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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.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			The Big Bleed

			 

			by Michael Cassutt

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Part One

			Prologue 

			Since he was eleven, when the terrible thing happened, he had been called Chahina instead of Hasan. Chahina was a most unusual name for a Berber boy, but fitting, translating loosely as ‘Wheels’ or ‘Transport.’ At the age of eleven, Hasan had been brutally transformed into a joker who resembled a small motor truck.

			His body had doubled in size and mass – during the feverish transformation he had eaten enough food for ten Hasans – becoming cube-like, with a swale on his back and a hunched, neckless formation where his head and shoulders used to be.

			His hands and feet had become horny pistons with flat, circular ‘hands’ that cracked off every few months – or, he learned, with wear – yet remained a part of him, like bracelets around a girl’s wrist. Chahina learned that if he locked his four piston-like appendages just so, the free-rolling circular ‘hands’ could act like … well, like wheels.

			Wheels that allowed him to move down a city street or a dusty Moroccan highway much like a truck, with one obvious difference.

			Chahina used his back legs to propel himself forward, giving him the appearance of a truck with a broken suspension as he swayed from side to side—

			‘Ah,’ said one of his customers, a burly Dutch weapons smuggler named Kuipers, seeing Chahina in action for the first time, ‘you are like Hans Brinker!’

			Chahina’s lack of comprehension must have been clear, even on his grille-like face.

			‘A skater,’ Kuipers had said. And, looking like a demented clown, had mimed the side-to-side motion of a boy on blades on ice.

			Hans Brinker? Chahina wasn’t sure … but from that day on he referred to his movements as ‘slip skating.’

			And, over the past eleven years, he had slip-skated his way to a decent career as a transporter of illegal substances, contraband, and, yes, weapons, from one point to another, usually at odd hours in great secrecy, frequently on less-traveled routes. His ability to combine stealthy movement with common sense won him many fans in the criminal underworld of northern Africa and southern Europe, so much so that when one of his primary customers expanded his operations to the United States, Chahina was ‘invited’ to come along, traveling as – what else? – Deck ballast on a freighter.

			Once he had adjusted to the rigors of life in New York and environs as an illegal joker immigrant, Chahina had grown to appreciate the relative ease of his new smuggler’s life. Roads were better. Law enforcement was usually more predictable and honest (Chahina did not break speed limits, and so never got stopped).

			And there were no hijackers! Chahina’s time in America had been lucrative; the future was promising.

			But on the evening of Monday, May 7, 2012, he made a mistake. 

			Chahina frequently looked down on human drivers and their vehicles, finding them an inferior breed, each half useless without the other. He, after all, was both brains and automotive brawn.

			But there were times he wished he had a bit of navigation help, so he would have avoided that wrong turn coming north out of Tewksbury, where 519 and Old Turnpike overlapped: he had wasted ten minutes going west on OT when he should have continued north.

			Normally this slight detour wouldn’t have been a problem, but Chahina had a deadline: by eight P.M. he was to deliver his cargo to the customer on the edge of Stephens State Park … The address did not appear to be either a commercial property or a residential one, but rather an open field.

			In order to make up lost time, Chahina broke his self-imposed rule about speed limits, a risky move because in order to go faster, he had to make more exaggerated slip skates.

			He noted the startled reactions of a pair of oncoming drivers, but knew from experience they would simply assume he was some foreign-model truck with unusually sleek, rounded lines. And possibly an intoxicated operator.

			(One thing that night trips forced on Chahina was the addition of ‘headlights,’ in his case, literally: he had to strap lamps to the outside rim of each eye for basic illumination, and to ensure that he looked like a truck to other vehicles. There was no quicker way to draw attention from highway patrol than to be racing down a rural road with no lights … )

			What Chahina hated most was what he’d been driving through almost every day for the past two months … and that was rain.

			First of all, it was simply uncomfortable. Chahina’s transformation to joker had left him looking like a vehicle – and naked, which was a shocking situation for a boy who had never worn any garment more revealing than a T-shirt and long pants in public. His older brother Tariq had helped him sew canvas ‘trousers’ that covered his nether regions and looked, to other eyes, like the fabric enclosing the cargo beds of real trucks. Chahina had improved on this early solution, however, fabricating better-fitting and vari-colored ‘trousers’ to suit any environment. Tonight’s, for example, were plain gray.

			But they weren’t waterproof, and Chahina slip skated along with the uncomfortable feeling that he had just sat in a puddle while rain spattered his neck and back.

			Worse yet, the rain made it more difficult to see. And it almost destroyed traction. (His ‘hands’ and ‘feet’ had none of the radial grooving found in tires.)

			The rain had started fifteen minutes after he’d left Staten Island, before he even crossed the Goethals Bridge from Staten Island into New Jersey.

			It never got heavy – but it didn’t take much to make things uncomfortable for Chahina.

			Fortunately, his load was just two dozen plastic containers. A little moisture wouldn’t hurt them.

			Safely out of Hackettstown now, just passing Bilby, the developments gave way to old farms and woods.

			What little traffic willing to brave the rain vanished with the loss of daylight. Wheels took a breath and skated harder. He knew he was pushing both speed limit and energy reserves – why hadn’t he eaten more? His roommates were always teasing him about what he consumed, and how much …

			Suddenly there was a man lying in the road—!

			Wheels rode right over him. It was much like the impact on a suburban speed bump … if the bump squished like a human body.

			And it hurt. Calloused as they were, his wheels were essentially bare feet. Hitting that body was like stubbing your toe on a curb.

			He lost traction, lost control, skidding and sliding like a drunk on an icy sidewalk until he hit a left turn a hundred yards farther up the highway—

			And slammed into a ditch backed by trees.

			The impact flattened his nose. He had not felt such pain since the time – pre–wild card – that Tariq had punched him for stealing a candy bar.

			He was so stunned he wasn’t sure how long he sat there, head down, rear high, leaning to his right. With darkness, it was impossible for him to measure time. Had it been a few seconds? Minutes?

			He sure hoped it wasn’t an hour.

			Extricating himself from the ditch took patience. He was like a football player with a cracked rib: every attempted movement was painful.

			Eventually, however, he had himself upright … and had used his good left front ‘hand’ to push himself out of the ditch far enough to let his back ‘feet’ find traction.

			It was only when he was finally upright, on the highway surface, that he realized he had lost one of the containers he carried. He couldn’t see it anywhere; even if he could, he was not capable of picking it up and replacing it.

			It was like losing a tooth – but likely to be far more painful, once he met his customers.

			Well, Wheels had lost items before … had been beaten and otherwise mistreated. But he knew it was better to show up with nineteen of twenty items than to try to avoid the confrontation completely.

			There was another matter, however.

			Slowly, painfully, Wheels skated a dozen yards back down the highway, to where he had run over the body … there was little he could do to help the victim, assuming he lived. And now time was truly critical.

			But Wheels had been maltreated so many times in his short life. He couldn’t bear to just … skate away—

			Suddenly there were lights far to the south … another vehicle!

			Wheels did not want to answer questions, nor did he want to be seen anywhere near a body in the middle of a road.

			He turned and slip skated into the rainy night.

			 

			 

			♣    ♦    ♠    ♥

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Those About to Die …

			 

			by David Anthony Durham 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Part One

			Marcus flung aside the manhole cover. He pulled himself partway through and leaned back to check his cell phone. There. Finally. He had bars again! It wasn’t the only problem with living in the tunnels and sewers below Jokertown, but the fact that cell phone service was spotty was one of the most annoying.

			One voice mail. One text.

			The message was from a girl who had been sweating him. He didn’t know why he’d ever given her his phone number. She was a nat. Kind of average looking, with flat blond hair and too much smile for her face. She had approached him at Drakes in the Bowery last week. Grabbing his arm, she admitted out of nowhere that she had a snake fetish. ‘I just love serpents. Venomous ones the most.’ She had made him horny, but not exactly in a good way.

			He pressed delete.

			The text was from Father Squid. Marcus smiled. It always amused him to imagine the good father texting. It couldn’t have been easy for him to hit the little buttons, considering that his fingers had suckers all over them. The text read: RMBR PRCNT. 5PM.

			‘I’ll be there,’ Marcus said. ‘Not that it’s going to do any good.’

