



[image: cover-image]








Also by from Gollancz


Other titles in the Wild Cards Universe


published by Gollancz:


THE ORIGINAL TRIAD


Wild Cards


Aces High


Jokers Wild


THE PUPPETMAN QUARTET


Aces Abroad


Down and Dirty


Ace in the Hole


Dead Man’s Hand


THE AMERICAN HEROES TRIAD


Inside Straight


Busted Flush


Suicide Kings


THE FORT FREAK TRIAD


Fort Freak


Lowball


High Stakes









WILD CARDS


HIGH
STAKES


A MOSAIC NOVEL


Edited by


George R.R. Martin
& Melinda M. Snodgrass


And written by


David Anthony Durham
Stephen Leigh
John Jos. Miller
Melinda M. Snodgrass
Caroline Spector
Ian Tregillis


[image: images]









To Ty Frank,
for all the horrors,
and Jayné Franck,
for art deco wonders









Editor’s Note


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 ficticiously. 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.









[image: images]


MONDAY


[image: images]





&


&


&


BARBARA BADEN—THE ACE Babel—stared through the open window. Overhead, the Milky Way arched in a glorious, multicolored stream through the night sky—dusted with more stars than Barbara had seen in ages. In New York City, they were lucky to spot even such luminous constellations as Orion in a sky fouled by city lights and haze. Here in Peru, at Machu Picchu in the mountains far from any city lights with the air thin around them, the stars cavorted in all their glory. Below Barbara, on the steep slopes, a new city of tents was spread, many of them alight from the inside, all of them bright in the silver light spilling from the half-moon crawling up the slope of the mountain Huayna Picchu, the peak looming over the Incan ruins.


Down in those tents were several of the Committee aces: Earth Witch, Bugsy, Tinker, the Llama, Brave Hawk, and Toad Man, as well as UN troops. But Klaus and Barbara, being who they were within the Committee, had—like Secretary-General Jayewardene of the UN—managed to commandeer actual rooms in one of the reconstructed buildings high up the slopes. It was one of the perks of being in charge.


“It’s lovely here, isn’t it?” she heard Klaus—Lohengrin to nearly everyone else here—say behind her, and his arms went around her as she leaned back into his embrace. She could feel the scratch of his eye patch against her scalp as he bent his head down, and see his arms. His skin was dry, and there were already faint wrinkles netting the back of his hands. They were both now well in their mid-thirties, and the dreaded “forty” could be glimpsed in the distance, a thought that had seemed impossible when Barbara had first met Klaus, some eight years ago. Her own hands, on top



of Klaus’s, no longer looked as young as they once had, and she was fighting both weight gain and the occasional grey hair in her short, dark brown hair. She’d already given up on holding back the lines around her eyes. “You can see why the Inca wanted this place to be their capital. And haven’t I done a lovely job to bring this together?”


“You mean ‘we,’ don’t you?” Barbara told him, and she felt more than heard his laughter.


“Of course. We.”


The Committee had become involved in Peru as it became apparent that an internal squabble was about to boil over into loss of life. On one side were the New Shining Path rebels, advocates who wished a return to the structure of the Incan empire and an overthrow of the official Peruvian government and the military cabal that propped it up. The rebels were led by their own aces: Lorra (or as she was more popularly known, Cocomama) and Curare, a frog-like ace-joker who exuded poison from his skin and tongue.


The official Peruvian government was headed by President Keiko Fujimori, the daughter of former president Alberto Fujimori, who was supported by the leaders of other South American countries as democratically elected, especially those presidents who worried about coups and uprisings themselves. The Peruvian government, of course, had the military complex behind them, a well-equipped force with weapons that, if not entirely modern, were more than capable of creating mass numbers of casualties, and President Fujimori’s recent speeches had made it clear that she intended to use that capability if she must.


The UN forces, with Jayewardene in command of the team, had landed two weeks ago, just as the first major battle erupted between the two forces, near this very place. The rotors of the UN helicopters had thrashed the foliage around the clearing, whipping greenery into a frenzied dance. Below, they could all see the narrowing no-man’s-land between a Peruvian army company and the rebel forces. Tinker’s armed drones were already hovering above the opposing lines, whining and threatening and drawing fire.


Babel was wielding her wild card before the first helicopter touched ground. Her ability to render speech incomprehensible had quickly sown confusion and fear into the ranks of both sides, visible in the uncoordinated reaction to the UN troops’ arrival. It was impossible for armies to fight when their commanders couldn’t make their orders understood,



when officers couldn’t pass the orders down the line and sergeants couldn’t communicate to their squads, when no one knew what they were supposed to do or where they were supposed to go. Even radio communications seemed to have been spoken in some incomprehensible nonsense language. Compounding the confusion on both sides was the fact that the UN troops and the Committee aces with them didn’t have that problem and could still coordinate their actions quite effectively. The line of eight copters—two UH-1Y Venom choppers with the Committee aces inside, and six huge, double-motored MH-47G Chinook troop carriers—banked in like roaring, menacing raptors, the Venom “Super Hueys” spraying a line of warning machine-gun fire to chew up the ground between the two forces as they approached. Through the glass cockpit, Babel saw one of Tinker’s drones explode into a shower of plastic shards and baling wire from the “friendly fire” as Tinker cursed loudly behind her and the chopper performed a stomach-dropping turn and landed.


Lohengrin’s ghost armor appeared as he leapt out of the Committee copter, his sword waving threateningly as both Peruvian soldiers and rebels retreated from the wind of the rotor blades and the blue-helmeted UN soldiers who poured from the other copters. The Committee aces with Lohengrin and Barbara followed him. Tinker’s remaining drones swooped down, racing along the lines. The earth shuddered under the opposing sides as Earth Witch quickly dug out a wide ditch between the two forces, which Ana banked high with rich, dark soil. The Llama, a well-known and popular South American ace, stepped to Lohengrin’s right; he spat once, warningly, the slimy mess traveling a good ten yards to land near the end of the Peruvian company’s line. Buford Calhoun stepped down after the Llama, transforming as he did into Toad Man, his tongue flicking out like a grotesque whip—those nearest the copters on the rebel side quickly retreated at the sight, too frighteningly similar, perhaps, to their own Curare. Tom Diedrich—Brave Hawk—hovered menacingly above the other aces, his black wings flexing. Glassteel stood at the rear of the aces, a crystalline, glittering presence.


And behind the aces, two companies of UN troops arrayed themselves in blue-helmeted lines, their own weapons at the ready.


There’d been some initial automatic weapons fire between the two sides as the copters first approached, but now it had just . . . stopped. Babel stepped out last from the copter as the rotors slowed. She took the microphone offered to her by one of the UN soldiers and spoke, her

			

voice booming over loudspeakers mounted on the copter, her words now comprehensible to everyone who heard her, regardless of the language they spoke.


“This is over now,” she said. “You will all put your weapons down. You don’t want to face the consequences of continuing this fight.”


The physical battle ended with minimal casualties on both sides, and with the power that the aces and the UN troops represented, Jayewardene quickly brought both sides to the negotiations table, though there were a few sporadic incidents with recalcitrant rebels or army squads, all quickly settled by ace intervention. Jayewardene led the talks, though it was Babel and Lohengrin who, each night before, consulted with Jayewardene as to what he needed to say, what concessions to ask for, and where there could be compromise and where there could not. They slowly, over the next week, brought the Fujimori delegation and the New Shining Path advocates together.


The movement of a moth’s fluttering wings brought Babel back to the present. The creature that came to rest on the curtains of the open window was beautiful: a dark-winged apparition easily the size of one of Lohengrin’s hands, its wings swirling with multicolored whorls that looked like huge staring eyes. She knew what the moth was and what it represented, of course: their briefings had told them about the mysterious Messenger in Black, whose body could only appear in a whirling cloud of these moths, how he could hear and see what those individual insects observed, and how his prescient mind informed the rebel forces even if he himself never called himself the New Shining Path’s leader or took part in the fighting.


Babel gave the moth a quick, wry smile. She shook the curtain and it rose and banked away as Babel closed and locked the window. She leaned back against Lohengrin once more. When his hands went to cup her breasts, she didn’t stop him, just turned so they were facing each other. She stared up into his face.


“Not here,” she said. “Too many eyes—of all kinds—and cameras with long lenses.”


Klaus grinned at her and touched his eye patch with a finger. “I only have one eye, and it’s looking at you.”


She gave him a halfhearted, sad smile at that. “We have an early morning tomorrow, you know. It’s already late.”


“Does that mean we can’t have an even later night, meine Liebe? After



all, tomorrow’s just for show. As for our infestation of voyeur moths, we’ll just close all the curtains.”


“You’re impossible.”


“Nothing’s impossible. Not as far as I’m concerned.”


“As long as we work together, you mean?” she asked him, and he gave a sniff of amusement.


“As long as we’re working together, then,” he growled. “Yah.”


She took his hand, smiling back to him, and led him to their bed.


The moon had climbed well above Huayna Picchu before they went to sleep.
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Marcus Morgan slid out of the barn. Normally, he was smooth and powerful, propelled by serpentine muscle that began at his waist and stretched twenty feet to the tip of his brightly ringed tail. He cut an impressive figure, snake on his lower half, a well-muscled young African-American man from the torso up.


He didn’t feel impressive now, though. He tried not to wince with the pain of moving, but he couldn’t help it. Getting shot was a bitch. He was hurt. Bad. He knew that now even if he hadn’t fully understood it in the chaos of the arena or in the exhilaration of fleeing from it. If he had to fight now he wasn’t sure he’d be any good; the rage that took him over in the arena was gone. He hoped fighting was behind him. Now he just needed to stay alive and get home. That was going to be hard enough.


Looking around at the nondescript buildings and the dim, sputtering streetlights, he thought, Would you look at this? Me, gunshot, stuck in Kazakh-wherever-the-hell-we-are . . .


He turned as a young woman crept out of the shelter. She wobbled on her stilettos. Like everything she did, she made that wobble look sexy as hell. Marcus had fallen for her the first time he saw her, when she slipped into his cell back in Baba Yaga’s joker gladiator compound. She’d looked like she’d stepped out of Vogue. She’d been too perfect to be real, with her light blue eyes and short black hair that reminded him of a movie star from the 1920s he’d once seen on a postcard. It was hard to place her age, except that everything about her glowed with the raw beauty of youth.


And I’m with her, he thought. He still couldn’t quite believe it.


“I’m not dressed for this,” Olena said in her Ukrainian-accented



English. It was an understatement. She still wore the clothes of her role in Baba Yaga’s casino. Plea sure girl, given like a piece of exotic meat to victorious gladiator jokers. Her short red dress clung to her curves, skintight. It was so sheer Marcus could see the contours of her abdomen and the lines of her collar bones. He didn’t let his eyes linger on her nipples, though they wanted to. She was gorgeous, but she wasn’t a piece of meat to him. She was more than that. If they survived this he would prove it to her.


There was one thing out of place in her appearance. The Glock that she had shoved down under her belt. It pressed flat against her belly.


Earlier, he’d asked her, “Where’d you learn about guns, anyway?”


She’d answered curtly, “My father.” That was all she would say about it.


“Are you ready?” Marcus asked, starting to slither away.


She fell in step beside him. “I still think we should—”


“I’m not going to the hospital! The hospital’s going to be filled with people from the casino. People I sent there.”


“Wasn’t only you that did it,” she grumbled.


“You saw the ambulances arriving as we left. The military vehicles. There must be cops all over the place.”


“You’ve been shot. When people are shot it’s hospital they go to! Why are you stubborn?”


“I’m a joker. If I wasn’t stubborn I’d be dead by now.” Marcus paused as a black SUV roared across the intersection in front of them. A moment later a police car flashed by, lights blaring but with no accompanying siren. Moving forward, Marcus asked, “What if Baba Yaga’s there? We’d both be fucked then.”


“She is dead woman. Who is afraid of her?”


They’d been through this all already. The hospital was out. Talas itself was out, what with Baba Yaga’s thugs around, with no way of knowing who they could trust, and with him being the way he was—a black half-snake joker from New York. Not only that, the entire city seemed to itch with unease. While they’d hidden and tried to rest, sporadic gunfire kept jolting Marcus awake. Once an explosion went off near enough for Marcus to feel it through his tail, loud enough that the whoosh of the flames was audible. At some point sirens began to wail a monotonous message. They were still at it. Shouts and running feet, the sounds of fighting, helicopters chopping through the sky. He didn’t know what all was going on, but they had to get away from it.


Olena said, “You should’ve killed Horrorshow as well.”


“Horrorshow?”


“It’s just one name for him. That awful old man always beside Baba Yaga.” She made a sound in her throat, an exhalation of both disgust and fear. “Once I had to sit near him in the box.” She shivered, flicking her fingers as if to shake some foulness off them. “God. He’s horrible. He’s . . . I don’t know what. Some people said he liked the killing, that he enjoyed it and that Baba Yaga created the whole arena for him. Others said he was an ace who had crossed her. She’d made him like that as punishment, so that he would suffer and suffer, and everybody would see it. I don’t know what’s true. There were many rumors.”


Remembering the deformed, drooling old man enmeshed in a confusion of tubes and respirators, Marcus said, “Who said all this about him?”


Olena walked on a moment without answering, and then said, curtly, “Guards. Sometimes they talked and talked.”


Marcus immediately wished he hadn’t asked the question. It didn’t take much for him to imagine the worst. Guards, talking and talking because they had Olena alone, because she was a whore in there and they had just . . .


He cut the thought off and changed the subject. “Where are we headed anyway?”


“That way.” Olena pointed through a gap in the buildings. A snowcapped peak rose in the distance, in shadow against the red-hued sky. “Toward that mountain.”


“Why that one?”


She brushed her short hair from her face. “You know a better mountain? We go toward that one because it’s outside the city. We’re not. If we reach it, we are.”


“I can’t fault your logic.”


“Come. We go.” She took his hand.


Marcus slithered beside her. His tail was sluggish and aching. It shot jagged shards of pain through him. He hoped they’d be able to avoid people, to move cautiously and get out unobserved. It didn’t take him long to give up on that.


Once out from their hidden back lot, they found a city alive with people and cars. It wasn’t a normal busy, though. A driver careened down the street, swerving and cutting others off. He pounded on his horn and shouted out his window. As if racing with him, one boxy little car jumped



the curb and whined down the sidewalk. Marcus and Olena barely managed to get out of its way.


“What the fuck’s going on?” Marcus asked. “Nobody wants to get to work that much!”


Olena didn’t answer. She waded into the crowd of pedestrians. Seeing his serpentine bulk, people cleared out of their way. Mouths gaped and eyes went wide. Marcus couldn’t tell if they were surprised by his tail or his ethnicity. Either way, they parted.


The city would’ve been strange enough to Marcus’s eye even in normal circumstances. The buildings were squat and ugly, cement facades that seemed designed to warn people away. The cars were different makes than he was used to, older-looking and shaped funny. He thought he’d seen just about every type of person—and every kind of joker—in New York, but he’d never seen people quite like these. Light-skinned and black-haired, Asian-looking but distinct somehow from the Chinese and Koreans Marcus knew from Jokertown. Their clothes were exotically colorful in some ways, drab and bulky in others, just normal sometimes. He registered all of this vaguely, but it was the chaos that really baffled him.


An old man yanked on a dog’s leash, trying to get the frightened canine to move. It wouldn’t, and the man began walloping it with his cane. Young men climbed into a truck already piled high with furniture and household items. One of them waved an ax above his head and said something sharp and threatening to Marcus. A girl stood on a street corner, turning around and around, calling for someone. A guy on a bicycle weaved one-handed through the traffic, a flat-screen TV perched precariously on his shoulder. There was something in the air, a panic that seemed to have touched everyone. That was obvious, but just what caused it Marcus couldn’t figure out. It wasn’t like they were running in any one direction, or like there was anything causing the chaos other than themselves.


Watching the cyclist weave away, Marcus realized another strange thing. “How come there are no jokers?”


“In cities,” Olena said, eyes scanning the crowd, “they are not welcome.”


A mother shouldered past them, crying baby clutched to her chest and an older child dragged behind her. The child, seeing Marcus, went wild-eyed and began crying. Olena caught the woman by the arm and spoke a rapid barrage of Russian words that meant nothing to Marcus. The woman tried to pull away, but Olena pleaded. Reluctantly, the woman answered,



speaking even faster than Olena. She yanked her arm away and strode off, her baby crying all the louder.


“What did she say?” Marcus asked.


“Nothing that makes sense,” Olena said. “She said the police are killing people. That Allah has turned his hand and—”


A car slammed into a lamppost beside them. The driver’s head smashed against the windshield, cracking it and leaving the driver bloody and unconscious.


“Jesus!” Marcus cried. “What’s going on?”


Olena finished her sentence, “—we are to be tested.” She looked at Marcus for the first time since they’d entered the chaos. “Marcus, you look horrible. You’re paling. I didn’t know you could, but . . . You’ve lost too much blood.”


“Don’t start talking about the hospital again.”


She exhaled. “We need to find someplace where they will help you. Away from here. We need to find it fast.” She glanced around, lips pressed together in thought. Her gaze settled on a truck that had just pulled onto the street. “I’ll be right back.”


