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			Wild Cards

			The virus was created on TAKIS, hundreds of light-years from Earth. The ruling mentats of the great Takisian Houses were looking for a way to enhance their formidable psionic abilities, and augment them with physical powers. The retrovirus they devised showed enough promise that the psi lords decided to field-test it on Earth, whose inhabitants were genetically identical to Takisians.

			Prince Tisianne of House Ilkazam opposed the experiment and raced to Earth in his own living starship to stop it. The alien ships fought high above the atmosphere. The ship carrying the virus was torn apart, the virus itself lost. Prince Tisianne landed his own damaged ship at White Sands, where his talk of tachyon drives prompted the military to dub him DR. TACHYON.

			Across the continent, the virus fell into the hands of DR. TOD, a crime boss and war criminal who resolved to use it to extort wealth and power from the cities of America. He lashed five blimps together and set out for New York City. President Harry S Truman reached out to Robert Tomlin, JETBOY, the teenaged fighter ace of World War II, to stop him. Flying his experimental jet, the JB-1, Jetboy reached Tod’s blimps and crashed into the gondola. The young hero and his old foe met for the last time as the bomb containing the virus fell to Earth. “Die, Jetboy, die,” Tod shouted as he shot Tomlin again and again. “I can’t die yet, I haven’t seen The Jolson Story,” Jetboy replied as the bomb exploded.

			Thousands of microscopic spores rained down upon Manhattan. Thousands more were dispersed into the atmosphere and swept up by the jet stream, to spread all over the Earth. But New York City got the worst of it.

			It was September 15, 1946. The first Wild Card Day.

			Ten thousand died that first day in Manhattan alone. Thousands more were transformed, their DNA rewritten in terrible and unpredictable ways. Every case was unique. No two victims were affected in the same way. For that reason, the press dubbed xenovirus Takis-A (its scientific name) the wild card.

			Ninety percent of those infected died, unable to withstand the violent bodily changes the virus unleashed upon them. Those victims were said to have drawn the black queen.

			Of those who survived, nine of every ten were twisted and mutated in ways great and small. They were called jokers (or jacks, knaves, or joker-aces if they also gained powers). Shunned, outcast, and feared, they began to gather in along the Bowery, in a neighborhood that soon became known as Jokertown.

			Only one in a hundred of those infected emerged with superhuman powers: telepathy, telekinesis, enhanced strength, superspeed, invulnerability, flight, and a thousand other strange and wondrous abilities. These were the aces, the celebrities of the dawning new age. Unlike the heroes of the comic book, very few of them chose to don spandex costumes and fight crime, but they would soon begin to rewrite history all the same.

			These are their stories.

		

	
		
			The Color of His Skin

			Stephen Leigh

			1

			“Ms. Davis, I promise you that I take the concerns of the jokers very seriously. I will do whatever needs to be done.”

			Gregg Hartmann ushered the attractive and intense blond woman from his offices, sliding her out the door with a perfect blend of smile and frown. Yes, I understand the importance of what you’ve just shown me, his expression said. You’ve made the right decision. Really, you have…

			“Hold my calls, Jo Ann,” he said to his secretary after the outer door closed. A soft, strangely inflected “Gotcha, boss” followed him as he closed the mahogany doors to his private office. The way she said it made him look back, but Jo Ann only smiled at him. Jo Ann was a minor joker, a woman whose only visible affliction was that her skin was as green and warty as a fairy-tale witch’s—and her tongue as sharp. Gregg had always had joker secretaries; it was expected of him.

			Gregg sank into the leather caress of his chair and contemplated the cardboard box of transcripts, tapes, and photos Hannah Davis had given him. His right hand throbbed achingly, but when he looked down, there was only the dead plastic mockery of the prosthetic resting on the chair’s arm—a dead weight whose ironic, crude symbolism didn’t escape him. The inner voice that had begun to nag him more and more over the last several months spoke again.

			You took Tachyon’s hand with Mackie Messer, and Herne’s hounds returned you a just revenge. Don’t complain when you bear only a tithe of the pain you’ve caused over the years, Greggie. An eye for an eye…

			Shut up, he told the voice. Left-handed, he touched the speed dial on his phone system and punched in two numbers. He listened to the phone ringing and picked up the receiver as the line clicked open.

			“Pan?” he said. “Gregg Hartmann.”

			“Gregg, so good to hear from you.” The voice on the other end sounded entirely normal. Gregg heard nothing in the soft accents he hadn’t heard before, and Gregg knew Pan Rudo, or at least he once had. He’d known him very well indeed. “In fact, I’ve just learned that the new WHO funding sailed through the Senate untouched, thanks largely to the lobbying you’ve done on our behalf. Thank you.”

			“You’re entirely welcome, and Jo Ann should have my invoice to you tomorrow, but that’s not what I’m calling about. Pan…well, I need to talk to you. In person. I’m also calling Brandon van Renssaeler…”

			

			—

			“She is truly a most persistent woman,” Pan said.

			The director of the World Health Organization placed the sheaf of transcripts back in the box on Gregg’s desk and sat back in his chair, as elegant and composed as usual. Rudo shook his graying head slowly and let out a deep sigh, glancing at Brandon van Renssaeler, who sat silently next to him with his gaze directed on the shuttered windows behind Gregg, his jaw muscles bunched under his grim frown. Brandon had flushed brightly when he’d seen Lamia’s transcript; since then, he’d said little.

			“But then, fanatics often are persistent,” Rudo continued. “I should have guessed that she’d come to you eventually, considering your reputation.”

			“I felt you both deserved a chance at private rebuttal before I did anything. Since we all know each other, and since you’re both mentioned in the material, I thought I might as well talk to the two of you together. But I have to tell you, Pan, Brandon, this stuff here…” Gregg frowned. “I’d hate to think there was any truth in it.”

			“There’s none,” Brandon grunted suddenly. “Not in what was said about me, anyway. Gregg, we’ve known each other a long, long time. I consider us friends as well as colleagues. Pan and I certainly know each other well, and I’ve done work for him through the firm, but to suggest that I had something to do with the assassination of Robert Kennedy…” He shook his head. “My…wife was never exactly a stable person, Gregg. You knew her then. You were at the damn party she talks about in this transcript, where I supposedly became involved with Ms. Monroe. Gregg, I really hope you’re not planning to do anything about this.”

			“You’re denying it, then.”

