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  To Carl Keim,


  ace architect,


  good friend,


  hideous mockery of a man




   




  Keep on shufflin’.
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  Wild Cards is a work of fiction set in a completely imaginary world whose history parallels our own. Names, characters, places, and incidents depicted in Wild

  Cards are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or real persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. The works contained in this anthology are

  works of fiction; any writings referred to within these works are themselves fictional, and there is no intent to depict actual writers or to imply that any such persons have ever actually written

  or published the fictional essays, articles, or other works referred to in the works of fiction comprising this anthology.
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  To the hungry soul, every bitter thing is sweet




  Melinda M. Snodgrass




   




   




   




   




  I find myself avoiding the passages about ashes and worms. The pages are thin, almost feathery beneath my fingers as I turn them, looking for another passage that won’t

  fill my throat with bile. I know my father is dying. I don’t have to read about it.




  Here’s one. It reads more like a page out of Lord Dunsany than a collection of musings by long-dead Hebrews. ‘Who layeth the beams of his chambers in the water: who maketh the clouds

  his chariot: who walketh upon the wings of the wind.’ I have a good voice and I know how to use it. I use it now, softening and deepening the final words. I know he should sleep. I

  don’t want him to sleep. I want to talk to him. Hear his voice before it’s silenced.




  That damn lump is back. I keep swallowing, trying to make it smaller. Through the mullioned panes I can see a glint of sun on the sluggish waters of the Cam. It’s August, and it feels like

  this endless summer will never end. The room is breathlessly warm, and the heavy air holds that sick/sweet scent of fatal illness. I can feel my shirt clinging to the skin of my back. Outside

  there’s the sputtering growl of a lawn mower somewhere on the street, and a dog carols his annoyance. I’ll probably need to mow the lawn for my parents, or find a teenager. Through the

  open window I can smell the green. The branches of the apple tree out back sag under the rosy burdens. Maybe that’s what happens to every living thing when they have to breed.




  My father touches the back of my wrist. His skin feels just like the onion-thin pages of the Bible that now rests in my lap. ‘Thank . . . you.’ His blue eyes are surprisingly alert

  in a face reduced to harsh bone and stretched skin. ‘There’s wisdom between those covers,’ he adds, and transfers his hand to the Bible. ‘Maybe by reading to me you’ll

  find some of it.’




  Fantasies and fairy tales, is what I think, but I keep control of my features. ‘So, you think I’m foolish.’ I grin at him. ‘Thanks.’




  ‘No.’ His expression is serious. ‘But I know that something is wrong. I raised you, Noel, you can’t hide things from me.’




  He’s smiling, but I still have that visceral gut clench that affects every child when their parents display that kind of preternatural omniscience. It passes quickly. After all, I’m

  twenty-eight, and I amuse myself for a moment wondering what he thinks I’ve done. No pregnant fans. I’m a hermaphrodite, so I’m sterile. I’m not in debt. Both my public job

  and my secret job pay me quite well. What could he imagine I had done? For a moment I toy with the idea of telling him.




  You know I’m a member of the Silver Helix, Dad, a division of MI-7. What you don’t know is that I’m their designated assassin. I don’t remember how many people

  I’ve killed. They say you never forget your first. His face is as blank as all the others.




  But of course I don’t. Standing, I set aside the Bible and stretch. ‘Tea? There’s lemon tarts, and some boiled tongue for sandwiches. Will you eat something?’




  ‘I’ll try.’




  Our kitchen is small and cluttered, and several days’ worth of dishes form towers in the sink. A fat fly moves lazily between the trash can and the dirty dishes. The buzzing is almost

  hypnotic. No, no, no. A sharp head shake drives back the sleepiness. Looks like I’m going to have to hire a maid as well as a teenager.




  The tongue, sullenly red and pimpled with taste buds, gleams with congealed fat under the refrigerator light. American kitchens are almost obscene with their gigantic refrigerators crammed with

  food. We English are starting to go the same way. Who has time to shop for each day’s meal that day?




  I wonder who had cooked the tongue – certainly not my mother. She never cooked. My father took care of the house and the kid, and prepared every meal, and he fit every cliché about

  English cooking. A spurt of anger flares in the center of my chest, but I back down from it. It isn’t Mum’s fault he’s dying. She was the bread winner so I suppose she had the

  right to dodge the drudgery. But I suspect if she hadn’t worked she still wouldn’t have cooked and cleaned.




  Her devotion to radical feminism has defined her life. Hell, she was so militant that she made damn sure I was raised as a boy. Now figure that one out. They may look funny, but I’ve got

  both sets of genitalia. I could have been raised as a girl, and even kept the same name, just changed the pronunciation.




  My pager vibrates. I stand there juggling the tongue while I search through my pockets for the correct pager. I’m wearing a med-alert pager since I am so often away from England, and I

  have the pager my manager uses to arrange my performances, I have one from the Committee that summons Lilith, and another from Prince Siraj, the man that commands Bahir, and I have the one given to

  me by the Silver Helix. It’s Siraj calling.




  Fuck you, says that febrile part of my mind. But I pull out my mobile and call him. Naturally he wants to see me. Naturally it has to be now. Naturally I’ll go.
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  The only reason it was the premier of the United Arab Emirates who received a visit from Bahir and not the president was due to an infelicitous exchange Al Maktoum had had with

  Prince Siraj in a Paris restaurant. The premier had mentioned how he liked to relax in a hot bath and watch the sun set through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Naked men are particularly vulnerable,

  and it’s easy to locate bathrooms on building plans. Add to that west-facing windows, and it was a simple matter for me to use Google Earth and locate my target. The time of day was a little

  less felicitous. I can’t use my powers at twilight or dawn, and Bahir cannot be summoned after dark. But Siraj’s recollection of the conversation suggested Al Maktoum liked to read in

  the tub prior to sunset. And I was delivering a threat, and they rarely take long.




  The rippling water in the deep glass-tiled tub makes it hard to see clearly, but it appears the premier’s balls have retreated up into his belly. He stares up at me, and terror clouds his

  dark eyes. I risk a glance at the brace of mirrors on one wall of the marble-lined bathroom. I am a nicely terrifying figure, dressed in a black dish-dasha with a pistol holstered on my hip. I had

  dispensed with the headdress. The trailing edges can interfere with peripheral vision, and in the desert heat my scalp sweats and itches. So my mane of red-gold hair shines under the lights. I use

  the tip of the scimitar to scratch at my beard. The premier never takes his eyes off that blade. I really wish that genius in operations at Whitehall who conceived of using my male avatar as a

  Middle Eastern ace hadn’t insisted on the sword as part of Bahir’s persona. It’s so absurdly Arabian Nights, but I’m stuck with it now. Bahir’s blade has

  decapitated a lot of people – including the last Caliph.




  ‘Prince Siraj sends greetings to his brother, and is saddened that his brother has chosen not to honor the price of oil set by the Caliph.’




  ‘It’s just a few dollars.’ His voice holds a quaver and a whine. As I watch, goose bumps bloom across his shoulders and upper arms.




  ‘One hundred dollars.’




  ‘The three hundred that the prince has set is too high. The European and American economies are staggering. How does it help us if we bankrupt them? If no one can buy our oil, where is the

  gain?’




  ‘You should have made these arguments to the prince. Not sought to slip behind him like a thief. His highness is not a fool. He will ease prices, but not until the westerners have paid a

  mighty price.’




  ‘We were not part of that war in Egypt. Why should we exact vengeance? None of our soldiers were lost.’ He’s becoming angry, beginning to wonder if he really stands in danger

  of his life. I glance toward the window. The sun is perilously close to the horizon.




  ‘You say these words without shame, which shows you are a pawn of the West.’




  When a blade swings quickly it really does whistle, faintly, not like in the movies, but you have that split second of sound to let you know something awful is coming. The premier flinches, and

  flails. Water droplets form prisms as they cascade past the window and the rays of sunlight break apart. Blood fountains and glows in the dying light. I have taken off his right hand at the wrist.

  He is screaming, the sound echoing and reverberating off the hard surfaces. Outside the door there is the sound of pounding feet.




  The threat has been delivered. It’s past time I was going.
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  John Bruckner, the Highwayman, is emerging from Flint’s office as I arrive to report about my little mission for Siraj. Out of courtesy to our chief Bruckner had removed

  his stained Andy Capp hat while in the office, but he’s in the process of restoring it to its customary place and customary task – covering his nearly bald pate. I retreat to the wall

  because the Highwayman has the build of a beer keg and about as much dexterity.




  An exuberant handshake later, he’s offering me one of his foul black cigars while stuffing one into his own mouth. I wave him off and pull out a cigarette. The heat from his dented Zippo

  fans my face as I lean into the lighter. He transfers the fire to the tip of his cigar and sucks lustily on it until the tip of the stogie glows red. The rituals having been observed, we lean

  against opposite walls and study each other.




  ‘Now, how is it that I’m a bloody lorry driver and you’re a bloody magician?’




  ‘I’m prettier than you are.’