“What? Where you going?” Marcus asked.


Pulling the Glock from her belt, Olena stepped into the street, heading toward the truck.
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Just how in the hell, Detective Francis Xavier Black asked himself, did he come to find himself in an elevator on the fourth floor of a Kazakh hospital while a cold breeze brushed his skinny ass exposed by his hospital gown?


Because someone stuck a gun in your face, and suggested you’d like to investigate the screaming.


The someone in question was one of the three thugs employed by the Russian crime boss Baba Yaga. Of course when you say “crime boss” the image of a wizened eighty-something-year-old woman with impossibly red hair didn’t spring to mind. But once he’d looked in Baba Yaga’s cold grey eyes Franny had no doubt about her ruthlessness or her resolve. She’d have her goons gun him down like a dog if he didn’t comply.


Franny had been staring at his image in the bathroom mirror noting that his eyes seemed more bloodshot than blue, that he had two days’ growth of dark beard and his black hair formed greasy spikes. He was wondering when he’d be allowed to take a shower when a guy “no taller than a lamppost, and no wider than a beer truck” had dragged him out of the room. The fact the gorilla was wearing a two-thousand-dollar suit was offset by the fact he clearly wasn’t a big fan of showers. The man’s B.O. was like a wave proceeding them down the hall.


In Baba Yaga’s room there were two more goons, and a very well-dressed man with a smooth expressionless face, manicured fingernails, a Rolex flashing on his wrist, and sleek brown hair. Something about him made Franny think of otters. Of the other goons one had a shaved head that glittered under the fluorescent lights. The other sported a large ruby earring and a luxurious mustache. Franny started to say, Hey, the seventies called, they’d like their mustache back, but didn’t because Baba Yaga had turned those dead eyes on him and scornfully called him a hero. Then the screaming had started.


Baba Yaga’s command had been short and succinct. “Go. Check it out. Come back and tell me what you see.”


Franny had tried to argue. “Send one of your damn bully boys.”


“I’m not risking my guards and you caused this. Now go.”


“If I caused this then you know what it should be . . .”


The old woman had nodded at the Baldy and Franny found himself staring down the barrel of the guard’s Sig Sauer.


“Okay, persuasive reason why I should go.”


Franny had been dithering so long that the elevator doors started to close. He threw up an arm to hold them back, and was forcibly reminded that he had a recently sewn bullet wound in his side, and another in his shoulder. The room seemed to be ballooning in front of him. He knew he was pumped full of painkillers, but drugs alone couldn’t explain the creeping fear that was crawling up his spine and left his belly empty and shaking.


Shouts and sobs were coming down the corridor. Franny shuffled off the elevator, his paper slippers sussing and crackling on the linoleum. A pair of security guards went past. They were muscling an older woman in a nurse’s uniform who was screaming abuse while she tried to claw at their faces. Her face was a mask of rage, spittle formed white flecks on her lips, and the front of her dress was spattered with blood.


Franny pressed himself against the wall. The screaming was still continuing. More voices, bellows of rage. “Fuck this,” he whispered.


He was no longer under guard. He could just exit the hospital and find help. The absurdity of the plan soon presented itself. He didn’t speak the language, didn’t have any local money, or ID, and was dressed in a hospital gown. If he saw himself wandering around New York like this he’d arrest himself.


He forced himself back into motion. Heading toward the raised voices, the nexus of the uproar. Pressure tightened around Franny’s skull and it felt like something was crawling slowly down his nerve fibers. A low grotesque humming seemed to fill the air. Anger at Captain Mendelberg back in New York who hadn’t fucking listened and wouldn’t fucking help, thoughts of Abby constantly blowing him off even when he worked his ass off to help her. His fucking partner who left this pile of steaming shit on his desk and didn’t help until he made a halfhearted offer when it was too fucking late. The other cops at Fort Freak who couldn’t even give him one fucking little congratulation for making detective. Jealous assholes, all of them . . .


What the fuck? He pushed aside the chaotic, angry thoughts, tried to focus. What had he come here for? Oh yeah. He continued down the hall and stepped into a room where doctors were frantically working on a man in a doctor’s white coat who was lying on a gurney. A scalpel was embedded in his left eye, his face a mask of gore. A pair of nurses were hugging each other and sobbing. There was a babble of conversation in a language he didn’t understand as several security guards seemed to be trying to interview the bystanders.


Several IV stands surrounded the bed, and tubes snaked down to—Franny recoiled. He had thought his years in Jokertown had prepared him for anything, but the figure in the bed was beyond grotesque. The arms and legs were twisted and skeletal, but the belly bulged like a woman on the verge of delivering. It was so bloated and distended that the gown couldn’t hide it. It was also pulsing, shivers running across the skin, and there was the slow roil of deep purple and violent red beneath the surface as if something were swimming in the blood and viscera.


The thing had a mouth, but the lips were elongated, resembling the proboscis of a mosquito or anteater. Those rubbery lips were working like a blind baby seeking a tit. Grey stony growths shot through with gleaming red veins protruded from his cheeks and neck. The grating humming, like foil on gold filings, was emerging from that deformed mouth. There was a faint glint from beneath the wrinkled eyelids as if he was trying to wake.


The smell of blood, vomit, and fear-induced sweat overlaid the tang of



disinfectants and bedpans. Franny memorized the scene as best he could, and then stumbled backward out of the room. He staggered down the hall. He passed an orderly leaning against the wall, his pants unzipped, dick in hand. He was energetically beating off while staring at a young nurse who was crying in the corner.


With each step away from the room the band around Franny’s head loosened, and that maddening humming began to ease. He punched at the elevator button with increasing desperation. Finally he went to the stairwell. No matter how much it might hurt he had to get away. All the anger was gone. Only fear remained.
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Mollie Steunenberg, still woozy from getting zapped with eight jillion volts right in her tits, slumped in the back of a squad car while the driver jabbered on his radio in French. She didn’t understand what he was saying, and she sure as hell didn’t understand why the cops had tased her—they fucking tased her—just for swiping a few shitty earrings. Was that even legal? They could have given her a goddamned heart attack. Plus, the electrodes had pierced two little holes in her blouse. Right over her boobs, of all places, which now ached like they’d been set on fire. Fucking frog cops.


Oh, right, she remembered. Gendarmes. That’s what they’re called in France. Ffodor had taught her stuff like that. Which was how she also knew the streetlights glittering through the beaded rain on the car windows were the lights of the storied Champs-Élysées.


He’d also tried to teach her that a smash-and-grab was the province of thugs and petty criminals. And therefore beneath her. But she was faster than any nat thief, and she hadn’t actually smashed anything. She, of all people, never had to do that. So it wasn’t her fault she got caught. She’d explain it to Ffodor: what lousy luck that a cop car happened past at the moment she was reaching through—


She shook her head, clearing away cobwebs and uncomfortable thoughts, before testing the handcuffs again. The clink of a chain pressed cold metal against the small of her back. She could open an interdimensional doorway and leave right now, but then she’d go skidding out the other side with the same relative speed as the cops’ car. Which, given her lack of a portal site conveniently located over a giant stack of pillows, would suck.


The car swung through a roundabout, leaning slightly on its suspension as it peeled away from the Champs-Élysées. The acceleration pushed Mollie away from the door. She toppled over like a sack of onions. Thanks to the Taser she had all the muscle tone of a jellyfish. The seat upholstery smelled like sweaty feet and stale cigarette smoke. Her wobbly stomach did a somersault. She tasted bile.


Given a pen or paperclip, she could pick the cuffs. She’d learned all sorts of things from Ffo—


Focus. Focus. Worst case, they’d stick her in a cell, and surely they’d have to take the cuffs off then. Worst case, she’d just have to be patient a little while. And then it’d be, Au revoir, Frogs.


They passed the Louvre, and then Mollie understood why the cops—gendarmes—were so trigger-happy with the Tasers. The glass pyramid, along with wide swaths of the surrounding buildings, was still under reconstruction years after some badass old-timey ace had practically leveled the place. Mollie didn’t know the whole story there; she’d been busy at the time pinching a metric fuck-ton of gold from the treasury of a Central African dictatorship. Which is how she met . . .


She shook her head again, this time in frustrated anger. It was also how she’d met prissy Noel Matthews. Noel Fucking Matthews. He’d found her after her stint on TV, where her troubles had really started. Not least because that shitmuncher Jake Butler had cheated her off the show, but also because it was via American Hero that she got tangled up with Michael Douchebag Berman. Michael Grabby-Hands Berman. Michael Needle-Dick Berman.


By now she should have been living on easy street, but it never worked out that way because every single person she met turned out to be a flaming asshole.


Well, except maybe one.


Yellow halogen light and the silvery glow of a full moon kaleidoscoped through the rain-stippled windows when the car swung through another roundabout. Mollie watched the floor in the vague hope that a pen, paper clip, or other useful implement might slide conveniently from beneath the seat. No dice. She sighed. The residual tremors from the tasing had temporarily ruined her fine motor skills anyway. She couldn’t pick the locks, nor could she break the chain.


Ffodor had insisted she could open portals within solid objects because it was no different from opening them on a wall or in midair. It was the



closest they’d ever come to an argument. Of course it was different: air was invisible, and it moved. Her one attempt to visualize a portal inside something else had given her the worst headache of her life.


The handcuffs clinked. The second cop, the one in the passenger seat, Monsieur Electrocute-First-And-Ask-Questions-Never, shot a glare over his shoulder. It was a look of naked disappointment: they’d nabbed a short, slightly plump, twenty-two-year-old American with too many freckles to be cute and unnaturally coppery curls in blue jeans and blouse rather than a tall, leggy, teenaged heroin-chic Parisian runway model in a skirt that reached just below her pubes.


Mollie returned the glare. “Supermodels are all shrews and cokeheads, you know.”


He said something to his partner. Everything sounded snide when you didn’t speak the language.


The car swerved, pressing her face into the seat upholstery again. Her stomach lurched in response to a strong whiff of the foot stink. Mollie wormed upright into a sitting position before she upchucked all over herself. She resigned herself to watching a rain-soaked City of Light slide past the windows.


The car passed a fountain. She smiled.


Fine, she thought. Let’s do this the really easy way.


Even with her brain half scrambled from the Taser it was easy as breathing. With barely a conscious thought, she opened a pair of twinned doorways: one atop the dashboard, and a much larger one in the fountain basin.


Cold water gushed into the car as though somebody had pointed a firehose through the vents. The frogs swore in unison—“Merde!” (even Mollie could understood that)—as the driver planted his foot on the brake. They skidded. The water, already over her knees, sloshed over the headrests. Mollie slammed her forehead against the Plexiglas divider. She closed her eyes, concentrating on holding her breath to feign unconsciousness.


The water kept coming. In seconds it was over her waist, but then it dropped as the befuddled cops bailed from the car. Mollie kept the doorways in place. Now the water gushing from the dash mostly poured out the open doors, but enough pooled in the backseat to pose a drowning hazard.


The hard part was maintaining the act while the gendarmes dragged her from the car like a sack of fertilizer. Her lungs were well and truly burning before the idiots realized they had to take the cuffs off before they



could do CPR. Mollie abandoned the act as soon as the cuffs fell from her wrists. She leapt to her feet, stumbling a bit thanks to the lingering dizziness from the Taser and holding her breath.


“Thanks, morons,” she said.


The driver barked at her. He didn’t sound happy. His partner scrabbled at the Taser on his belt.


“Oh, yeah,” said Mollie, “please try it again.” He wouldn’t catch her by surprise this time.


He aimed. She opened two new holes in space: one just past the end of his weapon, the other a couple feet lower. Between the darkness and the water dripping from his eyelashes he didn’t notice the shimmer. He pulled the trigger, shrieked, and immediately collapsed into a quivering heap, having tased himself in the nuts.


Mollie made yet another pair of doorways. She flipped a double bird at the other cop as she leapt from a wet Paris night to the synchronized chaos of Shinjuku Station, Tokyo. She bowled into a salaryman with his nose buried in a manga featuring a cartoonishly buxom caricature of Curve-ball on the cover. He yelled at her. She put a portal under his feet and dumped the pervert in a smelly Venice canal. Then she sprinted through the crowd, snatching purses and billfolds along the way, leaving angry commuters in her wake. A transit cop tried to give chase but she leapt from the train platform and came to a soft landing on the sand of Cottesloe Beach, just outside Perth. Her cash dash had netted about twenty-nine thousand yen, or a little under three hundred bucks. Not great, but also not bad for ten seconds of work. She dumped the purses and wallets on the beach and stepped across the continent to a laneway just outside a Melbourne currency exchange. Five minutes after passing the fountain in Paris, she identified a suitable replacement blouse in a Sydney department store window. It was nicer than the one the gendarmes had ruined.
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“Well?” Baba Yaga demanded when Franny returned to her hospital room. She might be old and frail, but the rap of command was in her voice.


Sucking in a breath, Franny gave a concise description as if he had been reporting to Maseryk or Mendelberg back at the precinct.


“Hmmm, perhaps you are not quite as stupid as I thought.”


The old woman turned to the Otter and said something in what



sounded like Russian. The smooth-faced man pulled an incongruous evening gown out of the closet, helped the old woman out of bed and into the bathroom. A few moments later they emerged. Baba Yaga was now dressed. She wore the little slippers provided by the hospital rather than the high heels that Franny could see in the closet.


All five of them headed for the door. It was clear they were blowing this popsicle stand. Franny stood for a few moments reflecting on what he’d seen on those fight videos. The unspeakable horror that had been unleashed on ordinary citizens by the woman who had just walked out.


“Yeah, fuck no,” Franny muttered, and he went after them. It hurt to run and he felt like a fool as he tried to hold the back of his gown together. Baba Yaga and her thuggish entourage were at the front entrance.


“Hey! Hold it! You’re under arrest!” People in the lobby were staring at him. A woman behind a large desk stood and reached for the phone.


Baba Yaga ignored him. Franny gave up on modesty, pressed his arm against the bandage on his side, and ran harder. There was a jostling crowd on the sidewalk. Cops and Baba Yaga and her people. Franny assumed they were responding to a 911 call. A limo was idling at the curb.


Franny grabbed one of the cops by the shoulder. “You’ve got to stop that woman! She’s a criminal. A kidnapper. A murderer.” The officer frowned and knocked Franny’s hand off his shoulder. “Look, I’m a cop, too!”


Most of the officers had entered the hospital. A few were still outside. They looked inquiringly at Baba Yaga and a stone sank into the pit of Franny’s gut. He recognized privilege and payoff when he saw it.


One of the cops said something. It sounded like a question. The Otter leaned down and Baba Yaga whispered in his ear. He answered the cop, who pulled out his baton.


“Ah shit. Really?”


The nightstick slammed into his shoulder. Franny spun away and the next blow landed on the wound in his side. Pain pulsed through his body and a burning light exploded behind his eyes.
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Marcus could barely believe Olena had really stepped out into the street to meet the oncoming truck. If he’d had the strength he would’ve grabbed her. He didn’t, though, and could only watch.


For a moment he was sure the truck was going to run her down. And



then he was sure that she was going to shoot the driver. Neither happened. Instead, she walked right up to the moving vehicle, stepped onto the sideboard as it passed, and jabbed the pistol through the window. Marcus didn’t hear what she said, but the gun made her pretty convincing. The truck stopped. Olena jumped down. The man climbed out, the Glock aimed at him the whole time. She made it look so easy.


She had turned her head, flicked the hair out of her face, and said, “It’s probably better if I drive. Get in.”


In the truck’s bed, Marcus had asked her through the open window of the cabin just who she was. Her answer, “I’m Ukrainian girl,” hardly explained it. Marcus was beginning to suspect that there was more to her than he imagined.


It embarrassed him that she’d gotten him out of this city, that she’d taken control. But it was a shallow level of embarrassment. He was relieved that it wasn’t all on him. If it wasn’t complicated enough, he was still ashamed of the things she’d seen him do in the arena. Ugly things. Murderous things. Some of that he’d done for her, but still . . . he didn’t like the memories he had of it. He didn’t recognize himself in them. He just saw a monster with blood on his hands and venom in his mouth.


Considering that, there was something about being nearly dead in the back of a truck stolen for him by a beautiful Ukrainian girl that seemed almost all right. Somebody cared, and if that was true there was still some hope left. If only he wasn’t hurting so. Bleeding still, dizzy enough that he felt near to losing consciousness . . .


“Don’t sleep, my hero,” Olena’s voice said, rousing him. “Stay awake, okay? Sleep later.”


Marcus opened his eyes. The glare of the world flashed to life again. The valley floor stretched out below them, looking dry and scraggly as it dropped down toward Talas. Around them, the foothills of the mountains rose into a series of ridges, one piled on top of the other, growing in height. That mountain? It was there, miles away, towering above a desolate, foreign landscape like nothing he’d ever seen.


Olena stood behind the truck, holding up a jar of water for him. A little distance away a man, a woman, and several small children stood outside the door of a modest house, staring. At their feet sat the crates of cigarettes that Olena had said she was going to trade for clothes. Apparently, the barter had worked.


