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    1: Who the fuck was Jetboy? Posted Today 1:04 am




    HISTORY, JETBOY | REFLECTIVE | ‘THESE ARE THE FABLES’ – THE NEW PORNOGRAPHERS




     




    Who the fuck was Jetboy?




    My grandfather tried to tell me when I was too young. I didn’t get it. A flying ace, he said, from before there was the wild card. I could never get my head around that. How

    could you have any ace – much less one who flew – before there was the wild card? And that all happened back during the Great Depression, which was right before Napoleon who took over

    after Rome fell. My grandfather hadn’t kissed a girl yet when Jetboy died. That was forever ago.




    My sense of history has gotten a little more nuanced since then. I know there was a Middle Ages, for instance. I understand that women existed before Christina Ricci, though

    I’m still not entirely sure why they bothered. I’ve read all the underground R. Crumb comics about the Sleeper. My dad told me stories about the Great and Powerful Turtle. My fifth

    grade babysitter – who smoked pot and sometimes forgot to wear her bra – told me lurid tales about Fortunato, the pimp ace who got his powers from sex. I saw Tarantino recycle all the

    tropes of Wild Card Chic, trying like a lifeguard on amphetamines to breathe new life into them.




    When I drew my ace, I thought it was the coolest thing ever. I wasn’t Jonathan Tipton-Clarke. I was Jonathan motherfuckin’ Hive. I was hot shit. I was the kid

    who really could sting like a bee. Let me assure all of you out there that nothing but nothing stops bullies picking on you like being able to turn into your equivalent mass of small wasplike

    stinging insects; it shuts those rat bastards down. I figured I didn’t need to go to school or worry about how a swarm of wasps was going to pay for an apartment. I was sixteen and

    an ace. I was God.




    Maybe that was why Grandpa always wanted to talk about Jetboy. Jetboy, who didn’t have any powers. Jetboy, who tried to stop the wild card from coming into the world and

    failed.




    Jetboy (I thought, through all my youth and adolescence and most of my adulthood to date) was a great big loser who died half a century ago. But here’s the thing: He was a

    hero to my grandfather, and my grandfather was not a stupid man.




    When Grandpa started junior high, there were no aces in the world. When he started high school, there were. He was alive when the virus hit. He read about the 90 percent that drew

    the black queen. He heard rumors of the first jokers back when people still hid them away like they’d just crawled out of a David Lynch flick. And he saw the first aces. Golden Boy. The

    Envoy.




    How can I imagine that change? How do I, or anyone in my generation, put my mind back to think what it would have been like in a world without jokers, much less a jokers’

    rights movement? A world where we didn’t think that aliens existed? Where phones had actual dials, and no one locked their car doors?




    It’s hard – it’s always been hard – to look back at that kind of simplicity and ignorance and not sneer. We know better now. We know more. We were

    raised on President Barnett. We saw pictures from the Rox war. We always knew that if we happened to be around when two aces started fighting each other, they might bring the building down, or

    cut us down with laser eye beams, or turn us to stone without even meaning to; we could die at any time, in any way, and there was no way to protect against it. You couldn’t expect us to

    get choked up over a guy who fell off a blimp before our parents were born.




    Most people my age think of history as being divided into two essential halves: before the Internet and after. But there was a shift before that, and maybe there have always been

    shifts, back through history. Maybe every generation has seen the world change forever, and we don’t know only because we weren’t there.




    Ace or not, I grew up. I went to college. I got a degree and trust fund that I’m rapidly spending down. I write a few magazine articles, and I’m working on a novel.

    I’m an ace, and that’s great. But I’m a journalist, too – or will be when I catch a break. Being able to turn into wasps won’t help me meet deadlines or pick the

    right words or forgive a cent of my electric bill. So, maybe what Grandpa was trying to tell me sunk in after all. Or maybe I missed his point and made up one of my own.




    Here’s the best I’ve got, folks:




    Jetboy was the end of a world. He was the last man to die before the wild card came, and his age died with him. He is a symbol whose meaning I will never understand, except in the

    way I’ve come to understand King Arthur, JFK, and all the other beautiful losers of history. He will never mean to me what he did to my grandfather, and not because I’m more

    sophisticated or smarter or more jaded. It’s just that the world’s moved on.




    To me, Jetboy’s a reminder that there have always been people – a few – who fought for things that mattered. And (cue the violins, kids) that maybe being a hero

    isn’t just about whether you win. Maybe it’s also about whether you die memorably.




    How’s that for a Hallmark moment?
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  DARK OF THE MOON




  Melinda M. Snodgrass




   




   




   




   




  Somewhere off to her right gunfire erupted.




  Anywhere else in the world people would flee that sound, but here in Baghdad it was just one theme in the symphony of celebration. The sharp chattering of a machine gun set a high-pitched

  counterpoint to the deep bass booms of rockets. A shower of golden sparks hung in the night sky, and edged the needle-like spires of minarets like a benediction. The sparks seemed to fall in slow

  motion. The light from the fireworks briefly lit the faces of the crowd. Men whirled and danced. Tears glinted on their cheeks, and their mouths stretched wide as they chanted for their Caliph.




  Kamal Farag Aziz, the new president of Egypt, had come to Baghdad to submit himself to the Caliph and make his nation one with Syria, Palestine, Iraq, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia, under the

  restored caliphate. In Cairo, Baghdad, Damascus, East Jerusalem, and Mecca, the masses celebrated. In Lebanon, Qatar, and Kuwait, the leaders of the few remaining sovereign Arab states were

  shivering.




  Lilith pulled the edge of her shimagh across her nose and mouth. Partly it was to disguise the fact she was a woman, but it also kept the dust, raised by thousands of shuffling,

  stamping feet, from choking her. Only in Iraq could you smell the rich, moist tang of water and reeds, chew on grit, and endure nighttime temperatures in the high nineties. Her robe clung to her

  body, and she felt a trickle of sweat inching its maddening way down her spine. When Saddam had lived in the palace the acres surrounding the building had been given over to lush gardens. The

  Caliph had chosen not to take water from Iraqi farmers, and allowed the gardens to die.




  From her vantage point near the palace wall Lilith could see the looming bulk of the palace. The white marble walls were washed in a kaleidoscope of colors as the fireworks display continued. A

  man dressed in snowy white robes and keffiyeh stepped out onto a third-floor balcony. He paced, rested his hands on the carved balustrade, peered down into the crowd, paced again, and

  vanished back into the room.




  Idiot, Lilith thought. Get yourself killed by a stray bullet.




  She waited until one particularly spectacular fireworks display lit the sky and every head craned back in that particular kind of amazement unique to yokels. Then she swept the folds of her

  dish-dasha and jalabiya around her body and felt that strange, internal snap, as the surface beneath her sandals changed from dirt over concrete to less dirt over

  polished marble.




  Prince Siraj gaped at her. He was handsome, but his smooth round face and the bulge of a belly against his robes showed the dangers of sufficient food for a Bedouin. No matter that the royal

  house of Jordan had been out of the desert for four generations. Two thousand years of subsistence living was bred deep in the bone, and it whispered constantly that this meal might be the last for

  a long, long time.




  ‘Are—’ He coughed and tried again. ‘—Are you the one Noel sent?’




  ‘You better hope so.’ Lilith stepped into the room. A breeze off the Tigris stirred the white fabric of the mosquito netting that swaddled the bed. An elaborate mosaic of

  multicolored stone covered the floor. It depicted King Nebuchadnezzar hunting waterfowl in the rushes. But of course, Saddam had been a secularist. Lilith wondered how long until the Islamic purity

  patrols of the Caliph would destroy this art.




  ‘I have your clothes.’ Siraj lifted the folds of black material from the bed and thrust the abaya and burqa into her hands.




  She pulled off the shimagh, and her waist-length black hair tumbled free. Siraj stared at her. At five-ten, Lilith was a couple of inches taller than the prince. Her only worry was the

  silver eyes, legacy of the wild card, but fortunately the Muslim requirement of modest downcast eyes for women worked to her advantage.




  ‘Noel said you were in school together?’ she asked as she dropped the tentlike garment over her body. With one of her blades she cut discreet openings in the material that she could

  reach through.




  ‘Yes. At Cambridge. We were great, good friends. He loves our culture.’ The sentences emerged in agitated little bursts of sound.




  ‘Would a friend put you in this position?’ Lilith asked. The mesh was disconcerting to look through, and the veils reduced her peripheral vision. She felt naked beneath the layers of

  cloth.