			Marcus liked the priest well enough, but the old guy tended to get worked up about things. He’d roped Marcus into helping him look for so-called missing jokers. A few days into the search, Marcus was beginning to feel like there wasn’t anything to it. Sure, some guys had gone awol, but they weren’t the sort of guys anyone was too upset to see vanish. Why the priest cared so much Marcus couldn’t fathom.

			Flipping the phone shut and slipping it into his chest pocket, Marcus rose out of the sewer hole. He was normal enough from the waist up. A young African-American man, well built, with muscles that cut distinct lines beneath his fitted T-shirt. Hair trimmed nice, like someone who cared about their look, thick gold loops in his ears. Below the waist, however, he was one long stretch of scaled serpentine muscle, ringed down the twenty feet of tapering length to his tail. His garish yellow and red and black rings flexed in a hypnotic fashion as he carved a weaving course forward. 

			He didn’t stay earthbound long. He surged up into a narrow gap at the alley mouth, curving from one brick wall to the other, creating a weave of tension between the two. Once out of the shadows of Jokertown’s urban canyon lands, the spring sun shone down. The heat of it poured power into Marcus’s tail. He pulled his shades out and slipped them on. He knew he looked fly. A couple years ago he thought his life was over. Now, things looked and felt a whole lot different.

			As he skimmed along the edge of a roof, a voice called up from the street below. ‘IBT! Hey, IBT!’

			Marcus peered down at a plump woman in a black T-shirt.

			‘I’m your number one fan, baby. Check it.’ She directed two stubby fingers at her chest. The bright pink letters IBT stretched taut across her T-shirt. She clearly had more than two breasts pressing against the fabric. The guy beside her jabbed toward him with a finger. ‘You da man, T!’ he said, stomping the ground with an oversized foot.

			Marcus waved. He peeled back from the edge and carried on. ‘You da man, T,’ he mimicked. ‘What’s the deal with shortening everything?’ he grumbled aloud. ‘ “T” means he’s calling me Tongue but being too lazy to even say the whole word. The name is Infamous Black Tongue,’ he announced to the sky, then thought, And IBT’s all right, I guess, if you’re in a rush.

			He found it a little strange that it wasn’t his tail that gave him his moniker, but he had gotten a lot of early press for the concussive power of his tongue to deliver venom. Made an impression, apparently.

			That reminded him of something.

			He cut away from his intended route long enough to perch looking down on the graffiti-scarred wall of a building facing an abandoned lot-cum-urban garden. The wall had been repainted in one massive mural, a tribute to Oddity, whose cloaked and masked shape dominated the scene. IBT featured in it, too. Down by the far end, he rose up on powerful coils, half engulfed by licks of flame. One hand stretched out toward Oddity to accept the keys the vigilante legends were offering him. The other hand was smashing the dirty cop Lu Long across his dragon snout.

			Marcus cocked his head. Squinted. They’d done some good work since last he saw it. They had his tail down pretty well. The color pattern of his stripes was mixed up, but he doubted anybody but himself would notice. The only thing he didn’t really like was his face. He looked too angry, too full of teeth-gritting rage. Father Squid had warned him that when he became a public figure his image wouldn’t be his own anymore. Here was proof, sprayed large.

			 

			♣

			He hit the street just down from the precinct. In the half block he nodded in response to several greetings, received an overly enthusiastic high five from a lobster-like claw, and autographed a furry little boy’s Yankees baseball cap. He tried to protest that he was an Orioles fan, and not a baseball player in any event. The boy was insistent, though.

			Father Squid waited for him on the precinct steps. Though it was warm, the tall, broad-shouldered priest wore his thick robes, as usual. He stood with his hands tented together on his chest, as if in prayer. He almost looked tranquil, except for the way his fingers tapped out his impatience. ‘Have you any news, son?’

			Marcus shook his head. 

			‘No sightings?’

			‘Nope.’

			The priest leaned close, the scent of him salty and fishy. The ­tentacles that dangled from his face seemed to stretch toward Marcus, as if each of them was keen to touch good news. ‘What about that abandoned apartment?’

			‘I checked it out. No sign of Wartcake.’

			‘Don’t call him that. Simon Clarke is the name his parents gave him.’

			Marcus shrugged. ‘I know, but everybody calls him Wartcake. When I ask about Simon Clarke nobody knows who I’m talking about. So I always have to say Wartcake, and then they go, “Oh, Wartcake, why didn’t you say that in the first place?”’ He met the priest’s large, dark eyes. ‘I’m just saying.’

			Motion inside the precinct didn’t exactly freeze when Marcus and Father Squid entered, but a hush fell across the room. One after another, pairs of eyes found Marcus and followed his progress toward the captain’s office. Officer Napperson glared at him from behind his desk, looking like he was wishing him dead with just the force of his eyes. Another guy in uniform put his hand on his pistol, fingering the grip.

			Father Squid strode with lumbering determination. Marcus kept his eyes on the priest’s back. He tried to keep his slither cool, but the scrutiny made him nervous. He couldn’t figure the cops out. Most of them treated him like a criminal they were itching to bust for something. That didn’t stop them from using him, though. Officer Tang once gave him a tip about a guy the cops couldn’t touch, some politician’s brother who liked getting rough with joker hookers. Marcus had caught up with him one night and given him the scare of his life, enough to keep him out of Jokertown for good. He’d caught, venom tagged, and gift wrapped three perps who had been sparkling with Tinkerbill’s pink aura. Ironic, considering that he’d spent a long evening tinkling like a fairy himself.

			He’d even played dominoes in the park with Beastie a few Sundays. None of that changed the chilly reception at the moment.

			Deputy Inspecter Thomas Jan Maseryk sat at his desk, head tilted down as he studied a stack of reports. He lined through something with a red pen, wrote a note.

			Father Squid knocked on the doorjamb.

			Without looking up, Maseryk said, ‘Hello, Father. The way you waft the scent of the seashore makes me hungry for cotton candy and footlong hot dogs.’

			‘There are two more missing,’ Father Squid said. ‘Two more, Captain. Do the disappearances merit your attention yet? If not, how many must vanish before you take notice?’

			‘We take all complaints serious—’

			‘You’ve yet to grasp that something is truly amiss here. Shall I name the vanished for you?’

			The Deputy Inspector plucked up the page and deposited it in the tray at the corner of his desk. Exhaling, he leaned back and stretched. His deeply lined face was stern, his graying hair trimmed with military precision. ‘If you have anything to add to what you offered last time, see Detective Mc—’

			‘Khaled Mohamed,’ Father Squid cut in. He counted them on his suckered fingers. ‘Timepiece. Simon Clarke. Gregor. John the Pharaoh. These are not prominent people. They’re loners, ruffians, users, abusers. All of them male. They may not be the pillars of our community, but they’re still God’s children. Maseryk, I won’t allow you to ignore them.’

			The captain’s face could’ve been carved in stone. ‘Unless someone made you mayor while I wasn’t looking, I’ll ask you to refrain from threatening me. As I said, Detective McTate will be—’

			‘I want a commitment from you personally.’

			‘My work is my word.’ Peering around the priest, the deputy inspector nudged his chin at Marcus. ‘What’s he got to do with all of this?’

			‘Marcus has been doing the work that the department hasn’t. He’s been combing the streets, day and night, looking for the missing, asking questions, trying to piece together some explanation.’

			‘And?’ Maseryk asked.

			‘I haven’t found anything yet.’

			‘Wonder why that is?’ Maseryk ran his eyes over the reports again, as if bored of the conversation. ‘Maybe it’s because a few drifters and grifters and petty criminals going missing is as everyday as apple pie. The fact these guys are gone isn’t exactly a hardship for the community.’ He shot a hand up to stop Father Squid’s response. ‘I’m not saying we’re ignoring it. Just that there may be nothing to this. You want our full attention? Bring us something real. Some solid proof that anything at all is going on here. Without that, you’re on a back burner. Good day, gentlemen.’

			 

			

			Marcus wasn’t exactly an adventurous eater, but the scent wafting from the Elephant Royale got his long stomach grumbling. The sprawling restaurant featured outdoor seating, which relieved Marcus. More space for the tail.