  ‘Right you are, and you dress better,’ he says, hitching the waistband of his baggy corduroy pants up over his paunch.




  ‘What have you been up to?’




  A jerk of the thumb at Flint’s door and he says, ‘Old Granite Face has me running arms from Lagos to the troops out in the bush.’ When the Highwayman gets his rig up to speed

  he can move from London to Melbourne or Shanghai without passing through any of the territory in between. ‘Effing roads are no better than goat tracks,’ he continues.

  ‘They’ve beat the bloody hell out of my suspension. Bloody natives.’




  It isn’t just white man’s burden rearing its head. Bruckner has seen strange and disturbing things while traveling his ‘short cuts,’ and he lives in fear of getting

  stranded in this strange, surreal no-man’s-land.




  ‘Show a little gratitude. Nigeria is the only thing that’s keeping petrol in your truck.’




  ‘Yeah, well, why can’t the niggers build a bloody first world road?’




  I keep control of my features. Bruckner’s somewhere in his sixties. Times have changed, but not the Highwayman. He’s racist and sexist, and despises foreigners with a superiority

  unique only to a white Englishman. Straightening up with a grunt and another tug at his pants, he says, ‘I’ve got to push off. Join me and the lads for a pint?’




  ‘Can’t.’ I incline my head toward Flint’s office.




  ‘Well, next time.’




  He leaves, trailing smoke like the fumes from one of his lorries. I tap on the door. I can’t actually hear Flint’s invitation to enter, but I go on in. He’s in his great stone

  chair, necessary because his sharp stone body would cut the upholstery of any normal chair to shreds.




  I take my customary chair, stub out the butt, and take out another cigarette. The streetlights throw shadows across the bookcases. Only a small lamp on the desk is lit so Flint’s eyes glow

  red in the gray stone face.




  ‘God damn it! Must you be this effective on behalf of our enemies?’




  Oh, damn, I had hoped to report about my actions in Dubai before Flint heard of it. No such luck. It seems I will not be basking in the sunshine of my chief’s approval today.




  ‘I take it the UAE has raised their prices.’




  ‘You know bloody well they have. You cut off the man’s hand! He’s a friend of the prime’s.’




  ‘I must occasionally succeed, sir, or Siraj is going to wonder if his ace bodyguard/assassin is a complete cock-up.’




  ‘Can’t you exert any influence over Siraj?’




  ‘Bahir is viewed as a blunt instrument. I think Siraj would be just the tiniest bit suspicious if the Caliph’s assassin suddenly started displaying political acumen.’




  Flint grunts, and gives a grudging nod. Gestures from my boss are disconcerting. It’s like watching a statue come to life. He surprises me when he snaps his fingers together and produces a

  flame. I realize it’s for the forgotten cigarette hanging between my fingers.




  My, my, this is rare condescension. I guess I’m forgiven for my unauthorized bloodletting. Leaning forward, I light my cigarette. The harsh Turkish tobacco is like claws raking

  across the inside of my lungs, but the hit to the nicotine pleasure centers outweighs the discomfort and the theoretical lung cancer.




  ‘Where are you off to now?’




  ‘I’ve got a date.’ I preen and Flint makes a grinding sound like frozen gears trying to engage. ‘Believe me, you don’t hate it as much as I. Babysitting is not my

  style.’
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  I pause in the bathroom before testing my bladder control against the cold darkness of the Between. As the urine splashes against the porcelain my better nature wars with my

  real nature. What I really want is to call Lohengrin and cancel our date so I can go home to Dad and sleep in my old bedroom. If I go to New York I’ll be eating an overly rich and heavy meal

  very late, and then indulging in vigorous and inept sex between sweaty sheets with the big German ace. What he lacks in finesse Lohengrin more than makes up for in stamina. I dread tomorrow. Even

  when I’m back in my normal body I will have an uncomfortable ache in my nether parts.




  For an instant I find myself looking with loathing at my short and strangely shaped penis. Would my life have been better, easier, if Mum had let the surgeons cut it away, and make me . . .




  My thoughts slam up against the reality. No amount of surgery would have made me a ‘real girl.’ I tuck myself away and zip up, and then move to the sink to wash my hands. I’m

  still holding the rough paper towel when I allow the transformation to twist my flesh. Breasts soon press against the front of my shirt, and my pants fit uncomfortably over female hips. Long

  fingernails pierce the paper towel.




  The image in the mirror isn’t all I could hope. The heart-shaped face looks drawn and there’s the hint of a shadow beneath the silver eyes. It’s rather a shock to realize that

  fatigue of the real body translates to the avatars. Checking my watch I calculate the time difference between London and New York. If I stop at my digs in Manhattan and repair my face and change

  out of pants and boots I’ll be late meeting Lohengrin for dinner. But he’s got a rather traditional view of women. He’ll think that’s typical.




  I picture the flat in the Village. As my body twists into that cold, strange place I decide on the little black dress. Keep the focus on the legs . . .
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  COULDA




  Caroline Spector




   




   




   




   




  It’s dark. Suffocating. I can hear the sounds of the helicopters overhead. I’ve got to do something. But I can hear screams now. Oh, God, the way they scream as the

  flesh is seared off their bodies. I need to bubble. I need to get away from the smell of burnt skin and muscle. Screaming. I need to make the screams go away.




  I try to blast my way through the darkness. For a moment, I can’t bubble. It’s as if there’s a wall between me and my power – then a stream of bubbles flows from my

  hands. Dust and rubble fill my mouth and rain off my body.




  There’s light. The light is so clean and pure. I bubble more until I chase the darkness away and blow the weight of the debris from me.




  ‘Stop that!’




  I look around. I’m not in Egypt. There are no helicopters. No falling bodies. No fiery flesh. Just the clean, antiseptic testing room at BICC. Biological Isolation and Containment Center

  – who thinks these names up, anyway?




  God, I hate government facilities. Why on earth would anyone build anything in an abandoned salt mine? And in the middle of Nowhere, New Mexico, to boot . . .




  ‘The purpose of the test is to see how much force you can absorb, Miss Pond.’ The disembodied voice belonged to Dr. Pendergast. His voice was normally silky smooth, so it was hard to

  tell when he was really pissed. But there was a hint of anger and I knew I’d been bad.




  But, really, how many more times could they pound the living crap out of me? I was beginning to feel like Wile E. Coyote. Drop me down into that canyon one more time, boss. Or shoot me with a

  death ray. Your choice.




  I wasn’t even certain what they were testing me for anymore. At first, it was the usual: some joker with a face that could stop a clock and biceps the size of watermelons. He gave me a

  left hook that I kinda felt. I tried not to laugh at the look of disappointment on his unfortunate face.




  Then they started with the cannonballs, bullets, walls on springs. Honestly, who the hell has walls on springs, just, you know, lying around? I mean, did none of these guys watch

  American Hero? You’d’ve thought they’d never heard of the Amazing Bubbles.




  But the superweird thing was that they didn’t want me to bubble. In fact, Dr. Pendergast made it very clear that he didn’t want any bubbling. I tried to explain to him that

  when I got hit with as much raw energy as they were throwing at me, I had to bubble. It hurt not to.




  But Dr. Pendergast didn’t care about that. He was only interested in how much power I could absorb. They’d already found out my max size would just about fill an eight-by-eight room.

  But I was no Bloat. They told me that when I stopped growing in size I started getting denser. Heavier, but no larger. I kinda got the feeling this was very interesting to them.




  The problem was, after they got me as fat as I could get, and they kept throwing more and more force at me, I was finding it more difficult to bubble it off after the tests. The denser I got,

  the more powerful I became, but the harder it was to access my power. Hell, I could barely lift one of my pudgy fingers.




  And it didn’t help that every time I got hit, it brought back memories. Memories that I didn’t want to face. So I did what I usually do – I thought about something else.

  Thought about anything that would distract me from what was rattling around my head like a bad Rob Zombie movie.




  Thinking about Ink naked usually did the trick.




  ‘Okay, Miss Pond, we’ll go again.’




  ‘Yeah? I don’t think so,’ I replied. I flung my hands out and released an enormous stream of bubbles, and I could feel my clothes getting looser. I grabbed a handful of

  waistband with my left hand to keep my pants from falling off.




  The bubbles bounced around the room, but I kept bubbling with my right hand. As I filled the room, the bubbles just sort of vibrated against one another. I’d made them soft and rubbery so

  they wouldn’t hurt anyone. But it would take a while for them to dissipate. The room would be useless for any more games of Kick the Bubbles. At least for a while.




  ‘Miss Pond, you agreed to be tested.’




  ‘I know, and now I’m done with testing. I don’t recall this being anything other than voluntary on my part.’




  ‘You’re acting like a child. We have only just begun to discover the true range of your power.’




  I glared at the one-way mirror. I couldn’t see Dr. Pendergast, but I could imagine the patronizing look on his face. That and how he would stroke his Vandyke when he was trying to

  ‘reason’ with you.