  ‘I can be a bridge,’ the prince said as he paced around the room. His hands kept clasping and unclasping. ‘Between our two worlds.’




  ‘It’s just one world,’ Lilith said, then added, ‘Do you have the map?’




  ‘Yes.’ He handed her a piece of paper, and hurriedly pulled back his hand when their fingers brushed.




  Lilith wondered at the avoidance. He had been educated in England, and lived for long periods in the West. Perhaps it was just the proximity of the Caliph that had him jumpy. She looked down at

  the paper. It looked like a cross section of a honeycomb. ‘A little hint would help. You know, insane religious nutters sleep here,’ Lilith said.




  Siraj flushed at her drawling British delivery. ‘He changes rooms … frequently.’




  ‘Well, that’s … irritating.’




  ‘He’s become increasingly paranoid.’




  ‘Understandable. He was nearly assassinated by his sister.’ She gave Siraj a bright smile, then realized he couldn’t see her features. Ridiculous culture.




  Siraj plunged on as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘Even though I’m on his council, I think … well, I think he doesn’t trust me any longer. It started when the Righteous

  Djinn arrived. The Djinn disapproves of Western education. He thinks it taints us.’ The hand washing had become even more fervent. ‘You mustn’t fail.’




  ‘Relax. Tonight you have a pro.’




  The prince looked around as if expecting the walls of the room to collapse in upon them. ‘It may not be as easy as you think. The Djinn accompanies the Caliph everywhere. He is enormously

  strong, and he can become a giant.’




  ‘Good thing we’re indoors.’




  Her light response didn’t please Siraj. ‘Since you find the Djinn unworthy of concern, you might remember that there is also Bahir.’




  ‘I’m very aware of Bahir.’




  But it didn’t stop the nervous flow. ‘Bahir can teleport. Many an enemy has been surprised to find his scimitar suddenly behind them. It’s the last surprise they have before

  they’re beheaded.’




  ‘Little flamboyant, don’t you think? A gun would be easier and far more certain.’ She was very aware of the pistol strapped to the inside of her thigh.




  ‘Well, yes, it’s a stereotype, but it’s also symbolic. The street loves it.’




  ‘All that symbolism is why the Arab has found himself despised and dismissed.’ Lilith looked at the map again. ‘I can’t just go teleporting into rooms hoping to find the

  Caliph. Do you have any idea where he’ll be?’




  ‘He’s at the banquet now,’ the prince said, ‘with the Egyptians. Aziz.’




  Kamal Farag Aziz. Egypt’s new strongman had come to power when the meddling Americans had forced a free election that swept out the secularists in power and swept in the fundamentalists of

  Ikhlas al-Din. ‘Is your absence going to be problematic?’




  Siraj shook his head. ‘I took ipecac. No one doubted I was sick.’




  ‘Ah, ipecac. Every British schoolboy’s delight.’ Lilith paced. ‘Well, I can’t crash the party.’ The folds of the burqa twisted around her legs.

  ‘Is the Caliph a typical male? Is he going to stay with the boys ’til dawn?’




  ‘He is a serious man, not given to frivolity.’ Siraj paused.




  Lilith seized on the thoughtful look. ‘What?’




  ‘He is close to Nashwa, his first wife. He often shares his triumphs with her.’




  ‘Good thing I’m a girl.’




  ‘What are you thinking?’




  ‘That I’ve always wanted to see the inside of a harem.’
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  There were a pair of soldiers on guard outside the door to the women’s quarters. Their dull dun uniforms were brightened by the presence of the green kerchief tied at

  their throats. Their eyes swept across her and dismissed her in a blink.




  In a thick country accent, Lilith said, ‘The Caliph has sent this for his beloved wives, but the Caliph, great is his glory, will not mind if his brave and loyal soldiers sample a few of

  the delicacies.’




  They echoed her words of praise, and Lilith held the tray while the young men helped themselves to sugar. She noticed they both had dirty fingernails. Lilith then slipped under their arms and

  tapped lightly on the door. The heavy panel fell shut behind her, cutting off the bass rumble of male voices.




  The large room she had entered was lovely, but not grandiose. Through a whitewash of paint she could make out the faint colors of a mural that had once graced the left wall. The air was redolent

  with the smell of rosewater and orange oil.




  Two women stood at the window, peeking through the curtains at the continuing fireworks display. Red, blue, gold, and green light washed across the fabric and their faces. One was enormously

  pregnant – her face was swollen and her fingers puffy. From the way her belly hung, she looked to be within days of delivery. The other woman was at that midpoint in a pregnancy when a woman

  seems to glow.




  Curled up on a couch was a much younger woman – late teens, maybe early twenties. She was far prettier than the other two, and not just because she didn’t look like a gravid cow. She

  flipped the pages of a French fashion magazine with such rapidity that she couldn’t actually be absorbing anything. Her lower lip thrust out, and a frown furrowed the golden skin between her

  brows.




  Lilith offered the food tray first to the pregnant women. They grabbed at the sweets with greedy fingers. She moved to the young wife. The girl took a small slice of melon.




  Lilith took the chance. The worst it would earn her would be a slap. ‘I went to school in Paris,’ she said softly. ‘Before my father sent the family home.’




  ‘Your accent,’ the girl said. ‘You sound Saudi.’




  ‘I’m from Kuwait.’ There was a wealth of emotion in the final word. ‘Have you been here long?’




  ‘Three months.’




  ‘You must be homesick.’




  The girl started to cry.




  ‘I’m sorry, mistress. Would you like me to leave?’




  The girl’s hand clutched at Lilith’s sleeve. ‘No, tell me about Paris.’




  Lilith mingled her actual visits to the city with evocative scenes from movies. She talked of the restaurant boats draped with lights sliding beneath medieval bridges, and setting the reflection

  of Notre Dame in the water to dancing; of strolling through the outdoor stalls on the left bank of the Seine where old men with hunched shoulders and shabby jackets peddled even older books. To

  Montmartre, where children fed the pigeons, and aspiring artists painted the famous church. Lilith took her rapt listener past the open doors of bakeries where the smell of bread and pastries hung

  so rich and heavy in the air that you could practically chew it.




  The young wife’s eyes held excitement, but also resentment. Lilith wove a tale of her own frustration with an autocratic father who had been inspired by news of the rise of the new

  caliphate, and had sent his family home so her brothers could be part of this renaissance of Islam. ‘While he stayed in Paris,’ the young wife said, and a touch of acid laced the

  words.




  Lilith shrugged. ‘Yes, but he’s a man. So are they all, except for our glorious Caliph, long may he live and reign.’




  ‘Yes, he is a good man,’ the girl admitted.




  ‘What is he like? Have you spent much time with him? Is there a chance he will come by? I would love to see him. I’ve only seen him at a distance.’ Lilith rushed the questions

  and statements, giving the girl no opportunity to answer.




  The wife laughed. ‘No, sorry. He won’t come. He always sends for one of us.’ The lush lower lip protruded again. ‘And it won’t be me. Not tonight. He’ll want

  to talk to Nashwa.’




  Nashwa, late forties, first wife of the Caliph, and mother of his son and heir, Abdul-Alim. Daughter of a prominent Yemeni businessman. ‘I will go and offer her

  refreshments,’ Lilith said. She stood and gathered up her tray.




  ‘She’s in her room,’ the youngest wife said, and pointed vaguely down the hall. Lilith started away. ‘By the way, I’m Ameera. What’s your name?’




  ‘Sura,’ Lilith answered, and enjoyed the private joke. It meant to travel at night.
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  ‘How dare you? You knock and receive permission before entering.’




  Jeweled beads on the edge of the headdress emphasized the black frown that twisted the older woman’s face. Nashwa was far from a beauty. In fact she was plain, and her voice clanged rather

  than lilted. She had to be the wife of the Caliph’s heart, otherwise he would have divorced this hatchet-faced woman.




  Lilith didn’t respond to the rebuke. She crossed the room in four long, fast steps, grabbed the woman’s arm, and forced it up behind Nashwa’s back, immobilizing her. Lilith

  then pictured the room in the Uffizi Gallery that held the collection of Roman busts, and took them there.




  There was that dislocating moment of dizziness and extreme cold. The stone floor beneath her slippers gave way to the softer sag of wood. Nashwa screamed in her ear. Lilith released the woman,

  wrapped her hand in the folds of her burqa, and gave the frame of a large painting a tug. Alarms began their shrill-throated cry.