			The owner, a Thai man named Chakri, greeted Father Squid with a wide grin and flurry of back patting. A slim man dressed smartly, the only sign of the virus in him were his eyes. They were two or three times larger than normal. Round and expressive, they sparkled a deep green, with flecks of gold that reflected the sunlight.

			‘You’ve had success with your search?’ Chakri asked, as he seated the two jokers at one of the curbside tables.

			‘I’m afraid not,’ Father Squid said. ‘We’ve been on our own. Very little help from the police. We will continue our efforts, though.’

			Marcus curled his tail under him, trying to keep the tip of it out of the way of passersby.

			‘You a good man, Father,’ Chakri said. ‘I do this: I tell my people to keep a look out. Delivery men. Grocers. Shippers. They’re out early, up late. They see something they tell me. I tell you.’

			‘Thank you, Chakri,’ Father Squid said. ‘That could be very helpful.’ 

			‘No bother. Now …’ He blinked his large eyes, changing their color from green to vibrant crimson. ‘What would these good men like to eat?’

			Having no idea, Marcus let the priest order for him. Soon, the two of them sipped large glasses of amazingly sweet tea. Marcus tentatively tried one of the fish cake appetizers. They didn’t look like much, but man they were good!

			Father Squid said, ‘For a long time I couldn’t eat Thai food. Reminded me too much of …’ He paused and cleared his throat. ‘Of things I didn’t want to remember. That’s before I met Chakri. His kind, generous nature is a balm. As is his cooking.’

			Marcus plucked up another fish cake. ‘You fought in Vietnam, didn’t you? What was it like?’

			Father Squid blew a long breath through the tentacles around his mouth. ‘It’s not something I discuss. War is madness, Marcus. It takes men and makes them animals. Pray you never see it yourself.’

			Typical old guy thing to say, Marcus thought. Why did people who had experienced all sorts of wild stuff – war, drugs, crazy sex – always end up saying others shouldn’t experience the same things themselves?

			Marcus’s cell phone vibrated like a rattlesnake’s tail in his chest pocket. He glanced at it. ‘I should probably take this.’

			Father Squid motioned for him to do so.

			‘IBT, my man!’

			Slate Carter. Talent agent. Marcus had never seen him, but he had to be white. No black guy would butcher street slang with such gusto.

			‘Waz up, G? You got that demo for me?’

			Looking slightly embarrassed, Marcus twisted away from the table. ‘Hi, Slate. Um … no, it’s not ready yet. I’m not sure it’s such a good idea any—’

			‘Don’t blaze out, bro! I explained it all to you already. You got the look, the initials, the street cred, the vigilante backstory. You even beat down a crooked cop! That’s our first video, right there.’

			‘But—’

			‘You know what I’ve done for NCMF, right?’

			‘Yeah,’ Marcus admitted. Of course he knew. Slate never failed to mention his most famous client.

			NCMF was a rapping joker who happened to be the spitting image of an extinct early humanoid known as Paranthropus boisei. Nutcracker Man. Dude could drop some serious rhymes. His latest video was a concert reel, him stomping around the stage before a frenzied crowd, long arms pumping and swiping. The crowd would ask, ‘What’s your name?’ He would answer, ‘Nutcracker, Motherfucker!’ His rapping style was all natural flow. It never sounded like he was rapping. He was just talking, cursing, shouting. Somehow it all came out fast and funky. ‘NCMF but I don’t crack nuts! I crack butts. That’s right, I crack butts. I tear them open like I’m going extinct!’ He proceeded to simulate his butt-cracking prowess with the backsides of a number of dancers. ‘I crack butts!’

			‘You and I are gonna blow that away,’ Slate promised. ‘You gonna explode like Jiffy Pop! Shoot me that demo and we’ll make it happen. You feel me?’

			Marcus did. He was a twenty-year-old virgin, after all. Visions of bottles of Krug spurting fizz over bikini-clad dancers, SUVs bouncing and chants of ‘Gz Up, Hoes Down’ … well, such things did have a certain appeal. He had conceded only one problem. A big one. He’d just never managed to actually say it to Slate.

			Snapping his phone closed, Marcus muttered a curse.

			Father Squid asked, with a raised eyebrow, ‘Something amiss?’

			‘That was an agent.’

			‘What sort of agent?’

			‘Talent. He represents musicians. Rappers mostly. He reps Nutcracker M—’ Marcus caught himself. ‘Well, that … guy, with that song. You might’ve heard it.’

			Father Squid frowned. ‘That one …’

			‘Anyway, Slate is legit. He thinks I could be a rap star. Blow up like … Jiffy Pop.’

			‘I didn’t know you were a musician.’

			‘Neither did I.’ Marcus cut his eyes up at the priest’s face, and then took a sip of his iced tea. ‘I mean, I’m not. Slate keeps asking for a demo, but … I can’t rap. I tried. I got videos on my cell phone, but, man … I suck.’

			‘I can’t say that I’m disappointed to hear that.’

			‘He’s just after me ’cause I got a tight image, you know?

			‘You have a measure of fame. With it comes responsibility. You understand that, right?’

			‘Yeah, you talk about it all the time.’

			The father dropped one of his heavy hands on Marcus’s ­shoulder, the suckers on his palm squeezing. ‘I remind you because I care. Because I see a life of great promise ahead of you. I doubt very much that rapping would be fulfilling your potential. Marcus, if your card hadn’t turned, where would you be now?’

			‘In college, I guess.’

			‘Then you should be there now. The fact that you’re a joker need not change that.’

			Marcus shifted uncomfortably. He couldn’t imagine slithering across the quad of some campus, all the nat students staring at his tail. It might have been his future once, but college didn’t seem possible anymore.

			‘Perhaps we can use your celebrity status for something other than making vulgar music,’ Father Squid said. ‘And you can do something other than dispensing vigilante justice. You do much good. I won’t deny that. But where is the line? What happens when you err? When you hurt an innocent by mistake? What happens if you lose the bits of yourself that are kinder than your fists and muscles?’

			The main dishes arrived.

			The priest stuffed a napkin under his tentacled chin. After thanking the waitress, he continued, ‘Your life need not be defined only by the physical abilities the wild card has given you. That’s why I’m going to set up a college fund in your honor. I think quite a few people would be willing to contribute to that.’

			Marcus hid the wave of emotion that rolled over him by digging in to his curry dish. Part of it was fear. Fear of wanting to strive for something that nats strove for. Fear of failing, of all the eyes that would watch him, critical and cold. Part of it was surprise that anyone would want to invest in his future that way. His parents didn’t. Nobody in his old life did.

			Father Squid chuckled. ‘I should have warned you it was spicy.’

			‘Yeah,’ Marcus said, wiping at the moisture in his eyes, ‘spicy. It’s almost got me crying.’

			 

			 

			♣    ♦    ♠    ♥

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			The Big Bleed

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Part Two

			‘Did that hurt?’ 

			Jamal Norwood stared in pain and horror at the wound on his left forearm. Pain because, yes, it hurt to have the extra-large needle jabbed into his arm, to feel the blood being sucked into the giant, toy-like syringe. Even the withdrawal was slow and jagged. What, this guy couldn’t have used a new needle? Or a small one?

			‘Yes!’ Jamal couldn’t help sounding surprised at his frank answer, and a bit ashamed of himself. The grunting, high-pitched squeal hardly matched the image of a buff former movie stuntman turned SCARE agent.

			The doctor, a centaur in a lab coat, frowned. ‘Sorry,’ he said. His name was Finn and he came highly recommended, not that Jamal had done much in the way of due diligence. He had needed a quick, quiet consult … and the Jokertown Clinic seemed to be the best place.

			Now, of course, with the crude, industrial-sized instruments, Jamal was revising his opinion. ‘It’s not your fault, Doctor,’ he said, rubbing his arm. No, it was entirely Jamal’s problem. Hence the terror: he was Stuntman! His whole ace power was bouncing back from damage that would have severely injured, or killed, another human being, nat, ace, or joker.

			And quickly! Being dropped from a forty-story building and flattened? Stuntman would bounce back within hours.

			In past experience, a pinprick would have closed as soon as the needle point touched his skin. In fact, Jamal couldn’t remember the last time he’d had blood taken.