			“Yes,” Brandon said emphatically. “All of it. And believe me, if I hear a word of it in the press or anywhere else, I will slap a lawsuit on this Hannah Davis and whoever is with her so fast…” Brandon pressed his lips together. “We’re both attorneys, Gregg. You can see as well as I can that all Davis has are the imaginings of a neurotic woman who probably blames me for the failure of our marriage. There’s no photograph, Gregg. There never was one. I believe world-spanning conspiracies are best left to comic books and the tabloids. I understand why you feel you had to ask, and I appreciate that you called before doing anything Davis wanted you to do, but I resent the fact that I have to defend myself against anything so ludicrous, even to you.” Brandon released a long, heavy exhalation after that. He ran fingers through perfectly clipped hair. He was so obviously angry that Gregg simply nodded and turned to Rudo.

			“And you, Pan? I take it you’re denying all this as well?”

			Pan smiled, and Gregg once more felt the sense of frustrating interior blindness that had afflicted him for the last five and a half years, since that terrible night in Atlanta. Once, Gregg could have deciphered the emotional matrix behind that smile. Once, Gregg would have known exactly how Rudo was feeling, could have twisted and pulled on that emotion until Rudo writhed in his chair in fury or disgust. Rudo had been a puppet like a thousand others—not one Gregg had ever used much, but pliable and interesting in his own way, with odd quirks that made him…tasty. But Puppetman, the power who had ridden in Gregg’s mind for decades like a dark alter ego, had perished in the black chasm of Demise’s gaze, and the power to control another person’s emotions and responses, to make him do things, had gone with him. Like his lost hand, the vestigial remnants of Puppetman lingered, mockingly useless.

			“Gregg, my friend, I would prefer to talk with you alone, if that’s possible.” Brandon cast Rudo a sharp glance at that, and the two men locked gazes for a second. Once more, Gregg regretted the loss of his power. There was something going on here that he was missing, some unspoken communication between the two men. Like Rudo, Brandon had also been a puppet—and like Rudo, one not much used. He regretted that; it seemed he might have missed something.

			“Fine with me,” Brandon said. “I’m supposed to be at a Chamber meeting anyway. Gregg, is there anything else?”

			Gregg shook his head. “No. I think you’ve told me all I need to know.”

			“Good.” Brandon put his hand on Hannah’s cardboard box. “Give this stuff back, Gregg. Give it back or just burn it and be done. That’s the best advice I can give you, both as a professional and as a friend. Don’t get involved in this insanity.”

			“I hear you, Brandon. Thanks for coming.”

			Brandon nodded to Gregg, then looked again at Pan before taking his coat from the rack and leaving the office. As the outer door closed behind the man, Rudo rose stiffly from his chair and went to the side window of Gregg’s office.

			Gregg had sent Jo Ann home at five. Brandon and Pan had arrived around seven, within minutes of each other. A few office lights in the old building across the alley gleamed outside Gregg’s windows. Scant blocks away, hidden behind the brick flanks of Broadway and Forty-fourth, Jokertown was awakening, rising as the sun set. Now more than ever in its life, J-town was a place of night and shadow, a land where the only normality was abnormality.

			And if what Hannah Davis had told Gregg was even partially true, then the person sitting before him was responsible for much of that. If it’s true, then I wasted a glorious puppet…And with that, the voice scolded: Be glad. It was that much less pain laid at your feet, and Hannah has given you a chance for atonement.

			“Do I deny it?” Pan repeated. “Gregg, how long have we known each other?”

			Gregg shrugged. “I don’t know…Ten, twelve years, I guess. Since you hooked up with WHO.”

			“Have I ever indicated to you a particular hatred of jokers in that time?”

			A party at the Lindsays’…there were several prominent jokers in the crowd, and you radiated such revulsion that Puppetman awoke. I never had the opportunity to use you that night, but Puppetman’s hunger drove me out into the street afterward, seeking pain. I remember…“No,” Gregg told him. “Nothing overt, anyway. Nothing that stands out.”

			Pan nodded. “Then let me tell you the truth, Gregg. I hate the wild card virus. I loathe it. And there is an organization known as the Card Sharks.”

			“Oh, my God…” Gregg sucked in an involuntary breath. He blinked, startled by the unexpected, quick admission and not certain how to react to the vehemence in the man’s voice. Yes! the voice inside him exulted. You’ve wanted to erase the horrors of Puppetman. You’ve wanted to make amends, and the way has been handed to you…“Pan…Pan, I—”

			“I know,” Pan said. “You asked me here because you were certain that it was poppycock, that I could dismiss this so-called evidence of Ms. Davis’s with a shrug and a laugh, and you could forget about it and her. Well, as much as I hate to admit it, the woman has done all too good a job. How’s the saying go? A little knowledge is a dangerous thing. This is a fine example of exactly that.”

			“Pan…” Gregg had no words. He almost laughed in surprise and shock. “Brandon, too? Is that what you’re saying?”

			Rudo grimaced, waving a hand. “Brandon has done some legal work for us, work done under my own name, but he…let’s just say that he told you the truth as he knows it. Not everything Ms. Davis has surmised is true.”

			“Pan, do you realize what you’re telling me? You leave me no choice but to call the authorities and go public with this.”

			Rudo looked out at the city. Gregg watched Rudo’s wavering reflection in the glass, trying to see a demon and only seeing the image of a man. “Let me finish,” Rudo said. “Ms. Davis has it half right, Gregg. We’re not the hidden viper she imagines. In fact, I believe you would be sympathetic to our aims.”

			Rudo turned back into the room. His eyes were alight, his face serious. “I’m not going to give you the recruitment speech, Gregg. We both know that nothing about the wild card is simple. The issues are complex. There’s no black or white, just endless shades of gray. That’s where Ms. Davis has found her delusions. We can both agree that this alien virus is a scourge, a plague that is best eradicated. For every hundred it infects, it horribly slays most, curses nearly all that survive with disfigurement or worse, and leaves one person, one out of that entire hundred, with a small gift in exchange. Hardly a fair trade, I would say. And that’s without mentioning the social chaos that has resulted from the virus, the thousands upon thousands of secondary deaths from misunderstanding and prejudice and outright hatred. That’s the legacy of the wild card, and I believe very strongly that anyone who doesn’t despise the virus is truly insane.”

			Rudo stopped. His hands, frozen in the midst of frantic motion, suddenly dropped to his sides. He gave Gregg a self-deprecating smile. “I see that I’ve given you the speech anyway. Forgive me, it does spill out at odd moments. But let me add the second part, the part Ms. Davis has forgotten or has chosen not to see. I—we, the Sharks—hate the virus. Not the people infected with it: They’re utterly blameless. They are sad, innocent victims. The Card Sharks—I must compliment our dear Hannah; she’s even ferreted out the pet name we once gave ourselves—do not exist to terrorize or kill jokers. We have pledged to end this modern plague by finding a cure: a treatment to halt the disease in those already infected, a vaccine to inoculate those who haven’t yet been exposed. We are not a cabal; we are not terrorists. We are, very simply, a private research organization, funded by several wealthy and influential people who prefer that their efforts remain anonymous.”