She had exchanged her slinky dress for a local getup. A colorful but



shapeless sort of jacket, a woolen skirt so long it brushed the ground, and a hat into which her short hair disappeared entirely. He was going to miss the little red number, and she wasn’t exactly going to pass for a local with her angelic features and high cheekbones and crystal blue eyes. But from a distance she looked the part. Kinda.


He tried to cover up the pain of reaching for the jar by smiling. The effort of it, and of talking, was almost more than he could manage. “I like the look,” he said. “Doesn’t . . .” He exhaled, wondering where his breath had gone. “Doesn’t do you justice, but that’s probably a good thing.”


“You think I’m not so pretty now,” she said.


“God, no, I don’t think that,” Marcus said.


She brushed him off with a motion of her head. “Anyway, now we are hidden.”


He wanted to ask her how she could think a black guy with a twenty-foot striped snake tail could possibly be hidden anyplace, much less in rural Kazakh-wherever-they-were. But he didn’t. He didn’t really want to ask her. He wasn’t sure what to make of the fact that she seemed to continue not to see him as deformed. He certainly didn’t want it to end, though. He said, “You look great. Just like a local.”


“I know where to go now.” She gestured toward the watching family, and then waved at them. “They told me about a village. A good place for us.”


She hefted a large metal gasoline can into the bed and then climbed back up into the cab. She turned over the engine and pulled the truck back onto the long, narrow stretch of dusty tarmac that had taken them out of the city. They kept on rising into the mountains.


“What’s good about this place?” Marcus asked through the window.


“You’ll see,” she said.


[image: images]


Barbara’s sleep was restless. A dream—a nightmare, truthfully—returned, one that she’d had several times when she was younger but which hadn’t bothered her for many years now, a memory that inevitably morphed into a night terror.


She was barely twelve when her mother died.


As the only child without any other parent or siblings, she was acting as the shomeret for her mother, sitting watch in the funeral home. Relatives



and friends remained with her that night as she sat near her mother’s wooden coffin. Her mother had died only that afternoon: a suicide bombing in Shuk HaCarmel Market in Tel Aviv. The funeral would take place the next day.


The rabbi had come and intoned the ritual words: “Barukh atah Adonai Eloheinu melekh ha’olam dayan ha’emet” and torn the Kria, ripping the left side of her blouse.


“Such a terrible loss, a terrible day. How are you holding up, my child?” the rabbi had asked her, his eyes sad and kind. She could only shake her head.


“I don’t understand,” Barbara answered, and her voice broke with the sobs that had wracked her on and off ever since the news had come. “The police . . . they said that Mom told them before she died that she saw this young man walking into the market looking like he was sick or frightened, all sweating and pale, that she called out to him to ask him if he needed help. He only shouted back to her in Arabic and waved his hands at her, but Mom doesn’t speak Arabic and she didn’t know what he was saying. He ran deeper into the market, and she followed him, and that’s . . .” She swallowed hard. The grief in her mouth tasted like ashes and tears. “That’s when the boy, or someone else, set off the vest. Rabbi, maybe he was telling Mom to stay away. Maybe he was warning her, but she couldn’t understand . . .”


“None of us can understand a tragedy like this,” the rabbi told her, but his words and the arm he put around her shoulders were little comfort to her. She kept replaying the scene in her mind: her mother following the boy, wanting to help him, the light and heat and shattering concussion of the explosion, her mother falling amid the debris and screams . . .


In the nightmare memory of that night, she approached the coffin. She would be suddenly alone: the rabbi gone, her relatives and family friends all vanished. There was only the room and the coffin. She saw the lid lifting, her mother’s blood-streaked hand and arm shoving it upward. Barbara could only stare, frozen, unable to move. As the lid was pushed back with a hollow thud, her mother’s corpse slowly sat up. Her face turned toward Barbara: a visage of raw horror, strips of flesh falling away from a shattered skull, an eye dangling from its socket, half of her jaw gone and her tongue lolling down like a fat grey worm . . .


But this night, in Machu Picchu, the nightmare shifted and changed. It wasn’t her mother’s arm that lifted the coffin lid, nor her mother’s body



that appeared. The arm was Klaus’s, clad in ghost armor that looked to have been cracked and broken. It was Klaus’s shattered and ruined corpse rising up in the coffin, turning slowly to stare at her with its moldering, one-eyed face.


Klaus. Not her mother.


In the dream, Barbara screamed, as Klaus’s body started to pull itself from the coffin that held it; as she found herself suddenly awake under the covers, shivering and terrified at the dream’s lingering memory.


“What’s the matter?” Barbara heard Klaus ask sleepily from his side of the bed.


She tried to calm her racing heart. “Nothing,” she told him. “Just a dream, is all. Go back to sleep.”


Klaus grunted. She felt him turn in the bed.


She’d been barely twelve when her mother died . . .


The nightmare of seeing the ravaged, shattered body of her mother rising from the coffin would haunt her teenage years. In reality, at the funeral the following morning as the coffin was lowered into the earth, Barbara’s card would turn. As Barbara cried out in pain and anguish and fright, the chanting of the rabbi became nothing more than nonsense syllables, and frightened onlookers could only shout incomprehensible questions to the sky.


None of them could any longer understand the other. Like her mother and the young man in the market . . .


For long minutes, Barbara stared into the darkness of the ceiling above her, pondering what this altered dream meant, afraid for some reason that this was some portent, some warning. She wrestled with herself, insisting that to think such a thing was irrational and ridiculous, but the feeling persisted even under the logic.


When sleep—blessedly dreamless this time—finally came to her again, it was followed far too soon by the stern beeping of her phone’s morning alarm.
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The first thing Franny saw were large feet encased in heavy steel-toed shoes. His eyes felt gummy and his mouth tasted of blood. He had apparently bitten his tongue. Slowly he identified the noise he heard as a car engine.



He was on the floor of the limo wedged between the facing seats. They went over a bump and Franny gasped in pain. He looked up. Baldy, Stache, and B.O. were seated on the jump seat.


A hand twisted in his hair and he was rolled over to face Baba Yaga. His gown was twisted and hiked up over his hips. Bad enough to be in the custody of a psychopath but having his dick and balls exposed somehow made it even worse.


She tapped a forefinger against her lips and studied him. “You are a great deal of trouble,” she said.


“So why bring me?”


“You might prove useful. If you aren’t I will kill you. Clear?”


“Crystal.”


They continued to drive. The Otter was murmuring into a cell phone. Everyone else was silent. Franny cleared his throat. “So, where are we going?”


“Shut up.”


Ten minutes later he tried again. “May I get on a seat?”


“No.” Baba Yaga was a woman of few words.


Eventually they came to a stop and Franny was pulled out of the car. He groaned as pain flared in his side and his shoulder. They were back at the casino. Not a place he’d ever wanted to see again.


Franny suggested they leave him in the car with the Otter, but Baba Yaga didn’t seem to be the trusting sort. Baldy had shoved a gun in his back (it was very cold against his bare skin), and Franny followed the old lady into the casino. It was a mess. Overturned roulette tables, chips scattered across the floor, the garish colors clashing against the paisley of the expensive carpet. The faces on the strewn cards looked surprised as they trod across them. The blood also didn’t look all that good on the carpet.


There were a couple of evidence techs going about their business. They straightened, and gave Baba Yaga respectful nods as she moved past them. Clearly the old criminal owned the cops in Talas. As if being beat like a drum on Baba Yaga’s say-so hadn’t been enough of a hint, Franny thought.


A skinny man dressed in a Gandhi-like diaper hurried through a door off the casino floor. The lights shone on the viscous slime that coated his body, and gleamed on his shaved head. A pungent odor had Franny’s eyes watering. It was the joker Vaporlock, aka Sam Palmer, a well-known figure around Jokertown, a pathetic loser known to the cops as a small-time



thief, and a traitor to his fellow jokers. Based on Wally Gunderson’s statement Vaporlock had helped kidnap jokers for Baba Yaga’s fight club. That accusation was now proved.


“Shit, Baba Yaga . . . ma’am. We thought you were dead. I mean, man, were we worried when that big-ass snake whacked you. Some of the guys believed that. But not me. I knew you’d be back. Nobody can take you down.” The words emerged tight and fast.


Baba Yaga didn’t actually address Vaporlock. Instead she turned to Baldy and said simply, “Bring him.”


They started across the casino floor with Vaporlock twitching and bouncing along next to the old woman. “So what’s the plan, ma’am? We gettin’ out of here? Some of the guys have gone nuts to even think about challenging you.” Baba Yaga ignored him.


There were still bodies sprawled around slot machines and under tables. Franny reflected that being dead in a tux didn’t add any more dignity to that state. Some of the dead sported bullet wounds. Others were just dead. probably victims of IBT’s poisonous tongue.


Contemplating tuxedos brought to the fore Franny’s most pressing concern. “Hey. I need some clothes,” he said.


“We are not a haberdashery,” Baba Yaga said.


Franny pointed at a dead man. “He’s not using them. Can we take a couple of minutes?”


Baba Yaga contemplated him in his open-backed hospital gown and the tattered slippers on his bare feet. Something almost like a tiny smile quirked her withered lips. “Fine.”


He found a man who was roughly his size, and stripped him out of his coat, shirt, trousers, socks, and shoes. Franny figured he’d go commando. Wearing a dead man’s underwear was a bridge too far.


“Bathroom?” Franny asked.


Baba Yaga didn’t bother to answer. Just gave him a look. Franny turned his back and dressed. The pants were too big and the shirt too tight, but he felt far less vulnerable. He had barely tied the shoes, a painful operation because bending over pulled at the stitches in his side, when Baba Yaga started moving again. A not-too-gentle push from B.O. propelled Franny back into motion.


Vaporlock, having given up on any conversation with Baba Yaga, dropped back to walk next to Franny. “Hey, I recognize you. You’re a cop,



right? At Fort Freak?” Franny nodded. “So, if I help you out you’d put in a good word for me, right?”


“You’re not very bright, are you?” Franny said softly.


“Huh?”


“You might want to rethink talking about cutting a deal with me while you’re walking with her.”


“Uh.” Vaporlock raised his voice. “I meant only if she doesn’t need me. I’m totally with her unless she wants me to leave—”


“Sam.” Vaporlock looked up at Franny. “Stop digging,” he said softly.


They went through another door at the back of the casino and up a staircase. The second floor over this wing of the building was living quarters. Franny didn’t think much of the decor. It was cluttered with furniture in competing styles. Leather-covered armchair next to a Louis XIV chair with incongruous leather upholstery. Fringed-edged ottomans, and numerous knickknack tables.


Baba Yaga, trailed by two of the guards, went into the bedroom. A string of what were clearly expletives erupted from the bedroom. Franny went to the door to look. Baba Yaga was staring at an enormous jewelry case on the dresser. It was conspicuously empty.


She brushed past him, hurrying back into the living room. A nod to one of the goons and he threw back the edge of the oriental carpet to reveal a floor safe. She knelt and twisted the dial. Franny sensed the goon’s eyes on him, and he made an obvious show of looking the other way. All this damn furniture crammed into such a small space . . .


“She . . . changes people. And not in a good way. We’re talking about furniture.”


The words of the disgraced and now arrested Hollywood producer Michael Berman came floating back. Franny looked more closely at a large armchair. That didn’t look like normal leather. He moved so he could see the front of the chair. The seat held a face. A terrified, openmouthed face. The feet of the chair appeared to be clawed hands, and human feet with the toes tightly clenched. Franny reeled back from the grotesque sight.


A chuckle like dried leaves across concrete. Baba Yaga was stuffing handfuls of various kinds of currency, gem-encrusted jewelry, and gold coins into a leather satchel, but her gaze was fixed on him. “If I kill you, boy, you won’t die easy.”


She’s enjoying my disgust and distress, Franny realized. He schooled his



features and gave a shrug. “Then I sure hope you just shoot me. Sucks to admit it, but I’m kinda getting used to it.”


Franny tried not to look at the furniture, but it was like trying not to think about elephants. Clearly Baba Yaga was a wild card. He wondered how she did it. His desperately wandering gaze fell on Vaporlock. His eyes were flicking from the satchel to the three goons to the door of the living quarters. Franny tensed and felt the pull in his side and shoulder.


Baba Yaga was pulling out a stack of passports held by a rubber band. Before she could place them in her bag Vaporlock swept a hand across his chest and jammed the slick, smelly mess into the face of Baldy, who stood closest to Baba Yaga. As the man gagged and slumped Vaporlock grabbed his pistol and fired wildly at Baba Yaga while reaching for the satchel with his free hand.


Franny was in motion long before the shot. He knew better than to try to grab the slippery ace. Instead he snatched a heavy metal and enamel icon off the desk, and slammed the heavy framed edge down on Vaporlock’s forearm. The shot went wild, slamming into a nearby sofa. Instead of pale stuffing the bullet sent up a cloud of red- and flesh-colored particles.


Baba Yaga’s mouth was working, the wrinkled cheeks becoming even more sunken. Vaporlock looked terrified and he whirled and ran. A gob of spit hit the floor behind his heels, but he was through the door and slammed it shut.


Franny started to move toward the door. He was still clutching the icon. Baba Yaga’s command cut the air.


“Stop!”


“I want to arrest that asshole.”


“Always the noble hero,” the old woman said and gave a nod toward the icon. Franny looked down and for the first time noticed the figures. It was St. George slaying a dragon. “Well, I want to kill him,” Baba Yaga said in a prosaic tone. “But I think we’re both doomed to disappointment.”


There were male voices in the hall outside the living quarters. Franny couldn’t distinguish what they were saying, but Vaporlock’s voice came through shrill and angry. “Yeah, the bitch is in there.” More murmuring. “Two. I took down one guy. Oh and a hurt cop. Don’t worry. I heard about him back in New York. He’s a pussy.”


Franny pushed aside his irritation and focused on the more immediate problem. “Who are they? Do you know?” Franny asked.


“Crows come to pick at the corpse,” she answered. She was placing a stack of old-style cassette tapes into the satchel.


“Very poetic, but that doesn’t tell me much.”


“Competitors who see their opportunity. Well, they’ll be ruling in hell very soon.” She said something to Stache and B.O., who were still on their feet, and they took up positions to either side of the door.


“I’m going to be very disappointed in you if you don’t have an alternate way out of this joint,” Franny snapped at her.


She gave him that cold, secretive smile again. “We cannot simply run before them. They must be forced to pull back and lick their wounds.”


“You give me a gun and maybe I can help.”


“I give you a gun and maybe you use it on me.”


“As I recall I just saved you from a bullet. Also you’re my ticket out of here.”


Hand signals were being exchanged by the guards. One of them snapped off a shot and someone screamed. A hail of bullets came at the defenders. B.O. went down. The day was just getting better and better, Franny reflected.


Baba Yaga frowned, scuttled forward, and grabbed the pistol that Vaporlock had dropped. She returned to Franny’s side, and slapped the gun into his hand. She shoved him toward the door. It hurt because it was his wounded shoulder.


“Make them regret the effort.”


Franny duck-walked to the door. It pulled the stitches in his side and hurt like hell. He shook his head trying to concentrate. He risked a quick glance around the doorjamb. Big men in cheap suits with guns. A lot like Baba Yaga’s big men in cheap suits with guns.


Franny’s brief look had drawn another volley. He and Stache exchanged glances, then leaned out and shot down the hall, then jerked back into cover. The kick from the pistol hurt his wounds, and Franny had to take a few seconds to just breathe.


“Not sure I hit anything,” he said aloud. “Not sure I want to.” Killing the joker El Monstro was a fresh and horrifying memory. Stache gave him an amused look. “Okay, so you do speak English. Asshole,” he added, but he said that under his breath.


There was a quick conversation between Stache and Baba Yaga. Stache started blasting down the hall. Franny joined in. He had a brief glimpse of Vaporlock at the back of the pack. The slide ratcheted back; he was out



of ammo. He crawled to the body of B.O., and patted at the pockets looking for a reload. The gunfire slowed. Baba Yaga swung open a panel in the wall.


She snapped out something in Russian and Stache fell back. He grabbed Baldy off the floor, threw Baldy over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry, and darted to the opening through which Baba Yaga had already vanished. Franny realized that whether he followed or not was going to be entirely up to him. He dropped the useless pistol, gritted his teeth against the pain, got to his feet, and sprinted after them.


His ears were ringing from the gunfire so he had no idea if their attackers were entering the room. Begrudging even the small second a glance behind might cost him, Franny leaned forward, and was through the panel. It was dark so he missed the steep staircase. He lost his footing and went tumbling headlong down the steps.


Playing hockey through grade school and high school had taught him how to fall, and Stache, acting more out of self-preservation than any kindness, grabbed him by the waistband and stopped the headlong plunge. Yanked to his feet Franny felt a warm trickle running down his side. Fortunately fear and adrenaline masked any pain from his torn stitches.


Through another door and he found himself back in the gladiator quarters where this nightmare had begun only the day before. He had a sudden memory of the handcuff swinging loose on his wrist, Mollie Steunenberg’s mocking smile and upthrust middle finger. The bitch had abandoned him. Maybe if he’d treated her better? Or scared her more? He pushed aside the regrets and second thoughts. He’d find some way to get home and when he did Ms. Steunenberg was going to face a judge.