			Or needed to.

			‘Hold on to this while I get something better,’ Dr. Finn said, placing a cotton ball on the wound and closing Jamal’s arm on it.

			Jamal wanted to tell the man no, no need.

			But there was need: it felt as though his blood was gushing … it felt as though the cotton ball had already been soaked through.

			What the hell was happening?

			 

			♦

			The spring of 2012 had been one of the warmest in New York history. When Jamal and the rest of the SCARE team arrived in late March for the presidential primary, they had expected a typical spring: cold, raw days interspersed with warm ones, rain, trees beginning to bloom.

			Well, they found the rain, that was certain.

			But the weather had been tropical … high temperatures, equally high humidity, and rain every day. New York streets, never in great shape in good years, were transformed into a collection of terrifying potholes and cracked pavement.

			Jamal’s immediate boss, Bathsheeba Fox, also known as the Midnight Angel, was a good Christian belle whose default setting was to accept ‘God’s will’ when it came to fouled-up situations. Jamal suspected that Sheeba felt glorified by the opportunity to protect the Holy Roller, the Reverend Thaddeus Wintergreen – the first ace to run for the presidency – from the increasing numbers of people who (in Jamal’s opinion) quite understandably wanted this Mississippi shithead dead. Sheeba would gladly have called down her personal Sword of the Lord on any member of the SCARE task force who dared to offer a discouraging word …

			Yet even She Who Must Be Obeyed had stood in the rain yesterday, her signature leather outfit showing cracks from wear, her jet-black mane a sodden, tied-up mess, her minimal makeup smeared, as she looked up at the sky and said, ‘You know, this kind of sucks.’ Which summed up the whole New York tour … bad weather leading to ill temper all around. SCARE had assigned Jamal and Sheeba to provide coverage for Wintergreen. It didn’t matter that the Roller had zero chance of winning – Senators Obama and Lieberman and Attorney General Rodham were divvying up the delegates there. Known to millions from American Hero (that goddamn show again!), the Roller was drawing huge crowds wherever he went, and a goodly percentage of his fans resided on Homeland Security, Secret Service, and SCARE watch lists.

			The Holy Roller detail had been a death march of long hours spent in grim factory gates, high school gymnasia, and an amazing number of cracker churches – more in the state of New York than Jamal would have believed. Each event required the SCARE team to engage in tedious ‘interfaces’ with local police and sheriffs, plus the endless interviews, follow-ups, crowd scans.

			It could have been worse, Jamal thought: he could have been assigned to cover one of the Republican candidates, but with Romney running away with the contest, SCARE’s very own Mormon, Nephi Callendar, had come out of retirement to provide ‘interface’ with that campaign – sparing Jamal Norwood and the others.

			Even though they’d avoided involvement with the Republicans, a greater challenge loomed: the Liberty Party and its national standard-bearer, Duncan Towers, a blow-dried blowhard who made the Roller seem rational. So far Towers had been protected by the Secret Service and his own personal security force, but with the Dems moving on to California and what might yet prove to be a brokered convention, Sheeba’s team had been ordered to stay in New York to provide ‘advance’ work for Towers and Liberty.

			Jamal devoutly hoped that the assignment would be a short one. He had joined SCARE because he was bored with Hollywood and determined to rehabilitate himself after the debacle of the first season of American Hero. What better way than to fight terrorists in the Middle East?

			And that had been satisfying. But it was now five years in the past … 

			Until the morning of May 8, 2012, he had a firm plan to resign from SCARE the day after the November election. He wanted to make more money; he wanted to enjoy his work again. (A friend had sent him a script titled I Witness that might work for tele­vision.) Jamal didn’t particularly want to become the sole male lead of an action-adventure network series; that was a good way to make a lot of money and ruin your life. Nevertheless, going back to Hollywood and being thrown off tall buildings was a step up from a Sunday-night town meeting in Albany. And I Witness might wind up on cable … less money, but fewer episodes. The biggest lure was that going back to Hollywood meant he could rebuild his relationship with Julia—

			‘Any ideas on what this might be?’

			Finn shrugged. ‘Joker medicine is still the Wild West.’ Jamal let the joker reference go uncorrected. ‘There’s no reason to believe it’s anything … dire at the moment.’

			‘Wow, Doc, way to reassure a brother.’

			The words obviously stung. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s just …’

			‘We don’t get a lot of aces in a place like this,’ Jamal said, sliding off the table. ‘And at these prices, no wonder.’ The doc had obviously never heard the old wheeze. Or maybe he was just freaked out by the unique nature of Jamal’s problem.

			Either way, it was time to get out of here.

			 

			♥

			As a special agent for SCARE, Jamal could have taken his problem to a facility higher up the scale than the Jokertown Clinic. Two things argued against that move, however: a visit to, say, Columbia Medical or Johns Hopkins or especially the New Mexico Institute would have surely come to the attention of Sheeba and the higher-ups at SCARE. And Jamal Norwood wasn’t eager for that.

			Besides, Doc Finn and the Jokertown Clinic had more experience dealing with wild card-related matters than anyone on the planet. They were likely Jamal’s best bet to find out what was wrong with him.

			He had just received a promise from Finn for a follow-up report within forty-eight hours when his phone beeped. Sheeba the Midnight Angel herself. ‘Jamal,’ she said, her Southern accent and perpetual air of exasperation stretching two syllables to three, ‘where are you?’

			‘A personal errand,’ he snapped. ‘Does it make any difference why I’m off duty for an hour? If you need me somewhere, now, I’m on my way.’

			‘Yeah, well … we have a DHS incident in New Jersey. Some kind of toxic spill.’

			‘Why is that our mission?’

			‘They don’t tell me why, Jamal, they just tell me. DHS is shorthanded today. Tell me where you are and we’ll pick you up on the way.’

			He improvised. He was still largely unable to visualize lower Manhattan – had they been uptown, say, Seventy-second Street, it would have been easier. But here? ‘Uh, corner of Essex and Delancey,’ he said, naming the only two major streets he knew.

			‘See you in ten minutes,’ Sheeba said.

			Jamal grinned. It wouldn’t be ten minutes. The Midnight Angel’s metabolism ran hot, requiring at least half a dozen meals every day. (What would it be like when she hit menopause? he wondered. Would she slow down? Or would she blow up like a fat tick?) The moment she hit the street, she would see some food cart, and that would add ten minutes to the trip. And beat hell out of Sheeba’s per diem.

			Which would allow Jamal Norwood to find the corner of Delancey and Essex.

			 

			♣

			Jamal liked to run, as long as he was in gym gear, wearing sneakers and on grass or at the very least a track. Running down a hard and broken Manhattan sidewalk in suit and dress shoes was not only far from his idea of decent exercise, it was too damned slow, especially with the afternoon crowds.

			It was also too damned public. He caught a startled double take of recognition on at least two faces, and heard one construction worker hollering, ‘Yo, Stuntman!’

			He pretended not to notice. He kept hoping that his exposure on American Hero would fade. No luck, alas.

			It took him thirteen minutes to reach the corner of Essex and Delancey from the Jokertown Clinic. And when he did—

			He was on the northeast corner, about to cross with the light, when something flashed in his peripheral vision. A battered white van made a hard left headed south, so close to the corner that Jamal and the other pedestrians could feel the slipstream. ‘Shit goddammit!’ a young man shouted.

			Jamal glanced at him – a mistake. What he saw was an African–American joker, his upper half human-shaped, his nether regions more appropriate to a giant snake … if a giant snake adorned itself with rings of yellow, red, and black.

			The social protocols required Jamal to say something. ‘Hey.’

			He hoped to disengage at that point, but it was too late. ‘Hey, you’re Stuntman!’

			Busted for the second time in a few minutes. American Hero had fattened Jamal’s bank account, undeniably a good sign, and had led to his meeting Julia, a jury-is-still-out sign, but in most other ways had proved to be a disaster.

			Especially when it came to anonymity. Working in Hollywood had exposed Jamal Norwood to the perks and the price of fame, and it had quickly become obvious that the price far outweighed the perks. ‘Guilty.’ 

			‘Marcus!’ the kid said, indicating himself. ‘What are you doing here, man?’