  Lilith teleported back to Nashwa’s room in the Baghdad palace. The Italian police would hold the woman for hours. By the time they accepted her story and affirmed her identity she would be

  a widow.




  Back in the room Lilith threw off her drab black burqa and donned one of Nashwa’s. It was still black, but the material was of top quality and it was shot through with metallic

  silver thread. She settled the headdress over her hair and felt the sapphires and pearls jiggling cold and sharp against the skin of her forehead. Over it all she tossed the outer robe that

  shrouded even her eyes. Lilith sat down to wait.
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  Three hours passed before she was summoned.




  The Caliph had sent four guards to escort his chief wife. She might be a mere woman, but the guards were obsequious because she was the Caliph’s woman. Chief wife. The mother of his

  eldest son. Nashwa wielded bedroom and pillow power. Lilith touched the knives that rested in sheaths on her thighs and the small of her back, and the gun she had for insurance. They turned

  down another hallway. This one was narrower still. Three floors below, Lilith could faintly hear the rumble of male voices and the wail of musical instruments. She caught a whiff of roasted lamb

  and cinnamon. Her stomach grumbled. Lilith promised herself dinner and a glass of cabernet as soon as she was back home.




  They went up a narrow staircase. Two soldiers led the way. Two walked behind her. They were now on the top floor, and the roof and ceiling radiated the heat accumulated from the day’s sun.

  Sweat trickled slick and sticky between her breasts and down her back. She longed to scratch at the itch beneath her bra strap.




  How dreadful to be the ruler of much of the Middle East and have to live in such discomfort because you’re so afraid.




  One of the soldiers tapped on a closed door. There was a muffled response. The door opened, and the soldiers bowed Lilith into the room. The door fell shut. Someone behind her had closed it, but

  she was in blinders from the layers of clothing and veils. She concentrated on what she could see through the mesh that covered her eyes.




  The room was small, whitewashed, its walls adorned with flowing script. Verses from the Koran. Yes, it looks like the bedroom of a religious wingnut, Lilith thought. A narrow bed and a

  side table with a glass water pitcher were the only furniture. Oddly, the bed didn’t rest against the wall. It was pulled out a few feet, and there was the cut of a door in the plaster.

  Bolt hole.




  She heard the footfalls of the man who had closed the door behind her and turned to greet him. But it wasn’t the Caliph. It was the Righteous Djinn. He was taller and younger and broader.

  The lips exposed between the black beard and mustache were thick and moist, and he sucked at the lower lip like a child contemplating a knotty problem. Oddly, his eyes were gray.




  He was still normal size, but quite large enough for Lilith’s taste. He wore boots beneath the traditional white robes, and she wondered if the clothes enlarged with him, or if he ended up

  a thirty-foot naked giant.




  ‘Honored One?’ the Djinn said, but it wasn’t a greeting. A query hung in the words.




  I’m supposed to do something, Lilith thought, but I don’t know what. Oh, bloody hell.




  ‘Lady, we must speak.’ His voice was a bass rumble, and he had a peasant’s accent. ‘I must know that you are … yourself.’ It was one of the better euphemisms

  for mind control that Lilith had heard, but it didn’t help her situation.




  It had been only a delay of seconds, but it was enough.




  The Djinn’s face hardened with suspicion. He lunged forward. Lilith danced back, and caught her heel on the trailing hem of her burqa. The Djinn managed to get one arm around her

  waist. He was frighteningly strong. The pressure drove the hilt of the knife sheathed at the small of her back deep into her skin. He ripped away the concealing veils to reveal her silver eyes.

  ‘Abomination!’




  Lilith tried to teleport and found the power retreating like a wave, while lethargy blanketed her limbs. Now she understood how Sharon Cream, Israel’s strongest ace, had been subdued. A

  wild card power was at work here.




  She felt the first licks of panic. She pushed them away. It was the fear that killed you. She forced herself to analyze. The ability to drain her power was probably a mental power. They required

  concentration. Concentration could be broken.




  A warm sense of well-being flooded her body. Rather than fight it, Lilith allowed herself to go completely limp.




  The Djinn gave a grunt of satisfaction. The full lips were lowered toward her mouth. She reached through one of the cuts in her burqa and closed her hand around the butt of her small

  pistol. His mouth was on hers. The reek of his breath caught in her throat. Pig. She pulled free the gun, pressed the barrel against his elbow, and pulled the trigger. The report echoing

  off the walls was almost drowned out by the Djinn’s bellow of agony. The most painful injury to the human body had once again worked its magic. The injured arm fell limp to the ace’s

  side. Lilith drove the heel of her boot down onto his instep, then spun away. The Djinn swung his good arm, and clipped her gun hand. The pistol went flying and she fell to the floor. Her legs were

  flaccid. His eyes were wild, curses emerged in a staccato roar, and the arm dripped blood as he charged down on her. With the last of her strength Lilith gathered her power, felt the snap,

  and teleported just as she heard the door crash open and the confused bellows from the guards.




  She ended up in one of the hallways she had traversed only a few moments before. She would have only seconds before the alarm would be raised through the entire palace. Quickly she pulled out

  the map. It was time for a bit of misdirection. They would be looking for a woman. So, let’s give them women.




  Snap. She was in the laundry where women labored in the heat. Lilith grabbed two of them, swept the folds of her burqa around all three of them, and teleported away. The

  women’s screams set her ears to aching as they appeared in a first floor hallway. The marble walls amplified the sound. There were male shouts and the thunder of booted feet running toward

  them. As Lilith teleported away she heard the chatter of a Kalashnikov, and a woman’s piercing scream. She couldn’t believe her luck. They had actually opened fire. Panic had clearly

  gripped the palace. It could only help her.




  Lilith grabbed two more serving women and two of the dancers who were eating in the kitchen. She used them to season the stew of growing confusion. A stitch sent white hot pain up Lilith’s

  side, and her shoulders and back were aching. It hadn’t been easy controlling the hysterical, struggling women. She rested against a wall in an alcove and waited for her breathing to slow.

  She heard a high and querulous tenor voice call out. Abdul the Idiot has taken command. Perfect.




  ‘Lock down all the gates. No. Wait. Not until the military arrives. Turn on all the lights in the gardens.’




  ‘That will kill our troops’ night vision, my prince,’ another voice warned.




  ‘Oh, yes. Well, issue night goggles.’




  ‘They have night goggles,’ came another voice.




  ‘Oh, yes, right.’




  ‘Shouldn’t we stay with your father?’ another asked.




  Which implies the Caliph has changed location, Lilith thought.




  ‘No. We must find the crusader assassin.’




  Lilith teleported back to Prince Siraj’s room.




  He gave a shout of alarm then relaxed when he saw her. ‘What’s happening? Have you done it? I heard gunshots.’




  ‘Pandemonium. No. Yes,’ Lilith said. ‘How much does the Caliph love Nashwa?’




  ‘A lot.’




  ‘Is he a coward?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Thank you.’ Lilith teleported away, certain now where she would find him.
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  The Caliph whirled as the pop of displaced air announced her arrival.




  In the dimly lit bedroom the green glow that emanated from his body was apparent. His black hair was flecked with gray and his beard had two long streaks of silver that ran from the corners of

  his mouth. He was dressed in white robes and she could see the line of puckered brown across his throat where a sister’s knife had once failed to cut deep enough. Then he had only been the

  Nur al-Allah, and the restoration of the caliphate had only been a dream.




  The Nur’s eyes telegraphed the lifting of his pistol. Lilith seized a pot of face powder off Nashwa’s dressing table and flung the contents into his face. He jerked his head to the

  side, and spoiled his aim. But it had been a near thing. Lilith felt the heat from the muzzle flash across her face, and the report set her ears to ringing. There were female screams from beyond

  the door.




  She ran for the bed. As she passed the door she slammed it closed and threw the bolt. It wouldn’t hold for long, but she only needed minutes. Jumping, she landed on the mattress and used

  its spring to increase her speed and the height of the jump. She lashed out with her foot as she arced over the Nur’s head, and caught him hard on the jaw. With her trailing foot she kicked

  his hand and wrist, and felt bones snap.




  The second kick had the desired result – he dropped the gun – but it wrecked her trajectory and she fell harder than she’d hoped, onto her hip. Clenching her teeth against the

  pain, Lilith rolled to her feet and drew a knife from the sheath strapped to her leg. The Nur shook his head, trying to throw off the effects of her first kick.