			Rudo spread his hands wide, like a performer taking a bow, like the pope blessing the multitudes.

			“Am I supposed to applaud now, Pan?” Gregg asked. “I can’t. All this…” He gestured at Hannah’s box. “You can’t erase everything with a few well-chosen words.” You should know that more than anyone, Greggie…“This Dr. Faneuil, infecting the jokers with AIDS—”

			“We’ve made mistakes,” Rudo said. “Kenya was a terrible one. I’ll admit that freely. We’d manufactured a retrovirus, an infection that would rewrite DNA the way the Takisian virus does. We had hopes that it would reverse the process and bring an infected body back to its original form. We thought we were on the right trail; we were wrong.”

			“You experimented on jokers,” Gregg said. Why do you sound so composed? Where’s the heat? There’s no rage, no fury in your voice. Here’s someone dancing around to justify a horror. “It’s not really my fault.” The same thing you used to say…“You used people as laboratory animals.”

			Rudo pressed his lips tightly together. “We experimented on jokers who were dying already, from drought and neglect, from horrible prejudice directed at them from their own people, and from the wild card. We did it in the hope of saving them, and if we’d been successful, we would have been heroes. As it was…The wild card infects no other animal besides us, Gregg. Once the lab tests were done, Dr. Faneuil had no other way to know.”

			Under the urging of his inner voice, Gregg started to protest, but Rudo shook his head once more. “Let me bring us to the bottom line. Gregg, my good friend, the Card Sharks had nothing to do with the incident that precipitated all this and brought Hannah Davis into the picture in the first place—the tragic fire at the church. You’re a lawyer: I will wager that there is not one shred of hard evidence in your box pointing to that, not one. I’ve spoken with Ms. Davis and she admitted that to me. Nor have we ever threatened Ms. Davis’s life or attempted to silence her, as she claims. For an organization that’s supposed to be as huge and powerful as she’s contending, it would seem that we’re remarkably inefficient at carrying out death threats. Brandon already gave you his answer to the assassination of Robert Kennedy; I’ll tell you that we also had nothing to do with the assassination of President Kennedy. We never tried to burn down Jokertown; we never sabotaged the X-11A space program, we weren’t part of the witch hunts of the fifties. Gregg, the woman’s prime piece of evidence is a talking hat. I’m afraid that Hannah Davis is paranoid and delusional. A very intelligent and a very attractive woman, but unfortunately mentally unbalanced—and that’s a diagnosis I can give you from my own field of expertise, as you know.”

			Again, the faint, uneasy smile. Rudo seemed to be trying to gauge Gregg in some way; Gregg remained silent. Shout! Get angry! Point out the inconsistencies! the inner voice railed, but Gregg ignored it.

			Fascinating. All the time this was festering inside Pan and I didn’t know—

			“Still,” Rudo continued, sitting once more, “if the contents of that box were to become public knowledge, we would find it embarrassing and costly. We’d rather that didn’t happen. Gregg, you’re known as a friend of the jokers. I appreciate that. I admire your dedication, the way you’ve sacrificed your own ambitions for a higher ideal. I also know that fate hasn’t been kind to you. This office—it’s expensive enough, but not exactly upscale. You’ve had to sell property and assets you once owned to stay solvent. You’re in your mid-fifties, you have no hope of recovering your political career, and frankly, in a country that elected the Barnett/Zappa ticket, your views are hardly popular anyway. How does this sound? I would like to hire you as a consultant for our research facility. Name your own salary, whatever you need. Write your own job description, as well. Maybe you’re right. We’ve kept our work secret because we wanted to leapfrog over the tangles of legislation and regulations, because we wanted to move as fast as possible, and, Gregg, I will tell you that we are closer than we have ever dreamed. A few more puzzle pieces…Maybe with your help and contacts, we can bring our work to completion—in the mainstream.”

			“You’re offering me a bribe, Pan.”

			“ ‘Bribe’ is an ugly word. I am offering you compensation for decades of effort. I’m offering you a chance to continue your good work. I am offering you a chance at redemption for the unfortunate failures in your life.”

			Redemption…“And if I say no? If I tell you that the implications of the Davis material disgust me and I can’t in good conscience condone it by silence?” Because you don’t believe this artful deceit. You don’t believe it at all. You can look at him and see that’s he’s lying, Greggie…

			Rudo did smile now. He chuckled—a cultured, controlled amusement. His long, delicate fingers steepled under his chin. “Am I supposed to threaten you, to say ‘then we will be forced to eliminate you’? Gregg…”

			The laugh came again, then Rudo’s face fell into serious lines as he leaned forward. “If you say no, I walk out of your office believing you have the sense to look at your ‘evidence’ and realize that you have nothing actionable beyond a few tall tales and the musings of a deranged woman. And if you still go public with this, then—” Rudo smiled again. “Then I contact Brandon and my other lawyers. There, that is a threat worse than death.”

			Rudo laughed once more, and Gregg found it hard not to smile in response. Gregg drew Hannah’s box to him and glanced at the contents. He’s lying…“Pan, I don’t know. This ‘research organization’ of yours…You’re operating totally outside the legal system. A cure for the wild card virus would be a wonderful thing—a damn miracle, in fact—but this…She didn’t sound deranged to me.”

			“They rarely do, at first. Think about it, Gregg. Mull it over. Check out this Davis woman and her conspiracy theory. If you’d like, I can arrange for you to meet with Ms. Monroe; she’s still in town. I invite you to ask her version of what happened the other night. Ms. Davis’s tale is so compelling because it is an artful blend of truth and delusion, fact and fiction. If you decide that there’s anything evil about me, well, do what you need to do.”

			“That’s exactly my intention.”

			“Good.” Rudo uncrossed his legs and stood. He strode quickly across the room to the office door and paused, his hand on the brass handle. “Thank you for calling me first, Gregg. I appreciate that. And keep my offer in mind,” he said. “Tell me what you need, and we will get it for you.”

			No! You can’t just let him go like that! But Gregg found himself nodding. Rudo gave a short inclination of his head in return, and left.

			…A chance at redemption…

			So what are you going to do? What are you going to do?

			

			—

			He still prowled Jokertown—not as Puppetman, no longer looking to feed on rage and fury and hatred, but searching for more mundane, more human solace.

			So poor Gregg Hartmann can’t get it up with normal women anymore. So you only really get off on jokers. Why should you be surprised? That’s your penance, too, Greggie…

			She called him Jack, though Gregg knew that she must have recognized him—one-handed ex-senators whose faces were occasionally plastered all over the various media weren’t exactly plentiful. Over the last year he’d picked up this same woman half a dozen times. Her real name Gregg neither knew nor cared to know. On the J-town streets she was known as Ichor-bod. Her pores oozed a translucent jelly that coated her like a second skin. Her short dark hair was perpetually slicked down like a twenties’ movie star, and her clothing—what little she generally wore—was stained as if it’d been dipped in Vaseline. If one could have turned off the internal tap, she might have been pretty; as it was, her features were obscured and smeared with gelatinous perspiration.

