gave up the Life, she could collect the noney. It would keep her alive for at

| east a couple of years. Then what? Find sone poor sap like Jerry and settle
down to have kids?

She got to the head of the line. A boy in a white | ab coat behind the w ndow

gl anced at her card and gave her the dose. She drank it and threw the cup at an
overflowing trash can. It wasn't enough. It wasn't enough not to hurt, not to
have the need. Heroin was nore than that, nore than an end to pain. It was the
rush, the joy, the way the cool fire went through her |ike God' s |ove.
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She took a battered |ist of phone nunbers out of her purse and started dialing.
Twi ce she | eft nmessages on phone machines and the third tine she got | ucky.
"Croyd?" she said.

"H nmsel f. Where are you, darlin'?" Hs words ended with nuffled clicks. She
hadn't seen himin three nonths. He'd obviously slept, and woken in a distorted
body. That was okay. Veronica could see past the surface.

"Chel sea," she said. "Want to get high?"

He was near the East River, in the waterfront apartnment where she'd first spent
the night with him tw years before. That was WIld Card Day, when the
Astrononer had killed Caroline, and Fortunato had | eft for Japan

When she was high, those nenories never bothered her

Croyd answered the door and Veronica stood and stared at himfor a | ong nonent.
"I'"d kiss you," Croyd said, "but I'mafraid | mght hurt you."

"That's okay, I'll pass."” The clicking she'd heard on the phone cane when he
shut his beak at the end of a word. He was over seven feet tall and covered with
feathers. A thin nmenbrane linked his arnms to his sides. "Can you fly?"

He shook his head. "Too heavy. Shane, isn't it? | can glide a little, dive out
of a second-story window. So it's not a conplete |oss."

Hi s eyes were shiny black and the winkled feathers above them gave hima | ook
of fierce intelligence. "I may be wasting ny tinme," she said.

The beak opened into a smile. "The wings may not be functional, but the rest of
me is."

Veroni ca shook her head. "I'min trouble, Croyd. Have you got any coke?"

They sat at his kitchen table, a slab of pine with cigarette burns and peeling
varni sh. Veronica did two |lines then passed the straw to Croyd. He snorted his
into the small black holes at the base of his beak. Veronica w ped the mrror
down with her index finger and rubbed it into her guns. "Better," she said.

"You sure you don't want to finish this conversation in bed?"

She shook her head. "I need a friend right now Wird shit is happening to ne. |
can't get a handle." She told hi mabout Hannah, about nearly throwi ng up after
her last "date."

Croyd listened intently. At |east he | ooked intent. Wen she finished he said,
"It's probably stupid for ne to say this. | nmean, this is not in nmy best
interest. But you can't go agai nst what you feel. You need to see this woman
again, in the light of day, and make up your m nd about her. Maybe you are gay.
So what? Do you really care what a bunch of square asshol es think about your sex
life?"

"I feel like I'mfourteen,
I can't keep up."

"You want ny advice, don't even try. Let it happen. And if you get in trouble,
you can call ne." It sounded |ike they were finished, but Croyd hesitated, |ike
there was sonething else he had to say. "There's nothing el se happened, right?

Veronica said. "All these enptional roller coasters.

mean, no ... no synptons."
He was tal king about that whole Typhoid Croyd busi ness. She shook her head. "No.
No sudden ace powers, no flippers on the ends of ny legs. | don't think it did

anything to nme at all."

"It's just-1 feel responsible, that's all."

"Don't worry about it."

He wal ked her to the door and she hugged himtight, despite the peculiar acid
snell of his feathers. Hi s hands rested flat against her back. "I have to be
careful ," he said.

"If 1 bend ny fingers too nuch, these claws cone out." He showed her the cl aws.
There was a light of pleasure in his eyes when he | ooked at them

"So long, Croyd," she said. "Thanks for everything."

She got to Hannah's office just before four. "I'mlate," she said

Hannah held the door for her. "It doesn't matter. There's nobody el se schedul ed
for this afternoon." Then she said, "I'mglad you cane."

Veroni ca was giddy from cocai ne and nerves and couldn't sit down. Hannah took
her usual position, in the chair across the table fromthe couch

"How s the nethadone working out?" Hannah asked. "Fine," Veronica said. "It's
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great." She wal ked behind the couch, turned around, |eaned into the back of it.

"No, it's not great. It's not enough. | still want to get high. | need it."
n \My?ll
"Why? What a stupid fucking question. Because | |like to feel good. Because when

you' re high, you don't care about wading through all the world's shit--"

"What shit?" Hannah said. "Wat shit are you living in that you didn't put
yoursel f into? You' ve got everything backward. You think you can control your
drug habit and you can't control your life. It's the other way around, you just
don't know it. You have no control over heroin. It owns you. They call it horse,
but it's really riding you. That's step one of what they call the Twel ve-Step
Plan. You have to admit you are powerless to control your addiction. And then,

| ater on, you can learn to take responsibility for the rest of your life. As in
"the ability to respond.' Not blanme, not control, but responsibility. Something
you can live with."

Veroni ca shook her head. "That's all easy for you to say. But | don't have any
kind of life. My nother is a washed-up whore who's pinping ne now. | never knew
who nmy father was, and | don't think ny nother did either. | got no brothers or
sisters to turn to. | learned all that shit Fortunato taught us, but it's not a
college diploma. It's not going to get ne _a soft job soneplace. Look at the
odds. I'mgoing to end up like the kids | went to school with. Fat and old,
either divorced or nmarried to a husband that beats ne up on weekends." It was
hard to believe. She'd actually talked herself right out of her cocaine high
"So what is it you want?"

"Escape. | want a good-looking man with a fast car and a | ot of nbney to cone
and take ne away sonepl ace."

"And then what ?"

"Then we live happily ever after.”

"That's bullshit, Veronica. You know better than that. If all you want is sone
man, you coul d have had plenty. Wat's the difference whether you're dependent
on a drug or dependent on a nman? There isn't any, and you know it." Veronica

t hought of Jerry, who woul d take her away if she would only let him "Wy do you
care what happens to nme?"

Hannah wal ked over to the wi ndow and | ooked out at the street. "Wen you wal ked
in here | saw nyself, six years ago. There's a fire in you. A heat. Sexual,

enotional, spiritual. It's been too nmuch for you, all your life. You had to use
heroin to keep it fromeating you up." She turned and | ooked Veronica in the
eyes. "l want that fire. | want all you have. The two of us, together, burning

until we burn each other up."

Veroni ca coul d not get her breath. She stood up, feeling the fabric of her
sweat er nove agai nst her tight, aching nipples. She wal ked to the door and

| ocked it. The pressure of her jeans between her |egs was maddeni ng. She ki cked
of f her shoes and pulled the sweater over her head.

"Show ne," she said.

At fifteen she'd been in love with an ei ghteen-yearol d pachuco, had fucked him
at every possible opportunity, in the backseat of his car, in the park, once in
the stairwell of her high school. It was al ways quick and brutal, and afterward
she went hone to her enpty room

There she could think about the boy and make herself come with her fingers, the
way she coul d never come when he was inside her

Since then she'd had sex with hundreds of nmen. None of them had nade her cone
either, not even Fortunato, and as for |ove, she'd convinced herself it was just
anot her he.

Hannah changed all of that. They made love five or six tines a day. It was al
so equal. For everything of Hannah's there was sonething of Veronica's.
Afterward they slept in each other's arms. Under Hannah's gentle hands and
tongue, Veronica found a responsiveness she didn't think was possible, not for

anyone.
"Woren don't come from having nen inside them" Hannah told her. "I've read in
books that we're supposed to, |'ve heard there are wonen who do. But |'ve never

tal ked to one of them Every worman |'ve ever talked to needs sonething nore."
"More," Veronica said. "I want nore."
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She only | eft Hannah's apartnent | ong enough to score her daily nethadone. She
wor e Hannah's cl othes, when she bothered to wear clothes at all. She did what
Croyd had told her to. She stopped fighting and i nmersed herself in sensation
the snell and feel and taste of Hannah's body, the exotic foods and teas that
Hannah prepared for her, the long nights of physical and enotional intinmacy
wher e not hi ng was forbi dden.

Al nost not hing, anyway. Veronica found herself tal king for hours about her

chil dhood, the terrors of Catholic school, the tangled geneal ogy of her aunts
and uncl es and cousins, the hypocrisy of Catholic sexuality in which teenaged
girls routinely gave blow jobs but recoiled in horror fromthe thought of | osing
their sacred virginity.

It was Hannah that hel d back. She tal ked about her chil dhood, her ex-husband,
her parents. She was an imagi nati ve and enthusiastic |over, afraid of nothing.
She had Veroni ca readi ng about addiction and fem ni smand Marxi sm and
vegetariani smand everything el se that was a part of her life. But she never
expl ained the transition, the years between her drunken narriage and her sober
counsel i ng job.

There were hints. She had been part of some kind of radical fem nist group. She
never nentioned the nane. "They believed in a lot of things | wasn't confortable
with," was all she woul d say.

"What sort of things?"

"Things that m ght appeal to sonebody who was still full of anger and
bitterness. Things you have to outgrow if you're going to get anywhere."
Veroni ca assuned she was tal ki ng about viol ence. Bonbing or assassination or

sonet hing else illegal. And because Hannah didn't want to talk about it,
Veronica left it al one.

Veronica was the first to say "I |ove you."

It was dawn. They |ay side by side, their hands between each other's legs, lips
just touching. The pleasure was so strong that the words canme out wthout her
qui te neaning themto. Hannah held her tightly and said, "It scares ne when you
say that. People use the word 'l ove' on each other |ike a weapon. | don't want

that to happen to us."
"I love you anyway. Whatever you say. Wether you like it or not."

Hannah pull ed far enough away to |l ook into her eyes. "I |ove you, too."

"I want to kick the methadone. | want to get clean."

"Ckay. "

"I mean now. Starting today."

"I't'Il be ugly. | can get you drugs to help, but it's going to tear you apart.

Are you sure you're ready for that?"

"I't's what | want."

"Gve it one nore week. W need to get out a little, get you back into the
world. If you still want to do it next week, then we'll try it."

"l guess that's what |'m saying."

"I think | would Iike to do that," Veronica said. She dabbed at her eyes with
her napkin. They both pretended not to see the tears. "Wat do | tell Ichiko?"
"I don't know. What do you think?"

"You're going into counsel or node agai n." Hannah shrugged.

"I guess | tell her I'"'mnoving out. That |I'mthrough. | think she's probably
figured that out already."

In fact Ichiko had. "I hope you will be very happy," she said. She hugged
Veronica. "|I can see already that you are. Here's a little noney to nake things
easier." The anpbunt on the check was |arger than Veronica had any reason to
expect. "Your trust fund, plus alittle extra fromne."

"I don't know...."

"Take it," Ichiko said. "Tines are changing. | don't feel so good about this
busi ness, the way | used to. | look around, | see all this hatred. They hate
jokers and aces. Wien | first came to this country, they hated ne for being
Japanese. Fortunato's father had to hide us during the Pacific War so they

woul dn't put us into canps. People afraid of each other, hurting each other. My
gei shas don't help that anynore. Wien a nan uses a wonan, it doesn't nake hima
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better nman. Any nore than having bl ack people for slaves nmade white people
better. In the end they only cone to hate each other."
"What are you saying? Are you going to close down the business?"

I chi ko shrugged. "It's something | think about, nore and nore. There is all this
pressure on ne, these gangsters and bi g-nmoney nen wanting to take over the
business. If | close down, they will go away and | eave ne al one. | have enough

money. Who cares about nobney anyway?" She pushed the check toward Veronica

again, and this time Veronica took it. "You go and be happy and find | ove where

you can."

Veroni ca went upstairs and fini shed packing. Eventually she knew she coul dn't

put it off any |onger and knocked on the door of her nother's room

That afternoon they went to a novie together. They held hands |ike teenagers. At

di nner afterward, over Chinese food, Hannah said, "I think you should bring sone

of your things over. Cothes and things. You know. And your cat."

"You nmean nove in."

M randa had heard nost of it fromlchi ko, and what she hadn't heard she'd

figured out for herself. She took Veronica's hands and held them both for a | ong

time without saying anything. Finally she said, "You know | don't care that

you're in love with a wonan and not a man. You know |'m happy you're giving up
the Life. | never wanted that for you in the first place." She sighed. "Just

be careful, darling, please. You ve only known this wonan for what, not even two

weeks?"

Veroni ca pulled her hands away and stood up. "Mther, for God's sake."

"I"'mnot trying to rain on your parade-"

"Yes, you are. That's exactly what you're trying to do."

"I'"'mjust saying you don't know her very well. | want this to work out for you,
really | do, but it may not, and-"
"Save it," Veronica said. "I don't want to hear it. Just once, be happy that |I'm

happy. And if you can't, then keep your nouth shut about it." She wal ked out and
sl ammed the door and took her things down to the cab where Hannah wait ed.

On the ride home, with Liz huddl ed nervously on her |ap, Veronica started to
shake.

"Are you okay?" Hannah asked her. "Did you get your nethadone today?"

"I took it," Veronica said. "It's not that." Though the synptons were nuch the
same. She felt clamy and her bowels were knotted up. "I'mscared, that's all."
Hannah put her arms around her. "Scared? What are you afraid of ?"

"I have nmy whole life in front of nme. It's just out there, waiting. | don't know
what to do with it."

"You live it," Hannah said. "That's all. One day at a tine."

The next afternoon they wal ked down Fifth Avenue, |ooking in the w ndows.
Veroni ca stopped in front of a blue-sequined strapless gown in the w ndow of
Sak's. "Cod," she said. "How gorgeous."

Hannah took her armand | ed her away, smiling. "And how politically incorrect.
That's just a harness nen put you in. Cone on. Let's get this noney of yours in
the bank before it turns to fairy dust or sonething."

They wal ked down to the Chase Manhattan and went in. There was a single |line,
mar ked off with red velvet ropes, far the Paying and Receiving tellers. Veronica
stepped up to the back of the line, already six people |long, and two nore noved
i n behind her.

"I'"'mgoing to wal k around," Hannah said. "I hate |ines. They nake ne

cl austrophobi c."

There was a nervousness in Hannah's eyes Veroni ca had never seen before. She
remenbered what her mother had said, realized howlittle, in fact, she knew this
woman she was in love with. "You' re not Kkidding, are you?"

"No," she said, her smile flickering like a bad fluorescent bulb. "I'mnot." She
stepped over the velvet rope and wandered off into the open part of the | obby.
Veroni ca couldn't help noticing a good-1looking blond kid a few feet away from
her, filling out some kind of format the service counter. Hannah saw him too,
and turned for a second | ook.

Veronica felt a stab of jealousy. The kid was in his |ate teens, dressed in
expensi ve khaki pants, loafers, and a V -necked sweater w th nothing underneath.

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%208%20-%200ne%20Eyed%20Jacks.txt (35 of 156) [1/17/03 7:12:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6208%20-%200ne%20Ey ed%20Jacks.txt

He had a long bl ack coat draped casually over one arm His hair fell over his
ears and collar and he had the start of a five-o0'clock shadow. There was an
effortl ess sexuality about himthat was obvious to everyone around him

Hannah sni| ed and shook her head. It |ooked |ike she was smling at herself
rather than the kid. She started to walk away. The man in |line behind Veronica
cleared his throat noisily. Veronica | ooked up, saw the |ine had noved, took up
the slack. She | ooked back at Hannah just in tine to see her stagger

"Hannah ... ?" Veronica said.

Hannah caught her bal ance and took a couple of hesitant steps. It was |ike her
shoes had heels that were too high for her. But Hannah never wore hi gh heels.
She turned and | ooked at Veroni ca.

Her eyes were wong. There was sonething crazy in them and in the way she
smled. Veronica |ooked at the long Iine that stretched out behind her. She
didn't want to | ose her place, but if sonething was really wong... Suddenly
Hannah began to run

It was clunsy and slow, but it took the security guard by surprise. Hannah had
the gun out of his holster and pointed at his head before he knew what was
happeni ng. "Hannah!" Veroni ca screaned.

The gun kicked in Hannah's hand. The shot booned off the marble walls and the
roomwent silent for a long second afterward. The bullet threw the guard agai nst
the wall, his face collapsed around the black hole in his cheek. He left a |long
red smear agai nst pale stone of the wall as he slunped to the fl oor

Veronica tried to junp the velvet rope and caught her foot. Hannah turned toward
her as she fell and fired again, the bullet howing over Veronica's head. The
silence gave way to screans and shouts of panic. An alarmwent off, barely
audi bl e over the rest of the noise. The custoners, nost of themnmen in dark
suits, ran for the doors. Hannah spun around to watch, a hideous joy on her
face.

Veroni ca got her |egs under her and ran at Hannah. Guards converged from al

over the building, guns out. One of them shouted at Veronica, sonething |ike,
"Hey, l|ady, stay down!" Another guard fired a shot over Hannah's head and Hannah
fired back at him tw ce.

By then Veronica was in the air.

She tackl ed Hannah around the wai st and they slid across the polished floor. The
gun cane | oose and skittered away. Wth the strength of absolute fear she pinned
Hannah's arns above her head. "It's ne, goddammit!" Veronica yelled. "Wat's
wong with you?"

Across the | obby a body hit the fl oor

It was the blond kid in the sweater. He seened stunned, paralyzed, as if he'd
had a stroke. His face was distorted with terror and sonething el se, sone kind
of alien presence. He started to raise one hand to his face, then jerked forward
like a funbl ed puppet.

And then, just as the guards swarned over them Veronica saw the |ight cone back
into Hannah's eyes. Her nouth noved, but no sound came out. Two pairs of hands
pul I ed Veronica away. Two nore bank guards and an NYPD cop shoved gun barrels
into Hannah's face, screaming at her not to nove. In seconds they had her in
handcuffs and out the door.

Veronica tried to get | oose and the guards tightened their hold. She strained to
find the blond kid in the crowd. He was gone.

They took her to the precinct station in a squad car. At first they just wanted
her story, over and over. Veronica told them she and Hannah were roonmates, told
them about the heroin, about the check she'd been taking to the bank. Wen they
asked her what happened there, she told themshe didn't know "It wasn't
Hannah," she said. "W've got a dozen witnesses that say it was."

"1 nean, it wasn't her inside her body. It was |ike she was ... | don't know.
Possessed. "

"Possessed? The devil nade her do it?"

"1 don't know. "

She told the story again and again, until the words |ost all mneaning.

Then a cop in a suit came out of the darkness and said, "Wat do you know about
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a bunch that calls itself WORSE!"

" 1 never heard of them Can | have a glass of water?"

"In a mnute. Can you tell ne what the initials stand for?"

"I told you, | never-"

"Wonmen's Organi zation to Reach Sexual Equality. Now does it ring a bell?"

"No, [--"

"Last year there was a riot outside an abortion clinic. These people from WRSE
sent five protesters and a cop to the hospital."

"CGood for them™" Veronica said

"The cop died. Now do you think it's funny? There's at |east seven incidents in
the | ast year where these wonen have provoked violence in the streets. One of
the people they've got it in for is your old enployer. Fortunato."

"What's that got to do with Hannah?"

"Not much. She's only the president."

"What ? That's inpossible."

"l guess you know everything about her, right? How |ong did you say you' ve known
her? Ten days?"

"She said she had nothing to do with those people anynore."

"You just said you' d never heard of WORSE. "

"She never nentioned the nane. She said she used to be part of sone radica
organi zation, but she didn't agree with their nethods. She said it was over a
long tine ago."

Alittle man with pattern bal dness and gl asses said, "She's clean, Lou. She's
telling the truth.” The nan was a | ow grade ace, the weakest sort of tel epath.
The cops had ten or fifteen on staff to use as lie detectors.

"To hell with it then," the man in the suit said. "W're cutting you | oose. But
| don't want you away from a phone where | can find you for nore than an hour at
a tine. You got that?"

"I want to see her," Veronica said.

"Forget it. Her lawer's there. That's all she gets."

"Who' s her | awer?"

The nman in the suit sighed. "Bud?"

One of the cops |ooked through the file. "Lawer's nanme is Mundy." He whistl ed.
"From Lat ham Strauss. Hot stuff.”

"Now get out of here," the man in the suit said. Two uniforned cops gave her a
ride hone, then followed her inside. They had a warrant, signed and seal ed. She
sat on the floor and watched them as they took the apartnent apart. One of them
found the sexual toys in the drawer by the bed. He held up the wooden ben wa
balls for his partner to see, then | ooked over at Veronica. "Fuck you," Veronica
said, blushing, close to tears. "Leave that stuff alone."

The cop shrugged and put the balls away. Finally they left. Veronica had wat ched
them carefully. There was nothing in the apartnment, not a single piece of

evi dence, to connect Hannah to WORSE.

As soon as they were gone, she called Latham Strauss. The answering service
took her nunber. She hung up and noved restlessly through the house, putting the
Pl exi gl as framed draw ngs back on the walls, refolding clothes and putting them
in the drawers, w ping down the cabinets. The phone rang.

"Veronica? This is Dyan Mundy."

"Thank God."

"I was about to call you when | got your nessage. Hannah asked nme to. She wanted
you to know she's okay, they haven't hurt her." The worman's voi ce exuded
confidence, control, a kind of artificial warnth. Veronica visualized
chin-length blond hair, gold rings, three strands of pearls. "There's no way |
can get you in to see her just now. She understands that, and sends you her

| ove. "

Tears ran down Veronica's cheeks. "Wat happened? D d she say what happened?"
"She tried to explain, but frankly, her story doesn't nmake nuch sense. She
apparently had sone kind of out-of-body experience. She felt this shock and
disorientation and then she was suddenly off to the side sonmewhere. Watched
hersel f shoot the guard as if froma great distance. | don't know how wel |
that's going to play in court. Do you know if she's ever been treated for an
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enotional disturbance? Is there any history of it in her fam|ly?"

"There's nothing the matter with Hannah," Veronica said. "Sonebody else was in
her body when the guard was killed. It wasn't Hannah."

"That's what she said."

"What about the blond kid?"

"What bl ond ki d?"

"When Hannah got... taken over, or whatever it was, there was this blond kid. He
just keeled over, like a zonbie. Then at the end Hannah was back in her own body
and | couldn't find the kid anywhere."

"l don't understand. What are you trying to make out of this?"

"I don't know. But | think that kid was involved somehow'

A long pause. "Veronica, | know you're upset. But you have to trust ne. She's in
the hands of the best lawfirmin the city. If anybody can save her, we can.”
She coul dn't sl eep. She thought of Hannah alone in a danp and stinking cell

cl austrophobic, terrified out of her mnd. Nothing Veronica could do woul d
convince the police-or even Hannah's | awyer-of what she knew to be the truth.
Sonet hing that wasn't Hannah had pulled the trigger

She called all of Croyd's nunbers, with no luck. Jerry would gladly help, but
what could he do? His brother's law firmwas already on the case. And what good
were | awyers against an entire bank | obby full of eyew tnesses? Hannah's snell
was still in the sheets. It made Veronica crazy with longing. It was like a
heroin habit, tearing up her guts. She couldn't lie there any |onger. She put on
runni ng shoes and went out onto the street.

It was nine o' clock on a Friday night. The life of the city went on w thout her,
as it always did. She drifted toward the |ight and noi se of Broadway, hating the
faces she saw around her, wanting to throw herself into the river of yell ow cabs
and pound on them and screamuntil the world stopped what it was doi ng and cane
to hel p. New York was the best city in the world to be happy in, and the worst

if you were desperate. It towered over the hel pless, sped by themin clouds of
nmonoxi de. It shoved past themon the street w thout apology, and left its
garbage all around themto wade through

Li fe neant nothing w thout Hannah. Wthout Hannah she would end up back on the
needl e, would find herself giving blow jobs on car seats for ten dollars a pop
Anyt hi ng woul d be better

That was when she saw t he gun.

It was inside the glass display case of a pawnshop, just visible behind the
guitars and stereos in the window It was chronme-plated and heavy and spoke the
word "power" to her.

She went inside. The nman behind the counter was fifty going on twenty-two.
Veroni ca had had too many tricks just like him H's hairpiece wasn't even the
sanme color as the fringe around his ears. Hi s polyester shirt was green, with
horses on it, ten years out of fashion. It was unbuttoned to show his chest hair
and gol d chai ns.

"How nmuch is that pistol?" Veronica asked him "Now, what would a sweet little
nunber such as yourself want with a big, nasty Smth and Wesson .38?" He crossed
his arnms over his chest and | eaned back against the wall behind the counter. On
the TV over his shoulder, two football teanms smashed into each other

"I"'mnot in the mood for bullshit, pal. How nmuch is the gun?"

The man shook his head, smling. " | see it all the time. Sweet little thing
gets a little upset with her sugar daddy, maybe catches himw th his hand in the
wong cookie jar, and suddenly she's got to blow himaway. This is what

tel evision has done to nodern society. Everybody wants to bl ow everybody el se

away. "

"Look, pal-"

The man | eaned forward. "No, you |look. The |aw says |I'mresponsi ble for what |
sell. | don't like your looks, | don't have to sell you shit." He strai ghtened

up and his voice softened. "So why don't you be a good little girl and run al ong
honme to Papa?"

In that nonment Veronica saw her entire life as one humliation after another,

all at the hands of nmen, all of whomfelt they were privileged to decide her
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destiny.

Fromthe father who never acknow edged her, to Fortunato who told her how to
dress and how to snmile, to Jerry who expected her to | ove himjust because he

| oved her, to the countless nmen who'd used her and wal ked away. She was sick of
it. For once she wi shed she had Fortunato's power, could reach out with her nind
and crush this ponpous, ugly little man to jelly.

The fluorescent lights overhead flickered. It should have distracted her, but

i nstead she felt connected. The lights flashed with the rhythm of her breathing
and she knew she was the cause. She felt the power flow ng through the wres,
flowing out of the grid and into her mind. The wild card. Croyd. It was
happeni ng. The picture on the TV rolled, then turned to snow The second hand on
the big electric clock next to it stopped, then swung back and forth like a
pendul um keeping time with the flashing lights. The nman started to turn toward
the TV and then went pale. He sat down slowy, his arns crossing tighter, as if
he were cold. Sweat beaded his face.

"Are you hurt?" she asked him

"1 don't know' His voice was weak, and higher than it had been.

She hadn't crippled him apparently. Beyond that she didn't care. "G ve ne the
gun."

"I ... |1 don't knowif | can."

"Do it!"

He got onto his hands and knees, funbled a key into the lock, slid the back of
the di splay case open. He had to use both hands to lift the gun onto the
counter. Veronica reached for it, then realized what she'd done. Wy did she
need a gun?

She ran into the street, waving for a cab

She got as far as the holding tank on nerve al one. The beefy, red-haired guard
outside the I ockup refused to I et her any farther and Veronica tried to do to

hi m what she'd done in the pawnshop. Nothi ng happened.

She felt a surge of panic. She had no idea what the power was or how it worked.
What if she couldn't use it again right away? Wiat if she needed sonething that
had been in the pawnshop as a catal yst?

"Lady, | told you, this is a restricted area. Now, are you going to get out of
here or do | got to call sonebody?" Panic turned to hel pl essness, hel pl essness
to anger. What good was this power if she couldn't use it to hel p Hannah? And
with the anger it canme. The lights flickered and the nusic froma TV inside the
| ockup dissolved in static. Suddenly she could hear the prisoners screaning. The
man staggered, |eaned forward to support hinself on his desk. "Jesus Christ,"
the man said. "Jesus Christ."

"Were's the keys?"

"What' d you do to ne, lady? | can't lift my fuckin' armnms."

"The keys."

The man slunped into his chair, unsnapped the keys fromhis belt, and slid them
across the desk. Behind Veronica a man's voice said, "Charlie?"

Veroni ca concentrated on the voice w thout turning around and heard the man
slump to the floor. The third key she tried fit a control panel next to the
steel |ockup door. A notor wheezed and the door bucked but didn't open. She
realized she was still disrupting the electricity and forced herself to rel ax.
The door slid back. There were four cells inside. Three of them held drunks and
addi cts and derelicts. In the fourth were four black prostitutes, and Hannah.
Al'l of them but Hannah were scream ng for help.

Hannah hung froma pipe in the ceiling by her trousers. Her face was swollen and
purpl e and her tongue stuck straight out of her slack nobuth. Her eyes bulged. A
patch of hair had been ripped out by the zipper in her pants and a drop of dried
bl ood still clung to her scalp. Veronica threw herself at the bars, her screans
|l ost in the voices around her. She felt the keys tugged out of her hand and one
of the hookers opened the cell frominside. Veronica ran to Hannah and held her
with one arm around her wai st, the other hand tugging at the knotted pant |eg
around her neck.

She refused to think. Not yet. Not while there was still sonething left to try.
She | aid Hannah's body out on the sticky gray floor of the cell. She pushed the
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swol | en tongue aside and dug vonmit out of Hannah's throat with her fingers. She
blew air into her lungs until she lost all breath herself.

One of the prostitutes had stayed behind. She | ooked at Veronica and said, "She
a wild wonan before she die. Bitch went conpletely crazy. Never saw anything
like it. W couldn't get near to her."

Ver oni ca nodded.

"I tried to stop her, but there weren't no way. Grl was crazy, that's all."’
"Thank you," Veronica said.

Then the cell was full of police, guns drawn, and there was nothing she could do
but raise her hands and go along with them

She waited until she was alone with two detectives before she used her power
again. She left the two of them barely conscious on the floor of the
interrogation roomand wal ked out into the night.

The street was headli ghts and horns honking, blaring jam boxes and shouti ng
voices, all of it too bright, too |oud, too overwhelmng. Inside her it was the
sanme. Her mind would not shut up. Hannah was her life, the only thing that
mattered. |f Hannah was dead, how could she still be alive?

The t hought was white-hot, too painful to touch. Better, she thought, to just
think of herself as already dead. She watched a bus roar past her and wondered
what it would feel like to go under its wheels.

Then she renenbered the | ook on Hannah's face as she lay on the floor of the
bank, as her consci ousness cane back into her. She renenbered the prostitute in
the cell. Crazy, wild wonan, the prostitute had said.

Soneone had done this to Hannah. Sonewhere in the city there was soneone who
knew what had happened, and why.

Not dead, Veronica thought. Hannah is dead, and |I'm not. Sonmeone knows why.

It turned into a refrain, a mantra. It brought her back to Hannah's apartnent,
took her inside. She |lay down in Hannah's bed and hel d one of Hannah's shirts to
her face and breathed the snell. Liz craw ed up onto the bed next to her and
started to purr. Together they lay there and waited to, see if the sun would
ever rise.

M. Nobody Goes to Town

by Walton Sinons

Jerry pushed the intercombutton and stared up at the closed-circuit TV A cold
wi nd whi pped at him stinging his-face and ears. Overeating at Thanksgi vi ng

di nner hadn't given himnmuch in the way of winter fat. But it was only early
Decenber, he could keep working on it. "Who is it?" said a polite fenal e voice
over the intercom

Jerry recogni zed I chiko. "Jerry Strauss. |'d like to cone up and talk to you
about Veronica. O, at least, get warm?"

There was a buzz and the automatic door bolt clicked open. Jerry pushed his way
in and wal ked into the sitting room rubbing his hands. A woman sat on the | ow
couch. She was tall, with long brown hair, distant eyes, and soft features. She
stared past Jerry toward the street. Jerry wal ked to the door of Ichiko' s office
and knocked. "Cone in."

Jerry slipped in and sat down in the chair opposite Ichiko' s desk. The office
was more high tech than Jerry had expected. There was a conputer on her credenza
and a bank of TV screens showi ng the outside of the building and the sitting
room Jerry had only seen the one canera; the rest nust be hidden. Ichiko was
wearing a dark blue dress. Her eyes |ooked tired, but she nanaged a snile.
"Thanks for seeing ne," Jerry said. "I was just wondering if you had any idea
how | could find Veronica, or even contact her."

I chi ko shook her head. "She noved all her bel ongi ngs out a few weeks ago. She
didn't tell me about her future plans."

"Do you have any ideas at all?"

"No." Ichiko pressed her fingertips together. "Really. Wuld you like to try
someone el se as a conpani on?"

"No. | don't know how | got into this situation in the first place. It's not
really like ne. Veronica was special, | guess.”
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Al wonen are special. Men as well, | suppose.' Ichiko stood. "I"'msorry |I've
been unable to help you, M. Strauss."

"I't was just a shot," Jerry said, standing and taking a step toward the door

I chi ko | ooked up at the nmonitors. A red light was flashing under one of them
Two young Oriental nen were staring up at the screen. One of thempulled out a
can of spray paint. He held it up to the canera. The screen went dark. "Dam,"
I chi ko said. She pushed the intercomto the sitting room "Diane, get in here
now. "

Jerry heard footfalls outside and the door swung open, alnost hitting him The
young wonman shut the door behind her. Her already pal e conpl exi on had gone
white. "They're at the outside door," she said. "Two Egrets."

"What's goi ng on?" Jerry backed away fromthe door and stood behind the desk
with Ichiko and Diane. "Inmmacul ate Egrets. Street thugs,"” Ichiko said. "W've
refused to pay them protection noney. | used to be able to threaten themwith
the return of my son, but it's been so long."

"Fortunat o?" Jerry asked.

"No, Santa Caus." Diane's voice was trenbling, but she nanaged a quick stare
that nade Jerry feel |ike a six-year-old.

Jerry |l ooked at Ichiko's desktop. There was a picture of Fortunato. He picked it
up and sat in the chair, studying the photograph

"What are you doi ng?" Ichiko's voice was cal mand curi ous.

"The best | can," said Jerry. "Either one of you got a mrror?"

Di ane funbled in her purse and handed him a conpact. Jerry stared into it and
started changing his features and skin tone.

"Jesus," said Diane. "No wonder Veronica was spooked by you."

Jerry ignored the comment and handed her back the conpact. He turned to |chiko.
"How do | | ook?"

"Alittle nore forehead," she said.

There was a pounding at the office door, then |aughter. "Diane, let themin,"
Jerry said, trying to force authority into his voice

The girl opened the door and stood back. The two Egrets wal ked into the room

i ke foxes entering the henhouse. They saw Jerry and stopped.

"What do you want?" Jerry said

"Pay up," said the larger of the two kids. He took a step forward. Jerry stood
up slowy. He could only nake hinmself a little taller, but he'd pushed the
limts.

"Cet out, scum" Jerry folded his arnms into what he hoped was a nystical -1 ooki ng
position. "Get out, or I'll turn you into something like this."

Jerry let his facial features go conpletely. He let his jaw sag and rolled out a
huge, blue tongue. He flattened his nose and el ongated his ears. Flaps of skin
fromhis forehead began to nmelt over his brow.

The Egrets ran, bouncing off each other in the office doorway. A gun popped

| oose and skidded across the floor. Jerry wal ked around the desk and picked it
up. It was cold, blue, and heavy. He tucked it into his coat.

"They m ght be waiting for ne outside," he explained. "Your face," D ane said,
wincing. "Fix it or something." Jerry closed his eyes and | et his body inmage
take his face back to nornal.

"You have done nme a great service," lIchiko said. "If you truly wish to find
Veronica, a group called WORSE may be hiding her. However, | suggest you hire a
prof essional to take up the chase. They're dangerous wonmen fromwhat | hear."
Jerry nodded. "Thanks." He stared at Diane. She | ooked away. Scaring her was
more fun than he wanted to adnit. He blew her a kiss and wal ked sl owly out of
the office and into the cold streets.

Ackroyd sat behind the cluttered desk, a nanila fol der conspicuous in the
center. His right eye was slightly swollen and dark. "Want a drink?" he asked as
Jerry sat down. "It's all part of the service."

The old netal chair creaked as Jerry settled into it. "No. Ch, well. Don't want
to be a bad guest."

Ackroyd opened a drawer and pulled out a glass and bottle of scotch. He w ped
out the glass with a tissue. "Straight up all right?"

"Sure. Alittle week-before-Christmas cheer can't hurt." Jerry needed it for his
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nerves. The folder was pretty thick. Maybe there was a | ot nore to know about
Veroni ca than he suspected. "Not going to indul ge yoursel f?"

Ackroyd shrugged. "1've got a bit of a headache today."

"l noticed your eye. | hope you didn't get it while you were working, you know,
doi ng what | asked." Jerry picked up the glass and took a | arger-than-nornal
swal | ow.

"Jokertown's getting tougher and tougher. Mstly nats stirring up trouble. It's
ki nd of open season on wild cards nowadays." He opened up the folder. "Wich
brings us to your little lady Veronica."

"She's not exactly ny lady." Jerry wasn't sure what Veronica was to hi manynore,
whet her he really cared or she was just a |lingering obsession

"What ever. To start where you lost track of her, she got involved with a woman
naned Hannah, who just happened to be involved in a rad-fem group."”

"WORSE, " Jerry said

"Real good." Ackroyd stroked his chin. "You kept that to yourself. It'll help if
you tell me everything you know from now on. Anyhow, whether there was anything
sexual between Hannah and Veronica isn't clear. You heard about the bank nurder
not | ong back?"

"I think so. Woman shot a guard to death or something, then killed herself in
jail." Jerry pictured Veronica with anot her woman, then took another stinging
mout hful of scotch.

"That was Hannah. Veronica broke into the precinct and found the body.

Apparently, she has the power to nmake nmen sick. |'ve known a few wonen |ike that
mysel f."

"Anyway, that's how she got past all the cops. After that she went to ground.
Runor is that Hannah's buddies are hiding her out. | could try to infiltrate

WORSE, but | don't think I'd get past the physical. Did you ever feel sick
around her?"

"Not the way you're nmeaning it.'
ace, she never used it on ne."
"Just curious." Ackroyd gingerly fingered the nouse under his eye. "An
interesting sidebar to this. There's a runor that Hannah was possessed or
sonet hi ng when she shot the guard. Could be nothing. Could be an ace power."
"Then maybe Hannah didn't really commt suicide." The scotch was kicking in and
Jerry was fighting off the inmage of Veronica's head between her lover's |egs.
"Hard to say. I'll keep ny ear to the ground." Ackroyd picked up the bottle.
"Cash custoners get a second shot if they want it."

"No t hanks. Keep looking for Veronica." Jerry straightened his shoul ders. "I
think 1'l'l ook into Hannah's nurder nyself. Wo's the officer in charge of the
i nvestigation?"

"Li eutenant King, homicide. Don't get in his way.'

Jerry exhaled slowy. "If she had sonme ki nd of

Ackroyd cocked his head to

one side. "I like you. Wiy don't you |l eave the detective work to ne? I'ma
trained professional. Years of rigorous study in detective school. Well, weeks
anyway. | know my way around. You-"This is sonething | really want to do. |
found out about WORSE, you know. " Jerry felt focused for the first tinme in
weeks. It might be real purpose and it might be just the scotch. "How tall is
Ki ng?"

"Just under six feet." Ackroyd gave Jerry a long, slowlook. "I knowa little

about your history. This may or may not apply to you, but it's not a good tine
to be a public wild card."

"M ne doesn't play anynore, M. Ackroyd. If you do know ny history, you should
be aware of that."

"What ever you say. I'Il let you know if | turn up anything on Veronica." Ackroyd
smled, his nmouth hard and small. "And be careful ."

The office wasn't exactly what Jerry had anticipated. The cream wal | paper and
wal nut wai nscoting were an unexpected relief in the otherw se deprived depths of
Jokertown. Pretorius was an unusual |awer, though. Successful, too, or Hiram
Wor chester woul dn't have hired him

"M . Strauss. Thank you for conming." Pretorius extended a |arge hand. Jerry
shook it and sat down. Pretorius ran a hand through his white hair and | eaned
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back in the chair. "As you know |'ve been hired to defend H ram Wrchester

Since you were on the world tour with him | thought we m ght use you as a
character w tness."

"Well, | can't say that | know M. Wrchester very well. | was having probl ens
mysel f then, you know. Dr. Tachyon had just gotten ne out of ny ape body. The
peopl e who knew himsaid Hramwas acting in a very strange manner, especially
in Japan. That's kind of secondhand information, though." Jerry extended his

pal ns. "The few occasions |'ve seen Hiram since, he's been very courteous and
decent. | don't know if that's any help to you."

"Hard to say. You build a case in little ways, sonetines. W mght need your
testinmony, and we might not." Pretorius pushed his wire-rimspectacles up the
bridge of his nose. "Are you planning on taking any sort of vacation or business
trip in the near future?"

"No," Jerry said. "Not as far as | know'

Pretorius nodded. "Good. | appreciate your tinme. W'll contact you if the need
arises."

"Just out of curiosity, how are you going to plead? My brother's a | awer,"
Jerry explained, "he'd be disappointed if | didn't at |east ask."

"Well, in the interest of professional courtesy, I'll tell you that we're

pl eading not guilty." Pretorius took a deep breath. "Di m nished capacity. Not an
argunent | care for much, but this is a unique case." He snorted laughter. "Cf
course, they all say that."

"Thanks. Let me know if you need nme." Jerry stood and headed for the door. He
didn't want Pretorius to walk him He'd heard about the leg. "And good | uck."
Pretorius stayed behind the desk. "Thank you, M. Strauss. W are npbst certainly
going to need it."

Jerry leaned against the railing and stared west at Ellis Island. The Staten
Island Ferry was one of the few things that hadn't changed in the tine he'd been
an ape.

Kenneth stood silent behind him his collar turned up against the chilling
breeze that ran across the water, churning the surface into whitecaps.

"Wnter already," Jerry said.

"Yeah. | suspect it's going to be a hard one."

"Got your shopping all done?" Jerry asked.

"1 still have a little wapping left to do. You?"

"Believe it or not, | actually got it done." Jerry held his gloved palnms to his
face and blew into them trying to warmhis nose. " | hope Beth |ikes what | got
her. | didn't really know what to get the wonan who al ready has everything."
Kenneth nade a face Jerry couldn't quite read. It didn't |ook happy. "I'msure
what ever you got her will be fine," he said, still staring at the water

Jerry waited a | ong nonment before speaking again. "Did it bother you that Mom
and Dad rmade such a fuss over ne?"

Kenneth turned and | ooked into Jerry's eyes. " | hated you for it. At the tine.
They just never had much use for ne, but they died trying to get you back."
"Ch." Jerry | ooked away.

"It's not that way now. You didn't cause themto ignore ne. They chose to. | was
afraid to hate them so | hated you instead. | was into hate when | was
younger . "

"Sel f-righteous anger gives such an uncluttered perspective of the world. Mkes
life sinple. | guess we need that when we're young." Kenneth put his hand on
Jerry's shoul der. "But believe nme, |I'mtrenendously happy to have you back. You
make us feel nore like a famly." Jerry shrugged. "If you'd wanted a kid, you'd
have had one, | figure. Now you're saddled with nme. |'m supposed to be your

ol der brother and | feel |ike such a burden."

Kenneth rai sed an eyebrow. "You know better than to fish for conplinents with a
| awyer, even if he is your brother. But in the interest of your constant need
for reassurance, |'ll confess that you're a wel cone addition to the household."
He paused. "And Beth | oves you very nuch."

Jerry wished Kenneth seened as glad to say it as he hinself was to hear it.
"Thanks. She's really great. | don't know what |'d do without her."

"That nakes two of us."
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Jerry leaned in. "lI'mnot sure she knows that."

"I think she does. Wirk is inportant to ne. But Beth is always at the center.
found that out when she left ne a few years back." Kenneth exhaled slowy, his
breath condensing into mst. "I thought | was tough. | |earned otherw se. No,
don't think we have any m sunderstandings in that area anynore."

"Speaki ng of work, how is that going?" Jerry felt a twi nge of nausea

Kennet h paused. "It's not what | expected when | was in | aw school. There's nore
conprom ses than you m ght expect. | defend big-noney clients. Justice is
purchased at | east as often as it's served, but we do what we can within the
system Fifteen years ago | m ght have been representing the joker squatters
over there." He pointed. The ferry was at the point of its nearest approach to
Ellis Island.

Jerry didn't think Kenneth wanted to talk about his work. He al nost never did.

"God, | feel like garbage all of a sudden." H's stonach was knotting worse than
bef or e.
Kenneth put a hand over his nouth. "Me too. | hope it's not the flu. Christnas

is notime to be sick."

"Amen to that, brother," Jerry said. "Let's find a place to sit down."

Jerry swal l oned hard. He wasn't sure he could pull this one off. He hadn't
figured on Lieutenant King being black. Changing his skin color and hair texture
was no problem but inside he knew he was still pure whitebread. That was goi ng
to be hard to hide

Ki ng al ways took a | ong |unch on Thursday. Jerry would have at |east half an
hour before the man he was inpersonating cane back. He bit his |ip and wal ked
into the room

Everyone he coul d see snapped to | ook at him Many were readi ng books or
newspapers, which they i mediately put down or hid away. The office clattered to
life with the sound of fingers on keyboards and paper shuffling. People were
afraid of King. That was good. Jerry could use that. A short young nman wearing
gl asses wal ked up to him quickly.

"You're back early, sir," the young man said. "Anything up?"

"You have to ask?" Jerry managed to sound tough. He tried to relax enough to
enjoy his own ability to intimdate. "Get nme the file on Hannah Jorde."

The man jerked his head back |ike sonmeone had shoved a bee up his nose. "But.

"Do it now I'll be in my office." Jerry turned away, his hands shaking
slightly. Ackroyd had reluctantly given himthe | ayout of the roomand Jerry
headed over to King's office. The door was closed. Jerry turned the knob. It was
| ocked.

Jerry's stomach went cold and he sagged agai nst the solid oak door. Shit, he

t hought, what now? He funbled in his pocket for his own keys and got them out,
then pressed the end of his finger against the |ock. He made the flesh and bone
softer and began to push theminside. It felt |ike the bone was going to tear
through the skin at the tip of his finger, but he shoved it in further. He
hardened up a bit and turned his hand. The lock clicked. Jerry softened up and
wi thdrew his aching misshapen finger, then quickly re-formed it to its origina
shape. He opened the door

The office didn't |1 ook big enough to belong to a lieutenant. Jerry sat behind
the desk and | ooked it over. There was a stack of paperwork, a few files, and a
gol d pen-and-pencil set for fifteen years of service to the force. Jerry |eaned
back in the massive rolling chair. The young man wal ked in, set down the file,
and gave himan expectant |ook. "WII that be all, sir?"

Jerry nodded. "Cl ose the door on your way out. And no calls."

"Yes, sir." The man slipped out and cl osed the door quietly behind him

The file was about twenty pages or so thick. There was a transcript of Hannah's
interrogation, which Jerry only ski med. She'd said soneone traded bodies with
her |l ong enough to kill the guard, and the police didn't buy it. Neither side
backed off during the conversation, but Hannah didn't sound hysterical or near
suicide. Not to Jerry anyway. He flipped quickly past the photos of her dead
body. Even alive, she wouldn't have been that pretty. He couldn't figure out why
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Ver oni ca woul d have slept with her. At the end of the file was a conposite
drawi ng | abel ed "possi bl e suspect." The young mans features | ooked faniliar, but
Jerry couldn't place himfor a nonment or two. Then it clicked.
"Davi d too-fucking-good-to-be-true. St. John Latham s boy wonder,'
softly.

Maybe there was a God, and Jerry was getting a |ate Christnas present.

The street was cold, windy, and poorly lit. Jerry pushed his gl oved hands into
the pockets of his |eather bonber jacket as far as they would go. He needed sone
thing to occupy his time. Kenneth and Beth had been cuddling on the couch, and
he didn't particularly feel |like watching foreplay. He figured foll ow ng David
was likely to be anything but boring. Besides, if he had sonmething to do with
Hannah's murder, Jerry could find himout and | ook |ike a hero. Jerry had
started out the evening as a pretty boy, figuring David woul d be hangi ng out
with the beautiful people. There weren't many that fit that description in
Jokertown, and that was where they were now. Jerry had bought a beat-up hat off
a hatchet-faced joker to hide his nat features

Davi d was about thirty yards ahead of himon the other side of the street. Jerry
didn't want to get too close. Not yet, anyway. The police-sketch resenbl ance to
Davi d was probably a coi nci dence. Then again, anything coul d happen, especially
in Jokertown after hours.

Davi d sl owed his pace and stopped in front of an alley nouth, turning to | ook

i nside. He paused a second, then went in. Jerry cut across the street. A gust of
wi nd whi pped a Jokertown Cry up off the pavenent and into his face. Jerry pulled
it away and trotted into the alley. He heard footfalls ahead. David's, he
figured. He could also hear nuted | aughter and what sounded |ike a scream
Jerry's nouth went dry. This wasn't really how he'd planned to spend the

eveni ng. An Adonis |ike David should be out picking up gorgeous girls, or boys
at | east.

Jerry took a deep breath, chilling his throat, then wal ked in.

Jerry saw the |ight when he stepped around the dunpster. David was just stepping
inside. Jerry wal ked up slowy, trying to appear casually interested. The
entrance | ooked like it had been stuck onto the garbage-stained bricks of the
alley wall. A joker stood at the door, looking silently at him He wore a bl ack
silk garnment that fully covered his shapel ess body. H's smling face was
peculiarly stiff.

Jerry tried to step past and get inside. The joker grabbed himby the shoul ders
and pivoted himaround. "No," the joker said softly. "This is a private club."
Jerry turned to give an indignhant | ook, but there was another scream from
inside. He took a step back and wandered off down the alley. Jerry | ooked at the
dunpster as he wal ked past it. Atorn-up gray coat stuck out slightly from

i nside. Jerry laughed to hinself. He was rich and not used to being kept out of
any place. He tucked his bonmber jacket carefully under some of the |ess
repul si ve garbage and pulled out the coat. He shrugged it on and wi nced. In
Jokertown, even frozen garbage stank. Jerry uglied hinself up by enlarging his
ears and nose and giving hinself fleshy whiskers all over his face. No way that
sack- of - pot at oes doorman woul d recogni ze hi m now.

Jerry shortened one of his I egs and | oped down the alley toward the club
entrance.

He was al nost inside when the doorman started tittering and pulled hi mback out.
Jerry's defornmed jaw dropped

"You didn't really think a few cosnetic alterations would get you in, did you?"
The doorman waved himoff. "As | said, our clientele is very special."

Jerkof f asshole, Jerry thought, then wondered if the joker could read his nind.
He trotted back down the dunpster to retrieve his jacket and headed hone.

The phone nessage from Ackroyd was bri ef.

"I figure you already know this, but Hannah was supposed to be defended by one
Dyan Mundy of Latham Strauss. Nothing new on Veronica. Sonmebody nore crass
woul d mention nmoney, but | know you're good for it. still. "

Jerry had been out trying to pick up a waitress at his favorite seafood
restaurant. Her lack of positive response had pronpted himto have several shots
of whi skey before starting on his flounder. He'd put on a pot of coffee when he

he said
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got hone and had downed half of it before heading to the |l aw office.

He'd seen Dyan Mundy a few tinmes and pretty nmuch stayed out of her way. She was
easily six feet tall, built Iike an Eastern European athlete, and had her brown
hair slicked back. A pair of glasses and a no-nonsense attitude conpl eted her
ensenbl e. She was between neetings when Jerry got to the office. Her desk was
uncluttered. There was a picture of her famly on one corner. She was as | arge
as her husband and two children conbined. A row of dying plants sat on the

wi ndowsi | | .

"What can | do for you, M. Strauss?" She seened sonewhat nonplussed at his
request to see her.

"I't's about the Hannah Jorde case,"” Jerry said. "I understand you were her
attorney-briefly, of course.” Dyan | eaned back in her chair and tapped her
fingertips together. "I suppose there's no harmin telling you what little
know. She was arraigned on a charge of first-degree nurder. | spoke to her
briefly about the case. She was very confused, but lucid. Conpletely committed
to this body-switching story. Her suicide surprised ne. It seened inconsistent
with her overall attitude. | guess you can never predict those things."

Jerry nodded. "You saw her al one?"

"Yes. No. David cane along at M. Lathanis request. But he got sick just before
we got to her cell and had to | eave."

There was a sharp knock at the door. It opened before Dyan coul d say anyt hing.
Lat ham st epped in and cl osed the door behind him

"Ms. Mundy, even an attorney of your limted experience knows better than to

di scuss a case in such a casual manner. | suspect M. Strauss is doing nothing
nore than gathering gossip for party chatter." He stared hard at Jerry. "I'm
sure Ms. Mundy has business to attend to and woul d appreci ate your |eaving."
Jerry stood. "I'msorry if |I created any kind of problem" He brushed quickly
past Latham who cl osed the door behind him Lathanis voice sounded |ike a buzz
saw cutting into soft wood. It was going to be a | ong afternoon for Dyan Mindy.

Snow Dr agon
by WlliamF. W

And this was for her father and this was for her brothers if she has 'em
and this was for her nother, and this and this was for her Nordic grandfathers

Under neat h Ben Choy, on the squeaki ng narrow bed and runpl ed sheets, the |arge,
round tits of the cute white girl jiggled rhythmcally. Her pale blond hair was
spl ayed out over the sweat-stained pillowase, her eyes now squinted shut
against the glaring bare light bulb overhead as her breath cane faster. Qutside
the little room down the hall, soneone flushed the comunity toilet.

And this was for every one of her white relatives, and this was for the KKK
and this was for Leo Barnett, and this was for the father of every white girl he
had ever liked. This was his revenge against all of them And this and this and
t hi s.

Later, his breath regai ned, Ben sat up between Sally Swenson's spread | egs. He
turned sideways to | ean back against the peeling yellow paint of the thin
interior wall, one of her |egs under his | ower back. Then he extended his own
| egs under her other knee, to hang over the edge of the bed. The sheet had
fallen to the floor.

She roused herself enough to prop his two pillows under her head and | ooked at
himw th big, guileless blue eyes.

"Is it always this hot in here?" she asked. "Even this time of year?"

"Yeah." Ben glanced at the one window in the room On the outside surface,

m sshapen ice rippled the glow fromthe streetlights below On the inside, a
m st of condensed noi sture had been streaked by drips running down the wooden
sill.

He turned to | ook at her. A sheen of sweat still covered her heart-shaped face
and she smiled slightly, uncertainly, as he | ooked at her. She had |iked what he
had just done to her. That was for her father, too, whoever he was.

"Don't you pay a lot nore for the heat?"
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"No." He swung the pendant on his neck chain back to the front, fromwhere it
had slipped over his shoulder. It was an old Chinese coin his grandfather had
sent him held by the chain strung through the square hole in its center

"I's it included with the roon?"

"Yeah." ldly, Ben slid a hand up her inner thigh to twirl her blond pubic hair
around one finger. A real blonde. "It's a cranped, disgusting little room but
the landl ord pays the heat. The radiator is hard to control, so |I'd rather have
it too hot than freeze to death."

"Makes sense to ne."

He studi ed the skin over her pelvis and upper thighs. She was so white that she
didn't have even the slightest hint of an old tan. Maybe she couldn't tan at
all.

"What's downstairs? It was dark when we cane in."

"Grocery store."” And she didn't seemto nmind lying there talking while stil
spread wi de open. She was really white. And cleanly, purely pink

"A Chi nese grocery store?"

"Sure." He shrugged. "You can get anything there, really."

"Do you mind ny asking questions?"

"No.

"Doesn't this roombother you? | nmean, it's so snall. You don't even have a
phone, do you?"

"I hang out in the Tw sted Dragon. Anybody wants me, they cone there. O call.
just sleep here."

"Or screw girls here." She giggled playfully, quivering her tits.

"Yeah." He had picked her up a few hours ago in the Twi sted Dragon. She had
wandered in al one, w de-eyed and curious, her vulnerability plain to see. Anmong
the street toughs and jokers, this slightly chubby and very attractive nat had
turned nost of the heads in the place but Ben was under no illusion that she was
very bright.

Anot her victim Ben, do you sinply hate all wonmen? O just yourself, even nore?
Ben cl enched his teeth against his sister Vivian's accusation. It seemed to echo
in his mnd. She had nade it many tines.

"I've never been to Chinatown before," Sally said shyly.

"Or Jokertown. "

She shook her head tightly, with a self-conscious snile, her big eyes gl ow ng.
"And you want somrmeone to show you around." Ben gave her a cynical snile.

Her face was pi nk now, too.

You |ike them dunb and hel pl ess, don't you? Vivian had said that plenty of
times, too. Not to nention the inpressive bra size.

"I want a drink." Ben pushed Sally's outside | eg away and got up. Even the aged
har dwood floor was fairly warm He picked through the clothes he had scattered
earlier and found his underwear. It was the Munsi ngwear brand, with the pouch in
the front. He began to dress. Ben put on a black turtleneck over a gray thernal
shirt and blue jeans and bl ack boots. As an afterthought he added a |ight blue
sweater. Once he was dressed, he pulled a small piece of white paper wapped in
a wad of tissue out of his pants pocket.

It was an intricately fol ded scul pture, one he had been practicing nore often

| ately, representing a Chinese dragon. Satisfied that it was in good condition,
he stashed it again and picked up a brush fromthe little table that had cone
with the room He paused when he saw her |ooking at him She hadn't noved.

"Do you want nme to go with you?" she asked.