  Lilith rushed forward, but he turned to face her and drew the ceremonial dagger he wore in his leather belt. The hilt might be jewel encrusted, but the blade was all business, and a good deal

  longer than Lilith’s knife. They circled each other in the knife fighter’s hunched and forward-leaning stance.




  ‘Who sent you?’ His voice was rough, like an old crow. Once it had been liquid velvet and had enthralled thousands.




  ‘The world.’ Lilith shifted sideways as he made a quick lunge. She slapped aside his hand, and let her knife slide up his arm to cut the tendon above his elbow. The wound made it

  almost impossible for him to keep hold of the knife. Thundering kicks set the bedroom door to shivering.




  ‘You can kill me, but you cannot destroy what I’ve built here.’




  ‘You’re right. But we can own it.’ She allowed a tinge of her accent to color her perfect Arabic. It had the desired result.




  ‘Infidel! Crusader!’ He lunged for her again.




  ‘Don’t forget imperialist.’ She kicked a small ottoman in front of him. It tangled between his feet, and he went crashing to the floor. She let him get to his knees then darted

  behind him, drove the knife into his chest, and tipped it upward searching for the tough muscle that was his heart. The steel found its mark. Blood, warm and sticky, poured across her hand, and its

  tangy, sweet scent filled the room.




  The bedroom was off-limits to security cameras. She had to find some way to shift blame. Five for one. She remembered the old motto of the Black Dog and his joker terrorists. The Djinn

  had seen her eyes. Knew she was a wild card.




  The door was almost down. ‘The Black Dog sends his greetings,’ she shrieked in a high-pitched voice. For an instant the blows on the door stopped, then renewed with increased

  fervor.




  Lilith picked up the Nur’s pistol, and teleported away. She needed four more victims. The final misdirection.
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  2: JONATHAN HIVE SELLS OUT!




  Jonathan went over the release form again, flipping the paper back and forth. The time he’d spent trying to parse memos from Senate campaigns just didn’t help much

  when it came to these West Coast entertainment wonks. The whole point of the exercise, after all, was to get something he could write about. If the first thing he did on day one was sign away his

  rights, he might as well go fill out an application at Starbucks and be done.




  He looked up and down the parking lot. Great silver buses and trucks filled the place, sound equipment and shoulder-mounted cameras making their way to the secular cathedral of Ebbets Field on

  the backs of scrungy-looking technicians. A folding table had been set up with a tarnished coffee service and a few boxes of donuts. Several of the other prospective contestants were milling

  around, trying to size each other up.




  ‘Is there a question I can help you with?’ the flunky asked through a practiced smile. She was early twenties, long-faced, and mean about the eye. Normal-looking people who lived in

  the beauty pits of Hollywood too long seemed to get that feral I’m-not-a-supermodel-but-I-might-kill-one look after a while.




  ‘Oh,’ Jonathan said, whipping out his own smile, ‘it’s just … I’m a journalist. I have this blog, and I don’t quite know what I can and can’t

  talk about there. If I did get on the show, I couldn’t really afford to take however many months just off.’




  ‘Of course not,’ the flunky said, nodding. ‘This is just the release for the tryouts. If you’re chosen for the show, there’s a whole other process.’




  Which didn’t even sort of answer Jonathan’s question. He smiled wider. They’d just see which of them could nice the other to death.




  ‘That’s great,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I just had one or two tiny questions about the wording on this one?’




  ‘Sure,’ the flunky said. ‘Anything I can help with. But it is the standard release.’ Meaning move it, loser, I’ve got a hundred more like you to get

  through.




  ‘I’ll make it quick. I really appreciate this,’ Jonathan said. Meaning suck it up, jerk, I can stall you all day if I want to.




  The flunky’s smile set like concrete. Jonathan killed half an hour niggling at details and posing hypothetical situations. It all came down to the same thing, though: If he wanted in,

  he’d sign. If he refused … well, the field was full of aces who were there for the express purpose of taking his place. He kept up the tennis match of cheerful falsehoods until the

  flunky’s smile started to chip at the edges, but in the end, he signed off.




  He sidled over to the coffee and donuts just long enough to confirm that he didn’t want anything to do with either, and then a vaguely familiar blond guy with a clipboard rounded them up

  and led the way across the tarmac and into the entrance of the ballpark. They were divided into ten groups and then each was led to a camera and interview setup, where a small bank of lights was

  ready to make him and all the others glow for the camera. Of his group, he got to be the lucky bastard who went first.




  ‘Don’t worry about the camera,’ the interviewer said. ‘They just want to see how you come across through the lens. Just pretend it’s not there.’




  She was much prettier than the flunky, dressed a little sexy, and willing, it was clear, to flirt a little if that made you say something stupid or embarrassing for the viewing public. Jonathan

  liked her immediately.




  ‘Right,’ Jonathan said. The five-inch black glass eye stared at him. ‘Just like it’s only you and me.’




  ‘Exactly,’ she said. ‘So. Let’s see. Could you tell me a little bit about why you want to be on American Hero?’




  ‘Well,’ he said. ‘Have you ever heard of Paper Lion?’




  A little frown marred the interviewer’s otherwise perfect brow. ‘Wasn’t that the ace who—’




  ‘It’s a book,’ Jonathan said. ‘By George Plimpton. Old George went into professional football back in the 60s. Wrote a book about it. I want to do something like that.

  But for one thing, football’s for the football fans. For another thing, it’s been done. And for a third, reality television is for our generation what sports were for our dads.

  It’s the entertainment that everyone follows.’




  ‘You want to … report on the show?’




  ‘It’s not that weird. A lot of guys get into office so they can have something to write in their memoirs,’ Jonathan said. ‘I want to see what it’s all about.

  Understand it. Try to make some sense of the whole experience, and sure, write about it.’




  ‘That’s interesting,’ the interviewer said, just as if it really had been. Jonathan was just getting warmed up. This was the sound bite fest he’d been practicing for

  weeks.




  ‘The thing is, all people really see when they see aces is what we can do, you know? What makes us weird. These little tricks we’ve got – flying, or turning into a snake or

  becoming invisible – they define us. It’s doesn’t matter what we do. It just matters what we are.




  ‘I want to be the journalist and essayist and political commentator who also happens to be an ace. Not the ace who writes. This is the perfect venue for that. Just getting on the show

  would be a huge step. It gives me the credentials to talk about what being an ace is. And what it isn’t. Does that make sense?’




  ‘It does, actually,’ the interviewer said, and now he thought maybe she was just a little bit intrigued by him.




  One step closer, he thought. Only about a million to go.




  ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘And Jonathan Hive? Is that right?’




  ‘Tipton-Clarke’s the legal last name. Hive’s a nom de guerre. Or plume. Or whatever.’




  ‘Right. Tipton-Clarke. And what exactly is your ace ability?’




  ‘I turn into bugs.’
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  American Hero was the height of the reality television craze. Real aces were set up to backbite and scheme and show off for the pleasure of the viewing public. And it

  was hosted, just for that touch of street cred, by a famous celebrity ace – Peregrine. The prize: a lot of money, a lot of exposure, the chance to be a hero. The whole thing was as fake as

  caffeine-free diet pop.




  And yet …




  He’d woken before dawn in his generic little hotel room, surprised by how nervous he felt. He’d eaten breakfast in his room – rubbery eggs and bitter coffee – while he

  watched the news. Someone tied to Egyptian joker terrorists finally assassinated the Caliph, a Sri Lankan guy with a name no one could pronounce had been named the new UN Secretary-General, and a

  new diet promised to reduce him three dress sizes. He’d switched channels to an earnest young reporter interviewing a German ace named Lohengrin, who was making a publicity tour of the United

  States to support a new BMW motorcycle, and then given up. He dropped a quick note to the blog, just to keep his maybe two dozen readers up to speed, and headed out.




  The subway ride out to the field had been like going to a job interview. He kept thinking his way through what he was going to do, how to present himself, whether his clothes were going to lie

  too flat to crawl back into when he had to reform. He’d half-convinced himself that his trial was going to end with him stark naked. He could always pause, of course. Leave a band of

  unreclaimed bugs just to preserve modesty; like a bright green insect Speedo. Because that wouldn’t be creepy.




  Now, actually sitting on the benches the Hollywood people had put out for them and watching the lights and cameras and the milling, he was starting to feel a little less intimidated. He and the

  other contestants were in four rows of benches just inside the first-base foul line. The three judges – Topper, Digger Downs, and the Harlem Hammer – sat at a raised table more or less

  on the pitcher’s mound. The invisible mechanisms of television production – sound crew, cameras, make-up chairs, lousy buffet – were kept mostly between home plate and third base.