			She reclined on the bed naked, her legs sprawled carelessly apart, the glistening effluvium of her skin already staining the cheap sheets, the triangle of pubic hair matted with it. She watched him undress with an expression of bored impatience. “What’s the problem, Jack?” she asked, her gaze low. “Oh, that’s right, I remember. Jack likes it hot. He likes it hot and slick and wet.”

			She crawled across the bed toward him. Kneeling, she kissed him from navel to nipple, leaving a glistening trail across his abdomen as he gasped. Her hand caressed him. Where she kissed, where she touched, wherever the strange substance from her body came into contact with his skin, there was a tingling, growing heat—another attribute of Ichor-bod. She cupped his scrotum in her other hand, and the sudden warmth seared upward in his groin, just on the edge of pain. Her breasts were twin fires on his belly.

			Gregg closed his eyes, moaning.

			…Peanut moaning as Puppetman pumped his libido and lust to unnatural levels, as the unbidden, frightening erection split open his scaly, inelastic skin, melding glorious pain with the pleasure…

			…Mackie Messer gleefully dissecting the living Kahina before the horrified eyes of Chrysalis and Digger Downs as Gregg leaned against the wall outside the room and gorged at the feast…

			…Ellen tumbling down the flight of stairs, and Puppetman reveling in the death throes of the child dying inside her womb—the child possessed by Gimli (and it was Gimli, no matter what the bastard Tachyon said)…

			“Yes, now that’s more like it,” Ichor-bod crooned below him. Gregg felt her slip a condom over his length, and he suddenly pushed her down, falling heavily on top of her as his hips lunged forward helplessly.

			Afterward, he took a long shower.

			Gregg could feel her watching as he dressed, as he settled the Leo Barnett mask over his face. Somehow it felt right to wear the face of the man who now held the position Gregg had once coveted. If Ichor-bod noticed the irony, she said nothing. “Here’s another fifty,” Gregg said, dropping the bill on the nightstand. “A tip.”

			Ichor-bod shrugged on the bed. “Whassa matter, Jack? Feeling especially guilty about humpin’ a poor joker tonight?”

			Gregg didn’t answer. He left her room without another word—he’d learned long ago that whores didn’t expect goodbyes. On the way down the stairs of the apartment building, he slipped on the gloves with the sewn-on extra fingers: just another joker in the night.

			Just another victim.

			“Senator!”

			Gregg jumped, his heart pounding. The voice came from the alley between the buildings. A shape moved there: a massive, cloaked form. The steel mesh of a fencing mask glimmered in the light of the streetlamp. Gregg slowly relaxed. “Oddity. How did you—”

			“Someone needs to talk to you.” Oddity beckoned back into the shadows. The slurred voice sounded like Patti’s, Gregg’s favorite of the menage de trois trapped inside the powerful, misshapen body. Oddity groaned as shapes moved under the cloak. Gregg remembered Oddity’s eternal agony of transformation, too. That pain had fed Puppetman all too well.

			“Patti, I—”

			Oddity stared at him. “I hate that mask, Senator, on you of all people. You shouldn’t mock yourself that way. Please, Senator. This really is important.”

			“All right.” Gregg followed the joker into the alleyway. Oddity, too, had been a puppet, one of the jokers close to him during his years of power. Oddity’s great strength and loyalty had aided him numerous times. He told himself there was no reason to be apprehensive, not with Oddity.

			“You went immediately to the goddamn enemy.”

			Gregg peered through Leo Barnett’s eyeholes into the shadows of the alley. A woman stepped out from beneath a fire escape, shaking blond hair from under a paisley cap. She was dressed like the night: black jeans, a black sweatshirt on the front of which was lettered in red: The Rox Didn’t Die.

			“Ms. Davis…” Under the mask, Gregg’s mouth had dropped open. She knows. How…? Then it struck him: Jo Ann. She’s a member of Father Squid’s church. A bug…The other voice, the one he hated, spoke as well: Hey, Greggie, no reason for you to get pissed. The woman’s right—you’re a slime.

			Hannah stood in front of him like a sullen Valkyrie, hands folded under her breasts. She didn’t look like she’d slept much in the two days since he’d last seen her. There were dark circles of fatigue under her eyes; her face was drawn and pale. She seemed dangerous, nervous, and there was the unmistakable bulge of a handgun at her right hip. Gregg felt the beginnings of panic. “Pan Rudo and Brandon van Renssaeler visited you not four hours after I left. Did I make another mistake?” she asked him, cutting off his halting protest.

			Tell her, Greggie. Tell her how you’re about the worst choice she could have made…

			“Have you decided to take Rudo’s bribe?” Hannah continued, raging. She came up close to him, though she was very careful not to touch him. The scent of her shampoo wafted around him, contrasting strangely with her fury. “How much, Senator? How much are you charging for your ‘consultation’?”

			The worst thing is that you know that she’s right. You’re scared. You’re scared of Rudo and the Sharks, and scared because you know Hannah’s right. Gregg Hartmann doesn’t have the balls to atone for his sins, to do what needs to be done. Not anymore…

			“Just shut up,” he told the voice.

			She blinked at him. “Shut up? Shut up?” Hannah backed away a step, giving a mocking laugh of disbelief. “We came to you for help, Senator. I need to know if you’ve already betrayed us.”

			Not yet. But you’ve been thinking about it…

			“I don’t have to listen to this,” Gregg said. He started to turn, but Oddity’s hand was on his shoulder. He looked up into the mismatched eyes hidden behind the fencing mask.

			“I think you do need to listen, Senator,” Patti said, and though her voice was gentle, there was steel in her grip.

			“Patti, I don’t know how you three got involved in this, but you know me.”

			“Yes, we do, Senator, and I’m sorry,” she said. “We’re involved because Father Squid asked me for help. We’re protecting Hannah—Quasiman isn’t exactly reliable right now.”

			“She’s got a damn gun for protection.”

			“She’s also had people shooting at her. She needs all the help she can get. She needs you.” Oddity groaned again, and the hand clenching his shoulder tightened briefly. When Gregg looked at it, the fingers were no longer Patti’s, but a Black male’s. “I’ve been telling Hannah that she’s wrong, that you were just being careful. Evan’s told her the same thing, and John’s a lawyer—he says you were obliged to talk to the other party. But Hannah—”

			Gregg looked back at Hannah, standing with arms crossed as she glared at him. Tell her how after Rudo left, you sat there staring at the box like it was going to bite you, how you kept trying to believe all that crap Rudo fed you.