			‘Just … going from point A to point B.’ This joker wasn’t likely to be satisfied with that, but it was all Jamal was offering. Maybe an autograph, if really pressed.

			‘Oh, wait,’ the kid said. ‘Yo, Father!’

			Christ, now what? Jamal had barely formulated the thought when Father Squid appeared out of the crowd. Jamal realized that, in addition to cooking food and auto exhaust, he had been smelling the sea. Father Squid was the source: big, tentacle-faced, wearing a black cassock, he also reeked of brine. The good father turned to Jamal. ‘Stuntman himself! What are you doing here? Thought you were working as a secret agent or something.’

			‘Something like that,’ Jamal said. ‘Protection for candidates.’

			The priest laughed long and loud. ‘Shielding the Holy Roller! What a task that must be!’

			‘Maybe that’s why they don’t know shit about anything going on in the streets,’ Marcus said.

			‘Charity, Marcus,’ the priest said.

			Jamal was annoyed. ‘What’s he talking about?’

			One of Squid’s tentacles uncurled in the direction of the nearest telephone pole. In addition to the usual long-past concert and job postings, the pole held three different homemade posters, the most prominent showing a joker named John the Pharaoh under the heading, Have you seen him? Missing since May 1!

			‘What’s going on?’ Jamal said.

			‘A bunch of jokers have disappeared,’ Marcus said. ‘I can’t believe SCARE doesn’t know about this.’

			‘SCARE might,’ Jamal said. ‘My team doesn’t.’ 

			‘That sucks,’ Marcus said.

			Squid placed a calming tentacle on Marcus’s shoulder. ‘The local police aren’t stepping up. We can hardly expect the Feds to do what Fort Freak won’t.’

			‘How many have there been?’ Jamal said. After five years with SCARE, he was finding it easy to slip into an investigative role.

			‘At least half a dozen,’ Father Squid said.

			‘That’s a big number,’ Jamal said, feeling alarmed. SCARE should know about this—

			Suddenly Marcus started. ‘Who’s that?’

			A black Ford Explorer pulled up across the street. Jamal’s phone buzzed. 

			‘My team.’ He turned to the priest. ‘I’ll make sure someone looks into this.’

			‘You can reach me at Our Lady of Perpetual Misery.’

			‘I know the place.’ As he turned to cross the street, he hoped he had gotten away without making too many promises. Squid and Marcus made him nervous.

			He would not have believed that the sight of a black Ford Explorer with the Midnight Angel in the front seat would ever have made him happy.
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			Galahad in Blue

			 

			by Melinda M. Snodgrass

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Part One

			Officer Francis Xavier Black – known to his fellow officers as Franny – came whistling through the doors of New York’s 5th Precinct ready to defend truth, justice, and the American Way in Jokertown. Only to be viciously elbowed by Bugeye Bronkowski.

			The blow was so hard and so unexpected that it sent Franny stumbling into the chairs lining the walls of the waiting room. Mrs. Mallory reached up and stopped his tumble before he landed in her lap. Louise Mallory was a diminutive woman whose hulking joker son Davy ran with the Demon Princes. But Davy wasn’t too bright, and he certainly wasn’t very lucky. He was constantly getting arrested.

			Franny righted himself and looked at Sergeant Homer Taylor, currently manning the front desk. But Wingman didn’t say a word. Bugeye stomped through the gate and back into the precinct. ‘What’s up his ass?’ Franny asked Homer.

			Wingman gave his drooping wings a shake that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a dying bat. ‘Couldn’t say,’ he said, in tones that indicated he knew exactly what had precipitated the assault.

			Franny let it go and turned back to his rescuer. ‘Thank you, Mrs. Mallory, sorry I … stumbled. Here to bail out Davy?’

			‘Yes, that boy just keeps getting into hijinks.’ 

			‘He does that.’

			‘CO wants to see you in his office,’ Wingman grunted.

			It was never a good thing when a patrolman was called into the brass’s office. Franny’s stomach became a small, hard knot against his spine. He wished he hadn’t eaten such a big breakfast.

			As he moved through the bullpen Franny became aware of the eyes. Everyone was staring at him. There were a few disgusted head shakes and several people looked pointedly away. God, what have I done?

			Beastie, all seven feet of him, fur, horns, and claws, stumped up to him, and laid a hand on Franny’s shoulder. The brown eyes gazing down at him were sorrowful and sympathetic. ‘Oh, Franny, dude.’

			Nothing else was forthcoming. Beastie mooched on. Franny made his way to Deputy Inspector Maseryk’s office. At his knock the nat yelled a come in. Franny obeyed.

			‘Sir.’

			‘Sit down, Black.’

			Franny took the proffered chair, but found himself perching on the edge as if preparing for flight.

			‘You took your lieutenant’s exam.’

			‘Yes, sir, I know I’m not technically eligible to be promoted, but I figured I could get in some practice.’

			‘Well, you aced the damn thing.’ Maseryk’s tone didn’t make it sound like a compliment.

			‘Good?’ Franny said diffidently. When there was no response he added an equally uncertain, ‘Thank you?’

			‘The damn brass down at One Police Plaza have decided in their infinite wisdom to promote you early.’

			Franny sank against the back of the chair. It was all becoming horribly clear. This was why Bugeye had hit him. Resentment curdled his gut – how was it apparently everybody in the precinct had known about this before he did? He gave voice to none of that however. ‘That seems … ill advised,’ he managed.

			‘To put it mildly.’ 

			‘So, why—’

			‘Because we’ve been taking a beating over the corruption that’s been uncovered in the two-oh.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘The damn press just won’t let up so the brass decided to give them a new narrative. All about famous captain’s son steps up.’ His tone underscored the irony. ‘But a story about a flatfoot isn’t news. A promotion, that’s news … and fortunately the media vultures all have ADD. They’ll stop writing about the two-oh and write about you until another scandal comes along.’

			Franny’s first impulse was to refuse, to not be a hand puppet for the Puzzle Palace, as the plaza was sometimes called. Balanced against that was the drive to live up to his father’s memory. To be not just a good cop, but maybe a great one. He had always wanted to make detective. His work thus far didn’t involve much investigation. It involved a lot of intimidation and running after people. Plainclothes, no more walking a beat; that’s when he realized he’d miss his beat and the people who depended on him – Mr. Wiley who ran the mask and cloak shop, Tina who managed the Starbucks, Jeff the bellman at the Jokertown Hyatt who spent most of his day out front carrying luggage and parking cars so he watched the world go by, and often reported what he saw to Bill and Franny.

			Bill! Shit! How would his partner react to this?

			He also had to acknowledge that he was ambitious. You aced it. The captain’s words danced through his mind. Damn right he had. He’d gone to law school, passed the bar on the first try. No, he couldn’t refuse. Franny stood and held out his hand. ‘Thank you, sir. I’m honored. I’ll try to live up to your expectations.’

			‘You’ve already failed in that regard. I thought you’d have the good sense to turn it down.’ Maseryk shuffled through papers. ‘Okay, I’m pairing you with Michael Stevens.’

			‘But he’s a nat too.’

			‘I’m aware of that, but his partner just got transferred, and nobody else was willing to be broken up just to accommodate you. I’ll fix it as soon as I can, but for right now you’re with Stevens. Next, we’ve got a situation. Jokers have gone missing. Mostly ­loners, people without family or roots in the community. I think it’s a tempest in a teapot. People like that drop off the radar all the time, but Father Squid is busting my ass over it, and we don’t need another media feeding frenzy. So, as of now you’re in charge of the joker investigation.’

			‘Is Michael going to work with me on that?’

			‘No, Michael has a real case to investigate. Go find your desk.’ 

			‘Yes, sir. Should I go home and change?’

			‘I wouldn’t if I were you. Wait until tomorrow to rub their noses in it.’ 

			Franny slunk out of the office. Before he found his desk and new partner he went to find his old partner. Bill would be expecting him to join him on patrol … or not. Maybe Bill had gotten the word like everybody else.

			He found the big Chinese-American officer in the locker room. Bill clipped his nightstick onto his belt, and turned when he heard Franny’s footsteps. They looked at each other, each waiting for the other to speak. Bill slammed the locker door, and headed for the door. ‘I won’t be going out with you today,’ Franny said.