  ‘Yeah, well . . .’ Crap, I always sucked at pithy-line moments. ‘You’re not the boss of me.’ I marched out with my pants hitched up, trying not to smack myself on

  the forehead.
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  There was a knock on my door. They were lodging me in one of the officers’ quarters. I suspected the hoi polloi got far less kind treatment.




  I pulled the door open. One of the homeliest women I’d ever seen was standing there. Her hair was cropped short like she’d cut it with safety scissors. And her cheeks and forehead

  were acne-scarred, with an angry red breakout in full bloom. ‘Miss Pond?’




  ‘That’s me,’ I said.




  ‘I’m Niobe.’ She paused.




  ‘Niobe!’ I pulled her to me in a bear hug. We’d been corresponding via e-mail since American Hero. She had really touched me, as many of her e-mails had been

  heartbreaking. Her parents had been less than supportive when her card turned, which was like saying Joker Plague had some unattractive members. But there had been something else in her e-mails,

  something unspoken.




  ‘What are you doing here?’ I asked. ‘Not everyone gets an all-expense-paid vacation at the lovely BICC.’




  ‘Well, my parents weren’t too pleased that their only daughter wasn’t going to have the perfect coming-out party. It’s hard being a debutante with this.’ Her thick

  tail swished on the floor. I hadn’t noticed it before. It was an ugly gray, thick and mottled, and there were stiff bristles sticking out of it.




  I turned and started putting the rest of my things into my suitcase. She looked so forlorn it made me uncomfortable.




  ‘They’re studying me,’ she said, ‘just like they were studying you.’




  ‘God, I hope not,’ I replied, looking over my shoulder. ‘They’ve been pounding the crap outta me.’




  She gave me a wan smile. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t have a power like yours. You know, you’re prettier in person.’




  I laughed. ‘Whoa, Non Sequitur Girl, er, Woman.’




  ‘I mean, I guess you’re different than you looked on TV.’




  ‘You mean I’m not as fat now.’ I shoved the last of my clothes into my bag. ‘Yeah, I just bubbled the hell outta the test room. I’m leaving, and I don’t want

  to be as recognizable when I head back to New York.’




  She shoved her hands into her pockets and looked unhappy. ‘I guess this means you’re not going to spend any time with the other patients.’




  ‘I didn’t know anyone wanted to see me,’ I said. ‘They’ve pretty much kept me in the dark about everything except for the whole, “Let’s see what we can

  throw at Bubbles this time.”’




  Niobe looked even more morose at this. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘They treat us like rats in a cage.’




  ‘Look,’ I said. ‘I’ve got plenty of time before my flight – if they even have enough fuel to get off the runway today. Why don’t I come and meet whomever you

  want me to meet?’




  ‘You’d do that?’ My God, her eyes were so sad.




  ‘Sure, let me grab my things.’
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  ‘Is it cool being a part of the Committee?’ Niobe asked as we sped along the silent corridor in a BICC golf cart.




  ‘I guess,’ I said. ‘I mean, it’s great being a part of something that’s supposed to be doing good, but sometimes . . . sometimes it’s hard.’




  There was a faint whiff of burning flesh. I glanced around, but there was nothing but smooth, unblemished wall flashing by.




  ‘But you get to do a lot of other cool things, too.’




  ‘True. I got to go to the Academy Awards and the VMAs, and they had a parade for us at Disneyland after that mess in Egypt. So that was okay. But doing press junkets, not so

  great.’




  The cart slowed as Niobe lifted her foot from the pedal and looked at me. ‘But isn’t it fun having them ask you questions and then they actually pay attention to you?’




  ‘Yeah . . . not so much,’ I replied. ‘When we got back from Egypt they sent us out on a goodwill tour. It was pretty hellish. Not because of the people who wanted to meet us

  – they were almost always cool.’ Except for the woman who threw pig’s blood on me and called me a murderer, I thought. ‘But that press stuff is less than thrilling.

  Trust me, no fun at all.’




  We sped up. ‘Oh,’ Niobe said. ‘I just thought that after American Hero and being on the Committee that your life would be, you know, perfect.’




  ‘I don’t think life’s ever perfect.’




  ‘It was pretty perfect when Tiffani got knocked off AH.’ She gave me a sly smile.




  I smiled back. ‘Yeah, that was kinda perfect.’




  ‘Have you seen any of the promos for the new season of AH?’ Niobe asked. She sounded excited.




  ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘They wanted me to do some teasers, but I was out of the country when they were shooting.’




  ‘What do you think of the new aces?’




  ‘I think they have no idea what they’re getting themselves into.’
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  Being an ace, sometimes you forget that other people who get the virus aren’t so fortunate. Everyone knows that the virus kills, but people forget that it also maims.




  Niobe led me through a pair of swinging doors into the children’s ward. There were bright mobiles, stuffed animals, and posters on the walls. Some of the girls had wrapped their IV stands

  in beads and Mylar stickers. At least I think they were girls. This was the place where they put the sickest kids – the ones the wild card virus had not transformed, but had crippled.




  ‘We have a special guest today,’ Niobe said. ‘She was a contestant on American Hero and she’s now a member of the Committee: the Amazing Bubbles!’




  There wasn’t thunderous applause, but I hadn’t expected any. I’d done my share of hospital appearances in the last year. From Walter Reed to Beth Israel they were mostly the

  same – sick people who just wanted anything normal in their lives again. Even seeing an ace in person seemed normal. After all, I’d been on the TV in their living rooms.




  Niobe led me to bed after bed. In one, a boy lay wrapped in a plaid robe. He was indigo. He looked like Violet Beauregarde after that unfortunate gum incident. We passed another bed where a

  child floated above the covers like a balloon. Balloon Girl gave a little wave as we went by. It was obvious that Niobe liked all these children and they liked her. But at one bed, she stopped and

  began laughing before she could introduce me.




  Sitting in the middle of the bed was a tiny boy. He was perfectly proportioned with a shock of black hair. As I watched, his features began to change. It was like watching a live-action version

  of computer morphing.




  His hair grew longer until it came to his waist. His features changed, became more feminine. Then I realized: he looked like Cher.




  ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘That’s just wrong.’




  Niobe giggled. ‘Watch this.’




  The boy’s body began to bulge, arms and legs expanding as if there were balloons in them.




  ‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ I said. ‘The Michelin Man?’




  Niobe and the boy started laughing together and I realized that this was one of Niobe’s children. I knew she was psychically linked to them, but that was about all I knew about her power.

  She’d been pretty closemouthed about it. When she stopped giggling and could speak again, she said, ‘This is Xerxes.’




  I reached out so we could shake, and he slipped his tiny hand into mine. ‘It’s very nice to meet you,’ he said. He sounded like Marvin the Martian.




  ‘You should take that act on the road,’ I said.




  Niobe stopped laughing. I was baffled. I mean, I’m not the greatest joke teller in the world, but I didn’t think my comment had sucked all that bad: besides, as deuce powers

  went, Xerxes’s wasn’t a bad one.




  ‘Uhm, I guess we should move along,’ I said. ‘It was nice to meet you, too, Xerxes.’




  Niobe led me to another bed. I wasn’t certain of this patient’s gender, so I decided to follow Niobe’s lead.




  ‘This is Jenny,’ she said. ‘Jenny’s card turned about a month ago. She isn’t sick, but she keeps expelling her internal organs when she gets too excited.’




  ‘Hey, Jenny,’ I said. ‘You’re not going to spew on me, are you?’




  Niobe gave a little gasp, but Jenny laughed. Or kinda gurgled. ‘Usually people are too freaked out to say anything to me,’ she said. ‘You know, I was rooting for Drummer Boy on

  American Hero.’




  ‘I can see why,’ I said. ‘He’s a musician and chicks dig musicians.’ That was my polite response when people said anything about Drummer Boy. I still thought he was

  a massive douche even after Egypt.




  ‘Would you sign my book?’ One of her flippers shoved an autograph book across the bed.




  I flipped through it. She had an astonishing number of famous people. She must have started it before her card turned. I found a blank page toward the back and scrawled my name and a dedication

  across it.




  ‘There you go. I can give Drummer Boy a call and see if he can send you a signed picture. I mean, if you’d like that.’




  ‘That would be so great!’ Jenny said. ‘Oh, dear, I think you better stand back.’




  Niobe and I moved back and, sure enough, Jenny hurled her innards. It was not only disgusting to look at, but the smell was awful.




  ‘Okay, well, I think Bubbles has a flight to catch,’ Niobe said.
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  The flight to New York had been about what I expected: long, boring, and way too crowded. (The less said about the flight from Carlsbad to El Paso the better. Terror in the

  skies.)




  I was ready to get back home to Stuyvesant Town. It wasn’t in the hippest part of the city, but it felt like a real home to me. It was at Fourteenth Street and Avenue A. Lower East Side,

  but not quite trendy – yet.




  The neighborhood was only just beginning to be gentrified. It still had lots of cheap clothing shops, good ethnic food (also cheap), and some great bookstores within walking distance. And the

  Stuyvesant Town complex remained what it had been designed for – middle-class housing.