			“John’s right,” Gregg said to both of them, clutching at the proffered excuse. “You can’t expect me to go public with what you gave me without first talking to Rudo. Since you’ve obviously bugged my office, you also know that I told him what he did was wrong.”

			Hannah sniffed. Her sneakers scuffed at the dirty pavement. In her eyes, he found only scorn, as if she were contemplating a turd on a tablecloth. “I’m so damned impressed. He told you that he’d been directly responsible for infecting hundreds of jokers with AIDS, and you gave him a tongue-lashing. My, my. I’ll bet you’ll turn him over your knee if he kills Father Squid or me. Maybe even send him to his room without supper.”

			She started to turn away from him. Once I could have broken you like a stick, you bitch…Gregg reached for her. “Listen…”

			Hannah whirled around and slapped his hand aside contemptuously. Reflexively, Gregg raised his hand to strike back. Hannah pushed him and Gregg stumbled, staggering backward. His head slammed into wet, soiled brick. For a moment his vision blurred as interior fireworks splattered and burst against his eyelids.

			She looked down at him, sagging against the filthy wall. “I should have known better,” she said. “You’re a fat, old, powerless man living on memories.”

			Anger filled him with that, a searing denial that rose from deep inside him. His head roared, drowning out the voices and the pain, and the blood-red tsunami battered against unseen, five-year-old walls in his mind, foaming and tearing. A fat, old, powerless man…

			From beneath the fury, something rose. Gregg almost felt dizzy with the presence. He stood, drawing in a deep breath and confronting Hannah’s ridicule with sudden honed steel in his voice. He pulled off the Barnett mask and threw it to the ground.

			“I won’t let you insult me that way,” he said. And the words burned. They nearly lit the darkness. “Not after all I’ve done for the jokers. Over the years, I’ve nearly died for the wild card: in Syria at the hands of the Nur, in Berlin to terrorist kidnappers, in Atlanta to a crazed joker, during the invasion of the Rox to Herne. Everything I’ve done has been in the best interests of those infected by this damned virus. You have no right to question my intentions or my methods.”

			Yes! Gregg’s voice had gone resonant and deep, the way he’d sounded when Puppetman filled his speeches with conviction. He felt young, powerful. The words flamed, and Hannah looked suddenly uncertain. Gregg pulled the glove from his right hand and held up the prosthesis in front of her face, turning it so she could not escape the vision. “You want to compare scars, Hannah? Here’s one of mine.”

			Oddity growled wordlessly in the background. Hannah stared at him wide-eyed, as if seeing Gregg for the first time. For a long second, she held his unmasked gaze, then the resistance in her collapsed. “I—” she began, and stopped. She paced to the back of the alley like a caged beast, one hand beating against her thigh. Gregg saw the back of her sweatshirt: It Just Faded Away.

			Gregg wanted to shout, to scream in delight. It was torture to simply stand there. Under his shoes, molded plastic crackled like dry fire.

			My God, I thought it was lost and dead, but I’ve found it again! The power…And in response: Don’t you see, Greggie? It’s been returned to you as a gift, a tool to allow you to atone for your sins, a way for you to make up for all the pain and misery you’ve caused. A gift…

			Gregg marveled.

			When Hannah came back to him, the bristly defiance was gone from her voice. “Senator…I…Well, I guess the only thing to say is, I’m sorry.” Her hands fluttered up from her sides, fell again.

			The apology was so sweet it almost made him grin. Instead, he simply nodded. “I understand. You’ve been under an enormous amount of pressure. Your apology’s accepted, of course. And please, can we drop the formality, since we’re on the same side here? I’m Gregg.”

			“Gregg.” She glanced quickly away from him, biting her lower lip. “Umm, did I just make a total ass of myself?”

			“No. You just reminded me again how important all this is.” Gregg allowed himself a small smile. He tried to project some of his newly returned ability into the gesture, feeling—tasting—her passion. He touched her shoulder with his left hand, wanting to take her as he used to take puppets, to make the full psychic connection.

			He felt nothing. He couldn’t do it.

			The charisma, the conviction was back in his voice, but this was not Puppetman. Gregg couldn’t find the strings of her emotions, couldn’t follow them back to their sources and make her dance the old dance. He could only tug gently at her feelings, not shape them completely. Hannah wanted so badly to believe him; that was the only thing that had made it possible.

			Still, even this truncated power, after having it all vanish for so long, nearly took the breath from him. He almost missed her question.

			“Did you hear Barnett’s speech tonight?”

			“No. I was—”

			“—occupied. We know.” Hannah’s expression was almost shy, but it still made Gregg look aside for a moment. Ashamed, Greggie? Ahh, too bad—well, you should be…

			“Barnett called for mandatory blood testing for anyone who is currently in or is applying for a public service position,” Hannah told him. “That’s every doctor, every nurse, every healthcare worker, every police officer, every firefighter, every last government worker. ‘The great majority of decent people have a right to know if the person treating them is infected by this horrible scourge.’ That’s what Barnett said. He’s promised to sign the legislation as soon as Congress puts it on his desk. Zappa’s already stumping for support, and you know how effective a speaker the vice president can be. A coalition of senators and representatives has pledged to introduce a joint bill in session tomorrow. It’s starting—all the controls and oppression you oppose. First, it’ll be the testing, then…That’s why…”

			Hannah stopped, biting her lower lip. She was glorious, the emotions cascading from her like a fountain. So attractive.

			So very, very attractive.

			“Senator…Gregg—we can’t wait any longer. My God, all the hidden manipulations, all the strings they pulled.”

			Manipulations. Strings. You remember those, don’t you, Greggie…Hannah nodded toward Oddity, watching them silently near the mouth of the alley. “Patti suggested something the other night: Look at what happened to you, in 1976 and again in ’88. Doesn’t it make you wonder? Who would the Sharks have been most against having as president? If they were willing to assassinate the Kennedys, what would they have been willing to do to you?”

			Christ! Gregg couldn’t speak, couldn’t answer. Of course! I missed Rudo. I could have missed others. Could Tachyon…? His other voice seemed equally stunned. You see! There it is, Greggie: redemption, redemption for it all! “There was nothing in what you gave me to indicate that, Hannah,” he heard himself protest automatically.

			“No,” she admitted. “But the Sharks were there. Given their ideology, they must have been. You want yet another reason to go after the Sharks, Senator? Try revenge.”

			“I would say that you’re fairly adept at manipulation yourself, Ms. Davis.” She colored nicely at the soft accusation. Gregg hurried into the gap, his words laced with the old power. “Hannah, I have to be certain that all your facts are correct and verifiable before we move.” He was certain as soon as he said it. Gregg was not a particularly devout man: Call it God, call it Fate, call it Destiny, call it Accident. Whatever, Gregg had been handed a Gift. He’d been given back a portion of what he’d once had, and he intended to use it. “Hannah, I will take care of this. It is very, very important to me.”