The bodies of Stuntman and El Monstro lay on the floor. There was a sweetish scent of flesh starting to decompose. Added to that was the stench of the rotting food on the buffet. The smell of death and corruption. It seemed the perfect analogy for what had formed the foundation of Baba Yaga’s kingdom. Franny choked back bile.


Baba Yaga grabbed a napkin off the buffet table and wiped Vaporlock’s ooze off Baldy’s face. She then threw a pitcher of water in his face and started slapping him. The heavy jeweled rings cut his face. Baldy groaned and came around. There was a tense conversation in Russian. Baldy nodded and dabbed at his bleeding cheeks with his tie. He clambered to his feet and they were back in motion again.


Franny forced himself to look at Stuntman’s face as he passed. One side



was unmarred. On the other his eye hung grotesquely on his shattered cheek and his skull was depressed.


I’ll see you home. I promise.


He fought down the urge to kick El Monstro’s body. If not for the joker he and Jamal would be back in New York safe, drinking, and maybe not fired by the NYPD and SCARE.


Franny followed the old woman and her two guards down a hallway to a heavy metal door. She unlocked it and they stepped out into a garage. There was a van with New York plates parked in the docking area.


There were also four thugs waiting for them. Gunfire echoed off the concrete. Baba Yaga’s guards were controlled and icy as they double-tapped, firing at the mob competitors, but there was enough lead flying that some of it found its mark. Baldy went down again and this time it didn’t look like he was going to get up.


Franny was hugging the concrete. Baba Yaga’s slippered feet went past his face. He looked up in time to see Stache shoot one of the two remaining attackers. The other received a spray of spit from Baba Yaga right in the face. He began to scream, clawing at his eyes. Then his head stretched, widening and elongating. His eyeballs popped from their sockets and burst, blood and intraocular fluid running down his deformed face. His arms jerked behind his head, and fused together while his legs did the same. His screams were punctuated by the sharp crack of breaking bones. His body stretched and widened until he was a tall rectangle. The blood and fluid from the burst eyeballs now stained the face of a clock.


Franny scrambled back toward the door. This was a fucking nightmare—Jamal’s death, the violence at the hospital, and now this. Could he really stay in the company of this murderous old bitch? Baba Yaga and Stache walked past the dying man. He must have still had vocal chords because inhuman cries were emanating from the cutout moon that decorated the face of the clock. As she passed she put a hand against the deformed and suffering figure and shoved. He went over with a crash as the transformation concluded.


She looked back at Franny, who was huddled against the door to the casino. “Hurry up! And pick up some of these guns. You need to be useful now.”


He wanted to refuse, but he was afraid how the old monster would react. She had decided she needed him. Better not to antagonize her. Franny darted past the transformed man. He didn’t want to look but couldn’t



help himself. Please God, let the poor bastard be dead, he thought, then the long cabinet gave one final jerk, violent enough that it rolled onto its side.


He gathered up a couple of pistols and a small submachine gun. Stache was doing the same. They all piled into the van. Franny was surprised when Baba Yaga took the wheel. She threw the van into reverse and they went roaring up the ramp and out onto the street just as more mobsters erupted through the doors of the casino. Bullets wangled off the hood of the van. The guard leaned out and returned fire. Franny followed suit. The old lady hit the brake and spun the wheel, sending them into a violent spin. She righted the van, and accelerated away from the casino. As they roared past the limo he saw the windows were shot out, and the Otter had half his head missing. He was suddenly glad he hadn’t been left in the car.


They went weaving through the traffic at speeds approaching seventy miles an hour. Franny wondered where she had learned to drive like this. Now that the immediate danger was past Franny felt that heat and trembling in his muscles that signaled the end of the adrenaline overload under which he’d been operating. Which meant he was suddenly very aware of his injuries. His shoulder was throbbing in time to his heartbeat and the wound in his side was a flare of agony.


He also had time to reflect that he was riding in a van that had carried kidnapped jokers to Baba Yaga’s not-so-little-house-of-horrors. So why had she set up the fight club? Now that he had met the woman it was clear she was coldly practical. There couldn’t have been enough money in bets to make it worth the risk. So why do it? He decided to just ask her.


She glanced over at him. “So now you think to ask. After you have come in and broken all the dishes. You’re a fool, boy. You think you’re a hero, but you may have destroyed the world. I hope it was worth it.”


“What are you fucking talking about?”


“You’ll see. Soon the whole world will see. Can it be stopped? Well, we’ll see about that, too.”


They were passing through the center of the city. They crossed a plaza with an equestrian statue in its center. Off to the left Franny saw the outline of the hospital etched against the setting sun. Sirens were converging from all over the city. A couple of police cars, lights flashing, barreled past them. Down a side street Franny saw steel barricades being set across the street by Kazakh policemen.


“So fast. I did not think it would start to happen this fast,” Baba Yaga



said softly to herself. “I think we will take a longer, slower, safer route to the airport.”


She took them in a tight U-turn that had other cars blaring their horns at them. A few more sudden turns took them away from the city center. Franny sat tensely erect, a pistol clutched tightly in his hand. Periodically he had to switch off hands so he could wipe the nervous sweat from his palms on the fabric of his pants. Stache was whistling tunelessly in the backseat. Baba Yaga’s lined face was expressionless, watching the road. Franny wondered what thoughts were whirling behind that wrinkled mask.
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Michelle and Adesina dashed into the graffiti-covered subway car just as the doors were closing. Michelle grabbed two empty seats and they sat down. The car didn’t smell like urine today—an improvement from yesterday’s trip—and the hard blue molded seats were actually clean.


Michelle sighed with relief when she saw no one recognized her. Her baseball cap concealed her long platinum hair, and the oversized Ray•Bans had done the rest. Dressed down in jeans and a T, she looked like every other aspiring model in town.


“Mom,” Adesina said, plucking Michelle’s T-shirt with her claw. Adesina was the size of a Jack Russell terrier. Her body looked like a butterfly, complete with iridescent wings. Her face was that of a little girl.


“You said I could wear lip gloss to school.” She gave Michelle her very best big-brown-eyes momma-please look. Under normal circumstances, this ploy would have worked. But Michelle was working on setting boundaries.


“You’re eight,” Michelle replied, shifting her Prada hobo bag on her lap. “You can’t wear makeup until you’re thirteen.” That sounded very mom-like to Michelle.


“You wore makeup when you were my age,” Adesina said, using her trump card. Oh, you little stinker, Michelle thought.


“When I was your age I wore makeup because modeling was my job,” Michelle replied tersely. “And it still is. Stop using that as an argument. It’s not going to work.”


Adesina pouted. “You’re mean.”


Michelle couldn’t help but smile. Even pouty, her daughter was adorable.


They came to the next stop, and two men wearing Knicks T-shirts and



jeans got into the car. Despite there being seats still open, they made a beeline to Michelle and Adesina. Great, Michelle thought. Just great.


“That your freak?” one of them said, gesturing with his thumb at Adesina as the car started moving. A wave of crappy, overbearing cologne flowed off of him.


Michelle didn’t have to look at Adesina to know she was tearing up. She reached over and touched Adesina’s hair to comfort her. They’d gone to the hairdresser and had it done up in cornrows. She looked beautiful. How could anyone look at Adesina and see anything other than a sweet little girl?


“Hey, do I know you?” the other man said. He didn’t give off quite the full-blown asshole vibe his friend did, but he was obviously in training. “You seem really familiar. Did I ever fuck you?”


Wow, dude, she thought. Big mistake.


“First,” she said calmly, and for anyone who knew her, too calmly. “Stop making ugly remarks about my daughter. Second, do you kiss your mother with that mouth? Third, you’re boring me and embarrassing yourself. Also, you really don’t want to make me mad.”


Both of the creeps burst out laughing. “Ooooo, she’s so tough,” the overscented one said. He leaned in close, trying to intimidate her. It was adorably stupid. She smiled coldly. He looked confused.


She glanced at his friend, who by now was staring at her as recognition dawned and he began backing away. “I think you’ll remember me in just a second,” she said as she stood up. Her purse fell to the floor.


Then she let a bubble form and it floated above her hand. It wasn’t one that would explode, much as she wanted to let it. But it would hit him heavy and hard as a cannonball.


Before he could react, she hip-checked too-much-cologne dude into the center of the aisle. At six feet tall, she had about four inches on him and was heavier than she looked. She let the bubble go. It caught him in the gut and threw him off his feet. He hit the floor hard and slid backward five or six feet. The other passengers lifted their feet as he slid by, then went back to their tablets and phones.


She turned to his companion, her smile icy. “You remember me now?” she asked, another bubble forming in her hand. “Or do I need to remind you, too?”


The man held up his hands. “I’m very sorry, Miss Bubbles,” he said. “We were just trying to have some fun.”


The bubble was the size of a baseball and getting denser by the moment. She wanted to let it go. She fairly ached to do it. “It’s fun to be mean to children and say horrible things about them?” Michelle said, the anger making her voice more of a growl. “It’s fun to bully and threaten women on the subway? You have an interesting idea of fun.” She leaned toward him. “Do you know what I think is fun?” The bubble floated out of her hand, hovering there like a promise. And it itched and burned to be released. “Bubbling someone. Particularly punks. There’s nothing like it.” The second man paled, then staggered away from her. Michelle left the bubble floating between them. Until she decided what she wanted it to do, it was just a pretty ornament.


The car slowed and stopped at Michelle’s exit. Adesina tugged on Michelle’s jeans and held up her front legs. Michelle retrieved her purse from the floor, then picked up Adesina and walked to the open doors. The other passengers stood, but waited as she walked by, leaving her a clear exit. She turned and let the bubble pop. “You boys knock this crap off,” she said. “You never know who you might run into. Also, manners.”


She stood at the open doors and the rest of the passengers exited, flowing like a river around her.


Michelle stepped out of the car, and Adesina stuck out her tongue at the men as the doors slid shut.
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The Midnight Angel hurried up the front steps of the Bleecker Towers, a Jokertown hotel that lately she’d become all too familiar with. She compressed her lips tightly in a peevish expression accentuated by a disapproving frown.


The usual desk clerk stood behind the reception counter. He was neatly dressed as always and was rather handsome for a Cyclops. The hotel, with outdated but clean and well-cared-for carpets and furnishings, was located on the edge of Jokertown. Most employees and guests were jokers of middle-class means, and hotel management tried hard to project a friendly, safe, and stolidly respectable atmosphere. They mostly succeeded, but then, the Angel reflected, this was Jokertown, where things could turn in a second and often did.


She caught his eye and he nodded deferentially.


“Is he in?” she asked, making no attempt to keep the exasperation out of her voice.


“I don’t know, ma’am.” The clerk knew she was talking about Jamal Norwood through previous interactions. “I haven’t seen Mr. Norwood go out today, but then I’ve been away from the desk several times.”


She hurried past, heading for the staircase that led to upper-floor rooms, her exasperation tinged with worry. Maybe he’s too sick to make the appointment, she thought to herself. And too stubborn to call for help.


Norwood was a member of the team of SCARE agents the Angel ran, but lately things hadn’t been going well for him. His power of invulnerability to damn near everything had been failing, making him weak and lethargic after physical encounters. It had gotten so bad that currently he was on medical leave and being treated at the Jokertown Clinic by Dr. Finn—so far to no avail. SCARE had arranged for several out-of-state specialists to consult on his case, and Jamal hadn’t shown up for that appointment.


The Angel took the stairs at an effortless jog—it was her policy to get her exercise in everyday activities rather than waste time at a gym—worrying about her subordinate as she went up the five flights.


Norwood was brash—he’d hung her with the nickname of She Who Must Be Obeyed—borderline insubordinate, far too stubborn, and all too unwilling to ask for help. The Angel had grown up in the South, and she knew the difficulties a strong, intelligent black man trying to make a place for himself in the world had even today, so she was willing to cut him some slack. She allowed him his stubbornness and petty rebelliousness. In a sense Norwood reminded him of her husband. Loving and living with Billy Ray for a decade, she’d experienced many manifestations of both those traits over the years. She didn’t, and never could, have children and although Norwood was only a few years younger than she, the Angel felt motherly toward him. Or at least big-sisterly.


She reached his floor, still breathing easily after her upstairs jog, went down the hall, and stood before his door. She raised a hand to knock, but something stopped her.


A feeling ran down her spine like the tickling of spider legs skittering on bare skin. The wild card virus hadn’t given her precognition, but the decade she’d spent as a SCARE agent beside Ray had honed her senses to an almost supernatural sharpness. It had also taught her to trust her instincts, which now were whispering urgent warnings in her ears.


She paused at the door and listened. Initially it was quiet inside, but there came a brief murmur of low voices and then again silence. She



frowned, staring at the hotel-room door. The Angel was not a subtle person. She felt a tiny pinch of guilt, knowing that Billy would moan when SCARE got the bill for this—they were always seriously underfunded—but she had to do what she thought was right. And the tickling feeling in her spine and the haunting whispers in her ears were telling her that this was right.


“Save my soul from evil, Lord, and heal this warrior’s heart,” she murmured. Her four-foot-long, flaming cross-hilted broadsword appeared in her leather-gauntleted hands and she plowed through the door, yanking it from its frame, shattering its wooden panels, and sending pieces flying before her into the room beyond.


“Freeze, Stunt—Jesus Christ!” a foreign-accented voice shouted. The empty bed and the aborted command that had come from one of the two men standing across the room both told her that Jamal wasn’t present, though plainly expected.


They gaped at her, momentarily caught mid-draw. She knew that she had only a fraction of a second before they’d shoot. Her sudden appearance had disconcerted them, as had the flying pieces of shattered debris they were ducking. They raised their arms to shield their faces. The Angel knew the only thing to do was disconcert them further.


She cocked her arm and threw her blade sideways. It helicoptered across the room like a flashing scythe and as it left her hand the sprinkler system in the ceiling kicked in. The fire alarm hooted, adding to the chaos. Even more astonishing, at least to the ambushers, the flames dancing on the sword’s blade were unaffected by the water spraying upon them. The Angel was not surprised. Like the sword itself, the flames were unnatural. Both were manifestations of the grace granted her by God and like her righteous anger neither could be quenched, broken, or even impeded by anything physical.


She followed the whirling blade, not breaking stride as she stooped low and in passing a desk single-handedly grabbed it by a leg and bore down upon the two men, waving the furniture over her head like an unwieldy club.


The men both seemed to be nats, but were as mismatched physically as a comedy team. One was short and round, the other tall and skinny. The skinny one was an inch or two taller than the Angel. The short, fat guy had long blond hair that was slicked back even before being soaked by the ceiling sprinkler, and was pulled into a lank ponytail.


Their pistols momentarily forgotten, both were ducking and cringing. They fell sideways to avoid the whirling blade that was exuding clouds of steam as the sprinklers pattered down upon it. The flames might not have been real, but they were as hot as hell and the blade was sharp as a serpent’s tooth as it chunked solidly into the wall near them, neatly slicing off the tip of the fat man’s ponytail as he fell on his ass trying to get out of the way.


The fat one fell to the Angel’s left, the sword vibrating in the wall and impeding her access to him, so she swatted the skinny one with the desk as he desperately tried to bring his pistol into line. He got off a shot, but the bullet flew over the Angel’s head as her ungainly club smashed into him on his head and torso. It was only cheap hotel furniture and it shattered as it drove him down to the floor, but it was more solid than he was. He had time for a single scream that segued into a choking gurgle as it passed his lips.


The Angel dropped the desk leg and pulled her steaming sword out of the wall. She slashed at the fat one, but he wanted no more of her. He vanished, sinking through the hotel-room floor faster than a boulder through water. He left no trace of his passing, except for a single gasped word.


“Gospody!”


The Angel sat down on the edge of the adjacent bed, sighed, and said automatically, “Don’t blaspheme.”


She glanced over at the skinny guy. He was still there and apparently alive and conscious. His arms and legs were moving feebly as he lay on the floor among the wreckage of the desk. She slipped the tip of her sword under the largest piece of debris and flipped it off him. His eyes were half closed. He was bleeding from his mouth and a nose that had once been rather sharp and prominent, but was now smashed flat. His gun lay on the floor by his side. On his chest, among the remains of the shattered desk, lay a closed laptop.


The Angel’s eyes gleamed. “Jamal’s computer,” she said. It had been in a desk drawer that now also lay splintered on the man’s chest.


She took her hands from the sword hilt and the blade disappeared. She arose from the bed, knelt down before her feebly groaning prisoner, and picked up his gun. She glanced at it. She had no idea what kind it was. She didn’t like guns. She ejected the clip, checked the chamber (Billy had taught her how to do this; he didn’t like guns either, but he used them if he had to), and she tossed the weapon onto the bed.


The man groaned. The Angel eyed him grimly. He and his fat partner must have been waiting for Jamal to return. Waiting to kill him. She didn’t like hit men, either.


“Shut up.”


The man fell silent. She took the laptop off his chest. She had one just like it. Government issued.


The Angel heard the sound of running feet out in the hallway and she stood, muttering her prayer, facing the doorway, sword again in hand as the desk clerk staggered into the room, breathing heavily. His eyes went wide.


“Jesus fucking Christ! What the hell is going on in here?”