  Of course, I was living there illegally, subletting from a couple who had moved to Columbus after their baby was born. They’d wanted to be closer to the relatives, but hadn’t wanted

  to give up the idea of being New Yorkers. So we’d agreed that when they wanted to come back, I would vacate. That had been two years ago, so I felt pretty secure where I was – for

  now.




  But I couldn’t get home from the airport without transportation, and today there were only a handful of cabs and a wicked-long line to get one.




  I eventually found myself in the back of a makeshift cart being pulled by a joker. He was at least eleven feet tall, almost all of his height in his legs. It was weird as hell being dragged

  through NYC by daddy longlegs. I wondered where he got his pants tailored. At the Big and Tall Men’s Shop?




  Traffic was almost nonexistent. But we still had to navigate around cars that had been abandoned by their owners. Bikes shot around us, the riders whooping at us as they went by. The buses were

  running, as there had been an executive order to keep them operating.




  Things had been bad when I’d left, but they seemed worse now. There were boarded-up shops on almost every street. And the places that were open, mostly bodegas, had signs out with shocking

  prices on them.




  The joker pulled over to the curb in front of my building and I paid in cash. Between the Committee stipend and the endorsement work I’d had over the last year, I was doing okay. Who knew

  letting a Volvo hit you could be so lucrative? And with commercials, I didn’t have to wonder if the rest of the people involved were going to be alive the next day.




  I walked up to the fourth floor. Good for the muscles, I thought.




  When I absorbed energy, I didn’t just get fat. My muscles got bigger, too. That much I’d figured out by myself. So I’d started training to give myself as much muscle as I could

  pack onto my frame. I was certainly more buff now, but my body type didn’t bulk up. I wanted to be more agile when I was fat. The muscles helped with that, too.




  The air was stale in my apartment. I cranked open all the windows and turned on the ceiling fans. My mail was piled up on the table. Only in Stuyvesant Town would I have trusted a neighbor with

  the key to my apartment.




  I pawed through the mail, pulling out the bills and fan mail, trashing the junk. Then I booted up my computer. There was a ridiculous amount of useless e-mail and one or two from Ink:
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      To: prettybiggirl@ggd.com




      From: tatsforless@ggd.com
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      I know we talked this morning, but I miss you already.




      When you finally get done at BICC, we need to have a long, long conversation about your mouth and my clit. Or vice versa.




      Honestly, a girl can only masturbate so much . . .




      Come home soon!




      Your ever-changing girl toy,




      Juliet
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  There were more e-mails from her, but you get the idea. And there was also one from Niobe.
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      To: TheAmazingBubbles@committeepost.net




      From: Genetrix@BICC.gov
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      Dear Michelle,




      It was wonderful to finally meet you in person. I wish we’d had more time together, but I was so happy for the time you spared.




      And I wanted to especially thank you for meeting the children. It meant the world to them. Xerxes thought you were funny and Jenny thought you were ‘very cool about

      the whole unswallowing thing.’ (Her words, not mine.)




      I hope we will stay in touch. Your friendship means a lot to me.




      Yours,




      Niobe
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  At least Niobe’s e-mail made me feel better. I missed Ink, but not as much as I thought I should. And it made me feel like a lousy girlfriend. But I was feeling

  disconnected from a lot of things these days.




  My cell phone began to buzz. I picked it up and saw a text message from John Fortune asking me to come to his office at the UN. Crap. I really didn’t want to go down there. I left the rest

  of my e-mails and turned off the computer.
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  ‘Look, you know I hate to ask this,’ I said.




  Fortune sighed and put his head in his hands. Oh, great, I thought. The guilt trip. Passengers boarding now for the nonstop . . . stop that! ‘I just need a rest,’ I

  said. ‘It’s been over a year and I’ve done too many missions.’




  ‘But that’s why we need you,’ he said, lifting his head from his hands. ‘You’ve done mission lead. You were in Egypt. You were at Behatu Camp. How many people can

  say they stopped genocide in the Balkans?’




  I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. When I opened them again, Fortune was staring off into space. I knew that Sekhmet was talking to him. And, boy, did that give me the willies. I mean, who

  would want a massive scarab living under the flesh of your forehead, attached to your skull, and communicating with you via God-only-knows-what? Ew. I didn’t know how he did it – living

  with someone else constantly in his body, always listening in on every conversation. Not to mention the giant scarab forehead zit – not a look I’d recommend.




  ‘I know you need a break, but the way things are going, I just don’t know if I can spare you.’ He gave me his ‘I’m a sensitive guy’ smile. I was pretty sure

  that last bit was Sekhmet’s doing. ‘Here’s the thing,’ he continued. ‘Jayewardene wants a team to investigate charges of genocide in the Niger River Delta. The

  People’s Paradise of Africa is making the accusations, and it’s turning into a massive political shitstorm.’




  ‘Another genocide?’ I said. My stomach clenched and I thought I might be sick. ‘I don’t think I can do another genocide.’




  And then he gave me that ‘do it for the world’ look. Honestly, I liked him better when he was just a PA on American Hero.




  That John Fortune had been a nice guy. This John Fortune was so absorbed with whatever it was that was driving him so hard that he didn’t care about much else. Except

  maybe Curveball.




  ‘I’ve done plenty for the Committee, so don’t try to act as if I haven’t,’ I said. ‘I need a break. You could send Gardener or Brave Hawk. They’ve only

  been around for a few months. They’ll be fresher.’




  ‘But you would be the best choice if we have to do an African mission,’ he replied. ‘If it really is genocide, a woman as lead would be better PR. You could do that whole

  teary-eyed/angry thing you do.’




  ‘Gardener is a woman,’ I said. I glared at him, but I didn’t say anything else. He frowned and then stared off into space again. Sekhmet was talking some sense into him –

  I hoped.




  ‘I’ll think about it,’ he said at last.




  ‘I’m going to see Ink in D.C.,’ I told him.




  ‘Fine,’ he replied, ‘take your cell phone.’ But I could tell he wasn’t paying attention to me anymore. He was planning his next big thing.
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  When I got to Washington the next day, I had to walk from my train stop to Ink’s apartment. There weren’t even any joker cabs here, and the subway looked

  crammed.




  I had a key and let myself in. There were clothes strewn everywhere and newspapers and magazines piled up on every available surface. I dropped my duffel and started tidying up. It would annoy

  her to no end. She said she could only find things where she left them.




  I’d been at it for a while when my cell started buzzing. I looked at the screen. It was Ink.




  ‘Hey, baby,’ I said, answering.




  ‘You made good time,’ she said. ‘You’re not cleaning up the apartment, are you?’




  I looked around. The newspapers and magazines were in neat piles and the clothes had been put in the laundry or folded and put away. The bed was made with clean sheets, and I’d put the

  dishes away.




  ‘No – of course not – I know how you feel about that.’




  ‘Liar. You are such a liar.’




  ‘It’s true. I am a filthy liar,’ I replied. ‘Unlike you, who’s just incredibly messy.’




  ‘I’ve got to work late,’ Ink said. ‘How about you meet me here and we can get some dinner?’




  I rolled my eyes. More walking.




  ‘Sure, honey. Whatever you say.’
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  The SCARE offices reminded me of BICC. Cold, impersonal, and indifferent to human needs.




  They held me at the front desk until Ink came down to escort me upstairs. It was annoying. Just because I worked for Jayewardene and the UN and not for the U.S. government, I was being treated

  like I might be a security threat. Honestly, if I had wanted to I could have blasted the front desk area to smithereens.




  The elevator opened and Ink stepped out. It was still a surprise to see her now. The short, spiky hair was gone; in its place was a sleek bob. She didn’t have her tats on all the time,

  either. And instead of her ubiquitous Converse high-tops, she was wearing pumps. Her business suit was tasteful and modest in a sober gray. It made me want to weep.




  We were in the elevator when Ink got up on her tiptoes and kissed me.




  ‘What was that for?’ I asked.




  ‘I missed you,’ she said. ‘Good grief, I can’t even kiss you without you thinking something weird is going on. You haven’t been having those nightmares again, have

  you?’




  I didn’t answer.




  ‘You have,’ she said. ‘And you’ve been having those flashbacks, too.’




  ‘John asked me to lead a group to Nigeria,’ I said, hoping to change the topic.




  ‘I hope you turned him down. You don’t need any more stress.’




  Annoyance ripped through me. My mother had once said that it wasn’t the big stuff that screwed up relationships. It was the little things – the everyday stuff that went on and on,

  annoying the hell out of you. I hated that Ink’s concern and attention were so grating. And I really hated the fact that she was right. ‘Yeah, I turned him down, but I told him

  I was available if he needed me for anything else.’




  Luckily, the elevator doors opened and she didn’t have a chance to reply. As we walked through Cubicle City, I noticed that a lot of the employees were giving Ink sympathetic looks. She

  nodded to a couple of them.




  ‘What’s going on?’ I whispered.




  ‘In a minute.’




  We stopped in front of a large door. Ink slipped a key on her wrist coil into the lock. When the door opened, we were in a beautiful waiting room. There was a desk at one end next to a second

  door. Ink went to the desk and sat down behind it. ‘Grab a chair,’ she said.