			Hannah gave him the first smile he’d seen from her. Behind her, Oddity was nodding.

			It was what he would have told her anyway. But now conviction lent strength to the words. This time he meant them. Tomorrow, he’d start things rolling.

			After all, now he had something to prove.

			This is your chance, Greggie. This is your one last chance to get it all back. If Hannah’s even halfway right, you can redeem yourself.

			He wasn’t going to blow it this time.

		

	
		
			Two of a Kind

			Walton Simons

			She was beautiful, the kind of woman men killed or died for. The gabardine suit wasn’t tailored to show off the exquisite contours of her body, and her hair was pinned back. It didn’t matter. One look into her crimson eyes and any man was lost, swallowed up in the promise of a single, sensual glance. Seeing her made coming into work every morning a pleasure.

			“Is he in yet?” Jerry eased himself onto the corner of Ezili’s polished mahogany desk. Everything in the offices reflected taste and wealth. From the plush carpeting and deco fixtures to the location itself. Ackroyd and Creighton took up half a floor of the most expensive office space in Manhattan.

			“Yes. He actually came in early, I think. I hope there’s no trouble at home.” Ezili smiled, a look that went beyond mischief into a kind of unconscious predation.

			“I don’t think there’s much chance of that. Hastet would never allow it.” Friendly as she was, Jerry couldn’t help being intimidated by Jay’s wife. But then, she was a Takisian.

			Jerry rapped on the smoked glass of the door, right under the painted letters that read:

			Jay Ackroyd, Private Investigator

			“Come in,” Jay said. Jerry stepped inside and closed the door behind him. Ackroyd straightened a stack of papers against the desktop and put them in a drawer. “How are you today? Ezili keep you up late again?”

			“That’s off and on, you know that.” Jerry sat in the chair next to Jay’s. “I want to sit in on the next meeting. The one with Hartmann.”

			“Hmmm.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means hmmm,” Jay said. “Jesus, now you’ve got me quoting the movies. I don’t know. He’s a big fish and I don’t want to spook him.”

			Jerry tapped his fingers together. He didn’t buy Jay’s excuse, but that wasn’t the real issue. “I’m a full partner. I want to be treated like one.”

			“You are treated like a full partner. Your fake name is as big as mine on the office stationery.” Jay held up a piece of paper. “See. Ackroyd and Creighton. You never did tell me why you chose such a weird nom de snoop.”

			“It was Lon Chaney, Jr.’s real first name.” Jerry’s Creighton face was a cross between Chaney Jr. and Bogart, craggy, but with sharp features and knowing eyes. “Stop trying to change the subject. You keep me away from all the really big cases, Jay.”

			Ackroyd rubbed the side of his head. “It’s too early in the morning for anyone to be giving me this kind of headache.”

			The intercom buzzed. “He’s here,” Ezili said.

			“I’m staying,” Jerry said, settling as deeply as he could into the leather chair.

			Jay sighed. “I guess you are.” He pressed the intercom button. “Send him in.”

			Jerry stood as Hartmann walked into the room. His hair was thinning a bit, and his eyes had a touch less sparkle, but he still looked the part of a senator. He extended his prosthetic hand quickly and awkwardly to Jay. The real one had been mangled by some kind of demonic dog during the war for the Rox. “Mr. Ackroyd.”

			Jay held back for a second, then shook Hartmann’s hand. “Senator, this is my partner, Mr. Creighton.”

			Hartmann turned and placed his prosthetic hand in Jerry’s. Jerry shook it tentatively. They made brief eye contact. There was an intensity about Hartmann that Jerry couldn’t quite classify.

			“Nice to meet you, Mr. Creighton.”

			“A pleasure,” Jerry said. “Please, sit down.”

			Hartmann clumsily unbuttoned his tailored blue coat and seated himself, his briefcase in his lap.

			“What is it exactly we can do for you?” Jay was giving Hartmann a look he usually reserved for thugs and lousy waiters.

			“I’ve come across some information recently which, if true, could have major implications for wild cards everywhere.” Hartmann pulled a sheaf of papers from the briefcase. “In here is a list of individuals I need investigated. I want everything done in the quietest possible manner. Some of them are very influential, so I’d advise you to be circumspect.”

			Jay extended a hand. Hartmann handed the papers over. Jay began flipping through them, and shook his head. “Pan Rudo, Etienne Faneuil, Philip Baron von Herzenhagen, George G. Battle…”

			“George G. Battle?” Jerry said the name much louder than he’d intended.

			“Yes,” Hartmann said, “you know him?”

			Jerry cleared his throat. “We’ve met.”

			Jay handed the papers back to Hartmann, shaking his head. “What is the reason for these investigations, Senator? What are we looking for?”

			Hartmann glanced away from Jay, toward the windows. “I’m afraid I can’t divulge that. At least, not at this point.”

			“Then I’m afraid we can’t be of any help to you,” Jay said.

			Hartmann arched an eyebrow and sat back in his chair. “Really? Why is that?”

			“Well, if you’re correct about how powerful these people are, we could be placing ourselves in real jeopardy if we go poking around.” Jay shrugged. “Besides which, you’re holding out information on us. I just don’t like the way it smells, Senator.”

			Hartmann tucked the papers back into his briefcase, then stood and gave Jay a tight smile. “I know your reputation, Mr. Ackroyd. You’re not afraid of danger. Still, your reasons for refusing are your own. I trust you’ll keep the nature of this meeting entirely confidential?”

			Jay nodded. “That goes without saying, Senator. Goodbye.”

			Hartmann nodded and glanced over at Jerry. “Nice meeting you, Mr. Creighton.” He brushed a piece of lint from his coat and walked imperiously from the office. If Hartmann was disappointed, it didn’t register in his posture.

			“You must not care for politicians,” Jerry said.

			Jay grinned. “Some I do, some I don’t. Sascha?”

			An eyeless man stepped from behind a partition in the corner. Sascha was one of the agency’s key operatives. He was a skimmer, could pick up on a person’s surface thoughts, though the depths were as much a mystery to him as anyone else. He’d been a bartender at the Crystal Palace until it burned down. Like Ezili, he’d become one of Ti Malice’s mounts. They’d both done some pretty twisted stuff while under the little monster’s influence. Jerry hadn’t even known Sascha was in the room.

			“Hartmann believes that the person who gave him this information is on the up-and-up. Her name is Hannah Davis, for what it’s worth. I don’t think he’s convinced it’s true, though.” Sascha smoothed his mustache. “I don’t think he likes you much, either, Mr. Ackroyd.”