The Angel looked at him sternly and pointed her sword at him. “First,” she said severely, “don’t blaspheme.”


The clerk, who’d been frantically glancing about the room until he’d seen the apparent body and desk debris at the Angel’s feet, snapped his eye back to her. He licked his lips and stood very still.


“Yes, ma’am,” he said.


“Second,” the Angel said, “turn off the water.” She caught herself just in time to not say “damned water.”


He nodded accommodatingly. The hit man at her feet let a groan out between his mashed lips. She looked down at him. He closed his eyes and pretended to be unconscious. The Angel sighed. As much as she’d like to have him all to herself for a while, she knew he needed medical attention.


“And third, you’d better call the police.”


The desk clerk nodded hurriedly, turned, and dashed away.


“And bring me some towels,” she shouted at his back.
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When they got to the Carter School, the playground was filled with children. A number of them were jokers. All of them were wild carders. Some had been rescued from the People’s Paradise of Africa eugenics program and brought back to America. Adesina had been one of those children.


Michelle saw Rusty and Ghost standing at the foot of the steps leading up to the school. Wally’s iron skin was looking pretty good. There was no rust on him and he had a dull sheen in the sun.


Yerodin was noncorporeal at the moment and floated a few inches above the ground. Ghost and Adesina had been rescued from the PPA



together. Wally had adopted Ghost and brought her back to New York as Michelle had done with Adesina. The girls had become friends after starting school together.


Ghost turned solid and pulled her tablet from her bag. The girls began playing the multiplayer version of Ocelot 9 as they walked up the steps to the school doors. The game was ridiculously popular at the moment, and Adesina was fixated on all things Ocelot.


“Hey,” Michelle said, using her best mom voice. “I thought we agreed, no games at school.”


“It’s only summer school, Mom,” Adesina replied. She looked at Yerodin with an expression that said, “Parents.” Ghost returned the look.


“Michelle is right,” Wally said in his thick Minnesota accent. “You need to put those tablets away or we’ll take ’em away.” He was far too nice to make it sound even a little bit like a threat. The girls giggled.


“Oh, hell,” Michelle sighed. “It is only summer school. They’re mostly doing arts and crafts and playing music, anyway.” She shoved her hands in her pants pockets. “But this counts as part of your six hours of games for this week, Adesina!”


The girls were already halfway up the steps, and Ghost just waved. Moto and Cesar were waiting for the girls at the top of the steps.


All of the children in the group had been in the PPA together, and all had been experimented on. Michelle couldn’t believe how normal they seemed after everything they’d been through. They went into the building, and she turned to Wally. He was looking moodily at The Carter.


The building had been built in Gardener’s memory: The Jerusha Carter Childhood Development Center. Gardener had died in the PPA, and Wally had been devastated. Michelle was grateful there was a place like The Carter for children like Adesina and her friends. Jerusha would have liked that.


“You doing okay, Wally?” she asked. He’d never been the same since Gardener died.


“Oh, I’m doing fine,” he said. “Can’t complain.”


It was the same exchange they had every time they ran into each other. There was a kind of comfort in it. He lied and she let him.


“You got plans?” he asked. She liked that he always sounded as if he was really interested.


“Got a shoot for L’Oreal,” she replied with a shrug. “Hair stuff. They’ll do computer magic and make me look like my hair is the most impossibly



beautiful thing ever. Oh, and the commercial is with me and Peregrine together! How awesome is that?”


Wally nodded and smiled. “She sure was nice on American Hero. And really pretty.”


“I know. She was very nice to me, even after I got booted off.”


She looked at her phone, checking the time. “I guess I should get going. I told Babel I’d come by and get caught up on Committee business after this shoot. Busy day. Oh, are the girls still having a sleepover at your house on Friday?”


“You betcha,” he said, a real smile breaking out across his steam-shovel face. “We’re going to make cupcakes, eat pizza, and play that Ocelot game all night. I even found some of those stuffed Cherry Witch toys.” A baffled expression crossed his face. “I sure don’t understand this game. Ocelots and witches. It makes no sense at all.”


“It’s a phase. Severe cuteness is a little girl thing. And your sleepover plans sound awesome, Wally.” She gave him a hug, then began walking to the subway.
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Franny didn’t need to speak Russian or Kazakh to recognize expletives. Stache was raging. Baba Yaga stood very still. The engine of the van pinged softly as the engine cooled. They stood in the empty, echoing cavernous hangar at the Talas International Airport. There were a couple of tire blocks tossed off to one side, several tall lockers, and a workbench against one wall.


“I take it there’s supposed to be an airplane in here?” Franny finally said. Baba Yaga just spun on her heel and walked back to the van. “Not very big on conversation, is she?” Franny said to Stache, who had seemingly run out of cuss words.


Before she reached the van the old woman staggered. Franny crossed the distance between them in time to keep her from hitting the oil-stained concrete. Small as she was it still hurt his shoulder and his side and he gave a hiss of pain. As for Baba Yaga her eyes were half lidded and she was very pale.


“Always the hero, eh,” she rasped out.


“Let’s settle for gentleman. My mom raised me right.”


Looking worried, Stache joined them. There was another hurried



conversation. Since Franny couldn’t either understand or join in he decided to investigate the lockers. Maybe somebody kept a change of street clothes. Running around in an ill-fitting tuxedo was going to draw attention. They were locked, but the locks looked flimsy so he took a wrench off the work-table and using his good arm bashed them loose.


“What are you doing?” Baba Yaga called.


“Looking for something a little less conspicuous. I’m tired of running around like an action hero in a spy novel.”


Her eyes raked him up and down. “Don’t flatter yourself,” was the dry response.


“Guess your mother didn’t raise you right.” He pulled open the doors, and got lucky. There were some clothes in one of the lockers. “Didn’t she ever teach you the Thumper rule?”


“What is the Thumper rule?”


“If you can’t say anything nice don’t say anything at all.”


“Stupid rule.”


For some reason the exchange amused him. Franny stifled a smile. “So, what’s the plan now?”


The old woman seemed to have exhausted the number of words she would allot to Franny and she didn’t answer. Instead she climbed into the backseat of the van. Stache leaned in the door, and there was another quick, incomprehensible conversation.


An imperious wave brought Franny to her side. “Go to the terminal. Investigate the situation. And no, I can’t send him.” She nodded at Stache. “He is known to work for me.”


Franny wasn’t actually going to argue because it meant he could get away from Baba Yaga and he was at an international airport—a fact he found rather surprising, but was happy to roll with it. Moving to the front of the van he changed out of the purloined tux and into the jeans. The jeans were too short and the shirt was a no-go, it was way too small, which forced him to stay in the dress shirt, which sported a bloodstain. To hide the stain Franny slipped back on the tux jacket. Unlike the slacks with their formal stripe it didn’t just scream tux but he was sure not making a sartorial statement.


He headed off across the tarmac toward the terminal. The air reeked of jet fuel and the sun bounced off the pavement, adding to his throbbing headache. He circled the main terminal building until he found the front



doors. There was the usual flow of travelers, uniformed airline personnel, the expected security, and big men in dark suits with suspicious bulges under their arms. They were surveying everyone entering the building. It seemed that Baba Yaga’s criminal competitors had anticipated her move. Still the old lady was right and they didn’t know Franny. He could walk through those doors and—


His thoughts stuttered to a stop. And do what? He had no money, and no passport. Talk to the cops? The cops all appeared to be backing the various mobsters. Maybe somebody would let him use the phone? To make an international call? Yeah, like that was going to happen. No, he had to resign himself—he was not going to be boarding a plane out of this shithole. It appeared that for the moment Baba Yaga was his only ticket out. Maybe he’d find an opportunity to help himself to some of the loot in her satchel and then he could consider other options.


Once again he thought of Mollie and that flash he’d seen through the doorway she’d opened for her escape. She had gone to Paris. Fucking Paris.


He returned to the private hangar. Baba Yaga just stared at him. “They’re waiting for you to show up,” Franny said.


The old woman nodded and spoke to Stache. He started the van. Franny scrambled into the passenger seat next to him and they were on the move.


Once again they skirted the city until they hit the entrance to a modern highway. There was a cop car parked there, lights revolving, a uniformed officer leaning against the side. Baba Yaga snapped out a command, and Stache swerved away from the entrance.


Another hurried and incomprehensible conversation ensued. Stache pulled a hard U-turn and they headed back toward the airport, only this time they sailed past. The Belt of Venus formed a pink arch on the horizon. Above it stars littered the sky. It also told Franny they were traveling east, but to where?


“Where are we going?” he asked. Baba Yaga ignored him, and kept scrolling on the cell phone. “May I use your phone? Call my captain.”


“No.”


“How about my mother?”


“No.”


They turned down a road that seemed to be heading for distant hills rising like dark blue cutouts against a paler sky. After another couple of turns it was clear that was where they were heading.


“So we’re literally heading for the hills?” The smile he’d summoned at his own feeble joke curdled and died under Baba Yaga’s gelid gaze.
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The Angel sat on the desk chair, towel in hand, watching expressionless as the cop surveyed her handiwork. She’d mopped her face dry, but her long brown hair, tightly braided in a thick rope that hung nearly to her waist, was still soaked and dripping lightly onto the soaked hotel-room rug. Fortunately, the leather jumpsuit that she favored while in the field had repelled the sprinklers’ advances and she was still dry underneath it.


“Andrei the Ice Man,” the blond detective-inspector said as the EMTs lifted him, groaning, onto a dolly and wheeled him across the squishy carpet. “Nice work. How many times did you hit him?”


The cop didn’t sound reproachful, just curious. She was a tall woman, almost the Angel’s height but the Angel probably had forty pounds on her. She had a lean body and a lean, sharp-featured face. Her hair was long and blond, her eyes a mild blue.


“Just once,” the Angel said.


The detective’s left eyebrow quirked. “With what?”


The Angel gestured silently toward the remains of the desk scattered around the body.


“Nice,” the female cop repeated. “I’m Inspector-Detective First Class Joan Lonnegan.”


The Angel nodded. She’d heard of her. “I’m Bathsheeba Fox—”


“I know,” Lonnegan said. “The Midnight Angel.” Her intent regard, the Angel thought, was frankly curious. “If you don’t mind a personal question, what’s it like being married to Billy Ray?”


The question threw her for a moment. Was she serious, or just testing her in some way. “Endlessly exciting,” the Angel finally said.


Before Lonnegan could reply they were interrupted as a tall, slim black detective in a nice suit entered the room.


“And this,” said Lonnegan, indicating the handsome young man, “is Detective Third Class Michael Stevens.”


“CSI is on the way,” he said. He stopped before the Angel, turned to face her, and extended his hand. His features were expressionless as they shook. “Ma’am.”


The Angel, startled as she was, also remained expressionless as she palmed the small folded bit of paper he passed to her.


“I checked with the desk clerk,” he reported to Lonnegan. “This is SCARE agent Jamal Norwood’s hotel room.”


“Is, or was?”


“Is. But he hasn’t been seen for more than a day.”


Lonnegan turned her attention to the Angel. “Ms. Fox?”


“Call me Bathsheeba—or Angel, as you prefer,” the Angel offered, and Lonnegan inclined her head.


“Yes. It’s true. I’ve been looking for him.” She wondered how much she should tell the detective, then decided that she couldn’t expect to get info if she didn’t offer any. “He missed a medical appointment today.”


Lonnegan’s eyebrows rose and Stevens’s face took on a concerned expression.


“Was he ill?” Lonnegan asked.


The Angel hesitated. No sense in making this too easy. “I can’t say. I will tell you that officially he was on medical leave.”


With this news the detectives exchanged worried glances.


“So,” the Angel said, “this Andrei the Ice Man . . . ?” She let her voice trail off.


Stevens looked at Lonnegan. When her expression didn’t change he apparently took it as a sign of acquiescence.


“One of the Brighton Beach boys.”


“Russian Mafia?”


Michael nodded in confirmation. “Hit man. One of the best—or should I say the worst? He was here alone?”


The Angel shook her head.


“Short, fat guy in a ponytail and loud clothes?”


She nodded.


“That’s his partner in crime—and in life—Shadow.”


“They’re a couple?” the Angel asked. She was only briefly surprised. A decade by Ray’s side made you receptive to the unusual.


“Marriage made in hell,” Lonnegan volunteered.


“I’d like to be present when you question him.”


“Well, in the state you left him, that may be a while.”


The Angel shrugged. She stood, turned to drop the towel she’d been holding over the top of the chair, and slipped the note Michael had passed



her under the cuff of her gauntlet. She turned and faced Lonnegan and Stevens.


“Nevertheless,” she said. “I’d be very interested in why the Russian Mafia was trying to kill one of our agents.”


“So are we all, Bathsheeba.”


Lonnegan, the Angel realized, was going down the tight-lipped route for now. That was all right. She glanced at Stevens, who was studiously looking elsewhere.


“Thank you, Detective.” She looked at Michael and nodded. “Detective.”


She didn’t look at the note that Stevens had passed her until she was alone in the elevator going down to the lobby. It read in hastily scrawled letters: “Meet me at Uncle Chowder’s in three hours. Important.”


She stopped at reception. The desk man handed her the computer she’d given him along with a fifty-dollar bill when he’d brought her the towels she’d requested.


“Thank you,” she said politely.


“Anytime,” he replied, and watched with great admiration as she sashayed to the front door.


In all fairness, the Angel thought, she could hardly expect Detective-Inspector First Class Lonnegan to show her hand when she was holding her own cards so close to her bosom.
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“Miss Pond, Miss Sweet, please look over here.” The photographer pointed toward the loft’s south-facing windows, and Michelle and Peregrine immediately took his direction and started giving him pose after pose.


“You know,” Peregrine whispered, “if they hadn’t told me you were doing this campaign, I might not have done it. But ‘Women of Power’ looks like it’s going to be good.”


A jolt of happiness surged through Michelle. She had admired Peregrine for years. “Well,” she whispered back, “I was thrilled when I found out you were going to be part of this, too.”


“How would you feel about coming on Season Nine of American Hero and doing a guest shot? We have some interesting kids, and you’d probably kick all their asses.”


“I don’t know,” Michelle said with a laugh. “I’ve got a lot on my plate



right now. This campaign, and I’m still on part-time with the Committee. Also, as tempting as it would be to come back to American Hero, I’m not sure I’m the right fit.”


Peregrine nodded and tossed her head a little. “I understand,” she said. “I might have left myself, but they’re paying me a fortune to stay.”


They were both dressed in stovepipe black slacks, white shirts, and black platform shoes. Posed in front of a white backdrop, they were supposed to be showing off their wild card powers. And Michelle had made sure she had enough fat to bubble through the session.


“Miss Sweet, Miss Pond, can you give us some buddy shots? You know what we want: look like you’ve known each other for years. And Michelle, can you make those bubbles a little bigger?”


Amare gave the photographer an imperious look. “Dear boy,” she said, “we have known each other for years. Ever since she was on the first season of American Hero.”


The photographer didn’t look chastened at all. “Both of you have appointments after this,” he said with a sigh. “And I promised I’d get you out of here quickly. Get off my back, Amare.”


Peregrine laughed, and her wings fanned out behind her. “Oh, Jimmy, I do so love it when you get all businesslike. I remember snorting coke with you off some bar in Jokertown in the eighties.”


Jimmy started taking more pictures while they chatted. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, snapping away. “Besides, you’ll give the kid the wrong idea.”


Michelle draped an arm around Amare’s shoulders and floated three cantaloupe-sized bubbles in front of them.


“Jimmy, you know very well I grew up modeling. Nothing surprises me.”


Peregrine laughed and opened her wings wide, framing both herself and Michelle in white and brown feathers. Then she rose a little off the ground.


“That’s the shot,” Jimmy said.
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The Angel had a room in a Holiday Inn Express right over the border from Jokertown in a slightly more respectable Manhattan neighborhood. It was small and not exactly luxurious, but it met her needs. It was nice,



unostentatious, conveniently located, and cheap. For Manhattan. Anything more glamorous would have made her feel uncomfortable—her poverty-stricken small-town upbringing still affected her greatly—and although she was of course on an expense account her innate frugality always made her budget conscious. Although Billy kept telling her that one agent’s expenses didn’t make a gnat’s ass worth of difference to the budget, she still liked to do the best she could to keep the notoriously underfunded agency in the black. The room was comfortable and cosy and she didn’t need anything more.


She set Jamal’s computer on the nightstand beside her neatly made single bed, sat down on the chair next to the deskette, took off her gauntlets and unlaced and removed her boots. She stood and shimmied out of her leather jumpsuit. It was a little damp and although it had been a warm early summer day, her finely-toned skin was clammy in places where the deluge from the hotel’s sprinklers had eventually leaked through. She unbound her braided hair and feathered it across her shoulders and chest, and stood again, looking at her body in the deskette’s mirror.


She’d been lucky enough over the years since she’d joined SCARE not to add any scars to it. She pulled her heavy-duty sports bra over her head and let it fall to the floor. She’d been lucky, too, with her explosive metabolism, that she hadn’t gained an ounce, either. It’d only been since being with Billy—and it had taken several years, even then—that she could look at herself in the mirror and feel pride in what she saw instead of shame. Almost unconsciously, her hand traveled across her flat stomach and traced the long, curving scar that stood out against her pale skin just as clearly as it had the day her mother had caught her kissing a boy on the front porch and after running him off their property had taken a kitchen knife and cut out her uterus while screaming and calling her terrible names.