"Don t care." He turned away to face the small mirror standing on the table and
brushed his hair back into place. "Do you want nme to stay here?"

"Don't care."

"Can | sleep here tonight?"

"Don't care."

He tossed down the brush and shrugged into his padded brown stressed-| eat her
jacket. JETBOY STYLE! the poster for the jacket had said. Fadeout's noney had
paid for it after a recent job.

"Wy do you wear those baggy pants?" She giggled again.

Ben's jaw tightened. "I'm going down to the Tw sted Dragon.”
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Stung, she watched him only her blue eyes noving as he stonped to the door.

He knew his lack of interest hurt her nore than any rejection would have; he
didn't care about that, either. Nothing of value was in the roomfor her to
take. He left the door standing open wi thout |ooking back.

Ben paused just inside the door of the Twisted Dragon to brush snow off his
shoul ders and to shuck his | eather jacket. The snowfall outside was gentle and
the breeze not too cold, really, but he was so used to his overly heated room
that the night seened colder than it was. Anyhow, the twi nkling, colorful
Christmas lights over the stores and other decorations in their darkened w ndows
had put himin a bad nood. It was a white people's holiday that had nothing to
do with his heritage.

I like Christnmas, anyway. Vivian always answered his objections the sane way,
every year.

Even in the Twi sted Dragon, a tape of instrunental versions of Christnmas carols
was playing faintly in the background. A two-foot green plastic Christmas tree
on one end of the bar blinked red and green lights. He started down the aisle
away fromit.

"Hey, Dragon."

Ben turned again.

"You know Christian? He wants to see you." Dave Yang, a short, stocky |Imuacul ate
Egret with a frequent but forced snmle had come down the aisle behind Ben and
now j erked his thunb back over his shoul der.

Ben studied the phony smle carefully. Then he glanced at the tall British
mercenary with pale blond hair who was | ounging on a bar stool. He faced this
way with a smrk as he | eaned back against the bar. Christian was a new pl ayer
in the Shadow Fi st organi zati on.

"I met himonce; that's all."” Tingling with tension, Ben followed Dave back up
to the bar and eyed Christian wthout a word.

"And what do you drink, M. Dragon?" Christian raised an eyebrow.

"Baileys on ice." Ben did not rel ax.

The bartender nodded and turned to get it.

"A sweet tooth, eh?" Christian |aughed, crinkling his |ean, weathered features.
"The nmercs | know would call that a lady's drink, but no fear. You require a new
twist on the old joke: “What does a man drink, who can turn into a tiger or
dragon or any other aninmal at will? Answer: Anything he wants to.'"

Ben cl enched his jaw. Under the snmoboth words, the Britisher's tone was taunting.
"So," Christian continued. "Have you reversed your nane Chinese-style? Is it M.
Dragon or M. Lazy?"

"What did you want to see ne about?" Ben denanded. "And they say we Brits have
no sense of hunmor. Ah, well." Christian sipped his drink, then turned to the

I mmacul ate Egret as he swirled the ice in his scotch and water. The bottle of

G enlivet was on the bar behind him "Wat are you drinking? Plumw ne or sone
such?"

"Bourbon and water," said Dave, grinning again. "You buying?"

"One Beanis Choice and water," said Christian over his shoulder. He did not

bot her to nake sure the bartender heard him "You nustn't be so vague, or people
wi || hand you cheap goods. Now, then." Hi s tone hardened. "Leave us."

Wthout taking his eyes off Christian, Ben saw that the Immuacul ate Egret wal ked
away without a word. He hated to see the arrogant white nman assune that kind of
power here in Chinatown. Christian had all these Immcul ate Egrets, nenbers of a
Chi nat own street gang, doing his bidding without question. Still, the nove told
Ben how nuch power Christian had here. He would not be a man to cross in a room
full of Immacul ate Egrets.

"Sit down, Dragon. W have business."

Ben hesitated. Since joining the Shadow Fi st organi zation, he had taken all his
orders from Fadeout. He had never worked for anyone el se.

"You have heard, haven't you, that | aman authoritative nenber of the unbrella
organi zation that runs this part of town?"

Ben's jaw tightened again. Christian m ght be drawi ng himaway from Fadeout or
this mght be sone kind of loyalty test Fadeout had set up. For that matter,

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%208%20-%200ne%20Eyed%20Jacks.txt (48 of 156) [1/17/03 7:12:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6208%20-%200ne%20Ey ed%20Jacks.txt

with Fadeout's ace ability to turn invisible, he could be sitting undetected on
the damm bar right now observing Ben's every nove

Ben shrugged el aborately and sat down, patting the pocket with his paper

scul pture and Cub Scout knife out of nervous habit. He would have to watch

hi nsel f very carefully.

Christian spun his stool and set down his glass, hunched confidentially over the
bar. "I want you to take a package out to Ellis Island. You are not to report
this nmessage or this instruction to anyone at all. Understood?"

Ben nodded, staring at the bar in front of him He understood; whether or not he
woul d obey was another matter. \Wien the bartender brought his drink, he left it
unt ouched.

"And you will get it fromthe Denon Princes."

Ben | ooked at himin surprise. "You' re doing business with a joker street gang?"
"They hit a Shadow Fist courier this afternoon and took our package."

"So you want ne to clean up your ness."

"Indeed." Christian snickered and ran a callused hand through his pale blond
hair. "Qur Immacul ate friends think of thenmselves as tough, but they are really
just a well-arnmed adol escent mob. |'mtold the Denon Princes are the | argest and
meanest i ndependent gang in Jokertown."

"That's right." Ben knew they allowed only jokers in their gang and were | ed by
a guy named Lucifer. They were involved in petty crinme and small protection
rackets, but had a code of no viol ence agai nst jokers.

"Qur anmateur commandos can probably take them but one never knows. You do it

i nstead. "

"What ki nd of package am | | ooking for?"

"A padded mani |l a envel ope with blue powder in plastic bags inside." He gestured
with his hands, indicating a size that would just fit into the patch pockets of
Ben's j acket.

It was probably the new designer drug called rapture, Ben guessed.

A drug runner, Vivian's voice said disgustedly. "Were are the Denon Princes?"
"Your problem mate."

"How do | get to the island?"

"Am | your munf? Make like a birdie and fly, for all | care. O swimlike a fish,
but mind the pollution." Ben's stomach tightened at the man's sneering tone, but
he sai d not hi ng.

"You haven't touched your drink."

"Have we finished business?"

"That we have."

Ben shrugged and took a swallow. He tried to think of sonething to say; if he
could draw Christian out, he might |earn nore about where he stood. However, he
coul dn't think of anything.

The big problemwas that he didn't know exactly how powerful Christian really
was. He certainly didn't doubt that the man was a nmjor player in the Shadow
Fi st organization. O course, no one could force Ben to follow his orders

toni ght, but he had no idea what the consequences would be if he refused.
Christian seenmed to have all the | mmcul ate Egrets here now junping to do his
bidding; if he decided to elimnate Ben, he seened to have plenty of soldiers to
pull it off. On the other hand, the courier job sounded nasty, too. Finally he
deci ded that he would definitely be better off doing the job and keeping an eye
on the newconer in the future. At least, it was the better of two bad options.
"I must confess to a certain fascination with your nane," said Christian
"Picked it yourself, | assume?"

"Yeah. | took it froma guy out of Chinese literature. He was a thief, but sort
of a good guy."

"Ah! A kind of yellow Robin Hood."

Ben smiled slightly. Some know edge of his heritage was one of his few sources
of pride. Even npbst of the Chi natown people around himdidn't know the origin of
hi s ni cknane.

If only you lived up to the original Lazy Dragon, Vivian said with a sneer in
his mind. You don't deserve your nane.

"Enough chitchat." Christian drained his glass and set it down with a decisive
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clunk. Wthout another word, he got up and sauntered into the back, toward the
storeroons and kitchen

Ben woul dn't |earn anything nore from Christian tonight. He took one nore gulp
of his drink and slid off the stool, noving to the rest room H's face and
throat were warmw th the |iqueur

I nside, he took the small oblong piece of soap fromthe dirty sink and w apped
it intoilet paper. Then he stuck it into another pants pocket. Supplied with
potential reinforcenment, he returned to the bar to pull his jacket on again.
More than a few of the Immacul ate Egrets glanced up at himfromtheir booths and
tabl es, but no one noved or spoke. Ben knew fromtheir studied reserve that they
were aware he was doing Christian's bidding. He had no idea if they approved or
not .

If not, they might express their opinion with Uzis sonetine |ater tonight.

Ben stepped outside and drew in the sharp, cold air as he glanced around. Only a
few people were in sight, all of themdown the street toward ot her Jokertown

ni ght spots. The snow was falling softly in big, wet flakes. Alight film of
white snow covered the sidewal k and street, darkened by occasional footsteps and
the streaks of tire tracks

The snow on the sidewal k just outside the Twi sted Dragon was stanped to water by
many feet, but one very large pair of footprints was acconpanied by the twin
tracks of a small two-wheeled cart. The WAl rus, who had his newsstand over on
Hester and the Bowery, was nmaking his nightly rounds of Jokertown bars, hawking
papers and nmgazi nes. He wasn't far ahead, by the | ook of the tracks, and he
often stopped to talk affably with his custoners.

Ben hurried after him

No one can save you fromyourself, Ben. Vivian's voice had thankfully been out
of his mnd while he had been neasuring Leslie Christian. Now it canme back wth
a renminder no | ess condescending than Christian hinself. H's sister had never
approved of anything he did.

"Shut up," he nmuttered out |oud as he wal ked down the deserted sidewal k.

Ben was in a vise; he had no question about that. Fadeout, for whom he had been
a top aide for sone tine now, was on one side. The other side remained a
nystery.

Get out, Ben. Get out of this life right now Just run for it. They'll never
know what happened to you. Vivian had said that nore than a few tines, too.
"I'"'mno coward,"” Ben nuttered aloud. It cane out in nore of a whine than he had
i nt ended.

It's not cowardice. It's the smart thing to do.

Ben gritted his teeth and tried to shut out the voice as he wal ked faster. He
failed.

If Fadeout is testing your loyalty, then he represents both sides and you'l

pass the test by reporting this mssion to himright away.

"Cbviously," Ben grow ed under his breath.

If Christian is testing your loyalty to Fadeout for soneone else, or for his own
pur poses, you flunk the test by reporting to Fadeout.

Ben hurried faster; he was al nbst running now fromthe insistent voice.

Then agai n, soneone m ght have decided to take you out conpletely by sending you
on an inpossible nission, or a setup of sone kind.

The mission could be suicide ... reporting to Fadeout coul d be suicide; so could
not reporting it.

Fadeout coul d be watching right now

Suddenl y pani cked, Ben whirled and | ooked around. Fadeout could turn invisible,
but he couldn't avoid leaving footprints in the snow. None had foll owed Ben out
of the Twi sted Dragon.

The sound of Vivian's giggle echoed in his mnd. "Shut up!" he shouted aloud to
the enpty street. Angry at hinself now, Ben spun again and strode fast through
the falling snow. Nobody was going to scare himoff. He woul d eat Denopn Princes
for a late-night snack. He finally spied the Walrus at Chat ham Square, waddling
out of the offices of the Jokertown Cry. As always, he was in shirt sleeves, a
rotund figure of oily blue-black flesh barely nore than five feet tall: Tonight
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he wore a red Hawaiian shirt with orange, blue, and green birds of paradise all

over it and he pulled his little wire cart behind himtoward Ernie's.

Get out while you can, Ben. If you die, | die, too. lIgnoring Vivian s voice in

his mnd, Ben jogged carefully after the Walrus in the snow. He didn't know him
wel |, but they had spoken a few tines. The Walrus was an endl ess font of jokes

and gossip; everyone, including Ben, liked him

"Hi," Ben said breathlessly as he slowed down to fall in step al ongside the

Wal rus. The WAl rus knew himonly as a frequent patron of the Tw sted Dragon, in
hi s human form

"' Evening, Ben," said the Walrus, |ooking at himfromunder a battered porkpie

hat. Tufts of stiff red hair stuck out fromunder it. Twin tusks curved down

around his nmouth. "I sold all ny Chinese papers back at the Twi sted Dragon. My
I interest you in sonething el se?"

"Forget it; | cant read Chinese, anyway. But, uh, | need to find some Denpbn
Princes."

"Mm well. They aren't exactly custoners of mne. | don't know as how t hey

read. No, sir."

"Come on, Walrus. You hear everything."

"An urgent matter, eh? You're running around on a snowy night like this, during
the holidays and all."

"Look, | don't have a |ot of nobney. R ght now, that is. But ny tine always
comes. "

"I"'mjust a tal kative cuss naking rounds. No noney necessary" The WAl rus nodded
pl easantly. "But | don t know that | can help you, Benjanin."

Ben shrugged, trying hard to cone up with sonething he could trade

"I see the Twisted Dragon has a new regular," said the Walrus airily, |ooking up
at the swirling snow. "English, by his accent."

That was what he wanted. Ben hesitated; tal king about the Shadow Fi st Society
was never a good idea. Then he decided to take the risk-he was in serious
troubl e anyhow, and wasn't even sure just how bad it was. "Leslie Christian

H ghly placed, just noved right in. Wird is he tells stories of being a nerc al
over the world."

"And | hear a note of disapproval."

Ben shrugged.

"I tried selling papers tonight at Hairy's Kitchen. Business was bad, though
Most of the patrons were illiterate, | think."

No, Ben. You don't owe Christian anything. "Thanks, Walrus." Ben grinned and
spun in a little twist of snow As the Walrus continued to pull his little cart
down the sidewal k, Ben jogged the other way.

Ben, stop. I'll stop you. Sonehow, someway, |'ll stop you. If not tonight,
sonmeday. Stop ruining our life and our home

Ben had heard it all before. He jogged on down the cold streets. For now, at

| east, the voice stopped. Qutside Hairy's Kitchen, Ben slowed down to | et sone
pedestrians go by and then | ooked in the big picture wi ndow Ei ght Denon Princes
were | ounging around a big round table at the back. Lucifer hinself wasn't
there; the guy in charge had a head that | ooked like it was covered with purple
grapes, except for dark circles for his eyes and nouth, and he wore an expensive
bl ack | eather jacket. Next to him a conpanion with a flattened fish head |ike
that of a flounder stuffed pizza into his mouth with hands shaped like split,
nmtten-shaped fins.

Enpty plates were piled up on the table. The joker gang nmenbers were | aughing
and poking fun at each other. Their weapons. AK-47s, Uzis, and AR-15s, were
casual ly slung around the backs of their chairs.

The rest of the place was deserted. Even Hairy and his help had retreated to the
ki tchen. The Denon Princes had been braggi ng, and no one, including them
doubted that a response was due fromthe Shadow Fi sts.

Wt hout backup, negotiation was out of the question for Ben

On nissions for Fadeout, he had al ways had protection for his comatose body. Now
he was on his own. Ben wal ked briskly around the corner into an alley and took
the fol ded paper dragon out of his pants pocket.

In the alley, he stopped next to a dunpster with an open |id. There he unwr apped
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the dragon carefully; finding it in good condition, he dropped it to the |ayer
of snow. Then he grabbed the top of the dunpster and junped to get one | eg over
it. Wth arolling notion, he fell gently into a foul-snelling pile of
cardboard, newspaper, and garbage. Only the cold nade the stench bearable. Be
careful, at least, Vivian said reluctantly.

Ben wiggled around until he was lying on his back in a reasonably confortable
position. Then he closed his eyes and concentrated on the fol ded paper |ying
out si de the dunpster

In a second, he could feel hinself grow ng.

As the fol ded paper becane massive reptilian flesh and organs and scal es, Ben

| ooked out with the dragon's eyes at the nouth of the alley. Ben wal ked his
forty-foot long, four-footed, w ngless body forward on short |egs. No one saw
hi m cross the cold, broken pavenent toward the sidewal k.

When he turned the corner of the building, pedestrians on the sidewal k suddenly
scattered into the street. Even the npst hardened deni zens of Jokertown didn't
want to cross him Ben's clawed feet could not work a door latch, so he coiled
hi nsel f outside the door

Thr ough the gl ass, he saw grapehead suddenly rise half out of his chair,
pointing at him Ben shot forward, snmashing his massive head through the door;
as he raced down the aisle inside the restaurant, the door snagged on the
thickest part of his neck and ripped fromthe wall. In front of him the Denon
Princes grabbed their assault rifles and fired as they dove for cover.

Ben felt line after line of bullets tear into him but the size and speed of his
dragon body carried himforward, crashing into the table. The remains of the
door hung around his neck like a collar. He snapped twi ce at the stunned jokers
in a blood fury, biting one in half each tine. More bullets ripped into him but
now t he Denon Princes were running for the door, firing wildly.

He struck after themlike a giant rattlesnake and bit the | egs off grapehead,

| eaving stunps that spurted jets of blood over the smashed table. Then he darted
forward again and snapped the fish head off that joker's neck. As he spat out
the head, he heard heavy footsteps thunping through the doorway.

As pain dulled his vision, Ben saw the renmi ni ng Denon Princes scranble past a
| arge figure cloaked in a black vel vet cape and hood. The intruder, gigantic for
a human but nuch snaller than Ben's dragon, wore a fencing nask under the bl ack
hood and marched forward angrily.

It was the joker known as the Oddity, inits winter attire.

Ben had never net it before, but he knew the approach of an eneny when he saw
it. He clawed his body around to face his adversary. Pain shot throughout his
long torso. Hi s coordination was off and his body slow to respond. Though his
col d-bl ooded reptilian constitution was tough, the bullets had torn fl esh away
fromthe bone up and down his body and he could no | onger nobve properly.

"This is Jokertown," the Oddity intoned fiercely, in the harshest of its three
voi ces. "You have no business here, ace. Not even with a street gang."

Ben coul d see the shapes noving and shifting underneath the bl ack vel vet cl oak.
The COddity had once been three people who were now fused toget her and whose
parts were forever mxing and matching in painful notion. He tried to tal k back,
but only hissed and growed in his dragon throat.

"I's that you, Lazy Dragon?" The Oddity |lunbered toward Ben and reached out with
one heavy, nuscular white armand one slender, fem nine armboth its hands were
mascul ine but artistic and sensitive. "I've heard runors about you on the
street. But whoever you areyou need to learn to | eave jokers al one."

Ben gathered hinself and struck forward again, snapping his jaws. He m ssed the
Qddity, who threwits arns around Ben's clanped jaws and squeezed |ike an
alligator westler. The armthat had been soft and snooth was slowy gaining in
wei ght and t hi ckness; soon both its arns would be heavy and nuscul ar. One hand
had started to become femnine. Ben tried to wench his jaws open again, but
they were held fast.

Now Ben rolled, thrashing wildly; the tables and chairs shattered around him
What was | eft of the door broke and fell fromhis neck. d asses, mugs, and

di shes tinkled to shards. The Gddity was flung | oose, its own great body addi ng
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to the destruction in a swirl of black velvet stained with the shiny bl ood of
Denon Princes and Ben hinsel f.

Anxi ously, watching the Gddity, Ben struggled to untwi st his |ong body. H's
short | egs scrabbled helplessly for a nonent on the debris as he tried to stand.
To one side, the Oddity had lunbered to its feet and was clunsily advanci ng

t hrough the snmashed furniture.

The Oddity reached out with its arnms again just as Ben felt his claws gain sone
traction. He opened his jaws and darted downward to the Oddity's legs, but his
failing neck nuscles were slow and crooked. As Ben's teeth clacked hard on enpty
air, the Gddity again caught his mouth shut in an iron enbrace

Ben's dragon body was slowy dying. H s vision was a blur as he squirnmed and
convul sed to buck the Oddity off his face, but his novenents were even nore

pai nful now and less in control. The Oddity continued to ride him even when
they slammed into a wall, smashing the wall board and splintering the support
beans.

Wth a sudden searingly hurtful convulsion of his entire Iength, Ben flipped his
long tail around and knocked the Oddity's ankles out fromunder it. The Oddity
crashed onto its back, releasing Ben, and crunched broken di shes and gl asses
even further. Ben opened his jaws again and snapped wildly, getting no nore than
a nmout hful of black vel vet.

Shaking free of the cloth, Ben scratched again for a brace under his feet and
tried one nmore tine to slash the Gddity's torso with his fangs. He was sl ow and
clumsy now, disoriented and frustrated by his inability to nove his huge body
the way he wanted. The Oddity again wapped up his long snout in arns that were
slick and shiny with sweat and blood. This tine it was the Oddity who pushed off
the floor with one nassive leg, rolling to one side.

Ben felt a thrill of fear as he was flipped onto his back by brute strength; the
lights spun above himin streaks. Suddenly the Oddity got new purchase agai nst
the floor and heaved to one side, the fencing nmask an expressionl ess nock before
one of Ben's eyes as the Oddity's arnms twi sted Ben's dragon neck. He heard a

| oud snap... and found hinself Iying in the cold dunpster outside, surrounded by
trash and garbage.

Ben did not dare attract the Oddity's attention now. The bar of soap he had
taken fromthe Twi sted Dragon had not been carved; if the Gddity or anyone el se
came after him he had no protection. He waited, |istening.

The night had turned nmuch colder. The snow fell heavily in fine white fl akes
that canme swirling endlessly out of the night sky on a wi nd growi ng harsher as
he lay there. Cccasionally a car sw shed through the slush on the street, but
the slush was hardening to ice. Everyone was quiet in the presence of slaughter
Fromthe sound of voices murnuring cautiously, he knew that a snall crowd had
gathered outside the door of Hairy's Kitchen. Fromthe footsteps and the shift
in the voices, he knew when the OQddity had nade its way out of the wrecked
establ i shnent and wandered down the street to the depths of Jokertown. Ben
clinmbed out of the dunpster, dropped to the ground, and peered around the
corner.

The crowd was al ready breaking up. Now that Ben's dragon was again a scrap of
paper and the Qddity gone, the spectacle had ended.

A ancing about alertly for Denon Princes, he slipped through the shattered
doorway and hurried past the weckage in the aisle to the remains of the table
where they had been carousing. So far, Hairy and his staff were still holed up
in the back or naybe off the premises conpletely. He could not hel p seeing sone
of the remains of the jokers he had so easily torn apart a few mnutes before.
Ben stepped over a blood-red chunk of human flesh and felt a sudden gag in his
throat. He stifled it, |ooking away. In the heat of the struggle, in dragon
form he had fought desperately, biting and sl ashing Denon Princes with abandon
He had felt different, sonehow, at the tine. The fight had been necessary, and
as a dragon, he had fought the way a dragon nust.

Now it was hard to believe he was the same person, inside, as the one who had

sl aughtered these people so quickly and easily.

It was you, all right, Vivian said with quiet anger. Ben had killed before in
his animal fornms and woul d do so again. |In nost cases he had never faced the
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remai ns in human form afterward. Now, however, the bl oodshed sickened him It
just hadn't seened the sane a few nonents ago

He clenched his human jaws this tine and forced hinself to keep searching.

Ben couldn't be sure the package was here; one of the Denon Princes m ght have
had it on himor they mght have stashed it earlier this evening. It mght have
been carried by one who got away. As he | ooked around, gusts of cold wi nd blew
through the restaurant, rattling dishes and debris and sendi ng napkins flying.
After a nonment of picking pointlessly through the pieces of furniture and broken
di shes, he turned to the torso of the grape-headed joker

Ben winced and tried to | ook only at the shiny black | eather jacket, adorned
with fancy zi ppers and silver studs, not at the stunps of the joker's legs or
the spray of blood all around him Quickly he patted down the joker and felt a
bulge in a large zi ppered pocket. Gagging fromthe snell of blood, he retched
once.

You have no right to be sick at this, Vivian said accusingly. You caused it.
Ben call ed up enough saliva to spit and wi ped his hand on his sleeve. Then he
unzi pped the pocket. Holding his breath against the bl oody stench, he pulled out
a smal| padded mani |l a envel ope.

A siren wailed in the distance, com ng closer. That was fast for the Jokertown
Precinct. Still, even Fort Freak had to respond when soneone nade a ness this

| oud and public.

Ben had to be sure. He pulled open the flap of the envel ope and | ooked i nsi de.
The envel ope was stretched to its limt by plastic bags jamed with blue powder,
seal ed by cel |l ophane tape. It was rapture, a designer drug fromthe |abs of
Qui nn the Eskinmp-a Shadow Fi st product that was sheer poison

A drug runner, Vivian said, sneering with hatred and contenpt.

He closed the flap, secured the envelope in one of the big patch pockets on his
| eat her jacket, and wal ked briskly out of Hairy's Kitchen into the worsening
storm

Ben had forgotten about Sally Swenson until he was wal king down the filthy

hal lway to his door. Hoping she had changed her mnd and | eft, he unlocked the
door and slipped inside the stifling heat of the room By the slant of |ight
fromthe door, he could see her blond hair still splayed out on the pillow nmuch
as it had been when he had left. In the heat, though, she had kicked off the
sheet, which lay runpled at the foot of the bed. She was breathing slowy and
deeply.

"Sally." He reached down to wake her and then stopped. Overall, she had seened
har mi ess enough, and he expected to be back well before dawn. The last thing he
needed now was a hassle w th her

He turned on the lanp and set the door carefully so that it was in the janb but
not | atched. The door was warped and the irregul ar shape helped hold it in

pl ace.
Then he set the knob to | ock. Tonight he woul d have to do without the dead bolt.
You can still get out of this, Vivian said quietly, hopelessly.

"Hope this works," he nuttered to hinself, ignoring her voice. He took the
mani | a envel ope out of his jacket and put it on the floor. Then he undressed,
before he began to sweat in the warmh. Wien he was naked, he took out his Cub
Scout knife and the bar of soap he had taken fromthe Tw sted Dragon

He paused. A col d-bl ooded creature |like a dragon was too vul nerable on a wi nter
night like this. He needed a creature that could tolerate the weather, cross the
water to Ellis Island either by air or water, and still hang on to the package.
It also had to be a creature that could intimdate the unknown persons he woul d
nmeet; that was a given on a nission |like this.

"Now, then," he whispered, nostly just to hear a friendly voice. He got to work.
When he had finished, he set his soap carving in the mddle of the floor and
slipped into bed next to Sally. She did not stir. He pulled up the sheet, closed
his eyes, and concentrated on his carving of a polar bear

In a few seconds, Ben stood up on all fours, raising an ursine body of

consi derabl e bul k under a heavy |ayer of white fur. He took the doorknob gently
in his teeth and wal ked backward, pulling the door all the way open. Wndering
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if he could actually get out of the room he picked up the nanila envel ope
gently in his nouth. Then he squeezed his furry weight through the doorway with
effort. He heard the aged wood crack as he pushed free into the hallway.

The hall was al nbst too narrow for himto turn, but he managed. He dropped the
drug packet for a nonment and pulled the doorknob until he heard the latch snap
into place. Satisfied that his hunan body was as safe as it could be, he picked
up the package and padded downstairs. The streets were even col der and nore
blustery than before. Fine snowflakes fell fast, swept by the gusts of w nd. The
snowfal |l had becone a blizzard that had nearly cleared the sidewal ks of | ower
Manhattan. Even so, Ben was conpletely confortable in this body.

A pol ar bear was not the strangest sight nost people had ever seen in or near
Jokertown. As Ben padded al ong Canal Street at a soft jog through the whipping
snow, the few pedestrians still hurrying for shelter gave hima w de berth, but
that was all the reaction he got. Right now, his biggest worry was sonme street
punk with a powerful gun who woul d shoot himon inpul se.

Finally, Ben thought to hinself as he reached the Lexi ngton Avenue subway. He
hurried down the steps, out of the harrowing wind. At the bottom he trotted
past the token booth and hopped over the turnstile.

A cop standing to one side put a hand on his sidearm but it was only a

def ensive nove. Ben trotted to the platform scattering a snmall crowd of people
who gasped in surprise. He glanced them over, saw no one reaching for a gun, and
rel axed.

"It's real," one | ady whinpered. "Sonebody call the cops. Dam, | hate these
subways nowadays. "

"Bet it's an ace," said an ol der nan.

"Looks nore like a joker," snickered a teenaged boy. "Quiet; he'll hear you,"

hi ssed the first |ady.

"1 knewit was cold out, but this is ridiculous," said another nan. "Say,
what's he got in his nouth?"

"You ask him" said the teenager

Ben ignored them Wen the train stopped and the doors opened, a small knot of
peopl e froze in place, staring at him Then they hurried to exit from other
doors and Ben boarded.

He had to sit down in the center of the aisle just inside the doors; even so, he
bl ocked the way. No one else entered his car, and several of those already there
suddenly got out at this stop after all, through other doors. The rest sinply
stared inpassively at him

Ben was relieved when the train began to nove. At each stop on the way to the
southern tip of Manhattan, he glared out as soon as the doors opened. The peopl e
on the platformall flinched and either found another car or decided not to ride
the subway tonight at all. Not very many people were out at this hour, on a
night like this.

Finally, at Battery Park, he stepped off the train and hurried away. He knew he
was too long to fit through the exit turnstile, however, and had to | eave by
junping the entryway again. Then he trotted up the steps and back out into the
storm

In the park itself, Ben leaned into the icy, gusting snowfall as he trotted
toward the water. He figured this was as close to Ellis Island as he coul d get
on land, since a passenger ferry stopped here during the day between trips to

Li berty Island and Caven Point, New Jersey. The bitterly cold wind off the
Hudson River where it opened into the Upper Bay blew into his face, and he knew
he had chosen well. The heavy fur and |layer of fat insulated himjust fine.

Now for the fun part, he thought to hinself. He set the manila envel ope down in
the snow and picked it up again, this time conpletely enclosed in his nouth.

Ben inhal ed deeply through his nose and plunged into the freezing waters. He was
relieved to find that he was still confortable. In fact, he could swi mjust
fine, paddling with all four legs and holding his eyes and nose above the
surface.

Behind him the lights of Manhattan gl owed with spectral white beauty through
the blizzard. He didn't |ift his head to | ook forward toward New Jersey and the
various islands, fearing that he would need all his energy to swimthe distance
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to Ellis Island. He only focused on the lights of Ellis Island itself. The waves
spl ashed against his face, nmaking it hard to see, but he was able to bl ow out
any water that got in his nose.

The pol ar-bear body was powerful and suited to a long swmin frigid waves. He
just kept paddling through the darkness. Though he couldn't judge the distance
very well, he was pleasantly surprised that he wasn't tiring.

Suddenl y, however, he felt a trenendous desire to give up, to turn around. It
surprised him he fought it, focusing his eyes on the |ights ahead. The very
wat er seened thicker, the waves stronger, the w nd harder

Maybe he was getting tired, after all. He tried to guess how far he had to go.
It m ght have been several hundred yards, but suddenly it |ooked |like nore. He
forced hinself to keep sw m ng.

It's farther to go back now anyway, he told hinself. Actually, he didn't really
feel tired at all. He just felt a conpulsion to turn around and swi m away.
Leslie Christian wouldn't think nuch of that.

Ben churned his legs in the water, harder and harder.

Suddenly a wave. of fear swept over him naking his stomach nuscles clench. It
came w thout thought or logic; he felt a primal panic rising in him lifting the
ursi ne hackles on the back of his neck and shoul ders. He kept sw mming, but his
| egs were reluctant, weakening wth dread.

Anot her crest of fear rose in him and he stopped swi nming. H s huge body bobbed
in the tossing waves, held aloft by his fur and layer of fat. Ellis Island, no
nmore than a light or two in the distance, filled himwi th revul sion. As he

| ooked at it through the blizzard, the island grew blurry and seened to shift
even farther away from him

Ben blinked a splash of water out of his eyes, trying to focus. Even the falling
snow ahead of himseened to turn oddly in his vision. He was disoriented,
scared, and wanted to go hone.

He forced his legs to start kicking again, in a dog paddle. Instead of turning,
t hough, he paddl ed strai ght ahead. He concentrated on his |egs, just to keep
them noving. The island, the fear and dread of the unknown he woul d neet there,
and this strange panic that had struck himwere still present, but he ignored
them Two legs at a time, pushing against the water, filled his m nd. That was
all: one, two; one, two.

Ben kept swi mi ng.

The trip seened to take forever. At |ast, however, he entered a cone of bright
light and dared to look up. It was a single powerful |anp on one of the
bui |l di ngs; others near it were burned out. Ellis Island was a rectangle, with a
ferry slip in one long side that created a horseshoe shape. The 'island was
smal | er than he had expected, naybe |l ess than two city bl ocks.

Now t hat he knew he was going to nmake it, he slowed down, |ooking for signs of
life. Only certain windows illum nated frominsi de suggested anyone was here,
but in this weather that was no surprise. He paddled into the ferry slip, stil

| ooki ng around, and finally reached up to the dock with his front |egs and
pul l ed hinself out of the water.

On an inpul se, he shook hinself, spraying icy water in all directions.

As he got his bearings, he becane aware of an unpleasant snell. It rem nded him
of garbage barges, but the snmell was nore varied, and worse. Fortunately, the
hard wind was blowing it away fromthe island.

He squinted his bear's eyes into the rush of snow against his face. The main
bui |l di ng was maybe six stories' worth of brick and |inmestone trim considerably
| onger than a football field fromleft to right as he faced it. At each corner,
copper -doned observation towers stood another forty feet higher than the roof
agai nst the storm The building had an old | ook, as though it was fromthe turn
of the century, but Ben was no student of architecture.

An eerie feeling of being watched from behind ticked the back of his neck. He
turned to | ook as his hackles rose, but nothing was behind himexcept the water.
The sensation persisted and he | ooked up, to see only the heavy snowf al l
swirling down at him

A nmovenent in the shadows to his |left caught his eye. He turned, tensing.

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%208%20-%200ne%20Eyed%20Jacks.txt (56 of 156) [1/17/03 7:12:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6208%20-%200ne%20Ey ed%20Jacks.txt

Soneone took a wary step forward. "What do you want?" a wonman's voi ce demanded
Ben hadn't expected anyone to be outside here. Al so, he couldn't talk as a bear.
He only watched as the speaker canme forward anot her step. She wal ked upright, at
| east six feet tall. Her face was that of a ferret: black nose, wedge-shaped
head with round ears, and a bl ack nask around her eyes over buff fur. Her fur
shifted toward silver on her abdonen. Mst notably, two-inch fangs curved
downward from her nouth.

"Careful, Mustelina," said a young nan's voice. " | never saw himbefore."

Ben | ooked at him He was a strange bushy bundl e of average height for a nan,
steely gray in color.

"Shut up, Brillo," said Mustelina. "A joker's a joker. Wat's your nane?"

Ben shook his head and tried to shrug, still watching them suspiciously. At

| east he understood what Mistelina was doing out here; she was nmade for this
weat her, nearly as nmuch as he was. She probably handl ed the bl azing, hunid New
York summers better than he would in this form Brillo, too, was apparently warm
enough out here. "Wat if he's not a joker?" Brillo yelled harshly against the
wind. "What if he's a real polar bear?"

"Ch, get off it, will you?" She took another step toward Ben. The wi nd rippl ed
her white fur. "Can't you talk at all?"

Ben carefully swayed his head fromside to side in a definitive gesture that
Brillo could not deny. Then he inclined his head toward the main doors of the
big building. Hs mouth was still clanped shut.

"Bl oat better neet him" said Mustelina firmy. "Cone on." She wal ked al ong t he
ferry slip toward the main doors with a springy, prancing step, her head bent
agai nst the w nd.

Ben padded after her, keeping an eye on Brillo. Brillo stayed away from him

t hough, as they both approached the entrance.

As Ben drew closer to the building, he | ooked up at the huge triple-arched doors
that reached up into the second story. Over them snow |lay on sonme kind of
concrete birds flanking an insignia in relief. Thousands of people could be in a
buil ding this size.

"Bl oat runs things here," said Miustelina as she pulled open the heavy door

An incredible stench hit Ben's sensitive ursine nose. He forced hinself to wal k
inside, his stonach rebelling. Mustelina and Brillo foll owed him

Ben blinked in the light of the huge room which had apparently been a | obby at
one tinme. Then he stopped in surprise as the door slamred shut behind him He
was staring face-to-face with the nost repul sive joker he had ever seen

Bl oat was nonstrous in size, a gross nmountain of flesh nmaybe fifty feet wi de and
eight feet high. Hi s head and neck | ooked normal enough at the top and his

shoul ders and arnms were ordinary, but they stuck out uselessly fromthe

incredi ble mass of his body. Five inlet pipes of sone kind jabbed into his body.
The stench originated with a resinous black sludge that had accunul ated around
himon the floor.

Several jokers were hanging around, of all shapes. Some were nearly lost in the
shadows at the edges of the big room At this hour, nost of them were probably
asl eep. Those who were here turned to | ook with suspicion and hostility at Ben
"Bl oat," said Mustelina, with a fervent awe in her voice. "This joker just swam
all the way out here to join us and clinbed out of the water. He can't even

tal k. "

"Real | y?" Bloat's voice was a thin squeak. "Another guest? Wl cone, ny friend."
Bl oat peered down at himfromhis greater height. Hi s expression revealed a

| eering suspicion his voice had not conveyed.

Ben nodded his bear's head in greeting, feeling a tingle of alarm He really
didn't know much about this place at all

Mustel i na had said Bloat ran the show here, but Ben wi shed Leslie Christian had
told himexactly who should receive the drug packet. And if he had to defend

hi nsel f, he would have to drop the packet in order to bite anybody. "He's no
joker!" Bloat shrieked. "He's an ace of sone kind!" Suddenly he gl owered sternly
at Ben. "You're no gl anour boy, though, are you?"

Ben froze, his pul se racing, wondering how Bl oat knew all this. Maybe the
rapture was for him after all. "That's right," Bloat shouted gl eefully. "That
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packet's for nme! Hand it over!"”

Ben tensed, |ooking up at Bloat's face, suddenly realizing that the huge joker
was reading his thoughts. The jokers around themturned expectant, their hostile
eyes fixed on Ben. Ben shuffled around to keep themall in his vision. From what
he coul d see, he could defend hinself, but a fight wouldn't help himconplete
his mssion. "Watch him" Bloat warned in his high voice. "Don't |et himget
away. "

"May | ?" a commandi ng nal e voi ce asked. A youngster strode out of the shadows
with a springy step. He was slender and vibrant, bristling with energy-nmaybe
seventeen years old, dressed in jeans and an oversized purple turtleneck
sweater. A short, dark-haired teenage girl stood behind him

Ben | ooked fromhimto Bloat and back

"Ch, all right, David," Bloat said with exaggerated indul gence. "Make sure. But
I"ve already read his mnd, so | know So there."

Davi d pranced right up to Ben. He grinned with |arge, even teeth in a handsone
face that needed a shave. His blond hair was shaggy and one shock of it fel
into his face over bloodshot, watery eyes. He held out one hand. Ben hesitated,
studying David's confident, self-nocking smle. Wthout the power of speech,
surrounded by unknown jokers, he saw little choice of action. He opened his
mouth and | et the envelope slide forward a little, snmelling beer on David's
breath as he did so.

He heard shuffling feet and nervous, high-pitched | aughter high above him As
David, still grinning, edged forward carefully and took the package, Ben | ooked
up and saw an observation gallery at the third-floor |evel over the main floor
The people up there were only shadows. "Ugh," said David, |aughing too hard.
"Pol ar-bear saliva."

At first no one | aughed. Then Bloat's high giggle pierced the air and the jokers
| aughed along with him David was no joker, though. Neither was the girl behind
hi m

"So you don't know who he is," Bloat gloated at Ben. "Well... I'"'mnot going to
tell you!" He | aughed again at his own cl everness.

Ben gl anced at the door. His chances of running were negligible. Hs paws
couldn't even work the doorknob. David drew out a packet of the blue powder. He
tore a hole in the plastic with the tip of his little finger and then stared at
the tiny blue stain on his skin with a sudden fascination

"Wel |, David?" Bloat squeaked inpatiently.

"That's the stuff, all right," David said softly. "Rapture." He grinned
crookedly at his finger and then | ooked up at Bloat with glow ng eyes. "Let's
just say | wanted to nmake sure we get credit for the rent we pay."

"David," Bloat whined. "I don't cheat ny friends." He | ooked around and spotted
a tall, slender wonman cowering in the shadows. "G ggle, you cutie. This is the
one | prom sed you. Gve her sonme, David."

G ggle crept forward carefully. She wore | oose, bulky wi nter clothes and soft
shoes, but as she noved, she laughed quietly. Yet the expression on her face was
one of torture and angui sh

"Everything tickles her," Mistelina said softly to Ben. "Even the feel of

cl othes on her body and the floor when she wal ks. Every sensation nmakes her

| augh, but she hates it."

"It's called rapture,” said David, holding out the packet. "It activates on
contact with the skin ... and it's strongest locally."

G ggle ventured forward slowy and stuck an index finger into the hole in the
plastic. She drew it out and |l ooked at it. First she snmled shyly. Then she
snatched t he packet out of his hands, giggling helplessly at her touch on the
pl astic. She poured the powder into her palmand sneared it on her face and
neck. Gasps and |l aughter rose up on all sides.

"It's Bloat's," said David warily. "And very expensive." Bloat |aughed in
shrieking delight, however, entertained by the spectacle as G ggle dropped the
packet on the floor and stripped off her bul ky sweater and the blue T-shirt
under it. She knelt and began desperately rubbing the rapture all over her bare
arns, shoul ders, breasts, and stomach.
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"You won't stop feeling tickled," said David. He | eered at her obvious pleasure,
idly rubbing the blue stain on his finger with his thunb. "But you'll love it
now'

As everyone watched G ggle, Ben glanced around carefully. He couldn't get out

wi t hout hel p.

G ggl e had stripped naked and was squatting on the floor, snearing rapture on
her thighs. She giggled at the sensation, but no | onger |ooked tortured. Now her
face had a dreany gl ow.

Ben watched her in a kind of detached horror. Rapture was a nasty drug and she
was drenched init. Still, he was in too tight a spot to worry about sone
stranger.

Bl oat was | aughing | ouder than ever and his joker followers inmitated him David
wat ched G ggle with rapturous enjoynent. The young wonan who had entered behind
hi m was now st andi ng al ongside him |ooking at G ggle with wistful anmusenent in
her pretty blue eyes. "David," she said softly, twisting a finger around one of
her bl ack curls of hair. "Who's the pol ar bear?"

"You got ne, Sarah," said David, his eyes still glowing at G ggle.

"I want to junp him" said Sarah. "I wonder what rapture feels like to a bear."
Ben's ursine ears caught her words even through the riot of other voices. No one
el se had heard her

Ben backed away a step, wondering what she neant. |If she just wanted a ride, Ben
could do that. If she neant sex, she was really crazy. Ben | ooked around

qui ckly, sure that he was physically stronger than anyone he could see. That
told himnothing about what ace abilities m ght be present here.

G ggl e was danci ng, naked and snmeared with blue, inside a circle of jokers. They
were clapping in rhythmc unison, still [aughing and shouting encouragenent as
the rest of the packet of rapture was passed around. Bloat hooted and | aughed
and wi ggl ed his stubby appendages hel pl essly.

Suddenly G ggl e spotted Ben. Swaying fromside to side and gi ggling, she pranced
toward him her snile white inside her blue face. The circle around her parted,
still clapping, and she cane to Ben, still dancing and twirling.

The circle re-forned to surround both of them Soneone started a chant to go
with the rhythnmic clapping: "Bear! Bear! Bear!" G ggle | aughed and grabbed Beds
ears, dancing fromside to side

David and Sarah were now in the front of the circle, still within Ben's hearing.
The bl ond youth studied Ben with his watery, bloodshot eyes. Then he put his arm
around Sarah and shrugged. "Go ahead, for all | care.”

Ben tensed, watching Sarah, ready to leap forward to attack or to dodge away, as
necessary.

She didn't nove. Suddenly a force struck Ben's m nd, sending himreeling-shoving
hi m out of the polar bear. In his vision, the swaying bl ue shape of G ggle
rippled and blurred. The clapping and chant of "Bear!" overwhel med him

Di soriented, he pushed back, growing al nost w thout nmeaning to. He was hot now
beneath his fur and fat inside this place and he did not understand what the
force was. The room suddenly seened to tilt as the mysterious force pushed him
away fromthe sight, hearing, and tactile feeling of the bear.

Ben was lost in a blur of closing darkness, just barely able to make out Sarah
seeming to grow larger in his nmind. Panicked, unable to hang on to the bear, he
focused his concentration on his human body back in Chinatown. He pictured his
room his bed, his nude body in the bed next to Sally. He concentrated harder
and finally, belatedly, spun dizzily back into famliar darkness.

Vivian felt Ben's confusion. She had been sleeping in the dark room grateful

for the rare solitude, but her mind came awake suddenly. Ben's m nd, disoriented
and not present, was no |longer controlling their body. The feeling was
intuitive, but reliable.

Vivian's mnd cane instantly awake. She eagerly hurried to blink their eyelids,
move their arnms and | egs, to make them hers, not theirs-or his. She cane awake,
took control of their body, and felt the change once again.

It didn't hurt at first, exactly, but her adrenaline flowed into her bl oodstream
and the shifting of blood fromthe change caused throbbing in her head, her
chest, and her pelvis. Her bones ached as their shape and size altered, her
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pel vis growi ng and her shoulders and rib cage narrowi ng. Her head and face hurt
sharply as their shape changed. She felt sone of the sensation of an el evator
droppi ng suddenly or a roller coaster suddenly starting a steep downgrade.

The shifting of soft tissue was |less intense, but it rippled and noved on her
chest, between her |egs, on her face, through all of her nuscles. Then the
physi cal changes stopped and | eft her breathing hard on the bed in Ben's room
She opened her eyes. The layer of ice on the w ndow softened the gl ow of I|ight
from out si de

Carefully, as she always did after changing fromrider to driver in their body,
she slid one hand to her chest. Her breasts were small but certainly fermale. At
the sane tine, her other hand noved between her |egs, where she found what she
expected. She was Vivian, as Ben still called her fromchil dhood-or Tienyu, as
she call ed herself now.

She cleared her throat softly. It was her voice.

She could feel Ben's presence now, too. He had probably been killed in his

ani mal, she guessed, and his mnd was reeling fromthe surprise. That's what
woul d have caused himto | ose control of their body nonentarily.

For an indefinite period, however, he would now be riding in their body while
she did what she wanted. Like she had done as a rider, he could conmunicate
consci ous, direct thoughts to her, but they could not read each other's ninds
unl ess the nessage was deliberate and willful on the part of the sender

Ri ght now Ben apparently had nothing to say.

Next to her, Sally stirred | anguorously and turned on her side toward Vivian.
Vi vian remai ned notionless, not wanting to wake her. Sally's hand eased across
her wai st, however, in a casual caress and slid down between her |egs.

Vivian tensed, then gently noved to get out of bed, away from Sally's hand. She
was hoping Sally was still nostly asleep. However, as Vivian sat up and put her
feet on the floor. Sally raised up one el bow.

"Who are you?" she said sleepily. "Were's Ben?" Vivian got up and noved away
fromthe bed. "I'mBen's sister. Ben's gone."

"Gone? Jeez, why didn't hey, what were you doing in bed with ne?"

For a nonent Vivian stood uncertainly in the steany room naked except for the
coin on her neck chain. She toyed nervously with it. Then she switched on the

| anp.

Sally flinched, squinting in the sudden |ight, and pushed herself up into a
sitting position.

"Cet out," said Vivian.

"What ? Cone on, Ben said he didn't care if | spent the night. Wiat tine is it,
anyway ?"

"l said get out." Vivian glanced around for Sally's clothes and snatched up her
big flesh-toned bra, stiff with its underwire. "Here." She threwit at Sally.
Sally pulled it away fromher face, funbling for sonething to say and not

t hi nki ng of anyt hi ng.

Then, as Sally began putting it on, Vivian picked up Ben's pouched briefs and

| ooked at them nmking a nental note to buy sonething that would fit better
tomorrow. At |east he had kept to their basic bargain; the jeans were baggy on
him but would fit snugly around her pelvis. The thernmal undershirt, turtleneck,
and heavy w nter socks, of course, were gender neutral, and she had never
bothered to own a bra. Ben's boots were always a little | oose on her, but not
much; their feet only altered a little during the change and the socks nade up
sone of the difference.

Sally's face was bright red and taut with anger, but she had nothing to say.
Once her bra was on, she kicked away the sheet and stood up, turning her back to
Vivian as she finished getting dressed.

Tonmorrow norning Vivian would find the building nmanager, pretending to know
not hi ng of Ben's whereabouts. She would play the role of Ben's worried sister
and take over the rent. Fromwhat she renmenbered when Ben first took the room
the manager wouldn't care if she lived there as long as the rent cane on tine.
Bundl ed up in her scarf and winter coat, Sally glanced back over her shoul der.
"Thank you for being so considerate,” she snapped. "If | don't get killed out
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there at this hour, I'Il freeze to death." She yanked open the door and stonped
out, her blond hair swirling.

Vi vian suppressed a twinge of guilt. If Sally was ol d enough to get picked up in
the Twi sted Dragon, she was old enough to get home at night. As Vivian closed
the door and | ocked it, she grudgi ngly decided she coul dn't blane her brother
too much. Sally did |look very nice and, of course, she had been wlling.

"Say good-bye, Ben," she taunted in a whisper. Good-bye, Ben nuttered sourly in
her m nd.

Nobody Knows the Trouble |'ve Seen

by Walton Sinons

The courtroomwas jamred with people. There seened to be al nbst as many
reporters as had been at Bush's inauguration two weeks before. The rest were
friends, or enemes, of Hrams, or just the idly curious. There were no jokers
in the room Pretorius being a notable exception. Kenneth had nanaged to get
Jerry a seat.

"Al'l rise."

The judge wal ked in and the noisy courtroomgrew silent. The old nagi strate nmade
her way to the bench and sat down slowy.

The judge cleared her throat. "In the case of the People of the State of New
York v Hiram Worchester, | understand that the prosecution has seen fit to
reduce the charge to involuntary nmanslaughter. |Is that correct?"

The prosecutor rose. "Yes, your honor."

"And how does the defense plead?" the judge asked. Pretorius arose. "GQuilty,
your honor."

"A plea bargain, as anticipated,” Kenneth said, above the nuttering of the
courtroom crowd.

"M . Worchester," the judge said, "please rise.
straight as his size would all ow.

"G ven your stature in the comunity and the unusual circunstances involved in
this case, | see no real benefit to yourself or society in inprisoning you
Therefore, | sentence you to five years probation. Any use of your wld-card
ability during that tine will constitute a violation of your probation. An

i ndi vidual with your unique gift should be ashaned that it was used to take
another life. Society has grown tired of such foolishness. Hopefully, in the
future you will be a positive exanple for us all. If not, you will find the
court unsynpathetic."

Hi ram nodded weakly and w ped his brow. Pretorius stood and put his arm around
hi m

The heavy wooden doors sl amed open at the back of the room A four-arned joker
man pushed his way inside. "Miurderer. You're nothing but a rich nurderer."

Two officers grabbed the joker, pushed himto the floor, and cuffed him

"We're going to get you, Worchester," the joker screaned as they dragged him
fromthe room "W're going to see you dead, just like Chrysalis."

"Jesus." Jerry nudged Kenneth. "Chrysalis is dead and it was an accident. Don't
they know that? H ramwas crazy. He's suffered enough."”

"Possibly," Kenneth said. "Though the people who cared about Chrysalis m ght

di sagree with you. As they say, it depends on whose ox is getting gored."
Pretorius and H ram began pushing their way through the crowd toward the
doorway. Reporters clustered around themlike spermon an unfertilized egg.

"I wouldn't want to be in Jokertown tonight," Kenneth said.

"No kidding," Jerry said.

David Butler was driving a beat-up old Chevy. That was weird enough. Jerry
hadn't intended to end up in Jokertown and certainly wasn't happy about it.
Neit her was his cabbie. He'd decided this was a good time to check up on David
again. Jerry had tailed hima couple of tinmes since losing himat the peculiar
club, and had wound up bored to death. Once he'd even ended up at the opera.
They passed a building with a big red heart painted on the wall. Valentine's Day
was | ess than three weeks away and the only person he wanted to give flowers or
candy to was Beth. That would just piss Kenneth off. Not that anything had been

Hi ram conplied, standing as
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sai d along those lines, but he'd detected a touch of resentnent from his brother
every now and then. That was the | east of his worries now. He was tailing a
possi bl e nmurderer through Jokertown in an off-the-nmeter cab. Besides, it was
begi nning to snow.

He' d al nost decided to give up and tell the driver to take himhone when a car
at the far end of the street exploded into fire. David's car skidded to a stop,
straddling the curb. Jerry's driver slamed on his brakes and crashed into a
|ight post. Steam began hissing fromunder the car's hood. Debris fromthe
flam ng car clattered onto the cab. A large group of jokers poured out of a side
street. Several of themnoticed the cars and pointed.

"Holy shit," Jerry said. "Get us the hell out of here." The cabbie turned the
key. There was a brief clicking sound, then nothing. "She's shot. W'I| have to
run for it." Jerry clanbered out of the car. David had abandoned the Chevy and
was ducki ng down a side street. The group of jokers was noving toward them
Jerry coul dn't understand what they were saying, but fromthe tone it wasn't
friendly. He sprinted after David. A knot of jokers nmoved to cut himoff, but
Jerry turned the corner a good ten yards ahead.

He began to change. Jerry thickened his brow ridge and |unped up his skull a
bit. He put ugly knots on the backs of his knuckles. It wasn't nuch, but should
keep himfrom bei ng taken for a nat.

David, still running, turned and saw Jerry and the pursuing jokers. David
stepped it up and began to put sonme di stance between them Jerry gritted his
teeth and ran harder. The cold air stung his throat and chest, and he had to be
careful to keep his Italian |eather shoes fromslipping on the ice-slicked
pavenent. The snow began to thicken and swirl in the w nd.

There were screans up ahead. David rounded a corner and di sappeared from view.
Jerry kicked hard after himwith the last of his strength. He slipped down as he
turned the corner and found hinself at the edge of a crowd. There were at | east
two or three hundred jokers jamming the street. Several cars were on fire,
casting a flickering glow agai nst the surroundi ng buildings. Alarge,
overstuffed dumry was being thrown around and torn at. Worchester in effigy, no
doubt .

Jerry couldn't see David, but there was an open alley nouth nearby. Jerry wal ked
over and slipped into the alley. It was enpty. At least as far as he could tell
A few feet down there was a door hanging hal fway off its hinges. Jerry pushed it
open and stepped inside. He waited a few nonents for his eyes_to adjust, but
still couldn't make out nmuch. He stepped out of the dimy lit doorway and
strained to hear any novenent inside the room but there was only a faint

dri pping noise. After a few long nonments, Jerry turned back to the door and was
about to push it open when a group of nats wal ked past. There were five of them
two boys and three girls. They were young, barely twenty, if that. One of the
wonen had spi ky dark hair, the other was shaved bal d. They were flanking the

bl ond boy who was obviously their |eader. David.

The crowd of jokers roared. Jerry peered over the kids and saw the nob part. A
nine-foot-tall joker with green skin noved toward the .center of the nob. It was
Troll, and perched on his shoul ders was Tachyon. There were a few angry shouts,
but nost of the jokers got quiet. Jerry heard a growl ing noise behind him He
turned and saw a pair of green eyes staring at him They were too far apart to
bel ong to a house cat. Jerry |l engthened and pointed his own teeth. If there was
a fight, he wanted to have sone kind of weapon. One of his fangs cut painfully
into his lower linp.

"Listen, ny friends," Tachyon shouted. Jerry could barely nake out the words,
but calling the jokers his friends was being a little presunptuous after what
had happened with Hartmann in Atlanta. "I understand your anger, but this is not
the answer. The fires you're starting here will only burn down your own hones
and kill your own people. H ram Wrchester is not your eneny. |gnorance and
blind prejudice are the true foes every joker nust face. And the only way to
defeat themis through decency and dignity."

"Let's have sone fun," David whispered.

"CGo back to your homes now, " Tachyon continued. "Set an exanple for everyone,
whet her they're jokers, nats, or aces." Tachyon raised his arnms in a pleading
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manner. David's two girls grasped himtightly by the shoulders and his body
shudder ed.

Trol | |aughed. He picked Tachyon up by the back of his lab jacket and et him
dangl e, feet kicking. The crowd began to yell

"Troll," Tachyon screaned. "Wat are you doi ng?" Troll tossed Tachyon
cartwheeling into the nass of jokers. Tachyon | anded am d a tangle of bodies.
Jerry could see himstruggling to get back up

"Let's build a fire the Fatnman can see all the way up at Aces High," Trol
shouted. The crowd how ed its approval and fists punched the air.

Jerry heard another grow behind him closer this tine. He took a deep breath
and bolted fromthe door, slamming into David and the two girls, knocking all
three of themout into the street. Troll saw the commotion at the edge of the
crowd and | ooked directly at them his face showi ng panic. The giant joker
swayed for a nonment, then coll apsed.