			‘I heard,’ Bill said in a high-pitched, squeaky voice, so at odds with his massive form.

			Since no congratulation had been uttered, Franny had at least hoped for noncommittal. Instead there was ice edging Bill’s words. ‘Look, I didn’t ask for this.’

			‘Didn’t turn it down either.’ 

			‘Would you?’

			‘No, but I’ve got eleven years in on the force, not two. I’ve taken the lieutenant’s exam three times. But you get promoted, and you’re not even one of us.’

			‘Yeah, I’m a nat. Why don’t you just say it?’ 

			‘Not that, you moron.’

			‘What then?’ 

			‘You’re not Chinese.’

			‘What?’ Franny said, not following the logic at all.

			‘We’ve got jokers in this station. We’ve got aces, but we’re on the edge of Chinatown, and only two of us are ethnic Chinese, and only a handful of us speak Chinese. How are you going to investigate crimes in my neighborhood when you can’t even speak the language?’

			‘Get a translator.’

			Bill snorted. ‘Yeah, that’s gonna work real well.’

			‘Look, Bill—’ But the big man turned his back on Franny and walked out of the locker room.

			Back in the bullpen, Franny located his desk. It backed up to another desk, which belonged to Michael Stevens. The cops at the station loved to gossip and leer about Stevens – two live-in girlfriends and ace daughter. And I can’t even get a date, Franny thought. SlimJim McTate gave him an encouraging smile and handed him a file. ‘Here’s the list of missing jokers.’

			Franny had just started to look through them when he became aware of someone staring at him. He looked up to find Apsara Na Chiangmai standing at the side of his desk, smiling down at him. Apsara was the file clerk for the precinct, and the most beautiful girl Franny had ever seen. Dark hair hung to her curvaceous ass, and her oval face had skin as smooth and perfect as old ivory. He’d tried to ask her out back when he first started work at the Five, only to be turned down. It had been done with charm and a smile, but it had still been a shutdown. Now here she was. She drew in a deep breath, preparing to speak, which thrust her amazing rack almost into his face. ‘Detective Black, I wanted to offer you my congratulations,’ she said in fluting tones.

			‘Ah … oh … thanks.’

			‘Would you like to ask me out?’ 

			‘Ummmm …’
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			Ties That Bind

			 

			by Mary Anne Mohanraj

			 

			 

			 

			Part One

			 

			Detective Michael Stevens walked into the Jokertown precinct and paused, blasted by noise that didn’t help his pounding head. It had been a shitty day even before he came into work. Michael had woken with a raging hard-on, but he’d somehow slept through his alarm. Both of his girlfriends were already up and dressed, and his daughter was up too and hollering for her breakfast, so there was no chance of persuading one of the women to come back to bed, even if he hadn’t been late. And then Minal had gotten distracted by Isai pissing all over the kitchen floor, so the eggs had gotten overcooked, and if there was one thing Michael hated, it was dry eggs. Also, piss on his kitchen floor. Isai was supposedly done with potty training, but sometimes, she got distracted. He’d finally escaped the family drama and taken the subway to work, jammed between a guy covered in spikes and a woman who smelled like rotted meat. Michael had entered into the precinct with a sigh of relief, only to be greeted by this wave of noise slamming at him, like a steel spike jackhammering on his head.

			Not a wild card-powered wave, just the normal morning frenzy at Fort Freak. What you’d expect in a station where a handful of underfunded cops tried their damnedest to keep the peace in an increasingly strange and difficult borough of New York City. Perched on the front desk, where she had no business being, Apsara leaned over, making sure that the desk sergeant had a full view of her generous assets. Hey, sweetheart. Got something for me? Her voice loud enough to carry over the noise. Darcy the meter maid was just leaving the room, thankfully – he didn’t need to hear her ranting about law and order and a civil society again.

			Sure, that was why Michael had become a cop, to protect and serve. In the deepest parts of his soul, that desire was what pulled him through his days, the need to be a great cop, to prove himself. He’d grown up watching his folks struggle just to make ends meet; he’d promised himself that someday he’d have a job that was more than just a way to put food on the table and clothes on your back. Michael had never loved school, but he’d gritted his teeth and plowed through. He’d spent late nights over his books at the scarred Formica table in his mother’s kitchen, while she cooked bi bim bop and they waited for his dad to come home from his second job. Michael’s folks had skipped vacations, skipped meals, even skipped Sunday church sometimes because they were embarrassed by their threadbare clothes. Clothes they hadn’t replaced because the money had gone to pay for Michael’s grammar school uniforms, his high school books, his college application fees.

			He owed them so much that it stuck in his throat, love and gratitude tangled up with resentment. Michael had been determined to pay them back for it, and eventually he had, at least a bit. When he’d made detective, the pay bump had been enough that he could finally put the down payment on a condo for them, and help them out every month with the mortgage. He’d worked as hard as he could to rise above, to be better than everyone else – a better student, a better cop, and now, a better detective. Michael Stevens was determined to be the best damn cop on the force. But unlike Darcy, he didn’t need to talk about it all the time.

			The door banged open and a kid scuttled in, shrieking. Really shrieking, in a voice pitched three octaves above normal. The hammering in Michael’s head escalated along with it, and he fought the urge to cover his ears with his hands. That wouldn’t look professional, but damn, if someone didn’t shut that kid up – oh, thank God. Beastie had him, and was covering that horrible mouth with one warm furry paw. There were days when Michael wondered why he didn’t just walk away from all the crazy here. He was a nat – untouched by the virus, at least so far. After the success they’d had a few years ago in taking down the Demon Princes, he could have transferred to any other city he wanted, left the freaks and weirdos behind to protect normal citizens instead. Michael could have risen through the ranks, become a captain, maybe more. He’d thought about going to D.C., applying to join the CIA or SCARE. But in the end he’d chosen to stay in Jokertown.

			Michael slipped a hand into his jacket pocket to reassure himself that it was still there – yes. The visible manifestation of his reason for staying. A small red velvet box, holding a bit of captured sparkle – two of them, in fact. One box with two rings, for the two women who drove him crazy on a nightly basis. They were the ones who held him here – one joker girlfriend, one ace, both of them happy to share him, which was perhaps the strangest of all the strangenesses in his life. Minal, with tiny nipples that covered her torso, front and back – she looked ordinary enough when dressed, and walking the street, she could pass for normal. But her wild card burned within her, and just a brush against her torso was enough to set her simmering. No wonder she’d been such a popular hooker, back when she’d made her living walking the streets. Any other woman would have been insanely jealous. But his girlfriend Kavitha just smiled and dragged Minal off to bed, sometimes inviting him along. Maybe it was her ace powers that made Kavitha so self-confident?

			When she danced, her brilliant illusions turned real enough to walk on, real enough to fight with. They’d learned that the hard way, two years ago, when their daughter had been kidnapped by a Jokertown gang. Kavitha had been a pacifist – she still was, in most ways. She did work for the Committee on occasion now, always stipulating that she would only use her powers for peaceful endeavors. But Kavitha had fought like a tiger that day, when their daughter was at risk. Michael didn’t know if being an ace had anything to do with her welcoming attitude toward Minal; he was just grateful. In another city, their family would have garnered way too much attention. In Jokertown, Minal was just one freak among thousands, and their threesome was unconventional, but more the kind of thing that got you harassed by your buddies, rather than got you fired.

			Besides, where else would they raise their ace daughter? Where else could Isai fly free when she transformed into a giant creature with the body of a lion, the head of an eagle, and a wingspan wider than six parked cars? Cleveland? Last year, Isai had started kinder­garten, and had become the public school’s problem for seven straight hours of the day – and somehow, the school had coped, which was a minor miracle in itself. Michael didn’t know how they’d manage otherwise, with Minal finally in culinary school, and Kavitha performing most nights and leaving town periodically for the Committee’s bizarre projects.

			Michael had never asked for so much strangeness in his life – he’d just wanted a great, normal life. Solid career, beautiful wife, a couple of kids and a house of his own. That would have been plenty for him. But having found love, twice, how could he walk away? He was lucky, as the guys at the precinct kept reminding him. Today was a stunning May day, the prettiest they’d seen in months. The perfect day for a proposal, the back of his brain whispered. Michael was a half-black, half-Korean tough guy who’d fought his way up from the wrong side of town; he could handle a proposal. The question was, could he handle two?