Her mother had been insane, of course, probably even before she’d met the college boy who’d seduced her, gotten her pregnant, and abandoned her. The Angel had forgiven her now long-dead mother, but it had been only the luck of the wild card that had turned her ace and saved her life that day.


Her life with her mother had always been hard. As a toddler and into her teens she’d been dragged from place to place and from church to church, her mother searching for the peace she’d never found. But her mother’s terrible deed had made the Angel what she was and eventually had given her Billy Ray, which had completed her in ways she had never



even imagined and had made all her prior suffering and misery worthwhile.


God, she reflected for not the first time, worked in mysterious ways his wonders to perform.


She snagged a towel from the small bathroom and rubbed herself down until she was totally dry, then went to the bed and sat upon it cross-legged. She took Norwood’s computer and said to herself, “Now, let’s see what you’ve been up to, Jamal.”


She turned it on. It didn’t take any magic to access it. As Jamal’s team leader she was privy to his password for both safety and security reasons. She scanned the files that popped up in the directory, and was pleased to see, superficially at least, that he’d followed rules and hadn’t put personal info or data on the computer, just docs relating to business. Of course, he could be hiding things under innocuous file names, but she’d check that later.


She called up the most recently opened file and read for a good ten minutes, a sudden frown deepening as she scanned the doc.


“Oh my God,” she said, and the way she said it was a prayer not a curse. She read for a few more moments and stopped. She went to the soggy jumpsuit that she’d hung over the chair before the deskette, extracted her cell phone from a zipped pocket, and speed-dialed the first number on her list. He answered after the second ring.


“Hello?” His voice was guardedly gruff. It felt so good to hear it again, although she’d already called him earlier that very morning.


“Hello, Billy.”


“Angel!” Billy Ray was the baddest dude she knew in or out of government service and over the last decade or so she’d met a lot of bad dudes. He was the greatest martial artist she’d ever seen in action and over the years she’d seen a crap-ton of that kind of guy and gal. He was probably the only man or woman she herself would be afraid to take on because he was absolutely relentless and fearless and nothing but the hand of God, himself, would ever stop him if he was on your case. And, frankly, she was actually a bit unsure about that. She smiled as she heard the gladness in his voice when he realized it was her on the phone.


“How’s your day been?”


“Ah.” His voice turned edgy again. “These God—er—fucking budget meetings. I swear to—I mean, this crap just drives me batshit.”


The Angel smiled to herself. She loved it when he was being sweet.


“Did you track him down?” Ray demanded before Angel could say anything.


She paused a moment to gather her thoughts. “No.” She could hear him growl in frustration. “Billy, how long will it take you to get here?”


There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line.


“That bad?” he finally said.


“Yes.”


“Two hours.”


“Good. It’s complicated and I’m not totally sure what’s happening, but Jamal is in trouble. He—he seems to have gone to Kazakhstan with a detective from Fort Freak and the help of that teleporter who calls herself Tesseract.”


There was a moment of silence.


“What?”


“Yes—it’s about all the jokers who’ve gone missing lately. You’ve got to get here ASAP. As you see, it’s beyond complicated—the jurisdiction issues alone are a nightmare come true. Call me once you get on the plane and I’ll fill you in further. But get here fast—fast.” She checked the small clock on the nightstand. “If you can get here in two hours you’ll be just in time for the meet.”


“Meet?”


“Yes. An admirer has been slipping me secret notes.”


“We’ll see about that,” Ray said. There was more than a hint of menace in his voice. The softness of his tone told the Angel that he was angry and that anger, the Angel knew, was directed at her revelation about Jamal’s situation and not her banter about a secret admirer that she’d hoped would divert him, at least a bit. Both she and Ray had been worried about Jamal’s apparently deteriorating medical condition, partly because it paralleled what Ray had been going through himself lately. Partly because Jamal was under Ray’s command and responsibility. And partly because they both liked the cocky young agent. Though, of course, Ray wouldn’t come right out and tell him that.


“I hope so,” the Angel replied.
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“How’s John?” Michelle asked. It was a touchy subject, but Michelle knew Peregrine’s son from her early days with the Committee.


Amare was undressing and handing her clothes to Jimmy’s assistant without an ounce of embarrassment. Michelle was doing the same. They’d both done enough runway shows that getting naked in front of assistants didn’t seem peculiar.


“He’s okay, I guess,” Peregrine said, pulling on a floral-print sundress designed to accommodate her wings. “He doesn’t call enough. But, well, he’s never in one place too long. I keep getting postcards from everywhere. Occasionally we Skype. But he’s not the same anymore. After . . . you know.”


Michelle did know. John Fortune had lost all of his powers. She couldn’t imagine living without her ability to bubble. The thought made her feel sick.


“You okay?” Peregrine asked. She reached out and laid a hand on Michelle’s shoulder.


“I’m okay. Just, well, what John went through . . .”


Peregrine nodded. “I know,” she said. Her voice trembled. “His life has been so difficult, and there’s nothing I can do to help.”


“I have the same problem,” Michelle said. “I want to protect Adesina, but the older she gets, the more difficult it’ll be.”


Peregrine gave her a hug. “It’ll be fine. At least that’s what I keep telling myself.” She took a deep breath, then smiled a little too brightly. “I think we’re filming a commercial next week. I’ll see you then!” She kissed Michelle on the cheek, then breezed out the door.


Michelle pulled her clothes on quickly, then looked in the mirror. She glanced at her phone. There was no time to take off her makeup. Fortunately, her hair looked halfway normal, but really it didn’t matter. She coiled it up and stuffed it under her baseball cap.


[image: images]


Slowing the truck where a dirt road veered off from the highway, Olena pointed at a cluster of cottages nestled on the hillside above them. “There. That’s it.”


“You still haven’t told me what’s so special about this village,” Marcus said. Certainly, from this vantage, it hardly looked like a prime destination.


“They will help us,” Olena said. That was as detailed as she would get on the matter, though Marcus had been pushing her since she first



mentioned it. Shifting the truck into gear with a jolt, she turned off onto the side road and began the ascent.


They crawled into the village with the big engine rumbling loud enough to announce them to anyone within earshot. Marcus was glad when she turned it off and climbed out of the cab. The place seemed deserted. Ramshackle. Simple, run-down-looking houses, a few barnlike structures, black windows, and closed doors. The hulk of an old car perched on blocks, wheel-less. The silence was almost unnerving in the high, thin air, whipped by gusts of wind that only made the place seem more like a ghost town. A raptor of some sort screeched in the sky, dipped and dove.


Marcus shivered. He’d gotten cold the last few miles, a bone-deep cold that seemed to come from inside him.


Olena called out in Russian. She tried a few different phrases, turning as she did so and projecting her voice.


Marcus whispered, “There’s nobody here.”


Olena pinched that thought between her teeth a moment and then said, “Come down so that they can see you.”


“So who can see me? There’s nobody here!”


At her urging he slid painfully from the bed of the truck. He rolled awkwardly to the packed dirt, head swimming from the motion. He leaned against one of the truck’s large tires, panting from that small exertion.


Olena began calling out again. Something about hearing her lone voice in the place made his spirits dive. At that moment, dressed as she was and speaking as she was, she seemed completely foreign to him. It reminded him how lost he was, how out of his depth and so very, very far from the things he knew. And there was nobody here. It finally, fully bloomed on him—the understanding that he was going to die here. He could feel the life draining out of him. He wondered, for the first time, where he would go when he died. Father Squid knew. He was there already. Maybe, if he was lucky, the priest would be waiting for him on the other side of life. If they were to go to the same place. He hoped so. He truly hoped so.


“Look, Marcus,” Olena whispered.


He opened his eyes. He hadn’t realized he’d closed them. Olena’s face swam before his. He lifted an arm to touch her cheek. She clasped his hand, brought it to her lips, and kissed it. Her eyes looked wet with tears as she turned and pointed. “Look, Marcus. I told you this was a place for us.”


With effort, he turned. There, on the street a little ways away, shapes moved. They were strange shapes, and at first he didn’t understand them. He thought his eyes were playing tricks on him. Then they came closer, and he saw what they were.


Jokers. That’s what the shapes were. A man who limped on legs that weren’t jointed right, that splayed out to either side as he walked. Another with a single horn that curled around his head like a turban. A woman with the face of a toad. Another—man or woman Marcus couldn’t tell—that came on like a hunchbacked, hairy beast of some old horror movie. And still others with mutations small and large. They converged slowly on Marcus and Olena, a silent procession of the virus-twisted.


Marcus had watched them as his vision blurred, unsure whether what he was seeing was real or imagined. Unsure whether to fear them, or to reach out for them as kin. Instead of doing either he’d lost consciousness. Or most of it. He knew that Olena had talked with the jokers. He knew that they’d worked together to lift and move him. He knew he was inside somewhere warm and smoky, smelling of metal and oil. But all of this seemed far away, like none of it really had anything to do with him, until Olena woke him, for the second time that day, by saying, “Don’t sleep, my hero. Soon you can, but not yet.”


Opening his eyes, Marcus at first thought they were in a barn, as the rafters and walls were hung with tools. He could feel the rough contours of the floor through the old quilted blanket he lay on. With effort, he rose to his elbow, leaning back heavily on a sack.


Olena said, “Someone is here to help you.”


The someone stood just behind her, a villager who looked ill at ease. He was a middle-aged man, short and round-faced and Asian-looking, like many of the people Marcus had seen since escaping the arena. Burlap sacks covered his hands, tied in place at the wrists. Behind him the glow of a furnace lit the room with soft yellow light.


“This is Jyrgal,” Olena said. “Around here he is called the Handsmith. You understand? Instead of blacksmith. Handsmith. This is his forge.”


Marcus wondered if the man’s hands were covered because he had burned them. “I don’t need a blacksmith,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper.


“And this is his son, Nurassyl.”


Marcus hadn’t noticed the boy. He stood mostly hidden behind his father’s legs. His body was shaped like a child draped in a sheet, like a



simple ghost costume. His flesh was gelatinous, glistening with moisture. His arms were chubby and he held his fists tight against his chest. He moved not on feet but on a wriggling platform of little nobules. Marcus couldn’t place what they reminded him of for a moment, and then he did. Anemones. They moved him out from behind his father, a smooth glide accompanied by a squelching sound.


Despite all the strangeness of his appearance Marcus could see the boy beyond the deformity. The boy that he would’ve been if the wild card hadn’t twisted him was there in the curious sparkle of his eyes, in the way they widened on seeing Marcus, and in the way he clutched at his father’s leg and half hid behind him. Marcus had done that, forever ago when he was the boy that his father still loved. Before everything changed.


“You brought me to jokers?” Marcus asked.


Olena nodded. “This place is called a ‘village of the prophet’s abhorred.’ ” She glanced over her shoulder, as if worried the father and son could understand her. It didn’t look like they could. To Marcus, she continued, “A village of jokers. In Kazakhstan they are not looked on kindly. They group together in secluded places and live quietly. They were nervous about coming out. Sometimes bad people come here and cause trouble. So they were careful until they saw you. I’ve explained everything to them. Jyrgal is here to help you. He will take the bullets out of you. He says that in Islam one does not turn away a man in need, especially when that person is a brother in curse.”


With deliberate, careful motions, Jyrgal gripped one and then the other of his mittens in his teeth. He pulled them free and let them drop. Where he should have hands he had . . . flesh. Amorphous stubs that bulged and pulsed, shapeless and yet constantly changing. He picked up a metal bar from beside the forge. A small brick the size of a Snickers. He slipped it into his mouth. He tilted back his head and swallowed. Marcus winced as he watched the bar slip down his throat. The man rolled his head, worked his jaw to different angles.


The boy said something and the father responded with a word. He lifted the writhing lumps he had instead of hands. He stared at them and began chanting. A prayer of some sort. Or was it singing? The fleshy lumps flushed red, and then darkened. They took on a metallic sheen and shape. One became a thin sliver of curved metal. A scalpel. The other took longer to settle into shape. It became a sort of pliers, delicately pointed instruments



that the man snapped open and closed for a moment, testing them. Jyrgal spoke to his son, gesturing toward Marcus.


With his wide, kind eyes, the boy slid toward the patient. He spoke and Olena translated.


“He asks that you trust him. He says that Allah made him as he is. He deformed him, but he also allowed him a way to serve others. He believes that if he gives his gift freely he will be welcomed in heaven one day. He’ll have a normal body there. He’ll be able to run, and chase kites, and play ball. He’ll be uncursed. That will be heaven for him.”


Olena paused a moment, listening as the father responded. Marcus watched emotion bloom in her eyes. Something like sadness, but not quite. She whispered, “Jyrgal says that his son may be right. But also it may be that in heaven Nurassyl will be exactly as he is here on earth. He may not be able to run after kites or play football, but he will still be just as perfect. Just as loved by his father. That, Jyrgal says, would be heaven for him.”


The boy smiled. He peeled his hands from his chest and stretched them toward Marcus. Like his father, they were not hands at all. They were a writhing mass of tiny tentacles similar to those that he stood on. Marcus stared at them, transfixed and terrified at the same time. His fear vanished when the tentacles touched his scales. It was the gentlest of caresses, radiant with warmth, a strange, tingling feeling that, above all else, was comforting. It felt like each tentacle sang through him, telling him that everything would be all right.


“Being as he is,” Olena whispered, close to his ear and translating Jyrgal’s words, “there are many things my son cannot do. But who needs to do other things when he can relieve the pain of others? Because of him, you will feel no more pain.”


So saying, the Handsmith went to work. And it was as he said. Marcus didn’t feel the scalpel slicing into his flesh or the pliers probing for bullets. He just watched the large-eyed joker boy, awed by his healing touch and by the complete goodness of him.
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The elevator doors opened with a sigh, and Michelle stepped out onto the Committee floor of the UN. There was the low hum of people working. It hadn’t been like that when she’d started. Back then it had been just the eight of them in Jayewardene’s office.


She didn’t like the way it had blossomed into this bureaucracy. Now there were always new people she didn’t know and people bustling from here to there, looking intent and purposeful.


The receptionist, Margaret, gave Michelle a winsome smile, and Michelle smiled back. There had been some minor flirting between them, but Michelle tried her best not to flirt back. It wasn’t professional. Still, Margaret was really cute. But now Ink was working as Jayewardene’s assistant, and it might be awkward if she discovered Michelle making sexy eyes at Margaret. Once again, Michelle wondered if getting Ink a job with Jayewardene had been wise. Former girlfriends just muddied the water.


“I’m supposed to meet up with some of the new kids, Margaret,” Michelle said, walking up to the sleek metal and glass desk. Everything on the Committee floor was sleek and modern. It managed to look austere and expensive at the same time. “They still in the big conference room?” She was trying very hard not to be distracted by Margaret’s pretty—and very soft-looking—red hair. It had been a long time since she’d been interested in anyone, much less interested in anyone in a very unprofessional way.


Except for Joey. Joey was always in the back of her mind. There were layers of complication being involved with Joey. What they might be to each other she didn’t know. Michelle wanted to find out, but she knew it was emotionally dangerous for her. Also, the Ink and Joey thing—well, that was a mess.


“They were in the big conference room, but most of them left for lunch already,” Margaret replied. “You look especially nice today. Those jeans are perfect on you. And do I smell Chanel No. 5? I love that fragrance.” Margaret gave her a smoldering look, and then gestured toward the sitting area. Why am I thinking about Joey when there’s a perfectly nice girl who obviously wants me? Michelle thought as she began digging through her handbag like she was trying to find something important.


“One guy came in after they’d all gone to lunch. That’s him over there. His name is Cesar Antonio Clerc. Code name is Aero.”


Michelle looked over and saw a man somewhat older than her who was sitting in one of the low-slung black leather chairs. He was reading on a tablet.


“Thanks, Margaret,” she said.


Michelle walked across the wide waiting room toward him. He looked up at her and his eyes widened.


“Hello, Cesar,” she said, holding out her hand. “I’m Michelle Pond.”


He stood, took her hand, and gave a firm handshake. Not too hard, which was nice. A lot of men gave her the I’m-manly-and-my-handshake-is-super-strong. Those never hurt her—they couldn’t—but it did make her wonder if they did that all the time to people it might hurt.


“I know who you are, Miss Pond,” he said, releasing her hand. He spoke with a slight Spanish accent. His eyes were jade-colored, and his skin was olive; he was a few inches shorter than she was. “You’ve been in the news a couple of times,” he said dryly.


Michelle decided she liked him. “It looks like you missed the orientation meeting,” she said. “I’m late, too. How about we go get some lunch and I can answer any questions you have about Committee procedures. And about how much trouble you’ve gotten yourself into by agreeing to this.”