  The great expanse of the outfield was set aside for the aces to prove just how telegenic they were.




  Which, you could say, varied.




  Take, for instance, the poor bastard whose turn it was at present. He had his arms stretched dramatically toward the small, puffy clouds, and had for several seconds, as his determined look

  edged a little toward desperate.




  ‘What are we waiting for?’ Jonathan whispered.




  ‘Big storm,’ the guy beside him – a deeply annoying speedster by the name of Joe Twitch – muttered back. ‘Maybe a tornado.’




  ‘Ah.’




  They waited. The alleged ace shouted and curled his fingers into claws, projecting his will out to the wide bowl of sky. The other aces who had made it through the interview were sitting on

  folding chairs far enough away to be safe if anything did happen. The morning air smelled of gasoline and cut grass. Joe Twitch stood up and sat back down about thirty times in a minute and a

  half.




  ‘Hey,’ Jonathan said. ‘That cloud up there. The long one with the thin bit in the middle?’




  ‘Yeah?’ Joe Twitch replied.




  ‘Looks kind of like a fish, if you squint a little.’




  ‘Huh,’ Twitch said. And then, ‘Cool.’




  The public address system whined. The Harlem Hammer was going to put the poor fucker out of his misery. Jonathan was half sorry to see the guy go. Only half.




  ‘Mr. Stormbringer?’ the Harlem Hammer said. ‘Really, Mr. Stormbringer, thank you very much for coming. If you could just …’




  ‘The darkness! It comes!’ Stormbringer said in sepulchral tones. ‘The storm shall break!’




  An embarrassed silence fell.




  ‘You know,’ Jonathan said, ‘if we wait long enough, it’s bound to rain. You know? Eventually.’




  ‘Mr. Stormbringer,’ the Harlem Hammer tried again, while behind him Digger Downs pantomimed striking a gong. ‘If you could … ah … John? Could you take Mr.

  Stormbringer to the Green Room, please?’




  The vaguely familiar blond guy detached himself from the clot of technicians and walked, clipboard in hand, to escort the man out of the stadium. Jonathan squinted, trying to place him –

  café-au-lait skin, a little epicanthic folding around the eyes, blond hair out of a bottle.




  ‘Aw, man,’ he said.




  ‘What?’ Twitch demanded.




  Jonathan gestured toward the blond with his chin. ‘That’s John Fortune,’ he said.




  ‘Who?’




  ‘John Fortune. He was on the cover of Time a while back. Pulled the black queen, but everyone thought it was an ace. There was this whole, weird religious thing about him being

  the antichrist or the new messiah or something.’




  ‘The one Fortunato died trying to fix up?’




  ‘Yeah, he’s Fortunato’s kid. And Peregrine’s.’




  Joe Twitch was silent for a moment. The only thing that seemed to slow him down was trying to think. Jonathan wondered if he could buy the guy a book of sudoku puzzles.




  ‘Peregrine’s producing the show,’ Twitch said.




  ‘Yup.’




  ‘So that poor fucker’s working for his mom?’




  ‘How the mighty have fallen,’ Jonathan said dismissively. A new ace was taking the field – an older guy, skinny, with what appeared to be huge chrome boots, a brown leather

  jacket, and a ’40s-era pilot’s helmet, with straps that hung at the sides of his face like a beagle’s ears.




  ‘Thank you,’ the Harlem Hammer said. ‘And you are?’




  ‘Jetman!’ the new guy announced, rising up on the little cones of fire that appeared at the soles of his boots. He struck a heroic pose. ‘I am the man Jetboy would have

  been.’




  ‘Oh good Christ,’ Jonathan muttered. ‘That was sixty years ago. Let the poor fucker die, can’t you?’




  Apparently, he couldn’t.




  Of the constant stream of wannabes presenting themselves to the world, Mr. Stormbringer had been the worst so far, but the guy who called himself the Crooner hadn’t managed to do much

  either. And Jonathan’s personal opinion was that Hell’s Cook – a thick-necked man who could heat up skillets by looking at them – was really more deuce than ace, but at

  least he was a good showman.




  And there had been some decent ones, too. Jonathan’s bench-mate, Joe Twitch, had made a pretty good showing and also managed to be so abrasive it was clear he’d be a good engine of

  petty social drama. The six-five bear, Matryoshka – who split into two five-eight bears when you hit him, and then four five-footers, and so on, apparently until you stopped hitting him

  – had been decent. The eleven-year-old girl carrying her stuffed dragon had seemed like a sad joke until she made the toy into a fifty-foot, fire-breathing, scales-as-armor version of itself.

  She’d also had a bag of other little stuffed toys. Even Digger Downs had dropped his comments about wild card daycare. Jonathan was willing to put even money she’d make the cut.




  Jetman finished his presentation to polite applause, and the blond – John Fortune – appeared at Jonathan’s side.




  ‘Jonathan Hive?’ Fortune asked.




  ‘That’s me.’




  ‘Okay, you’re up next. We’re going to be filming from cameras two and three,’ he said, pointing at a couple of the many setups in the stadium. ‘The judges all have

  monitors up there, so if you have the choice, it’s better to play to the cameras than the people.’




  ‘Great,’ Jonathan said, mentally remaking his presentation. ‘Okay, yeah. Thanks.’




  ‘No trouble,’ Fortune said.




  ‘Any other advice?’




  Fortune looked serious for a moment. He was a good-looking kid, but maybe a little lost around the eyes.




  ‘You’re the guy who turns into wasps, right? Okay, the guy on camera two is really afraid of bees, so anything you want to do up close to the lens, go for camera three.’




  ‘And that one’s camera three?’




  ‘You got it,’ Fortune said. Jonathan redid his routine again.




  ‘Cool. Thanks.’




  Jonathan took a deep breath, rose to his feet, and walked forward to the clear area that Jetman had vacated. Jonathan nodded to the judges, flashed a smile at the other aces, and stepped out of

  his loafers. The grass tickled the soles of his feet.




  ‘Anything you’d like to say? No? Well, then, when you’re ready,’ Topper said.




  It felt like breathing in – the comfortable swelling of the chest and rib cage – but it didn’t stop. His body widened and became lighter; his field of vision slowly expanded.

  Distantly, he could feel his clothes drop through where his arms and legs had been. A couple bugs were tangled up in them, left behind like nail clippings.




  Jonathan rose up above the crowd, seeing them all at once through hundreds of thousands of compound eyes. Hearing their voices even over the hum of his wings. He had no particular form now, and

  the joy of flying, the freedom of his swarm-shaped body, thrilled and vibrated in him. He hadn’t really cut loose in days. He had to focus and think about his routine. He brought his

  multiform attention to bear on the crowd, picked a woman sitting in clear view of camera three who looked game, and sent a tendril of wasps to her. When they landed on her lap, he could see her

  stiffen, and then as he moved the tiny bodies to spell out words, relax slightly.




  It is okay. Do not be scared.




  He covered her in a bright green, crawling ball gown, then burst back up into the air and sped to the end of the stadium and back, circled around, and then it was time for the grand finale. It

  was hard to consciously form his body, and his kinesthetic sense was fairly rough, so he sent a couple wasps to sit on top of camera three and concentrated on the view through their eyes.




  Slowly, carefully, he adjusted the swarm into a smaller, tighter, angrily buzzing mass. When the insects were thick enough to block the daylight, he moved. It was like dancing and also like

  trying to balance a pencil. The swarm that was his flesh took shape – huge, floating, ill-formed letters. EAT AT JOE’S.




  He took the swarm back to his fallen clothes, the insects crawling into the spaces within the cloth and pushing gently out to allow another few wasps in and then more and more as the bugs

  congealed again into flesh. He was tired and exhilarated. He took a bow to the polite clapping. The judges asked a couple of questions – yes, the wasps could sting; there were around a

  hundred thousand wasps in the swarm; yes, if he flew through insecticide, he would get viciously ill. Digger Downs called him Bugsy, the Harlem Hammer asked about his blog (an extra couple thousand

  hits if that made it to the final cut), and it was over. He walked back to his seat on the benches.




  ‘Nice,’ Joe Twitch said.




  Someone gently tapped Jonathan’s shoulder. The woman he’d volunteered for his demonstration. She looked different, now that he could only see her from one angle at a time.




  ‘Hey,’ Jonathan said, smiling.




  ‘Hey.’ She had a nice voice. Sexy. ‘Jonathan Hive? That’s what you call yourself? Well, Bugsy, if you ever try to feel me up like that again, I’ll kill you.