  I got a chair and dragged it next to her desk, then plopped down in it. The phone rang and she answered it.




  ‘Yes, this is the office of the director,’ Ink said. ‘No . . . I’m sorry . . . He’s out for the rest of the day.’




  There was a pause.




  ‘Of course, I would be happy to answer any questions.’




  She stuck out her arm and I could see words scrolling across it: There’s nothing more I would rather do this afternoon than talk to you. And your inane questions will ensure that

  I’ll never get this half hour of my life back.




  ‘Yes, the new director is wonderful to work for.’




  As long as you don’t mind a self-absorbed, narcissistic jackass with penis-size issues.




  ‘Of course, we’ll all miss Nephi Callendar. As Straight Arrow he was a force for good and as head of SCARE he looked out for the best interests of the American people.’




  She put her leg up on the desk so her skirt fell back a little, and I could see in Gothic lettering:




  Who was a decent human being, unlike this new guy, who has the IQ of warm milk. Of course, Nephi would have had a conniption fit if he had known that you and I were more than

  ‘best’ girlfriends.




  ‘But the new director has some exciting plans for the department.’




  She lifted her shirt so just her stomach was bared. Written on it was: When he isn’t working out or obsessively cleaning his office every hour. What a freak! And not in a good

  way.




  ‘Well, his plans are secret at the moment. It would be inappropriate for me to reveal them at such an early date. I’m certain that when he’s ready, he’ll be making an

  announcement to the press. Yes, of course. I was happy to help.’




  ‘I didn’t know that Callendar quit,’ I said.




  ‘He didn’t quit. He retired. It happened while you were at BICC. He really did take a chance on me. After all, I’d only done PA work on American Hero. But he said that

  he needed all the aces he could get working for him and what I’d done on AH was just as hard as anything I’d do here. Crap, I am so depressed.’




  I stood up and went around her desk to hug her. ‘Don’t worry about it. If this doesn’t work out, I’m sure I can get you hooked up with the Committee.’




  ‘Let’s just get some dinner and go home,’ she said, coming over and kissing me. Then she said, ‘I’m pretty sure I can think of a fun way to pass the

  evening.’
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  I was walking through Behatu Camp. It must have been early morning because the heat hadn’t really hit yet. My footsteps made puffs of dust along the unpaved street. The

  mountains ringing the village were so close I thought I could smell snow. How many centuries had people been fighting over those indifferent Balkan peaks? All this dying – for what?




  Lying a few feet in front of me was a girl. She was only ten or so. It was hard to tell because she was so thin. I didn’t want to get any closer, but it was part of my job. I squatted down

  next to her and pushed the hair back from her face. There was a deep gash along her neck. Blood was pooled underneath.




  ‘I found another one,’ I said loudly.




  ‘We’ll get there in a minute.’ Was that Curveball? Or maybe Earth Witch?




  I touched the girl’s face. There were bruises and small cuts. Her lips were swollen. I didn’t need to see the rest of her body to know she’d been raped. That’s what

  happened here. Women, girls, grandmothers were all systematically raped and tortured. That’s why we were here. We were supposed to stop it.




  But we were too late for her.




  Her eyes snapped open. White, unseeing eyes. I jumped back and fell on my ass.




  ‘Murderer,’ she said. ‘Killer.’




  Blood spurted from her mouth, covering me.




  ‘Wake up!’




  My eyes opened, but for a moment, I didn’t know where I was. Ink gave me a hard shake. ‘C’mon, Michelle. Wake up.’




  ‘I’m awake,’ I said. But my mouth was dry and it came out as a croak.




  ‘Jesus, you scared the crap out of me.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said woodenly. I could smell fear sweat on myself.




  ‘You should just quit the Committee,’ Ink said as she grabbed her robe and slid from the bed. I heard her go into the kitchen and turn on the faucet. Then she came back and handed me

  a glass of water.




  ‘I can’t quit,’ I said. The water was cold and tasted so good it hurt.




  ‘Why not? You don’t need the money.’




  The sheets were damp with sweat, so I went to Ink’s closet, pulled out a fresh set, and then started stripping the bed.




  ‘I can’t quit because I still have work to do for them.’




  ‘Have you even told them what’s been going on with you? You’ve got post-traumatic shock, for crying out loud.’




  I jerked one of the pillows out of its case. ‘I don’t recall when you got your psychiatric license.’




  ‘Fuck you!’ she snapped, yanking the sheets off the bed. ‘I hate this macho bullshit you’re doing. You don’t have to impress me. I know you. I know your

  heart. I know you’d give anything to help someone else. But you can’t rescue the entire world.’




  A hard lump was stuck in the back of my throat. I was not going to cry. I hated women who cried. ‘Please, can we just leave it alone?’ I turned away. If I looked at her I would start

  bawling.




  ‘Fine,’ she said. I could hear her tucking and snapping the sheets. I turned back around to help her.




  We finished making the bed, then got back in. But she stayed on her side and I stayed on mine, as if there were a chasm between us. I guess there was, but I didn’t know what to do about

  it.
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  DOUBLE HELIX




  The sword shall never depart from thy house




  Melinda M. Snodgrass




   




   




   




   




  Standing at the window in Flint’s office looking out at the traffic. Unlike New York, horns still blare and engines cough and rev, but even with our North Sea platforms

  and the Nigerian oil, gas is very expensive and the number of cars on the roads is substantially reduced.




  ‘There have been a number of incidents in the oil fields. The People’s Paradise is casting it as oppressed locals reacting against the central government in Lagos, but it’s

  happened very suddenly and it seems very well targeted. I think the President-for-Life Dr. Kitengi Nshombo has a strong interest in securing those oil fields for himself.’




  ‘We can’t lose that oil. Bruckner would be very upset if he couldn’t run his truck.’ It’s part of my persona that I keep everything light and rather

  sarcastic, but in truth I feel a surge of very real fear that cuts through the fog of exhaustion that seems to enfold me. What if there wasn’t gas to run the ambulances? What if I

  wasn’t around and Mum couldn’t get Dad to the hospital?




  ‘And now the damn UN and the Committee are getting involved.’ Flint actually rises from his chair. Even with the reinforced floor I feel the wood flexing and trembling as he

  walks to join me at the window. ‘You must reduce their effectiveness. Separate them from Jayewardene. The UN with an army of aces is a distressing development and the secretary-general

  seems very eager to use them.’




  ‘Look, it would be rather bad form for me to remove Jayewardene, but Nshombo . . .’ I allow my voice to trail away suggestively. ‘I could pay a little visit to

  Kongoville.’




  ‘His sister would only take his place. He’s a true believer in his Socialist Paradise and murderous in pursuit of his beliefs, but she is a sadist and would be much worse. Also,

  the real power there is this ace, Tom Weathers. He has an alarming array of powers. Any one of them would be potent. Taken together . . .’ He pauses. ‘I think he may well be

  the most powerful ace in the world.’




  Reaching into my pocket, I pull out my case, remove a cigarette, and tap it on the lid. The silver gives back a distorted image of my face. ‘That may be, but I’m betting a bullet in

  the back would still kill him.’




  ‘It may come to that, but not just yet. If the ruling class in Kongoville starts dying while they’re locked in a dispute with us . . .’




  ‘Right you are. Clean hands, plausible deniability, and all that.’




  ‘Is there any way for you to break up this Committee?’




  ‘I’m trying, but I only have nights. And not every night because Noel Matthews also has a life as a stage magician.’




  ‘I thought Lilith does her best work at night.’ It’s bizarre hearing ponderous sexual innuendo from those stone lips.




  ‘Yes, well, but I can only fuck so many men a night, and my choices are a little limited. But if Lohengrin and DB were to go after each other . . .’ The image is irresistible –

  Lohengrin’s sword against DB’s sonic attack. It would be an interesting match-up. ‘It wouldn’t be hard. Men are so predictable.’




  Flint cocks his head in query. ‘Only because you are playing the slut. Why do you do that? Is that how you view women? And you’re not very charitable toward men,

  either.’




  ‘Yes, but I hate people. They are universally such shits.’




  ‘Hmmm.’ And then Flint is back to Africa. ‘Try to get posted to Africa. That way we can control the information coming back.’




  All this talk of controlling information and stopping an investigation finally registers in my sleep-deprived mind. ‘We’re sure nothing is going on in the Niger Delta . .

  .’




  ‘Perfectly sure. And we will not allow the PPA to invade on a pretext.’




  ‘And if they do?’




  ‘They’ll be dealt with.’
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  The room has a sour, musty smell. I want to open the window, but it’s a raw day with wind and rain squalls. Dad’s breath seems to rattle in his chest, and his skin

  looks gray. I need to keep him warm.




  I shouldn’t be here. I should be in New York with Lohengrin. But I had to come home. Even though I canceled dinner I can still teleport into Lohengrin’s bed. He’d probably

  prefer that. To be fair the big German ace doesn’t begrudge the money he spends on me. God knows, he’s got enough with all his product endorsements.