“Trouble,” he said in an amused voice. “Trouble I’m used to.”
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Machu Picchu now formed a glorious, cinematic backdrop for the press cameras. A large, open-sided tent had been erected on the terrace just outside the Three Windows Temple, protecting the gathering from the sun while leaving the stunning mountainous scenery visible all around. The terraces gleamed in the late morning sun, the polished drystone walls of the buildings around reflected the light, though many of the walls still showed the damage of the fighting that had erupted here two weeks ago, when the UN had first made the decision to send in the Committee to end the burgeoning civil war.


The two Peruvian sides were already seated under the tent. As Barbara and Klaus approached, they could see Secretary-General Jayewardene waiting for them, and behind him, conspicuously present, the other Committee aces were standing in a cluster. Blue-helmeted soldiers stood posted around the perimeter of the terrace.


“This will play well in the press.” Klaus leaned in toward Barbara, whispering in her ear as he put an arm around her. She saw him nod in satisfaction. “Das gut.”


She smiled back at him. “Yes,” she told him. “It’s good.” She patted his hand, then moved it from her shoulder. She ran fingers through her short, dyed hair. “Appearances, love,” she whispered back to him. “And it’s time for yours. I’m already working, you know. And I’m tired—not enough sleep last night.”


Klaus grinned at that, and Babel forced herself to remain smiling, but most of her attention was on making certain that everyone sitting at the table under the tent would be able to converse with the others; her concentration was there. The ghosts of German, English, Spanish, Sinhala, Quechua, and Aymara words wisped through her head, and she formed them all into a common language that everyone at the table could understand. It was like juggling: hearing the words in each person’s head a moment before they were spoken and reshaping them as they emerged, twisting the sounds that they made in the air and placing a sphere of understanding around everyone in the tent. The task was second nature to her now, but it was still something that required concentration and energy, and which would leave her exhausted afterward.


This was more difficult than her other skill: that of making speech incomprehensible and communication impossible. That side of her ace was far simpler to handle. Confusion was always easier than understanding. She knew that too well.


They reached the Secretary-General. As they did, Klaus closed his remaining eye momentarily, encasing himself in the shining, white armor of ghost steel, though he left his head and long blond hair uncovered, displaying the black eye patch surrounded by the facial scars that had left him half blinded. He grounded the blade of his greatsword in the grass below. “Let’s get this done,” he said.


“Excellent,” Jayewardene answered. “I had a dream last night that this went well, so the omens are good. Though other things, elsewhere . . .” He frowned and shook his head. “Well, that’s for later, on the flight back. As you said, let’s finish this.”


The trio strode under the tent’s shadow, Klaus ducking his head to get under the flap. The round table—as it had in the mythical time of King Arthur—promised that no person was more important than any other, but everyone here knew that for the farce it was. Barbara glanced around as the furious, muting clicking of cameras from the press section began.


Babel thought Curare, one of the two Shining Path leaders, more deuce than ace—his frog-like, thin body was clad only in ridiculous red-and



yellow-striped spandex swimming trunks that clashed badly with his black-spotted, eye-searing blue skin. He sat on his haunches on a wooden platform made specially for him since normal chairs couldn’t accommodate his body. His huge golden eyes shifted as he glanced from Cocomama, seated next to him, to the last arrivals to the table.


Cocomama was a young woman dressed in traditional Andean clothing with an intricately beaded and feathered headdress over long, raven-black hair just beginning to be touched with premature grey around the temples. At Secretary-General Jayewardene’s insistence, she wore cotton gloves, even in the heat: her cocaine-laced touch was able to drug a person into submission.


Barbara smiled at the two as Jayewardene, Lohengrin, and she took their seats. Curare and Cocomama, from her observations and the intelligence on them that they’d been given, had a complicated relationship. The twin heads of the New Shining Path rebels were lovers, and their organization was funded by the seemingly unlimited resource of the cocaine Cocomama’s ace could provide. Over the last decade and a half, they had shepherded the New Shining Path from a minor, fading annoyance to a full-fledged danger to the stability of Peru. In the Andes region, especially, the New Shining Path now controlled the roads and main towns.


Curare was the titular leader and spokesperson, but Barbara suspected that it was Cocomama who was the true head of the organization, that it was her will that dominated the group’s decisions, and she had advised Jayewardene accordingly. Then there was the mysterious Messenger In Black, and no one knew his role with the New Shining Path at all. However, there were dark-winged moths flitting all around the terrace and under the tent’s fabric: whoever the Messenger was, he would know what happened here.


Barbara wondered if the New Shining Path’s leaders realized that their complicated, three-legged relationship mirrored that of the aces before them: Secretary-General Jayewardene, Lohengrin, and herself. Jayewardene had the legal authority, but it was the shining, ghost steel–clad Lohengrin who, in the eyes of the public, was the leader of the Committee that underlaid and supported the UN’s power. As for herself . . . to most, she was a secondary figure, but with both men she often felt like the only adult in the room. Klaus, despite her love for him, had only one tactic: go striding in with sword blazing and dangerous aces arrayed behind



him; Jayewardene was Klaus’s opposite, bound tightly by rules and regulations and trying desperately to placate the agendas of all the countries and all the powers that had put him where he was, and as a result—at least in Barbara’s opinion—often moving too slowly and too timidly.


It was Barbara who often had to hold Klaus back when he wanted nothing more than to jump into blind action; it was Barbara who had to prod and poke Jayewardene to move when the man wanted to sit and wait and ponder.


As Barbara and Klaus sat, flanking Jayewardene, her gaze moved across the table from Cocomama and Curare to President Fujimori, General Ramos of the Peruvian army, and the assorted high-ranking officers who sat with them. The Secretary-General remained standing. He tugged at his suit jacket as he took a long, slow breath, and one brown hand reached out to rest on the thick document placed on the tablecloth in front of him.


“I congratulate you, President Fujimori, and you, Curare and Coco-mama,” he said. With Babel’s ability, each of them heard Jayewardene speaking in whatever passed for their own native language. “What we have accomplished here is nothing less than historic, and when this agreement is signed, Peru will be well on its way back to stability and prosperity, for everyone in your great country.”


With that, he picked up the pen placed alongside the document, and with a flourish signed his name to the paper. He slid the document to Klaus, who also signed it, then in turn passed the bound papers down the line until the signature page faced President Fujimori.


The president had a polite smile plastered on her face. Cocomama’s frown, Babel noticed, did not match President Fujimori’s smile, while Curare’s lipless, amphibian’s face was impossible to read. The New Shining Path had been the most difficult of the opposing sides to bring to the table. They, after all, had the option to slide back into the mountains and the jungles from where they’d come and hide away once more. Babel wondered if Cocomama, especially, had reconsidered the agreement they’d finally hammered into final shape the night before.


Neither Klaus nor Jayewardene seemed to be aware of how Cocomama’s frown deepened as President Fujimori now stood and returned Jayewardene’s opening volley with her own flowery predictions of harmony and peace. Babel continued to regard Cocomama as Fujimori finished her



speech, as the cameras chattered and video cameras panned the assembly. As the president finished her short speech and also signed the document, as her people in turn slid the document around the table toward Curare, in the myriad languages in her head, Barbara heard Cocomama whisper to Curare: “Fujimori is right there. You could reach her before anyone could stop you. Grab me, and leap through this tent canopy. We could be away before they know it.”


The frog’s golden eye flicked over to his companion. “We shouldn’t . . .”


“We should. You should,” Cocomama insisted.


Babel knew then: she saw the way Curare glanced toward President Fujimori, saw the muscles tighten under his slick, glossy body. Babel shifted the pattern on her power, still allowing the others to talk among themselves, but putting a wall around herself, Curare, and Cocomama. “Curare is right. You can’t do that,” she told Cocomama, as heads around the table, puzzled by the nonsense words they heard her speaking, turned toward them. “That’s not a solution.”


Cocomama’s face twisted in a sneer. “We’ve given away too much,” Curare told Barbara in a croaking, cartoon-figure voice. Barbara knew the words were likely more Cocomama’s than his own—or perhaps those of the Messenger In Black. His tongue flicked out, as if tasting the air, and translucent eyelids slid over the globes of his eyes. “This isn’t all we wanted. We asked for so much more. We needed much more.”


“I understand that,” she answered. “But diplomacy is the art of compromise, and you can have a portion of what you wanted now, gained with nothing more than your signature. You’ll have a voice in the government, to which everyone will be required to listen. You and the New Shining Path will have immediate legitimacy.”


They were all watching the three of them now, quizzical and unable to understand what they were saying. Jayewardene stared at Babel, puzzled but with a quizzical smile, his hands clasped before him as if they could hold him in his seat. Lohengrin did stand, a winged helm now covering his face, and Barbara saw his hands flexing on the greatsword as he glared at the New Shining Path aces through the eye slits. Cameras flashed all around them, everyone sensing that there was a problem. Barbara shook her head slightly to Klaus and Jayewardene as she continued to speak to Curare and Cocomama.


“If you falter now, if your great courage in taking this step fails,”



she told them, knowing that they too were seeing Lohengrin’s growing impatience and anger, and must feel the tension increasing around the table, “if you choose revenge over compromise, you both lose everything. Believe me, I understand this situation better than you might think. Isn’t it wiser to eat the meal offered to you than to shove it away and go entirely hungry? This way, you have the energy and the opportunity to gain all you wanted another day; the other, you will inevitably starve and die.”


She realized that she understood Cocomama’s feelings quite well. She understood wanting more. All the times you have been the one with the negotiated solution, the diplomatic and correct answer, yet Klaus or Jayewardene was given the credit. All the times you were in the background of the picture, never the one on which the cameras were focused . . .


“We should listen to her, Lorra,” Curare croaked urgently. Curare’s long tongue flicked out, then back. The sticky pads of his fingers touched the paper and pen in front of him as he stared hard at Cocomama.


A moth fluttered down from the canopy to land on the signature page of the treaty, its wings rising and falling; Barbara saw Cocomama stare hard at the insect. “If you want to win today, Lorra, you need to do so with ink, not blood,” Barbara continued, using the woman’s name to gain her attention, her voice urgent. “And if your victory isn’t everything you wanted, well, you’ll still be alive to strive for more tomorrow.”


She looked significantly from Curare and Cocomama to Lohengrin. She narrowed the focus of her power, so that only the two Peruvian aces and perhaps the moth could hear and understand her. “Don’t believe that you two alone can stand against Lohengrin’s sword or the other aces here,” she finished. “I know him well. He’s not a patient man, I’m afraid, and the pen is right there in front of you. Ink is far less painful to spill than blood. Ink will give your people the chance to gain everything you want in the future. Choose otherwise, and you might kill President Fujimori, but you will also both die here. I know you think you won’t. I know that you—like my husband—think your powers will always protect you and despite the odds, you’ll escape. I know you believe that because you’ve always been able to do so before. But I’m telling you: that won’t happen here. Look around; there are too many others with powers of their own—my people—and if you do this, they will all consider you enemies. I guarantee you won’t leave this terrace alive.”


A flock of moths entered the tent, settling around Cocomama’s shoulders



like a shawl. The open fury in her face slowly dissolved, and the moths flew away a few moments later, flowing down the slope of the terrace. Cocomama said nothing directly, but nodded to Curare. “Thank you,” Barbara told the woman.


Babel dissolved the language barrier around them, bringing them back into the larger circle of understanding: as Curare clumsily picked up the pen in his large-padded fingers, as the moth on the treaty flicked its wings and rose from the signature page. Cocomama still frowned, but remained silent.


Curare scrawled his name on the paper as the cameras clamored and Lohengrin’s hands relaxed around the hilt of the ghost steel sword. Klaus’s helm vanished, his long blond hair falling around the shoulder of the white armor. Jayewardene applauded softly.


They both smiled into the flashes of the cameras.


The lenses paid little attention to the woman seated with them.
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“That’s basically it for procedures,” Michelle said, sipping her coffee and then digging into her cheesecake. “Of course, there are the trickier bits. Like dealing with the press. They’re slippery bastards.”


Cesar wiped his mouth. “I had some experience with them when I was in Spain. It was . . . unpleasant.”


“It’s going to be worse here. At least in the beginning it will be. You’re a good-looking guy with a sexy accent. That’s like catnip. And you’ll be fresh copy.”


“I wear a mask,” he replied as he began eating his dessert. “That should help keep them out of my private life.”


“I appreciate your optimism, but—” She looked around the room. The deli was cramped like most of the restaurants in Manhattan. They had a booth and she was pretty sure they couldn’t be overheard, but she dropped her voice anyway. “They will be crawling up your ass to try and figure out who you are under that mask.” She leaned toward him. “Also, there are some topics that are flat out off-limits.”


“I can imagine,” he replied. “We can’t talk about missions unless we have permission. At least that’s how it was in Spain.”


She shook her head. “Not just that. There are P.R. issues. Stay off religion and also leave out the politics of what we’re doing.”


“Yes, my religious beliefs would be . . . problematic.” He took a few more bites of his cheesecake.


“Oh?” Most of Michelle’s wild card friends just didn’t talk about it. Then there was Angel, who was deeply religious and wasn’t shy at all about expressing her beliefs. But by and large, wild carders had enough trouble without bringing faith into things.


Aero smiled wanly. “When the Black Queen took my sister I was still a believer, having been raised in the Catholic faith.” His speech was slow and precise. “As a boy, the Sisters gave me a picture of Jesus in a plastic frame. I’d done well in my schoolwork and this was a reward. The picture frame had small doors that opened and closed. It was a trifle, but I kept it out of sentiment. The night my sister died I shut the doors and prayed to Jesus to open them so that I would know my sister was in heaven. Surely, such a small thing was not too much to ask to keep me from so much doubt and pain.”


“I’m so sorry for your loss,” she said, knowing the words were inadequate. “But I’m guessing God didn’t open them for you.”


“No, of course not.” He shook his head. “It was the beginning of the end of my faith. My parents scolded me for testing Jesus, but I wasn’t testing, I was begging. I truly wanted to believe.”


Michelle didn’t know what to say. Sadness and anger were etched across his face.


“We all have our losses,” he said. “But there has been compensation. I’ve learned to value my time on this earth. There’s a discipline, even an art, to enjoying one’s life.”


Michelle nodded. “I’m not a believer. Unlike your parents, my parents only believed in money.” She gave a bitter smile. “You shouldn’t tell that story to anyone you don’t know or trust. If the press gets wind of it, they’ll tear you to shreds. They’ll take things out of context. You’ll be fodder for the evangelical and anti–wild card movements. And you don’t need any more pain.”


“You’re right, of course.” He dabbed his napkin at the corner of his mouth. “They’d mine my pain for public consumption. They do it everywhere. I suppose . . . I suppose I just wanted you to know. I’m already feeling homesick, and I just arrived. I want someone to know me.” Then he took a sip of his coffee. “The cheesecake is good,” he said.


His sharing his story made Michelle surprisingly glad. “Hey, if you’re



not doing anything this evening, why don’t you come to dinner at my house? You can meet my daughter, and then you would know at least two people in New York.”


His eyes lit up. “I’d like that,” he said. “What time?”


“How about seven? It should give you enough time to finish up your Committee business. Let me give you my information, then we can walk back to the office together.”


He pulled out his phone. “Ready when you are.”
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Uncle Chowder’s Clam Bar was a long-standing Jokertown favorite. The neon sign high on its front brick facade picturing a top-hatted clam had been tap dancing on rickety stick legs for decades. It currently enjoyed a reputation vastly more refined than in its initial years when it shared the building with a bottom-floor dive called Squisher’s Basement. Squisher himself was long-gone and his basement now contained The Foxes Booze and Cruise, an upscale gay bar—though among jokers the distinction between sexes was sometimes blurred. It catered to a younger and, for Jokertown, a moderately sophisticated and upscale clientele, joker yuppies who were gentrifying nearby neighborhoods. At times both the gentrification and the gays were not, the Angel knew, totally welcomed by the locals, but in Jokertown money talked and the less fortunate, no matter how long they’d been living in the neighborhood, walked.


Chowder’s was intimately lit, with a polished wooden buffet bar, a scattering of cloth-covered tables, and a row of plushly cushioned booths against the wall opposite the bar. The sound system was playing something from Lady Gaga, one of the current diva crop, a mystery chantreuse who refused to confirm or deny if she was a joker. The Angel only recognized the song because it was ubiquitous. She knew as much about Lady Gaga as she did about other current pop culture phenoms, or maybe even less. She and Billy didn’t get out much.


She scanned the room. It was moderately busy with a late dinner crowd, mostly couples, quietly absorbed in their lobster bisques, raw oysters, and King Crab legs.


He’d be in a booth, she thought, and she was right.


The handsome young cop who was Franny Black’s partner was huddled



alone in a corner of a booth near the end of the row. He looked up when the Angel slid next to him into the booth. Despite the dim lighting, she could see worry, apprehension, even perhaps a bit of fear on his face.


“Officer Stevens,” she said in a low voice barely audible over the music.


“Agent, uh—”


“As I said, call me Angel, or Bathsheeba, as you will.”


“Yes, of course.” He took a sip from the glass he held cradled in both hands, a thick, squat block of cut glass with a few ice cubes covered by a couple of fingers of dark amber liquid. “Can I get you a drink, Angel?”


She had the feeling that he was usually good with women, but he was too worried and otherwise occupied to try to assert what she assumed was considerable charm. She could see that part of him was still appreciative of her looks and her relative closeness. But she, too, was where she wanted to be. Not across the table from him, but next to him. Well within reach. She shook her head and just looked at him.