  Okay?’




  The woman’s hand vanished in a burst of concentrated flame like a blowtorch and then popped back. She smiled, eyes hard, nodded once, and went back to her seat.




  Jonathan turned back to Joe Twitch.




  ‘Oops,’ Twitch said.




  ‘Yeah. Oops,’ Jonathan agreed.




  ‘You get that often?’




  ‘What? Death threats?’




  ‘Bugsy.’




  ‘Oh, that. Yeah.’
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    AMERICAN HERO | EXCITED | ‘AMERICAN IDIOT’ – GREEN DAY




     




    Well, it’s official. I’m in. It’s almost midnight, but this isn’t getting posted until tomorrow sometime. As part of the deal with the network,

    I’m letting a guy in the legal department vet my blog posts while I’m on the show. Everyone wave to Kenny! (Hi, Kenny!)




    [ED: Hi everyone – Kenny]




    I’ve just gotten back from the getting-to-know-all-about-you party with my teammates. Chateau Marmont. Very John Belushi-died-here Hollywood chic. All the contestants were

    present, and there’s twenty-eight of us, so grab your scorecards, kids. It’s gonna be a bumpy ride.




    I sat next to the Candle, whose ace powers appear to involve looking like his hair’s on fire, across from the fattest woman I’ve met in recent memory – the

    Amazing Bubbles. I’m told that she stores kinetic energy as fat, and was apparently dragged behind a Cadillac before coming to the party, because, oh, my, God. The only one bigger than her

    was a Southern Baptist preacher in a bariatric wheelchair who calls himself Holy Roller and weighs in at six-hundred-some pounds. Neither of them turn out to be on my team, so I’m just

    hoping some of the challenges we’re facing involve getting into an elevator.




    (On a personal note: Yes, Grandpa, Jetman made it on, and your cap lock key’s stuck again. Ask Gramma to fix it for you.)




    After serving us dinner and recording all our conversations and interviewing each of us separately, we got assigned to teams. It wasn’t quite the Sorting Hat, but it had

    some of that feel. Big ramp-up by Peregrine to each announcement, clapping, cheering, smiles – everyone has a drink, and then the next one up. By the end we were all pretty tipsy, so I

    imagine we made total assholes of ourselves, pouting and preening for the cameras. Frankly, I was too drunk to remember the details. I’ll just have to catch it when it broadcasts, same as

    the rest of you.




    I’ve been assigned to Hearts because God forbid the media ever do anything with the wild card virus that isn’t a pun. There are three other teams: Diamonds, Clubs, and

    Spades. We all hugged and learned and grew and pledged to work together as a team until it stops being convenient.




    Then we all piled into a limo and rode to our new secret lair. I shit you not. Secret lair.




    It’s an old mansion all tricked out to make Big Brother cream himself. Cameras everywhere but the bathrooms (and no bets that there aren’t a couple undocumented

    features there, too) and a little confessional where we get to gossip and backbite to our dearest, closest confidant: everyone in the freaking world.




    Let me introduce the contestants, Johnny. Team Hearts is:




    Drummer Boy – aka Michael Vogali. Yes, that Drummer Boy. Percussionist for Joker Plague, seven-foot ohmigod, six arms, more tattoos than a biker’s convention.

    He spent the whole dinner signing autographs and chatting up an ace who everyone called Pop Tart, but not to her face. Since I don’t listen to Joker Plague and I’m not a

    thirteen-year-old fangirl, I was unaware that he has six built-in tympanic regions on his chest. Yes, he is his own drum set.




    Wild Fox – aka Andrew Yamauchi. Nice enough fella. Apparently can do something with illusions that’s all very thematically appropriate if you know a lot more about

    Japanese mythology than I do. He’ll be easy to identify when you watch the show. He’s the one with the great big poofy fox tail. Seriously. He has a tail.




    Curveball – aka Kate Brandt. Nice-looking girl next door. Anything she throws, she can not only control in flight but detonate on impact. She was showing off a little at the

    dinner and wound up exploding a water pitcher with a grain of rice. She may have been just an ee-tinsey bit drunk. In all fairness, though, she’s pretty cute when she’s drunk.




    Earth Witch – aka Ana Cortez. Another of our carefully ethnically diverse team with, sex-appealwise, a lovely personality and great sense of humor, I’m sure. She can

    dig holes in the ground with her mind. Yes, I’m not making this up. One of our superheroes is a ditch digger of Mexican extraction. I’m not sure how this got by the Hollywood liberal

    politically correct establishment, but I think it’s funny as hell. No disrespect intended; some of my best friends are vicious racial stereotypes.




    Hardhat – aka Todd ‘T.T.’ Taszycki. Lest we be accused of not having some good old salt-of-the-earth, blue-collar types, there’s Todd. A lifelong

    construction worker, Todd can create temporary girders with his mind. I’m not sure how he’s going to play on the tube, since I haven’t heard him speak a single sentence yet that

    was fit for broadcast. Anyone who thinks of the network as ‘a damn friendly bunch of cocksuckers’ is okay by me. (Hey, Kenny, can we say ‘cocksuckers’ on the

    Internet?)




    Gardener – aka Jerusha Carter. She plants things. They grow. Gardener, get it?




    And, of course, myself.




    Now for the predictions:




    First one out is going to be Gardener. Be serious.




    ‘Stop, foul villain, or I shall carpet your lawn with giant daffodils!’ How useful is that?




    Drummer Boy is also going to be out within the first round or two. The guy’s a rock star. One little thing to tweak his ego, and he’s outta here.




    And for evil team dynamics, keep your eye on Earth Witch versus Curveball. Earth Witch isn’t the kind of girl that gets asked out to the dance, and Curveball … well,

    like the poet said, everyone has a secret hatred for the prettiest girl in the room.




    There’s gonna be blood. Count on it.
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  FROM THE DESK OF REBECCA LIEBERMAN




   




  from: Becca




  to: Michael Berman




  re: American Hero promo copy




   




  Hey, Mike.




  Here’s the promotional copy and head shots for the American Hero print campaign, for your approval. Please get your tweaks and changes back to me by the 17th.

  Thanks. (There’s two head shots for Tiffani, you’ll notice, one normal and one where she’s gone diamond. Let me know which one you want to use. Oh, and Alan wants to tint Toad Man

  green in his head shot, though it’s my understanding that he’s only green as a toad. What do you say?)




  There will be four broadsheets, one for each team. We’ll be slapping them on buses in the top twenty media markets, as well as the El in Chicago, the NYC subway, and most major airports.

  We’ll also be using them as full-page ads in People, Us, Entertainment Weekly, Daily Variety, Hollywood Reporter, Aces, TV

  Guide, Rolling Stone, Vanity Fair, Parade, and assorted Sunday supplements. If Drummer Boy survives the first few cuts and makes a good run, I might be able to get

  him the cover of Rolling Stone as well.




  We’re also planning a major giveaway of promotional T-shirts the week that AH premieres. Each shirt will have the picture of a contestant on the front, with the team slogan and

  emblem on the back. The idea is one to a customer, so we can track the demand and get a better idea which contestants are most popular. And the deal with Burger King’s about to close, so

  we’ll also have a line of special promotional cups. Be the first kid on your block to collect all twenty-eight. We’ll be tracking those, too.




  Plus, we’re lining up some regional media in the home markets of each contestant – print features, local television, etc. When the time is right, Maxim and Playboy

  have both expressed interest in doing photo spreads on some of our female contestants. Maxim has Jade Blossom at the top of their list, but Hef wants Curveball. Must be that whole

  girl-next-door thing. Maybe you could have Peregrine talk to her. Playboy worked for Peri once upon a time. I think my father still has the centerfold hanging in the garage. (No one seems

  to want Toad Man or Holy Roller to take off their clothes, can’t think why.) So, take a look and shoot these back to me ASAP.




  luv,




  Becca
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  HELP IS WHERE THE HEARTS ARE.




   




  ANA delves deep. Stone and soil, clay and sand, they’re all putty in her hands. She’s the




  EARTH WITCH!




  Ana Cortez




  Las Vegas, New Mexico




   




  KATE’s the all-American girl with the all-American arm. She’ll zip it past you or throw it through you. Nobody can hit




  CURVEBALL!




  Kathleen Brandt




  Portland, Oregon




   




  MIKE’s large, he’s loud, he’s pierced, he has six arms and attitude to spare. He’ll rock you and he’ll roll you. Let’s hear it for




  DRUMMER BOY!