The girl with the spiked hair hel ped David up. "Let's get the fuck out of here."
Jerry rolled over and saw the bald girl standing over him She raised her leg to
kick himin the face. Jerry tw sted out of the way and took the blow on his
shoul der, then bit through her blue jeans into her calf. The girl screaned and
tore away fromhim then turned and |linped after her retreating friends. Jerry
spat the taste of blood fromhis nmouth and struggled to his feet. Jokers were
runni ng everywhere. The fires were spreading. Troll wobbled into a standing
position and noved toward Tachyon, who was still shielding hinmself with

m nd-controll ed jokers. Troll cut his way through to the Takisian and gently
lifted Tachyon up onto his shoul ders. Tachyon gave hima questioning | ook, then
nmotioned himto get noving. Troll shoul dered his way back through the dispersing
crowd. The clinic was only a few bl ocks away. Jerry figured it was the safest

pl ace to be and began plowi ng through the jokers after Troll.

Jerry heard sirens fromseveral different directions, all getting closer. He
bounced his way to the edge of the nobb and onto the sidewal k just as a police
car swung into view. A bullet slamred into the brick wall behind him spraying
himwith tiny rock fragnents. Jerry didn't know who'd fired the shot and didn't
want to find out. He dodged down a side street and headed for the clinic.

Bl ai se made Jerry nervous, scared himeven. The red-haired boy stayed at the

wi ndow for half an hour, watching the rioting with a smle on his face. Sirens,
bot h police and anbul ance, had been passing by all night. Once, Blaise turned to
Jerry and said, "Fire and blood. So much of it. So beautiful." Qher than that
particul ar tw sted observation, he'd seened to regard Jerry as invisible. Jerry
sat there in silence, folding and unfolding his check

It was 2:00 A°. M before Tachyon got back to his office. The right side of his
face was bruised and puffy and his good armwas in a sling. "You should have
wai ted, Jeremi ah," he said as he collapsed into his chair. "On a night |ike
this, noney is less of a concern.”

"I't's not about noney." Jerry handed the check over. "But | mght as well give

it to you anyway. | was doi ng sonething el se down here. Howis Troll, by the
way ?"
"Confused and enbarrassed. He doesn't renenber throwing ne. | went into his mnd

and there's sinply a blank spot during that period. Like he was bl acked out."
Tachyon touched the purple skin above his eye and winced. “The timng for such
an incident couldn't have been worse.

"Could we talk alone for a few mnutes?" Jerry | ooked over at Bl aise.

Bl ai se gl anced hatefully at Jerry, then | ooked at Tachyon, who was pointing to
the door. The younger Takisian stood his ground for a nonment, then stal ked out

of the room

Tachyon sighed. "Now, what is it you want to discuss?"

"What happened to Troll was no accident. He wasn't in his own body when it threw
you. Sonebody el se was."

"You' ve heard the reports about people having their bodies switched with someone
el se? There was a bank robbery-"

"Yes," Tachyon interrupted. "W have a nother and daughter in our psychiatric
ward who claimtheir m nds were sonehow switched by a third party. Do you
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believe that's what happened to Troll?"

"I knowit," Jerry said. "And | think I know who's behind it, too."

"Who?" Tachyon snapped out of his exhausted state. "David Butler. He works at ny
brother's law firm Latham Strauss." Jerry leaned forward in his chair. "I've
been tailing himoff and on, and he was at the riot tonight with sone of his
friends."

Tachyon si ghed and nodded. "A year ago | mght have been tenpted to intervene
mysel f, but |'ve seen the folly of that. | think our best course is to turn M.
Butler in to the authorities. You're not making any of this up?"

"COf course not," Jerry said. "I don't go around accusi ng peopl e of being
crimnals unless I"'msure of it. My brothers a | awer."

Tachyon pushed the intercombutton on his phone. "Could you get ne Lieutenant
Maser yk?"

Jerry wasn't sure this was such a good idea, but Tachyon seened sold on it. Wat
ki nd of prison could hold David anyway?

Jerry was sitting on the couch outside his brother's office. Presunably, he was
there to have lunch with Kenneth. But he was really there to see the | ook on
David's face when the police came for him He'd nade Tachyon find out for him
where and when the arrest would be nade. It was a small price to pay for the

i nformati on he'd provi ded. Seeing the young Adonis arrested woul d provide him
with some much-needed satisfaction.

He was thunbing through a copy of Aces. There was a paragraph on himin the
"Where Are They Now?" section. They'd also printed a picture of Jerry as the
giant ape with the word "retired" underneath. Little did they know.

The doors opened and two detectives wal ked in. At |least Jerry assuned that was
who they were.

"Coul d you ask David Butler to cone out and see us?" the older of the two asked
while flashing a badge. "It's an official matter."

The secretary nmade a quick call and David appeared nonents |ater. He stopped
short and frowned when he saw t he policenen, then recovered.

"David Butler?"

"Yes, how can | help you?"

"We'd |ike to ask you sone questions.
that's all right with you?"
"Certainly," David said stiffly. He turned to the secretary. "Tell M. Latham
may be out all afternoon.”

"Of course," she said.

"Shall we go?" David asked.

The detectives stood on either side of David and wal ked himfromthe room
Jerry sighed. He'd hoped that David would react a little nore, not that he'd
expected himto break down and confess. But a little whinpering woul d have been
ni ce.

Hopeful ly, that would come later. Jerry was only sorry he wouldn't be there to
see it.

He was asl eep when the phone rang. Jerry picked it up and yawned into the
receiver. "Sorry, hello."

The policenen walked up to him "If

"Jeremi ah." It was Tachyon. H s voice was sonber."l "mafraid | have sone bad
news. "
Jerry sat up. "Not too bad, | hope. I'mnot sure |'d be up for that."

"Davi d has escaped."

"What ?" Jerry yelled without nmeaning to. "How did it happen?"

"The police were interrogating himand getting nowhere, so they decided to cal
in a skimer, sonmeone who can pick up surface thoughts." Tachyon paused. "David
pani cked and switched bodies with one of the officers. He made the nman knock out
his partner, then returned to his own body. The officer blacked out fromthe
shock. Then, apparently, David just wal ked out. No one has seen himsince."
"Great, Doc." Jerry didn't want to sound angry, but he was. "Thanks for
calling."

"I"'msorry, Jeremiah. | did what | thought was best."

"I know. Good-bye. " Jerry hung up and flipped through his Rol odex for Jay
Ackroyd's nunber. Maybe Jay could get a lead. If not, it was out of Jerry's
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hands.

Jerry sat on the couch in his projection room nassaging his crotch. He'd

wat ched the first half of Jokertown, but had stopped when Nichol son got his nose
slit. It was just too dam depressing. He'd popped in a porn video, but it
wasn't doing nuch for his norale, either. He had another porn novie, jokers and
Bl ondes, but that mght be alittle weird for his taste.

He turned off the TV and sighed. He'd had a couple of shots of whiskey and his
brain felt as soft as his penis was hard. He thought of Kenneth and Beth
upstairs, probably fucking |like weasels. "Enjoy yourselves. Don't think of poor,
old Jerry. Have an orgasmfor ne."

He' d consi dered sneaking up to their bedroom door and listening on severa
occasi ons, but had never actually done it. Maybe toni ght would be the night. He
got his feet under him wandered into the living roomand up the stairs. He
stopped at the top and steadied hinself on the banister. Beth was probably a
great fuck. It would be consistent with her character. She was great at
everything el se. He took a step toward their bedroom door

No, he thought, you're not that far gone yet. It's none of your damm busi ness.
Shane on you

Jerry turned and headed for the upstairs bathroom He quickly stripped and
turned on the shower. The water was cold, like the air outside, but it didn't
seemto help.

Nowadays Cl ancy Can't Even Sing

by Victor M| an

The tall nman opened his nouth and said, "Beware. There is danger here."

Mar k Meadows swayed like a radio mast in a high wind, sat down on the hood of a
black stretch linm parked in front of the store to wait the dizziness out. It
had been a wonan's voice, tinted with Asian accent |ike ginger flakes.

The slim blond twel ve-year-old girl with himwatched himclosely, concerned but
not afraid. She'd seen these spells before.

He | ooked up and down the bl ock. Fitz-James O Brien Street was about the sanme as
al ways. This fringe of the Village had grown rougher the |last few years. But so
had the world. And people left himpretty nmuch al one.

He had friends.

You guys are getting pretty restless, he thought. He felt furtive stirrings in
the back of his brain, but no nmore words cane unbi dden

Deci ding her father was all right, the girl began to swi ng pendul umike on her
father's arm chanting, "W re honme, Daddy, we're hone." Her voice was that of a
four-year-old. The rest of her was twelve.

He gazed down at her. A rush of |ove suffused himlike a hit of w ndowpane. He
pul I ed her cl ose, hugged her, and stood.

"Yeah, Sprout. Hone." He opened the door beneath the smling hand-painted sun
and the | egend COSM C PUMPKI N- FOOD FOR BODY, M ND & SPIRI T

I nsi de was cool and al nost dark. It used to be sunny in here on spring days |ike
this, but that was when there was still plate glass in the w ndows instead of

pl ywood sheets. The sound system was on, tuned by one of his clerks to one of
those New Age easy-listening stations popular with people who spend their

eveni ngs wat chi ng Koyaani sgatsi on renote-progranmable VCRs. Alittle thin for
even Mark's bl ood, but at the nonment better than the usual fare: Bonnie Raitt,
somet hing recent with a soft ska beat.

Good business for mdafternoon, he thought, with the reflex twi nge of guilt he
got any time he had such commrercial thoughts. A small guy with a fleshy, pointy
nose and a silklike jacket with a strip-club logo on the back was haunting the
gl ass-top counter that displayed the dope paraphernalia the Punpkin was carrying
until the inevitable Crusading DA finally got around to cracki ng down. He seened
to be thinking of hitting on one of Mark's stunpy, brush-cut clerks, who was
sweeping the floor behind the deli counter with nuttering bad grace and shooting
hi m hate | ooks. She gave Mark one, too, when she noticed him He was a man; this
was all his fault.

A handful of even |less descript types sat at tables hunched over racing forns
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and steaning cups of Red Zinger tea. A tall dark-haired wonan stood at the conic
rack with her back to him looking at a reprint of an early Freak Brothers
classic. The DA was after those, too. Mark put a hand back around to where his
I ong blond hair, nore ash now than straw, was gathered into a blue elastic tie.
It was too tight, and pulled at random patches of his scalp |ike doll hands.

Ni neteen years this spring he'd been wearing his hair long, and he still hadn't
gotten the hang of tying back a ponytail

Absently he noticed that the woman was wel|l dressed to be grazing the
undergrounds. Usually the customers in pricey threads scrupul ously confined
their attentions to his sprouts-and-tofu cuisine.

H s daughter chirped, "Auntie Brenda," and went running back to give the clerk a
hug. The tall man smiled ruefully. He could never tell his clerks apart. They
both thought he was a weed, anyway.

Then the wel | -dressed woman turned and | ooked at himwi th violet eyes and said,
quietly, "Mark."

It felt as if one of the youthful football jocks who had been the curse of his
adol escence had just chop-bl ocked his pelvis out fromunder his spine.

"Sunfl ower," he managed to say through a throat gone as pliable as an airshaft.
He heard the squeak-scruff of his daughter's sneakers on stained |inoleum behind
him A noment of silence hung in the air, stretching gradually, agonizingly,
like a taffy strand. Then Sprout boiled past and threw herself at the wonan,
hugging her with all the strength of her thin arns.

" Normy. "

The rat-faced man slid out of the booth and wal ked up to Mark. He had

wet -1 ooki ng bl ack eyes and a nustache that | ooked as if it had been carel essly
dabbed on in mascara. Mark blinked at him very carefully, as if his eyes were
fragil e and mnight break

The snmaller man thrust a packet of papers into his hand. "See you in court,
buppie," he said, and sidled out the door

Mark stared down at the papers. Freewheeling, his mnd registered

of ficial-looking seals and the phrase determ ne custody of their daughter,
Sprout .

And the other custoners cane boiling up fromtheir checkered cheesecloth tables
as if tied to the same string, stuck big black caneras in Mark's face, and

bl asted himback into the door with their strobes.

His vision full of big swarming balloons of |ight, Mark staggered into the
little bathroomand threw up in the toilet beneath the Jinm Hendrix poster
Fortunately the poster was |am nated.

Kinberly Anne slid into the |inousine by feel, watching the Punpkin's front door
wi th brui sed-1ooking eyes. Around the fringes of the plywood she could see the
phot ographers' flashguns spluttering |like an arc wel der.

"Poor mark," she whispered. She turned with nmascara beginning to nelt down one
cheek.

"I's it really necessary to put himthrough all this?" The backseat's other

occupant regarded her with eyes as pal e and di spassionate as a shark's. "It is,"
he said, "if you want your daughter back."

She stared at fingers knotted in her lap. "Mre than anything," she said, just
audi bl y.

"Then you nust be ready to pay the price, Ms. Gooding."

"My advice to you, O. Meadows," Dr. Pretorius said, |eaning back and cracking

t he knuckl es of his big, callused hands, "is to go underground."

Mark stared at the | awyer's hands. They didn't seemto fit with the rest of him
whi ch was a pretty unorthodox picture to start with. You didn't expect hands
like that on a | awer, even a |ong-haired one, especially not resting above a
gol d wat ch-chain catenary on the vest of a thousanddol |l ar charcoal -gray suit.
They jarred. Just like fording the cream wal |l paper and wal nut - wai nscot ed

el egance of Pretorius's office in a second-floor wal k-up in what the tabl oids
liked to call the festering depths of Jokertown. O I|ike the strange tang like
pus-filled bandages that seened to stick in the back of Mark's nose.

Mark coul dn't evade the issue any longer. "I beg your pardon?" he said, blinking
furiously. Behind his chair Sprout humred to herself as she studied the array of

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%208%20-%200ne%20Eyed%20Jacks.txt (66 of 156) [1/17/03 7:12:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6208%20-%200ne%20Ey ed%20Jacks.txt

i nsects nounted under glass on the walls.

"You heard ne. If you want to hold on to your little girl, the best advice | can
give you as a |lawer is to go underground."”

"l don't understand."

""Ch, ny God,"' Pretorius quoted, you're fromthe sixties.' Doesn't ring any
bells? You didn't see that novie they nmade out of WE Kinsella's autobiography?
No, of course not; chewing up a blotter and sitting through a revival of 2001
three tines is nore your speed in novies."

He sighed. "Are you telling ne you don't know what 'goi ng underground" neans?
You know Huey Newton, Patty Hearst, all those fabul ous names of yesteryear."
Mar k gl anced nervously back at his daughter, who had her nose pressed to the

gl ass over sone kind of bug that |ooked like a ten-inch twig. Mark had never
realized before just how nervous insects nade him

"I know what it nmeans, man. | just don't know" He raised his own hands, which
in the sonewhat stark |light began to look to himlike specinens escaped from
Pretorius's cases, to try to draw comruni cation out of hinself, out of the air,
what ever. CQutside of one area of |life he had never been nuch good at getting

i deas acr oss.

Pretorius nodded briskly. "You don't knowif |I'mserious, right? I am Dead
serious."

He I et his hand drop forward onto his desk, onto the copy of the Post Jube had
given Mark. "Do you have any idea who you're dealing with here?"

A blunt finger was tapping Kinberly Anne's face where it peered over Sprout's
shoulder. "That's ny ex-old | ady," Mark said. "She used to call herself
Sunf | ower . "

"She's calling herself Ms. Gooding now | gather she married the senior partner
at her brokerage firm™

He stared al nbst accusingly at Mark. "And do you know whom she's retai ned? St
John Lat ham "

He spoke the nane |ike a curse. Sprout canme up and insinuated her hand into her
daddy's. He reached awkwardly across hinself to put his free arm around her
"What's so special about this Latham dude?"

"He's the best. And he's a total bastard."

"That's, like, why | cane to you. You're supposed to be pretty good yourself. If
you'll help nme, why should | think about running?"

Pretorius's mouth seened to heat-shrink to his teeth. "Flattery is al ways
appreci ated, no matter how beside the point."

He | eaned forward. "Understand, Doctor: these are the eighties. Don't you hate
that phrase? | thought nothing was ever going to be as nauseous as the cant we
had back in the days when Wat hernen weren't fat boys who got mffed at Bryant
Gunbel on the nmorning show. GCh, well, wong again, Pretorius." He cocked his
head |ike a big bird. "Dr. Meadows, you claimto be an ace?"

Mark flushed. -"Well, I..."

"Does the nane "Captain Trips' suggest anything?"

"I-that is-yes." Mark | ooked at his hands. "It's supposed to be a secret."
"Cap'n Trips is a fixture in Jokertown and on the New York ace scene. And does
he ever wear a nmask?"

"Well ... no."

"Indeed. So we have a fairly visible but apparently mnor ace, whose, ahem
“secret identity' is a nman who follows a rather divergent life-style in a day
when “the nail that stands out nust be hamrered down' is the domi nant soci al

wi sdom St. John Lathamis a man who will do anything to win. Anything. Do you
see how you m ght be, how you say, vul nerabl e?"

Mark covered his face with his hands. "I just can't... | nean, Sunflower

woul dn't do anything like that to ne. W, we're |ike conrades. | knew her at
Ber kel ey, man. The Kent State protests-you renmenber that?" H's confusion cane
out in a gush of reproach, accusation alnost. He expected Pretorius to bark at
him Instead the attorney nodded his splendid silver head. The perfection of his
ponytail filled Mark with jeal ous awe.

"I remenber. | still walk with a linp, thanks to a National Guardsman's bayonet
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i n ny hip-anong other reasons.”

Pretorius sat back and gazed at the ceiling. "Aradical in '70. An executive in
'89. If you knew how anythi ng but uncommon that story is. At |east she's not
with the DEA. "

"And while we're on that subject, | have fornmed the inpression you don't say no
to recreational chenistry"

"I't doesn't hurt anybody, nman."

"No. Ain't nobody's business but your own; couldn't agree nore. Being a Jew in
Nurenberg in the thirties didn't hurt anybody either."

He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. "Doctor, you are a big, soft,
inflated Bozo the Clown doll in the climate of today, and M. St. John

Mot her f ucki ng Lathamis going to knock you all over the courtroom So | say to
you, Run, baby, run. O be prepared for a sea change in your life."

Mark nmade a hel pl ess gesture, started to stand. "One nore thing," Pretorius

sai d.

Mar k stopped. Pretorius | ooked to Sprout. She was a shy child, except with those
close to her, and the |awer had an intimdating way-he intimdated her dad,
anyway. But she faced Pretorius, solem and unflinching.

"The question that needs to be asked is, what do you want, Sprout?" Pretorius
said. "Do you want to live with your nomy, or stay with your father?"

"I-1"1l abide by her wi shes, nman," Mark said. It was the hardest thing .he'd
ever said.

She | ooked from Pretorius to Mark and back. "I miss my nomy," she said in that
precise, childish voice. Mark felt his skeleton begin to collapse within him
"But | want to stay with ny daddy."

Pretorius nodded gravely. "Then we'll do what we can to see that you do. But
what that will be"-he | ooked at Mark-"is up to your father."

Seven o' clock turned up on schedul e. Susan-he was fairly sure it was
Susan-marched to the front door to flip over the sign to SORRY--WE RE CLOSED
just as a worman materialized and pushed at the door from outside.

Susan resisted, glaring. Mark came around the counter wiping his hands on his
apron and felt his stonach do a slowroll.

"I't's okay," he managed to croak. "She can cone in." Susan turned her glare on
Mark. "I'moff now, buster." Mark shrugged hel pl essly. The wonman stepped agilely
inside. She was tall and striking in a black skirt suit with padded shoul ders
and a deep purple blouse. Her eyes had grown nore violet over the years. The

bl ouse turned them huge and gl owi ng.

"This is personal, not business," she said to Susan. "W'||l be fine."

"I'f you're sure you'll be okay alone with him" Susan sniffed. She |launched a

| ast glower at Mark and clunped out into the Village dusk

She turned, Kinberly, and was in Mark's arnms. He dammed near coll apsed. He stood
there a nmoment with his arnms sort of dangling stiffly past her like a

mannequi n's. Then he hugged her with adol escent fervor. Her body nelted agai nst
his, fleetingly, and then she turned and was out of his arnms |ike snoke.

"You seemto be doing well for yourself," she said, gesturing at the shop

"Uh, yeah. Thanks." He pulled a chair back froma table. "Here, sit down."

She sm | ed and accepted. He went around behind the counter and busied hinself.
She |it a cigarette and | ooked at him He didn't point out the LUNGS I N UsE- No
SMOKI NG PLEASE sign on the wall behind her.

She wasn't as willow as she had been back in the Bay days. Nor was she bl owsy
from booze and depression as she had been when their marriage hit the rocks and
she sel f-destructed at the first custody hearing, back in '81. Full-figured was
what he thought they, called it, glancing back as he waited for water to boil
though he had it in mind that had become a euphenmismfor "fat". She wasn't;

vol upt uous m ght have put it better. \Watever, she wore forty well.

Not that it mattered, not really. He was still as desperately in love with
her as he'd been the first tinme he saw her, thirty years and nore ago,
tricycling down their southern California tract-hone bl ock
The lights were low, just a visual buzz of fluorescents above the deli counter
Mark it candl es and a sandal wood stick. The Wndham Hill nmob was history. The
tape machi ne played real nusic. Their nusic.
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He brought an earthenware pot and two matching nugs on a tray. He al nbst tipped
the assenbly onto the floor, slopping fragrant herbal tea on the red-and-white
checkered tablecloth as he transferred the pot to the table. Kinberly sat and
watched himwith a snmile that held no nockery.

He spilled only a little of the pale anber liquid as he poured and handed her a
mug. She sipped. Her face lit. "Celestial Seasonings and old Bonnie Raitt." She
smled. "How sweet of you to renenber."

"How could | forget?" he munbled into the steamrising fromhis nug.

A rustle of beaded curtain, and they | ooked up to see Sprout standing in the

gl oom at the back of the store. "Daddy, |I'm hungry-" she began. Then she saw

Ki nberly and cane flying forward again.

Kinberly cradled her, telling her, "Baby, baby, it's all right, Mommy's here."
Mark sat, absently stroking his daughter's |long snooth hair, feeling excluded.
At | ast Sprout relinquished her hold on Sunflower's neck and slid down to sit
cross-| egged on the scuffed |inoleum pressed up against her nother's

bl ack- st ocki nged shins. Kinberly petted her

"l don't want to take her away fromyou, Mark." Mark's vision swirled. H s eyes
stung. H's tongue knotted. "Wiy-why are you doing this, then? You said | was
doing well."

"That's different. That's noney." She gestured around the shop. "Do you really
think this is any way for a little girl to grow up? Surrounded by snut and hash
pi pes?"

"She's all right," he said sullenly. "She's happy. Aren't you honey?"

W de- eyed sol emm, Sprout nodded. Kinberly shook her head.

"Mark, these are the eighties. You' re a dropout, a druggie. How can you expect
to rai se a daughter, let alone one as ... special as our Sprout is?"

Mark froze with his hand reaching for the pocket of his faded deni mjacket-the
one that held his pouch and papers, not the one with the Grateful Dead patch. It
came to himhow great the gulf between them had becone.

"The way |'ve been doing," he said. "One day at a tine."

"Ch, Mark," she said, rising. "You sound |ike an AA neeting."

The tape had segued to Buffalo Springfield. Kinberly hugged Sprout, came around
the table to him "Fam lies should be together," she said huskily in his ear
"Ch, Mark, | wish-"

"What ? What do you wi sh?"

But she was gone, |eaving himand her |ast words hanging in a breath of Chane
No. 5.

The stuffed animals sat in a rapt semcircle on the bed and in shelf tiers along
the walls. The light of one dimbulb glittered in attentive plastic eyes as the
girl spoke.

Mar k wat ched fromthe doorway. She had not pulled the madras-print cloth to,
indicating she didn't want full privacy. She spoke in a | ow voice, |eaning
forward. He coul d never make out what she said at times like this; it seened to
himthat the | ength of her sentences, the pitch of her voice even, were sonehow
nmore adult than anything she nmanaged in the world outside her tiny
converted-cl oset bedroom in the presence of anyone but the Pobbles and Thunpers
and teddy bears. But if he tried to intrude, to cone close to catch the sense of
what she was saying, she clamed up. It was one area of her life Sprout excluded
himfrom however desperately he wanted to share it.

He turned away, padded barefoot past the dark cubicle where he had his own
mattress on the floor to the lab that took up nost of the apartnent above the
Punpki n.

Red-eye pilot lights threwlittle hard shards of illum nation that ricocheted
fitfully among surfaces of glass and nechanism Mark felt his way to a pad in
the corner beneath a periodic table and a poster for Destiny's gig at the
Fillmore in 1970's long-l1ost spring and sat. The snell of cannabis snoke and the
| ayers of paint it had sunk into enfolded himlike arnms. Hi s cheeks had becone
wet w thout his being aware.

He pushed a cabinet on casters away fromthe wall, untoggled the fiberboard rear
panel . The conpartnment hidden inside contained racks of vials of various col ored
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powders: blue, orange, yellow, gray, black, and silver that swirled together

wi thout mixing. He stared at them ran a finger along themlike a stick along a
pi cket fence.

Along tine ago a skinny kid with a crew cut and hi ghwater pants, who had just
dropped LSD for the first time ever, had stunbled into an alleyway in horror,

fl eeing a People's Park confrontation between National Guardsnen and students in
the dark angry days that followed Kent State. Mmnments |ater a gl ow ng beautiful
yout h energed: an ace for the Revolution. Together with Tom Dougl as, the Lizard
Ki ng and dooned | ead singer for Destiny, he had stood off the Guard and the
Establ i shent ace Hardhat, and saved the day. Then he partied the night away,
with help fromthe kids, Tom Dougl as, and a beautiful young activist called
Sunfl ower. He called hinself the Radical

In the norning the Radi cal disappeared. He was never seen again. And a certain
nerd bi ochem student stunbl ed back out of the alley with a head full of the
strangest menory fragnents.

Becom ng the Radical again-if he'd ever really been the Radical -had becone
Mark's Holy Grail. He had failed in that quest. The brightly col ored powders
were what he had found instead. Not what he was | ooking for-but a neans to
acceptance all the same. To having, at |east for one hour, a dose, what a

| ong-dead Egyptian scribe once prayed for as "effective personality."

He felt stirrings down around the back of his skull, like the voices of children
on a distant playground. He pushed them back down, away. From bel ow the racks he
took a bong with a cracked, snpke-stained stack. Ri ght now he needed chenica
sanctuary of a nore conventional kind.

He soared upward fromthe roof, upward fromthe snbg and squal or into blue
nmor ni ng sky that darkened around himas he rose. The Village dwi ndl ed, was
subsunmed into the cenent scab of Mnhattan, becanme a finger poking a blue ribbon
bet ween Long |sland and the Jersey shore, was lost in swirls of cloud. C ouds
hid the shitbrown garbage bl oomfromthe bay into the Atlantic: a blessing in
hi s present nvood.

He rose higher, feeling the air chill and attenuate around himuntil it was
gone, and he floated in blackness, with nothing between himand the hot healing
eye of the sun.

He stretched, feeling his body fill with the wild energy of the sun, the
I'ifegiver He was Starshine; he needed no air, no food. Only sunlight. It hit him
i ke a drug--though he knew the rush of cocaine and sizzle of crystal nmeth only
at one renobve and unwillingly, through the experiences of Mark Meadows.
Fromthe O ynpian height of orbit you could barely see what a splendid job nan
was doi ng of fouling his own nest. He ached to spread the word, the warning, to
help the world to its senses with his poens and songs. But the nonents of
freedomwere too few, too few ...

He felt the pressure of other voices within, dragging himback to Earth, in
thought if not yet in body. Meadows had a problem and he knew that this brief
liberation was Mark's way of consulting him As he would the others.

Changes are due in your life, Mark Meadows, he thought. But what m ght those
changes be? If he hinself could do no nore, he wi shed Meadows at | east would
involve hinself nore in the world, take a stand. He wi shed Mark woul d give up
his habits of drug abusethough he couldn't escape irony there, since if Mrk
went conpletely straight, it would be in effect the end of him of Starshine in
hi s gol den body stocking, floating up above the world so high

He gazed off around the nolten-silver linb of the world. A gigantic oil spil
was fouling the coast of Alaska; for all his powers, what could he do? What
could he do to halt acid rain, or the destruction of the Amazon rain forest?
That last he'd even tried, had flown to Brazil on wings of light, begun
destroyi ng bull dozers and work canps with his energy beans, putting the worknen
to flight, burning the rotor off a Gazelle gunship that had tried to drive him
away-t hough begrudgi ngly he had caught it before it crashed, and eased it to a
soft landing on a sandbar. Unworthy as they were, he didn't want the crew s
deat hs wei ghi ng down his soul

He had gotten so engrossed in his nmission, in fact, that he'd overstayed his
hour, stranding Mark in a snoldering patch of devastation in the m ddle of the
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Amazon basin with a whole reginment of the Brazilian arny closing in and mghtily
pi ssed off. Even with his other friends to call on, Mark had some bad nonents
getting back to the States. He'd been so mffed he hadn't summoned Starshine for
si x nont hs afterward.

It did no good, of course. The Brazilian governnent borrowed nore noney fromthe
Worl d Bank and bought nore and bi gger earth-raping nmachi nes. The destruction
went on with barely a hiccup.

The truth is, the world doesn't need nore aces, he thought. It doesn't need us
at all. W can't do anything real

He | ooked into the sun. Its roaring song of life and light blinded him suffused
him But for all his exaltation, he was a note-a spark, quickly consuned.

And he knew that he had come to his truth.

Dr. Pretorius |eaned back in his swivel chair and crossed hands over his hard
paunch. H's suit was white today. He | ooked |ike a hip Col onel Sanders.

"So, Dr. Meadows, do you have a decision for ne?" Mark nodded, started to speak
A door opened behind Pretorius and the words stuck tight in Mark's throat. A
worman had slipped silently into the room-a girl, maybe; she | ooked nore like a
special effect than a human. She was five and a half feet tall, inhumanly slim
and bl ue-blue green, actually, gleaming in the sanme shade as the dyes used in
blue ice. The roomtenperature, already cool, had dropped perceptibly.

"You haven't nmet ny ward, have you? Dr. Meadows, |let ne present Ice Blue Sibyl."
She | ooked at him At |east she turned her face toward him Whatever she was
made of | ooked hard as gl ass, but seened constantly, subtly to be shifting. Her
features seened hi gh-cheekboned and forward thrusting, though it was hard to be
sure. Her body was attenuated as a mannequin's and al nost as sexl ess; though she
appeared to be nude, the tiny breasts showed no nipples, nor did she display
genitalia. Still, there was sone alien, elflike quality to her, sonething that
caused a stirring in Mark's crotch as she | ooked at himw th her blue-glass
stare.

She turned her face to Pretorius, tipped it attentively. Mark got the inpression
that sonme communi cati on passed between them The | awer nodded. Sibyl turned and
wal ked to the door with sinuous inhuman grace. She stopped, gave Mark a | ast

gl ance, vani shed.

Pretorius was | ooking at him "You've deci ded?" Mark reached out and hugged his
daughter to him "Yeah, man. There's only one thing | can do."

"Hel l 0? I's anyone here?" Dr. Tachyon stepped cautiously through the open door
Today he wore an ei ghteenthcentury peach coat over a pale pink shirt with | ace
spraying out the front of a mauve wai stcoat. Hi s breeches were deep purple
satin, caught at the knee with gold rosettes. His stockings were lilac, his
shoes gold. Instead of an artificial hand, he wore a | ace cozy on his stunp,
with a red rose sprouting fromit.

Amazenent stopped himcold. The Punpkin was gutted. Tables were overturned, the
counter torn up, the magazine racks lying on their backs, the psychedelic-era
posters gone fromthe walls. Somewhere nusic played.

"Burning Sky! Wat's happened here? Markl Mark!" Through a doorway at the back
that | ooked curiously naked w thout the beaded curtain that had al ways hung
there stepped a remarkable figure. It wore torn khaki pants, a bl ack
Queensrykche T-shirt stretched to the bursting point across a disproportionately
huge chest. Wth a narrow head and finely scul pted, alnost elfin features set on
an i nhumanly squat body, the newconer | ooked the way pretty-boy novie

martial -artist Jean C aude Van Damme would if they put himin a hydraulic press
and mashed hi m down hima foot or so.

He stopped and turned a cool snmile on Tachyon. "So. The little prince." H's
English had a curious, al nost Eastern European accent. Just |ike Tachyon's.

"What have you done to Mark?" Tachyon hissed. His flesh hand i nched back toward
the little H&K nine-millineter tucked in a waistband hol ster inside the back of
hi s breeches.

The other put fist to palmand flexed. Coth tore. "Served loyally and without
stint, as befits a Mrakh." Being destroyed as an abom nation befits a Mrakh
Tachyon thought. He was about to say so when an equally outlandi sh apparition
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| oomed up behind the creature. This one had a gray sl eevel ess sweatshirt and

pai nt - spl ashed dungarees hung on a frane |ike a street sign and grayi ng bl ond
hair clipped skull close. He seened to consist all of nose, Adam s apple, and

el bows.

"Doc! How are you, nman?" the scarecrow said. Tachyon squinted at him "Wo the
hell are you?" The other blinked and | ooked as if he were about to cry. "It's
me, man. Mark."

Tachyon goggl ed. A blond rocket in cutoffs shot out the door, hit the Morakh in
the middle of his broad back, scaled himlike a nonkey, and seated itself with
slimbare | egs straddling his rhinoceros neck

"Uncl e Tachy!" Sprout chirped. "Uncle Dirk is giving ne a piggyback ride."
"Indeed." lgnoring the Morakh's scowl, Tach stepped close to kiss the girl on
her proffered cheek.

Durg at-Mrakh was the strongest non-ace on Earth: no Gol den Boy or Harl em
Hamrer, but far stronger than any normal human. He was not human; he was
Taki si an--a Morakh, a gene-engi neered fighting nmachine created by the Vayawand,
bitter enem es of Tachyon's House Il kazam He had come to Earth with Tachyon's
cousin Zabb, a foe of a nore intinmate nature.

Now he served Mark, having been defeated in unarnmed conbat by Mark's "friend"
Moonchi | d. He and Tachyon tol erated each other for Mark's sake.

Tachyon gripped his old friend by the biceps. "Mk, nman, what has happened to
you?"

Mark grimaced. Tachyon realized he had never seen his chin before.

"I't's this court thing," Mark said, glancing at his daughter. "They start taking
depositions soon. Dr. Pretorius said | needed to, |ike, straighten up ny inage."
Taking his cue, Durg patted Sprout's shins and said, "Let us go for a walKk,
little mstress." They went out into the sunlight on Fitz-Janes.

""Dr. Pretorius,"' Tachyon repeated with distaste. The two regarded each ot her
like a pair of dogs who claimthe sane turf. "He thinks you should then give in,
change the way you |ives--the way you wear your hair?"

Mar k shrugged hel plessly. "He says if | challenge the system I'Il |ose."
"Perhaps if you had a nore conpetent |awer."

"Everybody says he's the best. The |l egal version of, like, you."

"Well." Tach fingered his narrow chin. "I adnmit |'ve no cause to believe that
your justice' is aptly nanmed. What are you doing to your store?"

"Pretorius says if | go in as a head-shop owner I'Il get blown out of the water
So I"'mselling off the paraphernalia and letting Jube take the comix as a |ot.
I"'m maki ng the Pumpkin into nore a New Age place. Gonna call it a ~Wellness

Center' or sonething."

Tachyon wi nced.

"Yeah, man, | know. But it's, like, the eighties."

"I ndeed. "

Mark turned and went into the back, where he had boxes of refuse piled to go
into the dunpster in the alley. Tachyon foll owed.

"What nusic is this?" he asked, gesturing to a tape player with a coat-hanger
ant enna.

"dd Buffalo Springfield. "Nowadays C ancy Can't Even Sing."' He dabbed a
fingertip at a corner of his eye. "Always has nade nme cry, darn it."

"I understand." Tach plucked a sil ken handkerchief fromthe sleeve of his stunp
and dabbed at the sweat that daintily beaded his eyebrows. "So Pretorius thinks
changing your life-style at this late date will inpress the court? It seens a
chil di shly obvi ous expedi ent."

" Appearances count for a lot in court, he says. See, the judge decided to hold
open hearings at the end, not just take depositions and briefs |like they usually
do in custody cases. And Doc Pretorius says Sun-Kinberly's attorney's trying to
get the press in, and they' |l play it up big; the ace thing and all. You know
how popul ar we are now. So this image thing, it's like, if a biker gets busted
for murder or sonething, they shave off his beard and put a suit on himfor
trial."

"But you are not on trial."

"Dr. Esays | am"
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"Hm Who is the judge?"
"Justice Mary Conower." He bent, picked up a box, and brightened. "She's

supposed to be a liberal; she was, |like, a big Dukakis supporter. She won't |et
all these ace haters trash me. WIIl she?"

"I renmenber her fromthe canpaign. Last fall I'd have said you were correct.
Now... I'"'mnot so sure. It seens we have few friends on any side."

"Maybe that's why Dr. E told nme to go underground instead of doing the court
thing. But | always thought being a liberal neant you believed in people's
rights and stuff."”

"A lot of us thought that, once." Something stuffed in a box caught Tach's eye.
He stooped |ike a hawk. "Mark, no!" he exclai ned, brandishing a crunpled purple
top hat.

Mar k stood hol ding the box and avoiding his eyes. "I had to straighten up. Stop
doi ng drugs. Pretorius said they'd reamne out royally if | didn't. Mght even
go to the DA and get nme busted."

"Your Sunflower would do this to you?"

"Her attorney would. Dude named Latham They call him 1like, Sturgeon or

sonet hing. "

" "Sinjin.'" Yes. He would do that. He would do anything." He held up the hat.
"But this?"

The tears were streamng freely down Mark's shorn cheeks now. "I decided on ny
own, nman. After the vials | got now are all used up, |I'mnot naking any nore.
There's just too nuch risk, and | gotta keep Sprout. No matter what."

"So Captain Trips-"

"Has hung it up, nman."

"Have you ever used drugs, Dr. Meadows?"

Wth effort Mark pulled his consci ousness back to the deposition room The oak
panel i ng seened to be pressing himlike a Salemwitch. Hs attenti on was show ng
a tendency to spin around inside his skull.

"Uh. Back in the sixties," he told St. John Latham Pretorius opposed concedi ng
even that nuch. But this new Mark, the one energing froma cannabis pupa into

the chill of century's end, thought that would be a little nuch.

"Not since?"

"No. "

"What about tobacco?"

He rubbed his eyes. He was getting a headache. "I quit snoking in '78, man."

"And al cohol ?"

"I drink wine, sonetinmes. Not too often.”

"You eat chocol ate?"

"Yes."

"You're a hiochemist. It surprises ne you aren't aware these are all drugs;
addi ctive ones, in fact."

"I do know' Very subdued.

"Ah. What about aspirin? Yes? Penicillin? Antihistam nes?"

"Yeah. I'm uh, allergic to penicillin."

"So. You do still use drugs. Even addictive drugs. Though you just now denied
doing it."

"I didn't know that's what you neant."

"What ot her drugs do you use that you claimyou don't?"

Mark gl anced to Pretorius. The | awer shrugged. "None, nan. | nean, uh, none."
When they got back to the Village fromLathamis office, Mark could tell Sprout
was tired and footsore, sinply because she wasn't bouncing around in the usua
happy- puppy way she had when she was out sonewhere with Daddy. She wore a

i ghtweight dress and flats, and her long straight blond hair was tied in a
ponytail to keep it off her neck. Mark fingered his own nape, which still felt
naked in the sticky-hot spring-afternoon breeze, rich with pol ynucleic aromatic
hydr ocar bons.

A couple of kids in bicycling caps and |lycra shorts clunped by on the other side
of the street. They watched Sprout with overt interest. She was just falling

i nto adol escence, still skinny as a car antenna. But she had an ingenue face,
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startlingly pretty. The kind to attract attention. Reflexively he tugged her
closer. I'mturning into an uptight old nan, he thought, and tugged again at the
| oosened white collar of his shirt. His neck felt ropeburned by the tie now
wadded in the pocket of his gray suit coat.

The light of the falling sun shattered |ike glass on wi ndshields and shop

wi ndows and filled his eyes with sharp fragnments. Even in this backwater street
the noi se of nearby traffic was |like a rocker-arm engi ne pounding in his skull
and each honk of a horn threatened to pop his eyes like a steel needle.

For years Mark had lived in a haze of marijuana snoke. He dabbled in other
drugs, but that was nore in the nature of biochenical experinmentation with

hi nsel f as subj ect-such as had called up the Radical, and subsequently his
"friends." Grass was his drug of choice. Way back in those strange days of the
|late sixties early seventies, actually, but the sixties didn't end until Ni xon
did-it seened a perfect solace to sonmeone who had cone to terns with the fact
that he was dooned to di sappoi nt everyone who expected anything of him
Especi al ly hinself.

Now he was energing fromthe cushioning fog. Of the weed, the world was a | ot
nmore surreal place to be. Soneone stepped fromthe doorway of the Punpkin,
features obscured by the broad straw brimof a hat. Mark's hand noved to the

i nsi de pocket of his coat, where he kept a set of his dwi ndling supply of vials.
Sprout lunged forward with arnms outspread. The figure knelt, enbraced her, and
then violet eyes were | ooking up at himfrom beneath the hat brim

"Mark," Kinberly said. "I had to see you."
The ball bounced across the patchy grass of Central Park as though it were
bopping out the lyrics to a sixties cigarette-comercial jingle. Sprout pursued

it, skipping and chirping happily.

"What does your old man think of all this?" Mark asked, lying on his el bows on
the beach towel Kinberly had brought along with the ball

"About what ?" she asked him She wasn't show ng her agency gane face this
afternoon. In an inpressionistic cotton blouse and blue jeans that |ooked as if
they' d been worn after she bought theminstead of before, knees drawn up to
support her chin and hair hanging in a braid down her back, she | ooked so nuch
Iike the Sunflower of old he could barely breathe.

He wanted to say, "about the trial," but he also wanted to say, "about you
seeing me," but the two kind of jostled agai nst each other and got janmed up
like fat men trying to go through a men's room door at the sanme tine, and so he
just nmade vaguely circular gestures in the air and said, "About, uh, this."
"He's in Japan on business. T. Boone Pickens is trying to open up the country to
Anerican businesses. Cornelius is one of his advisers." She seemed to speak with
unaccust oned crispness, but then he'd never been good at telling that kind of
thing. It had been one of their problenms. One of many.

He was trying to think of sonething to say when Sunfl ower-no,

Ki nberly---clutched his arm "Mark, |ook--" Their daughter had foll owed the
bouncing ball into the niddle of a |large blanket and the Puerto Rican famly
that occupied it, alnost bowing over a stout woman in |inme-green shorts. A
short, wiry man with tattoos all over his armjunped up and started

expostul ating. Half a dozen children gathered around, including a boy about
Sprout's own age with a switchbl ade face.

"Mark, aren't you going to do sonething?"

He | ooked at her, puzzled. "Wat, nman? She's okay."

"But those ... people. That is, Sprout ran into them they're justifiably

upset -"

He | aughed. "Look."

The Puerto Ricans were | aughing, too. The fat wonman hugged Sprout. The tough kid
smil ed and tossed her the ball. She turned and came racing back up the slope
toward her parents, graceful and clunmsy as a week-ol d foal

"See? She gets along pretty well with people, even if..." The sentence ran down
unconpl eted, as they usually did on that subject.

Kinberly still |ooked skeptical. Mark shrugged, then by reflex touched the
pocket of the denimjacket he wore despite the heat.

Maybe he did rely on the inplicit pronmise of his 'friends' too nuch. He'd have
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to go cold turkey fromthat, too, one of these days. He wasn't calling up the
personae too often. Cccasionally he felt the peevish pressure in his brain, |ike
heckling fromthe back of an old auditorium though he had explained to his
"friends' what he had to do and thought npbst of them accepted it. But eventually
the powders woul d be gone.

As it was, Pretorius would kill himif he knew he still had any of them
Pretorius thought a raid was a real possibility, and the vials contained a w der
variety of proscribed substances than a DEA agent was liable to resell in a
year.

But what am | supposed to do? Pour them down the drain? That felt |ike nurder
Then Sprout's arms horseshoed his skinny neck and they went over, all three of
them in a laughing, tickling tangle, and for a nonent it was alnost |ike rea
life.

The Parade of Liars, as Pretorius called the succession of expert w tnesses he
and Lat ham took turns deposing, trudged on fromspring into summer. The
Twenty-ei ghth Arny taught the students in Gate of Heavenly Peace Square what the
ol d dragon Mao had told themso often: where political power springs from Nur
al -Allah fanatics attacked a joker-rights rally in London's Hyde Park with
bottles and brickbats, winning praise fromMislimleaders throughout the West.
"Secular law nust yield to the laws of God," a noted Pal estine-born Princeton
prof essor announced, "and these creatures are an abom nation in the eyes of

Al ah."

A skinhead beat a joker to death with a baseball bat. The nedia swelled with

i ndignation. When it turned out that the chief of staff of the House Denocratic

Steering and Policy Committee had tried the sanme thing back in '73, |liberals
called it "a nmeanness out there, a feeding frenzy" when people took himto task
for it. After all, he had helped to pass sonme very caring | egislation, and

anyway the bitch survived.

Kinberly flitted in and out of Mark's life like a noth. Every tinme he thought he
could catch hold of her, she eluded him She sel dom kept a date two tines

runni ng. But she never stayed away | ong.

The hearings began

Pretorius turned up precious few character witnesses for Mark. Dr. Tachyon, of
course, and Jube the news deal er; Doughboy, the retarded joker ace, broke down
and sobbed nountai nously as he recounted how Mark and his friends had saved him
from being convicted of nurder- and, incidentally, saved the planet fromthe
Swarm His testinony was corroborated by | aconic Lieutenant Pilar Arrupe of
Hom ci de South, who chewed a toothpick in place of her customary cigarillo.
Pretorius wanted to bring on reporter Sara Mrrgenstern, but she had dropped from
sight after the nightmare of |last year's Atlanta convention

No aces testified on Mark's behal f. The Aces Hi gh crowd was | aying | ow t hese
days. Besides, npbst of them seened enbarrassed by Cap'n Trips and his plight.

He just wasn't an eighties kind of guy.

"Dr. Meadows, are you an ace?"

"Yes."

"And woul d you m nd describing the nature of your powers?"

"Yes."

"What do you nean by that?"

"1 nmean, -1, uh--1 would mnd."

"Your honor, | ask that the court take notice of the witness's |ack of
cooperation."

"Your honor-"

"Dr. Pretorius, you needn't gesticulate. You and M. Latham may approach the
bench. "

Pretorius always thought the roons of the New Fanmily Court on Franklin and

Laf ayette had all the human warnth of a dentist's waiting room The too-bright
fluorescents hurt his eyes.

The nedia were back in force, he noted with displeasure as he ginped to the
bench. After the publicity that attended Mark's getting served, the press had
|l ost interest; lots of nothing visible had happened for a while.
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"Dr. Meadows is refusing to answer a vital question, your honor," Latham said
"He can't be compelled to answer. Indiana v. M. Mraculous, -1964. Fifth
Amendnent protections against self-incrimnation apply."

Wth blue eyes and blond hair worn in a pageboy cut, judge Mary Conower | ooked
nmore pretty than anything el se-i ngenue, belying her reputation as a hard-ass. A
slight dry tautness to her skin gave her the appearance of a cheerl eader gone
sour on life.

"This isn't a crimnal trial, Doctor," she said. Pretorius bit down hard on
several possible responses. He was getting kind of old to pull another night in
the Tombs for contenpt.

"Then | object on the grounds that the line of questioning is irrelevant.”
Conower raised an eyebrow at Latham "That seens valid."

"Ms. Gooding contends that the fact of her former husband's acehood constitutes
a threat to the welfare of her daughter," Latham said.

"That's absurd(" Pretorius exclai ned.

"W intend to denonstrate that it is not at all absurd, your honor."

"Very well," Conower said. "You nay attenpt to so denonstrate. But the court
will not conpel Dr. Meadows to describe his powers."

Lat ham st ood a noment before Mark, staring holes in himwith reptile eyes. In

t he audi ence soneone coughed. "You have friends who are aces, Dr. Meadows?" Mark
gl anced at Sprout, busy drawi ng doodl es on one of Pretorius's |egal pads, at

Ki mberly, who was dressed like the centerfold in Forbes and wouldn't meet his
eye. Finally he | ooked to Pretorius, who sighed and nodded. "Yes."

Lat ham nodded slowy, as if this was Big News. Mark could feel the press begin
to rustle around out there |ike snakes waki ng up among | eaves. They sensed he
was getting set up; he sensed he was getting set up. He glanced at Pretorius
again. Pretorius gave hima drop-'em and-spread-'em shrug

"I't's been suggested that you play a sort of Jimy O sen role to several of New
York's nost powerful aces. Is that a fair assessnent?"

Mark tried to keep his eyes fromsidling to Pretorius yet again. He didn't want
Conower to think he was shifty-eyed. This justice trip was a |l ot nore
conplicated than he ever thought.

It cane to himhe had no idea how to answer the question. O her than, No,
more of a Clark Kent role, which he badly did not want to say. He turned red and
stuttered.

"Wuld it be fair," Lathamcontinued, with a fractional smile to let Mark know
he had himright where he wanted him "to say that you are on intinmate terns
with certain aces, including one who variously styles hinself Junpin' Jack Fl ash
and JJ Flash?"

"Un... Yes."

"Briefly describe M. Flash's powers for us, if you will. Conme, there's no
reason to be coy; they're not exactly a secret."

Mark hadn't been being coy. Latham s snug unfairness didn't nake it easy to
answer .

"Ah, he, ah--he flies. And he, like-I nean, he shoots fire fromhis hands."

Pl asma, schmuck, a voice said in the back of his skull. | just pretend tit's
fire. Jesus, you' re nmaking a royal screw up out of this.

He | ooked around, terrified he had spoken al oud. But the nob showed bl ank
expectant faces, and Lathamwas turning back fromhis table with a manila folder
in his hands.

"I'"'d like to call the court's attention," Lathamsaid, "to this photographic

evi dence of the damage done by just such a fire-shooting ace."

In the crowd sonebody gasped; someone el se retched. Latham pivoted like a

bull fighter. Mark felt his stomach do a slow roll at the sight of the

ei ght-by-ten photo he held in his hand. Judging fromthe skirt and Mary Janes,
it had been a girl not nuch ol der than Sprout.

But fromthe waist up it was a bl ackened, shriveled effigy with a hideous grin.
Pretorius's cane tip cracked like a rifle. "Your honor, | object in the
strongest possible ternsl Wiat the hell does counsel think he's doing with this
horror show?"
"Presenting ny case,

Lat ham sai d evenly. "Preposterous. Your honor, this
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picture is of a victimof the ace the press dubbed Fireball, a psychopath
apprehended by M stral this spring in Cincinnati. Whatever his relationship to
Mar k Meadows, JJ Flash had no nore to do with it than you or | or Jethoy. To
show it here is irrelevant and prejudicial."

"Do you suggest | mght be swayed by evidence not germane to this case?" Conower
asked silkily.

"l suggest that M. Lathamis attenpting to try his case in the press. This is
rank sensationalism™"

Conower frowned. "M . Lathan?"

Lat ham spread his hands as if surprised. "What am| to do, your honor? My

opponent avers that ace powers are harnless. | denpnstrate the contrary."
"l aver no such damm fool thing."
"Perhaps he would put it, Ace powers don't kill people--people kill people.

intend to denonstrate that the destructive potential of these powers is too
enornous to be dismissed with a flip syllogism?"

Pretorius grinned. "I have to hand it to you, St. John. You are stone death

wal king to straw nmen."

He shifted weight to the cane fromhis bad leg and turned to the judge. "M.
Lathamis trying to drag in atrocities with no connection to JJ Flash other than
that they were committed by an ace with fire-related powers. And even if Flash
were involved, to indict Dr. Meadows on that account smacks of guilt by

associ ation."

"If Dr. Meadows commonly associated with known nenbers of the Medellin Cartel,"
Lat ham sai d i ngenuously, "would your honor say that fact |acked rel evance to his
suitability as a parent?”

Conower squeezed her nmouth till her |ips disappeared. "Very well, M. Latham
You may present your case. And may | renind you, Dr. Pretorius, that I'mthe one
charged with eval uating the evidence?"

Mark felt nore exposed and hum liated than he ever had in his life. This was
wor se than one of those balls-outon-Broadway dreans. Al his |ife he'd shunned
attention, in his own persona at least. Now all these strangers were | ooking at
hi m and Sprout and thinking about those awful pictures.

Pretorius turned away fromthe bench. H s eyebrows bristled over blue-hot eyes.
Lat ham approached the witness stand with a look like an Inquisitor with a
fresh-1it torch.

Ki nberly was studying her fingernails. Mark | ooked at Sprout. Seem ng to sense
his attention, she | ooked up into his eyes and snil ed.

He wanted to die.

"W need to do nore, Ms. Gooding," St. John Latham said.

"Such as what? You seemto be doing a marvel ous job of enascul ating ny
ex-husband as it is."

Lat ham st ood. She sat on the couch, to the extent sitting was possible on a
chrone-franmed Scandi navian slab. It was nore a matter of trying not to slide off
onto the black marble floor. If the | awer noticed the bitter sarcasmin her

voi ce-as if she and Mark were on one side and he on the other-he didn't

acknow edge it.

"Dr. Pretorius is a chronic romantic, and his notions of human nature and

i nteractions downright quaint. Nonetheless, he is not a total fool. He is

cunni ng, and he knows the law. And you are not wi thout your vul nerable points."
She threw her cigarette half-snoked into her drink and set the tunbler down on
the irregular glass coffee table with a clink. "Such as?"

"Such as your breakdown in court during the first custody hearing. It lost the
case for you then. It cannot help you now'

The two exterior walls that met at one corner of the Goodings' living roomwere
gl ass. Kinberly gazed out over Manhattan and thought about how rmuch the view
rem nded her of a black velvet painting. Apartnents with panoramc views |ike
this one always cane off better in the novies, sonehow.

" 1 was under a lot of stress."

"As are you now. It is not inconceivable that Pretorius mght try to reduce you
to anot her such breakdown on the stand."
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She | ooked at him "Is that what you'd do in his place?"

He sai d not hi ng.

She it another cigarette and bl ew snoke toward him "Ckay. What did you have in
m nd?"

"A concrete denonstration of your husband's ace powers. O solid evidence of the
actual nature of the connection between himand Fl ash and Moonchild and the
rest, if heis no nore than a Jimmy O sen figure."

Her eyes narrowed. "What are you saying."

"I'f your former husband | oves your daughter as much as he clains, a perceived
threat to her would certainly lead himto enploy any powers he m ght have."

She went white, tensed as if she were about to | eap up and attack him Then she
settled back and el aborately studi ed her manicure.

" 1 shouldn't be surprised that you're a bastard, M. Latham" she said. "After
all, that's why | hired you. But it occurs to me-"

She | owered her hand and gave hima smile, poisonous and V -shaped. "It occurs
to ne that you're insane. You want nme to use ny daughter for bait?"

He didn't flinch. Didn't even flicker.

"l said perceived threat, Ms. Gooding. | amtal king about a set-piece-a
stratagem There would be no real risk."

Showing as little enotion as he, she picked up her glass and threw it hard at
his head. He shifted his weight. The glass sailed past to shatter against the
wi ndow. In New York, people who live in glass houses have to have stoneproof
walls; it's in the building code.

"I'"'mpaying you to win this in court, you son of a bitch. Not to play games with
my daughter's life."

He showed her the ghost of a snile. "Wat do you think the lawis but playing
ganmes with people's lives?"

"Get out," she said. "Get out of my house."

"Certainly." Calm Always calm Infuriating, inpernmeable, irresistible.
"Anything the client desires. But reflect on this: Not even | can get your
daughter for you if you don't want her badly enough to sacrifice."

Sprout clung tightly to her parents' hands. "Mmmy and Daddy, be nice to each

other," she said solemly. "In that court place, everybody always sounds mad al
the time. It nakes nme afraid."”

She cl ouded up and started to sniffle. "I"'mafraid they' Il take me away from
you. "

Her nother hugged her, hard. "Honey, we'll always be with you." A hooded | ook to
Mark. "One of us will. Al ways."

Sprout let Kinmberly |ower her onto the mattress anong the stuffed toys and gazed
up with wi de eyes. "Prom se?"

"Proni se,” her nother said.

"Yeah," Mark said around an obstruction in his throat. "One of us will always be
around. W can pronise you that nuch.”

Ki nberly sipped Chianti fromher jelly jar. "Your room | ooks so naked w t hout

all the psychedelia." Candlelight struck hal f-noon anethyst highlights off her

eyes. "I nean, who'd -inmagine you without that huge poster of Tom Marion over
your bed?"