He nodded and glanced down at his drink, but didn’t take a sip.


“I’m not,” he said, paused. Obviously making an effort, he started again. She could barely hear his quiet voice over the music. “I am not a snitch,” he said.


She nodded agreeably. “Where’s your partner and Agent Norwood?”


“You know they’re working together?” he asked, glancing up at her and then away again.


The Angel just nodded. She’d learned things from Jamal’s notes on the computer, but there were still many missing details. One of the things she didn’t know was how much she could trust Stevens.


“I should be with them,” he said in an even softer voice that the Angel could barely discern.


“Why aren’t you?” she asked reasonably.


“Franny”—he almost choked on the name—“wouldn’t let me go with them. I have a family—two wives, a young daughter—”


The Angel’s eyebrows rose.


“—I would have gone anyway, but Franny and your man left without me.” The dam within him burst and Stevens looked right at her and spoke rapidly and almost pleadingly. “It was the jokers, the missing jokers. They were being taken off the streets—”


“Kidnapped?”


Stevens nodded. “Yeah, and something wasn’t right. There was no . . . interest . . . in the case upstairs, but Franny kept pushing, kept gnawing



on it. He went against orders, kept investigating. Finally he and Norwood caught a break with this TV guy, this Michael Berman. They disappeared, vanished. I don’t know where and how, but this chick, Mollie—she was on American Hero—”


“The teleporter?”


“Yeah. And yesterday, a bunch of the jokers just reappeared, right in the middle of the precinct. It was a fucking circus. They kept babbling about the games, death matches. Father Squid—” Stevens choked and almost broke down.


“What about him?” the Angel asked. She had met the kindly old joker priest several times. He was, many said, the soul of Jokertown, and she believed that. She didn’t know what denomination he was, but there was no doubt in her heart that he served the Lord.


“They say he’s dead.”


She felt suddenly cold. “And Jamal and your partner?”


Stevens shook his head miserably. “They weren’t among the jokers.”


“What happened to them?” the Angel asked, her jaw clenched.


“They’re . . . gone. Vanished. Supposedly the Feds swooped them up.”


“I would have heard,”


“I know,” the cop said. “There’s . . . something wrong in the precinct.” He had to force the words out of his mouth.


“You think?”


He nodded. The Angel stared at him. He didn’t avert his eyes. There was misery in them, and worry for his partner and Jamal, and more than a hint of shame because he wasn’t with them.


“I think,” the Angel said in a much louder voice, “we can trust him.”


Stevens looked at her, frowning. “What?”


A man who had been sitting at a table with his back turned toward them silently stood, removed his lobster bib, and dropped it on the table, turning toward them. He was dressed in a finely tailored suit that fit his ordinary-sized frame like a dream. His shadowed face was half illuminated by one of the infrequent ceiling lights. It was lean and hard-looking, with an askew nose, and was generally too battered-looking to be handsome. He crossed to the table with a dancer’s grace. The Angel smiled a little. Even in this difficult time, with the terrible news that she’d just heard, she never tired of watching him move. But she still kept an eye on Stevens, whose expression had turned uncertain and concerned. She didn’t blame the policeman, what with the expression on the newcomer’s face.


“If you say so,” Billy Ray said, glaring at Stevens like a disapproving angel on Judgment Day.
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Promptly at seven, there was a knock on the door, and Michelle answered it. Cesar stood in the hallway holding a bottle of wine and a small lavender gift bag encrusted with silver glitter.


“I come bearing gifts,” he said with a smile. “The wine is for you. The other,” he said, holding up the bag, “is for your daughter.”


“What a lovely thing to do!” Michelle exclaimed, stepping backward and gesturing for him to come in. “I should warn you, I’m a terrible cook. So I’ve ordered in an insane amount of Chinese.”


“Fortunately, I like Chinese.”


Michelle led him into the living room, gesturing for him to sit. “Your home is lovely,” he said with a smile. “I also like mid-century modern furniture. And your choice of colors is perfect for the period.”


She looked around her living room with an enormous sense of pride. The walls were a creamy yellow and decorated with an eclectic collection of paintings, prints, and photographs. She loved the sofa and chairs. She’d had them upholstered in a retro grey-and-white coin pattern. Adesina’s books and computer games were scattered across the coffee table and her school backpack had been tossed on one of the chairs. It all looked like something out of an idealized sixties TV show. Except that a flat-screen TV hung on the wall across from the couch. Pillows were still bunched up on the couch where she and Adesina had lain the night before to watch Adesina’s favorite cartoons. It pleased Michelle to no end that she’d made a home for them.


She smiled at Cesar. “I wanted it to be normal. Nothing fancy. I grew up with all that fancy stuff and it didn’t make me happy.” A frown slipped across her face. “Her life isn’t going to be easy for so many reasons. I want her to know what normal feels like. Not that I have a deep well of that to draw from.”


Adesina came into the room. She’d changed from her school uniform into fleece pants and a T-shirt. They were specially made for her body. Michelle didn’t think she really needed to wear anything, but she didn’t want Adesina to feel even more different from other children.


“And this is my daughter, Adesina,” Michelle said. “Adesina, this is Mr. Clerc.”


Adesina half fluttered, half walked over. “How do you do?” she asked, proffering her claw.


Cesar smiled at her and Michelle was relieved. Though her daughter had a beautiful and sweet little girl’s face, her insect body made some people nervous.


“How do you do?” he asked, taking her claw and giving it a gentle shake. “You may call me Cesar, if you like. I brought you something.” He gave her the gift bag.


She pulled out the pink tissue paper and gave a squeal of joy.


“I don’t have this one,” she said, plucking the plastic figure of Misty Mouse from the bag. “How did you know I like Ocelot 9?”


He looked very pleased. “I met a woman called Ink, and I asked her what you might like. Apparently, your mother talks a lot about you at work.”
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Mollie stepped into the musty darkness of a one-bedroom apartment in central North Dakota. Months had passed since the last time she’d been to her Bismarck bolt-hole. The air was stale, and the odor told it’d been far too long since she ran water down the pipes. Mollie went through the apartment, turning on lights and running the faucets. The two-by-fours that she had installed in brackets behind the apartment door still barricaded the entrance. A considerable layer of dust dulled the glitter from the jewelry heaped on the battered card table in the kitchen. A pair of roaches scuttled down the drain when she swept the shower curtain aside.


These weren’t the ritzy digs she’d always imagined for herself since the day her card turned—those had yet to materialize in a permanent fashion. But it was the kind of place where a person could pay a year’s rent and utilities in advance with postal money orders. She’d done that under an assumed name soon after Ffodor had taught her how to get a decent false identity. Just because she was raised as an unsophisticated hick from potato country didn’t mean she was stupid.


It was very quiet and very very private. Even Ffodor hadn’t known about her place. She sure as hell never told Berman about it. And she’d never had



anybody over. Not because there was nobody to invite, she quickly reminded herself, but because she wanted it that way. If she really wanted to bother with it she could easily find people to hang out with. Easily. She’d just been too busy. For years on end.


She swept aside boxes and shopping bags until she’d carved out enough room to flop on the bed. A pile of laptops and tablets teetered at the foot of the bed, many still in their packaging. Mollie took one off the top, opened it, and tossed the box aside. It landed on another pile of unopened loot.


This was getting ridiculous. She had to start making time to pawn the stuff she snatched, otherwise what was the point? Yes, indeed. What was the point of all this? But that was a dangerous train of thought, so she shied away from it. Instead she power-cycled her wireless router and got comfortable on the bed while waiting for the tablet to find the network. Web surfing wasn’t particular exciting—everyone knew that half the people on the Internet were trolls, the other half assholes—but it gave her something to do until her stomach growled.


She put the tablet aside, then opened a new pair of gateways: one in the bedroom wall a foot away, and another inside the refrigerator of a farmhouse a half-hour drive outside Coeur d’Alene, Idaho.


A sharp metallic snap echoed within the refrigerator, accompanied by a stab of agony in her fingers. Mollie yanked her hand back through the opening into her own apartment. She pried the mousetrap from her fingers and flung it aside. It bounced off the wall hard enough to leave a ding in the drywall (Great, another chip off the deposit) before tumbling under the bed.


It hurt so much that at first Mollie thought the fucking thing had broken her fingers. But she could still bend them. She flicked the portal egress from her parents’ refrigerator to the freezer and (after checking for another mousetrap) grabbed some ice. She used another opening to grab a washcloth from the bathroom. Having made a makeshift ice pack for her fingers, she glared into the Steunenberg kitchen while nursing her fingers. It smelled faintly like sour milk but also like pot roast. The TV blared from the living room; Mom and Dad were watching Wheel of Fortune. A pang of homesickness caught her off guard. But then she inspected her fingers, which were already swelling up like sausages, and remembered why she didn’t come home more often. She hadn’t felt welcome at the farm since Noel had killed her brother Todd, stabbed her brother Brent, and shot her



dad. Nobody ever came out and said it was her fault. (How could it be? Mollie just provided the opportunity. Dad and the boys were the Einsteins who’d come up with the actual plan.) Still, Todd’s death had left an ineradicable pall on her family relationships. Including Mom and Dad. But they hadn’t been the ones to set the mousetrap. They weren’t that childish.


Mollie leaned through the hole in space, and shouted: “Brent, you greasy turd! You’ll regret this!”


After closing the hole she went into the kitchen—her own kitchen, in her own apartment, walking there on her own two feet like a nat—and poured a bag of frozen stir fry into a skillet. While it simmered, she went into the bathroom and took a leak. She didn’t flush.


Eating dinner beside a fist-high pile of stolen jewelry, some that she’d snatched over a year ago and never bothered to pawn, she couldn’t help but wonder why she did this. She wasn’t a kleptomaniac; she liked money, wanted money—wanted a metric crapload of it—and didn’t steal just for the thrill of it. Her ace made stealing practically trivial. So why was it that without the drive to be a good pupil for Ffodor she’d become so lazy about turning the goods into cash?


Mollie wondered if mountain climbers ever felt like this after topping Everest.


She’d stolen an entire country’s gold reserves. On her very first foray as a professional thief. Granted, there was a team involved . . . her thoughts skittered around Ffodor again . . . but she had personally handled millions upon millions of dollars in gold. (And, like anybody would have done, she’d seized the opportunity to widen her cut. Which would have worked out just fine and wouldn’t have hurt anybody, fuck you very much Noel Matthews.) After that, almost nothing seemed worth the effort.


Which is why she’d pushed Ffodor for something fun, something challenging, something worthy of two kickass aces on a tear. She’d worked so hard to convince him she wasn’t the clueless, immature naïf he’d first met. And it worked. Soon after that, word had come through the grapevine about a casino somewhere in Bumfuckistan, which led to—


No. She shook her head again.


She set the alarm for oh-dark-thirty before crawling under the sheets. At first she tried sleeping on her stomach, like she usually did, but the residual tingle in her chest made that impossible. Nearly an hour passed before the irritation with herself for being so careless as to let the gendarmes take her by surprise, coupled with the shame of acting like Ffodor



hadn’t taught her a goddamned thing, subsided to the point where she could fall asleep.


The alarm woke her. Mollie didn’t bother to get out of bed. She created an opening at the bottom of the toilet bowl and twinned it to another about two feet over the head of Brent’s bed. She held the fold in space long enough to hear a splatter, a shout, and disgusted sputtering echo from within the ceramic bowl in the next room.


“OH MY GOD you are SO DEAD you UNBELIEVABLE CU—”


She closed the twinned portals, unplugged the alarm, shut her eyes, yawned, and nestled back into her pillows. Only to find herself wide awake a moment later. Wide awake and cursing herself.


The casino.


The empty, unguarded casino.


The empty, unguarded casino that, last time Mollie had seen it, was filled with seven metric shit-tons of money. Cash money. Fucking snowdrifts of currency.


God damn it. Maybe she was just a stupid hick from potato country after all.
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“You liked Cesar okay?” Michelle asked. She and Adesina were flopped on the sofa. Episode 13 of the All Ocelots TV show was cued up on the DVR and ready to go. Adesina had Misty Mouse clutched in her claw.


“I think he’s very nice. And not just because he brought me the toy.”


“But that didn’t hurt,” Michelle laughed.


“Well, no. But he really listened to us and he helped with the dishes.”


“Yeah,” Michelle said, turning on the show. “He is nice. And gets big points for helping clean up.” On the TV, the Cherry Witch was pursuing some nefarious plan to take over the Ocelot 9 forest. Every week there was a nefarious plan. It was kind of comforting.


Michelle glanced down at Adesina curled up beside her and saw she’d fallen asleep. She picked her up and carried her to bed. After she tucked the pink sheets around her daughter, she turned on the nightlight. Even in the half-light, the stars she’d painted on the ceiling in glow-in-the-dark paint lit up.


She kissed Adesina on the forehead, then slipped out of the room.


This was the time of night that Michelle didn’t like. With Adesina in bed, she was alone. And when she was alone, her thoughts turned to Joey. And that was a complicated mess. Not just because of the sex—which was alternately tender and horribly violent—but because Joey was broken in specific ways and, no matter how hard she loved her, Michelle couldn’t fix that.


She pulled Skype up on her tablet. A list of contacts appeared, Joey’s name at the top. Michelle’s finger hovered over her name a few times, debating whether or not to call. Then she tapped the screen.


To her surprise, Joey answered on the second ring.


“Hey, Bubbles,” Joey said. Her silky Creole voice made Michelle miss her more. “Adesina asleep?”


“Yeah,” Michelle replied, running a hand through her hair. “How’d you know?”


Joey laughed. “The only time you call now is when the niblet is in bed.”


“What are you doing at home? I would have thought you were out fleecing the tourists.” This was better. Giving Joey a hard time was better than trying to really talk to her.


“Fuck you, Michelle,” Joey snapped. “I don’t tell you how to run your life. You’re still working for those Committee dickweeds.” A couple of zombies appeared behind Joey.


Pretty standard Joey stuff, Michelle thought. Get pissed. Get zombies. This was familiar territory. She lay back on the couch, propping her head up on a pillow. She folded the tablet cover into its standing position, then put it on her chest.


“They do a lot of good, Joey,” Michelle said defensively. “I wouldn’t have Adesina without them.”


Joey’s expression softened. “You got a point. Don’t suppose the two of you can come down for a visit? It’s been a long fucking time.”


Oh, yes, it had been a long time. Michelle felt a stab of desire shoot through her. But instead of saying what she wanted, she said, “I don’t know, Adesina’s in summer school and I’m doing a bunch of work for this L’Oreal thing.”


“Oh, fuck that shit,” Joey said angrily. “You could get out of that if you wanted to. A week. Are you really saying the Amazing Bubbles can’t get a week off? That’s some fucking bullshit.”


She was right, of course, Michelle could probably get the time off, but she was scared. Scared of how much she wanted Joey. And how that usually turned out.


“It’s not . . .” she began, and then Adesina’s scream drove everything else from her mind. Michelle jumped up from the couch, her tablet hitting the floor with a thunk. Long ago, she’d discovered that that scream was the most terrifying sound in the world. Michelle ran to Adesina’s room, slamming her foot and hip into the doorjamb. She didn’t feel the pain, just absorbed it into her body.


Adesina was tangled up in her pink floral sheets, moaning, with tears running down her cheeks. “Adesina,” Michelle said, giving her a little shake. “Baby, please wake up.” But her daughter continued to scream. Michelle pulled her close and started running her hands across Adesina’s wings. That had always worked in the past to calm her down, but the only thing it did now was turn the screams into a horrible low guttural moan.


“Adesina!” she said frantically. She smoothed the cornrows out of Adesina’s face. “Adesina, it’s just a dream. It’s just a dream. Wake up! Baby, wake up!”


But Adesina wouldn’t open her eyes. She ground her teeth, and the horrible growling grew louder.


“Jesus!” Michelle gathered Adesina even tighter to her chest, but it didn’t help. That awful sound couldn’t be coming from her daughter. A cold sweat broke out across Michelle’s back. “Jesus! Baby, please, wake up!”


“They’re coming,” Adesina said in a thick, guttural voice. Her eyelids snapped open, but her eyes were rolled back and the only thing visible was the sclera.


Then she blinked. Her brown eyes stared up, and Michelle could see the fear there. Adesina pressed her face into Michelle’s chest and put her arms as far around Michelle as she could.


My God, Michelle thought. She felt sick to her stomach. It’s finally happened. All that shit that went down in the PPA has finally caught up to her. The psychologist said it would.


Her little girl was reliving that nightmare. Being taken by those soldiers from her parents. The charnel pit. All the dead children. Even Michelle had had more than a few nightmares about that.


“It’s okay,” she said, rocking Adesina. “You’re home. We’re safe here. Nothing can happen to you here.”


But Adesina didn’t answer, just kept crying and burying her head in Michelle’s chest.


Michelle didn’t know what to do. She could blow shit up. She could make it rain bouncy bubbles. She could absorb the blast of a nuclear bomb. But she didn’t know how to keep night terrors away from her daughter.


She hadn’t felt frightened or helpless since her card had turned. Until now.
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