  Michael Vogali




  On Tour, the World




   




  Keep your green thumb, JERUSHA has ten green fingers. Mighty oaks spring up from tiny acorns at her command. Here she is, the




  GARDENER!




  Jerusha Carter




  Jackson Hole, Wyoming




   




  JONATHAN bugs out at the first sign of trouble, but he still packs a nasty sting. He’s




  JONATHAN HIVE!




  Jonathan Tipton-Clarke




  Washington, D.C.




   




  T.T. walks the high steel and builds them strong and straight. He’s tough, he’s tall, and he takes no crap off nobody. He’s




  HARDHAT!




  Todd ‘T.T.’ Taszycki




  Chicago, Illinois




   




  Seeing isn’t believing when ANDREW is around, so best not believe your eyes or your ears or your nose. Only the tail is real with




  WILD FOX!




  Andrew Yamauchi




  Fresno, California




   




  WHO WILL BE THE NEW AMERICAN HERO?
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  EVERYONE WANTS TO BELONG TO THE CLUBS!




   




  BUFORD hails from down the swamp. Some say he’s just a good ol’ boy, but he’s got him one mean tongue. Folks go green when they see




  TOAD MAN!




  Buford Calhoun




  Loxahatchee, Florida




   




  JAMAL takes a licking and keeps on ticking. Shoot him, stab him, burn him, and he’ll be back for more. No one can stop the




  STUNTMAN!




  Jamal Norwood




  Inglewood, California




   




  The best-laid plans develop hiccups when PAUL’s around. He makes men cry ‘Gesundheit,’ and women cry ‘Oh, yes, oh, yes, oh, yes!’




  SPASM!




  Paul Blackwell




  Denver, Colorado




   




  PEARL knows all the secrets of the sea, and speaks the language of the dolphins and the whales. Go deep with




  DIVER!




  Pearl Olsen




  Honolulu, Hawaii




   




  TOM soars above his ancient lands on proud, strong wings, watching, guarding, remembering. Look, up in the sky, it’s




  BRAVE HAWK!




  Tom Diedrich




  Benson, Arizona




   




  HALEY floats like a butterfly and hits like a piledriver. Light as a feather in the wind, hard as a ton of steel, that’s our




  JADE BLOSSOM!




  Haley Mok




  Redondo Beach, California




   




  THADDEUS will knock you down, roll over you, and save your soul. Cry hallelujah, brother, and pray you don’t get in the way of the




  HOLY ROLLER!




  Rev. Thaddeus Wintergreen




  Natchez, Mississippi




   




  WHO WILL BE THE NEW AMERICAN HERO?
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  TROUBLE COMES IN SPADES.




   




  That girl CLEO gets around. Pop, she’s here, pop, she’s there, pop, she’s just behind you. Watch out for




  CLEOPATRA!




  Cleonida Simpson




  Montgomery, Alabama




   




  RACHEL has the bestest collection of stuffies anywhere. They’re all so soft and cute and cuddly, just like the




  DRAGON HUNTRESS!




  Rachel Weinstein




  Bayonne, New Jersey




   




  An iron man from the Iron Range, WALLY has steel in his fists and a furnace for a heart. Rust never sleeps and neither does




  RUSTBELT!




  Wally ‘Rusty’ Gunderson




  Mountain Iron, Minnesota




   




  The KING is the mystery man from down along the border. Where is he from? What can he do? Who dares to look beneath the mask of




  KING COBALT!




  Name unknown




  Somewhere in California




   




  There’s never a loser when ROSA deals the cards. Diva or demon, snake or lion, even death itself, they’re all in the hands of




  ROSA LOTERIA!




  Guadelupe Maria del Rosario Garza




  East Los Angeles, California




   




  ALI likes to dust things up. The girl has got a little devil in her. From the land of Elvis and the Living Gods comes




  SIMOON!




  Aliyah Malik




  Las Vegas, Nevada




   




  JOHN burns bright by day and night in half a hundred hues. Let those who hide in darkness cower, and beware the light of




  THE CANDLE!




  John Montano




  Durango, Colorado




   




  WHO WILL BE THE NEW AMERICAN HERO?
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  THE DIAMONDS ARE OUR WORLD’S BEST FRIENDS.




   




  MICHELLE is always blowing bubbles, but best not stand too close when they start bursting. She’s




  THE AMAZING BUBBLES!




  Michelle LaFleur




  New York, New York




   




  HOWARD is the man that Jetboy would have been. He’s seen The Jolson Story, but his own tale is just beginning. Make way for




  JETMAN!




  Howard Hawkwood




  Philadelphia, Pennsylvania




   




  IVAN is full of surprises. Like Mother Russia, the more you pound on him, the more you have to deal with. He’s




  MATRYOSHKA!




  Ivan Kazakova




  Brighton Beach, New York




   




  MEGAN was dirt-poor growing up, but now she’s learned to shine. A regular diamond in the rough is our




  TIFFANI!




  Megan McKnee




  Boone, West Virginia




   




  JOE be nimble, Joe be quick, Joe can snatch your candlestick. You better bring your best game if you want to go one-on-one with




  JOE TWITCH!




  Joe Moritz




  Baltimore, Maryland




   




  EMILY is the fastest grrl on wheels. Don’t blink, or you’ll miss her whizzing by. There, that’s her, that




  BLRR!




  Emily Paige




  Sunnyvale, California




   




  Don’t you dare call RAJ handicapped. His servants wouldn’t take kindly to it. Step aside and clear a path for




  THE MAHARAJAH!




  Raj Chaturvedi




  Seattle, Washington




   




  WHO WILL BE THE NEW AMERICAN HERO?









   




   




   




   




  CHOSEN ONES: I




  Carrie Vaughn




   




   




   


  

   




  The three-story brownstone burned. Tongues of fire crawled out of every window, waves of heat and clouds of smoke billowed up, choking the nighttime air. Shouts of residents

  trapped inside sounded over the roar of flames. People leaning out of windows, begging for help, were shadows against a backdrop of red fire. A nearby fire truck sat abandoned. Hoses hadn’t

  even been hooked to the fire hydrant.




  Ana stood on the curb and watched the inferno. Even a dozen yards away, the fire pressed scorching fingers against her face. She drew a breath and coughed at the dry, soot-filled stench. Horror

  at the sight froze her into inaction. This was too much. This was impossible. They didn’t expect her to actually do anything, did they?




  ‘We don’t have any powers that can handle this,’ said Drummer Boy, squinting at the glare of the flames. ‘Unless somebody here is invincible and forgot to tell

  anyone.’




  The joker Drummer Boy was over seven feet tall and had six arms. All of them were lean, powerful, and covered with tattoos, along with much of his torso – which contained a set of tympanic

  membranes. He really was his own drum set, and he usually went shirtless to show it off. He managed to stand with all six arms akimbo, hands lined up on his hips. With his shaved head, scowling

  expression, and firelight glinting off his skin, he seemed like a monster from legend.




  Curveball, the pretty nineteen-year-old with a perfect figure and blond ponytail, brimmed with energy. ‘Let’s stop bitching and do this thing.’ She dashed forward, toward the

  blaze.




  She’s crazy, Ana thought, hanging back by the curb.




  The others – Hardhat, Gardener, Hive, Wild Fox, and Drummer Boy – followed Curveball. No one got close before the heat drove them back. It came off the building in shimmering walls.

  The air itself seemed to burn.




  Hardhat reached out, seeming for a moment to paint his hand across the air. Along the wall in front of him, a structure appeared: one by one, glowing yellow I beams morphed into existence. They

  stacked into a scaffold that climbed to a second-story window, where one of the victims leaned out. But he couldn’t convince the guy that the phantom I beams were real and would hold his

  weight if he climbed onto them.




  ‘Come on, you fucking cock head! Get your sorry fucking ass down here! Jesus Christ!’ he hollered. The victim kept shaking his head.




  ‘I’ll get him.’ Drummer Boy ran for the scaffold. Using all six arms, he made short work of climbing the beams, and once at the top, braced himself while reaching for the

  victim. He winced away from a blast of sparks that poured from the window. The sparks, if anything, encouraged the man to take Drummer Boy’s hand and allow himself to be coaxed from the

  window.




  One down, at least. The flames seemed to be climbing higher, and the shouts from within continued. Drummer Boy helped a second victim climb from the window. Two rescued. Maybe this would turn

  out all right after all.




  Ana’s heart was racing, and she was just standing there. She clenched her fists, watching, praying. It was all she could do.