  Thinking about food has my gut clenching with hunger. I can’t remember the last real meal I ate. A cup of tea is at my elbow, and a plate of macaroons I picked up at the bakery sits on the

  bedside table. But Dad wants me to read to him. Once he falls asleep I’ll eat. He hands over the Bible with a shaking hand. It’s open to the Psalms. I just start reading. They’re

  all the same to me.




  ‘“I love the Lord, because he hath heard my voice and my supplications. Because he hath inclined his ear unto me, therefore will I call upon him as long as I live. The sorrows of

  death compassed me . . .”’ My voice cracks, and an aching vise closes my throat. ‘Excuse me.’ It comes out as a rasp.




  I plunge into the bathroom until I compose myself. It takes a long time.
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  Wearing loose-fitting clothes that will accommodate Bahir’s bulk I decide to stop at the Highwayman’s favorite watering hole for a pint. I need to wile away another

  hour until the sun has set. I check my watch. That will put me in New York at 2:00 A.M.




  I don’t particularly enjoy the sweat, diesel, and overcooked boiled vegetable smell that fills the working-class pub, but I like to keep on good terms with my fellow members in the Silver

  Helix, and I want to hear from Bruckner about his runs to Nigeria. Not that I don’t trust Flint . . . it’s just that I don’t trust anyone. And it was Flint who taught me that.




  From the alley I can see the big lorry parked illegally in front of the pub. There’s the twist and pull as my flesh resumes its normal shape. I tighten the belt a couple of notches and

  cross the street to the pub. It’s called the Saracen’s Head, and a picture of a turbaned, bearded head with blood flowing from the severed neck adorns the sign. I’m glad the

  Highwayman doesn’t know that in my other life I’m Bahir.




  Bruckner has seated himself where he can look out a window every few minutes and check on his ride. A bell over the door rings as I enter. Bruckner’s foul cigar has trumped the cigarette

  smoke. I don’t even think my Turkish fags could compete.




  The bartender, who is bald with a sagging heavy belly and an array of tattoos on his wobbling upper arms, pulls me a pint of stout. Everyone in the pub is white. Not the easiest thing to find in

  London today. The big men hunched at small tables eye me as I cross the room, but relax into acceptance when I sit down with Bruckner. John is obviously the arbiter of social acceptance here. A

  modern-day and male version of the patronesses of Almack’s.




  ‘What the fuck are you grinning at?’




  ‘Nothing.’ I reluctantly release the image of Bruckner in a poke bonnet and Empire dress. Still, I had better get control of my errant thoughts. I take a pull on my stout and savor

  the dark, peaty taste. I like a beer you can practically chew. ‘John, have you run any armaments down to Port Harcourt or in the Urhobo region?’




  ‘Yeah, that’s where we’re having a spot of trouble.’




  ‘And what is encompassed in the word . . . “trouble”?’




  ‘The bloody jigs in the Oil Rivers region have started mucking about with the pipelines.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Usual bloody whine.’ He pitches his voice into a high squeaky plaint. ‘Oh, we’re being oppressed. We’re so poor. Those big mean corporations. The evil government

  is making us get off our lazy black asses and work.’ He grunts, coughs, and takes an enormous swallow of lager.




  ‘Anybody dying?’ I ask.




  ‘Good Christ, when aren’t they dying on that miserable continent?’




  ‘I’m just trying to find out if the Lagos government is doing something naughty. We don’t want our ambassador at the UN to plead innocence, and then find himself with his

  knickers down.’




  ‘As far as I know the bloody niggers in Lagos are no worse than the rest of the bloody wogs in any other crown colony. And why does it have to be Britain’s problem when they are

  shits?’




  I drain my mug. ‘White man’s burden?’ I suggest sweetly and leave.
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  The mattress sinks under my weight as I arrive in Lohengrin’s bed. The steady rhythm of the thunderous snores doesn’t alter. For some reason it infuriates me. I

  think about the long thin knives I carry stashed about my person, and contemplate letting the boy wake up to find a blade at his throat. I always get cranky when I’m tired, and right now

  I’m positively homicidal.




  I plaster on a smile, and lay a hand on his bare chest. He snorts, jerks, and comes up from beneath the sheets like a broaching whale.




  ‘Was? Was ist?’ He finally focuses on me. ‘Ah, Liebling,’ and I’m crushed in a massive embrace. ‘When you called I thought I would be alone

  and lonely all night, but now here you are.’ His lips find mine. I can taste the beer and sauerkraut in his sleep-clogged mouth, not pleasant, but I close my eyes and think of England while

  we fence with tongues. Eventually he comes up for air.




  ‘What did you do today?’ I’ve settled back in the crook of his arm while he jams pillows behind his back.




  ‘Ah, we heard a report from China. Tinker is doing very fine work there building pumps for wells. We do such good things, my Lili.’ Just listening to him maunder on about

  all the wunderbar, fabulous, brilliant things the Committee has done in the past twenty-two hours gives me mal de tête.




  Even though he’s blond he’s got a pretty good mat of chest hair. I twine my fingers through it. ‘Tinker is quite a charmer, isn’t he?’




  ‘Ja, nice fellow.’




  ‘It seems that DB has abandoned us to be a rock and roll star.’ I inject regret. ‘I understand why he did it, but it makes us so vulnerable.’




  Lohengrin’s arms tighten around me. ‘Are you afraid? Don’t worry. I’ll keep you safe.’




  ‘I know you’ll try, but we’re not always paired together and it just seems that the problems never stop and never get easier.’




  ‘We destroyed a much more formidable foe in Egypt.’ He pokes me playfully in the side. ‘And you didn’t think we could do it.’




  ‘Well, DB did it. He really is the most powerful ace we have.’




  There’s a shadow in the wide blue eyes. Satisfied, I pull his head down and start kissing him in earnest. Oh, I’m going to be sore tomorrow, but I’ve got him already

  wincing.
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  JUST CAUSE




  Carrie Vaughn




   




   




   




   




  ECUADOR




  The hillside had melted, engulfing the street. Mud was moving, swallowing structures. The rain poured, and the slough of mud had turned into a soupy flood, drawn down by its

  own weight. There had been a town here: the edges of tin roofs emerged from mounds of gray earth, mangled fences stuck up at angles, cars tipped on their sides were mostly buried. And the rain

  still fell.




  Before the jeep even stopped, Ana jumped out and ran into the thick of it.




  ‘Ana!’ Kate called.




  ‘Curveball, we got other problems,’ Tinker said. He gestured to a crowd shoving its way along the road. Some of the people saw Ana and called out to her, ‘¡La Bruja!

  ¡La Bruja de la Tierra!’ Earth Witch. They recognized her, and knew she’d come to help. The refugees needed to get to higher ground, up the next hill, to escape the flood.

  Ana could handle the mud. Kate and Tinker needed to get those people to safety.




  Not every rescue depended on ace powers, she’d learned over the last year. Sometimes you just needed to offer a hand. Provide a working vehicle for people who couldn’t make the

  hike.




  Kate’s jacket wasn’t doing anything to keep her dry, but she wore it for warmth. This was supposed to be the tropics, but they were in the mountains, and it was cold. Didn’t

  seem fair. Water dripped in streams off the brim of her baseball cap, a blue one with the UN logo John had given her. The poor thing was starting to look ragged, like it had been through a war zone

  or three. Which it had.




  She helped Tinker with the evacuation, but she always kept an eye on Ana.




  Now Ana knelt on the muddy slough covering one of the houses. She looked feral, kneeling in mud that had splashed her legs, shorts, and T-shirt. Her black hair was coming loose from its braid

  and sticking to her round face. Hands on the mud, she glared at it with a knotted expression, setting her will. She called to someone in Spanish, and someone shouted back. People were digging,

  scooping, and flinging away buckets of dirt in the search for survivors.




  A sound rumbled, like distant ocean waves. A couple of the guys on the roof cried out and jumped to the road. The dirt under them started moving, particles slipping, falling in waves, dirt

  pouring out of windows, slumping away from the house. In moments, Ana knelt on a sheet of mud-streaked corrugated tin.




  Bodies broke free.




  A woman and a child rode the swell of earth that came out the windows. They were limp, their limbs pushed to odd angles by the dirt’s movement, their clothing tangled around their bodies.

  Another child remained hung up on the windowsill. Shouting erupted, and people surged toward the victims.




  Kate fought her way to the woman. She was still warm, still had color. Still had a pulse. Her hair and skin were caked with mud. Kate cleaned the mud out of her mouth. Please, let us have

  gotten here in time.




  The woman choked, sputtering back to life. Other rescuers revived the children. People wearing Red Cross jackets appeared. The convoy must have caught up with them. Kate, Ana, and Tinker had

  pushed ahead in the hopes that Ana’s power could save lives.




  Ana didn’t stop after freeing the house. She scrambled off the roof and set her hands on the road, which cleared before her. Buildings emerged, and still the wall retreated, groaning,

  reluctant. Ana crept forward, always keeping one hand on the ground, and pushed the earth back. Rescuers searched the other houses and found more victims who’d been swallowed up, and now spit

  back out. Not all of them lived, but many did.