			“Nobody likes me. That’s why I had to get married.” Jay rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s all we need for now, Sascha.”

			The eyeless joker walked in measured steps to the doorway, paused a second, then left. “I’m always afraid he’s going to send me to the cornfield,” Jerry said, exhaling.

			Jay laughed. “Yeah, he told me. You jumped a little high at Battle’s name.”

			“Yeah,” Jerry said. “Well, since he almost got me killed, I think I’m entitled.” It was true. When Jay was on Takis, Jerry had assumed his identity to get a little practical experience as a P.I. Battle had recruited him for a covert assault on the Rox, assuming he was the real Popinjay. Jerry managed to get caught in a flood in the caverns under the Rox, and had escaped by turning into the Creature from the Black Lagoon. He’d almost lost his mind, clawing and paddling his way through the dark waters under the Rox. The experience had terrified him on another level. Whenever he changed into something inhuman, he had to fight for control of his body. It had been a close thing as a gill-man; a slightly weaker will and he might be living in the East River, eating rotting fish.

			“He sounded like a typical spook to me, just took a few more chances than most.” Jay put his feet up on his desk. “You’re not thinking of going after him on your own, are you?”

			Jerry squirmed up from his chair and moved quickly to the door. “Of course not.”

			“Never hold out on your partner. It’s the fifth rule of detective work.”

			“What are the first four rules?” Jerry asked from the doorway.

			Ackroyd grinned. “Tell me the truth and I’ll clue you in.”

			“You know I never lie,” Jerry said. “Well, almost never.”

			Jay shook his head. “Have it your way.”

			

			—

			Ezili was on top. Her café au lait skin was electric under his fingertips. Jerry looked into her red eyes. They were wild and unfocused, as if she were seeing some great truth far beyond either of them. He grabbed her shoulders hard and pushed upward. She leaned backward and bared her teeth. They were perfectly formed and perfectly white. Perfect, like every inch of her. Jerry closed his eyes and came. There was noise, almost inhuman. He thought Ezili must have made it, but wasn’t sure. Ecstasy lingered a few moments, then passed, like the sun on a cloudy day.

			He felt Ezili roll off him and he opened his eyes. She looked down at him, the wildness gone from her. Jerry got the feeling she was going to ask for something.

			“How would you like to rub my feet?” he said, making a preemptive strike.

			Ezili smiled and ran a finger down his calf. “Very well. Later will be for me.” Her finger reached the bottom of his foot and she ran it lightly up to his toes.

			“And if I don’t?”

			“Then I’ll bite off one of your toes. It would make a fine necklace.”

			Jerry ignored the threat and sank into contentment. “Okay. Later is definitely for you. Do you think Jay respects me?” The question revealed more than he’d wanted it to. Abandon had its drawbacks.

			Ezili looked at his feet. “If he did, it would not show. Mr. Ackroyd always seeks the advantage. Old habits die with their owner.”

			“Interesting twist on that old adage.” Jerry pulled one foot away and offered the other. “I know better than to ask if you respect me.”

			“You get what you want from me. I get what I want from you. Is respect better than that?”

			“Good question. You’re full of them tonight.”

			Ezili took his feet out of her lap. “Now for me. Something unusual.”

			Jerry lifted his head up and bit his lip suspiciously. “What?”

			“I want you to be a woman for me.”

			“You can’t…I mean, that’s not exactly playing to my strength.”

			She smiled her Ezili-will-have-it smile. “Get up.” She took his hand and led him over to the bedroom mirror. “I want you to watch yourself do it.”

			Jerry lusted after many beautiful women, but right now he couldn’t think of a single one he wanted to be. “Where should I start?”

			“Here,” she said, running a lacquered fingernail over one of his nipples.

			Jerry concentrated. Breasts formed on his chest. Big, but not as large as Ezili’s, with dark nipples. There wasn’t much hair on his chest, but he got rid of it anyway. Ezili glanced down at his crotch. Jerry sighed, then watched his pride and joy disappear and shift into a female organ. An image of a young Julie Newmar crept into his mind and transformed his flesh. He/she had a wanton look that might be a challenge even for Ezili.

			“Satisfied?”

			Ezili nuzzled Jerry/Julie’s ear. “Aren’t you glad I don’t just fuck you because you’re the boss?”

			“If you ever tell Jay about this, I’ll kill you.”

			Ezili laughed and pulled her lover into the bed. She positioned her head between Jerry’s legs and blew lightly, then extended her tongue. Jerry felt a ribbon of pleasure knotting inside.

			“The sweetest,” Ezili said, then flicked her tongue across him again.

			“Yes,” Jerry whispered. “The sweetest.”

			

			—

			In spite of the fact that it was hell on his eyes, Jerry did his computer work in the dark. He liked being alone with the phosphor glow of the CRT while he prowled through a system. He’d had a few of the local hackers teach him system breaking, and in return provided them with top-of-the-line equipment.

			He was after George G. Battle. Jerry hadn’t liked being drafted by him, hadn’t liked the way Battle looked or spoke, or the company he kept. Jerry wouldn’t be surprised if Battle were involved in some anti-wild-card plot, in spite of the fact that George G. had employed aces in his covert team. Jerry figured Battle was one of those people who the better you knew them, the more you despised them. Finding out more was his top priority right now.

			He always started with a person’s credit record. Almost everybody had one, and the systems were fairly easy to get into and around in. He’d tried two, but so far no Battle, George G. Jerry stretched and made his way over to the red light on the coffeepot, then poured himself half a cup. He’d already put away most of the pot. If he didn’t slow down, he’d be typing from the ceiling.

			Jerry sat back down and tapped into the next system. He typed Nobody, his superuser ID. Jerry started the listing with Battle, G, and began paging slowly through.

			“Bingo,” he said, locating his target. Jerry punched into the general history screen and started printing. He rubbed his moist palms together. There was always an adrenaline surge when he found what he was looking for, but this was something else. Maybe it was just the coffee. Then again, maybe it was that he thought George G. Battle might be a bad guy straight from the movies. There were four pages of material on as many screens, with plenty of base information. Jerry jumped out of the system as soon as the last sheet of paper slid up from his printer.

			He turned on the lights and flipped through the pages. There was a lot to go on, home and secondary addresses, phone numbers, SSN, driver’s license number. It was a good starting point.

			He leaned back in his chair and sipped at his coffee. If Jerry’s theory about Battle proved out, Jay was going to have to eat a heaping helping of crow for not taking the case.

			Which would be just fine with Jerry.

			

			—

			Midtown traffic had been a snarl south of Central Park and Jerry was late. There wasn’t a line of people waiting to get into Starfields, which was not too surprising, given the public’s current level of paranoia and the fact that Starfields was run by a Takisian. Hastet.