He smiled ruefully. "The worst part is this futon | got in place of ny old
mattress. It's like nothing at all sonetinmes. | wake up with sore patches on ny

knees and el bows fromthe floor."

Ki nberly drank wine and sighed. Mark tried hard not to think about the way her
breasts rode up inside the thin cotton blouse. He'd been al one too |ong.

"Ch, Mark, what happened to us?"

He shook his head. H s eyes grew misty. Way back and down, he felt derisive
sounds coming out of Flash and Cosmic Traveler, sitting like hecklers in the
cheap seats of his mind. It was rare enough they agreed on anything. He felt
wor dl ess care and concern from Monchild, nothing at all from Aquari us.

St arshi ne was vaguel y di sapprovi ng. He was probably afraid Mark was going to
have fun. It wasn't socially conscious.

She moi stened her lips. "I know St. John is being awfully hard on you. | w sh it
didn't have to be this way." He | ooked at her with eyes that felt as if they had
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no noisture in them parched by each randombreath of air. It was strange,
considering how close he was to tears. Wuld it do ne any good to beg? he
wondered. Ch, please, the Travel er said.

She settled back on his pillow. Even in the eighties a man got to have a pillow
For a nonent she half lay that way, one | eg cocked, her hair hanging in her eyes
and around her shoulders with just a little bit of permkink still init. He

t hought she'd never | ooked so beautiful. Not even when she was carrying Sprout
and they were both breaking their necks to nake believe that everything was
going to work out.

She sighed again. "All ny life I've had this feeling of shapel essness," she
began.

Mark's nmouth said, "Ch, baby, don't talk that way, you're beautiful," before he
could stop it. Flash and Travel er hooted and twirl ed noi semakers. Even Moonchil d
wi nced.

Kinberly ignored him "It's like |I've always been searching for |andnarks to
define nmyself by: jocks, radicals.”" A smle. "You."

She snoot hed her hair back and | et her head drop toward one shoul der. "Does any
of this make any sense?" Mark nade earnest noi ses. She smled and shook her

head.

"After we split | spent a few years in heavy therapy. | guess you knew about
that, huh? Then one day | decided it was tinme to try sonething new, just
completely different fromanything I'd done before. | did the furthest-out thing
I could think of set out to beconme a by-God busi nesswoman, a real hard-charging
| ady entrepreneur. Entrepreneuse. Whatever. |Is that strange, or what?"

She | aughed. "And | did, Mark, | didit. | do it. Racquetball and power | unches.
I even have a nuscul ar nmale binbo for a secretary, even if he is gay. You can't

i magi ne what this is costing ne in lost tine, aside fromdear St. John's
astronom cal fees."

Mark | ooked away and felt selfish for reflexively thinking of what all this was

costing him and not at all in terns of noney.

"Then | met Cornelius. He's really a wonderful man."

"I"'msure you'd like himif you got to know him Only you and he are ... worlds
apart.”

She poured them both nore wine. "Donmestic little creature, aren't 1?2 I'm
starting to have the horrible suspicion that no matter how liberated |I think I
am ny gut notion's Norman Rockwell. You know, all those Saturday Eveni ng Post
covers when we were kids-don't nake faces like that, | knowit's silly. But I
want to capture that feed."

She | eaned toward him He ached to stroke her hair. "Anything you want is fine.
I want you to be happy." She smiled at him sidelong. "You really nean that,
don't you? In spite of what's going on."

He wanted to say-well, everything. But the words tried to cone so fast they
jamred tight in his throat. She brought her face close to his. Her mass of hair
shadowed both their faces.

"Renmenber that guy | went with in high school? The big guy, blond, captain of
the football tean?"

Mark wi nced at |ong-renenbered pain. "Yeah."

She | aughed softly. "About three weeks after he broke your nose, he broke mine."
She set the jelly glass down beside the futon and kissed himlightly on the
l'ips.

"Funny how things turn out sonetines, huh?"

H's lips were nunb and stinging all at once, as if sonebody had punched himin
the nmouth. She slipped her hand behind his head, drew his face to hers. Al nost
he hung back. Then their nmouths touched again, and her tongue slid between his
|ips, teased across his teeth. He grabbed her |ike a drowning nan and cl ung,
with his hands, his lips, his soul

In her sleep, in her room Sprout cried out.

They were both on their feet at once. Mark just beat Kinberly through the door
of his mcroscopic bedroom Lying on her own |unpy nmattress, Sprout murnured to
hersel f, hugged her Pooh-bear closer to herself, and rolled over and back deeper
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into sleep. Mark and Ki nberly watched her for a nmonment, not speaking, barely
breat hing. Kinberly di sengaged, went and sat on the futon. Mark practically
nmel t ed beside her, reaching for her. She was tense, unyielding.

"I"'msorry," she said without ooking at him "It won't work. Don't you see?
I"ve tried this. | can't go back."

"But we can be together I'd do anything for you--for Sprout. W can be, like, a
famly again."

She gl anced at hi m over her shoul der. Her eyes gleaned with tears. "Ch, Mark. It
can't be. You're too much the free spirit. "

"What's wong with freedon?"

"Responsibility took its place."

"But | can be what you wannl |'Il do anything for you. | can help give you
shape, if that's what you need." Smiling sadly, she shook her head. She stood
up, faced him took his face in her hands. "Oh, Mrk," she said, and kissed him
lightly but chastely on the lips, "I do love you. But really, it's all you can
do to get up feet-first in the norning."

She was gone. Mark lurched to his feet, but her Reeboks were already doing a

mut ed G nger Baker nunmber down the stairs. He hung there in the door frane,
heart pounding. He could feel it especially in the scrotum his belly and inner
thi ghs ached and trenbled with frustrated tension.

He had al nost forgotten what the blue balls felt like. This shit, JJ Flash said,
has got to stop.

"Dr. Pretorius, what do you nmean by appearing in my court like this?"

"You nean this, your honor?" He gestured at his right |leg. The imrmacul ately
tailored trousers ended at the knee. The linb bel ow was bl ack and green and
wanted like a frog's. Yell ow pus oozed froma dozen | esions. Judge Conover's
nose winkled at the snell.

"This is ny wild card. It nmakes ne a joker-except the condition is spreading
upward by degrees, and when it reaches nmy torso, it will kill ne. So | suppose
it also qualifies as a Black Queen, albeit slow'

"I't's disgusting. Do you intend to nake nockery of this court?"

"I intend to display only what exists, your honor. Be it the physica

di sfigurement of a joker or the enotional and nental disfigurenent of bigots who
woul d condenn people for having drawn a wild card."

"I amtenpted to find you in contenpt."

"You can't nmake it stick," he said affably. "Jokers may not be enjoined from
public display of their traits, unless these conflict with indecent-exposure
laws. That's state and federal |aw, would you |ike citations?"

Her cheeks pinched her nose. "No. | know the | aw' He turned to Kinberly, who sat
in the box as if she'd just been carved froma bl ock of ice.

"Ms. Gooding, you' ve been to court before to get custody of Sprout. Wat
happened the first tine?" Anger flared in her eyes. He let hinself show a slight
smile. Good Elizabeth Taylor. Before her John Belushi days, of course.

"You know perfectly well what happened," she said crisply.

"Pl ease tell the court anyway." He |let her see himglance toward the

press- packed courtroom He and Mark had awakened to headl i nes screani ng TRI PS
CUSTODY CASE LAWER EQUATES ACES, DRUG LORDS and ACE POVNERS KILL, ATTORNEY SAYS.
He wanted her and Lathamto know he intended to share the joy.

There was also an article that said President Bush, after specifically pledging
not to do so during his canpaign, was considering calling for a revival of the
old Ace Registration Acts. Didn't have anything to do with this, of course. Just
anot her sign of the tines.

She fol ded her hands before her. "I was under an enornous anount of stress at
the tinme. There was our daughter's condition, and narriage to Mark was nhot

preci sely easy on ne."

Touche, he thought, not that it'll do you any good. "So what happened?"

"l broke down on the stand."

"Went to pieces is nore like it, wouldn't you say?" Her nouth tightened to a
razor cut. "I was ill at the tine. 1'mnot ashaned of that, why should | be?
I've had treatnent."

"I ndeed. And how el se have circunstances changed fromthat tine?"
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"Wel | -" She glanced at Mark, who as usual was gazing at her like a blond basset
pup. "My life has becone nmuch nore stable. I've found a career, and a marvel ous
husband. "

"So you woul d say that you can offer a far nore stable home environnent to
Sprout than you could before?" She | ooked at him surprised and wary. "Wy,
yes." He expected Lathamto object right then, on GPs, just to break the rhythm
of questioning even or maybe especially if he didn't know where it was headed.
You aren't infallible after all, are you, notherfucker?

"So you are saying that now you are a suitable parent because you're richer?
What you're saying, then, is that rich people nake better parents than poor
ones?"

That pulled Lathamis string. He actually junped to his feet and rai sed his voice
when he obj ected. Conower was poundi ng her gavel to restore order. She was goi ng
to sustain, no doubt about it. But he'd seen the flicker in her eyes. He'd
gotten the point hone. Punched her liberal-guilt button with his custonmary

sl edgehamer subtl ety.

Christ, | hate nyself sonetines.

After lunch break Pretorius asked, "Have you ever used illegal drugs, M.

Goodi ng. "

"Yes." She was forthright, neeting his eyes, not trying to evade an all egation

she knew he could prove. "Along, long time ago. It was in the wind." A half
smle. "W weren't as wi se back then."

Ni cely done. "And did you ever try LSD 25?" A pause, then, "Yes."

"Did you use it frequently?"

"That depends on your definition."

"Il trust your judgrment, M. Gooding."

She dropped her eyes. "It was the sixties. It was the thing to do. W were
experinmenting, trying to |iberate our consciousness as well as our bodies."

"And did you ever stop to consider the genetic damage such experinentation m ght
be doing?" He let it ring: "Did you not consider the welfare of your future
children, Ms. Goodi ng?"

The courtroom bl ew up agai n.

After Conower called recess Mark was waiting for Pretorius, kind of hopping up
and down without leaving his horrible chair, ergononically designed to conform
perfectly to the mass man but to fit no individual. He | ooked as if his ears
were made of iron and had been stuck in a mcrowave

"What was all that bullshit about?" he hissed at Pretorius. "Acid isn't a proven
teratogen. Not like, like alcohol."

"Al cohol isn't the issue. They haven't gotten around to reprohibiting it yet, at
| east not in tine for the norning editions. Lathamwants to nmake an issue of
drugs. So we'll give himdrugs good and hard."

For a nonent Mark could only sputter in outrage. "Wh-what about the truth?" he
finally managed to get out.

"Truth." Pretorius |aughed, a |ow, sour sound. "You're in a court of |aw, son
Truth is not the issue here."

He sighed and sat. "Never believe that the days of trial by conbat are over
Trials are still duels. It's just that the chanpions wi sed up and rewote the
rules. Now we fight with wits and precedents instead of naces, and instead of
risking our owmn lives, all we risk is our clients' noney. O lives or freedom"™
He rested both hands on the gargoyl e-head knob of his cane. You don't |ike what

I"mdoing. Son, | don't either. But | take nmy role as your chanpion seriously.

If I have to wallowin shit to win your case for you, that's what | do

"These are witch-hunt tines. You want to challenge that essential fact; hell, so
doI. But if that's all | do, you | ose your daughter. That's why they call it

the system Mark. Because like it or not, it's the way things work. Defy it too
openly, it grinds you up and spits you out."

Mark and Kinberly had a date for that night, Friday. She didn't keep it. He
wasn't surprised. He didn't even blane her. He felt dirtied by the way Pretorius
had treated her, ashaned.

What was worst in his own mind was that he hadn't stopped him
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Saturday the guilty depression got to be too nmuch. Mark cl osed the Wl I ness
Center early. There was sonmething he had to do. A matter of voices in his head.
The snmall man stood with one red Adida on the roof parapet, |ooking at the
stop-and-go Third World traffic of jokertown a dozen stories below. He wore a
red jogging suit over an orange T-shirt. His face was narrow, foxlike, with a
sharp prom nent nose and a sardonic bend to the eyebrows. Russet hair blew |ike
flanes in the stinking breeze.
He held a hand out before him A jet of flanme spurted fromthe forefinger tip.
It becane a ball, junped fromone finger to the next. He rolled the hand palm
up. The flane swelled to baseball size, settled in the palm For a nonment it
burned there, pallid in the sunlight, while he stared at it, as if fascinated.
Then with a roar it shot into the high haze on a gusher of fire that seened to
spring fromhis palm
He wat ched the flane dissipate. Then he drew a deep breath, let it sigh out
through a | opsided grin.
"About fucking tine," he said, and stepped into space. He let hinself fall about
fifteen feet, far enough to see a startled face flash by in a wi ndow. Then he
strai ghtened his body and put his arnms out before himlike a swinmrer in a racing
di ve and took off flying. No point freaking the citizenry too nuch. The poor
schmucks in J-town had enough on their plates already.
He flew north, toward the park, thinking Mark's really. put his foot init this
time. At least the poor fool hadn't quite had the nuts to nmake a cl ean break
with the past. Didn't have a cold enough core to pour out his remaining vials of
powder and see his other selves swirl away down the drain.
Thank God. It was chafing enough, the half-life he and the others led, like
spectators at the back of an old and cavernous novi e house where the film kept
br eaki ng.
He hated that he only existed on sufferance, only knew his own body, his own
flesh, the feel of flight and the wind in his hair, in sixty-mnute increnents.
For a man as full of life as he, that was hell
Hell was a cold place, for him The |life that roared inside him he expressed as
flame.
A helicopter vaulted off a building top to his left. He angled toward it. Wen
he was a thousand yards away, he kicked in some flanme, went streaking for it
i ke a SAM
He threw hinmself into a corkscrew, drawing a spiral of orange fire into which
t he chopper flew.
It was a traffic chopper. The crew knew hinm the announcer grinned and waved
while his assistant pointed a |ive-action ninicamat him
JJ Flash, superstar. He grinned and waved. The pilot's face was as white as a
brother's ever gets. He obviously hadn't run into Junpin' Jack before.
That was fine, too. Flash had a certain anpbunt of nean in him that needed sone
harm ess outl et.

About then he realized where he was heading. He sniled again, wolfishly. His
subconsci ous knew what it was doi ng.
Ki nberly Ann Cordayne Meadows Goodi ng | ooked up from her nagazi ne. A man was
floating outside the glass corner of her penthouse, tapping with one finger
She gasped. Her hand reached up to twitch her indigo robe a little nore closed
over the sheer lilac negligee. He nmade urgent gestures for her to open the
wi ndow. She bit her lip, shook her head.
"It doesn't open," she said.
"Fuck," his nmouth said soundl essly. He pushed away about six feet, rolled out
his hand pal mup, as if introducing his next guest on late-night TV Orange fire
jetted out and spl ashed agai nst the w ndow.
Kinberly recoiled. Al nmost she screaned. Al nost. The wi ndow wavered, nelted in a
rough oval. A breath of warm di esel -perfuned wi nd washed in. The man in red
st epped t hrough.

"Sorry about the wi ndow," he said. "I'll pay for it. | had to talk to you."

"My husband's a rich man," she said. Her voice caught, like a hand running over
si | k.

"I'"'mJJ Flash."
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"I know who you are. |'ve seen you on Peregrine's Perch."

W t hout asking, he dropped onto a nerciless white chair. "Yeah. And you've seen
those pictures your fuck | awer flashed around. Sone poor teenybopper pan-fried
by a psycho in a town |'ve never even been to."

She gl anced at the wi ndow. The wind was bl owi ng her hair. "Maybe M. Lathanis
the one you should be visiting."

"No. You're the one | want. Wy are you jacking Mark Meadows around?"

She | eapt up. "How dare you speak to ne |like thad" He | aughed. "Can the

i ndi gnation, babe. Al your life ... as long as you've known him it's been the
sanme. You tantalize and glide anay. He's a putz in a |ot of ways, but he
deserves better."

He tipped his head sideways and | ooked nore like a fox than ever. "Or are you
just setting the boy up?"

For a nonent her eyebrows fornmed fine arches of fury above eyes that had gone
mel twat er pale. Then she stood and spun, wal ked a few steps away. He watched the
way her full buttocks noved the heavy cloth of the robe. "He nust tell you a |ot
about hinmself," she said tartly. A grin cane across Flash's face. He held up
crossed fingers. "We're like this." The grin hardened, set. "Answer the
question, babe."

She stood by the nelt-edged hole. "Do you think it's easy for ne?"

"Fromwhere | sit," he said, "it looks like the easiest thing in the world."

"I love Mark. Really," she said in a clotted voice. "He is the kindest man |'ve
ever known."

"Or the biggest schnuck. Because you equate kind with weak, don't you?" He was
on his feet now, in her face.

Weepi ng, she started to spin away. He caught her by the shoul der and nade her
face him Small flanmes danced around his fist.

"Too many wonen," he said, "are afraid of thenselves. They buy the old
Judeo-Christian rap that they're innately wi cked, tainted. So they look for a
man to abuse them G ve themthe punishnment they deserve. Like that jock who
busted Mark's beak and then yours. Is that your gig, M. Kinberly Perfect?"

She gasped. Snoke wi sped up around the curve of one nostril, and suddenly her
gown flashed into flanme. Kinberly shrieked, tried to run. Flash held her. Hs
free hand tangled the burning synthetic, pulling with surprising strength. Robe
and gown tore away.

She slunped to the floor, sobbing in terror. Flash nethodically wadded the
burning garnent, al nost seeming to wash his hands with it. The fire di m nished,
went out. He tossed the half-nolten mass in the corner and knelt beside her

She clung to him For a nonment he held her, absently stroking her hair. Then he
pushed her away.

"Let's see what kind of shape you're in, while | can still do you sone good."

I gnoring her attenpts to marshal bel ated nodesty and indi gnati on, he | ooked her
over. She seened unharned, except for a reddening glare of burn stretching from
her | eft shoulder to breast. He laid a hand over the angry patch, began to run
it down.

She tried to jerk back. "Just what the hell do you think you're doing?"

"Drawi ng the energy out," he said, preoccupied. "It's like hitting a m nor burn
with a piece of ice. If | get to it quickly enough, there's no harm done."
She | ooked at him "I thought fire was your elenment," she said from sonewhere

down in her throat.

"It is." He cupped her breast. Wiere his hand had passed, the skin was white,
unmarked. "Just a little parlor trick."

"You're a dangerous man to be around, M. Flash." Hs thunb stroked her nipple.
She gasped, stiffened. The nipple rose. Her eyes held his. Her |ips were noist.
"I"'mnot an eighties kind of guy," he said huskily, "any nore than Mark is. He's
a gentle flake fromthe sixties. "And I'ma bastard for the nineties."

She grabbed the back of his neck and pulled his head down.

In an alley behind an el egant Park Avenue high rise Mark Meadows sat with his
knees up around his pron nent ears.

How |l ong has it been, that |'ve dreaned of that? O hol ding her, feeling her,
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tasting her, seeing the way her eyes go dark and then pale, the way she tosses
her hair and clutches and npans. ..

He felt two-tinmed. He felt like a voyeur. He felt Iike a fool

He put his face in his spider hands and cri ed.

That night Mark sat up and killed a bottle of wine. Sprout played with her

Ti nkertoy set. Kinberly never cane.

Eventual |y Mark got down on the new white |inoleumhe and Durg had laid and

hel ped Sprout build an airplane with a propeller that really spun. It never got
of f the ground.

"I''"l'l doit," she said.

He | ooked at her the way a cobra | ooks at you through the glass in the zoo.
Wthout interest, without sign of even seeing.

"Do what, Ms. Gooding?"

"What what ever you ask nme to. To nake sure | keep her."

She stood there, her whole body clenched, holding a breath inside until it
threatened to burst her rib cage. Just daring himto ask what caused her change
of heart.

He didn't give her the satisfaction. He just nodded. And she found herself
hating his certainty as desperately as she needed it.

Sunday the front doorbell rang just as the sun was checking out. Mark cane and
stared through the replacenent glass for a | ong nonment before unlocking the
door.

She had a flushed, bright-eyed, breathless quality, as though there was frost in
the air. She wore a | oose dark snmock over blue jeans tonight.

"Feel |ike a wal k?" she asked.

"You nean, after what happened the other day? You can still, like, talk to me?"
She recoiled a fraction of an inch. Then she went to the toes of her fashionable
|l ow-top boots and kissed his cheek. "OF course | can, Mark. Wat happens in
court ought to stay there. Let's go."

Afterward he never coul d renmenber what they tal ked about. Al he could renenber
was feeling that, despite it all, she might really be conming back this tine.
Then they turned a corner and stopped. A pair of NYPD notorcycles were drawn
across the street. Down the block a building waved flags of flame against the
ni ght.

Fire trucks were drawn up in front, arcing jets of water into the blaze. As he
wat ched, one pul sed once spastically and died.

He drifted forward, pulling away from Ki nberly's hand that clutched his sl eeve.
He felt the flanes on his face. At the far end of the block a knot of skinheads
cheered and jeered. One was just darting back into their midst, pursued by a
fireman clunmsy in his big boots. In horror Mark realized the skin had just

sl ashed a hose.

"What ' s happeni ng, man?" he asked a bystander. "Sonebody torched an old
apartnment. Chink family on the third floor was trying to start sone kind tail or
shop." He spat on the sidewal k. "Slopes got it coming, you ask ne. Tryin' to
mess with our rent control, sneak the place into bein' comercial property. They
init with the landlord, that's for sure."

A line of cops crowded the skins, pushing them back. Mark ran forward. Sprout
screaned, "Daddy!", broke Kinmberly's grip, and lunged after him Kinberly
followed, trying to grab her arm

Am anmbul ance was parked this side of the blaze. Beside it cops were trying to
keep back an Asian fanmly. A man and woman were westling with the officers and
firemen who hemmed themin, howing and windmilling painfully thin arns. A man
in an asbestos suit was hanging on the end of a ladder; a truck was trying to
bring himinto position to get inside a wi ndow, but huge bellows of flanes kept
| ashing out at him driving himback despite his protective clothing.

Several other men in inferno suits stood in a puddle on the street with hel nets
off. "You gotta get in there," a florid-faced man with a chiefs badge on his
hel met yelled. "There's still a little girl inside."

"I't's suicide. Fucking roofs going."

Mark was funmbling in his Dead patch pocket. Kinberly caught up with Sprout a few
feet away.
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"Mar k! What's happeni ng?"

He shook his head, unheeding. Black and silver-no. Yellow useless. Gay, worse
than. In his haste he discarded them H s lives fell in glittering arcs to
shatter on the asphalt.

"Mark, what what in God's name are you doi ng?" The | ast two. One bl ue-and, thank
God, an orange. He stuck the blue vial back in his pocket. Then he tossed the
orange one's contents down his throat.

Ki nberly saw hi m st agger back. And then he changed. The fam liar gawky outlines
blurred, shifted, condensed. A different man stood there, with filmstar |ooks,
a Jewi sh nose, a devil's grin. And a red sweatsuit, worn over an orange T-shirt.
JJ Flash tipped a one-finger salute to Kinberly. "Later, toots. Take care of the
kid."

He | aunched hinself into the sky.

The man on the | adder said a couple of Had Marys and prepared to junp through
the window. He was going to his death. But that was better than hearing the
little girl in there crying every tine he closed his eyes for the rest of his
life.

He junped. Sonething grabbed the back of his protective hood, bought him up
short, and hung himon the end of the | adder

"Just trying to save you fromyourself, pal," said the man hovering next to him
in mdair. "Better leave this one to the professionals."”
"Junpin' Jack Flash!" the fireman gasped.

The ace put a finger beside his nose. "It's a gas-gasgas,
into the heart of the fire.

JJ Flash was on fire.

But his flesh didn't blacken and crackle, his eyeballs didn't nelt. His

bl owdried hair wasn't even nmussed. In the mdst of hell, he was in heaven

E J. O Rourke heaven, in fact the fire felt like sitting in a Jacuzzi with a
couple of lines up each nostril and a teenage girl by your side eeling out of
her string bikini and getting ready to audition as a sword-swal |l ower for Barnum
& Bailey. This was fine.

Best of all, he could still hear the little girl crying. "Were are you, honey?"
he yelled. She didn't seemto hear, just kept baw ing, but that was enough. He
went down a short hallway wal | papered in big batts of flame, gave a wall a jolt
so hot the inferno around him seened tepid. It went away in a puff of yellow

i ncandescence.

She was sitting in about the only square yard of the whole fucking building that
wasn't on fire, alittle girl in pigtails and snoldering pj's with Yodas al

over them He wal ked up to her, knelt, and snil ed.

The roof fell in.

Even the firenen gasped when they heard the thunderous series of cracks and saw
a fresh spray of sparks shoot up through the columm of snbke. Sprout screaned,
"Daddy!" and threw hersel f forward.

A Puerto Rican cop in a riot hel net grabbed her arm "Hold on, little lady," he
said. "Your daddy'll be fine." The wet lines on his cheeks made a liar of him
JJ Flash lay on his side with the little girl beneath himand an el ephant on
top. He noved, felt the raw ends of ribs grate against each other

The girl was still alive, sheltered by his body. A nmracle she hadn't seared her
lungs. He | ooked up. There was still nore building to fall on him and while the
flame couldn't harmhim a structural nenber could damm well snuff his |ights.
And there was only so long before the little girl breathed in the flames that
were crowdi ng around |i ke teenyboppers at a Bon Jovi concert.

"As Archbi shop Hooper said," he grunted, " "More fire' " Hugging the girl to
him he reared up. The flane rushed in with a joyous greedy roar. He thrust his
armdown its throat.

It wasn't fire that alnost nailed the poor son of a bitch working his futile
hose fromthe end of the ladder. It was a jet of incandescent gas and vaporized
cenent and steel, bright as the sun and a coupl e degrees cooler. For a heartbeat
the inferno died back to a few stray flickers.

A man flew out of the hole the jet had nmade. Flames weathed his body and the

he said, and darted
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little girl he hugged against him They were absorbed into his body as he | anded
lightly next to the frantic famly

"Here you go, ma'am" JJ Flash said, handing the girl to her nother. "Better |et
the medics | ook her over before you hug her too tight."

He turned away before they could try hugging him scanning the crowmd for Sprout.
Al Mark's personae shared his overriding inperative |ove for her; they couldn't
help it. Plus he just plain liked the kid.

"Madre de Dios," the Puerto Rican cop said, staring at Flash

Ki nberly Goodi ng reeled away. Her nind was spinning. Unraveling as it went.

And then she saw him Standing at the end of the block, immuaculate in his

camel -hair coat. He caught her eye and nodded.

For the first tine since she'd knowmn him St. John Lat ham was show ng sonet hi ng
i ke enotion. He was showi ng... triunph.

She knew, then, what she had been a party to. Kinberly put her hands to her
cheeks and dug in, slowy and deliberately, until the nails drew blood fromjust
beneath her eyes.

"M . Latham" Judge Conower asked gravely, "where is your client?"

"She has been released to the custody of a private nental-health clinic."

"And her condition?"

Lat ham paused just a sliver of a second. "She is in a fragile state, your
honor . "

"Indeed. M. Latham Dr. Pretorius, kindly step forward."

The house was packed today, and Pretorius was expending lots of effort not to
have hackneyed thoughts about bread and circuses. He gl anced aside at Mark, who
sat beside himwearing a |ightweight buff blazer over the bandages w apped
around his upper body. JJ Flash or Mark A. Meadows, his ribs were cracked just
the sane. Mark only had eyes for his daughter, sitting at the table in the
center between the opposing canps, directly facing the bench

"This court is conpelled to find that Ms. Gooding is clearly too unstable to be
entrusted with custody of Sprout Meadows."

Pretorius caught his breath. Could it be--

"On the other hand," the judge said, turning to him your client is in fact an
ace- perhaps several aces, whose nanes have been linked to extrenely risky and

i rresponsi bl e behavi or. Mreover, he seens still-and in spite of his sworn
testinmony-to be a user of dangerous drugs, if the prelimnary tests conducted on
the vials recovered fromthe street at the site of last night's fire are any
indication. In fact, at the close of these proceedings, Dr. Meadows w Il be
remanded to the custody of the Drug Enforcenent Agency.

"Wth these facts in view | cannot in conscience award hi mcustody of the girl
either. Therefore | declare Sprout Meadows to be a ward of the state, and remand
her to a juvenile honme until arrangenents can be nade for a foster famly."
Pretorius slamed down his cane. "This is nonstrous! Have you asked the girl
what she wants? Have you?"

"OfF course not," Conower said. "W are acting on the advice of a qualified
expert in children's welfare. You could hardly expect us to consult a mnor in
matters this inportant, even if the minor in question were not... special."
Sprout |eapt to her feet. "Daddy! Daddy, don't |let themtake rne away!"

Wth a wordl ess bell ow Mark junped onto the table. Bailiffs with sweat npons
under their arms were on himlike weasels, pulling himback down. A couple of
men in suits stepped off fromthe rear wall and began naking their way

pur poseful Iy through the crowded courtroom

Mark managed to get a hand inside his blazer. It came out with something, darted
to his nout h.

"Stop him" the judge screaned. "Cyanide!" Another bailiff threw his bul ky body
across the table at him And through him into the front row, scattering TV
canmeras and onl ookers and a portable spotlight array. The two bailiffs who had
been westling with Mark fell against one another and rolled back to the floor
In Mark's place a glowing blue man stood atop the table. He wore a bl ack hooded
cloak; stars seened to glowwithin its folds. He shot the court the finger,

wr apped the cloak about him and sank with all deliberation through the table
and the fl oor.
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Dr. Pretorius thunped the bottle of Lai phroaig down on the table and neasured by
eye how much of it he'd killed at a shot. About a quarter, he thought; about
right. He passed the bottle across the desk to Mark.

"We fucked up," he announced as Mark's prom nent Adam s appl e worked up and
down.

"No, Doc," Mark said breathlessly, wiping his Iips with the back of his hand.
"It wasn't your fault."

"Bullshit. | told you to run; | should have stuck to ny guns. Now you're on the
run without the girl ... sorry; shouldn't have rem nded you."

Mar k shook his head. "It's not |like you did remind nme," he said quietly.
Pretorius sighed. "You know what we did, Mark? We conprom sed. You cut your

hair. | went against the wishes of a client because | thought it was for his own
good. An aging hippie and an old libertarian: we sell out and for what? To screw
the pooch.”

He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. The door opened and | ee Bl ue Si byl
came in to massage his shoulders with her blue-ice fingers.

"What will you do now, Mark?" he asked.

Mark gazed out the wi ndow at the darkness that |ay over Jokertown. "I have to
get her back," he said. "But | don't know how'

"I''"ll help, Mark. Anything | can do. Even if | have to go underground nyself."

He grabbed a pinch of belly. "I'"mgetting flabby. Spiritually as well as
physically. Mght do me good to go on the run. And in this kinder, gentler
America, | suspect it's what I'll have to do, soon or late."” But Mark said

not hi ng. Just stared out the w ndow. Somewhere out there, beyond the open wound
of Jokertown, his daughter was crying.

You' re Nobody Till Somebody Loves You

by Walton Sinons

Aces High was as close to deserted as Jerry had ever seen it. Two-thirds of the
tables were enpty, and there was nobody whom Jerry recogni zed as a cel ebrity.
There was an aura of tense qui etness, al nost expectancy, about the place. Hiram
was nowhere to be seen. Luckily, it didn't affect Jerry's appetite.

Jerry had eaten the shrinp and ot her goodies out of his salad and was ready to
move on to his steak. Jay Ackroyd, whom Jerry had paid off, was happily chew ng
away at his lanb, occasionally pausing to wipe a drop of gravy fromthe corner

of his mouth with a silk napkin. "You're not still stuck on Veronica, are you?"
Ackroyd asked.
"Nope. |I'mgiving up destructive wonen for Lent. Hopefully, it's a habit | won't

get into again." Jerry sliced into his steak. It was deliciously pink and oozed
juice. He stared at it a nmonment, then set down his knife and fork and took a

| arge swal l ow of wine. "Besides, | don't care about her anynore." He'd been
practicing the lie for weeks. "Now, about our other friend?"

"Right." Ackroyd pulled a file fromhis briefcase and handed it over to Jerry.
"Here's everything I could find on M. David Butler. It's nostly background
He's rich, well schooled, good famly, good future. He has a wild streak, but
most rich kids do. Lots of clubbing, probably bisexual. But this is New York."
Jerry took the file and ipped through it. "Don't know where he is now, though?"
"Nope." Ackroyd chewed and swal |l owed. "You seemto specialize in people that

di sappear, don't you?"

"l guess." Jerry didn't bother to try to hide his disappointnment. If he hadn't
| et Tachyon talk himinto going to the police, Jerry mght have nail ed David
hi nsel f. "Any hunches?"

"There's sonething going on at Ellis Island. Gangs of kids, some dangerous

j okers, maybe even an ace hiding out there. They call it the "Rox.' Only
teenagers could come up with a nanme like that. Probably as safe a place as any
for a kid wanted by the | aw. Cops don't go out there anynore." Jay grabbed a
wai tress as she wal ked past. "See if Hramw Il visit with us, will you? Tel
himit's Jay. If not, well, let me know when you get off." He gave her a wi nk
and slipped her a ten.

"You're acting like a man who's just been paid," Jerry said.
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"I always act this way," Jay said. "You seema little down. Better cheer up or
I"Il start telling you ny knockknock jokes."

"Sorry. Normally, |'mbetter conpany than this. Mist be the weather," Jerry
said. It was partly true. The late-wi nter sky had been gray for days on end.
Sunshi ne al ways made the world feel nicer. Wthout it, even the good things |eft
alittle to be desired. "Is that all?"

"Of course not. There's weeks of work in that file," Ackroyd said. "One very
important fact that cane out is that for several of the junper' incidents, David
Butl er had a well-substantiated alibi."

"Whi ch means?"

Ackroyd paused a second, as if waiting for Jerry to answer his own question
"There's nore than one of them And nobody knows how nmany nore there m ght be."
"Just great," Jerry said. "That's all the world needs."

"Sonet hi ng el se bothering you?" Ackroyd rubbed his chin. Jerry was silent.
"Knock, knock."

"Al'l right. Things are tense at hone. | live with ny brother and sister-in-Iaw,
you know. And Kenneth seens to resent nme for spending time with his wife, even
though he's usually too busy to pay her nuch attention." Jerry shrugged. "It's
not like she's interested in nme. | doubt she'd date me if | were the last nan on
Earth."

Ackroyd sat quietly for a nonent. "Hopefully, the sun will start shining again
soon. In the neantime, you might want to consider noving into your own place.

M ght defuse the situation. just a thought."

"Right." Jerry | ooked away. Hi ram stepped out of his office and wove his way
through the tables toward them Hi s charcoal suit, as always, was exquisitely
tailored, but the man inside | ooked worse for wear. There were deep lines in his
face, especially around the eyes.

"Hram" Jay said, "sit down with us. Have dessert and an after-dinner drink
We're boring the hell out of each other."

H ram smil ed weakly and | ooked around, his head noving in a quick, jerky manner.
"Thank you, really, but no. There's so nmuch to catch up on, with all the other

busi ness that's been going on." He paused. "And, well, it nmight not be a good
idea to be seen with me now Quilt by association, you know'
"W're not worried," Jay said. "In fact-"

There was a thunderous noise fromthe kitchen and fire | eapt out fromthe
doorway. Jerry was knocked fromhis chair and into the next table. His el bow
smashed into one of the table | egs, shooting pain up his arm Snoke churned into
the dining area

Jerry dragged hinself into a standing position. Jay and Hiram were already
making their way toward the kitchen. Customers, those that could, were picking
thensel ves up and pushing out of the restaurant. The injured were npani hg or
screamng. Jerry heard the sound of fire extinguishers fromthe kitchen

"Hit the exhaust fans," Hiramdirected. He pushed his way into the kitchen. Jay
was right behind him Jerry followed slowy, coughing fromthe heavy snoke. He
wal ked across the restaurant and stuck his head into the kitchen. One of the

swi ngi ng doors had been torn fromits hinges. Hiramwas kneeling next to
soneone, lifting their head.

"I"'msorry" Hramsaid. "I'mso sorry"

Jay pulled his friend up. "Hiram call Tachyon. Tell himwe have severa

severely injured people coming his way. Do it now'

Hi ram nodded and wal ked out of the kitchen. Jerry stepped back. He could see the
pain and anger in Hiram s eyes. It nade his self-pity over Veronica seem

sel fish. Jerry stepped into the kitchen

"Anything | can do?" he asked Jay.

"Not unless you're a doctor." Jay pointed his finger. There was a pop. A npaning
man vani shed. There were two nore pops. Jay knelt down next to the final body in
the room and shook his head. "It's too late for this one."

"If those other people nmake it, it'll be because of you," Jerry said

"More because of Tachyon," Jay said, wiping his eyes. "But you have to do as
much as you can. There's no excuse for doing |less."

"Nope," Jerry said, thinking of David. "No excuse at all."
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He coul d have asked Kenneth to bring hone David's file, but that would have

ti pped his brother about Jerry's suspicions. Besides, the file was probably in
St. John's office. Latham Strauss was very sel ective about who it hired;
hopefully there woul d be sonme clue as to David' s whereabouts. It could be a
starting point, anyway.

The door to Lathamis office had been tougher than Lieutenant King's and his
finger bone had poked painfully out through the skin. Jerry kissed a
salty-tasting drop of blood off his fingertip and went inside. He turned on the
desk lanmp. The fluorescent bulb crackled to Ilife and greenish |ight covered the
desk. He | ooked about the dimy lit office. It was oppressively neat and boring.
No plants, no personal photographs, no clutter, nothing to give it any senbl ance
of life. Jerry tried the desk drawers, but they were |ocked. He figured what he
wanted would be in the file cabinet anyway, but the key to it was likely in the
desk.

Jerry crossed the roomto the file cabinet. He blew on his hands. The heat was
turned way down and even doubl e-paned gl ass |let sone cold air seep in. The
drawers were | ocked here, too. Jerry didn't want to tear up his fingers, but it

| ooked |ike the only way he was going to get anywhere.

He heard a noise outside and froze. He'd known this was a possibility, but had
trusted to luck that it wouldn't happen. After a nonment's hesitation he changed
his looks to mimc Lathams. Cold and inpersonal, he thought, trying to nmake
everything go dead inside him He took a deep breath, turned off the | anp, and
headed for the door. If it was anyone but Latham he'd be okay.

She net himat the door. She was wearing a tight blue off-the-shoul der designer
dress. Her carefully conbed hair hung past her shoul ders. She snelled as
beautiful and expensive as she | ooked. After an instant Jerry recogni zed her
Fantasy, or Asta Lenser, and she was definitely no dog. Mich closer to Myrna
Loy, in fact.

He interrupted the silence with a cough. "How can | help you?"

She sighed. Jerry thought he snelled wine on her breath. Her eyes were so
dilated he couldn't tell what color they were. "Just |ooking for conpany. Runor
has it that you're, shall we say, nore accessible to the tenptations of the

fl esh these days."

Jerry tried not to act excited. Not only was he not going to get caught, he was
likely going to get laid. Still, he had to play it cool, or she'd know he wasn't
the genuine Latham "That m ght be possible. Using ny residence is out of the
question, though."

She twined her fingers in his necktie, gracefully pirouetted, and pulled him
toward the office door. "I love it when nasty runors turn out to be true."

Her pent house was huge, with high ceilings and expensive nodern decor. There was
| ess black and silver on a sports car lot than in her |iving room She di mred
the lights and kicked of f her shoes.

"Let's see now, counselor. Bedroom nunber one, two, or three for you?" Fantasy
put a finger to her red lips for a nonent. "No. Don't tell ne. Bedroom nunber
three. My instincts are never wong."

"I"'msure that will be satisfactory" Jerry was having trouble maintaining his
Latham act. He wanted to get to the sex so he wouldn't have to tal k anynore.
Fantasy hal f wal ked and hal f danced to the bedroom doorway, then lifted her chin
and stepped inside.

Jerry struggled out of his coat and tossed it on the nearest chair, then

foll owed. She was standing next to the large brass bed, pulling her dress off
over her head. Al she had on underneath was a pair of tie-on black satin
panties. She undid themwi th dramatic flair and let themdrop to the floor, then
did a slow half turn so he could see her from behind.

Jerry just stared. Her body was flaw ess, at |least no inperfections showed up in
the dimed |ight. She was small -breasted, but he preferred that. "You're very
adm rably proportioned."”

She wal ked over to himand began unbuttoning his shirt. "You know, if Kien finds
out about this, we're both in for hell on earth."

"Real | y?" Jerry didn't know who Kien was and frankly didn't care. It would be
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Latham's problemif they were found out. Right now he was deci ding what size to
make his penis. Asta undid his belt and began slipping his pants down. He

qui ckly deci ded on a Penthouse Forum nodel. She cracked a pill under his nose as
they sat down, naked on the bed. Jerry's head jerked back. H s nose stung for a
second, then everything was fine. "Actually, Kien wouldn't do anything to you
right now. He's too interested in your teen groupies."

Jerry figured this night have sonething to do with David, so he filed the

i nformati on away for future use. She put her nouth on his. He was buzzing with
pl easure and didn't want to do anything but fuck. She opened her nmouth and

wor ked her tongue over and around his. Jerry lay down and pulled her with him
runni ng his hands over her soft flesh. He couldn't feel any inperfections,

ei ther.

Her ki sses were intense and aggressive. She ran her fingers across his chest and
abdonen, sometimes touching himdelicately with the tips and sometinmes di ggi ng
in slightly with her nails. She reached down between his |l egs and traced the
underside of his penis with her fingernails. In spite of its size, Jerry had no
trouble getting it up. He ran his fingers through her pubic hair, twisting it
lightly here and there.

She pinched the tip of his penis, alnmost hard enough to hurt him

"Jesus," he said.

"Why counselor, | didn't know you were a religious nman." She pulled his hand
away and kissed it. "You have a nice, light touch, but |I've got sonething a
little nore intimate in mind. Any objections?" Silence. "I'mready to call ny

first witness."

Asta straddled him facing his feet, and | owered herself onto his nouth. Her
scent overpowered the expensive perfume she'd doubtl ess dabbed on her inner
thighs. He ran his tongue up and down, separating her already noist |abia. He
decided to put his tongue into her as far as he could; given his power, that was
all the way.

Fant asy gasped, then | ooked down at him It was the npbst sincerely hedonistic
expression he'd ever seen

" 1 know a | awyer's greatest weapon is his mouth,"” she said, "but | wasn't aware
j ust how dangerous it was."

"A lawyer's greatest weapon is his desire not to lose," Jerry said. Watever
she' d popped under his nose was kicking in, and he felt powerful and in control
"Here's to the winners," Asta said, tossing her hair back and | owering herself
back onto his nouth.

Jerry whipped his tongue lightly across her, then pointed it and pushed in
agai n. Fantasy breathed heavily for several nmonents then | eaned forward, taking
himinto her mouth. Pleasure spread through him Veronica had plenty of ora
techni que, but not the enthusiasm Asta had shown with only a few strokes. Jerry
exhal ed slowy and put his tongue on autopilot. She nmade a nuffled | augh. This
had to be as good as it got.

He was two-thirds of the way through both The Big Sleep and his bottle of
pepper m nt schnapps when he heard a knock on the door

"Conme in," he said, pausing the VCR

Beth sat down next to him and | ooked di sapprovingly at the bottle.

"I''"'m depressed, so |'mdrinking," Jerry explained. "It's a tine-honored
tradition."

"What are you depressed about ?"

Jerry thought a nonent, then told her everything. Told her about Veronica, and
the return of his wild-card ability, his night with Fantasy. He left out his
suspi ci ons about David. She'd probably just wite it off as jeal ousy. Beth sat
there the entire time with her hand on her chin. "You know what's funny," Jerry
said. "The sex with Asta was the best |'ve ever had, naybe the best ['I| ever
have, and it just depressed ne. You know why? Because it wasn't for ne. It was
for Lathamand | was just a stand-in. Nobody would ever want to fuck ne |ike
that."

"Maybe. Maybe not." Beth shook her head. "Does it make that big a difference?"
"Hel I, yes. Wat's the nmeasure of success nowadays? For a man it's how nuch
money you nake and how nany wonen want to ball your brains out. |I'm already

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%208%20-%200ne%20Eyed%20Jacks.txt (90 of 156) [1/17/03 7:12:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6208%20-%200ne%20Ey ed%20Jacks.txt

rich, so the only area | can nmake good is with wonen."

"Jesus, Jerry, you don't have to buy into that crap. You' re the one who decides
what is or isn't a useful and happy life. Don't |et Mdi son Avenue or anyone

el se tell you."

Jerry | eaned away fromher. "That's easy for you to say. You're married and
happy. You've got what you want."

"Yes, because | know what | want and | worked hard to get it. Nobody did it for
me. "

"So, I'mjust lazy. That's it." Jerry turned back to the TV.

"You're not just lazy, you're an enotional six-year-old. You don't see anyone's
feelings or needs but your own. And you'll never get along with wonen as |ong as
they're just sonething you do to nake yourself feel nore adequate." Beth paused.
"I't makes ne wonder how you feel about ne."

"I'"'mwondering about it right now, too." Jerry turned and | ooked at her. He
could see the hurt in her eyes. The line was crossed, he mght as well get his
nmoney' s worth.

"I trusted you with all ny secrets, and all you can do is criticize. Wy don't
you just | eave ne alone. Go off and suck Kenneth's dicks"

Beth stood slowy, left the room and closed the door quietly behind her
"I"'msorry" Jerry said, when he was sure she couldn't possibly hear. He took
anot her slug of schnapps fromthe bottle. Bogart wouldn't have handled it this
way. "Jesus, on top of everything else, I"'mturning into an asshole."

He unpaused the VCR He hoped Bogey and Baby would tell himotherw se, but they
only had eyes for each other

Jerry carried a stack of boxes to the van. The air was cold and danp. Easter was
just around the corner. Jerry thought of celebrating by biting the heads off
chocol ate bunnies. Msery |oved conpany. He gl anced up at the second-story

wi ndow to Kenneth and Beth's bedroom Beth | ooked down at himfor a nmonent, then
turned away. The finality of the gesture was crushing. Jerry felt |ike sonething
i nside himjust died.

Kennet h wal ked out carrying a pair of suitcases. He set themcarefully in the
back of the van and cl osed the doors.

"This isn't really what you want to do," Kenneth said. "Cut your |osses.

Apol ogi ze to her and she'll neet you hal fway. Trust nme, |'m speaking from
experience."

Jerry stared hard at Kenneth. "You know. My main reason for leaving is that both
of you think I'mtoo stupid to handle ny own life. That gets a little tiring
after a while."

"Dunmb, and proud of it. That's you," Kenneth said, turning away angrily. "Do
what you have to do."

Jerry got in the van and turned the key. The engine sputtered to life. They'd be
sorry soon enough. He'd already figured out how to nake sure of that.

The early-dawn light filtered through the mist over the water. Jerry sat at the
power boat's wheel, trying to figure out howto start it. The gun he'd gotten
fromthe Imuacul ate Egret was in his pocket. He'd done his best to clean it. It
woul dn't do to have it explode in his hand. David was on Ellis Island, the Rox.
Jerry was willing to stake his life on that. He'd head out to the island and gun
David down, die a hero's death. There was a note in his apartnent expl aining
everything. He hoped that Beth was the one to find it.

Jerry started the engine. Funmes boiled up fromthe boat's stern. Jerry cast off
the lines and carefully backed out of the slip. He'd rented the boat. No point
in buying one, since it was going to be a one-way trip. Once he was clear of the
dock, Jerry stopped backing the engines and started noving forward. He spun the
wheel and pushed the throttle. The ei ghteen-foot boat bounced out through the
waves toward Ellis Island. Cold spray stung his face. Jerry wi shed he'd taken
some Dramanine. His stomach was in | ess than great shape. But it usually acted
up when he was scared. Still, facing David had to be easier than facing Beth. At
| east with David he had a chance of wi nning.

A tug passed by in front of him Jerry took its wake at high speed and bounced
out of his seat. He hit his nmouth on the dash and split his lip.
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"Shit," he said. "Can't | get anything to go right?" He pointed the nose of the
craft toward Ellis Island and pushed the throttle all the way forward.

About a half mle away, his stomach knotted up and he felt his breakfast at the
back of his throat. Jerry bent over and put one hand to his mouth. Hs brain

fl ashed sparks.

The sky above seened to change color, fromblue to green to purple. Jerry felt
like iron hammers were pounding his flesh. He felt a cold spasmin his gut and
fell over, the wheel spinning out of his grasp. Wite noise hissed in his ears.
He stretched his armout toward the throttle and pulled it back, then blacked
out.

There was a harbor patrol boat next to his when he cane to. A man in a yell ow
poncho was chafing his wists. Jerry sat up slowy, his ears ringing.

"You all right?" the man in the poncho asked.

"I'"ve been better, but I'Il live." Jerry slowy sat up and | ooked over his
shoulder. He'd drifted away fromEl lis Island.

"You were headed to Ellis? That place is a rat's nest now' The man shook his
head. "Are you crazy?"
"No. Just enthusiastic.
conment on it.

"Want a tow back in?"
"Yeah, thanks," Jerry said. "If you don't mind."

Thi s had obviously been a bad idea, but hindsight was al ways twenty/twenty.
Jerry's instincts told himto stake out Latham s penthouse. There was no
particular logic to it, but a good detective always trusted his guts. At |east,
that was what he'd read and seen in the novies. For once, he'd been right.

A car pulled up right before m dnight and a young nan got out. Jerry recogni zed
himin an instant. David had an arrogance to his walk that didn't change even
when he was being hunted. Latham net himat the door. They hugged, and then St
John tal ked while David |istened and nodded. The conversation was brief. Jerry
couldn't be sure, but he thought they actually kissed lightly before David
trotted back down the steps to the car.

Jerry tailed David to Central Park. He knew it was dangerous to walk in the park
at night. Even back before he'd turned into a giant ape, that was a bad i dea.
Davi d was about twenty yards ahead of himand wal ki ng fast.

On the other side of a wooded hill was the Central Park Zoo, where he'd been the
feature attraction for over twenty years. Maybe as a giant ape he'd have been
able to take David with no trouble. As it was, he'd have to rely on his ability
with his stolen gun and a little |uck.

A cool wind stirred the hair on the back of his neck, tickling it. He'd made

hi msel f | ook tough by giving his facial disguise a few scars. Jerry knew he
could die doing this, but at this point there just wasn't anything else in his
life. If he could cash it in trying to nake a positive difference in the world,
maybe people woul dn't remenber himtoo badly. Beth, especially.

Davi d stepped off the path and up into the trees.

Jerry wal ked forward slowy, staring at the shadows for sone hint of novenent.
When he reached the point where David had di sappeared, Jerry paused, then noved
quietly into the trees. He headed off the path at a right angle, putting his
feet down carefully to avoid nmaki ng much noise. An enpty beer can glinted in the
moonl i ght not far ahead. Jerry took a few nore steps and found hinself at the
edge of a tiny clearing. He reached inside his coat to make sure the gun was
still there. An arm caught himfrom behind and pushed hard agai nst his wi ndpi pe,
and he felt a forearm agai nst the back of his neck. Jerry felt a hand yank the
gun from his shoul der hol ster. He sucked hard at the air, but hardly any made it
to his lungs.

"What have we here?" David asked, stepping into view Jerry recognized him by
his voice. There wasn't much light to see by, and his vision was blurring.

Jerry tried to gasp out an answer, but could only nanage a choked hiss.

"Let's sink himin the pond," a young fenal e voice said.

"That may not be necessary, Mdlly," David said. He leaned in close to Jerry.
"We're going to let you go for a second and you're going to tell nme why you were
following nme." David held up the gun. "Wth this, no less."

" 1If the nman caught his reference to King Kong, he didn't
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The arns cane | oose fromeither side of Jerry's neck and he fell to his knees,
gasping. A sinple lie would probably be best. Not that it would matter. "I

just wanted your... noney."

Several of the kids | aughed. David shook his head. "You were going to rob ne?
What a piece of shit you are. You have no idea who you're dealing with, little
man." David's voice was cold, yet he | ooked strangely beautiful in the pale
light. Jerry figured it was the last face he'd ever see.

"Do him" said a husky female voice frombehind. "I'lIl snap his neck if you
don't want it to | ook suspicious."” A long, quiet nonent passed. "I think not,"

David said. "He truly is beneath us, and | can't see much entertainnment val ue."
Davi d grabbed Jerry's face. "Look at nme, thief. Renenber ny face. 1'mgoing to
be fampbus soon. People everywhere are going to be afraid of nme. It's only your

i nsignificance which saved you. Find a hole and pull it in after you. If any of
us ever sees you again, you're dead. Understand?"

Jerry nodded. He felt sick. Maybe they were just setting himup and were going
to kill himanyway. David popped the clip fromJerry's gun and tossed it into
the trees, then smashed the handle of the gun into Jerry's head. Jerry coll apsed
to the ground, his forehead banging with pain.

"Here's your gun back, thief,"” David said.

Jerry felt it land on his back. He heard David and the others nake their way off
through the brush. He lay there panting for a nonent, then wobbled into a
sitting position and pulled a |eaf fromhis nmouth. He'd al nost died. Could have.
Maybe shoul d have. Al of a sudden the hero's death had lost its appeal. He

pi cked up and hol stered the gun. He staggered in the opposite direction David
and his friends had taken. If his life were a novie, it would need a serious
rewite.

Si xt een Candl es

by Stephen Lei gh

Three bl ocks away fromthe D me Miseum the clock tower of the Church of Christ
the joker tolled mdnight. "Happy birthday to us, happy birthday to us. Happy

bi rt hday, dear Oddity, happy birthday to us."

The voi ce was off-key and cracked. "Look at the present | brought us," it said.
A fencing mask lent a shimering distance to the heavy .38 cupped in Oddity's
hand. Fl ecks of reflected light fromthe Jetboy diorama ran along the barrel and
glimered wildly fromthe mask's steel mesh. The interference shattered the
harsh brilliance |like a cheap spectroscope into pale, weak colors.

Evan coul d | ook at the gun and pretend the weapon was just a fantasy, something
seen on television. He could al nost i magi ne soneone el se was lifting it.

[ Si xteen years. Sixteen years of pain in this nonstrosity of a body, ] Evan said
in his interior voice.

[ Evan, please don't do this.] Patty's voice. She was Sub-Dom nant at the nonent,
Qddity's eternal pain danpened slightly for her. [I'm asking you to pl ease just
let it go. I'll take Oddity for you until John's ready. You can be Passive and
rest.]

Evan ignored her. Far bel ow, she could hear John the third of the trio of
personalities who were Oddity. John was Passive at the noment, down in the
dept hs of the strangel y-woven mind where Oddity's agony was a faint tidal wash.
The passive personality could hear but couldn't intrude. Passive could open the
torrent of his thoughts to the others or shield them the others could listen or
not as they wi shed. The fact that John nmade no effort to conceal his feelings
now spoke nore than the thoughts thensel ves.

[ ... goddamm asshole can't stand the pain like me no courage at all fucking
artistic sensibilities Patty may like it but I'mdammed tired of the conpl ai ning
it hurts all of us not just himcan't he see the power we wield ... ]

[ No, John,] Evan sent down to him [I don't see power, and | don't care. | want
to be alone. Alone. | love you both, but being | ocked in here-]

Evan stopped. Qddity was sobbing with the enotional undercurrents. Evan raised
Qddity's left hand. It was nostly John's, though past the lumpy interface the
little finger looked to be Patty's and the thunb had Evan's coffee-and-cream
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coloring. The hand resisted himPatty, trying to shove him from Dom nant and
take the body. Evan concentrated his will. The hand came up and slipped back the
heavy cowl of Qddity's hood. As Oddity nmoaned, the fingers curled painfully with
tendons crossed and overstretched, and lifted off the fencing mask.

The feathery touch of air-conditioning on Qddity's cheeks hurt, |ike everything
el se. The chill felt like ice water on a broken tooth. Wthout the nmask, the gun
in Oddity's other hand was very present, sinister and conpelling all at once. It
smel led of oil and cordite and viol ence.

Three hours past closing, the Jokertown Dinme Museum was silent except in
Oddity's head, and dark except in front of the Jetboy diorama, pinned in bright
Fresnels with colored gels. Jetboy was caught in mdstruggle. Evan had done nost
of the waxwork scul pture for that exhibit, working in those few hours when he
was Doni nant and both hands were nostly his own. Though Patty and John insisted
it was all psychol ogical, Evan couldn't work with Patty's hands or John's. They
didn't have the touch

Rare nonents, those, when Evan could al nbst ignhore Qddity's slow, continuous
transformation as bits and pieces of their three nerged bodi es cane and went,
when he coul d al nbst believe he was one person again.

[ Al one,] Patty echoed synpathetically. [I know, Evan. W'd all like that, but it
can't be.]

Evan opened Oddity's nouth. The lips were thin and harsh: John's. Evan placed
the barrel of the .38 there and closed John's nmouth around it. The burnished
metal was a sharp tang agai nst the tongue.