			‘Hey, sweetie – you forgot something!’ Minal had come up behind him, was tapping him on the shoulder and handing him an insulated bag. He felt his heart thump hard, once, at her wicked grin. That grin wasn’t going to cure his headache, but if Michael could get half an hour alone with her, he was sure Minal would be able to help him out. Sadly, that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. The inevitable chorus of hoots and catcalls rose from the guys (and some of the gals).

			‘Hey, baby!’

			‘What’d you bring for me?’ 

			‘Something hot and sweet, I bet!’ 

			‘I need something spicy!’

			Usually Minal would banter back, but today she was already late for her class. She smiled at the gang, dropped a kiss on Michael’s cheek, and then was out the door again. She let the battered wood slam shut behind her, leaving him to face the music alone.

			Michael knew how to handle this. It’d been two years since he’d come out to his old partner and the rest of the precinct about the threesome; he had this down. ‘Aw, you guys are just jealous,’ he said loudly. That quieted them down, because it was true. Not only due to the sexy bi babe whose curvy body had just walked out the door, but also due to the incredible scents rising out of the little carrier. The insulation might keep the rice and curry warm, but it wasn’t nearly strong enough to keep the scent of Indonesian rendang padang trapped inside the bag.

			Slow-cooked beef, simmered in coriander, curry leaves, ginger, cloves, lemongrass, coconut milk, and he wasn’t sure what else, but he didn’t care. Minal was taking a Southeast Asian class this semester, and Michael was grateful. Her curries were almost as good as his Korean mother’s, and the rest of the precinct was ­jealous. Any cop knew that while it was nice to come home to some sweet ­loving after a long day, it was more important to keep your stomach well fed – that’s what would keep you going when the night got long and crazy. Donuts could only carry a man so far.

			Finally, his day was looking up.

			He carried the food over to his desk, and almost dropped it when he saw Franny sitting across from him, at his partner Sally’s desk. ‘Hi, Michael!’ the kid said, his voice just a little too cheerful.

			 

			♠

			Two minutes later, Michael was in the captain’s office, wondering how hard he’d have to beg to fix this. ‘Captain, please. You have got to be kidding me? The kid?’ Just minutes ago, life had seemed so good. He’d been happy enough to propose, for God’s sake. He was finally making some progress on his smuggling case, and he had a smart, sexy partner to work with him. Last week, Sally had taken down a mugger with a sneaky JiuJitsu move that might not be academy-approved, but which was nonetheless impressive. And even though she was tough as hammered nails, Sally was also willing to flirt with the nerdy art insurer if it would get them a lead for their case. She had been the perfect partner – and now she was gone, and Michael was about to be thoroughly screwed. And not in a good way.

			Maseryk frowned. ‘This isn’t your decision, Michael. And it’s not up for debate. Sally deserved that promotion to One Police Plaza, and I’m sorry for the short notice, but they needed her on something urgent. We’ll throw her a racket at the bar Friday night; you can say your good-byes then. I’m promoting Black to be her replacement.’ He shrugged. ‘The truth is, the brass uptown dictated his promotion, and I don’t like it any more than you do. The kid doesn’t know shit. I’ve sidelined him on a dead-end case; you focus on that art ring you and Sally were handling.’

			‘But sir—’ Michael knew he was pushing, but he couldn’t just let it go.

			But Maseryk was already turning away, back to the mound of papers on his desk. ‘Enough, Michael. End of story. You can shut the door on your way out.’

			Michael just barely managed not to slam the damn door. He came perilously close, though, shutting it with a solid thud.

			‘Whee-oh! I remember that sound.’ His father was in the hallway, up on a ladder, fixing a light and grinning down at him. ‘What crawled up your ass, son?’

			God, not this too, not today. When would the old man retire? ‘Dad. I don’t need this right now.’

			His father peered down at him through thick glasses. ‘You mad ’cause the kid got promoted?’

			‘You know?’ Shit. It would’ve been nice if the CO had told him first, instead of informing his dad the janitor. The old man should just retire – he was old enough now that his dark skin stood out shockingly against the pure white of his bushy eyebrows.

			‘Son, you know how fast gossip moves through this place. Every­body knows, and I can tell you that no one is happy about it. Poor kid.’

			Michael snapped out, ‘He’s jumping the queue. He’s too young. He’s a goddamned smart aleck who is completely full of himself.’

			His father cackled. ‘Reminds me of someone else I know.’

			‘We are nothing alike.’ That would have come out better if it hadn’t sounded quite so whiny. Michael bit his tongue.

			His father nodded serenely. ‘Yessir, whatever you say, sir. I know better than to argue with my superior officer.’

			There was nothing to say to that.

			The old man continued, ‘When are you bringing those three pretty girls of yours over for dinner? I haven’t seen my granddaughter in four whole days. Your mama was thinking Saturday would be nice. She’s got plans for jambalaya, and she wants to teach Minnie the recipe.’

			Michael sighed. ‘Don’t call her Minnie, Dad. You know that’s not her name.’

			His father frowned. ‘I’ll call her what I like; I’m old enough, and I’ve earned the right. She don’t mind. When are you going to call her your wife, that’s what I want to know. You ever gonna put rings on those gals’ fingers?’

			Not him too. It was bad enough listening to the voice in his own head. His parents had been harassing him to marry Kavitha, before Minal moved in – they’d been blessedly quiet on the subject for the past two years. But apparently, his grace period had ended. ‘I can’t marry both of them, not legally.’ He wanted to, though. He was pretty sure.

			The old man snorted. ‘Did I ask what you could do legally? Do you think we give a damn what the law says? Your mama is dying to throw a wedding for her only child, boy, and if you know what’s good for you, you’re not going to make her wait much longer.’ The old man hesitated, and then said, in a softer voice, ‘Her heart’s been acting up again, you know.’

			Michael’s own heart squeezed once, painfully. ‘I can’t talk about this now, Dad.’ He had a case to solve. Now wasn’t the time. He wasn’t sure when it would be the right time. ‘We’ll come for dinner, okay? Tell Mama.’ Maybe he’d propose this week; maybe he’d be bringing two fiancées to dinner on Saturday. Michael loved them, he did. But two wives? It wasn’t the life he’d planned for.

			His father shook his head. ‘All right. You be nice to that kid. The whole station’s going to give him hell, he doesn’t need to get it from his partner, too.’ Then he turned back to the light above their heads, leaving Michael to face the long walk back to his desk. No more Sally at the desk facing his; that was Francis Xavier Black’s desk now.

			Terrific.
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			Part Three

			After a torturous commute from Manhattan, Sheeba and Jamal had arrived at the spill site close to sundown, the worst possible time to conduct a visual investigation. Too bad we aren’t making a movie, Jamal thought. It was the golden hour, that last bit of the day when directors and cinematographers preferred to film the kissing scene or something equally romantic.

			Not that Stuntman had been involved in many such scenes. But he had frequently found his shooting days rearranged around the need to have the crew ready for golden hour. ‘Something funny happened here,’ Sheeba said, demonstrating her unfailing ability to state the obvious.

			What was your first clue? Jamal wanted to ask, but didn’t. Surely it couldn’t have been the Warren Country Emergency Services unit parked halfway onto the shoulder of the two-lane asphalt road, and the crime scene tape delineating two squares – one large, one small – in the ditch.

			The drive from Manhattan had taken twice as long as it should have. Sheeba Who Must Be Obeyed had elected to follow her Navstar, overruling the obsessive freak behind the wheel who kept insisting that it was taking them around three sides of a square. ‘Couldn’t we have booked a helicopter?’ Jamal said, only half ­joking.

			‘Unavailable,’ Sheeba snapped, meaning she had actually made the query.

			The extra minutes they spent stuck in traffic allowed Sheeba to recount – largely for Jamal’s benefit – the flurry of text messages, e-mailed maps, and other communications that resulted from one simple fact: sometime last night a vehicle had gone off this lonely New Jersey highway and spilled a container of ammonium nitrate.

			‘Why did it take so long?’ Jamal had asked, not, he thought, unreasonably.