  When Ana reached the end of the street, a wall rose at the edge of the town, a barren mound of churned-up mud, a tumor against the backdrop of the green jungle. The wall of mud served as a dike,

  diverting the flood of water around the village, buying them time.




  Kate approached her, hesitating, not wanting to break her concentration. Ana, head bowed, was breathing hard, her back heaving.




  ‘Ana?’ Kate touched her shoulder.




  Ana said something in Spanish. Then her eyes focused, and she smiled. ‘Wasn’t that something?’




  ‘Will it hold?’




  She shook her head. ‘Not with this rain. They’re still going to have to evacuate.’




  ‘What about you? You holding up?’




  ‘Same as always.’ She took a deep breath and briefly touched the quarter-sized medallion she wore. Kate offered her a hand up and was startled at how heavily Ana leaned on her. She

  held her side, at the place where a bullet had struck her a year before. The wound still hurt her sometimes. ‘I’m going to go help clear the rest of those houses.’




  Kate knew better than to try to argue, however hurt or tired Ana seemed. She went back to Tinker and the jeep.




  The Red Cross had set up a tent and was distributing blankets and coffee. Hypothermia was an issue in the rain and cold. Tinker – Hal Anderson, a burly Australian ace with a beach-bum tan

  and weight-lifter muscles – had let the jeep stall out, which meant he was now burrowed under the open hood, doing who-knew-what to the engine. He’d rigged the thing to run on tap water

  – great publicity, not using any of the local fuel supplies during a global oil crisis. If he could mass-produce his modification, he’d be rich. But the device needed adjusting every

  time the engine shut off.




  They’d been at this for three days, driving from village to village, staving off mudslides and evacuating towns. They needed a chance to catch their breaths. That was all she wanted.




  Someone screamed and cried out a panicked stream of Spanish.




  A river was pouring off the mountain. Water lapped the top of the wall Ana had made to hold back the flood. The edges crumbled. Suddenly the whole thing disintegrated. It was just gone, turned

  to soup by the rain, and the flood roared through the village. Ana was in the middle of it. Holding a little girl’s hand, she knelt in the street, hand on the ground, looking up at the wave

  pouring toward her. This wasn’t the slow, creeping wall that Ana had pushed back earlier. This was a mass of water so powerful it had picked up tons of debris – rocks, trees, a

  mountain’s worth of topsoil – and carried it barreling down.




  Too fast for Earth Witch to hold it back. More water than mud, she couldn’t control it.




  ‘Ana!’ Horrified, helpless, Kate watched.




  Ana reacted instinctively. She held the child close to her body and hunkered over, protecting her. Then, both of them disappeared in the torrent.




  Kate started to run to her, but Tinker held her back, hugging her to him.




  ‘I can break them out, I can blow through the mud!’




  ‘No, you can’t!’




  She struggled anyway, trying to break free, but he held her trapped.




  Then someone yelled, ‘¡Mira!’ Look.




  The river of mud flowed in a steady stream, but something in the middle of it moved, turning like a whirlpool. Then, a shape broke the surface. A platform of stone rose, carrying two figures

  clear of the flow, which frothed around the interruption. The tower of bedrock stopped some six feet above the surface. It was only a few feet in diameter, but it was enough. Ana crouched there,

  the child safe in her arms. Both were drenched in dripping mud. Even from where she stood, Kate could see Ana gasping for breath.




  ‘Christ,’ Tinker breathed.




  Kate cheered, laughing with relief.




  The little girl shifted in Ana’s arms and clung to the woman. Ana cleared the mud from both their faces. She looked up, raised her hand. Kate waved enthusiastically.




  Ana touched the ground, and a faint rumble sounded, even over the sound of the flood. More ground broke free, a line forming a narrow bridge from the platform to the hillside. Soon, Ana was able

  to walk to safety, carrying the girl.




  One of the refugees, a young woman, broke from the crowd and cried out. The girl in Ana’s arms struggled. ‘Mama!’




  Ana let her go, and she ran to the woman, who swept her up, sobbing. Holding her child, she went to Ana, touching her reverently, crying, ‘Gracias.’ The ace bore it with a

  smile.




  Kate ran to meet her and pulled her into a hug, mud and all. Like she would notice a little more mud after this week. ‘Are you okay? Come on, you have to get warmed up, get something hot

  to drink.’




  Smiling vaguely, Ana hugged her back. ‘I’m okay. It’s nice to be saving people for a change.’




  And it was.




  [image: ]




  The next morning, back in their hotel room at Quito, Ana was asleep. She’d been asleep for ten hours. She didn’t even look relaxed, curled up in a ball, hugging the

  blankets tightly over her shoulders, like she was trying to protect herself from something.




  They all needed a break. They’d been running all over the world for a year now. Ana, Michelle, Lilith, and a couple of others had been asked to use their powers almost nonstop. What did

  that do to a person?




  Kate pulled a chair close to the window, took out her cell phone, dialed. John answered on the first ring.




  ‘Hey, Kate. You okay?’




  ‘Hi, John,’ she said, smiling. That was always his first question: you’re okay, you’re not hurt, you’re coming home. ‘I’m fine. We’re all fine. We

  saved a lot of people.’




  ‘I know, the networks have been carrying the story. What a mess.’




  ‘Yeah, half an hour in the shower and I still haven’t gotten all the mud off.’




  ‘Maybe I can help you with that when you get back.’ She could hear the suggestive grin in his voice and blushed gleefully. ‘Speaking of which, aren’t you supposed to be

  on a plane back?’




  She sighed. ‘I made an executive decision to stay an extra day and give Ana a chance to sleep. She’s really wiped out, John. I’ve never seen her this bad, not since

  Egypt.’ Egypt, when she was shot in the gut, after she’d cracked open the earth wide enough to swallow an army.




  ‘Is she going to be okay?’




  ‘I think so, eventually. But she could use a break. We need her too much to let her burn herself out.’




  ‘I know. She’s not the only one.’ He sounded as tired as she felt.




  ‘Promise me you’ll give her a break after this. She hasn’t seen her family in months. I think a trip home would do her good. You’ve brought in half a dozen new aces, more

  people from American Hero – surely you won’t need her for a few weeks.’




  ‘Okay. Yeah. That should work.’ Then he sighed, reminding Kate that Ana wasn’t the only one who was wiped out. ‘I’ll figure this out.’




  There he went, taking it all on himself again. I, not we. This was the Committee, not a dictatorship. But Secretary-General Jayewardene had named him the chairman, and John took that position

  seriously.




  She was too tired to argue about it right now.




  Then John said, ‘How about I send Lilith to come get you—’




  Ah yes, Lilith, who could wave her magic cloak and whisk them around the world in a heartbeat. But only at night, which was somehow appropriate, considering what seemed to be Lilith’s

  other favorite activity. She’d turned the Committee into a soap opera all by herself.




  ‘It’s daylight here, John.’




  ‘Oh. Right. Maybe later, then.’




  Or not. ‘We’ll be home tomorrow anyway.’




  ‘Fine, okay. But there’s something else I wanted to talk about.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘I was watching news footage. You weren’t wearing your vest.’




  She wrinkled her face, confused for a moment, then remembered: the Kevlar vest that had spent the trip stuffed in her duffel bag.




  ‘That’s because no one was shooting at us,’ she answered. ‘There weren’t even any soldiers. It was the Red Cross and us.’




  ‘They don’t have to be soldiers to have guns, and you never know when someone might take a shot at you.’




  ‘It wasn’t a Kevlar situation,’ she said.




  ‘Is it really that big a deal to wear the vest?’




  ‘It is when you’re in a humid tropical country and need to move fast. The thing makes it harder to throw.’




  ‘And you couldn’t throw at all if anything happened to you.’




  ‘And a Kevlar vest is not going to save me from drowning in mud. Or from getting hit by some lunatic jeep driver.’




  ‘Now you’re making shit up just to argue with me.’




  Funny how he got all worked up over her not wearing Kevlar, but didn’t seem to notice that Ana had been in shorts and a T-shirt. This wasn’t supposed to be about her, it was

  supposed to be about the team.




  She opened her mouth, ready to snap back at him, her pleasant flush at hearing his voice turning to frustration. These were stupid arguments, which didn’t stop them from happening.




  Sitting back, she made herself relax and said, ‘This is when I’d kiss you to break your concentration.’




  Saying so had about the same effect. She could imagine the nonplussed look on his face. Then he laughed, and the knot in her gut faded.




  ‘I worry about you. I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you.’




  This, too, was an old conversation. She should have been pleased at how much he wanted to protect her, and she was. But it also felt like being put in a box.




  ‘I’m sorry you were worried,’ she said. ‘But the only way you can really keep me safe is to not send me out here at all. And that would just piss me off.’




  ‘I know, and you can get killed crossing the street at home. Doesn’t mean I’m going to stop worrying.’




  She smiled. ‘I love you, too, John. I miss you.’