Evan wondered what it would feel like to pull the trigger.

"Qddity-Evan. . ."

The voice was soft and came from behind Qddity. Evan ignored it and struggled to
curl Qddity's finger around the forefinger. It wouldn't require but a fraction
of Oddity's enhanced strength. Just the smallest tithe of it. Just the tiniest
movenent and Evan coul d find oblivion. Solitude.

[Evan, | love you. No nmatter what, remenber that. | love you; John |oves you,
t 0o.

"BEvan, | think that's ny gun you have. | bought it for protection, not this."
[ ... can't even pull the trigger, can't even do the one thing he really wants
to do ... ]

Evan gave a heaving inner sob. Gddity's nouth opened. The hand hol ding the gun
dropped to the side of the nassive body.

Qddity turned to face Charles Dutton, who stood in the archway of the Jetboy
room Evan knew what the joker was seeing: the nelted-wax cheeks, the patchwork,
lunpy face that was part Evan, part Patty, part John. The skin would be noving
like a veil of cheesecloth laid over a mass of seething nmaggots. The face woul d
be changi ng even as he watched, features collapsing and nelting back into the
pasty sagging flesh. The only unity to it at all would be that each and every
one of those mismatched, overlaid parts would be twisted and taut with the
torture of the slow, restless transformation.

Dutton didn't even blink. But then Dutton had to face his own |living
death's-head face in the mirror every single day.

"Dutton," Qddity gated out. Even the voice was harsh and shattered, |ike sone
B-novie creature. "It just hurts so nuch. "

Evan coul d feel noisture on the ruined cheeks. The left hand (Patty's entirely,
now), came up and brushed at it.

"I know it does," the owner of the Dinme Miseumsaid. "I know and | synpat hize.
But | don't think you really believe this is the way. May | have ny weapon back,
pl ease." The cadaverous joker held out his hand.

Oddity | ooked at the gun once nore. Evan hesitated, playing with the control of
the shifting, powerful rnuscles. He could still bring the gun up, place the
muzzl e against Oddity's horrific, deforned tenple, and do it. He could. Patty
tried to force himto give the gun to Dutton. Evan continued to hold it, though
it remained at OGddity's side. Dutton shrugged.

"I saw the Atlanta diorama this evening," he said. "It's excellent work,
especially what you did with the Hartmann figure. | like the hands even nore
than the face, the way the fingers grip the podi umeven though Hartmann's
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i gnoring the carnage behind him They lend a tension to the entire scene."

The hand that was Patty's twitched involuntarily. An elbow tore fromQddity's
chest, ripping nuscles and prodding the front of the cl oak before subsiding
again. "They broke him" Gddity's grating, slow voice declared. "They conspired
against him It wasn't the senator's fault. He wanted to help. He cared, he was
just ... fragile, and they knew it. They did what they had to do to break him"
"Who, Evan?"

"I don't know" Qddity's nuscular arm swung w de. Dutton took a half step

backward. A blow fromthat hand could kill. "Barnett, nmaybe. That Judas Tachyon
certainly."
"Maybe sone conspiracy of the right-wing joker haters. | don't know. But they

brought the senator down."

The gun beat against Oddity's thigh again. Dutton watched it. "There's nothing
but pain, Dutton," Evan continued. "Every damm joker's life is nothing but
unrelieved, bitter blackness. Jokertown bl eeds and there's nothing and no one to
bi nd the wounds. |-we-hate it."

"You're one of the few who have done any good, Evan-you and Patty and John."
(ddity gave a short, ironic |augh. "Yeah. W' ve done a | ot of good." The
weapon's barrel glinted as Oddity started to bring it up again, then let it drop
once nore. "lIs this what Patty wants, or John?"

Qddity snorted. A glob of mucus spat fromone nostril onto its cheek. "John's a
martyr. He's alnbst delighted that Oddity suffers, since it nmakes us such a
fucking noble figure. And Patty"-Qddity's voice softened, and the nouth al nost
seened to snmile for a nonent "Patty holds on to hope. Maybe Tachyon will find a
cure in between his sabotage of the jokers he clainms to | ove. Maybe the virus

will go into rem ssion. Maybe there'll be another secondary outbreak |ike
Croyd's to pull us apart again."
Qddity seenmed to | augh, but there was no anusenent in the sound at all. The gun

beat agai nst the heavy cloth of Qddity's thigh

"It's all bullshit, Dutton. You know what the trouble is? There aren't any happy
endi ngs in Jokertown. No happy endings at all."

(ddi ty shuddered. The huge, m sshapen figure brought the cowl up over the face
bef ore bending down to retrieve the fencing mask. Qddity placed the nmask over
its face and stared at the Jetboy di orama.

"It all started here. The hero's supposed to win. Wiat a shane. Wat a horrible,
awf ul shane."

(ddity seened to notice the gun once nore. The hand cane up, held the weapon
before the fencing mask. "I didn't finish Hartnann's figure," Evan said.

"He can wait. |'ve been contacted by a source who clains to have Carnifex's
actual fighting suit fromthat night. If | can buy it. " Dutton shrugged

"You' re ghoulish, Dutton."

Dutton alnost smled. "So is the public."”

"A ghoul and a cynic," Qddity said, and its voice was higher and | ess raspy.

The hand hol ding the gun trenbled, then reversed its grip. "Charles..."

Dutton reached with a thin, bony hand and placed the gun in his suit pocket.
"Thanks, Patty," he said. "Were's Evan?"

"Passive," Oddity replied. "We'll keep himdown there for a few days if we can.
He's tired, Charles, very tired." Shapes hunped along Oddity's back and a soft
nmoan cane from behind the mask. Then Qddity sighed. "All of us are tired. But
thank you for listening and for hel ping."

"I didn't want to lose ny artist."

Qddity gave a dry, rasping chuckle. "I know better. And | think it's tinme to go.
Evan probably won't be back for a while."

Shadows flowed over the black cloak as Oddity turned to | eave.

"Patty?"

Steel mesh glinted; the head | ooked back to Dutton but they didn't speak. Oddity
| urched heavily away. Dutton watched until she/it/they (Dutton was never sure
whi ch pronoun was appropriate) closed the door of the rear entrance. The joker

| ooked back at the Jetboy exhibit, brilliant in the darkness.

"They're right, you know," he told Jetboy. "You were supposed to win and you
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fucked up."

Dutton turned off the exhibit's lights with a savage sw pe of his hand and went
back to his office

He | ocked the gun in the nuseum safe.

It was a cool night for May. Qddity's heavy, black ankle-length vel vet cloak was
confortable. A cold front had swept the |ate-spring hum dity and snbg out to
sea.

The air was crisp and crystalline. Patty could see the light of the Manhattan
towers between the older, lower, and far grubbier buildings of Jokertown.

May 14, 1973, had been a gorgeous night as well, in its own way.

Patty sighed with the orgasm her eyes closed. "Yes. . ." Evan whispered in her
ear, and John | aughed in satisfaction, |ower down. Wen the |ong, shuddering
climx had passed, Patty hugged both of themto her

"Cod, you two are lovely." Then, giggling, she flung

Evan asi de and bounded fromthe bed. Naked, she padded across the room and fl ung
open the doors to the balcony. A breeze lifted her hair, fragrant with a warm
sweet-tasting rain that was scrubbing the city clean. Twenty fl oors bel ow, New
York spread out in noisy brilliance. Patty opened her arnms wide and let the

ni ght and the el enents take her, joyous. Droplets shimered |ike crystal in her
hair, on her skin.

"Jesus, Patty, anyone could see us..." John came up behind her, also naked,
huggi ng her. Evan stroked the two of themin passing and went to the railing.
"I't's wonder ful," he said. "Wio cares what they see, John. We're happy."

Evan snmiled at themall. They nelded into a long triple enbrace, kissing and
touching as the rain slicked their bodies. Wien it seemed to be time, they went
back inside and nade | ove again...

They' d gone to sleep that night, but they'd never awakened. Not really. It was
Qddity who had opened its eyes on the fifteenth. Gddity, the horror. Qddity, the
wild card' s nockery of their relationship. Oddity, the torturer. CGone forever
were a social worker named Patty, a rising black artist named Evan, and an angry
young | awer nanmed John. Like a thousand jokers before them they di sappeared
into the warrens of Jokertown.

Qddity | ooked at the brilliant concrete spires of Manhattan and npaned, as nuch
fromthe nenory as the physical pain.

[At least in Jokertown it's harder to feel sorry for yourself, when every day we
see the other horrors, the ones who are helpless. Gddity's body has strength to
mat ch that of the aces.] John.

[Bull shit, it's all bullshit rationalization.... ] Evan screaned back, down
below. [It hurts, it hurts.... ] [Rest,] Patty told Evan. [Rest for a few days
while you can. W'Ill be needing you to take over again soon enough.] John

scoffed. [I'mnot rationalizing. It's the truth-in Jokertown Oddity can do sone
good.] John especially seenmed to enjoy the role of vigilante. Qddity: protector
of jokers, the strong right arm of Hart mann.

Hartmann's defeat still hurt. John especially throbbed with bitterness. But John
was strong; Evan wasn't. Patty sent her thoughts down to him

[1 understand, Evan. John does, too, when he takes the tine to think about it.
We understand. W do. W | ove you, Evan.]

[ Thank you, | love you, too, Patty. ... ] Evan could have said it only to Patty,
but he left himself open to both of them deliberately.

John was surly; Patty knew he'd noted Evan's intentional snub. [He has a hell of
a way of showing his affection, doesn't he?]

[John, please ... Evan needs the rest nore than us. Have some conpassion.]

[ Conpassion, hell. He alnost killed us. I'"'mnot ready to die, Patty. | don't
give a shit how nmuch it hurts.] [Evan doesn't really want to die either, or he

woul d have gone ahead. | couldn't have stopped him John. This was a gesture, a
plea. He wants to be free of it. Sixteen years is along tine to be in a room
you can't leave. | can't blame himfor feeling that way.]

[He's cone to hate nme, Patty.]

[No.] But that was all she said. John scoffed at her. "Y know, if you ignore the
fact that there's three of us, we're alnost staid," John said one night as they
lay on the couch, sipping at glasses of cabernet. "W don't swing, we don't
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sleep with other people. Wthin the triangle, we're as nonoganbus and
conservative as sone married couple in Podunk, |owa."

"You conpl ai ni ng, John?" Patty teased him running a finger along his upper
thigh and watching what that did to his face. "You getting tired of us?"

John groaned, and they all three laughed. "No," he said. "I don't think that's
ever going to happen."”

[ kay, maybe "hate" is a little strong,] John said. [But he doesn't |ove ne or
like me anynore. Not for a long tinme. Do you, Evan?]

[ Damm egoist, no, | want out, | just want to be alone.... ] Then, the barest
echo: [John I'msorry I"'msorry. ... ] [This mi ght have happened anyway,] Patty
said to both of them [Even without Oddity. Those were different tines.
Different noralities than now. ]

[Sure. But there's no divorce fromQddity, is there?] [Wich is all the nore
reason we all need enpat hy and understanding-all of us.]

[ You al ways were the goddamm saint, Patty] [Fuck you, John.]

[ wish | could, Patty. God, | wish | could.]

Jokertown had al ways been a ni ght town.

Alittle past mdnight, the main Jokertown streets were still busy. Darkness hid
or anplified deformties as needed. N ght was the best mask of all

Not many nats traveled to J-town in the |ast several nonths. Tourism was

sonet hing done in daytine, if at all. The streets had becone too unfashionably
danger ous.
At night, Jokertown was |eft alone Iike a bad dream Still, the |ocals were out

and Oddity decided to keep to the plentiful back alleys. John might find sone
smal | enjoynent in being public, in the respect and sonetinmes outright adul ation
of the jokers, but Patty didn't. Patty could forgive John's egotismit was
little enough balmfor the pain-but she didn't need it or want it herself,
especially not tonight.

They were a few blocks fromthe ruins of the Crystal Palace, in the back alley
where Gmi's inexplicably enpty skin had been found. The COddity stared at the
stai ned concrete where TomM I ler's body had |ain: another death, another

nanel ess violence. Patty was certain G ni had been assassi nated by a rogue ace,
Evan thought that nmaybe G mi had been an early victimof the Croyd outbreak,
John (always the skeptic) thought maybe Hartnmann had arranged it. [ And good

ri ddance, too,] John added in counterpoint to Patty's thought.

The Oddity shuffled on, |inping because one | eg seened to be nostly Patty's and
was attached at a decided angle to the hip. Mwving it hurt like hell. The Oddity
moaned and noved on.

"Shit, man. She's just a toy. Ain't worth wasting tine on taking."

"Yeah, but that cunt'd be nice and tight, wouldn't it?" Voices stopped suddenly
as the Oddity turned a corner into another alley. There were three of them al
mal e, none of them | ooking nore than sixteen or seventeen and dressed in griny
| eat hers. One was prepubescent and childlike; another had a bl otchy face
peppered with angry bl ackhead acne. But it was the kid in the_ mddle that nade
(ddity hesitate for a nonent. He was tall and fair-skinned. Under the torn

| eathers and dirty Levi's he had a fighter's body, |ean and hard-nuscl ed. The
yout h was handsone in a feral way, with intense |ight eyes half-hidden behind
straggling blond bangs. He was al nbst pretty, until they noticed the bl oodshot
eyes and the fidgety restlessness. The kid was punped up, high and dangerous.
The joker Qddity knew as Barbi e was sobbing on the ground between the three-a
perfectly formed worman with adult features but barely two feet tall. Her face
was caught in a perpetual smle. She saw (ddity; her nouth grinned

i ncongruously, but the blue china eyes were pleading.

A qui ck anger raged through John; Patty could feel its red heat. "Hey!" Qddity
shouted, their huge fists knotting. "Leave her the hell alone!"

"Shit," Pinpleface said. "You gonna let a fucking joker talk to us |like that,
Davi d? Maybe it'd be fun, too. Big enough, ain't it? Maybe it's strong, too."
The | eader-Davi d-regarded the Gddity, hands on hips. Patty felt John trying to
take control. [Just charge the bastards. Beat the kid' s head in before he

deci des to nove. ]
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Patty didn't need nuch encouragenment. COddity noved, roaring and | unbering toward
the trio Iike a banshee. The gang suddenly flashed steel. Seeing the knives,
Oddity screamed and tore a No PARKING sign fromthe asphalt. They swung the pole
like a flail, it nade a deep runble as it whipped through the air.

There was not hing subtle about their attack. The massive body plowed into the
gang like a careening truck. The sign caught Pinpleface and sl amred hi m back
against a wall; whipping it around again, they held the other two back. "Get out
of here! Now" Oddity barked at Barbie. The doll-like joker struggled to her
feet. She ran, taking staggering, tiny baby steps.

Qddity spun to find David, figuring that if they took out the | eader, the others
woul d crunpl e. They launched thensel ves at the |eering kid.

They were far too late. David's body slunped as if struck. Blackhead caught him
before he fell.

[Patty... 7]

At the same nonent John and Evan felt Patty's presence ripped away fromthe
Oddity. In place of her was someone cool, sinister, and snmug: David. For just a
second he was Doni nant, crowing his triunph inwardly. Then the pain hit him
Qddity screaned, |loud and | ong and tornented. The sign and the twi sted pole
dropped fromtheir hands, clanging on the pavenent |ike an alarm

John and Evan had had si xteen years to |learn the neural mazes of Oddity's odd
group m nd. They knew all too well the searing agony that assaulted this
intruder. Their shared response was al nost instinctive: John sent his wll
surging to the high place they thought of as Domi nant, pushing aside the
screamng, frightened ego of David.

(Hands grasped at Oddity and a bl ade ripped cloth: Blackhead, attacking again
after shaking off the first blow Intent on the interior struggle, Qddity sinply
how ed and flung the punk aside once nmore. The voices of reality seened to be

di stant. "Goddamm, sonething's happened, man. David's screamng. Shit!"

"Fuck, it's gone wong, it's gone wong.."

Bl ackhead grabbed at their sleeve. Oddity roared and whirl ed; he heard a body
fall hard on the concrete. ("The fucker's too strong! Grab David's body. Let's
get back to the Rox.")

They knew it was wrong, John and Evan. "Patty!" they cried together, and the
fury gave John enough nmental strength to snatch the screaming David fromcontro
of Qddity's nind.

As John threw the junper fromthe nental ranmparts, Evan attenpted to slide from
Passive to Sub-Dominant. That was nore difficult. David could feel himnself

|l osing control, and as Oddity's pain becane nore distant, his will began to
assert itself once nore.

For a nmonent both Evan's and David's minds were entirely open to each other as
they noved, caught sonewhere in the |inbo between Passive and Sub-Dom nant. Evan
knew David in that instant, and he hated the nind he encountered. He could fee
the junper snatching at his enotions, his thoughts, his nmenories, and the
feeling of violation gave Evan the power to throw David down again.

Evan screaned with David, thrusting hinmself past until the junper tunbled down
to hel pl ess Passive. [John?]

[1'"ve got Oddity, Evan. Just keep that bastard down in Passive. ]

Qddity | ooked around. "Shit. Shit!"

The ki ds were gone. They couldn't even hear the sound of their retreating
footsteps. The interior battle might have taken nminutes-it was inpossible to
tell

[Patty?] Evan queried softly, hopefully, into the matrix of Cddity.

There was no answer but soft, nocking | aughter from Passive.

Oddity how ed in the darkness of the alley.

She didn't hurt. That was the first thing she noticed. For sixteen years there
had been constant pain. For sixteen years there had been tearing agony as

i gaments shifted, nuscles were stretched to their linit, and bones scraped

agai nst each other in the cage of Qddity's flesh. She didn't hurt. And she was
al one.

There were the six or seven kids-nats, as far as she could tell-in the filthy
roomw th her, but she was alone in a single body.
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The others were arguing, but she paid little attention to the words.
"Hey, man, what you're describing is the Oddity. So the Oddity took David. He's

gone, nman."

"You don't nmean that, Mlly."

"1 don't? Well, he sure couldn't control the fucker, could he?"

"If David's gone, everything's up for grabs. And there's gonna be sone people
who like that idea. You renenber that, Mlly. In fact, I'll bet you're thinking

the sane, too." There was rough | aughter, footsteps, a slanm ng door

The voices were outside. There were no voices in Patty's head.

[ Evan? John?] No answer-only silence and her own thoughts.

Patty brought her hands up to her face and marveled. "Shit, she ain't supposed
to be able to do that." Blackhead stared at her with an expressi on caught
sonmewhere between fear and hatred on his pinply face. Patty ignored him
concentrating on the hands and wi ggling the fingers, turning themaround to see
the cal | uses.

These weren't the hands she dinly renenbered fromthe early seventies. But
neither were they the patchwork, nmarbled, knobbed things at the end of Oddity's
arns. The fingers were long, with dirt snagged under the chewed nails and
callused hard tips on the left hand that told her the junper played guitar, for
Patty had once had simlar calluses.

She could snell the body's own rank sweat, and the dirty, knee-torn Levi's were
tight at her crotch. She | ooked down and saw t he bul ge of a penis. She could
feel the cock, part of her. She could make it twitch.

She | aughed because that startled her, and her voice was deep and very nal e.
"What's the matter, assholes?" she said with a bravado she didn't feel. "Wren't
expecting ne to wake up?”

She' d heard the news reports. Everything that had happened tonight added up to
the sanme concl usion: The kids were junpers. The junpers' victinms had all said
the sane thing: For the duration of the junp, they'd been in a coma. Patty
assuned the junper's conpani ons had guarded the body until the junper returned
and transferred back. Certainly the transfer was a horrible shock to the victim
it was undoubtedly what drove theminto unconci ousness.

Patty had felt very little of it. Patty was used to existing in a strange body;
she was famliar with the sensation of her awareness shifting place. She'd
recovered quickly and she knew exactly where she was. Even though the journey
here had seened fantasy (was there really a living, gelatinous globe in which
they rode?), she knew where they'd taken her

Ellis Island. The Rox.

The renmenbrance sobered her quickly. Depending on who you listened to, the Rox
was a refuge where jokers hel ped one another, or it was a gaping sore, a

danger ous seepi ng wound where the worst of those touched by the wild card had
gat her ed.

YOU HAVE TO DIE TO GO TO THE Box. Patty had seen that spray-painted in garish
colors on the walls of J-town. SEND US YOUR HUDDLED MASSES-WE NEED THE FOOD.

Sl ogans of the Rox had appeared by the hundreds in the past few nonths. From
what she'd heard, death was common and varied here. The bodi es floated ashore
in. Jersey or were found out in the bay.

Patty no longer felt pleased. Refuge or hell, the air of the Rox snelled of
garbage and shit and corruption. [My loves ... ] And she was al one. That was
wor st of all.

The roomitself was a hovel, as bad or worse than anything she'd seen in her
years with Welfare Services: corrugated al um num sides that |ooked like they'd
been pieced together fromold awnings, a stained concrete floor, the only light
a bare bulb hanging froma frayed extension cord. The door was a pi ece of warped
pl ywood with a rope handle. Patty was sitting in the one piece of furniture in
the room a Laz-E-Boy recliner, the black Naugahyde hopel essly shredded and
soiled with nanel ess stains.

Patty tried standing. Despite the dirt, despite the neglect, despite the
halitosis and the crud in the lungs and the | eftover crack buzz, this was a
gorgeous body: sleek and powerful and lean. Still, it was an effort. Her knees
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wobbl ed and she sat again quickly. Patty forced herself to smle, to | ook as
smug and arrogant as this guy had appeared to be.

The punks stood on either side of the exit, scowing. There were three now, the
others seened to have | eft. She recogni zed the one who had been with David.

Bl ackhead had a huge welt on his |leg and a bl oody nose; a remmant of the fight
with Oddity. Hi s face and upper arns were scraped raw and the left side of his
head was puffy and discolored. Standing next to himwas a slight and pretty girl
who | ooked to be at the nost thirteen, with breasts just budding under the tank
top she wore. The girl stared w de-eyed at Patty. Her face was round, with a
fragile attractiveness. Bl ackhead had his arm around her; his fingers stroked
her right nipple. She scow ed at himand noved out fromunder his arm She
continued to gaze strangely at Patty.

The last of the group was a young woman with a scow on her face, her arns

aki mbo over a dirty T-shirt. The way Bl ackhead | ooked at her, it was obvi ous he
deferred to her. "Wio the fuck are you?" she said.

Patty found that she didn't want themto know she was a wonman. "Part of Oddity"
she said at last. "You can call nme ... Pat." She | aughed nocki ngly again at
that, hearing the strain in the sound. [Ah, Evan, too bad it wasn't you who was
Dom nant. You'd have to put up with being a honky, but at |east you' d be the
right sex. You'd be out. ]

She was al nost startled that there was no answer in her head.

[Alone. God, it feels so strange.]

"Molly, we gotta tell Bloat," Blackhead said

"Not yet. Not yet, nan. Maybe David'll be back." She didn't |ook that pleased at
the prospect, but she shrugged. "He knows where we went, huh? He'll cone here."
Patty stood again, and this tinme stayed up. Bl ackhead blinked hard, scowing at
Patty with his right hand fisted around a piece of iron pipe. "W shoul da
fuckin' tied himup, MIl'. David s gonna be pissed if we have'ta fuck up his
body. "

"What nakes you think David' s com ng back?" Patty asked. [God, such a rich
voice. A politician would die for it. Wat do you think, John?] Then: [| have to
stop this. There's no one there.] "Hey, | have two other friends in Qddity,
asshol es: Looked to nme like they were in charge when you punks ran, not David."
It was a bluff. Patty had seen the battle for control raging in Gddity after the
junp. There hadn't been anyone

Dom nant; Oddity had sinply been flailing wildly, out of control. The kids had
grabbed her and run before the fight had been won one way or the other. Patty
had no doubt John was strong enough to be Dom nant quickly, but poor Evan--

She didn't know what ni ght have happened. |f David had won, then Oddity coul d be
in J-town at the nonment, doing things she'd rather not think about.

[ There's nothing you can do about it. Just stay alive. Try to get out of here. ]

"He'll be back, and you're strain' till he does," Blackhead said nervously,
licking his lips and |l ooking at Molly for confirmation. The girl beside himwas
still staring, silent. "You don't know David. He gets what he wants. He's

strong. He's got ways. And you-you're in the Rox. You're neat."

"David doesn't know what he hit in Oddity," Patty bluffed. "He may never get
out. | rather like this body." Blackhead gl anced at MIlly. The other girl
stared. "Wat?" Patty asked. "Wat's the probl enP"

Mol Iy just shrugged, but Bl ackhead snorted. "He's never been away for nore'n a
few hours. No one's sure what happens when you stay in soneone else's body too
I ong."

"Maybe Bl oat'd know, " Bl ackhead sai d.

Mol ly scoffed. "And why the hell would you think that? You think Bloat junps?"
"He reads m nds, don't he?"

Mol Iy just scow ed harder. "This ain't got nothin' to do with Bloat."
"Everything in the Rox has to do with Bloat," Blackhead insisted. The kid
sniffed and wi ped his arm across the back of his nose. Snot mxed with the

bl ood on his cheek

Mol Iy sighed. "Al'l right. Maybe we should | et Bloat know what's going on. Hell
he probably knows already. Can you handl e this?"

Bl ackhead scow ed. "Shit," he said. "Sure. Me'n Kelly'll stay here and take care
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a'things."

Kelly's intense gaze had never |left Patty. Her eyes were sonewhere between bl ue
and gray, and very open.

"You see how she's watchi ng you?" she whispered teasingly to Evan, giggling with
the wine. John's fundraising party for Gegg Hartmann's first senatori al
canpai gn was a noisy swirl around them "The willowy one with too nuch nakeup,
over in the corner by your scul pture. She hasn't taken her eyes off you since
she cane in :"

"Jesus, Patty, you have a filthy mnd. That's the Sal chows' daughter. She's
still in high school. |I sold her father two paintings |ast nonth."

"I was her age once, too. That's a teenage crush if | ever saw one. |'ve been
there, too. The hornobnes just run away with your mind. How about it, Evan? She's
young, rich, probably willing if a bit inexperienced. Wite and curious about
howit'd be with a big black stud |ike you. "

"Patty-"

Patty | aughed and ki ssed Evan. The girl's face had gone al nbst angry as she
turned away. ...

Patty gave Runt a half smle. The girl seened startled; then slowy, behind

Bl ackhead, she sm | ed back, al nost shyly.

[ Have to get out of here. Have to find John and Evan. ]

Patty knew in that nonent how to escape. She hated herself for the know edge,
but she knew.

[ You want out | know you do | can feel it and | can do it for you | have the key
but it has to be soon | can take you to the Rox but SOON.... ]

They were standing in front of the Dime Muiseum A poster was stapled inside a
case next to the door, a garish drawing of the Syrian exhibit. A waxen Senator
Hart mann was gesturing for the others to retreat, his jacket bloody fromthe
gunshot wound. Guards with Uzis gazed at the dais where the Kahina slit the
throat of her brother the Nur al-Alah. Braun glowed in a gol den spotlight;
Carnifex gleamed in his white fighting suit; Tachyon clutched his head and
crunpl ed on the ground.

John wasn't sure how they'd ended up there. For nobst of the last hour, they'd
reel ed through the streets of J-town blindly, trying to find the punks and
slowy realizing that the quest was usel ess.

Their fists clenched and uncl enched-the right hand Evan's and the | eft John's.
There wasn't much of Patty surfaced in Qddity at all. It seened that her body
had becone sl uggi sh since the |oss of her presence.

[We've got to go get her, John. David says they'd ve taken her to the Rox. He
says we have to find Patty quickly. He's afraid. | can feel it. He's scared of
what m ght happen if he's out of his own body for too long. Patty mi ght be
trapped. ]

[l don't hear him Evan. W smashed himdown to Passive. Stuck himin the
basenent and | ocked the door. W can't hear the fucker at all.]

[Don't tell himEvan | can get you out | can give you the rel ease you want just
hel p nme out of here quick | know you | know you.. . . ]

Davi d broadcast the plea desperately, constantly. Evan knew the truth. John was
tiring already; Evan knew that his own will could not hold David down al one if
John fell from Domi nant. The junper knew that, too. Since then, Evan had heard
Davi d's voice. Constantly. At Sub-Dom nant, COddity's eternal purgatory sluiced
over Evan's soul, and he could hear the words pronising a salvation

[ You want out | know you.... ] Yes, David knew Evan's weaknesses. He knew t oo
wel | how Evan kept |istening and wonderi ng.

A viol ent shudder racked their body; they could see the right armshorten and
change color as they watched. The tornent was worse than either John or Evan
renenbered, as if they had also taken Patty's share of the agony. The fingers
curled with pain, the nails digging into the palm Wen the fists opened again,
the hand was a piebald m xture of John and Evan

[ How | ong can you stay Domi nant?] Evan gasped with the transformation. [John,
the only thing that's kept any of us sane was being able to go down to Passive
and rest. Even Sub-Dom nant hurts too nuch. John ... please ... ]
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[1"Il junp someone el se sonmeone you'll | oathe sone- one neither you or John can
stomach at all and you'll be left in the body with themw thout Patty w thout
any chance of ever getting out at all unless you help me NOW...]

[Patty's in the Rox,] Evan said. [In the Rox. My God-]

[We haven't any plan. W don't know what we're running into or howto handle it
once we do find her.] [Let's just get there. Now, John. Before it's too late.]
ddity npaned. The pain redoubl ed as the body shifted again. Oddity screaned
this tinme, grasping the fire hydrant in front of the nuseum and w enchi ng upward
as if they could drive away the torture with violence. The top of the hydrant
gave way under their assault with a netallic shriek. Water cannoned in a

gushi ng, two-story-high fountain, soaking their black cloak and turning the
gutters into dark, trash-filled rapids. Water cascaded over the front of the

D me Museum

Under neat h, David | aughed and whi spered to Evan. [Wen we get there | can do it

I can give you the body you want whatever you want just help nme.... ]
"What's it feel like to be a man?"
"Huh?"

Patty kissed Evan and pulled himdeeper into her with her hands, w apping her

| egs around his back. Next to them John snored, asleep

"You know," she insisted, giggling. "To penetrate instead of being penetrated.
To feel a wonman's heat around your cock. To ejacul ate. To have one short

bl i ndi ng spasminstead of a | ong extended one!"

"I's that what you're thinking about?" Evan pretended to be offended and Patty

sl apped his buttocks, rolling himover until she straddled him She traced the
tight black curls of hair on his dark chest. "So you want to be a nan, eh,
virile and nasterful ."

"To surrender ny brain to a penis," she retorted. "C non, Evan, haven't you ever
wondered what it feels like to be a woman?" Evan tried to shrug and she shook
her head at him "Cone on now Admit it!"

"Ckay," he said. "Maybe a little. But there's no way to ever know, is there?"
But there was, now.

Movi ng an arm was ecstasy. Feeling the stubble on her cheek was glory The touch
of jeans along her |egs was a caress. The tepid beer that Bl ackhead gave her was
a gastronomnical delight. Despite all her worries about John and Evan, despite
her fear of the Rox, Patty couldn't help but marvel at the wonder of being in
this body. She'd forgotten how good it was. It didn't matter that she was mal e
or that she very likely had a crack addiction or worse-she was free, able to
wal k al one and tal k al one and not feel anyone el se inside her

[This body's wanted for questioning in New York, and that may not be the worst
of it. What if he's got AIDS, what if the wild card has done other hidden things
to himor if he's syphilitic or has cancer? \What about sex? What if after a few
experinents you find that you're still attracted only to nal es? What about John
and Evan, trapped in Oddity with that punk?]

But the objections didn't totally convince. She was here, in David' s teenage
body, and Patty had to admt that she enjoyed the sensation. She drank again,
savoring the cool ness, the odor of the hops, the yeasty taste.

Kelly wat ched her, always, while Blackhead worried near the door.

"Wy do you keep staring?" Patty asked, and the rich, deep voice was a joy.

Bl ackhead answered for her. "Kelly? She's new. She's got the hots for David but
he ain't laid her. She'd love to go down on him to have himspread her |egs-"
Kelly whirled around, stabbing a forefinger at Blackhead. "You shut up, hear?
You're just nmad 'cause | won't do you."

Bl ackhead | aughed. "Shit," he told Kelly. "That's crap. You'd sure |lay down and
spread "emwith a snle to get initiated. You ain't really part of us until you
can junp, and you can't junp until you get laid by Prime, and that m ght not be
for a while, since he don't get out here that often. So don't give nme that shy
virgin shit. Maybe it don't have to be Prine, Kelly. And you're wasting your

time waiting for David. He can fuck anyone he wants. He don't need you. |'d do
just fine."
"I want nore than a pencil," Kelly spat. She huddl ed on the floor near Patty,

arms around knees whil e Bl ackhead chortl ed near the entrance to the ranshackl e
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room "Son of a bitch," she nuttered. Her face was flushed from anger and
enmbarrassment .

"I was her age once .... |'ve been there too
"I"'msorry" Patty said softly to Kelly, and neant it. The girl thanked Patty
with her eyes, and Patty had to smle again. But Blackhead's words had caused
other reactions, too. "What's it feel like to be a nman?" she'd asked Evan | ong
ago. Now she knew part of it. There was a heat, and her jeans were suddenly
tighter in the crotch. "You're very pretty" she said softly so that only Kelly
coul d hear. Though the words sounded strange and awkward, Kelly gave a half
smle at them

Patty hated the rest of what she was going to do. "Kelly, | can give you David,
if that's what you want." She whispered it so that Bl ackhead couldn't hear the
wor ds.

"You ain't David," she answered, but without anger. "No," Patty adm tted. "But
maybe when David conmes back, his body will renmenber...."

"You were ugly. | saw the Qddity once in Jokertown. No one would go to bed with
you the way you were."

"You're a gorgeous worman, Patricia," John said. It was the anniversary of the
first tine they'd made love as a trio. Their 'birthday,' they'd jokingly called
it. Evan had nmade a cake. John decorated the apartnent with ball oons and crepe
paper. They'd stuck a silly hat on her head and a chanpagne glass in her hand
when she wal ked in. "A wonderful person. | can't inmagine |oving anyone el se, and
I know Evan feels the same way. We're both very lucky." Patty nodded, feeling
the tears in her eyes and fighting them back. She could feel Kelly's gaze on
her. "No," Patty said. "Not for along tine. Along tine." Kelly's hand reached
out and touched Patty/David's. There was a softness in her gaze, a synpathy that
made Patty like Kelly despite the hard exterior she tried to maintain. She
smled at Patty and Patty smled back, feeling the strangeness of David's face.
"Ckay," Kelly whispered. "Maybe..."

Kelly rose to her feet and went over to the nakeshift door of the hut. She spoke

to Bl ackhead in an intense whisper. "I ain't leavin'," Blackhead said | oudly.
"Where the hell is he gonna go? This is the Rox, asshole. You can stay outside
if you want."

"Maybe 1'Il stay and watch, huh?"

"You can diddle yourself outside." Kelly shoved Bl ackhead, opening the door

Bl ackhead snorted. He gestured with the pipe toward Patty. "I1'll be right there.
You stick your head out and I'lIl take it off." He |looked fromPatty to Kelly,

| aughed again, and left.
Kelly didn't ook at her for a long tinme. She stayed by the piece of plywod
that was the door, facing away. Then she seened to sigh
It was Patty who canme to her, by the door. She opened her arns and hugged Kelly.
It felt strange to be so nmuch taller. Patty was very aware of Kelly, of the
breasts pressing against David's chest, of the snmell of her hair, of the way her
hi ps pressed agai nst her body. Kelly's hands cane around Patty's head and
brought it down to her.
They ki ssed, softly and tentatively, then Kelly's nouth opened. [Very strange

] Patty felt her [his] body responding. She |leaned into Kelly, pulling her
tight. Cose. She could feel the unbidden erection aching to be | oosed. [Ah,
Evan, so very, very strange ... ]
"So urgent," she breathed. "lInpatient."
"What ?" Kel | y asked.
"Not hi ng." She hugged Runt again.
There was an insistence to her arousal that differed fromanything she'd known
before. Maybe it was the years since she'd experienced desire, maybe she'd just
forgotten, but this seenmed nore volatile and dangerous. It wasn't Kelly-Patty
had never been particularly sexually attracted to wonen despite sone m nor
experinmentation. Patty shuddered as she ended the enbrace, as she raised her
head fromKelly's lips and held the girl at armis I ength. She slipped the shirt
over Kelly's head, unbuckled the jeans. Kelly was attractive, Patty thought
clinically. Very pretty in a young way. Patty stroked her tentatively, then with
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nmor e passion, her hands going fromKelly's breasts to the fl eece between her

|l egs as Kelly closed her eyes.

They sank together to the floor. Kelly's | egs wapped around Patty, her hands
sought to unzip her jeans and pull out that odd hardness throbbing there.
Hol di ng back was far, far nore difficult than Patty had inagined it woul d be.
Runt's |ips and hand were insistent; she seened to feel the heat coning from
both of them Patty wanted to do this, wanted to plunge her erection into
Kelly's noist heat

"I"'msorry" she whispered. Rising up, Patty drove David's fist in a vicious cut
across her chin. There was a lot of wiry strength in her new body. Her fist
shapped agai nst Kelly's jaw.

Kelly grunted; her eyes closed as bl ood drool ed over cut |ips. Her legs and arns
went |inp around Patty. Patty got to her feet. She called to Bl ackhead, outside
the door. "Hey, nman! How about joining us?"

The door opened; Bl ackhead stuck his head in and saw Kel |l y's naked body
spread-eagl ed on the floor. He gaped.

Patty hit the kid in the back of the head with doubl ed, fisted hands. Bl ackhead
st aggered and doubl ed over, and Patty brought her knee up into his face. She
heard the nose break.

As Bl ackhead fell, Patty pulled on the rope handle and flung open the door

Patty darted through the opening and into the darkness of the Rox.

Ellis Island was a quarter nmile fromthe shipyards of the Jersey shore and a
little over a mile fromBattery Park at the southern tip of Manhattan | sl and.

But you couldn't get to Ellis fromeither of those places. Certainly some could
(and had) tried, but they were invariably curious nats, and nats who went to the
Rox were treated rudely, violently, and sonmetines fatally. The authorities had
passed control of Ellis like a |l egal hot potato fromthe National Park Service,
to the New Jersey authorities, to the New York City police, who had given up any
pretext of actual control of the island nonths ago.

Still, patrol boats vigilantly intercepted anyone trying to swimor boat to the
Rox. The authorities night not be able to shut down the Rox itself, but they
could and would control traffic to and fromthe island.

Those who went to the Rox knew that to get there safely you had to see Charon
and Charon could only be found on the East River, where the edge of Jokertown
touched water.

Qddity could hear the waves slapping the pilings under the rotting wharf. They'd
pl aced a kerosene lantern at the end of the dock-it hissed at their feet, the
mesh filanent gleaming erratically in the breeze off the river

I nside, David yanmered at Evan, shielding his nindvoice from John

[Any fuckin' body you want man any fuckin' one just point at it and it's yours

free at last just help me when we get to the Rox fast fast fast.... ]

[l don't see anything, ] John's usually powerful Domi nant voice was weak, but it
still drowned out the junper's constant wheedling. [Maybe Dutton was w ong,
Evan. ]

[No not wwong Charon will cone take us to the Rox that's where they'd ve taken
her. ... ] David whispered it to Evan al one.

[Charon will be here,] Evan told John. [Be patient.] Even as he said it, he knew
how i npossible it was. One way or another, this had to be resol ved soon. Being
Dom nant was exhausting and John had only gone down to Passive the day before.

It had been hard enough for Evan to nove to Sub-Doninant with no rest. John

woul dn't be able to hold on rmuch | onger. Wen that tine cane, Evan woul d have to
take Dominant; if he couldn't or wouldn't hold it, David would. If that

happened, they'd |ost everything.

John knew it, too. His anger |ashed at Evan

[ How can we be patient? God knows what's happened to Patty. If they've hurt her,
I swear I'll kill every last one of them ]

[ They haven't hurt her, John. She's in David' s bodythey' |l be careful with it.]
Then: [John, what if she wants to STAY?]

John woul dn't even consider that. Evan could hear nental doors slanmi ng. [ No.
Patty wouldn't want that.] A boot scraped wood, a breath hushed in darkness.
Qddity turned sharply, their heavy cloak swirling. Four youths came from behind
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a stack of crates. Junpers. One, with a shock of orange-red hair, held an

al um num basebal | bat. Another swung a chain softly at his side. The other two
had kni ves-swi tchbl ades. "Wat the hell do you want?" Qddity grow ed

"Davi d?" Chains asked.

Qddity gave a laugh that was nostly grunt. "Dave's not here," the harsh voice
said. The bitter | augh sounded again. "So fuck off before you get hurt."

Chai ns | ooked at Red, who shrugged. "David's been in there three, four hours,"”
Chai ns sai d.

"Hell, that's a long tine, ain't it?" Red grinned. He was m ssing teeth. "Al nost
as bad as junping a bar of soap, huh?" He | aughed.

Down in Passive, David struggled. [I wonder if Mlly sent themor if they cane
on their own she nmight |like me gone forever I'Il fucking kill her if she did...
]

"Hey, man, can David hear ne?" Red asked Oddity. He sl apped the end of the bat
agai nst his open palm ""y?

"' Cause | thought | should tell hima few things. Things he'd |ike to know'

"So talk."

Red grinned. "Tell David there ain't no reason to go to the Rox, nman. W're
gonna take care of his body." The words sent a shock through Gddity, stunning
themall. For a nonent they felt nothing. "Now we cane to take care of the rest,
huh? Just to make sure."

Wth that, Red took a | eaping step forward, swinging the bat |ike an outfielder
swi nging for the fences.

He hit the Oddity square in the side of the head. Oddity staggered and nearly
fell. The pain was a burning |ance. Oddity screamed, their throat tearing with
the sound. John's control tottered, but neither Evan nor David coul d take

advant age. Then John's fury took hold fully. As Red brought the bat back for the
next blow and the other three closed in, Oddity forced hinself up. A hand caught
the bat as it began the downswi ng; a savage, powerful tw st wenched it from
Red' s hands-Red's wri st snapped and the kid how ed.

Qddity swung now, the bat making an audi bl e and sinister whuff through air. Only
the fact that Red had crunpled to the ground saved the kid. Chains whipped his
steel links in a dangerous arc; Oddity caught them and pull ed, catapulting
Chains into the pile of crates. The junper didn't nove again.

The remaining two had already fled. Red, cradling his hand to his waist, was
linping after them Gddity screanmed again and flung the bat after Red. It
clattered into darkness.

[ They' ve killed her! They've killed Pattty!] John shouted inside, raving.

[ No!] Evan shouted back. [No! | don't believe that. It had to be a bluff, a
deception. John, please!]

A soft splash cut off any further discussion. A glow ng apparition came up from
the filthy water around the dock, garlanded with a bald tire, two green Hefty
bags, and a used Panper. Except for the garbage snagged around the body, it was
al nost pretty. The thing was a gel ati nous hol |l ow sphere eight feet in dianeter,
nearly transparent except for translucent bands of nuscle. Ribbons of I|ight
rippled along jellyfish flesh, sparking soft green, yellow, and blue. Near the
top of it were two very human eyes and a nouth. It bobbed in the slight swell.
Char on.

"Fee?" it croaked.

[ Evan?] John's rage had not abated. It had nerely gone cold and dangerous.

[Must find out ... ] David seened stunned, bew | dered. Frightened.

[All right, John,] Evan told him [W won't know anything unless we go.]

Qddity picked up two shoppi ng bags next to the lantern. Approaching Charon, they
showed the joker that they were full of groceries and canned goods. "Fine,"
Charon said. "Put theminside."

Qddity shoved the bags into the sliny flesh between the nmuscle. The flesh was
cold and wet; it yielded under their pressure, stretching until suddenly the
skin parted and they could place the bags on the gellid "floor" of Charon
Underneath the flattened bottom of the joker, they could see hundreds of
wiggling cilia.
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"You want to go to the Rox? You're certain?" Charon asked.

"Yes."

"Then get in. Charon paused. It snorted air froma bl owhol e atop the sphere
and it bobbed lower in the water. "You've got David with you."

"How did you know that?" Qddity grunted.

"I can feel the child' s black, wetched soul. Get in." Charon woul d say nothing
el se.

Qddity stepped forward, pushing their way into Charon's body and hating the fee
of the clinging, danp flesh. They sat down inside the joker as it began to sink
into the waters of the East River. On the nuddy, garbage-strewn bottom in the
dimlight of the creature, they could see the cilia stirring dark clouds as
Charon began the long craw .

H dden and silent, they noved south and west into the bay toward Ellis Island
and t he Rox.

Movenent was exhilaration. The running... Ah, the running..

The wind, the pounding in the lungs and chest, the racing heartbeat the joy was
al rost enough to nake her forget a groggy Bl ackhead shouting al arm behi nd her
and to erase the sight of the hovels of the Rox.

Al nmost .

In the days before Oddity, Patty had devoured Victorian novels with their London
slums, the poor waifs, and the quirky, grinmy sense of realism The Rox had the
same Di ckensi an sense of gloom the sane chiaroscuro shades, but here the
reality was harsher-edged. Mkeshift dwellings clung like fungus to and between
the decaying buildings of Ellis island; the | anes between them were nuddy,
rutted, and filthy under Patty's feet.

Di ckens in hell

In the early norning the lanes were nostly enpty. The few i nhabitants she
glinmpsed told her that the Rox was Jokertown distilled, Jokertown boiled down to
the raw, bitter dregs. The jokers Patty saw here were the nost deforned, the
ones just hanging on the edge of what m ght be called hunman.

"Where you gonna go, Pat? There ain't no place to hide." Blackhead and Kelly
shout ed behi nd her, their voices echoi ng between the shacks. They hadn't stayed
down very long at all. [Your own fault. They're just kids; you didn't want to
hurt themtoo badly.... ] Patty could hear the junpers' pursuit. She turned |eft
blindly, seeing the lights of Manhattan and the gl eam of water through two
drunken-angl ed buildings. A fewlights were coning on around Patty as Bl ackhead
and Kelly continued to fling taunts and warni ngs at her

Turning the corner, she blundered into sonmeone whose skin felt |ike soaked

vel vet. She caught a glinpse of yellow, faceted eyes. "Sorry" she said, and
thrust herself away, her hands dripping with whatever oozed fromthat skin. Two
heads | eaned curiously froma nearby w ndow, joined at the throat into one bul
neck. Something without |legs slithered across the lane in front of her, |eaving
behind a scent of |avender that suddenly turned sour and bitter. A voice roared
fromthe darkness between two buil dings, but the words were inconprehensible,
hopel essly sl urred.

A hand caught at her from behind and Patty screaned. The armto which the hand
was attached stretched like taffy, the hand-clawed |ike a dog's, but undeniably
human still clutching her biceps. The armstretched taut and as thin as a
pencil, turning her; then the hand I et go and she spun and al nost fell fromthe
shock of rel ease

Patty didn't | ook back to see what or who had tried to stop her. She kept

runni ng.

She'd been to Ellis, years ago. She renenbered a U shaped, tiny island, with
docks along the central waterway. The adm nistration buil ding donm nated one side
of the island; the buildings used for holding detained aliens filled the other
Patty could see the administration building on the far side. She could snell the
bay. David's body was beginning to pant fromthe exertion now, but she seened to
have outdi stanced the ot hers.

She broke into the open, |looking for a rowboat, a dinghy, anything. If she had
to, she'd try swi nmm ng-she could swim and this body was stronger than her own
had been. Manhattan and New Jersey | ooned achingly cl ose.
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"Bl oat says to ask what good it will do you to be captured by the police
patrols, Patty"

Patty stopped. A figure had stepped out between her and the bay. She squinted at
it. It looked like a wal king, man-sized roach. There were two others with him
jokers, armed with what | ooked |ike a shotgun and a small-caliber hunting rifle.
The roach-man held up a cheap plastic wal kie-talkie. "Bloat sent ne to get you."
From t he shadows of the buil dings, Blackhead and Kelly cane panting out. "Hey-"
Bl ackhead shouted. Patty started to run. There was room Maybe the insectlike

j oker woul d be unable to nove quickly. Maybe the jokers with the guns m ght

m ss. Maybe she could dive into the water and be gone.

Maybe.
The roach's radi o crackled. "Bloat says that the water's still very cold this
time of year. You'll cranp up and drown before you get hal fway there. He says he

has a solution for you."

Bl ackhead and Kelly were very close. She had to nove now.

"Bl oat doesn't hurt jokers, Patty. He says to renenber that you asked Evan not
to waste his life." The roach's voice was al nost a sigh, laced with a strange
sadness.

The words were a slash, a nortal wound. Patty's intake of breath was half sob at
the menory. And then it was too | ate. Blackhead grabbed her armroughly; Kelly,
dressed only in her jeans, blocked Patty's path, her eyes accusing, hurt, and
col d.

"This is a junper problem Kafka," Blackhead said gruffly to the roach-man. The
two jokers with Kafka stepped forward threateningly, but Kafka waved them back
"Not anynore," Kafka answered, softly and al nost shyly. "Bloat's seeing her. You
want to continue to live on the Rox? Then think about what you want to do here.
You're renters; you're here only because you pay Bloat for the privilege."

"W don't take orders fromBloat," the junper blustered

Kaf ka just waited. Blackhead's hand dropped to his side.

What | ooked like a snmile went across the i nhunan face under the carapace. "Good.
We really don't need this unpl easantness. Please ... follow ne," Kafka said. The
j oker guards took up escort positions around Patty and the ot hers. Kafka nodded.
Scuttling ahead of themwi th a rustling sound, he led themto the administration
bui Il di ng. And Bl oat.

THE ROX CAN T SINK; BLOAT FLOATS. THE GREAT WALL OF BLOAT. Patty'd seen those
graffiti, too.

Patty's first thought was that Bl oat resenbled nothing nore than a nountain of
filthy, uncooked bread dough into which sone irreverent child had stuck

toot hpicks. Bloat filled the vast foyer of the adm nistration building.
Juryrigged steel supports jutted through the sagging fl oor al ongside him
concrete pipes stabbed into that nonstrous pile of flesh like gigantic |Vs. The
size of himwas al nost too nmuch to conprehend; his shapel ess flanks receded into
darkness and back corridors. Hi s head was a wart nearly |ost on the nassive
body. The shoul der and arns were al nost vestigial, stick thin and too short,
overwhelnmed in the rolling hills of flesh. Bloat could not nove, could not be
nmoved.

And the stench. It was as if Patty had fallen headfirst into a m dden. She
gagged.

Bl oat's eyes were bl ack and anused.

"A mount ai n of uncooked dough. " he said. His voice was a thin, prepubescent
squeak and the words tunbled out in a rush. H's statenent startled her. "I
suppose that's kinder than nost, Patty. But then you al ways consi dered yourself
an under st andi ng wonan. "

"You nean this one's a fuckin' cunt?" Bl ackhead guffawed behi nd her. "Hey,

Kel ly, you alnbst |ost your cherry to a chick." Kafka notioned. One of the joker
guards hit Blackhead swiftly and casually in the stomach with the butt of his
shot gun. Bl ackhead groaned and threw up noisily on the tile floor.

"You shoul d be quiet when the Governor's tal king," Kafka said gently.

Bl ackhead spat. "Hey, fuck you, Roach."

Kaf ka | ooked at Bl oat, who gestured. The guard hit Bl ackhead again. The youth
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went to his knees in the puddle of his vonit.

Bl oat wat ched the violence greedily. His ludicrously small hands cl enched and
twi tched and he smi | ed.

"Yes, | know he's just a child, but he's a vicious, dangerous one," Bloat said,
and Patty's intake of breath was audible, for Bloat had once again spoken her

t houghts. "For that matter, he's not nuch younger than ne."

Bloat didn't stop talking, didn't stop to take a breath. H s nonol ogue rolled on
like a freight train without brakes. "There are those who need remni ndi ng who
controls things here. The Rox is still too anarchic. There's too little
direction, too little real |eadership. W have potential here, nearly unlimted
potential and real power. David's group is just one exanple, even if they're
wild and untaned. Still, 1've been here |less than a year."

The | ecture spewed nonstop in Bloat's high voice. He spoke quickly, |oudly,
giving Patty almost no chance to interrupt the torrent of words.

"What - "

"Do | want fromyou?" Bloat interrupted, finishing the thought for her. "That's
very sinple. Oddity. | want the Oddity."

"l don't know where Oddity is."

Bloat's eyes closed. "I do. They're very close. They're com ng here now' The
eyes opened again and he smiled at Patty. "Such a childish inmage that puts in
your head," he said, the words rushing past pasty lips. "The Nobl e Rescue. The
Happy Ending. But you haven't thought past that, have you? You haven't thought
about what happens then. | have. A strength like the Oddity's could be useful
Not essential, mind you, but | could utilize it. The Oddity has been a friend to

Jokertown for years. | appreciate that; it makes us siblings."
"l doubt it."
He nodded, nore to her thoughts than her words. "In the Rox, jokers try to help

jokers. W do what's best for those the wild card has nearly destroyed."
"No matter who it hurts.”

Bl oat grimaced. "If nats or aces get hurt, | don't care. Fuck them If that's
what it takes, |I'll even encourage it. | have nmy own dreans, dreans of the Rox
expanding. We've only this little island, twenty-seven |ousy acres built on
abandoned ship ballast that's filling up quickly. There's a bigger island I'd

like toclaim"

Bl oat took a breath, and Patty plunged into the brief space. "New York? That's

i mpossi ble."

"Not inpossible. Not at all. And spilling nat blood nowwill save a |ot of joker
bl ood later."

Patty saw the attendants listening attentively. Al ongside her, Kafka was rapt.

Bl oat continued. "The reprisals will be brutal, in any case. | have ny dream
every night, Patty. The dreamtells nme that the nats are destined to taste the
fruits of their own hatred and bigotry. To fulfill that dream | need nore than

the jokers and ragtag gangs. W already have a few renegade aces and jokers with
useful powers in residence. W can use nore. You have sone synpathy with our
cause, even if you don't agree with my tactics."

He woul dn't let her speak. The diatribe poured out fromhim gasping. "Ch, yes,
Patty, | hear your thoughts. "The COddity is different.' You're essentially

| awf ul -you hel ped Hartmann, after all. You think that no one would want to
endure the pain of being the Oddity"

Bl oat grinned hunorlessly. "They don't have to. David, the one whose body you're
hol ding at the nonment, our David and his junpers can transfer people in and out,
can't he?"

"Then why haven't you done it? Wiy haven't you left that." Patty gestured at the
hel pl ess, endl ess bul k behind him

The head, so tiny against the body, winkled in a grimace. He didn't have to
speak for Patty to know that he'd tried it, that it hadn't been successful
Bloat's face suffused with renenbered anger. Wen he spoke, his voice was

shar p-edged. "I already know that one new person can be in Oddity and the body
still functions. Perhaps two can be gone, or even all three. Perhaps not.

Per haps at | east one of the original conponents nust always be in Qddity's m nd.
I don't know. But | will find out. I'Il find out in any way | have to."
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[John, Evan, what do | do now?] The silence inside her head was nocking and
Patty felt frightened and very alone. The isolation hurt nore than anything she
renenbered from Qddity.

Bl oat had paused. In the silence, a soft and prol onged squil ching sound
reverberated across the | obby, |ike soneone rolling across a half-filled water
bed. Gelid, dark masses erupted frompores all along Bloat's body, which rippled
around the large pipes inpaling him The black goo rolled, thickened, and then
dropped fromthe slope of Bloat's flanks, |eaving behind unber snears. The
clunps piled around Bloat, and Patty saw that the tiles around the huge joker
wer e hopel essly st ai ned.

The horrid stench hit her a second |ater: the odor of concentrated raw sewage.
Patty nearly gagged; around her, Kafka and the others struggled to renmain stoic.
Joker attendants wearing nasks came from an al cove and scurried about renoving
the filth, shoveling it up and placing it in carts. Ohers towel ed Bloat's side.

"They call it bloatblack," he told Patty, answering the question in her mnd. "A
body this large requires a correspondi ng anount of intake. The wild card has
made it easier-1 can digest anything organic. Anything at all. Kafka has nmde it

sinmpl e; these pipes connect directly to the Rox's sewer system But every body,
no matter how efficient, has to excrete waste material."

Patty could not keep her thoughts hidden.

"You're disgusted," he said in his choirboy's tenor. "Don't be. It's what the
wild card gave ne. Is it nmy fault that this body needs so nuch, that | nust take
in everyone else's shit and spew it out again?" The voice had gone strident. He
| ooked at Patty. "Yes. |'mtrapped, trapped the way you were trapped in the
Qddity. And | don't need your fucking synmpathy, you hear! ['Il stuff it back
down your fucking throat!"

Patty choked and forced the bile back down. She lifted her chin defiantly to the
joker. "We won't run Oddity for you. Not ne, not John or Evan. Not for what you
want it for."

"We'll see, won't we? Maybe we don't need any of you. Serve, or be served,"”

Bl oat comment ed, and suddenly giggl ed.