  From inside, sounding over the crackle and roar of flames, a baby started crying. The sound was piercing, and jacked the tension to a new level.




  Gardener pulled a handful of something from the leather pouch at her belt and flung it toward the building. Seeds. They instantly took root in the concrete and grew at a terrific rate. In

  minutes, vines sprouted and climbed, sending out leaves and tendrils, anchoring on the brick wall. Following Hardhat’s lead, she used living vines instead of conjured steel.




  Before the vines reached the first window, however, they blackened and caught fire. The plants collapsed into ashes.




  ‘Damn,’ she muttered.




  ‘You got anything in there that can shoot water?’ Wild Fox asked.




  ‘There aren’t any plants that shoot water,’ she said, scowling at him.




  Meanwhile, Hive rubbed his hands together in preparation of – something. His expression was uncertain, however. ‘Maybe I can do some scouting. Find out where the people are so we

  don’t waste any time searching.’




  His outline fuzzed. Then, his shirt and pants collapsed, and in his place a swarm of tiny green wasplike insects hovered. The swarm maintained the outline of the man – a disturbing,

  wavering form, rather than anything with human features – and raised a nebulous, buzzing arm in salute. Then, he scattered. The swarm broke apart, zoomed to the building, and entered through

  three different windows.




  ‘Is that bastard going to be okay?’ Hardhat asked, staring. He’d built a second scaffold by another window and rescued a third victim.




  In only a second, almost as quickly as they’d entered the building, the swarm returned, tendrils of insects shooting out of the windows and dropping to the ground. There, they coalesced,

  crawling together to form the shape of a man, kneeling and naked. ‘Bugs and smoke … don’t mix,’ he managed, coughing.




  Wild Fox pointed. ‘Dude, you know you’re naked?’




  Regaining his feet, Hive glared. ‘Thanks very much. I might have missed that little fact.’ With a bout of angry buzzing, his hip region snapped out of existence, to be replaced by a

  Speedo band of writhing insects. He went to retrieve his clothing.




  ‘I bet the girls love that,’ Curveball said, smirking.




  He leered. ‘You could find out.’




  ‘We don’t have time for this.’ She drew a pair of marbles out of the pocket of her shorts. Then she wound up for the pitch. She threw with that odd softballer’s pitch,

  the underhanded swing and snap. The marble flew, faster than a softball, faster than any thrown object had any right to fly. It burned through the air, glowing yellow, before impacting on the front

  door. The wood shattered with the force of an explosion. She threw the second one at a ground-floor window. The impact left a jagged hole in the side of the house.




  ‘Great,’ Hive said, deadpan. ‘Now we can see the fire even better.’ She glared at him.




  Exposure to more air only made the flames larger and more ferocious. The baby was still crying.




  Curveball turned to Ana. ‘Earth Witch, you try something. We’ve got to do something.’




  Ana shook her head. She wasn’t going to open a hole in the ground just for the sake of doing something and run the risk of undermining the whole building. They hadn’t been too

  successful so far, but that would take the cake of failures.




  She said, ‘Maybe we could try the fire hose.’ Stupid idea, yeah. That didn’t mean they had to stare at her like she was an idiot – like they were doing now.




  Curveball and Drummer Boy glanced at each other, then ran to the hose and fire hydrant. They wrestled with it for a minute, without making progress. Buttoning up his shirt, Hive helpfully

  observed, ‘I don’t think you’re doing that right.’




  ‘Then you do it, Bugsy!’ Drummer Boy said. He dropped the hose, which he’d been hoisting with all six hands.




  The heavy nozzle yanked out of Curveball’s grip. ‘Hey!’




  ‘Shit,’ Drummer Boy muttered. ‘Here, let me try.’ Using brute force, he manhandled the nozzle into place and managed to wrench open the valve on the hydrant. The hose

  filled, writhed, and twisted out of their grip, spraying a sheet of water across the pavement.




  ‘Watch it!’ Hive shouted as a tail of the spray caught him.




  ‘Stop standing there and help!’ Curveball shot back.




  Grabbing hold of the nozzle and pinning it down while Curveball attempted to wrestle with the hose, Drummer Boy muttered, ‘This is great. This is just great.’




  The baby’s crying seemed to get louder.




  They managed to maneuver the fire hose in place to spray water at the blazing windows, but by this time the flames were monstrous, engulfing the building. Shouting continued to emanate from

  within – more people needing rescue. They didn’t have much time, and the minutes dragged painfully.




  Then Curveball said, ‘Oh my God.’ She cupped her hands to her face and shouted, ‘Hardhat! He’s gonna jump! The guy’s jumping!’ From one of the third-story

  windows, a man was climbing over the sill. Hardhat came running. ‘Where?’




  ‘To the right!’




  Drummer Boy dropped the hose and made a dash for the window, as if he could actually catch a falling body, but it was too late. Hardhat only laid one of his I beams down before the victim

  landed.




  ‘Motherfucker!’ Hardhat shouted. Drummer Boy gave an angry shake of an arm.




  They had no way of getting inside. They couldn’t pull anyone out.




  ‘Would somebody do something?’ Curveball yelled. She kept saying that.




  Hardhat, sweat and soot smearing his face, turned on her. ‘What the fuck you want me to do? Blow pixie dust out my ass? I’ve been doing something!’




  Gardener tried to step in. ‘Arguing isn’t going to help anything.’




  ‘At least we’re good at that,’ Hive said, and he actually smiled.




  Then they all started shouting at each other.




  Some team, Ana thought.




  ‘Maybe I can make it look like we’re doing a good job,’ Wild Fox said, flicking his fox tail. Suddenly, another Wild Fox – a young Asian guy with floppy black hair and a

  quirky grin, fur-covered fox ears, and a luxurious fox tail poking out the back of his jeans, swishing like a banner behind him – ran from the building, carrying the latest teen pop star in

  his arms. She wrapped her arms around his neck and planted dozens of kisses on him.




  Ana looked at him. ‘I thought your illusions don’t show up on camera. That isn’t going to help us.’




  He frowned. ‘Crap.’ The vision before them popped out of existence.




  Then, an air horn blared. The flow of water from the fire hose slowed and stopped, cut off from another source. Floodlights snapped on, drowning the area in blazing white light. The seven Hearts

  squinted against the glare.




  Inside the building, the fires died as the feeds from gas nozzles shut off. Four people walked from the building – perfectly safe, uninjured. They were stuntmen, wearing protective suits

  and helmets. A fifth climbed off the stunt mat set up at the side of the building. Hollywood magic at its finest. They removed their masks and smirked at the seven aces as they passed. The three

  who’d actually been rescued weren’t any less accusing.




  From a side doorway leading into the Hollywood backlot, a woman emerged. She wore designer jeans and a fitted, cream-colored blouse. With her statuesque frame and long brunette hair, she was

  already stunning, but one feature stood out above all the others: her wings, mottled white and beige, spectacular even folded back.




  Peregrine crossed her arms and regarded the seven would-be heroes, who avoided her gaze. ‘That was a little underwhelming. But I think I’ll save any more criticism for the judges. Go

  home and wait for your next call.’




  A half-dozen cameras captured the failure from every angle.




  Team Hearts had their own Humvee for use during the show, tricked out and painted with their logo. The marketing gurus had thought of everything.




  Hardhat drove, and for a long time no one said a word.




  Finally, Hive broke the silence. ‘Well. That could have gone better.’




  Crammed into his seat in back, Drummer Boy snorted a laugh.




  After that, the seven passengers glared silently out their own windows. The camera planted in the dashboard captured an image of profound disappointment, and it would play on millions of TV sets

  for all the world to see.




  [image: ]




  Ana Cortez – Earth Witch, so-called – thought through the scenario again and again, and wondered what she could have done. Dug a hole. Dug a ditch. Undermined the

  building. And what good would that have done? None. Now the team had lost, and one of them would get voted off.




  Almost, she wished she’d get the boot so she could go home and forget about all this.




  Team Hearts headquarters was a sprawling West Hollywood manor, with a gated driveway, stucco walls, a luscious lawn and flourishing garden – the kind of place that played well on

  television and promoted the fantasy of a Southern California paradise.




  All of it was just a backdrop for the drama.




  Curveball – Kate Brandt – stormed from the garage into the combined kitchen and dining area. In her, the stunned disappointment of their failure had changed to fury. Jaw set, she

  turned on her slower teammates.




  ‘They should have given us some kind of warning. If we’d been able to plan—’
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