  ‘I miss you, too. Get some sleep, okay?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’
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  NEW YORK CITY




  Kate and Ana shared an apartment on the Lower East Side. They went home from the airport, and Ana crawled into bed for another round of sleep. Kate checked in on her, then

  went to see John.




  While she and Ana had gone for austere college chic in a close-quarters studio, John lived in his mother’s penthouse overlooking Central Park. Peregrine was in Los Angeles for the second

  season of American Hero and had given her son the run of the place.




  Kate felt the disconnect every time she went there. She’d grown up with Peregrine on TV and all over the covers of magazines. She was an icon, probably the most visible and famous wild

  carder ever, with her stunning presence and spectacular wings. And here was Kate, dating her son.




  The penthouse was beyond posh. It wasn’t opulent or over the top – that was just it. Everything was tasteful and perfect, from the clean lines of the gray leather sofa set and glass

  coffee table, to the giant arrangement of hyacinths on the twelve-seater dining-room table. Real flowers, not silk, changed every week by the housekeeper. Last week had been orchids.




  John grew up with this. He walked in here, and it was home. Kate still felt like she’d landed in a photo spread in Vogue. She was getting used to it – it was definitely easy

  to get used to. But sometimes she wondered if she’d fallen down a rabbit hole.




  She set her bag by the wall of the living room and took a deep breath, happy to be anywhere that didn’t smell like a third world country.




  ‘Hello?’ she called. Her voice echoed.




  ‘Hey!’ John appeared from the kitchen, a bottle of wine in one hand and a corkscrew in the other. She was on him in a heartbeat, arms over his shoulders, pulling herself into a kiss.

  Awkwardly, hands full, he hugged her back. Their kiss was warm and long.




  ‘Hi,’ she said when they managed to separate.




  ‘Hey,’ he said, his smile bright. ‘Let me put this down so we can do this right.’




  John set the bottle on the coffee table, where two glasses were waiting. Kate pulled him down to the sofa next to her.




  The light from the other room glinted off the lump in his forehead. Sekhmet. A scarab-like joker living in John’s head. She gave him his power – he wasn’t an ace on his own,

  not anymore. But Kate didn’t like to think about it, that she and John were never really alone. Right now, moments like these, John was all hers.




  ‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ John said. ‘You still look beat.’




  ‘I’m just starting to wake up.’




  She pulled her leg across his lap, half straddling him, and kissed him again. She rested her hand on his cheek, ran it across his curly hair. His lips moved with hers while his hands crept under

  her shirt, pressing against her back. She drew on his warmth, and the tension faded. They sighed together.




  ‘Welcome home,’ he said.




  ‘Thanks. It’s really, really good to be here.’ She could curl up in his arms and never leave.




  ‘Yeah. I worry less when you’re with me.’ He ducked his gaze, hiding a smile. ‘If it weren’t for you, I don’t think I’d have lasted this

  long.’




  So serious. Of course he was, this wasn’t a game. The pundits sometimes joked: what, you kids think you can save the world? But they could. They did. Little parts of it at a time.




  Not wanting the anxiety to creep back, she joked, ‘And if it weren’t for you, I’d have a million dollars and be the designated ace guardian of San Jose.’




  He laughed, and she laughed with him, their heads bowed together. He said, ‘You really want to be the designated ace guardian of San Jose? Showing up for your guest appearance on

  Dancing with the Stars?’




  ‘Oh, my God, no. Poor Stuntman. No wonder he went to work for the government.’




  John’s eyes held uncertainty again. Still worrying.




  ‘John, I wouldn’t change anything. I don’t want to be anywhere but right here.’




  Their next kiss was slow, studious almost, like neither one of them wanted to miss a single sensation. He worked her shirt off, and she helped, raising her arms, leaning into his touch as his

  hands slid up her back. He dropped her shirt on the floor, then tipped her back onto the sofa, and it was some time before they actually made it to bed.
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  Kate heard a voice. She thought she was dreaming, some kind of weird, lucid dream, because her eyes were closed, but she felt awake. Familiarity intruded. John’s voice,

  muttering.




  But it wasn’t John. He wasn’t speaking English. She opened her eyes.




  He was looking at her, but it wasn’t him. Part of him belonged to Sekhmet, and sometimes she took over. The look in his eyes became older, harder, more experienced. That other gaze was

  looking at her now, with an expression that was both sad and annoyed. The situation was complicated: Isra the joker had been waiting for a great ace with whom she could join her powers and become

  Sekhmet, the handmaiden of Ra. But John didn’t become Ra. He’d been cured of the wild card virus. Isra might call herself Sekhmet, but she never got the power she’d longed for.

  There was no Ra, now. Her frustration with John, and with those around him, was plain, whenever she came to the fore.




  The voice whispered in Egyptian. Kate wished she knew what she was saying. She was afraid the joker was saying, ‘This won’t last.’




  Self-consciously, Kate pulled up the sheet to cover her chest. ‘I wish you’d leave us alone,’ she whispered.




  Isra heard her. ‘You’re children. Just children. You don’t understand.’




  Kate frowned. ‘That’s not fair. After what we’ve been through, after what you’ve put John through—’




  ‘It wasn’t supposed to be like this. He’s such a boy.’




  ‘No. You ask too much of him.’ But how could she argue with something that was so much a part of him?




  ‘You are just a child.’




  Angry, Kate started to sit up, ready to yell another retort. But John closed his eyes, sighed, and seemed to sleep again.




  She touched John’s arm. ‘John? John, wake up.’ She kissed his bare shoulder, then again, until he stirred.




  ‘Hm? What’s wrong? Is it the phone?’ He thought Jayewardene was calling with a new disaster. He started to sit up, but she held him back. It was John this time, looking out of

  his own eyes.




  ‘Nothing’s wrong. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have woken you up.’




  Only half awake, he stroked her cheek absently. ‘You okay?’




  She thought about telling him he’d been talking in his sleep – or that Sekhmet had been talking in his sleep. She’d told him on other nights when it had happened. This time,

  she didn’t. ‘I had a nightmare or something. It’s nothing.’




  Then John’s phone did ring. They both lurched at the noise. Reflexively, he grabbed it and listened. His frown deepened. Jayewardene. Had to be.




  ‘Got it. Okay. We’ll send someone down,’ he said, then hung up.




  ‘What is it?’ she asked.




  ‘There’s been an explosion in West Texas. Feds are saying a grain elevator went up, but that’s not what the people on the ground are saying.’




  ‘What are they saying?’




  ‘Terrorists. Sabotaging the oil.’




  ‘Oh, my God. And we’re going?’ She pushed the covers back. But John shook his head.




  ‘Lilith and Bugsy can go. They can check things out and report back before we’ve even gotten to the airport.’




  ‘But I want to go – they’ll need people, there’s got to be some kind of rescue operation—’




  ‘We don’t know the story yet, so you’re not going.’




  ‘John, I want to go. If you’re trying to keep me safe—’




  He smirked at her. ‘Are you ever going to stop arguing with me?’




  ‘You ought to be used to it by now.’ She tried on a smile. Hoped he knew she was teasing.




  He ignored the phone for the moment, wrapped his arms around her, and kissed her. Which was just what she needed. She leaned into him and kissed back.




  And for a moment, everything was just fine.
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  DOUBLE HELIX




  An abomination of desolation
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  ‘I thought we were going to Texas,’ Bugsy says, seconds after we arrive in the bar on the twenty-eighth floor of the Beekman Tower Hotel. We’re still in our

  party clothes. The blogger surprised me by actually knowing how to dress. Unfortunately the piping on his tuxedo shirt draws attention to his burgeoning paunch.




  Through the wide window I can see tendrils of fog swirling around the Brooklyn Bridge. The long gray streamers are like fingers plucking at the guy wires, and for an instant I consider what that

  music would sound like.




  ‘We are. And while John might prefer for us to gallop off like white knights, I prefer that we go smart. We need information about this explosion.’




  ‘It was big, and we sure as shit know it wasn’t a grain elevator.’ He rubs at his scalp, and gives me his signature sneer.




  ‘Yes. And I don’t think you’d look good bald, toothless, and bleeding from your eyes, ass, and nose.’




  He blanches and takes his hand out of his brown hair. ‘Nuclear?’




  ‘I’m going to find out.’




  ‘How? If the government is trying to cover it up—’




  ‘They’re idiots to try. There are seismic monitors all over the world. We work for the UN. One of our affiliated organizations is the International Atomic Energy Agency.’




  ‘Will they tell us?’




  I lie. ‘I have a boyfriend who works for them.’




  There’s a central area in the room delineated by art deco-style metal columns. It holds the bar, some comfortable sofas, and a baby grand piano. I take Bugsy’s hand, lead him over,

  and push him down onto a couch. ‘And while I talk to him you’re going to have a drink and relax. Try the green apple martini. It’s really good.’




  I retreat into the observation area on the left, and sink down at one of the small tables. I use the Silver Helix phone. The signal is heavily scrambled and it will put me directly through to

  Flint. I also keep a close watch, and sure enough a small green wasp lands on a small serving table.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Gruss Gott, Liebling.’ I give it a throaty purr.
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