"1 won't doit," Patty said flatly. "None of us would." Again Bloat's lids
flickered down over the satin pupils. "David's the key, not you. He's only
interested in his ow ego, but | can convince him Fromwhat | sense of John, he

m ght enjoy life on top for once and ki cking some nat ass. Evan ...Wl |, maybe
your friends will be interested. After all, David and his people supply
rapture.”

"I don't know...."

"Show her," Bloat said, gesturing to one of the joker guards. He came forward;
on the doglike face, Patty could see that the lips, guns, and nostrils were
stai ned blue. The joker took out a small penknife. He snapped open the bl ade and
Patty took an involuntary step backward. The joker ignored her, however. Hol di ng
out his left arm he plunged the blade into his forearmto the hilt and as

qui ckly wenched it out again. Blood pul sed sluggishly fromthe deep wound.

The joker grinned. He | eaned his head back and | aughed.

Patty gasped.

"Rapture nakes everything feel good," Bloat was saying as she stared at the
joker. "You could cut your own hand off and it would feel |ike the nost

wonder ful orgasm Every sensation is transnuted into bliss, at least for a
while. Wth long-termuse, unfortunately, it finally dulls the senses
conpletely, until it is hard to feel anything at all, but that's hardly a
problemfor a joker, is it? Imagine Oddity's pain transfornmed into a nearly
sexual pleasure, and then, slowy, slowy, deadened so you can't feel it at all
Woul d that be sonething you might like, or if not you, John or Evan?"

Bl oat | aughed and snmiled grimy at the expression on Patty's face. "Yes, you're
thinking it, too. Evan wants out, and | can offer himfreedomone way or the
other. Are you so sure now, Patty? No, | thought not."

[Evan ... ]

"You're terrified, aren't you, Patty? You hate the separation fromyour |overs.
You listen and there's no one there. But you enjoy being alone, don't you? You
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wonder if you could stand being in Oddity once again. You wonder if you
shouldn't do all you can to stay in David's body. Wll, | tell you, you cant.
need David. But |I'mnot evil, Patty. | don't intend you harmat all. In fact,
I've a gift for you. Kafka?"

Kaf ka nodded. Rustling, he scurried into an adjoining roomand came back pushi ng
a wheelchair. Seated in the chair was a teenager, dark-haired and rather pretty:
Her eyes were open, but when Patty | ooked at her, it was |like looking into the
face of a dead girl. There was nothing behind her eyes, nothing at all. The body
breat hed, but whoever had once inhabited that shell was gone. Bl ackhead sniffed
behi nd Patty; Runt gave a cry of recognition

"I'"ve been saving this," Bloat said. "The girl junped a pol ar bear, which turned
out to be an animated bar of soap. Unfortunate. But it has left us with an enpty
body. "

Patty gl anced at the body, at Bloat. She tried again to blank her thoughts, to
make her nmind as enpty as the girl in front of her so Bloat couldn't steal her

t houghts, but Bl oat chuckled. [Evan, John ... |I'msorry, but ... ]

"It is tenpting, isn't it? Qur junpers could do it for you. Presto! There you
are, a wonan again. By yourself. And young, too. You wouldn't be so old."

"I'"'mnot old. I"'monly forty."

Bl oat chuckl ed. "So easily offended. Think about it, Patty. W can do it right
now. | help you; you help me. Think about it."

Qutside the mlKky, translucent body of Charon, the green depths of the bay were
reveal ed. [John, those are bones out there! Dead people ... ] Down bel ow, David

only laughed. John didn't answer.

Oddity noaned. John had paid scant attention to Charon or the ride to Ellis, too
intent on the interior struggle and the pain.

Evan could feel John tiring rapidly. Nothing of Oddity seenmed to be Patty
anynore. Her body was subnerged and what renai ned seened to hurt them nore than
ever before, as if they were both taking on the portion of the suffering that
once was allotted to her. The boundari es between Domi nant, Sub-Domi nant, and

Passive were growi ng weak and tenuous. Wrse, |ike some residue of the transfer
process, parts of David' s nmenory were drifting | oose.

[The killing was a kick better than crack man all the nats running and scream ng
through Times Square.... ] [Evan, this is what he'd do to us. W can't let him

take Qddity. ]
Evan wasn't listening to John but to David. [|I can |let you out Evan |l et you out

and and free of OQddity | can do it.... ]
[What's he saying to you, Evan? He's trying to block nme, but the shields are
falling apart, too. | can al nost hear him]

Mocki ngly, nmore of David's reverie intruded. [Wth the priest | took the gun he
had in his desk and made one of the nuns get down on her knees and suck his cock
until he shot his holy wad in her mouth then | nade the other one take the

barrel in her mouth like it was a dick "rmake it conme, too" | said and when it
did it blew the whole fucking back of her head away and then | junped when the
cops broke the door down.... ]

[Just nore of the same garbage. John, you have to listen to ne. Wiat if Patty
doesn't want to cone back in? Wat then, John? We can't keep David down forever
Wien he's Dominant, he'll make us do sonething, sonething awful, and then he'l
junp. He'll junp and | eave us with soneone el se, sonmeone who'll hate Qddity,
soneone we don't know or |ove or even like.]

Wth the thought, their attention was brought back to the outside world. Charon
was novi ng through the sunken graveyard. Many of the bodies still had ribbons of
clothing, shreds of flesh. Fish swarnmed around the cages of ribs, nibbling and
biting; eels swarned in eye sockets and wiggled fromopen jaws |i ke obscene

t ongues.

And sonet hi ng, sonmeone was pushing at them pressing Oddity's back agai nst the
cold, clamy wall of Charon's interior, the flesh beginning to stretch around
their back as Charon continued its slow passage. An invisible hand was thrusting
at their chest, refusing to let themgo any farther even though Charon pl odded
on. Qddity struggled weakly, but it would not let themloose. [Bloat's Wall
Bloat's Wall ... ] David yammered from Passive. [It's you Evan, it's you. ]

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%208%20-%200ne%20Eyed%20Jacks.txt (110 of 156) [1/17/03 7:12:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6208%20-%200ne%20Ey ed%20Jacks.txt

Wth the physical pressure, Evan could also feel a nental |assitude. He no

| onger wanted to go to the Rox. This quest was useless. Even if Patty were
alive, it was futile. They could do no good there. John tried to force Qddity
through the unseen barrier as they felt the cold waters through Charon's back,
but Evan only watched from Sub- Dom nant.

"Stop!" Oddity's broken voice shouted. Charon paid no attention

[Dammit, Evan. Help ne!] Charon's flesh was beginning to thin dangerously. The
skel etons outside grinned mndlessly at them waiting.

[ This m ght be better, John. It would be over. Finished.] [No no no please Evan

I"I'l get you out | will.... ] [You still want us dead. That's it, isn't it,
Evan? That's what you're really saying.] Oddity struggled, took a step forward,
but that barely nade a difference. The back of their cloak was chill and danp.

Charon's flesh bul ged dangerously around them
[You' re just barely holding us together, John. | can't keep David back when you

fall. He's strong and this tine he'll be expecting the pain. He'll know that
when it's too nmuch for him he can just junp. ]

[If we're on the Rox, he'll junp back to his own body, Evan. Wiich puts Patty
back with us.]

[1'"I'l have Oddity initiated nake you all junpers so you can get out.... ]

[Is that fair, John? Are you so possessive of her that you'd punish her like
that when she's free? What's betterto let this bastard | oose again or to nake
the sacrifice? W can keep Patty free and take the SOB out with us. Wat's
better, John?]

[1"m Dominant] And with that there was a flailing resurgence of will. COddity
managed two | urching steps back toward the center of Charon. The chill receded.
[1'"I'l stay Dominant until we find Patty.]

[ And what then, John? What then? It's been sixteen years, John. Long enough.]
[John 1'Il help you too just don't let himkill us.... ] David's panic |oosed
adrenaline. Oddity screaned as John forced them forward once nore, trying to
keep pace with Charon's slow novenent. Fish swirled away fromtheir grisly
feast, disturbed by the novenent inside Charon's body.

Suddenly they were through. Oddity stunbled and fell as the resistance vani shed.
Qut si de, the skel etons were behind them ahead there were weedy nud flats and
the beginnings of a rise. Charon noved between piles of discarded ship ball ast
as (ddity's lungs heaved and the agony of change | anced through themall. David
tried to rise from Passive once nore; John only barely managed to keep hi m down.
He said nothing to Evan. Evan said nothing to him Charon hissed. Bubbl es rose
around them and the body began to rise alongside a rust-stained concrete pier.
John forced Oddity to its feet and pushed his way through the body angrily,
hating the feel of the wet, cold flesh. There were corroded steel rungs set in
the concrete seawal . Oddity swung out of Charon and clinbed to the top

They were waiting for him a ring of jokers armed with a ragged assortnent of
weapons. Oddity howled in frustration

"What an interesting mnd," Bloat commented, but his tiny face was pai ned and
drawn. "The pain nakes it unpleasant even for ne. Still, the conplexity of a
shared consci ousness is fascinating."

"Where's Patty?" Oddity grated out. Their voice was barely nore than a whisper
Most of John's concentration was utilized in staying Dom nant against David's
ment al pushing. They | ooked fromthe guards-standing well back from Qddity-to
Bl oat, gaugi ng distances as the cloak hunped and fol ded over their nmadly
changi ng body. Bl oat chuckl ed.

"Ch, by the tine you got halfway to ne, they'd have shot you dead, but then
you' ve already figured that out, haven't you, John? It is John, isn't it?" Bloat
shook his head. "You should | ay down the burden for now, John. It's David | want
to speak with."

"No!" Oddity tried to shout; it came out nore grunt. "Not until we see Patty."
"1 don't think that's a good idea." [It's a stalemate, John. You see?]

[ You give up too easily.] John's ego weakened with each nonment, his hold on
Dom nant crunbling. Desperation colored his thoughts. Oddity gave a trenul ous
si gh.

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%208%20-%200ne%20Eyed%20Jacks.txt (111 of 156) [1/17/03 7:12:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6208%20-%200ne%20Ey ed%20Jacks.txt

Underneath both of them but rising, rising, David whispered only to Evan. [Look
at all the bodies here you can have any one of themno need to play goddamm hero

just let nme past let ne take Oddity and I'Il set you free | pronise don't let us
die.... ]
"We'll see her," Oddity said, "or we'll see how close we get to you. You kill us

or you die. It really doesn't natter. One way we get what | want, the other way
what Evan wants. Either way, you |lose."

Bl oat sighed. "Such a waste." He sighed, then gestured with one tiny hand. " |
didn't care to show ny hole card so quickly, but | suppose it can't be hel ped.
Bring her in," he said, then nodded to Oddity. "You need to understand the
situation. Can David hear ne?"

The fencing mask nodded under the hood.

"CGood. It's inportant he does. David, even if you can, don't jump back yet. Ah,
here she is..." Sonmehow, thinking of Patty alone in one body had given thema
vision of her as she once had been: dark brown hair swirling around her

shoul ders and wearing the denimskirt she liked so well with a bl ouse of

unbl eached cotton. But the person who stepped fromthe side doorway was in
soiled Levi's and a |l eather jacket. The body was distinctly male, a youthful,
handsonme face topped with bl ond and unruly hair.

"John? Evan?" he [she?] said, and the voice was deep. " | |love you both. | nmniss
you. "

Patty said the words, and felt the truth of themwith the tears they set off in
her eyes. Behind her, rubber wheel s squeaked against tile. She glanced back at
the j oker pushing the wheelchair with a young junper's body. The bait. The
tenptati on.

[Yours. It can be yours.] The know edge tore at her, and she | ooked back at
Oddity, remenmbering the pain and the hurt and the feeling of being inprisoned.
"Patty?" Bloat said, and her gaze went grudgingly to the joker. "I need to know.
Now. WIIl you cooperate with me? Do it for yourself. Do it for all jokers. Do it
for the rapture. Help nme."

Patty | ooked again at the young wonan, at the enpty, wonderful body. She al so
saw QOddity watching and she knew that John and Evan coul d guess her thoughts as
well. Faintly, she saw the fencing mask that was Oddity's face nod, as if in
forgiveness. [Go on,] she could al most hear John and Evan saying. [W
under st and. ]

Patty reached out and stroked the girl's face with a yearning w stful ness. The
skin felt soft and snooth. She knew she woul d remenber that softness forever
She turned, trying to renmenber it all. Trying to pack into these few seconds al
the sensations of being al one, of being one.

She shook her head.

"No," she told Bloat, not caring that David' s body was weepi ng openly now. "I
hate Oddity, but | |ove Evan and John. You only want Oddity as a weapon, and
won't be a part of that. 1'd rather be with ny |overs again, as we were."

"I'd rather be with nmy |l overs again, as we were." Patty's words startled all of
them Evan could feel the surprise |oosen what little hold he had.

Qddity screaned.

Al'l at once, everything inside the Oddity had beconme fluid. The mind barriers
crunpl ed and went to dust. [John?]

[1've lost Oddity, Evan. You have to-]

The person in David's body was running to them and his [her?] arnms were around
them huggi ng them and not caring that the body was changi ng underneath the
enbrace. Oddity stood there, the arns half up as if unsure whether or not to
return the enbrace...

[ Evan, hold David back.... ] [I'mtrying, John.]

For a nmonent, Evan was in control of Oddity as Patty [David?] stared up into the
bow of the fencing nmask. "My God, Patty. . ." he npaned. "W | ove you so

much. ..."

"Evan? It's so lonely out here. | mss you, Evan, John. Please... | want back
in." She was crying, clutching tighter to Qddity as the powerful, piebald arns

went around her at | ast.
"But you're free," Oddity said, and the voice was slurred, confused. "I don't
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under st and- "

[Hold him Evan, hold him... ]

[ Now, Evan. Let me have Oddity] David insisted. David's will shoved at Evan's
weak resistance. Laughing, David shoved past Evan and into the Dom nant

position. Immediately the Oddity groaned as the full inpact of the pain hamered
at the youth. Yet this tine, prepared for the torture, David clung to Donmi nant.
Evan di d not hi ng. Not hi ng.

He | et David have Oddity without a struggle.

[ You promised ne,] he said to David. [Renenber what you prom sed ne.]

[ Goddamm son of a bitch, Evan ... ] "Fucking Christ, Bloat, this hurts!"
"Davvd! " Bl oat sounded pl eased. "Good. Now that you control Oddity, | can say
nore." He | ooked down at Patty, who struggled in OGddity's grasp. "lI'd continue

to hold on to your body. 1'd hate to see Patty damage it, which is what she's
considering at the nonment."

Patty cursed, glaring at Bl oat.

Qddity's grip on Patty tightened. "Say it quick, Bloat. | know it ain't your
style, but | ain't staying here long." Bloat smled. "In a nutshell, then. It's
time for us to organize. It's tine for the junpers to help the Rox." Oddity
chuckl ed, then groaned as another shift in the nmutable body racked them "That's
what you were telling Patty. So what? You upping the rent?"

Bl oat shrugged, the tiny shoulders lifting helplessly in the i mense body. "I

i magi ne there are any nunber of jokers who would |ike to be aces, especially
here in the Rox. A few judicious triple junps ...Inmagi ne what a dozen or so

j okers-turned-aces mght be able to acconplish.™

"Especially with Bloat telling us what to do."

"Especially." Bloat smled.

[Evan, you can't allowthis.... ]

Evan ignored John's pleading. [David, you prom sed ne. Right?]

[Hey, man. | keep pronmises. Don't worry.] [Then go ahead and junp. 'l take

Dominant.] Patty struggled in their arms, biting and cl awi ng usel essly agai nst
Qddity's conpelling strength. "We'll talk, Bloat," Oddity said. "Maybe you're
right. Maybe it's tine to organize a little. But in a second, when |I'm back in
my own skin."

"What about Oddity?" Kafka interjected, |ooking worried.

"I agree with ny counselor, David," Bloat said. "I thought Patty would hel p us
control it. Perhaps Oddity's sinply too dangerous."”

[ Evan?]

[Just give me a body, David. Like you promised.] "It'Il be cool," David told
them "Don't worry about Qddity."

Inside Oddity, there was a nonent of chilling vacancy [ ... Evan! ... ] and then

Patty was back, stunned and falling al nost immediately to Passive as John nade a
| ast desperate attenpt to take Dom nant.

Evan shoved hi m back contenptuously. David's eyes had cl osed. Now t hey opened
again and | ooked up at Oddity and the hidden face behind the nesh. "Hey, nman.
You can let nme go now. "

[John? Patty? | love you both. I'msorry.] [Evan-]

[We understand we do.... ]

Qddity's hands cane up. One was Patty's now, one John's. In a swft novenent
they grasped either side of David's head.

Wth all of Oddity's power they tw sted savagely. The snap of the neck breaking
was very loud. Oddity let the body crunple to the floor. They spread their hands
wide, closing their eyes for the last tine and waiting for Bloat to give the
order, waiting for the bullets to shred their shared body.

[ Good-bye Patty, John. | do love you.] It never happened.

Bl oat was staring at David's body. Kafka watched Bl oat. The joker guards

weapons were pointing at them ready.

Bl oat only gave a brief sigh

"David was ny key. He was willing to listen to ne, to share in ny dream I|f you
were ol den Boy or Peregrine or just another ace, | wouldn't hesitate," he told
them still |ooking at David's body. "But not the Gddity. Not people who know
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the pain of being a joker."

The tiny head on the nmounded body closed its eyes. The body rippled and nore

bl oat bl ack oozed fromthe body. The snell of corruption was strong in the room
"Cet out," Bloat told them savagely. "Get out before |I change ny mind."

Dutton finally opened the back fire door and stood blinking into the Jokertown

dawn. The nosel ess, living skull face yawned. He tugged the cord of his silk
bat hrobe tightly around his waist.
" Oddity." He sounded relieved. "I was worried. |1'd called sonme people | knew-"

"W cane to work."

"Evan?" Dutton glanced at the hands-for the npbst part, they were chocol ate brown
and | ong-fingered. Dutton stepped away fromthe door and let the cloaked figure
enter, then shut and | ocked the door behind them The nmuseum seened gl oony after

the sunshine. "lIt's six in the norning. What happened? Where's Patty?"
"Here. Passive for the moment. John's with us, too. It's over, Charles.
We--1-was wong. W wanted to tell you."

"W ong?"

"About endi ngs. Maybe things do occasionally work out. The | eader of the junper
gang's dead, Charles." Behind the mask, Oddity |aughed, full and | oud. The

gai ety sounded very strange to Dutton. "It doesn't solve everything," Qddity
continued. "Probably not nmuch at all."

"But it's one little change for the good. A few less atrocities the nats will be
able to blane on us, one | ess excuse they can use to oppress people affected by
the wild card."

"And you? What about COddity?"

"I't still hurts. But one of us got out, at least for a bit. W can think of that
and hope that naybe-soneday-the rest will change."

Oddity si ghed.

Under the heavy cl oak, shapes canme and went.

"You got any cake, Charles?" they said. "It's our birthday."

My Nane i s Nobody

by Walton Sinons

Jerry wal ked up the stone steps into the Church of St. Ignatius Loyola. He
hadn't been inside a church in over thirty years. H's parents had exposed himto
their religious preference, which was Epi scopalian, but had |l et himstop going
after he continually went to sleep during the service. David had been Catholic,
though. At least the building had a | at e- Renai ssance | ook that was |ess

forbi dding than the usual Gothic stuff.

Jerry slipped in and sat behind Kenneth and Beth. They woul dn't recogni ze him

t hough. He was wearing an old | ook, with sagging flesh, bad posture, and gray
hair. Jerry hoped he could pick up a conment from Beth saying she m ssed him

but they sat silently through David's eulogy. Jerry wanted to stand up and tel
everyone that the man they were nourning was a bad one by anyone's standards,

| et alone a devout Catholic's. That David was behind the "junper" crinmes and
deserved exactly what he got. Jerry wanted to, but he didn't. First off, if
there was a God, he/she/it would not be inpressed. Second, he didn't have any
proof. That chapped himplenty. Al those nonths of detective work and he had
nothing to show for it. Nobody except Tachyon woul d ever know he'd found David
out, and Tachyon was all for secrecy.

Jerry glanced across the aisle at St. John Latham The attorney put his hand to
his mouth and coughed. There was strain in his neck and his face was pale. He
was breathing in an even, but forced manner. Latham shook his head, then reached
in his coat pocket and dabbed at his eyes. Jerry wanted to bend over the pew and
get Kenneth and Beth to | ook Lathamis way. They wouldn't believe the tears any
nmore than Jerry did. St. John was the original icenan.

Lat ham stood, left his pew, and headed for the back of the church. Beth and
Kenneth were still focused on the mnister. Jerry hobbled after Latham down the
church's central aisle. He had to nove slowy to stay in character and Lat ham
was nowhere to be seen when he entered the foyer

A young kid stood at the door to the nen's room He was wearing a new bl ack suit
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and had obvi ous bl ackheads all over his face. Jerry headed for the nmen's room
wheezi ng.

"Sorry, old man," the kid said as Jerry approached the door. "It's occupe right
now'
"My nedication," Jerry said, beginning to shake. "I'Il die."

The kid made an unhappy face. "Oh, all right. But don't be long."

Jerry heard a nman sobbing in one of the stalls as he stepped in. He didn't have
to see the face to know who it was. Latham was bl ubbering Iike he'd lost his own
son. Jerry began running water to wash his hands. The crying tapered off. After
a few nonments the person inside blew his nose. Jerry turned off the water and
reached for a towel. Latham stepped out of the stall.

"He was a fine boy," Jerry said.

"Yes, very fine indeed." Lathamturned on the faucet and splashed water on his
face. His eyes were conpletely bloodshot. He | eft before Jerry could say
anyt hi ng el se.

Jerry stepped outside in time to see himleaving with the kid.

Somet hi ng was definitely up

Jerry savored his last bite of Inperial Duck, chewing it slowy. He'd had to |et
his belt out a notch already, and it was getting tight again.

"Cod, that's good," Jerry said.

Kennet h nodded. "Oh, yeah. I'mglad you didn't back out at the last ninute."
"It's not you I'mnmad at." Jerry took a sip of his hot tea and reached for his
fortune cookie.

"Do you enjoy being mad at her?" Kenneth asked, his voice flat and

nonj udgnent al .

"I don't know. | just feel |ike she cane down unnecessarily hard on ne. | don't
need that right now' Jerry cracked open his cookie and pulled out the fortune.
He paused a nonent to read it.

"What does it say?"

"*You will overcone many hardships,"' Jerry said. " | don't think | like that.
It means 1'lIl have to deal with them"

"On the plus side, maybe it means you and Beth will get things sorted out. That
woul d certainly go a long way toward naki ng me happy." Kenneth read his fortune
and wrinkl ed his brow

"How about yours?" Jerry asked. "'Babes in abundance will beat a path to your
door"' ?"

" A good man has few enenies; a ruthless man has none.
Jerry made a face. "Fortunes for the eighties. Get yours and take out anyone who
gets in your way. That's real encouraging."

Kenneth paid the bill and the brothers wal ked out into the crowmled streets of
Chi natown. The spring air had a freshness that even the snell of garbage
couldn't cling to.

"Let's wal k awhile," Kenneth said, heading toward Canal

"Ckay by ne." Jerry patted his “stomach. " | need a little exercise or I'Il |ose
my school boy figure."

"Beth told ne she called you | ast week. She said you hemmed and hawed, but

promi sed you'd call her back soon." Kenneth turned and | ooked at Jerry. "Are
you?"

"Yes, she called. And yes, I'mgoing to call her back when | feel damm good and
ready." Jerry knew it was shitty to put her off, but felt like letting her tw st
inthe wind for a while. He really wanted his pound of flesh. " | don't want to

tal k about this anynore. How about those Knicks, eh?"

"What ever you say. Just don't lie to her, she hates that." Kenneth | ooked at his
wat ch. "Maybe we have tine to pick up sonme canol es."

"Time is sonething | got plenty-" Jerry heard gunfire frominside one of the
bui l di ngs and flinched. Kenneth pulled himto the pavenent as three kids in sk
masks and bl ue satin jackets charged out of an antique shop. Al three had guns
drawn. They stopped in front of Jerry and Kenneth. Jerry saw two cold brown eyes
meet his. The kid's gun swivel ed over and past him Another kid said sonething
in Chinese. The group sprinted off down the street and ducked into an alley.
Jerry recogni zed the bird on the back of their jackets.
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"Egrets," he said

Jerry stood, then hel ped Kenneth to his feet. Soneone wail ed inside the antique
shop. "What did you say?" Kenneth | ooked at hi m hard.

"I mmacul ate Egrets. They're a street gang. | saw a TV special on them" Jerry
smled. "Nothing like a little mayhemto get your blood going. Should we cal

the police, or sonething?"

"I"'msure they' ve already been contacted. | don't recall any TV special on that
particul ar gang." Kenneth started wal king Jerry down the street. "Look, |'ve
heard runors that you've been doi ng sone detective work. Certain individuals
take that sort of thing very personally. So if it's true, 1'd advise you to stop
it. Now'

Jerry couldn't imagi ne how Kenneth had found out. Beth wouldn't talk, even

t hough she was mad at him Maybe sonmeone had ti pped hi mabout Jerry having hired
Ackroyd at one point. But he'd been checking out David, and David was gone.
Jerry decided to do a little fishing. "Wo's Kien?"

Kennet h bl anched. "So. It is true. You don't want to know, Jerry. Lathamis mnuch
nor e dangerous than you can inmmgine. He's been losing his grip lately, so stay
out of his way." Kenneth glanced at his watch again. "I need to get hone."

"Lat haml s got sonething on you, doesn't he?" Jerry couldn't inagine his brother
this scared for any other reason

"Let's just say the situation is balanced, but very precariously." Kenneth
grabbed Jerry by the el bow. "Don't upset the balance. You could get us al
killed."

A police car squeal ed around the corner and bounced down the street, its siren
and rotating reds going. "You head on hone, Kenneth. Don't worry about nme. I'm
going to stick around and tell the cops what | saw here." Jerry would al so
menori ze the cops' faces and badge nunbers. That could come in handy later, too.
Kennet h gave Jerry a |l ook of troubled resignation. "Watch out for yourself. If
you get into trouble with this, | mght not be able to get you out. I'd try, of
course. "

"I know. Tell Beth I really will call her sometine." Jerry waved his brother
off. "And don't worry about nme. There's nore here than neets the eye."

Kennet h gave a weak wai st-hi gh wave and turned away. It began to rain softly.
Jerry wal ked down toward the police car. If Lathamwas putting the squeeze on
his famly, Jerry was going to dig sonething up and squeeze back, hard. Thunder
runbl ed across the sky in the distance.

Jerry sat in the | obby, paging through the sports section of the Tinmes. He'd
changed his eyes and hair to brown and darkened his skin. H s bone structure was
thicker. The Knicks were definitely going to nake the playoffs. As long as they
didn't wash out in the first round, especially to Boston, he could live with
what ever happened.

He hadn't turned up thing one on Latham St. John didn't even have a police
record, so he was obviously as sharp as Kenneth said. M ght as well shadow him
and see if he could cone up with sonething. Anything Jerry could uncover he'd
turn over to Kenneth. That way, if Latham decided to up the stakes, Kenneth
could match him

The el evator pinged softly. Latham stepped out of the car, alone. Jerry
carefully folded up his paper, stood, and followed himinto the street.

It was warm and breezy outside. The sky over Manhattan was clear. The sidewal ks,
unfortunately, were not.

Lat ham was wal ki ng fast and Jerry had to push and shove to keep himin sight.
Lat ham crossed the street at the corner, trotting out onto the asphalt just as
the sign across the street started blinking DON T WALK. Jerry knifed through the
crowd, but before he could get across, the traffic surged in front of him

Jerry stood at the corner, bouncing up and down on his toes. Lathamgot into a
bl ack Cadillac parked in a tow away zone. There were two young boys in the front
seat, and a girl in the back with Latham The girl had spi ky black hair and

| ooked vaguely fam liar, but at this distance nbst people did. She put her arns
around his neck and kissed him They were still kissing when the |ight changed
and t he Caddy whi pped out into the street. It was gone before Jerry could get a
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|'i cense-pl ate nunber.

He changed back in the first-floor men's room Nobody noticed that the person
who went in didn't ook at all like the person who canme out. Nobody ever

noti ced. That was one good thing about present-day New York. He checked hinsel f
inthe mirror on the way out. "Just call ne M. Nobody," he said. The nane felt
nmore appropriate than he wanted it to.

Tachyon was giving Blaise a |l ecture of sonme sort. The boy | ooked like a pit bul
who' d just taken a beating fromhis master, mad and ready to get even

"Not now, Jerem ah," Tachyon said. "Fam |y discussion." Blaise gave Jerry a
cont enpt uous | ook. "Yeah, you don't belong here."

Tachyon reached over with his good hand and grabbed Bl ai se by the chin. "That
will be quite enough. Apologize to M. Strauss."

Bl ai se set his jaw and stared at his grandfather in hateful silence.

"I''"ll see you sone other tine," Jerry said, backing out.

Tachyon turned Bl ai se | oose and shook his head apol ogetically. "Soon, | hope.
You' ve just caught ne at a bad tinme."

Jube the Walrus was standing by the curb when Jerry stepped outside the clinic.
Hi s Hawaiian print shirt was a recogni zabl e beacon agai nst the gray of

Jokert own.

"Did you hear the one about the guy who played center on the joker basket bal
tean?" the Walrus asked. "Nope," Jerry said.

"He was a seven-footer, but only five feet tall." Jube smled around his tusks.
"Want a Cy?"

Jerry had started to shake his head when he saw t he DOUBLE JUMPER | NCI DENT
headl i ne. He'd been so involved with snooping on Lathamthat he hadn't paid
attention to what was going on in the world. "Sure." He dug out his wallet and
handed Jube a twenty. "Don't bother with the change. Wat do you know about

t hese junpers?"

Jube shrugged. "Nothing that isn't in the paper. There hadn't been an incident

in a while, |I thought maybe we were through with those kids."

"Me too," Jerry said.

"Sure you don't want your change?" The WAlrus hadn't tucked the bill away yet.
"Nah. Just let me know if you hear anything else. | know where to find you."

Jerry raised his armas a cab rounded the corner
"WIIl do. Did you hear the one about the joker cabdriver?"
"No." Jerry had a feeling he was going to.

The Devil's Triangle

by Melinda M Snodgrass

Her fingers twined, warmand a little dry, through his. Each undul ating rise and
fall of the horse pulled themapart. Skin sliding on skin. Then the m dpoint
when for an instant they were side by side, poised in the nonent with no
retreat.

Tachyon hal f opened his eyes and watched the colored |lights of the carouse

whirl past. The nusic was a little sharp, alittle tinny, but it was a waltz.
And in his dreans they were dancing.

He cautiously turned his head, and with that unspoken communication that had
arced between themfromthe nonent of their first nmeeting, she, too, was turning
her head. The fine bones of her face were etched in the lights of a Coney Island
ride, the eye patch a dark scar on that beautiful face. A deformty, yes, but an
honorabl e one. A wound won in battle. Even on Takis one mght be tenpted to keep
the scars, not replace the mssing eye.

The nusic was sl owing, the horses' eager spring dying to an awkward sad si gh as
the ride cane to an end. Wthout thinking, Tach patted the arching neck of his
steed. His artificial hand struck the wood of the carousel horse, producing an
ugly hol |l ow tone.

The violence of his reaction was wearily famliar.

Stomach closing into a tight ball, jamm ng itself against the back of the spine,
nausea |i ke a physical pain. Cody's hands cupped his face, but there was no
gentl eness in the touch.
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"Cut it out. You lost a hand. He could have gutted you. |I lost an eye. The
bull et could have blown ny damm head off. If you're smart, you're grateful to
just fucking be alive."

"I"'msorry, I'"'mnot normally a whiner."

"Yes, you are." She smiled to take away the sting. "You're always agonizing
about what can't be fixed. The past is dead, and the future ain't here yet. The
best we can do is live for the nonent, Tachyon."

They started wal ki ng down the nidway. The air was redolent with the snell of
stal e grease, corn dogs, cotton candy. Overhead the sky was a diffuse milky
white as the high clouds reflected back the lights of New York. Barkers squall ed
fromtheir cheap and gaudy arcades.

"See Tiny Tina, the world' s smallest horse."

"Three balls for a dollar. Knock over the milk bottles, and a prize is yours."
Screans fromthe nore garishly neon-decorated rides ripped the night air. The
Parachute junp bl ossoned |like an exotic lily against the night sky. Tiny figures
pl utmet ed toward the ground only to be caught by the billow ng of a parachute.
There was sonet hing al nbst grotesquely nmaternal about the gigantic ride dropping
its little chutes like seedlings around its | oom ng bul k.

Tachyon tore his gaze away fromthe junp and asked, "where did they say they
wer e goi ng?"

"The Zipper," Cody said. "Dreadful."

"They' re boys."

The coupl e stopped at the entrance to the ride. Rock nusic assaulted the ears,
the bass line vibrating in the ground itself. The little cars were openi ng,
spilling their stunbling, tottering passengers |ike peas froma pod. Blaise had
his arm around Chris. The human boy was staggering, but Blaise, his hair al nost
scarl et under the lights, was fully in control. There was a wild light in his
dark eyes, and his teeth gl eaned.

"What did you think?" asked Bl ai se.

"Dam ... that was awesone," replied Chris. Tachyon and Cody exchanged gl ances
at the way the child had awkwardly prefaced the sentence with the cuss word.
Boys into nen, thought Tachyon. So difficult a transition.

"Chris is what? Thirteen?" he asked. "Yes," said Cody.

"At thirteen | was just energing fromthe wonen's quarters."

"That's | ousy planning. Just when a boy wants to be around girls, you separate
them " She studi ed her adol es cent son now exchangi ng playful blows with Blaise.
"On second thought, considering the raging hornones at that age, maybe it's a
good t hi ng-before any ad hoc biol ogy | essons can begin."

"W have toys for that."

"t What !

He caught her thought of outrageous sexual inplenents. "Not those kind of toys,
living toys."

"I think that's worse."

She wal ked away to join her son, and Tachyon chewed on his |ower lip. She was a
strong wonan with strong attitudes. Had his flippant remark of fended her? Mde
her think that he regarded her as a toy? He hurried after the threesone
wonderi ng how to nmake anends

The boys were wal ki ng across each other's lines, each trying to draw Cody's
attention. Blaise danced out in front of her, wal king backward with easy

hi p- swi ngi ng grace, sonehow avoi di ng the onconi ng crowds.

Maybe he has nore telepathy than | think, Tachyon nmused as he studied that |ean
figure. At fourteen Blaise was already three inches taller than his grandsire,
and al ready showed signs of devel oping a |inebacker's shoul ders, and the

whi p-lean hip of the true athlete.

And you're having a hell of a tine taking himduring your karate workouts, a

di squi eting voice reninded him Tachyon shook off the worry. Blaise had been
much better since Cody had entered their lives. Putting aside that it was a
celibate relationship, it had all the qualities of a nmarriage. Cody alternately
scol ded and nothered Bl aise, and he loved it. Her interest in the boy had

soot hed his nercurial disposition. In fact, it had been nonths since Tach had
felt actively afraid of his grandchild.

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%208%20-%200ne%20Eyed%20Jacks.txt (118 of 156) [1/17/03 7:12:47 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20W il dcards%6208%20-%200ne%20Ey ed%20Jacks.txt

"Cody," Bl aise was saying. "Wuld you like ne to win you a stuffed toy? | can do
it." He jerked his head toward the shooting gallery.

Tachyon stepped up to join them Cocked a grin up at Cody. "Perhaps you better
rely upon ne. |'ve been at this alittle |onger than he has."

Bl ai se frowned, and Tach felt a flare of enbarrassnment. Prancing and snorting in
front of his fourteen-yearold grandson. Who was in conpetition with whon?

The worman sniffed. "Thanks boys, but I'Il win one for nmyself." She allowed her
fingers to rule lightly across the curls on the top of his head. Tach felt as if
his lungs had been replaced with stones. It was tough to draw a breath. "A
contest," said Blaise, his eyes bright.

The three nmales followed Cody to the gallery and laid down their noney. She was
al ready testing the weight of the weapon. Tach hefted the rifle. It was awkward

| efthanded. Despite his thrice-weekly sessions at the range he still had nuch to
rel earn.

The operator fired up his nmachine, and a |ine of ranpant bears trundl ed across
the back wall. Blaise and Chris blazed away. Bl aise was better than the human

boy, but neither of them succeeded in scoring the requisite nunber to continue.
Bl ai se threw down the rifle and backed off, nmuttering petulantly in French
Tachyon and Cody stepped up to the counter. Began firing. The operator stared
opennout hed at their conpetence. Charging bears fell supine onto all fours and
were swept away. The nunbers nounted. Chris's cheeks were red with excitenent.
He hung close to his nother's left side. Blaise' s glance was snoldering fire
bet ween Tachyon's shoul der bl ades.

Tachyon had m ssed two shots. Cody only one. One nore and he was out. He
sighted, drewin a breath, held it, squeezed the trigger. The bear renained
smugly, stubbornly upright. It seenmed to be sneering as it rounded the corner
Tachyon laid down the rifle. Cody kept shooting. It took five nore m nutes
before she had finally mssed three shots.

The man pull ed down an enornous white tiger and handed it with a bow to Cody.
Tach as a consol ation prize got Roger Rabbit.

The man and wonman, with their children in tow, headed back into the shifting
color of the mdway. "Aren't you ashanmed of yoursel f?" Tachyon scol ded as they
waited for Blaise and Chris to buy cotton candy. "For what?"

"Denolishing ny fragile Takisian ego."

"Taki sian, ny aunt Betsy. Male ego." She gave himan ironic glance out of her
one eye. "Going to win a prize for the little lady," she nocked.

"Be kind, | am a one-handed shootist."

"And |'m a one-eyed shootist. So much for excuses." But Tachyon had |lost his
taste for the banter. He was reliving a nightnmare. Blood and bone fragnents
fountaining into the air. Agony, agony, agony!

Her cheek was warm agai nst his. Her arma wel cone support.

"What is it? Wiat's wong?"

"Menmory" he forced out. "We renenber nore clearly than you humans. I1t's our
curse." He drew his thunb across his forehead. It cane away wet. "Ch Ideal, | am
sorry, it is passing now'

Her hand slid down and gathered his prosthetic hand into hers. "You renenber the
pain ... ?" Her voice trailed away in a question

"As if it were yesterday."

"Ch, God, |I'msorry"

Her |ips were against his cheek. Whispering the words. The warm breath puffed
agai nst his chilled skin, and suddenly Tachyon realized he was in the circle of
her arns. Since that day at the clinic they had never done nore than touch
hands. Now her arns were around himagain. Their thighs were |ightly touching,
and he had a full erection.

Si nul t aneously they began nuttering apol ogies and inanities and backed away from
each other. Cody hurriedly swept up the boys. Tachyon went in search of a nen's
room

"Meet you at the car," he called to themas he fled in search of cold water to
spl ash on his face and a long pee to relieve the pressure-sort of.

Roger Rabbit sprawl ed on the sofa in the office. The tensor |anp threw an al nost
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pai nful yellow |ight across the welter of papers on the desk. The rest of the
roomwas in shadow. Tachyon rubbed gritty eyes, picked up his fountain pen, and
| aboriously scrawl ed his signature across the bottomof a grant request. His
prosthetic right hand was serving as a paperwei ght at the top of the page.

Most of the grants had dried up after the bl oody events at the Denocratic

Nati onal Convention last July. This grant was for fifteen thousand dollars from
the greater New York Franco-Anerican society. Fifteen thousand dollars would
keep the Blythe van Renssael er Menorial Cinic open and operating for about two
hours and twentyseven nminutes, but all the little thousands added up to joker
lives saved.

Tachyon heard the distinctive quick tap of her heels in the hall outside his

of fice. The door opened, and Cody was there, backlit by the fluorescent bulbs in
the hall.

"What in hell are you doing here? It's two AM"

"And why are you here, Madam Surgeon?"

"l had patients to check on."

"As do L"

"Those-" she waved a hand toward the paperwork"are not worth killing yourself
over." She crossed to the desk. "People we either cure or bury These"-she swept
up a handful of paper fromthe desk, crunpled them and dropped theminto the
trash can-"we handle in a different way."

"Cody, behave yoursel f." Tachyon dug out the abused paperworKk.

She cocked a hip up onto the desk. Tachyon's nouth went dry. At the anusenent
park she had been wearing blue jeans: now, unaccountably, she had changed into a
skirt. Her pose left a lot of thigh visible. Tachyon was noti ci ng.

She noticed himnoticing and smled. Wth the eye patch and the scar it gave her
a dangerous predatory |ook. But sexy: God, she was sexy.

"You had one hell of an erection at the carnival," she said conversationally.
"Made ne realize just where | stood with you."

After swallowing his stomach, Tach forced his voice into the same matter-of-fact
tone she had used. "Cody, we have been working together for al nost a year
Frankly 1I'm surprised at ny forbearance, and | can hardly be blanmed for ny
body' s betrayal ."

"I''"'ma professional. Soldier, doctor, your chief of ,surgery"

"And a wonan," he rem nded softly. "And you want ne."

"I would be a liar if | denied it." He picked up his hand and fitted it onto the
stunmp of his right arm "Could you ever want nme?"

"I don't know. |'m nervous about getting too close to you."

n \My?ll

"You' ve had too many wonen. | don't want to be just another notch on your gun."
"You nmeke nme sound very spoiled ... heedless."

"You are. In sonme ways you're a real user."
"As long as we're being this honest you should know that | have been incredibly

forbearing and patient with you. | have been willing to wait-"

She slid off the desk. "Yeah, but I"'mworth it," she interrupted.

"God damm it, woman. | want you!"

"Tough. Until you lose the revolving door, I'mnot interested. If | walk through
your bedroom door, | better be the only one."

"What are you asking for?"

"Commitment. It's an inportant word to me. |'mthe nost loyal friend you'll ever
have, Tachyon. But if you betray me I'Il kill you. Are you still certain you
want me wal ki ng through that bedroom door?"

"I don't know. You frighten nme ... alittle."

"Good. The gane's not big enough if it doesn't scare you."

She suddenly | eaned in and ki ssed him qui ck and hard on the |ips.

"What was that for?" Tachyon asked.

"For being man enough to admt that we wonmen really are the nore dangerous sex."
He combed back his hair. "You have ne totally confused."

" CGood. "

The door closed softly behind her.

Tiny, gaudily dressed figures whirled past in a kal ei doscope of colors. The
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rifle butt was slick against his cheek. Her eyes warm on the back of his neck
He squeezed convul sively and bullets sprayed like Iight rays fromthe barrel of
the gun. Tiny Tachyons shattered and di ed.

The man was handi ng down a gigantic toy. He turned to face her. Her expression
of pride and |ove warmed him Her hand reached out, and stroked down his cheek,
unzi pped his pants, pulled out his penis. Her |ips were hot on the head of his
cock. Hi s heart squeezed into a tight painful ball

Spermjetted hot and sticky across his belly. Blaise sat up in bed, breath

com ng i n hoarse gasps

Cody, Cody, Cody.

Cody was just leaving as Blaise and Chris arrived at the apartnent. She ki ssed
Chris on the cheek, lifted Blaise' s Dodgers cap, and ruled his hair. Fire shot
through him and he stared at her with hot, suggestive eyes. Blaise noticed with
satisfaction that she turned away quickly to gather up her purse and briefcase.
"Ckay, outlaws, I'moff to the hospital. There's a chocol ate cake on the counter
and Coke in the fridge, so no excuses for not studying. The sugar rush ought to
be enough to propel you into next week."

"Ckay, Mom" said Chris.

"Bl aise, are you all right?" Cody asked, a hand on the doorknob. "You keep
staring at ne like a boy with acute constipation."

Bl ood flaned in his cheeks, and Blaise's fantasies deflated |ike his suddenly

flaccid penis. "I'mfine," he nuttered.
The door cl osed behind her, but the scent of her perfume still lingered in his
hair.

Chris was already in the kitchen hacking off two enornmous sl abs of chocol ate
cake.

"Al gebra," he said as Blaise wal ked in. "Do you understand it? And why do we
have to understand it?"

"You m ght not have to, but | do. It's the first step to calculus and trig, and

you have to have all three for astrogation. |'ve got a spaceship that's going to
be mi ne soneday. | have to know how to navigate her."
"That is so neat," Chris nmunbled around a gigantic nouthful. "A spaceship, and a

granddad who's an alien.”

"It's not so great."

Chris gaped at him "You gotta be kidding. What could be better?"

"The life | had before."” Blaise carefully cut away the icing, and mashed it with
his fork. "No school, no honmework, no clean up your room M/ father did that.
Uncle Claude said | was too inportant to be irritated by the nundane."

"You've got a father?" asked Chris in honest amazenent. "Yes, of course."
"So... where is he?"

"In a French prison."

"How come?"

"He's a terrorist. Tachyon put himthere."

"That's good."

"Why?" asked Bl ai se

"Because ... well ... because-"

"Chris, it's fun to be a terrorist."

"Yeah?"

"You're always on the run. Al ways changi ng houses. Passwords, neeting arns
dealers at night on the river. Always a step ahead of the stupid flies. You're
al ways wal king a step to the left of ordinary people. They have to work or go to
school. W watched the artists in Montnartre, ate pastries in cafes on the Left
Bank. We wal ked t hrough the nuseuns and he told ne all about the painters, our
history. 'Vive la France,' he would say, and then he would | augh and hug ne."
"Who?"

"Uncl e C aude. "

"And was he a terrorist, too?"

"Yes. "

"What happened to hin? Is he in prison |ike your dad?"

Very levelly Blaise replied, "No, he's dead." Bl aise mashed cake, and watched
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icing erupt through the tines of the fork. "I think my grandfather killed him™"
"Blaise!" Chris's eyes were wi de, and he had chocol ate icing around his nouth.
It made himl ook absurdly young, and really stupid.

"Your nother really likes ne," Blaise said, changing the subject abruptly. He
was tired of the past. Thinking about it nmade hi msad. Made hi m nad.

" Huh?"

The younger boy's inconprehension infuriated Blaise. Gipping Chris by the hair,
he yanked back the human boy's head.

"She wants me! She's in love with ne!"

"You're crazy!" yelled Chris. "You're just a kid. Like nme. You're like ny
brother, except | don't want you for a brother when you act crazy."

"We'll never be brothers." Blaise' s tone was qui et, dangerously rational. "For
us to be brothers ... that would inply that Cody and ny grandfather-"

"I't could happen.”

Bl ai se was on Chris again, his long, slimhands closing around the boy's throat,
but he exerted no pressure. "No," he said softly. "That is not going to happen."
He rel eased Chris, and wal ked out of the apartnent.

"Tachyon, we've got to talk."

The alien | ooked up fromthe mcroscope. Blinked to clear the noisture fromhis
eyes brought about by tooclose concentration. The woman's agitation beat at him
despite her level tone and cal m expression

" Cody. "

He held out his artificial hand. She laid her hand on his forearm where the
prosthesis nmet flesh.

"What happened to Chris?" Tachyon sai d.

"Dam." She bit her Iip. "Wiy has this happened?" Hunbly he said, "I do not nean
to read your thoughts. They are just there for ne."

"I'"'mmy own wonan, Tachyon," she war ned.

"I know' He cocked an ankle onto his knee. "Now, tell ne what happened."”

"I'"'m concerned about nmy son, but the reason for ny concern is Blaise."

Tachyon knew hi s expression had grown wary. He fiddled with the focusing
mechani sm on the mcroscope. You nmay hide it fromyourself, but the world sees,
nocked a little voice

The Taki si an steel ed hinsel f.

Cody continued. "Blaise scared Chris half to death last night."

"Did he mnd-control hinP"

"No, but he wrapped his hands around ny kid's throat. He nade sone crazy remarks
about ne." Cody made a weary gesture. "Now it sounds so stupid, but | saw the
fear in Chris's eyes."

"Blaise is ... erratic at tinmes. In the nonths since you' ve been here |'ve seen
an inprovenent in him You' ve been the nother he never had, and he wants to

pl ease you. There is less anger in him"

"I't's not the anger that worries ne. There's a coldness in Blaise that's al nost
i nhuman. "

"He is inhuman. He's a quarter Takisian."

"That's bullshit, and you know it. Genetically humans and Taki si ans are

i dentical. Maybe you were our ancient astronauts-1 don't know, and none of this
is relevant. The point is that-"

She broke off abruptly. "Say it, Cody."

"Tach, he needs help."

"I can help him"

"No. You're the problem"”

He rose and wal ked away fromthe truth of that statenent.

Spi nni ng back to face her, he said, "You have to understand. Wat he's been
through. The horrors he has seen and endured." Tach was nervously washing his
hands. He noticed and forced hinself to stop

"Hi s childhood was spent in the hands of a violent revolutionary cell in Paris.
Then | ast year he becane a host for a hideous creature. Wiile in its thrall, he
experienced his first sexual encounter. He nind-controlled a joker and forced
the wetch to literally tear hinmself to pieces.”

Her hands cl osed about his, and he | ooked up into that single fierce dark eye.
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"Tachyon, I'mwilling to be understanding. This is all very sad, but it doesn't
alter the relevant, dangerous fact. Blaise is a sociopath, naybe even psychoti c.
Peopl e are going to continue to get hurt."

"I amwilling to take that risk."

"Fine! But you don't have the right to place others at risk."

"What can | do! Wth his nmnd powers do you really think he's going to submt to
anal ysi s?"

A new, worrisonme thought intruded. He watched it etch itself nonentarily on her
face. Concern rose in the back of his throat, snatching the breath fromhis

I ungs, and Tachyon realized it was her enotions he was feeling. She was afraid
for him

"Tachyon, you can control him can't you?"

"For now. "

"What does that nean, for now?"

"As he matures, he gains power. |'ve taken to maintaining shields against him
constantly."

"How hard are these shields to ... ?"

"To break?"

"Yes. "

"Exceedingly," he soothed. "I'mafraid."

"Don't be. | will protect you." Her hair was soft against his fingertips as he
brushed it back from her forehead.

Sharply. "l don't need your protection!"

Startled, he pulled back. "I neant no offense. | assuned you would be a shield

to ny back as well,"’
died from her eye
"Dam it!"

"What ?"

"It's so dam hard to hold ny own agai nst you."

"Way nust you?"

"Because you're too fucking seductive. Too glib. Too polished. Too attentive. |
won' t-"

She whirled and was out of the lab as if every ancestor ghost in her pedigree
was on her heel s.

The bright June sunlight spilled into the gloony interior of the Jokertown D ne
Museum and set dust notes to spinning. Blaise liked that. Had they been there
all along, he wondered, just waiting in the darkness for his com ng? O had his
arrival created then?

Do ot her people think those kinds of thoughts? Bl aise nused as he sauntered past
the "Hi deous Joker Baby" display and the Jetboy di orama. Cody was standing in
front of the waxwork figure of his grandfather. Blaise felt a flare of
irritation.

The worman thoughtfully stirred her cup of Italian lenon ice and took a bhite.
"How young he | ooks," Bl aise heard her say.

"No different than now," said Dutton, owner of the Dine Miseum

The joker was standi ng behind her, hands hidden in the folds of his cloak. The
hood was back, revealing the death's-head. Bl aise wondered if the man was trying
to shock Cody, or if this was a neasure of how well|l accepted she had becone?
Cody was speaking again. "No, that's an illusion. Wien | ook at him | see
every one of those forty-three years etched in his face."

"You care for him" suggested Dutton

"I"'mfascinated by him" Cody corrected, then added: "It's the face of a

di ssi pated saint."

"I"ll leave you to a contenplation of a face for which you care ... er.. . wth
whi ch you are fascinated."

"What | ovely grammar you have," said Cody dryly as Dutton retreated back into
his office.

The stones were a sharp, hard pressure against his thigh. Blaise cupped his hand
protectively about the bulge and noved swiftly to intercept Cody as she noved to
survey the Syria diorana.

he stuttered, backpedaling frantically. The mlitant |ight
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"H, Cody."

"Ch, CGod, Blaise, you startled nme."

She had pressed her hand agai nst her throat. He could see where her tan ended
and the nmilk white of her breast began. He noticed she was wearing a thin gold
chain. He liked the way it echoed the gold of her skin. Maybe col ored stones

didn't suit her? Maybe she didn't like then? Ch, God, | |ove you so mnuch!
But what he said, in a voice junping with nervousness was, "I got sonething for
you. "

He dug into his pocket, the supple |eather of the pouch was soft against his
hand. The knobby bundle pulled free and Bl ai se tugged open the drawstrings. Wth
a sound like hail on glass the genstones spilled across the surface of the

di orama console. Eneralds formed a drift about the button controlling Sayyid. A
di anond skittered hysterically toward the edge of the console, and Cody
automatically caught it. Her fingers closed tight about the jewel. Slowy she
rai sed her hand to eye | evel and cautiously unfolded her fingers, as if fearfu
of what her hand cont ai ned.

Bl ai se frowned down at the rainbow spill and worried his |lower |ip between his
teeth. The sapphires | ooked al nost fake-too blue. The rubies weren't bad, but
the topaz was best. The boy swept up a golden topaz the size of a small robin's
egg and held it against the hollowin Cody's throat. A nervous pul se was
hamrering there. Blaise |liked that.

"Here, this suits you best. | knowit's only sem precious-"

"Where did you get these?"

Her voi ce was rough, commandi ng, not the breathless excited coo he had expected.
Bl ai se flinched, felt stomach acid starting to churn.

"You don't ask about a gift, you just accept it."

The jewels rattled as Cody began sweeping theminto a pile. She twitched the

| eat her pouch from his hand and began shoveling in the gens. "Blaise, you're in
big trouble. Tell me where you got these. Maybe we can work out sonething

wi t hout your grandfather having to find out. You are a mnor-"

"Cody! They're for you!"

"I don't want them | don't want stolen gifts."

"I just wanted to nmake you happy," said Blaise. "Wll, you' ve managed to achieve
just the reverse."

"Cody." His voice was a plaintive whine. "I love you." Her hand was soft on his
head, the fingers stroking through the rough short ends of his brush cut. "Every
kid feels that way. | feel madly in love with ny high-school history teacher
It's something we do when we start to notice there's a difference between boys
and girls. Wien you're a teenager, everything seens so insecure. If we can fal
in love with an ol der person, it helps give a sense of order to a very uncertain
wor | d. "

"Don't talk down to ne!’

"I"'mnot. I'mtrying to show you that | do care. | do understand, but
understanding is not pernission."
H s power was beating against the confines of his skull. His entire body was one

great pressure-filled ache. He wanted to explode, to | ash out.

"I love you." The words had to squeeze past clenched teeth.

"I don't |ove you."

"l can make you!"

For the first tine he saw a reaction. A flicker of alarmin that single dark
eye. But her voice was cold and dead | evel as she said, "That's not |ove,

Bl ai se, that's rape."

H s arm executed a wide, uncontrolled arc. "It's him It's him isnt it?"
"What are you tal king about ?"

"I"'mbetter than he is. Younger, stronger. | can give you everything. Anything
you want | can give you. | can take you anywhere."

He began to pace, long agitated strides that carried himacross the narrow
confines of the aisle and back again. Cody was so still it was frightening.

"Anywhere in the world," he continued. "Of the world. And Chris is okay, he can
conme, too. You don't want him pawi ng at you. You don't want the stunp rubbing
your boob, or feeling you up-"
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The bl ow was so unexpected that it stopped the words in his throat and rocked
hi m back on his heels. Cody slowy | owered her hand. Blaise could feel the
stinging inprint of her palmon his face. A pressure was building in his chest
as if all the unspoken endearnents, curses for Tachyon, descriptions of prowess
were piling up like cars on a gridlocked beltway.

"Now, you listen, and you listen good! | have allowed you to ranble on in this
very silly and very immture fashi on out of concern and | ove for your
grandfather, and out of consideration for your youth and folly."

Each word struck like a lash, and Bl aise withed under the withering scorn in
the deep, husky voice. His love was curdling until it lay like an oily

foul -tasting slick on the back of his tongue.

Cody continued. "But I'mout of time, and |I'mout of patience. Sonewhere out
there"-her armswing in a wide arc enconpassing the city-"there's a |lovely young
girl who's learning to prove geonetry theorens, or cut out a dress pattern, or
play tennis, and soneday the two of you are going to neet and be very happy
together. But that girl isn't nme."

She hefted the pouch of jewels and stared sternly down at him

"Now, tell nme where you got these, and I'Il see if | can keep you out of reform
school. And you keep your nouth shut to your grandfather. | won't tell him what
a fool you've been if you'll work with ne and we get these jewels back to their
owner . "

"l hate you!"

A nocking little half smle curved her lips. "I thought you |loved ne."

He backed away, held out a shaking hand. "I ... wll ... show .. you."

The Tachyon waxwork was directly opposite him

Bl ai se coiled and | ashed out with a spinning back kick. The head flew off the
wax figure, and it toppled to the floor. Then quickly and nethodically he kicked
it to pieces. Dutton ran out of the office.