			‘No one found the container until noon today,’ Sheeba said. Her voice suggested that there was something lacking in the moral fiber of the residents of Warren County, New Jersey, that they would fail to note a container of dangerous material by the side of one of their roads.

			Feeling a bit like an actor in a bad action movie, Jamal had felt compelled to persist: ‘And why are we chasing this and not DHS?’

			‘One of the locals said the whole thing felt joker-like.’

			‘Some kind of keen perception?’ Jamal said. ‘The smell, may­be—?’

			'The crash site.’

			And so, yes, here they were, in the company of a pair of Warren County hazardous materials types, and Deputy Sheriff Mitch Delpino, a tall, hunched nat around forty who wore a gunslinger’s mustache that clashed with his old hippie manner.

			‘It appears a vehicle went off the road here,’ Delpino said, spreading his hands and gesturing, as if the tracks could possibly have been mistaken for anything else.

			‘And it should have wound up nose-first in that ditch,’ Sheeba said. ‘It’s pretty deep. How do you suppose it got out?’ She turned to Delpino. ‘Any calls for tow trucks out here last night or this morning?’

			Delpino glanced at Jamal, as if to say, you poor bastard, having to work with this. ‘Yes, we checked with all the services. No one got a call out here or anywhere near here in the past forty-eight hours.’

			Jamal said, ‘Officer, assuming this truck was carrying something illegal when it ran off the road, how likely is it, do you think, that it would call a legitimate service whose destination could be traced?’

			Delpino allowed himself a smile so faint that only Jamal could see it. ‘Quite unlikely.’

			Jamal turned away and let his eyes adjust again. There was something odd about the tracks where they crossed the mud. ‘Any insights into what kind of tires were on this truck?’ he said.

			Delpino stepped forward like a grade schooler eager to recite. ‘These are not tire tracks,’ he said. ‘They are narrower than any commercial U.S. brand or any European one we know. And there’s no tread.’

			‘In fact, it looks as though they were thin and solid, like wheels on a kids’ wagon,’ Jamal said. ‘It does sort of feel like a joker thing.’

			Ten yards off the road, its passage still obvious from crushed vegetation, a yellow plastic barrel sat upright in the weeds. ‘Was this how you found it?’ Jamal said.

			‘It was on its side,’ Delpino said, which was a good thing: neither hazmat specialist seemed eager to talk. ‘It hit and rolled. You can’t see it from here, but there’s a small crack on one side. Some fluid spilled.’ He smiled. ‘Which we were able to identify as ammonium nitrate, which is why we called you. Well, DHS.’

			Sheeba reasserted command at that moment. ‘So strange truck rips along, loses a barrel, and then goes off the road? Seems wrong, somehow.’

			‘How so?’ Delpino said.

			Sheeba’s phone jingled. As she held up her finger, Jamal answered for her: ‘The logical sequence is, vehicle goes off the road first, spills its cargo … then gets out of ditch with no obvious help.’ She gestured at the crash site. ‘With all the rain, there would be tracks if another vehicle helped out the first one.’

			‘So we have a mystery,’ Jamal said. ‘First step, though, is to secure that material.’

			‘Where do you want it driven?’ Delpino seemed eager to have this case off his plate as soon as possible.

			‘Let me check.’ Jamal reached for his phone. ‘They’ll probably want us to cordon the place off …’

			Before he could make the call, however, Sheeba rejoined the conversation. ‘Get this,’ she said, clicking off her phone. ‘Highway 519 is already cordoned off between Bergen and Hackettstown. New Jersey Highway Patrol.’ Sheeba turned to Delpino. ‘What do you know about this?’

			‘Not a thing. Traffic here is light; the spill is minuscule. And we really don’t have the authority—’

			Jamal looked down the road. Several sets of headlights burned. ‘Looks like an accident scene.’ Christ, now he was stating the obvious. All these months with Sheeba must have affected him.

			‘What are the odds of two unrelated accidents at the same time on this stretch of road?’ Sheeba asked. She turned to Delpino. ‘Do you know anything about this?’

			‘Not a thing. I got a call from dispatch just before noon and came straight here. Called in the haz-mat unit before one.’ Delpino hooked a thumb toward the haz-mat truck. ‘This is Warren County.’ He tilted an index finger toward the scene two hundred yards away. ‘One of those vehicles says “New Jersey Highway Patrol.”’

			‘Shoot,’ Sheeba said, ‘not this again. Different jurisdictions.’

			Jamal said, ‘The bane of SCARE’s existence. Wherever we go, we have to make sure the local PD and the highway patrol and the sheriffs are all in the same loop …’

			Sheeba finished for him. ‘… and they never are!’

			‘Why don’t I go?’ he said. It would be informative, and would get him away from Sheeba as her blood sugar drove her to more frequent rages. He chose to walk. The cars weren’t that far, he needed the exercise, and it saved him from a pointless discussion about being sure to bring the Explorer back. Maybe Sheeba suspected his eagerness to drive away and never look back.

			Walking also allowed him to show up more or less un­announced, without adding that big movie moment of the black Explorer arriv­ing at a crime scene.

			Which is clearly what this was: a New Jersey State Police prowler half blocked the road, its flashing cherries clearly visible in the twilight. (Even in bright sunlight, the SCARE team would have seen them from the truck spill site, except that there was a small hill between the two locations.) A coroner’s van was next to it.

			The yellow chalk figure in the middle of the highway told Jamal much of what he needed to know: they had found a body. And, from the apparent height and shape – not that a chalk outline was remotely reliable – some kind of joker.

			As Jamal approached, he saw and felt eyes turning toward him, especially those belonging to one of the New Jersey cops, a tall guy with his right arm in a sling.

			Stopping an appropriate distance away, he hauled out his shield. ‘Special Agent Norwood, SCARE.’ As if the black suit didn’t give him away.

			‘Gallo,’ he said, clearly not happy with Jamal’s presence. ‘What brings SCARE to New Jersey?’

			Jamal jerked his head back up the highway. ‘We’ve got a crime scene. Ah, Federal issues. Controlled substances.’ He quickly described the crash and the cargo. ‘And this might explain one problem we’ve found.’

			‘You think they’re related?’ Gallo’s whole manner suggested skepticism, but, then, he could barely see over the hill to the next site.

			As patiently as possible, Jamal explained the mystery of the crash-spill sequence. Perhaps because he began to concentrate on crime scene matters, or possibly because he had already made it clear he didn’t like a) Feds or b) aces or c) both, Gallo began to unbend. ‘We’ve got a DB here, male, joker approximately thirty years of age. Found here early this morning.’

			‘Cause of death?’

			‘Now, that’s an interesting question. First cut is, hit by a vehicle.’ Gallo nodded toward the coroner’s unit. ‘But they say, not so fast. Indications are he was dead before that. Autopsy will tell us, I imagine.’

			‘And the time?’

			‘That we’ve got: twenty hours ago, give or take a couple.’ 

			‘But last night.’

			‘No question.’

			‘We don’t have two crime scenes here. We have one in two parts.’ 

			‘What do you want to do about it?’

			Jamal thought about it. Have SCARE take it over? Their team numbered two and not only had to beg for any resources beyond an extra cell phone, but was at the mercy of DHS for its schedule: they would surely be detailed to a political event tomorrow. ‘Leave it where it is,’ he said. ‘We’ll take custody of the ammonium nitrate. You figure out what happened with our dead joker.’ He reached for a business card and found one in the clip where he carried his driver’s license and a single credit card.

			Gallo took it, but didn’t offer one of his own. Which was fine with Jamal. Then, possibly realizing that he had been less than helpful, he said, ‘Agent Norwood, you got any ideas what this might be?’

			At that moment, rain began to fall.

			‘We get reports of wiretaps or signal intercepts about vital “deliveries” about five times a week,’ Jamal said, wondering how long it would be before the gentle drops turned to a downpour. He could hardly expect Gallo to offer him a ride up the road. ‘They never amount to much.’




OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/9780575134270.jpg
CEORCERR

MARTIN

& MELINDA M.
SNODGRASS





OEBPS/font/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/image/82039.png







OEBPS/font/TrajanPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/font/TrajanPro-Bold.otf