"Hey! "
His voice trailed away as he | ooked fromBl aise to Cody, who was standing as
still as one of the waxwork figures surroundi ng her

"Il ... show... you," Blaise said again, and strode out of the nuseum

"I't should have sounded silly and nel odramatic. Hell, it did sound silly and

mel odramatic, but frankly it scared the pee out of ne."

Tachyon pressed a glass into her hands. Folded her chilled fingers about it.
"And when he kicked that waxwork to pieces..." Cody took a |l ong swallow of the
br andy.

Tachyon returned to the bar and poured hinself a drink

"Are you sure you are not overreacting?' he asked. "No!"

He held up a placating hand. "All right."

Cody tugged a pouch fromher purse and flung it down on the coffee table. It

| anded with a sharp crack. "And | know for dam sure this isn't an
overreaction."

Tach shook out the contents and stared in anazenent at the nulticol ored gens
that glittered against the crinson of his glove. H's eyebrows flew up

i nquiringly.

"I called the police and pretended to be a journalist,"” Cody said. "Nobody has
reported a jewel theft."

"I will handle him" said Tachyon. "You need be afraid no |onger."

Cody joined himon the sofa. "Tachyon, you noron. |'mnot worried about ne. |I'm
worried about you. What | saw in Blaise' s face was-"

She broke off and bit down on her lower |ip. Tachyon tried to reschool his
features. He sensed that he | ooked like a stricken deer

"He hates you."

There it was-bald, ugly, stark, the truth. He had been hiding fromit for over a
year.

Her shoul der was close. He laid his head against it. Cody's armwent around his
shoul der.

"What am | going to do?"

"l don't know'
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Li ke a shadow s vomit. Children in the darkness. Follow ng. Watching. Bl aise
whirled, lips drawn back in a snarl. They retreated. For an instant he

consi dered reaching out with his power. Coercing one of them Shredding his

m nd. Finding the answer. Who are you? What do you want? But one thing life with
Tachyon had taught hintaution. There were too nany of them He might hold eight
or even ten, but their sheer numbers woul d beat hi m down.

Bl ai se ducked into a Horn and Hardart. Bought a sandwi ch and coffee. Cody had
kept his jewels, God damm her. But nmaybe that wasn't so bad. He had taken them
for her. Let her keep them and consi der what she had rejected. She'd pay soon
enough.

And noney was better than jewels anyway. He had nind-controlled a |inousine
driver and the elegantly attired passenger. That had netted him al nbst a

t housand bucks. He could go a long tine on a thousand bucks. But the jewels
woul d have been better

The turkey sandwi ch was dry, the bread form ng a soggy expandi ng mass on the
back of his tongue. Blaise choked it down and wondered again where the fat old
j oker news vendor had come by a fortune in precious genms. Maybe he should go
back to Jube's apartnent and nmake himtel | ?

Aslimformslid onto the stool next to him Blaise tensed. Studied her out of
the corner of his eye. He didn't bother to slide a hand down to the .38 tucked
into the wai stband of his pants. H's mind powers could subdue her faster than a
gun could fire.

The girl was young. Fifteen, sixteen with spiky nulticolored hair, deliberately
tattered blue jeans, unlaced hi gh-top sneakers.

"W've been watchin' you."

"Yeah, | know. Any particular reason why?"

"You | ook like you need a place to go."

"I'"ve got plenty of places to go," said Blaise

The girl popped gum "What are you gonna do when you get there?"

"Take care of nyself."

"Thi nk you can?"

"Know I can." And there was sonething in his face that nmade the girl edge as far
away as the stool would allow.

"I'"'mnot sayin' you can't," she said. She thrust out a hand. Blaise noticed she
had bitten the cuticles into the quick. "Mlly Bolt."

Bl ai se ignored the outthrust hand. "Wat do you want?"

She pul | ed back her hand, thunb rubbing lightly across the tips of her other
fingers as if she were startled to find the hand at the end of her arm

"Just this. You need a place to go. You ever need a team... people to handl e
sonmet hing;.. come to pier eleven on the East River. W'll find ya."

The cold coffee had a slick oily taste. "I'Il keep it in mnd."

"Fine."

She was gone as quickly as she had appeared. Suddenly the well-dressed

busi nessman seated a table away stood up, unzipped, pulled out his cock, and

pi ssed down his own | eg.

Bl ai se |l eft. The food wasn't very good. And he'd |lost his appetite with the
realization of just who or rather what he had been dealing with.

Junpers

Junpers were after him

"Whul d you stop worrying? Go already. Go to Washington, and bring back that
grant. Mana needs a new | aser surgery center."

The connection on the car phone was terrible. Cody sounded |ike she was calling
fromthe center of an electrical storm Tachyon pictured her: hair brushed back,
one hand thrust into the pocket of her lab coat, knee jiggling as she longed to
get back to her patients. For an instant his concern and fear for Blaise
receded. He | aughed. "What are you chortling about?" Cody's voice was sharp with
suspi ci on.

"You. How many tines per second is your foot tapping?" "You are interrupting

ne.
"Take the time. I"'mworth it."

A slight choke of l|aughter as he threw her words back at her
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"Prove it to ne," Cody said. "Get down to Washington, and |obby |ike hell." She
added, "It really is a shane about Senator Hartmann. He m ght have been a | oon,
but at |east he was our |loon."

The missing hand flared in agony as Tachyon renmenbered the bite of the
assassin's buzz-saw hand. An assassin sent by Senator Gregg Hartmann, Denobcratic
presidential candidate. O at |east the candidate for a day until Tachyon had
destroyed forever Hartnmann's political anbitions. But Cody did not know could
never knowany of this.

"Tach, are you still there?"

"Yes, yes, sorry. Take care of yourself. |I'll see you Monday." He started to
hang up, then hurriedly added, "Please, please, be cautious. Be careful."

A di sconnected buzz was all he got back. Had she heard? Did she understand?
Tachyon stared out the windows of the gray linousine at the city like a jewel ed
ship sailing away fromhimin the darkness. Bl aise was out there sonmewhere.

The t hought chilled him

Trol |l was propping his nine-foot |ength against the front reception desk,
chatting up the Chickenfoot Lady when Bl ai se entered. The joker straightened
abruptly, his face twisting into an expression of surprise and concern. It

| ooked |ike tectonic plates in notion

"Bl ai se, your granddaddy's been worried sick. Were the hell have you been?
ought to whip your ass."” Troll suddenly turned, |owered his head, and ran ful
tilt at the far wall. He struck with a sound |ike a cannonball crashing into a
fortress battlenment and went down in a heap. Chickenfoot let out a hysterica
cackle and ran through the big double doors |eading to the energency room

Bl ai se wal ked on, brows knitted in a frown of concentration, hands thrust deep
into his pockets.

Cody wasn't in her office.

She wasn't in surgery. Finn was, and he shouted from behind his mask about the
sterile integrity of the roomand advanced on danci ng pony feet on Bl ai se.
Blaise didn't fuck with Finn's head. He kind of liked the pony-sized centaur
Cody was in the norgue. What appeared to be an enornous wasp was on the table.
Bl ai se watched as she carefully cut open the joker's chest cavity and surveyed
the lungs. Cody then | eaned over a small tape recorder. Her voice was so | ow he
couldn't distinguish the words, just the soft, husky tinbre |like a chuckling
brook. The sound made hi m shiver, but whether with anger or desire he couldn't
say.

Suddenly Cody | ooked up and stared directly at himthrough the tiny window in
the norgue door. Blaise junped, hating that she had thrown himoff bal ance. He
stiff-armed the heavy door, and it flew open. She didn't retreat before his
furious entrance. And that, too, nmade himangry.

"Hel l o, Blaise. Had a good tine for the past week?"

"I'"ve conme for two things. My stones and you."

Her smle was crooked and a little hateful. "Your problem nmny son, is that

you' ve al ways thought your stones were bigger than they are.”

" 1 can make you love ne!" Blaise cried.

"No, you can nake ne hate you. Love you have to earn.”

Cody was standing stock still. A pillar of ice and darkness. Blaise ran his eyes
down that slimtall form Noted her hand tucked into the fold of her |lab coat.
The glint of the scal pel between her fingers. He smled.

"Cody, you're so stupid,"” Blaise crooned. The scal pel fell from nervel ess
fingers. "I don't give a fuck how you feel."

The coat fell with a sigh to the Iinoleumfloor

"Because | can. "

The bl ouse joined the coat on the floor
She stepped out of her skirt. " | ove nme."

Had it connected, the bl ow woul d have ruptured a ki dney.

But Bl aise's karate training gave hima split-second warning. The young man spun
away from Tachyon's thrust kick and caught his grandfather by the ankle. Floor
met chin with head-ringing force, and Tachyon tasted blood as his teeth snapped
shut on his tongue. He rolled to the side. Blinked in consternation as the hee

make you.
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of Bl aise's boot slamred into the floor where his head had rested only a second
bef ore. Tachyon got his | egs beneath himand bounded to his feet. Blaise
charged, and the ol der man fended himoff with the artificial hand. The digits
couldn't be bent to forma proper spear hand, but the hard plastic fingers stil
managed to sink a satisfying distance into the teenager's solar plexus.

Blaise let out a sound |ike a dying air brake, and Cody |unged for her surgica
gear as Blaise's nind control broke. "Wuld you fuck this macho bullshit!" she
screaned. "And just mnd-control him"

For an instant Tachyon was distracted by the sight of the conpletely naked Cody
snatching up and wielding a chest separator |ike a nmodern-day Hi ppol yte.

First rule of conbat never, never, never get distracted. Blaise |anded a pal m
strike to the face. Wth a dreadful nushy sound the cartilage in Tach's nose | et
go, and bl ood fountained over his chest, formng a red bib on the el aborate
peach-col ored coat.

Bel atedl y the Taki si an brought up his hands in defense. He and Bl aise circled
each other warily.

Feint, feint. Tachyon | ashed out with his nentat's power and struck the

gl ass-snmooth surface of Blaise' s shields. Struck again and a tiny cobweb of
cracks appeared in the structure. At this rate it was going to take until next
Tuesday to breach the boy's shields. And Tach didn't have that | ong.

Too nuch booze and not enough exercise was taking its toll. He was panting |ike
a ruptured hog. Blaise |landed a body bl ow that resurrected nenories of broken
ribs fromthe year before.

Suddenly Cody was there. Wth a deft twirl of the chest separator she | anded a
wal | opi ng blow to the back of Blaise's head. He staggered, but then Cody froze
and began advancing stiff |egged on Tachyon

"You see, Granpere." Blaise's snmile was feral. " | can control her and fend you
off. Mentally and physically. Al at the sane tine."

Bl ai se's coercive ability was the nost powerful Tach had ever confronted, but it
was brute force. The subtleties of high-level nentatics were beyond him
Cont enpt uously Tachyon batted aside Blaise's grip on Cody. Interposed hinself
bet ween the teenager and the woman. His nental shields enfol ded her close as an
enbrace

Cody was raging. Her thoughts ripped off her like sparks off a shorting fuse.
Damdammdam. Stags. Runti ngbedammedstags. Me a damm shuttl ecock. Not at oy!

Rel easel makef r ee!

Cannot. Dare not. Tachyon sent to her. Help me, he begged.

Tachyon |icked blood fromhis upper |ip and endured three punishing body bl ows
as he closed with Blaise. Clawike, the artificial hand cl osed about Blaise's
arm just above the elbow. It could exert enough pressure to crush a netal cup
Its effect on human tissue was al so quite satisfying. Blaise screanmed, and
Tachyon's nostrils flared with wild, joyous pleasure as he slamred his |eft hand
over and over again into Blaise's face.

Touch her, will you? No! None but ne! She is mne! Mne! MNE

Blaise tried a ball shot, but Tach was too quick for him The blow | anded on his
thi gh. The ol der nman responded with a hamer blow to the boy's nuts. A scream
ri pped through the norgue.

Tachyon coul d feel Blaise' s mnd control scrabbling at his shields, but the
teenager was in too rmuch pain, too disoriented by hate and interrupted lust to
muster any effective challenge to Tach's power.

Suddenly there were hands tearing at his shoulders. "Stop it! Stop it! You're
going to kill him™"

Tach snarl ed, ignored her, continued the pleasurable business of reducing his
eneny to a bloody pul p. The hands were gone. Tach heard the slap of Cody's bare
feet on the tile as she ran.

Agony! The formal dehyde burned like acid in the cuts on his face, his eyes. Tach
and Bl ai se both fell back. And at last it penetrated. Blood lust, the killing.
He had been on the verge of nurdering his own grandchild. Horrified, Tachyon
stumbl ed back, lost his footing in the slick blood, and went windnmlling to the
floor.

Bl ai se, his face a mask of blood, cradling his nangled arm snarled down at
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Tachyon. "You're dead!"

Crabli ke, Blaise scuttled for the door. Flung it open and bolted fromthe
nmor gue. Tachyon shook off the fear that held himand struggled to his feet.
"Where are you going?" cried Cody. "Must... catch him Apol ogize. Help him™"
"It's too late for that!"

Tach tottered for the door, but the pain fromhis broken nose nmade himdizzy.
Tach sent out a telepathic bellow for Troll and was amazed when the
nine-foot-tall joker appeared a second | ater

"Doc, are you okay?" the security guard asked. "Of course he's not okay,"
snapped Cody.

Trol | opened and closed his nmouth several tines as he contenplated the

st ar k- naked chi ef of surgery.

"Bl ai se," Tach munbl ed around a split and rapidly swelling |ip.

"He Iit out of here like a scalded cat,"” said Troll, then added ruefully. "Sorry
I"'mso late getting here, but | knocked nmyself clean out."

"Help ne get Dr. Tachyon to energency," Cody ordered. "W've got to fix that
nose. "

"Put on sone clothes," ordered Tachyon

"What's the matter? You've never seen a naked woman bef ore?"

"l do not wish the entire world to see ny wonman." "Your worman? Your woman?"
Tach retreated fromher acid | aced thoughts. "Slip of the tongue,"” the Takisian
mut t ered weakl y.

"Omwwwi  VWhat are you using?" Tachyon conpl ai ned nasally. Cotton waddi ng and
splints clogged his nose, and his throat was beconing sore as he struggled to
breat he through his nouth. "An entrenching tool ?"

"Don't be such a baby." The probe hit the steel tray with a netallic clatter
"You're going to need a new nose. Any preference?"

"How about just like the one |I had."

"Don't waste a gol den opportunity"

"Way should | change it?" It annoyed himthat she didn't |ike his nose.

"It was trifle on the long side," Cody said coolly. "It was patrician and
aristocratic."

"I't was a honker."

Tach absorbed this. Reluctantly admtted, "MW

great - great-great-great-great-great-great-grandnot her always hated ny nose."
"Then allow nme to be creative."

"Al right."

Cody worked in silence for several minutes, then a little gruffly she asked,
"How did you know?"

"W were halfway to Tomlin International when | realized | had forgotten a grant
application."

"The one from HEWP" she interrupted. "Yes."

"I'"ve got it. | inadvertently picked it up when | was in your office this
afternoon. I'msorry."

"Sorry? You should thank whatever ancestors guard your back. So fortuitous a
gi ft should not be deneaned. Anyway, Riggs started back, and at about Fifth
Avenue | heard you screanm ng your head off. Riggs spared no effort, and as a
result we had a police escort all the way to the clinic."

"Well ... thanks." She nmde a minute adjustnent, and Tach sucked in a pained
breath. "I seemto be naking a habit of having you rescue ne."

"It is nmy pleasure.”

"Well, it's no pleasure for me. |I'maccustoned to taking care of nyself."

"You would do the same for ne," said Tach gently. Cody prefaced her words with a
long sigh as if she regretted the enption that drove the response. " | suppose
woul d. "

That girl was back. Lips skinned away fromhis teeth at Blaise whirled on her
"Why the fuck are you foll owi ng ne?"
"You | ook like you need that place to go.
linply fromher lips seemed to nock him
"l don't need dick fromyou."

The angle of her cigarette as it hung
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" 1 can show you sonething you'll like," Mdlly Bolt said.

Blaise sniled. "You're a really skinny, ugly little runt. | doubt your pussy's
going to be much nicer."

The girl's face closed down |ike a series of slanmm ng doors. "You're so fucking
stupid. Ckay, fine, we'll show you."

He felt the pressure of a nmind. Then a second, a third, nore and nore joined in
a desperate attenpt to do sonmething to him Mlly's tough-girl act was starting
to fray at the edges. Blaise grinned at her. Reached out and cl osed his power
about the watchers in the shadows. Last of all he took Bolt. It felt sweet to
save her until last. Blaise conmanded, and ei ght ki ds wal ked out of the shadows
of the alley. Stood shoulder to rigid shoulder with their |leader. MIly's eyes
raged at him

"What are you?" whispered a girl whose white-blond hair formed a shi mering

ni nbus about her little face. Bl aise considered the question for a long tine. It
deserved a | ot of consideration. Finally he said, "Inhuman." Blaise patted down
Mol ly Bolt and pulled out a package of cigarettes. Lit one. Took a |ong drag.
"Now, what was it you wanted to show nme?"

"Read ny mind," spat Mlly.

It angered Bl aise that he couldn't. Tachyon woul d have been able to. That
cranked the anger a little higher. "What are you going to do with us?" Mlly
asked.

"Sell you as |awn jockeys." The |augh energed as a tight little whinny.

"Let us go ... please," cried the blond girl. "You wont fuck with ne?"

"1 swear it," said Molly, pleading a little now. "W need you. Now | know why."
"What were you going to show ne?"

"Let us go."

Bl ai se rel eased them Truth was, his overstretched nental powers were starting
to quiver like a too tightly wound guitar string. But his little humans never
suspect ed.

Mol ly ran a hand across the spikes of her nulticolored hair. Sauntered to the
mouth of the alley. The sidewal ks were filled with rush-hour humanity. The sun
sank like a bloated red sack into an ocean of brown-green snbg. In the canyons
bet ween the buil dings night had already fallen. "So, pick one," said Mlly.
"One what ?" asked Bl ai se.

"Person," said a skinny kid whose face seened to be one angry bl ackhead.

"For what?" Bl ai se asked. He hated to ask. It nade him]l ook stupid.

"To hum liate," said the blond teen in her soft littlegirl voice.

"Or kill," offered another of the gang.

Bl ai se scanned the crowds. Listened to the blare of car horns. The thrum and
runbl e of hundreds of tires racing across the uneven asphalt of Broadway.
"Hurry" prodded M|y Bolt.

Bl ai se ignored her. Eventually he spotted what he was |ooking for. A carefully
conbed head of carrot-red hair, a business suit on the inexpensive side of nice.
Not too tall. Alittle too slim

An incline of the head. "Hm"

"And do what?" asked Mlly. "Kill him"

"1 amfine. It is just a broken nose. | do not need to be in bed."
Cody ignored him Fol ded back the conforter. " | nust reach Washi ngton."
She stripped himout of the bl ood-covered coat. "I nust |ocate Blaise."

She unbuttoned his shirt.

"Make up your mnd," Cody said. "Blaise or Washi ngton."

Tach consi dered. "Washington."

"Fine. You'll fly tonight. Dita's already reschedul ed your tickets."

"Dam it," he raged. "Don't manage ny life."

She pushed his shirt off his shoul ders. "Sonebody has to." She pointed at his
pants. "Finish. I'll get you sone water so you can wash down these pain pills."
It's useless arguing with a shut door. Meekly Tach stripped off his pants and
shorts and crawl ed beneath the sheets. Cody returned with the glass and an ice
pack. Tach obediently swallowed the pills.

"I"'msorry," he said quietly.

"Now what are you apol ogi zi ng for?"
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"M nd-controlling you. I know how fiercely independent you are, but | could not
effectively protect-"

"I know why you did it. Let's just drop it, okay?"

"Nonet hel ess, your reaction shaned ne. Cody, please understand and do not reject
me. My defense of you is not neant to denean you."

"I know!'

"Perhaps it manifests as sonewhat proprietary, but that is because | amstil

hopi ng-"

"Tachyon, would you just shut the fuck up."

"But | do not want you angry-"

"You know what your problemis? You talk too goddamm nuch!"

Bl ack, oily. The water |ooked really disgusting. And the snell...

Bl ai se swal | owed hard. Wshed his elbow didn't hurt so bad. Qut in the bay a
police patrol boat droned past, spotlights sweeping across the choppy waters.

Bl ackhead- - Bl ai se had di scovered his nane was Kent set down the bags of
groceries on the end of the pier. Mlly knelt and lit a kerosene |lantern

"One if by land?" asked Bl ai se sarcastically.

Molly didn't reply, for there was rippling in the dark water and a thing rose up
fromthe water.

"Shit!"

"No, Charon."

Kent thrust the bags of groceries through the senitransparent body wall.
Blaise's initial disgust was passing. It was just another version of Baby,
Tachyon's living spaceship. Blaise took a step toward Charon. Ml ly held himoff
with a hand to the chest.

"How bad do you want it?" asked Mdblly sternly. Blaise renenbered. Shril

screans. The wailing of sirens forming a frantic counterpoint. The snall
redheaded man pi nned against the wall of the cleaners. Vonmting his blood across
the hood of the big Caddy.

"Enough to do anything to get it."

"Then ya gotta trust us. You gotta be one with us."

"And if | don't?"

"You can't nmake us give you the power," the blond girl said. "You can only scare
us so nuch."

Bl aise slid his eyes toward her. "And do | scare you?"

"Yes. "

Startling inits sinplicity and honesty. Bl aise took another | ook at her

Fi ne-boned. A few pinples on her chin, but otherw se unflawed. Fawn's eyes, but
snmoky gray with a dark circle surrounding the iris. The pale hair hung bel ow her
hips; it stirred softly in the breeze off the river

"What do | have to do?" Bl aise asked, turning back to Mlly.

"Die."

"Huh?"

"Synbolically speaking,"” Kent explained. "This is bullshit."

"No," said Molly. "This is real."” She lifted a long chain with shackl es attached
to the end. "You wal k behind Charon. W've got the end of this." She shook the
chain. "Eventually we pull you in."

"Eventual ly." Bl aise turned the word over and over in his nouth.

"You have to trust us to pull you in before it's too late," said the bl onde.
"What's your nanme?" Bl ai se asked abruptly.

She was surprised and replied without thinking. "Kelly."

"Stop farting around," interrupted Mdlly. "Have you got the guts for it or are
you a jerk off and a coward?"

"Try saying sonething like that after all this bullshit is over,'
"And just what is the point of this bullshit?"

"You have to die to live with us," a boy called out. "Great," nuttered Bl ai se
"This is so stupid.”

"In or out, Blaisy Daisy," crooned Mlly.

Tachyon vonmiting bl ood. Cody, eyes wide with terror and desire. Her body fiery
hot beneath his. Bloody froth on her lips as his fingers sank deep into her

war ned Bl ai se.
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neck.

Bl ai se thrust out his hands. The shackl es closed around his wists. Blaise eyed
Charon. The two snall eyes regarded his thoughtfully, closed in a slow blink

Bl ai se | aughed as a white-hot surge of |ust and anticipation shot through him
This was going to be fun.

They had clipped a heavy diver's belt about his waist, replaced his tennis shoes
with | ead-sol ed boots. Charon had slid beneath the water, Blaise plumeting |ike
a stone behind him

Bl ai se concentrated on the thousands of wiggling cilia that propelled Charon
across the nuddy bottom How long could he last? How |long until the last stale
bits of air exploded fromhis aching lungs and the filthy waters of the river
rushed in?

Charon's body cast a greenish glowinto the dark waters. Cccasionally a fish
brushed agai nst Blaise's body, fluttered hysterically away. H's feet tangl ed,
and Blaise fell to his knees. Alnpbst ... alnpst he gasped. His foot had caught
inthe rotting rib cage of a body. There was a jerk of the chain, the shackles
biting into his wists. Awkwardly Bl ai se staggered to his feet. Hurried to catch
up with Charon.

There was a roaring in his ears, and his lungs were laced with fire. H s eyes
focused desperately on the chain. Noted how the vaguely defined bands of nuscle
in Charon's body closed lovingly about the netal |inks. Blaise fought the urge
to reach out and seize control of Molly.

No! He'd fucking die before he'd break

And that was beginning to seemvery likely. Blaise lifted his hands and pressed
them agai nst his nose and nouth. Suddenly the slack was taken up on the chain,
and he was being reeled toward Charon's glistening body. He struck and began
flailing desperately at the rubbery wall. It stretched reluctantly open. Water
and Bl ai se poured into the sliny interior

Kelly was yanking himup out of the water, which washed sluggi shly across the
floor of the joker's body. Air. Gulp it down, taste it, revel in the cool rush
that filled his starved and aching lungs. Ml Iy unlocked the shackles. They were
cheering, |aughing, suddenly he was captured in their enmbrace. A ten-headed
animal with twenty arms hol ding and- caressing him Bl aise realized he was,
crying and he couldn't figure out why. But it nust have been okay because
several other junpers were crying, too.

Bl ai se becanme aware of a nmental barrier. It whispered of terror, death, |oss,

| oneli ness. He blocked it. The junpers were shifting nervously. Mlly soothed
themwi th a constant soft nurnur.

"Just a little more. Alnmost there.”

"What the fuck is that?" asked Blaise. "Bloat," cane the terse reply

Kent suddenly junped to his feet. He was whispering as he shuffled toward one
nmoi st gel ati nous wall. Bl aise grabbed his wist, forced himdown next to him
"Sit down! You can take it. It's just a stupid mind power. And a pretty w npy
one at that."

The junpers were regarding himwith awe. Al except MIlly. She | ooked pissed.
"No wonder the Prinme wanted you," breathed Kelly. "Wo's the Prine?"

Bolt tersely replied, "You'll find out. Soneday. Maybe." Charon gave a little
lurch as if all the thousands of cilia had pushed agai nst the nuddy bed of the
river. They were rising. Water cascaded of f Charon's back. They had arrived.
Once on shore, Blaise folded his arms across his chest and gazed across Ellis
Island. The trees covered it |ike spikes on a dinosaur's back, and above the
shadowy foliage | ooned nmassive buildings topped with turrets and fancifu
cupolas. It rem nded Bl ai se of the Takisian fairy tales Tachyon used to tell.
Lost ki ngdonms that existed only in the clouds and mi st. El aborate pal aces that
lured a man to explore their treasuries and ballroons only to fall to his death
with the sunrise.

But it wasn't a palace. It wasn't even livable. At least Blaise didn't think so.
They had | ed himthrough the darkness to the nain immigration center, and now
they stood in one of the side roons. There were, a couple of cots, and twenty or
thirty sleeping bags. Sone were rolled |ike somolent caterpillars against the
wal I's, others were spread out on the stained and buckled tile floor. Candy
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wr appers, crunpled snack-chip sacks, enpty Vienna sausage cans littered the room
and formed junk drifts in the corners.

Gray-green paint peeled like a bad sunburn fromthe wooden walls. Hi gh overhead,
filthy windows barely indicated the presence of a waxing noon. Sone were broken,
the shattered glass like jagged fangs enbedded in petrified jaws.

"Pick a place," said Mlly with a broad, gracious sweep of the arm

"Do | get a sleeping bag?" asked Bl ai se.

"You can share mne," offered Kelly as she sidled up next to hirn. "Until we can
get one for you," she hastened to add, wilting a bit under his cold stare.
"Better rest, Blaisy Daisy," said Mlly. "You're gonna need it."

Bl ai se pivoted slowy to face her. "Don't... ever... call nme that ... again."
Arms militantly akinbo, Mdlly sneered in a singsong tone, "O what?"
"I kill you.™"

The matter-of-fact tone left the girl gaping. She suddenly recalled herself. The
wat chi ng junpers, eyes bright like a hunting rat pack, eagerly waiting for the
fight. Mlly tossed her head and | aughed.

"You'can try, Blai-" The word cut off and she whirled and exited.

"She's a quick learner. | like that in a slit."

The boys | aughed. The girls shifted unconfortably and exchanged gl ances.

Yes, Bl aise decided. This was fun

The lights made interesting effects on her face. At tines it seenmed as still as
a white marble effigy. At others it was soft and vul nerable.

Tach hugged his briefcase to his chest. Wnced as a bus released its air brakes
with a sound like a dying pig. "This was not necessary. Riggs could have driven
me. "

"I wanted to," said Cody.

She drove as snmoothly as she did everything el se. No wasted novenent, hands
lightly gripping the wheel, the tiniest wist novenents as she wove through the
beltway traffic.

" 1 wanted to nake sure you got on that plane," she continued, and Tach forced
hi nsel f back froma rapt contenplation of her hands.

"I"'mnot going to collapse froma broken nose."

"It's not your health that concerns ne."

"Thank you." Alittle ironic and she caught it. She cocked her head to get a
better | ook at himout of her one eye. "Should you be driving?" Tachyon suddenly
asked.

"Little late to worry now. And as for the plane. | was afraid you'd take it into
your head to go |ooking for Blaise, and frankly, funding the clinic is a hell of
a lot nore inportant.”

"You can be very cold."

"No, | just know when to cut ny |osses."”

The cars up ahead suddenly braked and the red flare of their taillights
punctuat ed and underscored Tach's sharp reply. "I don't think he's a | oss!"
"Then you're a del usional fool."

Tachyon dropped his head briefly into his hand. "All right, | don't want to
think that."

Cody spun the wheel and they shot up the ranp and under a sign marked DEPARTI NG
PASSENGERS

"Better. God damm it, Tachyon, in maybe twenty or thirty years I'I|l have you
past the guilt, out of the wallow of self-pity, and you'll have figured out when
to shut up."

"Thank heaven I'ma big enough man to listen to this catalog of ny flaws."
Cody's eye raked his dimnutive form "Well, your ego is big enough to handle
it."

"I"mal so highly encouraged."

"By what ?"

"That you are willing to devote your life to the reclamation of ny m nd, body,
and spirit."

The seat belt nearly cut Tach in half as Cody slamred on the brakes in front of
the term nal
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"I don't think my original statenent went quite that way."

"It was inplicit.”

Tach closed the prosthetic hand around the handl e and pushed open the door. Cody
moved to the trunk and pulled out his two big suitcases.

"How | ong are you going to be gone?" she asked. "Three days."

"You' ve got enough here for a round-the-world cruise.”

"But, ny dear, one nust dress."

He was sniling bravely up at her, but inside he suddenly felt like he was filled
with broken glass. Tears sprang to his eyes, and he nuttered a curse.

Cody | aid her hands on his shoulders. "Wat is it? You | ook stricken."

"l don't know. Nothing." Tach shook his head. "I am suddenly just so very, very
unhappy. "

For a | ong nonent she | ooked at him then bendi ng down, she placed a soft
feather-light kiss at the corner of his nouth. Tachyon stared at her in
amazenent .

"Smle for me, kid," she said, a crooked smle curving her own |ips.

Tachyon burst out, "Cody, come with me to Washington."

"What ? You're crazy. |'ve got no ticket, | don't have any |uggage, what about mny
ki d-" She paused for breath. "And who's going to run the clinic?"

Peopl e were shoul dering past them as the couple bl ocked the automatic doors into
the terninal

"Pl ease, | amfrightened for you."

"Il holler if |I need you."

"I't will be too far to cone."

"You' re hysterical. It's the pain pills talking."

"Cody, he neans to harmus."

"Do you or don't you want nme to call the police and have them search for

Bl ai se?"

"No." Tach stared seriously up at her. "For if he's found, | shall surely have
to kill him"

When you're stark naked and dressed only in a scarlet robe that had obviously
been ripped off fromsone | ocal Episcopalian church choir, you can feel like a
real dork

Add to that the fact that nerves were giving Blaise the nost amazing hard-on it
had ever been his pleasure to experience. O maybe he just got off on big black
candl es and a droning tape of Tibetan nonastery chants, he thought ironically as
Molly led himinto the dark, echoing room Mlly glanced down at his penis
thrusting aggressively frombetween the folds of his gown, and grinned. "You're
gonna do just fine," she nuttered as if to herself, but intending for Blaise to
hear .

He didn't respond. This and anything that foll owed could be endured. The
ultimate prize was too great to blowit with a fit of tenper now

Junmpers lined the walls. Blaise did a quick head count. Forty-two. But many of

those weren't junpers. You couldn't junmp until you'd been initiated. Most, like
Kelly, were still waiting. Blaise noted that two-thirds were boys. Wiy? Did it
what ever it was-affect males nore strongly than fenal es? How did one nmake a

j unper?

A lurid green pentagram had been painted on the stained tile floor. On the walls
were painted other occult synbols. The swastika, a |l eering goat's head, 666. The
enornous roomwas lit by a score of black candles, but they did |little nore than
chase the shadows into the corners of the roof where they hung |ike brooding

bat s.

In the center of the pentagramwas a low table. It was an odd height if it was
meant to serve as an altar. And the three red satin pillow tossed on its
pol i shed bl ack surface really ruined any hope of suggesting blood sacrifices.

Mol Iy closed her fingers around Blaise's left wist and led himthree tines
around the pentagram At the eastern point they stepped into the figure, and the
junpers let out a weird, undulating cry. Blaise had to bite back a | augh. Then
fromthe darkness a man's voi ce asked, "Wo comes to be nade?"

"Only one, Prine," called Mlly. "Is he worthy?"

"He is brave. He is trustful."
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"WIIl he serve?"

Mol 'y nudged BI ai se.

"I'"ll serve," the boy replied. Apparently it was the right answer.

Mol Iy signaled and Kent hurried forward to pull off the choir robe. They were
all staring at him Kelly especially. Blaise ran a hand across his chest.
Noticed that he was starting to grow hair. He had becone a man. He could

pi npoi nt the nmonent. He had gone into that norgue a child. Energed a nman.

"Lie down on the table," whispered Molly. "Wth your stonmach on the pillows."
For a nonent he bridled at the undignified positionhis bare ass thrust

aggressi vely skyward

Pati ence. Patience.

Tachyon vonmiting his life out across the hood of his linmb. No, even better
across Cody's | ap.

Paper-dry hands cupped his runp, and Bl aise alnost lost it.

Didn't take a genius to figure out what was coming. Parted his buttocks.

Oh, I'mgonna get you for this, Grandpa! Tearing pain as the man thrust deep
within him

Alifetine later and it was over. Blaise rose stiffly fromthe table. There was
bl ood on his ass and | egs.

The nman gestured a broad sweeping notion that set the hanging sleeve of his gown
to swayi ng. "Reach out. Seize one of them Trade with them For you it should be
child s play."

Yeah, snarled Blaise internally, and he reached out for the man.

Not hi ng happened. Behind the nask the man's eyes glittered. The nouth tw sted
stiffly into a smle.

"You beautiful bastard,” the Prine said. "You would try to fuck with ne. Forget
it, I can't be junped."

"Can you be killed?" Blaise asked sweetly. From behind himhe heard Ml |y gasp
"Ch, yes, but without ne there are no nore junpers. Don't shoot yourself in the
foot, Blaise, in a fit of pique." The hem of the gown whi spered about his feet
as the Prine turned and slunk back into the shadows.

Bl ai se turned back to his peers. They peered back at himlike bright cardinals
in their scarlet robes.

"Cone on, let's play," said Mlly.

And Bl ai se reached out. Seened to bounce out of his skin. Shoot like liquid
fire. He cane to rest in Kent's body. He | ooked out at the world from new eyes.
d anci ng down, he studied the overly long thunbnail on the right hand, the

cal lused finger pads. Wuld the body renenber how to play guitar? Bl aise
wondered. Then he was on to other sensations. Like the fact that Kent snelled
funny. Bl aise | ooked across to his body. Mlly and Kelly were easing it to the
floor. It... he ... Kent-damm!-seemed to be conscious, but frozen in sonme kind
of fugue state.

Bl ai se made the junp back. Shook off Kelly's patting hands. Cinbed to his feet.
Raucous | aughter rang through the rafters, skittered anong the shadows. The
junpers stood in shocked sil ence.

Bl ai se threw back his head and screaned |ike a banshee.

"Ch, Tachyon! You're going to wish | had only killed you!"

Nobody' s Home

by Walton Sinons

Kenneth was late. Central Park baked in the August heat. Mst of the animals in
the zoo were napping. Jerry sat in front of the seventy-five-foot-tall cage that
had been his hone back when he was a giant ape. A | one pigeon wal ked up to him
head bobbing. Jerry shooed it away.

He felt a strong hand on his shoul der.

"It's just ne," Kenneth said, sitting down beside him "Sorry I'mlate."

"What's up? You sounded pretty nysterious on the phone.”

Kennet h nodded. "It's Latham He's going around the bend, | think. He's involved
in nore than you can i magi ne. For years he's been a mgjor figure in the Shadow
Fi st Society. Wich includes everyone from punks |ike the I mmacul ate Egrets and
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Werewol ves up to very respectabl e busi nessnen. And Lathamis in it up to his
neck. "

"But he's got sonething on you, too. Right?" Jerry leaned forward. He'd been
trying to come up with material on Latham for nonths, and hadn't turned up
anything other than a few interesting reports fromhis tine in Vietnam

Kennet h | ooked away. "There are sonme things |I'd rather Beth didn't know about.
O her wonmen. We've nmade such progress since alnost getting divorced. | don't
want to jeopardize ny marriage. Latham has sone pretty graphic evidence. One of
the women | saw was working for him" He turned back to Jerry. "This isn't to be
repeat ed, you understand."

"Only under torture," Jerry said. "Wo's Kien?"

"You're better off not finding out, but it nay conme to that soon."

"What do you nean?" Jerry wi ped his sweaty forehead. "Latham knows | have
information on him He wants to trade it for what he has on nme." Kenneth shook
his head. "But |'ve known St. John a long tine. He'll hold back something to
keep me in line."

"So what are you going to do?"

"Gve you ny file on Latham if you'll have it. He's nade sone threats lately.
woul dn't put it past himto break into the house trying to get them Beth night
get hurt. This way | can let it drop that the papers are no longer in my hone.

He' Il suspect you m ght have them of course."
Jerry shrugged. "The day a native New Yorker is scared of sone high-class thug
fromBeantown will never cone." Jerry paused. "Well, nmaybe he does neke ne a

little nervous."

"Good, because he's a very dangerous nan.
"You're sure you don't m nd?"

"Nope. Look over there." Jerry pointed at the chinp cage. One of the apes was
high in a tree, throwing its shit at another on the ground. "That's what we'll
be doing to Lat ham soon."

"I'l'l settle for a return to the established bal ance of fear," Kenneth said.
"We'll manage," Jerry said, putting his hand on his brother's shoul der

"Thanks." Kenneth opened his briefcase. "Now, let's discuss what you' re going to
do about your appointnment with the city officials next week."

"Right." Jerry sighed and stared back at the chinp cage. Sonmetimes the shit got
throwmn at you, as well.

Jerry sat on the worn, orange couch, shifting his weight. It was hot outside and
his sweaty | egs stuck to the cushion through his pants. The waiting room was

qui et, except for the nale secretary's fingers on the keyboard, nuffled voices
frominside the offices, and the breathing of the joker wonan sharing the couch
with Jerry.

Kennet h had shown himwhat to sign and told himwhat to say. He'd even offered
to cone along as |l egal representation. Jerry said no. It was tine he started
taking care of a few things on his own. Still, the back of his throat was dry.
Several trips to the water cooler hadn't helped. City officials could do that to
you. Especially in New York.

He turned to the joker, who was normal except for her grotesquely overnuscled
jaws and nouth. "Did you sign then?" he asked.

She shrugged. "Do | have a choice?" Her voice was soft. Tal king seened awkward
for her.

"Al ways." He straightened his shoulders. "I'mnot going to."

The joker nodded, but didn't seeminpressed. "You an ace?"

"I was once, but not anynore." The |lie needed all the practice Jerry could give
it. "You renmenber the big ape in Central Park?"

"Yeah. They took it away to nmake a novie or sonething. R ght?"

"Right. That was ne." Jerry felt a chill craw hal fway up his spine. "Dr.
Tachyon cured ne, but ny power doesn't work anynore."

"Too bad," she said.

Kennet h | ooked straight at Jerry.

"Not really," Jerry said. "It'Il keep the governnent goons off ny back. Wy are
they interested in you?" The woman smiled, revealing two rows of |arge teeth
like polished marble. "I'"mwhat's classified as a type-two joker."

"What's that?"
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"Any joker who's sonething other than just ugly, | guess. My teeth and jaws are
pretty strong. | can bite through al nost anything." The joker |ooked around,
presumably for sonething to denonstrate on

"That's okay, | believe you." Jerry unstuck his legs fromthe couch. "Wat do

they call you?"

"Susan," she said. "How about you?"

"Along tinme ago | used to be called the Projectionist,"” Jerry said. She | ooked
at himwth polite bl ankness. "That was before your time, I'd imgine. Now |I'm
nobody. People just call ne Jerry"

"Regul ar nanes are best, anyway," Susan said.

The office door opened across the room A man in a suit showed a visibly shaken
si x-1 egged joker out. "M. Strauss?"

Jerry nodded and st ood.

The man let himgo inside first. He was m ddl e-aged and slightly overweight. His
hair was thin and gray. Hs eyes brown. He took Jerry's hand. Jerry shook it and
squeezed hard. The nman squeezed even harder

"Sit down, M. Strauss. I'mWIIiam Karnes."

Jerry sat. Karnes eased into his chair behind the well-ordered desk. He put a
finger to his nmouth and opened a file. "I see you failed to sign forns fifteen
and seventeen-a. Way is that M. Strauss?"

"Well, I'"'mno |longer an active wild card,"” Jerry said, "so | don't see why I

shoul d be subject to conscription in the event of a national enmergency. And I
believe the other one said | was to notify your office if | were to take any

ki nd of extended vacation. It just seens unnecessary" Karnes rubbed the end of
hi s bul bous nose. "The governnment has its reasons, M. Strauss. Failure to
cooperate now may nmean sone very serious inconveniences for you later on. You're
aware of the runblings in Congress about reinstating some of the old Exotic
Powers | aws. "

Jerry took a deep breath. He didn't want to | et Karnes get under his skin. That
had been Kenneth's advice. "Yes. | do keep up with current events. But, as

say, I'mno longer a wild card, except in the nost technical sense. | believe
you have a nedical report fromny physician to that effect."”

Karnes stared at Jerry. "From Dr. Tachyon. W can hardly give that nuch
credence. |If you want to undergo testing by some of our staff | nmight agree to
that. But we don't pay much attention to alien quacks."

Jerry could feel the blood hamering inside him "I don't think |I have anything
else to say to you, M. Karnes." He stood.

"Sit down, sir." Karnes pointed to the chair. "I can nake nore trouble for you
than you can imagine. | have a job to do, and none of your kind is going to stop
me. "

Jerry felt sonmething go hard inside him "Really? Wll, let nme clarify sonething
for you, M. Karnes. You're a | owlevel bureaucrat with a stick up his ass. I'm
amultimllionaire with lots of very powerful friends. If |I were you, |I'd be
extrenely careful who | threatened. If you're lucky, I'lIl only cone after you
with lawers. Do you feel |ucky, punk?" Jerry quoted a cop novie he'd just seen
Karnes opened his nouth. Shut it.

"Stay out of ny hair, then." Jerry left the office, shutting the door |oudly. He
wal ked over to Susan, who was still sitting miserably on the couch. "He's an
asshole. Don't trust him"
"l don't trust any nats,"
a way around them"

Jerry patted her on the hand. "Right. Well, good |uck, then."

Susan smled. It wasn't pretty. Maybe she'd bite a hole in Karnes's desk
Probably not, though. That kind of thing only happened in the novies.

Jerry sat on the bed, oiling the pistol. He'd bought and read a coupl e of books
on gun care. If he was going to have a weapon, he was going to take care of it.
He'd been target shooting for a few weeks and the pistol no |onger felt awkward
in his hand.

There was a sharp knock at his apartnment door. Jerry put the automatic in his
dresser drawer under sone T-shirts and crossed the room He peered through the

Susan said. "Not anynore. It's just that | can't find
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peephol e and saw a mi ddl e-aged nman i n nmai ntenance cl ot hes. He opened the door
"I"'mhere to get you plastered," the man said, smling. "Right. Just follow ne."
Jerry closed the door and led the man to where his wall safe had been installed.
Al it needed was plaster, paint, and sonmething to put in front of it.

The man wal ked to the wall and | ooked it over. "N ce safe,” he said. "This whole
bui |l di ng could burn down and anything inside would be fine. Yes, sir. | kind of
hate to be working on the anniversary of the King's death, though. I'Il drink a
few beers for himlater on. Are you a fan?"

"I"'mnot sure | know what you nean?" Jerry said. "Elvis. The King. He died

twel ve years ago today. | renmenmber that sumrer. We had the second big bl ackout.
You renenber that?"

"No. | was around for the first one, though." Actually, Jerry had caused it, but
didn't feel like telling this guy the story. "I liked Elvis when | was younger."
"Can't stop liking the King just because you get older. That's no kind of fan to
be. | listen to Elvis every night before | go to bed with the wife. Mkes it

just that nmuch nore exciting."

"You mind if |I watch TV while you work?" Jerry asked.

The man shrugged. "Don't see why not. You're the one spending a fortune to live
here." He spread out a piece of canvas on the carpet in front of the wall and
sorted through his spatul as.

Jerry picked up the rempte control and punched up the | ocal news.

" anot her apparent junper crine. A nine says soneone el se entered his body
while he was perfornming in Central Park, renmoved his clothing, and inserted a
chrysanthemumin his anus. The junper then paraded the minme around the park and
made obscene gestures at passersby.”

"Jeez," the maintenance man said. "That's three in the |last two weeks. Wen are
the cops going to do sonething about those junper asshol es?"

"Maybe they're scared," Jerry said.

"I can understand that. It's a sorry day when New York's finest can't handle a
few snot-nosed kids, though. Even if they are aces."

"You like aces?" Jerry turned away fromthe TV and | ooked over at the man.
"Hell, no. Can't stand them Put themall in prison." He pointed a spatula ful
of plaster at Jerry. "That's what they should have done to the fat guy, even if
it was just a joker he killed."

"There's two sides to everything," Jerry said.

"Yep, and the lines are getting drawn. |If you're for aces and jokers, you're

| ooking for trouble. And a young nman |like you doesn't need any trouble."

Jerry considered telling the nman that they were probably the sane age, but that
woul d just rmake himcurious. He turned off the TV and picked up his
Cosnopolitan. He was trying harder to understand wonen, but just couldn't seem
to turn the corner. Maybe Irma Kurtz could enlighten him

Kennet h was expecting himfor lunch, but this tine it was Jerry who was |ate.
Traffic was at a standstill on Third Avenue. He'd paid off his cabbie and
started wal ki ng uptown. Wthin two bl ocks his shirt was soaked in sweat. He'd
started out wal king fast, but had gotten stitches in his sides and was just
keeping pace with the tide of bodies on the sidewal k.

Kenneth hadn't actually said so, but Jerry figured his brother was going to turn
over the material on Latham He'd nentioned several tines that Jerry shouldn't
cancel out. That had to nean sonething. Kenneth didn't waste words.

He was in the sane block as the restaurant when his right leg cranped up. Jerry
| eaned agai nst a wall and rubbed the back of his calf. The searing pain began to
go away after a minute or two. Every other person that wal ked by | ooked at him
and shook their head. He reached down and pulled the toe of his shoe toward him
stretching out the muscle. The pain | essened. He started |inping toward the
restaurant. Ahead, he saw three people go in. They were young and wel | dressed,
but their clothes seemed wong on them They |ooked |ike kids playing dress-up
Jerry only saw them for a nonent, but they seened familiar. One of the girls was
wearing a wig. Jerry had a few of his own and could spot one a mle away. He
tried his bad leg and it quickly cranped up on himagain. He started hopping
slowy down the sidewal k. He started wal ki ng agai n when he stepped inside the
restaurant. His leg was sore as hell, but there was. nothing he could do about
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it. The cool air inside chilled his sweaty back. He snell ed sauerkraut and
schnitzel

They were sitting in a booth. The girl in the wig and the boy held on to the
other girl. She | ooked passed out. A body brushed past him Jerry saw his
brother | eave the restaurant.

"Kennet h?"

There was no answer. Jerry hobbled out after him He grabbed Kenneth as they
neared the sidewal k and tried to turn himaround. Wthout |ooking, Kenneth threw
an el bow that caught Jerry in the chest and knocked hi m backward. Jerry fell
onto the sidewal k skinning his hands. Kenneth stepped out into the traffic.
"No," Jerry screaned, and struggled to his feet. Kenneth turned, |ooking
disoriented, just like the girl inside had. He snapped his head around at the
sound of squealing brakes. The car turned sideways. Its right fender slamred

i nto Kenneth, knocking his body up and back. Kenneth screaned. Jerry heard the
crunch of glass. Kenneth bounced off a parked car and slid down into the street.
Jerry ran over, the pain in his leg forgotten. Blood was coning fromKenneth's
nose and nouth. H's body was twisted in a way that neant a broken back. Jerry
knelt down next to him "Kenneth, it's me. Don't try to nove." He turned to the
gathering crowd. "Somebody call an anbul ance, now'

"Jerry" Kenneth's voice was garbled by the blood in his throat. "They did it to
me. Switched bodies. So ... weird. " He closed his eyes, reopened them "Hurts
so nmuch. Had to be ... Lathambehind it. Tell Beth..." H's body shuddered and
then was still.

"No," Jerry said quietly. He held his brother's hand for a nonent, then let it
go and stood. He | ooked up and saw the trio of kids disappear around the corner
The boy was carrying a |large folding envel ope. Jerry ran a couple of painfu
steps, then stopped. "No."

Soneone took Jerry by the shoul ders and gui ded himback into the restaurant. He
could tell they were saying sonething consoling, but he couldn't pick out the
wor ds.

They sat himdown. A waiter put a glass of water and a shot of whiskey in front
of him "You wait here until the police arrive, sir. If there's anything you
need, just ask."

Jerry downed the whiskey without feeling it and clenched his hands into fists.
Underneat h the disbelief and the pain, there was sonething cold grow ng inside
hi m

Sonet hing that would have to be taken care of sooner or later

Jerry thought about Beth and slunped in his chair. She wasn't up to this,
couldn't be. He'd been a shit to her for so long, it wasn't likely he could be
much of a confort now But he was danm sure going to try.

Jerry heard sirens approaching. He raised his hand for another drink, then
reconsi dered and waved the waiter away. This wasn't the tine.

They were al one on the couch. After the funeral Jerry had hustled the friends
and rel atives out of the house as soon as courtesy would allow. Beth had held up

wel |, but he could tell she needed another big cry soon

"I know we haven't had tinme to talk about it, but | want to apol ogi ze for the
way |'ve acted the past few nonths. | know | hurt your feelings, and you didn't
deserve that." Jerry sniffed. Beth wasn't the only one with a cry com ng on
"I'mreally sorry, and if you'll give ne another chance, |IT never |et you down
again." He touched her tentatively on the shoul der

Beth put her hand on his and | ooked over at him "Ch, Jerry, that doesn't
matter. | know you're not really hateful. Sonetinmes these things just happen
What's inportant is that you' re here for nme now." She scooted across the couch
and put her head in the hollow of his neck. " | need people around ne who | can
trust, who | can be nyself with."

Jerry put his arnms around her. He couldn't tell if he started crying first or if

she did. They held on to each other, hard. After they were both done, he went
and grabbed a box of Kleenex. They bl ew their noses together and Beth nanaged a
sm | e.

"I really do |l ove you, sis,

he said. "Sonmetimes | just don't show it very well
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It's one of the things I"'mworking on. I"'mtrying not to drink so nuch anynore,
either."
She nodded, then dabbed at her eyes. "I'mproud of you for that."

"Are you going to stay here?" Jerry was afraid to hear the answer.

"My brother said he'd be glad to put ne up for a while. | haven't been back to
Chicago for years. |'mprobably due for a visit."

Jerry nodded. He | ooked at her, but it felt |like she was already gone. "That

m ght be best for you."

She took his hand. "It'Il only be for a while. I'Il be back."
"Il be waiting," he said.
Tom in was packed wall to wall with bodies. It was still sumrer-vacation tine

for a lot of people and everyone seened to be trying to get into or out of New
York on the sane day. He and Beth sat next to each other in plastic row chairs.
She hugged her gray carry-on valise and stared out the wi ndow at the taxiing
airliners. She was quiet. He couldn't imagine how she felt. As terrible as his
pai n and | oss were, hers was worse.

"Eastern flight 178 now boarding for Chicago, with connections to St. Louis and
Atlanta," came a soft voice over the public address.

Beth stood and fished her boarding pass out of her purse. She set down her
val i se and hugged Jerry tight. He knew he was going to cry again, but figured
that if he started now, Beth would, too. She didn't need to be a weck getting
onto the plane.

"Good-bye, bro. I'Il be back soon, | think. | just have to get out of here for a
while. I'lIl keep in touch."

Jerry picked up her bag, put his armaround her, and steered her toward the
boardi ng entrance. "God, I'mgoing to mss you. You're all |'ve got left."

"That's not true, or | wouldn't |eave you." Beth kissed himon the cheek

Jerry handed her the valise. "Call me when you get in."

"Absol utely. CGood-bye." Beth turned and handed the man her boarding pass. He
took it and smiled at her. Then she was gone.

Jerry sat back down and stared out the wi ndow at the plane. He rubbed his eyes
and tried to think of his favorite song. Nothing came to mind. He watched unti
her plane taxied out of sight.

Dead Heart Beating

by John J. MIller

"It'sss the General'ssss order, Fadeout," Wrm hissed, his foot-long tongue
lolling out disgustingly over his chin, his eyes as expressionless as a pair of
cuff links stuck through the sleeves of a frayed, cheap shirt.

"Since when have | had to be frisked before seeing the old man?" Philip

Cunni ngham asked Kien's | oyal watch joker

"Ssssince the General ordered it." Wrnls stare was unrel enting.

Cunni ngham gave his best put-upon sigh. "All right," he said, good-naturedly

rai sing his hands over his head as Wrm patted hi m down.

But the easy smile and air of practiced indifference hid the sudden unease
runni ng through Cunni nghami's m nd. He knows, Cunni ngham thought. Sonehow the ol d
bastard found out about New Day. That's why he called ne in to see him

Wrm grunted, stood back. "Ckay," he said al nost grudgingly. "You can go in."
Cunni ngham hesitated. He was sure that an angry Kien was waiting for himbeyond
the closed door to his private office, an angry, vengeful Kien, ready to
confront Cunninghamw th his know edge of the schene that woul d have put

Cunni nghamin his place as head of the Shadow Fi sts. Cunni ngham wondered briefly
who had betrayed himto Kien, but decided to worry about that |later. Now he had
sonet hing nore basic on his mnd. Survival

He could try to make a break for it, or he could bull his way through by putting
the blane for New Day on soneone el se. Loophole, maybe. O Warl ock. That m ght
be his best bet.

He squared his shoul ders and opened the door to Kien's inner office. Inside, it
was quiet and dimy lit. The only illumination came fromthe shaded | anp on the
edge of Kien's desk. The room s atnobsphere was dark and sepul chral, with the
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gl ass cases housing the fabul ously expensive antique Orientalia scattered around
the room playing the part of the grave offerings.

"You wanted to see ne?" Cunni ngham asked as he entered the room He stopped,
frowning. "Kien?"

The shadowy figure sitting behind the huge teakwood desk was only dimy lit by
the small |anp. Cunni ngham stepped forward cautiously, then suddenly realized
that the Shadow Fists would have a new nmaster much earlier than even he'd
anti ci pat ed.

Ki en was dead.

If that indeed was Kien seated behind the desk. Cunni ngham approached slowy,

di sbelievingly, wondering if his boss was playing sonme kind of macabre gag. But
it wasn't anywhere near April 1 and Kien wasn't the type to pull practica

j okes. The body sl unped behi nd the desk was headl ess, but Cunni ngham could tel
it was Kien fromthe half hand fl opped carelessly in the fine blue powder
scattered on the desk surface. And Kien wasn't the only deader in the room The
wat chdog joker that Kien norrmally kept in a jar on his desk was pinned to the
desktop with Kien's platinumletter opener, horribly marring the wood' s gl ossy
finish.

Cunni ngham gi ngerly | eaned over the desk, first shifting the | anpshade to throw
alittle nore light on the body. Carefully keeping clear of the blue powder
sprinkled on the desktop that had m xed with a massive quantity of congealing

bl ood, he reached out cautiously and laid two fingers on the back of Kien's
whol e hand. The flesh was still warmand pliable. Kien's fingertips were stained
bl ue, and nore of the powder clung to the front of his bl oodsoaked shirt.
"Rapture," Cunninghamsaid to hinself, stepping back fromthe desk. The bl ue
powder was manufactured in Kien's own Shadow Fist |abs. It enhanced the pleasure
of anything, turning food into anbrosia, a sinple touch into an orgasm It also
had sonme unfortunate side effects. In a way, Cunninghamthought, it was ironic
justice rarely seen out of bad television shows that Kien had been using his own
war es.

Cunni ngham di dn't think of hinself as a stuffed shirt, but he was ol d-fashi oned
in his choice of recreational vehicles. He stayed away fromthe pernicious new
stuff, with the often correct notion that he wasn't going to fool around with
any kind of chemical until it was proven relatively safe by countless others. He
was too bright to be anyone's hunman gui nea pig.

The thing of it was, though, Cunningham could have sworn that Kien had a nore
conservative attitude toward drugs. Wen Kien played Kubla Khan In H's Pleasure
Done, he would occasionally indulge in a pipe of opium which had a I ong history
of acceptance in Chinese culture. But that was it. He used no other drugs and
was only a light drinker. It was a surprise to discover that Kien was a rap
head.

O was he?

Cunni ngham careful |y consi dered the death scene. Whay would Kien kill his own
wat chdog joker? And if Kien hadn't killed the sorry little bastard, who had?
The person who had taken Kien's head as a souvenir. But why steal the head of a
dead man?

To keep the nenories |locked in Kien's dead brain away from Deadhead.

Perhaps. If that were the case, then this was an inside job. Know edge of
Deadhead' s unique ability to access the nmenories of dead brains wasn't exactly
wi despread outside the Shadow Fi sts.

Cunni ngham tugged the letter opener fromthe batrachian joker's chest, then set
it aside. A small box stuffed with el egant wrappi ng paper sat on the edge of
Kien's desk. The box was stanped with the nane "Lin's Curio Enporium" an
expensi ve antique store that was part of Kien's far-flung comercial enpire.
Besi des inporting costly Asian antiquities, Lin's was al so a hi gh-cl ass
drugstore where well-heeled clientele could pick up anything frommarijuana to
heroin. To rapture.

Cunni ngham put the jokers body in the box. The joker night be dead, but that
didn't nmean he couldn't be questioned. Not as |ong as Deadhead was avail abl e.
Cunni ngham t ook a long, careful |ook around the room There were no w ndows and
the room s only door led to the antechanber guarded by Wrm He sighed. It
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| ooked |ike a classic | ocked-room nystery. Too bad he never read Agatha
Christie.

Only the door to the office wasn't |ocked. It suddenly opened and Wrm stuck his
head in, saying, "Excussss..." and stopped before he got the first word out.
Leslie Christian stood behind Wrm Cunninghamdidn't |ike the weathered-I|ooking
British ace who'd appeared from nowhere the previous year and had sonehow
stepped right into the Shadow Fist Society as Kien's personal confidant. He was
a smug, supercilious bastard who stank of unsavory secrets.

The two in the doorway stared at the scene inside Kien's office, then Christian
said laconically, "So, finally nmade your nove, old boy?"

There was a nonent of shocked silence, then Wirm how ed in anger as Christian's
words finally penetrated his stunned brain. The joker rushed into the room his
foot |ong tongue whipping back and forth, his fangs bared and dri ppi ng poi son
Wrmwasn't very bright, and he was intensely loyal to his nmaster. Wen he got
an idea through his skull, it tended to stay there. And now he had the notion,
neatly planted by Christian, that Cunni ngham had killed Ki en. Cunni ngham knew he
woul dn't have the opportunity to talk things over with the insanely jeal ous

j oker.

He faded. Fadi ng made Cunni ngham as blind as he was invisible, but his other
senses had been sharply honed by continual practice. He called a picture of
Kien's office onto the video screen of his mnd, and noved around a freestandi ng
gl ass case that contained a selection of delicately inlaid and enanel ed snuff
bottl es. He headed out of Wrns path and to the office door

But Wrm s angry screans got closer. Rapidly. Cunni ngham ducked and there was a
| oud crash as Wrm hurled hinself forward, barely m ssed, and snmashed t hrough
the front of the display case. The angry joker floundered through shards of
shattered gl ass and broken bits of priceless antiquities, hot on Cunningham s
trail despite his total invisibility.

What the hell was going on? Cunni ngham thought, then felt on his face the wet
caress of Wrms ultrasensitive tongue. The bastard can snell ne, Cunni ngham
realized. Then Wrmwas on him

He twi sted away as the, joker grabbed at himand one of his flailing hands
caught in Cunninghamis shirt. Wrm pulled himclose. Cunni ngham coul d picture
the wi de gaping nouth, sharp fangs running with saliva |ike the drool of a mad
dog.

He was no match, Cunni ngham knew, for Wrm s w | d-card-enhanced strength.

He faded in his eyes to see Wrmferociously biting enpty air and brought his
right knee up hard between Wrm's | egs.

Wrm screanmed and Cunni ngham pul | ed away, gl anci ng qui ckly around the room That
bastard Christian had di sappeared, pulling the office door shut behind him
Crossed on the wall near the door were a pair of antique cerenonial daggers,
their hilts encrusted with pearls, rubies, and eneral ds. Cunni ngham spri nted
across the room cursing Wrmunder his breath as the joker hobbled after him
He ripped the daggers fromtheir wall nmounts. Wrnms hot breath was on the back
of his neck as he faded again, taking the daggers with himto invisibility.
Wrmslamred into him snmashing himhard into the wall. The breath expl oded from
Cunni ngham s | ungs as he turned and sl ashed with both daggers. But the weapons,
centuries-old antiques, were no |onger useful for anything but show One gl anced
harm essly off Wrnls forearm the other snapped on his rib cage.

Cunni ngham wanted to swear, but he couldn't catch his breath. Wrm caught his
face with one of his inhumanly strong hands, his clawed fingers raking furrows
on Cunni ngham s cheeks. One of the joker's fingers found its way into

Cunni ngham s nouth, and ace bit down hard.

He tasted blood in his nouth as Wrm screaned and instinctively pulled away. H's
lungs laboring for air, Cunningham staggered back across the roomto where he
renenbered seeing a viable weapon: the letter opener he'd put down next to the
lanp on Kien's desk. He faded in his eyes just as he ran into the desk. Pain
flashed through his knees as he bashed them agai nst the edge of the desk, then
he ski dded across the stinking, sticky mxture of congeal ed bl ood and bl ue
powder. He slid over and off the polished surface and | anded on the desk chair
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and Kien's cooling corpse. Sonehow he nmanaged to grab the |etter opener as he
went sailing by.

Wrmfollowed him |eaping over the desk with outstretched tal ons and dri pping
fangs. Cunninghamthrust out his right hand, holding the |etter opener, as Wrm
slamred into him flipping the chair, Cunningham and Kien's corpse all to the
floor.

Cunni ngham was stunned by the doubl e inmpact of colliding with Wrm and smashi ng
into the floor. It took hima nmonment to realize that he was still holding the

| etter opener and that sonething wet and sticky was running down his hand. The

| etter opener, he finally realized, had penetrated Wrnm s throat, angled upward
through the joker's nouth and into his brain. The joker's bl ood was pul sing

thi ck and warm on his hand.

Cunni ngham lay there for a nonment breathing in the cloud of swirling blue
powder .

It tasted so good to be alive.

Kien's chair felt confortable agai nst Cunni ngham s body. It was soft and plush
and swiveled silently on well-oiled casters. Cunni ngham spun around in it idly,
knowi ng that he should get going, that Christian could return at any nonment with
a goon squad, but somehow he just couldn't help savoring the feeling of conplete
triunph over his onetinme boss. He stopped twirling around in the chair and
rested one foot on Kien's headl ess corpse, another on Wrnis rapidly cooling
body.

So this is what it felt like to be head of the Shadow Fists. It was a heady

m xture of power and mastery flavored with the anticipation of sweet riches to
cone. OF course, Cunninghamrealized, sonme of this flight of fancy had been
caused by the rapture he'd breathed. He had to get it in gear. He couldn't
afford to get _caught napping now.

He reached out gingerly, careful not to disturb any nore of the fine blue powder
that had settled back down upon the desktop, and picked up the tel ephone hanging
precariously on the desk's edge. He dial ed.

"Fadeout," he said into the phone. "Put ne through to Warl ock."

He hummed as he waited for his co-conspirator, the head of the Werewol f street
gang, to get on the Iine. Warlock was tall and strongly built; no one, not even
Cunni ngham knew what form his jokerhood took. He al ways wore a mask. The
Werewol f custom of wearing a comopn nmask originated with him as his foll owers
aped whatever celebrity mask he wore for however |ong he chose to wear it.

"This is Warlock." The head Werewol f s voice was deep and enotionl ess, though
there was sonet hing of cold, dispassionate danger in it. The Werewol ves were, in
Cunni nghanmi s opinion, mainly just a bunch of jokers with delusions of toughness.
War | ock, though, was authentically dangerous. Even his ace power, which Warl ock
called his death wish, was eerily perilous.

Warl ock would sinply wish a target dead, and within twenty-four hours he'd get
his wish. Sonmetimes the victims heart would give out, or a blood vessel would
burst in his brain. Sometinmes they'd be in the wong place at the wong tine and
a runaway taxi would do the job. Once one of Warlock's victins had had the
cosmically bad luck to be drilled between the eyes by a nmicroneteorite. No one
knew how he did it, but Warlock's death wi sh never failed. He was a man to be
cautious around.
"New Day is on,"
voi ce. " Now'

"Al ready?" Warlock asked thoughtfully. "It wasn't schedul ed until next week. No
one's in place-"

"W have to nove now," Cunninghaminterrupted, and told Warl ock about Kien's
death. "I don't know who did it or why, but Christian's got to be involved
sonehow, " he finished. "He showed up here too damm conveniently, and |eft after
sitting Wrmon ne."

"What's his notive for wanting Ki en dead?" Warl ock asked.

Cunni ngham tol d himw th rapturei nduced exuberance in his

"l don't know," Cunninghamadnmitted. "But we'll find out when we get ahold of
him Right now we've got to nove. Fast. He's already tried to pin the killing on
me once. | figure he might bring Sui Ma in next."

War | ock made a sound deep in his throat and Cunni ngham knew that he'd pushed the
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right button. Even though both gangs bel onged to the Shadow Fi st Society, there
was no |l ove | ost between the Wrewol ves and the Immacul ate Egrets. The Wl ves
were jokers. They had the snell of the street on them The Egrets were nats, for
the nost part smug, snotty nats. Though they worked the streets like the

Wer ewol ves, sonmehow t hey thought thensel ves superior to their brothers in the
Fists, an attitude actively encouraged by their |leader Sui Ma, Kien's sister
"Put the Wl ves on alert," Cunningham said. "Find Chi ckenhawk. Contact the

Wi sperer. | have a feeling idea we may need himbefore this shakes out."

"Lazy Dragon?" Warl ock asked.

"Still mssing," Cunninghamsaid. "Last tinme | checked his place his sister was
living there, and she hadn't heard fromhimin nonths. I'mafraid that
Christian--or whoever's behind Kien's killing-m ght have already taken himout."
"What about Loophol e?"

Cunni ngham nmade a di sm ssive gesture. "Leave himfor now. He probably knows
where a | ot of the bodies are buried, so he may be useful later. But | can't see
how he can hurt us now. He's just a |lawer."

"All right," Warlock said. "You want ne to send a few of the brothers along to
keep an eye on you?"

"That's a good idea," Cunningham said. He | ooked at the box with the tiny joker
body init. "I'"'mgoing to head for the Lair, but first | have to find Deadhead
I"ve got alittle sonething for himhere."

Fortunately Cunni ngham knew just where to | ook

Cunni ngham knew the rapture was still playing tricks with himwhen he had to
fight down the urge to buy half a dozen sandwi ches at the Horn and Hardart at
Third Avenue and Forty-second Street. He wal ked firmy through the food Iine,
rem nding hinself that he was there | ooking for soneone and not to stuff hinself
wi th nystery-neat sandw ches

Al t hough the eatery was crowded, Cunni ngham spotted Deadhead sitting by hinself
in an otherw se deserted corner. It was as if the automat's patrons-not usually
considered a finicky crowd-were instinctively avoiding the hal f-nad ace.

Cunni ngham coul dn't bl ane them At the best of tines Deadhead was a repellent
figure. H's clothing was one step up froma bunis, his hair hadn't been washed
since the Reagan presidency, and his corpsewhite face was continually dancing
with nervous twitches and tics that made him |l ook |ike he was suffering through
el ect roshock t herapy.

"Hell o, den," Cunninghamsaid carefully as he approached Deadhead's table. He

| ooked at the enpty plate before Deadhead and si ghed. The deranged ace was often
difficult to handle after a neal. "Wat'd you have to eat, den?"

"Not nuch," Deadhead sai d defensively. He refused to | ook Cunninghamin the eye.
"I can feel the sun and see the rolling plains. The grass tastes good."
"Christ," Cunningham nmuttered. "You didn't have a hanburger, did you?"

"Mboo, " Deadhead said, |oud enough to nake people stare.

Cunni ngham pasted a snmle on his face and put a hand on Deadhead's arm lifting
himfromhis seat. "W have to go now," he said. "I have sonmething for you to
do," he added quietly.

Deadhead nodded and got down on all fours.

"Up we go," Cunninghamsaid in a voice that tried to be casual. "Tine to go
hone. "

"Mboo, " Deadhead repli ed.

Cunni ngham kept a smile on his face, but | eaned down and whi spered fiercely,

"Get ahold of yourself. I"'mnot going to drag you to the damm car."
Deadhead nodded and stood, straightening his clothes as best he could. H's eyes
darted around the automat. "I'mfine. Really. Just wait a nonent."

He went to the cash register and bought a pack of gum He unwapped all the
sticks with shaking hands and popped theminto his nobuth one by one. He |et out
an ecstatic sigh and chewed contentedly. Cunni ngham fl ashed a knowi ng smile at
the cashier and | ed himout of the automnat.

"Conme on," he said, pulling himdown the street to the parking garage where he'd
left his Maserati. Deadhead foll owed himneekly, his eyes fastened on the
faraway scenes playing in his brain as he relived the life of the cow who'd been
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part of his lunch. At |east, Cunninghamtold hinself, counting his blessings,
Deadhead hadn't collapsed into an insensate stupor like he often did after

i ngesting mneat.

He deposited Deadhead in the passenger's side of his Maserati, |ocked the door,
and stood. A man was standing in front of his car. He hadn't been there a nonent
ago. He was Asian and wore mrror shades that gave his youthful face a bl ank,
har d- edged | ook. Hi s hands were in the pockets of his satin jacket that

Cunni ngham just knew had a | arge white bird enbroidered on the back. He could
afford to act casual. The two simlarly attired thugs standi ng behind himwere
carrying Uzis.

It took Cunni ngham a nonent to put a nane to the face: Jack Chang, a |ieutenant
in the Immacul ate Egrets. He smiled at Cunningham "Sui M, " he said, "wants to
see you. It's about her brother's m ssing head."

"Careful," Cunningham said as Chang parked the Maserati by carelessly wedging it
between a pair of overflowi ng garbage cans in a narrow Chi natown alley. "You'l
ruin the paint job."

The Egret grinned. "Wat's the matter? Don't you have insurance?"

Cunningham didn't |ike Chang's attitude, but he kept quiet about it as they got
out of the car and waited for the other Egrets to show. Macho posturing was a
waste of breath. He preferred to remenber insults, mark them down, and act on
them |l ater under the proper circunstances. And Chang had just made his |ist.
The Egrets following in the van screeched to a halt right behind Cunni ngham s
Maserati. The driver |aughed as he tapped Cunninghamis car with the van's
bunper, pushing it forward gently against the brick wall in front of it.

Cunni ngham kept his expression inpassive, but added another to his list as the
Egrets piled out of the van, |aughing. Two dragged a stupefied Deadhead by his
arnms. Hi s payback list, Cunningham thought, was going to be very long before
this day ended.

"Let's go," Chang said. "Little Mother is waiting." Like her late brother, Sui
Ma was sonething of a sinophile. In her case, she nade the Egrets who guarded
her headquarters wear costunmes out of what | ooked to Cunni nghamli ke the road
show of Anna and the King of Siam Though, Cunni nhgham noted, discreetly

hol stered opposite the guards' stubby-bladed Chi nese swords were very
noder n- | ooki ng machi ne pi stols.

Sui Ma's headquarters al ways nmade Cunni ngham feel unconfortable, and it was not
just because of the feeling that he was entering the den of the Dragon Lady.
Behind the staid brick facade that was the outer wall was a fantasy |and of

sil ken tapestries and screens, electric torches glittering in wall sconces, and
the heavy scent of incense billowing on the air.

Sui Ma herself was waiting for themin her reception room sitting on her
intricately carved wooden throne that was decorated wi th hundreds of peacock
feathers. She wore robes of dark blue silk enbroidered with the dazzlingly white
birds that were the sigil of the Egrets. She was a short wonan, rather plain and
chubby, just coming into niddl e age. But her mild appearance nasked a power ful
m nd as ruthless as her brother's. And right now she didn't | ook exactly pl eased
to see Cunni ngham

"Your ambition," she said coldly to Cunningham "has finally driven you too far
Not only have you slain ny brother and his faithful bodyguard, but you then
mutilated ny brother's corpse. You'll pay for both acts.”

Cunni ngham couldn't tell if she sincerely believed that he had killed Kien or if
she was just using the circunstances as a conveni ent excuse for taking himout.
He shook his head. "I'Il take the blame for Wrm but it was self-defense.
Christian sicced himon nme. 1'll give you even noney that he was the one who
told you that 1'd killed Kien."

An expression flitted across Sui Ma's face that told Cunni ngham he'd gi ven her
sonmet hing to think about. He spoke rapidly to press his advantage. "If | killed
the CGeneral, what did | do with his head?"

She smled. "You took it to feed to that disgusting creature of yours to learn
all the secrets of the Shadow Fi st Society."

"That's a fine theory," Cunninghamadmtted, "if | had the head in ny
possession. | don't."
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"Then why," Sui Ma asked triunphantly, "did you go imediately fromny brother's
murder to pick up Deadhead at the autonmat?"

"Because | had sonething else for him" Cunni ngham expl ai ned. "The body of the
wat chdog joker that Kien had kept in a jar on his desk. The nurderer killed the
joker to keep it from bl abbi ng about Kien's death. Soneone seens to be running
around behind the scenes trying to pin the blame on ne."

"Christian," Sui M said thoughtfully. She gazed off into the distance for a

| ong nmonent as Cunni ngham felt sonething |ike hope sweep over himfor the first
time since he'd been brought into her presence. "Were's the body of this

j oker?" she asked him

"In a box in the glove conpartnent of ny car," Cunningham said. Sui Ma gl anced
at Chang and nodded. He gestured at one of his goons, who inmrediately left to
fetch it.

"And Deadhead?" Sui Ma asked.

"W have himin the antechanber," Chang said. "Bring him"

Chang nodded and al so left, |eaving Cunni ngham alone with Sui Ma and the

hal f - dozen i npassi ve guards who stood behind and around her peacock throne. She
continued to stare silently at him as -if weighing the value of his life. He
deci ded that now wasn't the tine to annoy her with idle chitchat.

The goon returned with the joker in the box. He presented it to Sui Ma. She

| ooked in the box, nodded, and gave it back to the Egret who placed it at her
feet on the upper tier of the throne's dais. A nonent |ater there was anot her
short, respectful knock on the door, and Chang led in two Egrets draggi ng
Deadhead between them

The di shevel ed ace stared around the roomw th his dark, confused eyes, nunbling
sonmething to hinself that no one el se could understand. He | ooked at Cunni ngham
nervously licking his lips. "You have a job for me?" he finally asked.

Sui Ma nodded and pointed at the box. "In there." Deadhead stepped forward and
renoved the box's Iid with shaking hands. "It's so little," he said. Cunningham
nodded. "Consider it an appetizer." Deadhead's smile turned broad and fixed. A
line of spittle ran down his chin as he reached into his pocket and took out a
smal | | eather case. Inside were a nunber of small, shiny, sharp inplenents. He
chose one and began to saw, hunming to hinself. Cunni ngham | ooked away as
Deadhead cut through the tiny skull. Sui Ma watched fi xedly.

It took Deadhead only a few nonments to cut away the top of the joker's skull. He
gl anced furtively at Cunni ngham and Sui Ma as he finished, then hunkered over
the body. Half hiding his actions, he scooped out the joker's brain and popped
it in his nmouth. He chewed hastily, noisily, then swallowed. He knelt on the

m ddl e step of the dais before Sui Ma with a dreany smile on his face, the tics
and spasnms that usually contorted his features subsiding into satiated serenity.
H s eyes cl osed.

"How long will this take?" Sui Ma asked with nore than detached interest.

"I't depends," Cunni ngham said. "The corpse was rather ... fresh ... so that
shoul d cut down on the tinme it takes himto assinmlate the menories."

It took a few nonments, but then Deadhead finally began to groan and squirm
"Noooo!" he cried, twisting as if to avoid a fatal bl ow

Cunni ngham | eaned forward eagerly. "Wo killed you?" he asked.

"Red hair," Deadhead panted in his trance. "Smling face. The boy likes it, he
does." He squirmed again and let out a |long, keening cry.

"I's he alone? Is there another in the roon?" Deadhead whi pped his head back and
forth. "Another. Too far back. Blurry. Can't see who-"

Cunni ngham cursed to hinself. The joker who'd guarded Kien's desk had been
terribly myopic. "What about Kien? Is he in the roonf"

"At his desk."

"What's he doi ng?"

"He is afraid. He opens the box, though he doesn't want to. He is saying, Wy
are you doing this to ne? | don't want to. Don't nmake ne do this.' He puts his
face down in the box-"

Cunni ngham and Sui Ma | ooked at each other. "M nd control," Cunningham sai d, and
Sui Ma nodded. "Sonmeone-the redhead-nade hi minhal e enough rapture to kill a
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whol e pl atoon of r-heads."

"Redhead," Sui Ma said. "Mnd control ."

"Dr. Tachyon," they said together

Sui Ma frowned, shaking her head. "I don't get it," she said. She | ooked
critically at Deadhead, who was panting |like a dog and tossing and jerking
spasnodically on the floor, caught up in the aftereffects of brain-eating. "Wy
woul d Tachyon make Kien kill hinself?"

"Maybe it wasn't him Maybe it was sone other redheaded nind-control artist."
Cunni ngham shrugged. "Deadhead can draw a picture of our man when he cones out
of it." He looked at Sui Ma. "You can see, anyway, that | was telling the truth
I didn't have anything to do with your brother's death."

Sui Ma again | ooked into the distance. "That may be true," she adnitted, "but
since when did truth have anything to do with decidi ng upon the proper course of
action?" She | ooked at Cunningham "My brother is dead and | shall be the new

suprenme power in the Shadow Fist Society. | do not think that you'd care to work
for me, Fadeout, and frankly |I don't think that | would trust you."
"So I'mstill dead," he said with as nmuch flippancy as he could nuster.

"Let us say that the firmis elimnating your position," Sui Ma said with a
smil e.

"Ckay," he said. "In that case, fuck it."

He faded to total invisibility. He didn't know the |ayout of Sui Ma's room as
well as he did Kien's, but he'd done his best to nenorize it in the |ast few

m nutes. He hit the ground, rolled, and cane up dodgi ng as he heard Sui M shout
and her guards blunder around the room There was a short burst of gunfire, an
angui shed scream and then Sui Ma shouted, "Use your swords, idiots, and guard
t he door!"

He noved 'toward the sound of her voice, and stunbled over what sounded like a
nmoani ng Deadhead. He | anded silently, rolled, stood, and bunped into soneone

el se. H s hand slashed out and sunk into firm nuscular flesh, and he felt
sudden, searing pain as a sharp bl ade chopped down into his upper thigh. He
stifled a scream and struck up at where he judged the sword wielder's wi st
woul d be.

He struck flesh again, and pulled away. The bl ade cane with him still |odged in
his thigh. He set his teeth together and yanked the sword fromhis |eg, fading
it out. Clasping both hands around the hilt, he swng in a great figure eight,
feeling it slice through neat |ike a hot knife through butter

Sui Ma shouted again at her guards, and that was a m stake because now he knew
where she was. He started to circle toward her, holding the invisible sword out
before himlike a blind man mi ght hold out his cane, and to the confusion and
pani ¢ runni ng through the room sonet hi ng new was suddenly added.

There were deep, hoarse shouts in new voices, and the sound of gunfire blasted
deafeningly through the chanmber. Cunninghamrisked fading in his eyes for a
moment and had to stifle a cry of relief as he saw that the cavalry had arrived
in the formof a Wrewol f squadron | ed by Warl ock hinsel f.

There were nore than a dozen Wl ves wearing | eathers and delicately featured

M chael Jackson masks, and arnmed to the teeth with autonmati ¢ weapons and conbat
shot guns. One of them had a portable boom box, and the song "I'm Bad" was

bl asti ng through the chanber |ouder than the reports of their weapons.

Sui Ma was standi ng before her throne, nore anger than fear on her face, braced
by two of her guards, who were dropping their swords and funbling for the guns
hol stered at their sides. Cunni ngham gauged the di stance between t hem and
slipped back into total invisibility. He lunged forward silently, swinging his
razor-sharp bl ade.

He felt sonething warm and sticky splatter on his face and faded in his eyes,
knowi ng that the mask of bl ood he was now carrying woul d gi ve hi m away anyway.
One of the guards was down, but the other was turning toward him gun up and
ready. Cunni nghamtensed to dodge, but before the Asian could fire, a shotgun
bl ast fromthe hands of a Wrewolf cut himdown. He fell forward, thudding down
the steps of the dais, and Sui Ma was standi ng unprotected and al one before her
t hr one.

She | ooked at Cunni ngham "You seemto have won for now, " she said, al nost
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graciously.

He nedded. "You were right," he said. " | could never work for you. And | don't
think that you could ever work for nme."

He thrust the blade up and into her stonach, and she gasped, collapsing backward
onto her chair. She | ooked at himfor what seened a long tine before her eyes

gl azed over. Cunni ngham si ghed and turned away. He'd killed before, but it nade
himfeel funny to kill a wonman |ike that. He couldn't totally consol e hinself
with the thought that she'd been prepared to do the -sane for him

In the rest of the chanber the Wrewol ves were wrapping up the last few of their
surprised, outnunmbered foes. Warl ock stepped over Deadhead, cowering on the
floor, and cane up to join Cunninghamat the top of the dais.

"Got here as soon as we could," he said, "after one of the brothers spotted you
bei ng hustled out of that laundromat. Finally figured, what the hell, bust in
and-"

He stopped and stared at Cunni ngham Cunni ngham supposed that he was quite a
sight. H's leg was throbbing like hell. The sword cut he'd taken on the thigh
was bl eeding |i ke a goddamm river, and the blood of the guard he'd killed was
splattered all over his face. Warlock was staring at his face. Fromthe look in
his eyes, peering through his M chael Jackson mask, he | ooked like he'd seen a
ghost. The bl ood, Cunninghamrealized, nust nmake himlook |like he'd taken a bad
head wound.

"Don't worry"-he laughed-"I'"mall right. This isn't mne." He w ped at the

bl ood, snearing it but nanaging to renove sone of it fromhis features

War | ock seened to catch hinself. "Right," he said. "d ad you're okay. But we'd
better nove it before nore of these dammed gooks show up." He gestured at Sui
Ma's corpse. "They're not going to like that."

"Ckay, " Cunni ngham said. He | ooked away fromthe corpse-littered room WMbst of
the bodies were Egrets, but a few Wrewol ves had gone down at the hands of Sui
Ma's nen. "It's back to the Lair. W've got to figure out where that dammed head
is."

But despite the death surrounding him despite the pain he hinself felt,

Cunni ngham coul dn't keep back a wide smile. It was over. The New Day had cone.
He was the new head of the Shadow Fi sts.

In the far-gone days when the Bowery had been noted for its fashionable

ni ght spots, the decrepit building now known as the Wrewol ves' Lair had been a
famous |uxury hotel. Wen things started going bad for the nei ghborhood, the
hotel had been turned into apartnments. Wen the nei ghborhood really hit the
skids, it had degenerated into a flophouse, then been abandoned for well over a
decade, sinking even further into pathetic decrepitude before the Wrewol ves
took it over as their headquarters.

They' d made sone effort to clean it up, though Wrewol f sanitary standards were
not exactly those of the Ritz.

It was a snelly warren of dirty little roons the heart of which was Warl ock's
Sanctorum This was a | arge chanber behi nd doubl e wooden doors that had a crude
pentacl e surrounded by the | egend 666: LAIR OF THE BEAST Sl oppily lettered on
themin drippy red paint. It was dimy lit and cluttered with books overfl ow ng
their shelves and piled against the walls and sitting on the dusty furniture
where they conpeted for space with occult gintracks ranging fromreal human
skull's to bundl es of dyed chicken feathers that |ooked |like they'd cone from
Aunti e Leveaux's Hoodoo and Love Potion Shoppe.

Cunni ngham had co-opted Warl ock's nornmal seat behind a desk piled high with nore
occult stuff, under a rather badly executed portrait of a bald and jowy

Al ei ster Crow ey, Warlock's patron saint. Warlock sat in a chair across the desk
that was usually reserved for visitors. He was watchi ng Cunni ngham cl osely. The
ace sat with his bandaged leg held stiffly in front of him his voice | ow and

t houghtful as he nmused on the day's wld events.

"It's Christian," he nmuttered, "it's got to be Christian. But how did that |iney
bastard think he was going to get away with taking over? He's too much of an
outsider in the Shadow Fists to have a real power base."

"Unl ess he was conspiring with Sui M, " Warl ock suggest ed.
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Cunni ngham shook hi s head. "She seened genuinely surprised that her brother was
dead. | think she really thought that | didit."

"There's Loophol e," Warl ock said. "He nmight figure in sonewhere."

"He might," Cunni ngham agreed. "That's why | sent a few of the brothers to his
office to pick himup. Maybe he can clear up sone of the nystery." He fingered a
sheet of paper lying on the desk in front of him "Like who the hell this is."
It was a sketch done in colored pencil of the redhaired mind-control artist
who'd killed Kien's watchdog. Deadhead was really a talented artist, and he'd
caught an expression of cruel delight in the kid' s snmile that was doubly
horrific on such a young, otherw se sweet face. There was a respectful knock on
the Sanctorum s doubl e doors, and Cunni ngham | ooked up fromthe sketch to see
two Werewol ves cone in with Edward St. John Lat ham bet ween them

Latham was a | ean, handsonme man in a dark gray Brooks Brother suit with a light,
al nost i nperceptible purple pinstripe. H s face had no expression at all as he
entered the room and nodded at Cunni ngham He ignhored Warl ock as he sat down in
the chair next to him crossing his leg casually, ankle over knee. "I suppose
congratul ations of a sort are in order," he said.

"Thanks, Sinjin." Cunni ngham knew t hat Lat ham di sliked being called Sinjin as
much as he could be said to dislike anything. He was an enotionl ess, supposedly
utterly loyal bastard. It was hard to see where he'd fit into a conspiracy

against Kien. "But there's still sone things I'd like to clear up."

"Such as?"

"Such as are you with ne and Warl ock, or the general and his sister?"
Latham sm |l ed without hunor. "I've already heard about the | ate general and his

|ate sister. There's not nuch of a decision to nake, is there?"

"I'mglad to see that you're being sensible. Tell ne. Wat do you know about
Leslie Christian?"

"Christian?" Loophol e frowned. "Wy?"

"He's the missing ace fromthe deck. |'ve got, the Werewol ves scouring the city
for him but he seens to have di sappeared. Not, however, before trying to pin
Kien's nurder on ne."

Loophol e |1 ooked faintly surprised. "Then you didn't kill Kien?"
Cunni ngham shook his head. "No. Wuld | do a thing like that? | figure Christian
had to have been involved in the killing sonehow. He showed up right after I'd

found the body and tried to frame nme, then he di sappeared.™

"Way woul d Christian kill Kien?" Latham asked.

"I don't know. But what do we really know about hin®?" Cunni ngham asked, ticking
the points off one by one on his fingers. "He's an ace of some kind. He's
foreign. He drinks. Somehow he wormed his way into Kien's confidence. He could
have half a million reasons for wanting Ki en dead, but we don't know enough
about himto guess what they mght be."

"Whereas," Lathamsaid dryly, "you just had one reason for wanting the genera
dead. "

"Ckay, " Cunni ngham conceded. "W're being honest with each other. | admit it. |
wanted to be head of the Shadow Fists. | had ... plans. But | didn't kill Kien."

He reached across the desk and handed Lat ham the draw ng of the yout hful

m nd-control artist that had skewered Kien's batrachi an watchdog. "He did."
Lathamtook it, glanced at it. Something flickered across his face, and for a
monent Cunni nhgham coul d swear that the usually unflappable | awer was unsure of
hi nsel f.

"The joker saw this kid nmind-control Kien and nake hi m shove his face into a bag
of rapture. Then the kid killed the joker."
"Interesting,” Latham nurnured

"You have any idea who this could be?"

Lat ham | ooked at hima long while, then said, "Perhaps.
"Do you want to let me in on it?"

Lat ham consi dered it for another |ong nonment, then nodded. "In the interest of
truth,"” he said without a trace of irony in his voice, "and justice."
Cunni ngham suppressed a snile, but Warlock let out an audible snort.
"He runs with a street gang that's done sonme work for the Shadow Fi sts,
said. "His nanme is Blaise. He is Dr. Tachyon's grandson."

Lat ham
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A hal f-dozen derelict jokers were sitting around the entrance to the boarded-up
old novie theater in the heart of the Bowery, sharing a bottle wapped in a
brown paper bag and soaking up the last rays of the autumal sun like a clutch
of bloated |izards.

"How s it going, fellows?" Cunni ngham asked the bunms. A few | ooked up as he
spoke. "Maybe you guys could help nme. |I'mlooking for soneone. This kid." He
waved Deadhead's drawing. "I heard he hangs out here with a gang." He pulled a
roll of bills fromhis pocket and peeled off a twenty. That elicited a little
nore interest.

One of the joker's eyes rotated forward |like a chanel eon's and focused on

Cunni ngham "You a cop or sonethi ng?"

"That's right," Cunninghamtold him

"You |l ook like a cop. Kind of clean-cut, anyway. A cop on television. That
right, boys?" There was general nurnured assent, and Cunni ngham deci ded t hat
he'd better bring the conversation back on track

"What about the kid?"

"That bratty asshole. H mand his gang of assholes. The theater used to be ours
before they noved in. Nowit's loud nusic every tine of the day and ni ght and
you really gotta be careful. They know when the wel fare noney conmes in and
they'll take it right fromyou."

"I's he inside now?"

"Yeah," the joker said. "Hmand his expensive clothes. You can tell he's rich
He don't need to hang out here. He should give it back to us and go hone to
Manhattan. Himand all those brats."

Cunni ngham sm | ed, and dropped the twenty-dollar bill. It fluttered onto the
bum's | ap and he grabbed at it as the other derelicts surged to their feet.
Cunni ngham wat ched them scranble for the |oot, and then weave and stagger to the
|iquor store across the street in the wake of the lucky stiff who'd grabbed it.
He crossed the street hinself and | ooked into the wi ndow of the car idling at
the curb. Warlock was driving. Deadhead was in the seat next to him | ooking
jittery and unsure as al ways. Lathamwas in the backseat, flanked by a pair of
fierce-1ooking Werewol ves. There were three cars parked at discreet distances
behind this one. All were | oaded with heavily armed Werewol ves.

"Ckay, " Cunni ngham said. He took a deep breath. "This | ooks like a job for

Fadeout." He smiled. "I'mgoing to try the back door. | want you guys to wait
here for now' Warl ock nodded. "Be careful,” he said.
"I will. Trust nme on that." He-nodded to the Werewol f and recrossed the street.

The theater's back door was | ocked, but the | ock was old and cheap and vyi el ded
easily to Cunningham s probe. The door opened into nusty darkness, a dank,

gar bage- choked passageway that apparently |ed behind the novie screen, then
forked into the auditorium Cunninghamfroze in his tracks as the sound of
gunfire suddenly blasted through the theater. He crouched in the darkness,
listening. The sound had an unreal quality to it. The voice shouting over it was
famliar and al nost inhunanly | oud. There was a thundering crash, the sound of
roaring engines, and the plaintive cry, "I can't die. | haven't seen The A

Jol son Story yet!" and Cunni ngham suddenly realized what was happeni ng.

Soneone was screening a novie, apparently the hideous remake of Howard Hawkes's
classic Thirty M nutes Over Broadway. Cunni nghamwaited in the darkness as the
sound of a plane going down filled the theater. There was a | oud explosion as it
crashed on the Manhattan shoreline, then cheers and whistles fromthe audi ence.
There were apparently few Jetboy fans in attendance.

Cunni ngham went on down the passageway. He brushed past a thick, dusty cloth
hangi ng and found hinself in the auditorium It wasn't crowded. There were
twenty, nmaybe twenty-five kids sitting close to the screen in the center
section. Few seened very interested in the inmages flickering before them Sone
were gorgi ng thensel ves on candy and ice cream others were nmaking out though
maki ng out was a rather tame termfor sone of the acts Cunni ngham w tnessed in
the light reflected fromthe huge white screen

One boy, though, was riveted to the action on the screen, despite the underaged
siren rubbing up against himlike an affection-starved cat. Even in the
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dar kness, Cunni ngham coul d nake out his gorgeous red hair and delicately
handsonme features. It had to be Blaise, the kid Latham had identified as
Tachyon's grand-brat.

H s eyes were glued to the screen, where people were now turning into rubber and
pl astic nonsters courtesy of cheap special effects as the wild-card virus rained
down fromthe sky. There was a scene cut, and Dudl ey Mbore was suddenly
strutting across the stage in a grotesque parody of Tachyon, wearing a ghastly
red wig and an outfit that would have done justice to a drag queen

Moore clutched at his hair as if he were searching for cooties. "Burning sky!"
he swore. " | warned theml | warned themall!" Then he broke into an hysterica
fit of weeping.

Bl ai se stood, throwi ng aside the girl who had been squirm ng agai nst himand
l'icking his ear, and drew a handgun he'd had hol stered at his side. Cunni ngham
shrank back agai nst the wall as Bl aise squeezed off a round. The report was
startlingly loud within the confines of the auditorium naking the soundtrack
expl osi ons sound |ike harnl ess popguns in conparison

But Bl ai se wasn't shooting at Cunni ngham He hadn't even seen him He'd put a
bull et through the screen right between Dudl ey More's eyes. The ragtag audi ence
of juvenile delinquents cheered, and Bl aise sat down, a nmalevolent snile on his
lips. In that nmoment Bl ai se | ooked as hardened and evil as the nost tw sted
characters Cunni ngham ever had to deal with in the Fists. It was frightening to
see such an expression on such a young face.

Cunni ngham shudder ed, and noved on

The | obby was dirty, dark, and deserted. The afternoon's last light filtered in
through the cracks between the plywod boards haphazardly placed over the
theater's glass doors. The concession stand was enpty and dusty, though fresh
popcorn was in the popper and cardboard boxes hal f-full of candy treats were
stacked atop the counter. The confections all |ooked recent, probably brought in
by the gang to devour while watching the nain feature. They had, Cunni ngham
renenbered, al so been eating ice-cream bars.

He went to the portable ice-creamcart parked next to the candy counter and
opened the door in the top. He looked in it for a long nonent. There, nestled
among a coupl e dozen ice-cream sandwi ches, was Kien's head, raggedly cut off at
t he neck.

Cunni ngham found hinself oddly reluctant to touch the cold, dead flesh. He
wasn't squeani sh, and he'd had no great |ove for Kien when the general had been
alive, but there was sonething ghastly about his manner of death that disturbed
him He | ooked down at the glassily staring eyes and si ghed.

There was no way he was going to get any answers unless he got the head to
Deadhead. He picked it up. It was cold as a bl ock of ice. Sonehow he felt better
after he'd dunped a box of candy bars behind the counter, put the head in the
box, and faded it all to invisibility.

He peeked into the auditorium The novie had progressed through the scene where
Tachyon had saved Bl ythe van Rennsael er froma gang of crazed joker |lootersto
acconpanyi ng hi sses and boos fromthe watching gang. They were just raggedy-ass
kids. Sure, sonme were arnmed and Tachyon's grand-brat was a m nd-control artist,
but Cunni ngham had a coupl e of carl oads of Wrewol ves outside waiting for his
call. He crept back into the | obby and set the box with Kien's head in it on the
candy counter. He went up to the | obby doors. They were pulled shut with a chain
| ooped around their bars. with an open padl ock dangling fromthe chain. He
creaked the doors open cautiously and peered out the front of the theater

The buns were back, but they were too engrossed in squabbling over the newy
purchased bottle of booze to even notice Cunni ngham He gestured at the cars
parked at the curb across the street, waving vigorously, and doors opened and
Werewol ves got out. They crossed the street. The derelicts noticed them and
realized at |ast that sonething was about to happen. They noved off silently
down the street, clutching their paper-bag-w apped bottles as if afraid the
Werewol ves were going to try to take them away.

"What is it?" Warlock asked as they approached. "It's Blaise and his fellow
delinquents, all right. Round 'emup, but don't start anything rough. Watch out
for Blaise. He's got a gun and sone kind of mind-control powers, but he should
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be smart enough not to start anything when he sees there's a bunch of us. And
Deadhead." The insane ace | ooked al nost guiltily at Cunningham "I've got

sonet hing for you."

"The head?" Warl ock and Lat ham asked at the sane tine.

Cunni ngham nodded.

The Werewol ves filed silently through the | obby. There were a dozen of them
bi g, tough nothers dressed in |leather and arned to the teeth with autonmatic
weapons and shotguns. Cunni ngham was at their head, after showing a happily
drool i ng Deadhead the cardboard box on the candy counter and leaving himto it.
"Renmenber," he warned the Werewol ves, "keep it quiet, but if that Blaise brat
tries to start anything, blow himloose." He turned to the Werewol f | eader

"Warl ock, stick close to Latham Mke sure he behaves."

"You heard him" Warlock said. "Let's do it."

I nside the auditoriumthe novie had progressed to the fanpbus scene between
Dudl ey Mbore as Tachyon and Pia Zadora as Bl ythe van Rennsaeler, with More,
rose in nouth, playing an el ephantine nelody on the piano while Zadora sang of
"alien | ove" and the audience roared with |aughter

Time to end this, right now, Cunni ngham thought. He stepped into the auditorium
drew his pistol, and fired off a round into the ceiling.

That got everyone's attention. Candy and popcorn went flying as the teenage
delinquents | eaped to their feet and nade abortive attenpts to flee.

"Hold it, everyone!" Cunni ngham shouted in his best authoritative voice. Either
his tone of command worked or the sight of a dozen heavily arned Wrewol ves did.
Everyone froze. Everyone but Bl ai se.

He stood slowy, and faced Cunni ngham from across the auditorium "Wat do you
want ?" he shouted over Zadora's sudden squeal s of ecstasy as Dudl ey Moore had
his way with her on the piano bench

"Just to talk," Cunninghamsaid. "There's nothing to fear."

"Sure," Blaise said. He sauntered up slowy to the head of the auditorium fully
aware that everyone's eyes were on himand playing his role as gang chieftain to
the hilt. "What do you want to tal k about?" he asked Cunni ngham casual ly.

Cunni ngham j erked his head back to the | obby. "In there." He | ooked at the
Werewol ves. "You five keep an eye on the kids. The rest of you conme with us."
The Werewol ves foll owed Cunni ngham Bl ai se, Warl ock, and Lat ham back into the

| obby. Deadhead | ooked around guiltily. "Chinese food," he said through a ful
mout h, and turned back to his task

Bl ai se frowned. "Oh," he said. "I see you found it. Too bad. He said | could
have it."

"He?" Cunni ngham asked, |eaning forward eagerly in anticipation

"Me," a new voice draw ed.

Everyone turned to | ook at the stairs leading up to the projection booth to see
a m ddl e-aged, bl ond, weat herbeaten nman standing there, smling. Something in
his sm | e made Cunni ngham feel cold.

"Christian," he said, swiveling his gun toward the British ace. "I knewitl Wy
did you do it? Wiy did you kill Kien?"

Christian's sardonic smle wi dened as he anbl ed casual |y down the renmining
stairs and joined the others on the floor of the |obby. "But I didn't," he

pr ot est ed.

"You can't deny that you were this brat's acconplice.”

"I"'mnot denying that at all," Christian said blandly. "I'm sinply denying that
we killed Kien."

"What ?" Cunni ngham asked.

As if on cue, Deadhead suddenly npaned and turned and faced them "Wy are you
doing this to ne?" he whined. "Wiy are you stealing ny body? Wy, Kien?"

A cold wind bl ew through Cunni ngham "Ki en?" he repeated softly.

Christian | eaned agai nst the candy counter. "OF course,” he said with a sardonic
smle on his tanned features. "You' ve been plotting and planning to take ny
place for a long tinme. | got sick of it. | decided to flush all the conspirators
into the open, using,"” and he nodded at Blaise, "ny junper friend here to
provide me with a perfect cover."
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"No, " Deadhead whined. "Please, no. |'ve been loyal..."

"Junper s?" Cunni ngham said. The realization that Blaise and the others were
junpers made himturn cold. "You changed bodies with Christian and faked your
own rmur der ?"

"Exactly. Latham had brought the junpers into our sphere of influence sone tine
ago. | decided, however, to bypass himthis tine and approach Blaise directly. |
used himto switch bodies. Since then |I've been using Christian's astra
projection to keep track of you and the others."

That expl ained a | ot, Cunninghamthought, grateful that he was surrounded by a
band of friendly Werewl ves. "Too bad, in the end, you miscal culated."” He turned
to Warlock. "Waste him" he said.

Warl ock' s face was unreadabl e behind the M chael Jackson mask. He lifted his
punp shotgun, then turned and placed its barrels directly under Cunni ngham s
chin. "Sorry," he said.

Christian--Kien--1aughed. "Splendid!"

"What are you doi ng?" Cunni ngham demanded. "Kill him Kill himand it's al
over."

"It is over," Warlock said gently. "You see, ny power allows ne to see death on
people's faces. | saw it this norning on yours at Sui Ma's. | knew then that you
woul d di e before the day ended.”

Cunni ngham felt sudden sweat spring up on his forehead. "But kill him Al you
have to do is kill him" Warlock shook his head and Ki en | aughed and | aughed.

Cunni ngham turned to face him "You were dead. | thought you were dead-" he
started, but Kien held up his hand, stopping him
"No excuses. No lies. | have flushed out a traitor, but find nyself trapped in

an old, badly abused body. | think," he said, |ooking hard at Cunni ngham "t hat
I would like to trade it in on a younger nodel."

"No!" Cunni ngham screaned. He tried to fade and run, but he heard high,
tittering laughter fromBlaise and a hand of cold netal clanped down on his
naked brain. The room spun and he was somewhere else. H s | egs were young and
strong, but everything was whirling about, naking himdizzy and nauseated, and
he couldn't get themto work. Hi s perspective shifted again alnost imredi ately
and he' fell against the candy counter. He bounced, hit the floor, and started to
crawl away, but his body was old and tired and his head was sw mm ng and

conf used.

He heard faraway | aughter, and an eager young voice said, "Let me!"

Soneone turned hi mover and he saw bl azing red hair and a young, horrible grin,
but nost of all he saw a huge gun barrel pointing right at his face.

He closed his eyes and tried to speak, but no words would cone. He may have
heard the horribly loud, terribly frightening explosion. But that was all

Nobody Gets Qut Alive

by Walton Sinons

Jerry stood across the street from Lathanis apartnent building. A cool wnd
stirred up the dry | eaves around his feet. The | ate-Septenber heat had given
way, at |east tenporarily, to the first cold snap of the season. He was dressed
in a maintenance man's outfit. The steel blue .38 was tucked away in his work
box, along with a few other things. He was as ready as he was going to get. He
waited for the light to turn and wal ked across the street.

He showed the doornman a fake work order he'd manufactured. The doorman was nore
bored than suspicious and et himin. Jerry wal ked quickly to the far el evator
and put an oUT of oRDER signh over the button, then pushed the button and stepped
into the waiting car. Latham naturally enough, had the penthouse apartnment. O
the two cars, this was one that went all the way to the top. One of the things
Jerry had | earned about in the last nonth was how el evators worked. He opened
the control panel and set the car to go all the way up. H's knees al nbst gave
way as the elevator started. Jerry made his features and skin tone Oriental. He
pul  ed his change of clothes fromhis work box. It was nostly |eather. The
finishing touch was a fake i mMmuacul ate Egrets jacket. He'd had it nade fromthe
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vi deot ape he'd gotten from I chi ko.

Once fully dressed, he tucked the gun into his jacket. The car stopped. Jerry
clipped one of the wires. For now, the elevator was goi ng nowhere. He could rig
a bypass in a hurry if it came to that.

Jerry stepped out and wal ked to Lathanmis door. He fingered the |ock and |et
hinself in, closing the door softly behind him The penthouse was quiet. Except

for alight in what appeared to be the bedroom it was dark as well. Jerry took
a deep breath, padded across the carpeted floor to the |lighted doorway, and
st epped in.

Lat ham was |yi ng naked on the bed. H's body was covered with sweat and his hair
was a tousled ness. The sheets were knotted on the floor with a red robe. Latham
| ooked lost in a nonment of private satisfaction. He glanced up and saw
Jerry-the-Egret. Hs narrow smle slipped. "W sent you? How the hell did you
get in?" Lathamls voice | acked the assurance Jerry was used to hearing.

Jerry pulled the .38, but didn't point it. "I'Il ask the questions. Tell ne
about the junpers." He had to have the truth before he could shoot Latham He
woul dn't be able to deal with killing himotherw se.

A young naked wonan stepped out of the bathroom It was the bal d-headed girl

She had powerful, welldefined nuscles, alnbst to the point of being
unattractive, and bikini-waxed bl ond pubic hair. Jerry |leveled the gun at her
chest. He'd been watching for two hours and hadn't seen her go in. He didn't
know if he could kill a girl. Even if she did have a part in Kenneth's death.
"He made us," she said. "All of us. Wth that." She sat on the bed, bent over,
and ki ssed Lathanis flaccid penis. It tw tched under her tongue.

"Not just yet, Zelda. Business first." Latham put his hand under Zelda's chin
and pointed her face at Jerry. Jerry felt sonmething that mi ght have been pain if
it had | asted nore than a few seconds. His vision blurred for an instant. Wen
it cleared, he was | ooking down at Latham s penis. There was a pl easant warnth
between his legs, like nothing he'd ever felt before. He tried to sit up, but
his body felt heavy and clunmsy. A hand grabbed him by the hair and pulled his
head back.

There was an Egret in the doorway pointing a gun at him Jerry felt his hands
bei ng twi sted behind his back. Cold metal surrounded his wists, and he heard
twin clicks. He opened his nouth to speak, but it was his Egret body that
screaned.

The Oriental face began to nelt and flow. The Egret tore at the satin jacket and
shirt, exposing his chest. Breasts began to formthere. Jerry's pirated body
closed its eyes and screaned again. He felt another nonment of vertigo and found
hi nsel f staring at Latham and a handcuffed Zel da. She was still screaning. The

| awyer pushed her off the bed. Jerry brought his body under control and squeezed
his trigger finger, but Zelda had dropped the gun. He ran.

He dove into the elevator and pulled a bypass fromhis work box. It slipped from
his sweaty fingers. He picked it up and clipped it into place, then punched the
ground floor. He | ooked up. Latham had the gun pointed at him Jerry dove to one
side and heard the shot at the sane tine. The bullet tore into the car wal
behind him The doors closed and it started down.

Jerry changed his clothes and appearance back to the maintenance worker. Hi s

i nsides tingled and his skin was cold. He straightened hlnself and took severa
deep breat hs.

It didn't help. He was still shaking when the el evator doors opened on the
ground floor. He wal ked i n neasured steps across the | obby and out into the coo
New Yor k ni ght.

He stopped at a bar near his apartnent and ordered a double. He figured he
needed it. Jerry knew he'd been |lucky. He hadn't counted on Zel da bei ng there.
But she hadn't counted on not being able to control his shapechanging ability.
Jerry was so used to it himself that he didn't have to think about it anynore.
Wthout that, he'd have wound up |ike Kenneth and the rest. Latham probably

woul dn't figure out exactly what happened, but he'd damm sure be paranoid from
now on. That woul d make hi m even harder to get to.

"Have anot her?" The bartender | ooked down at Jerry's enpty gl ass.

"Way not?" Jerry slamred t he whi skey down before the glass could nmake a ring on
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the polished wood bar

He sat down next to the grave and tossed pebbles into the newy cut grass. He
didn't | ook at Kenneth's headstone. It nmade talking to his dead brother seem
nmore stupid than it already was.

"Sorry, | screwed up again," Jerry said quietly. "I don't know what to do now.
Got any ideas?"

The wind gusted in the treetops, tearing | cose |leaves with a whistling clatter
He heard a car pull up down the hill. A car door shut. He turned. Beth was

wal king slowly up the hill. She waved from bel ow the shoulder. It |ooked like it
took all her strength. Jerry stood and started down to neet her. \Wen he reached
her, they hugged silently.

"You didn't answer at hone or at the apartment, so | figured you m ght be here."
The wi nd whi pped her hair into her face; she pushed it back and held it.

"I wish I'd known you were coming. |I'd have done sonething special," Jerry said.
"I"'mnot up to anything special right now' She shivered. "I'mnot up to staying
at the house yet, either. Can we go to your apartnent?"

Jerry blinked and opened his nmouth, but said nothing. "It's not that," Beth
said. "I just want to be with sonebody who cares about ne. | just want to be

hel d." Jerry nodded, both di sappointed and relieved. She'd given hima big
complinment if he was willing to see it that way. "Let's go," he said.

Jerry did his best to clean up the apartnent while Beth unpacked her |uggage. He
tossed all the dirty clothes in the hanper and stacked his film nmagazi nes and
books at right angles. Beth opened a drawer and giggled, then held up a pair of
crotchless, tiger-print panties. "Wat's this?" Jerry covered his nouth for a
monent, then recovered. "Relics of a bygone age." He sighed, renenbering.
"Ver oni ca. "

Beth set themback into the drawer. "Did you really |ove her?"

"I thought | did. | obsessed about her. | wanted to nake her happy. | damm sure
wanted to fuck her." He shrugged. "I've |earned just enough about |ove to be
very confused about it. Maybe |'ve got ape residue in that part of ne, or

sonet hing. "

Beth smiled. "I think that part of you is fine. You just don't know what to do
withit."
"Nei t her does anybody el se, apparently. | haven't had a date in nonths." Jerry

sat down on the couch. He and Veronica had used it often. He tried not to think
about that.

"Gve it tine." Beth sat down on the edge of the bed and shook her head. "Way to
go, Beth. Say one thing and do another."

"What are you tal king about ?"

"Well, when | was in Chicago, | spent sone tine with an old boyfriend and we
wound up in bed together. | think he was just trying to make ne feel better."
She bit on an already ragged fingernail. "I knew it wouldn't help, but | guess
had to prove it to nyself anyway. The sex was nice, but it really didn't matter
When it was over, Kenneth was still gone. And |I'Il never get himback."

Jerry got up quickly and wal ked over to her, but she was already crying. He
didn't want to start hinself. He wanted to be strong for her. "I wish. . ."

There was not hing he could say that would confort her, and he knew it.

Beth | eaned into himand held on tight. He could feel the warnmth of her tears
through his shirt. "There are sone things you can't really share, and | have to
sweat out the worst of this on nmy own. But, Jesus, |I'mglad you' re here." Jerry
held her for a few m nutes, stroking her hair, not saying anything. She stopped
crying and | ooked up at himw th puffy eyes.

"You want a Coke, or sonething?" He needed sonething hinmself, but wasn't going
to drink in front of her. "No." Beth pulled away fromhim picked up her

overni ght bag, and headed into the bathroom "I just need to go to bed. It's
been a | ong day."

"It's been a long year," he said. "And | coul d use sone sleep, too."

Jerry told her his entire supply of stupid jokes before they got into bed. He
was tense and wanted to defuse the situation if he could. It had been nonths,
since Fantasy, since he'd actually been in bed with a woman.
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Beth turned out the lights and curled up facing away fromhim She pulled his
arm around her and kissed himlightly on the back of the hand.

"I love you a lot, Jerry."

"I love you, too, sis." She'd never felt nore like family to himthan now.

Beth slipped into sleep quickly. Jerry had tried for hours, but just couldn't
manage to relax. Hi s penis had gotten hard a couple of tines, but he clanped
down on it with his legs until it cal med back down.

Finally, he went to the bathroomfor a couple of sleeping pills. He washed them
down with a drink of water and | ooked at hinself in the mirror. Hs face was the
sanme. It hadn't shown a day of age since Tachyon saved himfrom apehood. He felt
changed, though. Felt like he finally had something to offer people, like his
affection and caring made a difference to them Mybe this was what growi ng up
was.

He resisted the tenptation to change his face to Bogart's and said, "Here's

| ooking at you, kid." He flipped off the light and went back to bed.

He settled carefully in between the sheets. Beth npbaned and jerked her free arm
Jerry took her gently by the wist and pulled it down to her side, then kissed
her on the back of the neck. She quieted and her breathing becane even again. He
| ooked outside. The sky was turning dull red behind the curtains. He hadn't
realized it was that late. Jerry pressed his body close to Beth, closed his
eyes, and gave sl eep another try.
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