			The décor was different enough to be alien, but also had a curiously homey feel. Jerry took a few deep breaths and tried to relax. Although the food was superb, Hastet scared the bejesus out of him. Like Tachyon, she had a way of looking right through you. Unlike Tachyon, she didn’t mince words. Jay had a bowl of something turquoise in front of him when Jerry walked up.

			“Evening, partner,” Jerry said, sitting down.

			“Hi. You should try some of this soup, it’s fabulous.” Jay motioned to a waiter, who immediately walked over. “A bottle of your best red wine.”

			“I didn’t think Hastet liked you to tie one on,” Jerry said, opening his menu.

			“She doesn’t. I’ll have a glass or two. The rest is for you.” Jay smiled. “I’m going to get you drunk and have my way with you.”

			Jerry set down the menu and looked hard at Jay. “You think I’m after Battle, don’t you?”

			“You just may make a detective yet,” Jay said. “You wouldn’t keep it to yourself unless you had some ideas about the guy.”

			“You’re right. If you’d accepted the case, we might have more than my ideas right now, but you didn’t.” Jerry shook his head. “Sorry, that came out a little sharper than I intended.”

			“I think it came out exactly as sharp as you intended.” The waiter arrived with the wine, opened and poured it. Jay took a sip. “Wonderful, just what I had in mind. We’ll need a couple more minutes before we order.” The waiter nodded and left.

			Jerry ignored the wine. “Hastet doesn’t have that thing here tonight, does she?” Jerry didn’t much care for Hastet’s pet. It reminded him of some of the things he’d run into under the Rox, and it always looked hungry.

			“Changing the subject on me?” Jay paused, as if on the verge of pursuing his line of questioning, then slowly exhaled. “I promise you’ll be safe as long as I’m around. It’s never even drooled on you.”

			Jerry gave in and took a sip of wine. It warmed, caressed, and soothed all the way down. He wondered why in hell Jay had taken him on in the first place. His partner had plenty of other operatives, and with his wealth from Takis, he certainly didn’t need Jerry to bankroll the agency. Maybe it was just plain guilt. Jerry had almost died trying to help Jay out. “Why don’t you put Peter Pann or Topper on me to find out if I’m after Battle?”

			Jay shook his head. “I can’t waste them on anything so stupid. You need a stable woman in your life, Jerry. Get you to toe the line. Whatever happened with Beth?”

			That one still hurt. Beth had moved to Chicago and Jerry had refused to go with her. New York was the only place worth living as far as he was concerned, and he had been sure he could convince her to come back. He was wrong.

			“Irreconcilable differences, I suppose. And anyone who speaks ill of unstable women should spend a few nights with Ezili. However, there is one thing I know we can agree on.”

			“It’s time to eat,” Jay offered.

			Jerry signaled the waiter. “Common ground at last.”

			“That’s why we’re partners.”

			

			—

			It was perfect weather for a drive. The October air was crisp and cool, even in the full sunlight. The pictures of Vermont in the fall didn’t really do it justice. No photograph could capture the movement of the red, gold, and brown leaves against the blue sky.

			He was driving an ash-gray Ford Taurus. He’d rented it under the name Anthony Carbone, one of half a dozen false identities he’d created. His hair and skin were dark, and he had a small scar on his chin. If someone spotted him at Battle’s house, they might figure he was Mafia. Battle could easily have enemies in the mob, or at least someone who might hire a hit.

			Jerry pulled down the sun visor. He’d made a map of the area on a Post-it note. If he had navigated right, Battle’s place was only a couple of miles away. The area was still rural, with most houses out of sight of their nearest neighbors. That’s what Jerry was counting on anyway.

			Battle spent most of his time in DC, so the Vermont place was a logical starting point. There would be security, but he’d planned for that. He’d phoned earlier in the day and gotten a generic recording. He planned to have the house all to himself.

			Jerry turned off the main highway and onto a narrow asphalt road. It turned into gravel a few hundred yards in and Jerry saw a yard bordered with a high stone wall. He pulled the Taurus as far onto the shoulder as he could and killed the engine.

			Jerry stepped out of the car and looked both ways before trotting across the gravel roadway to a wooded area by the wall. He jumped and caught the edge with his fingertips, then swung a leg over and hoisted himself up. Jerry paused for a moment, listening, then dropped over the side. Evening was coming fast, and Jerry crept toward the house, using trees for cover. The house was two stories of wood and stone, not formidable, but not friendly looking, either.

			Jerry made his way around back to the power and telephone lines. One thing he’d learned was that his body responded to electric current by converting it to mass. For the few moments his body was in flux, he could discharge the current; otherwise it became a part of him. At that point it became a little trickier to get rid of. He pulled out a knife and cut carefully into the power and telephone lines. He caught the juice from the power line and waited a moment, then discharged a portion of it into the house’s main line. He reached over to the phone line and gave it the rest of the juice. He figured the electricity had tripped every breaker in the house. The phone equipment should be fried, too, so even if a security system was working, it still couldn’t contact anyone on the outside.

			Jerry walked over to the nearest window. It was heavily bolted from the inside. Jerry pulled out his glass cutter and removed a section big enough to get his arm comfortably through, then unbolted the window and lifted it.

			The trophy heads stared glassy-eyed down at him from the walls—deer, elk, what looked like a grizzly bear in a particularly bad mood. The temperature was low, not as cool as it was outside, but Jerry still figured there hadn’t been anyone there that day. He walked over to a heavy oak desk and tried the drawers. Locked. Jerry took a couple of deep breaths and put the end of his first finger against the keyhole in the top drawer. He softened the tip of his finger and pushed it inside, tearing his skin. Jerry hardened his finger and turned carefully. It hurt like hell, but he felt the metal give and swivel. Jerry pulled his damaged finger out. He’d have to learn how to pick locks the old-fashioned way someday.

			Jerry rummaged through the desk quickly. His fingertips were smooth to avoid prints. He pushed aside the bank statements and appliance warranties, and pulled out a file marked “October Surprise.” He opened it, then took out a pocket camera and carefully photographed each page. There were three unmarked blueprints. Jerry had no idea what they belonged to. He could worry about that later. He put the file back into the drawer and checked out the rest of the desk, but didn’t find anything of interest.

			Jerry stepped carefully out into the interior hallway. He saw a motion detector at ceiling level, but its lights were obligingly dark. If the system had a backup battery, it was dead. Jerry stopped at the phone stand and popped open the answering machine. He lifted out the mini-cassette and dropped in a blank one he’d brought along. He’d planned more than usual, ultimately wanting to impress Jay.

			He reached the end of the hallway and stepped into the living room. More trophies. There was a thick-legged table in the center of the room surrounded by several uncomfortable-looking high-backed chairs. Jerry decided to head upstairs. He’d only taken a couple of steps when something caught his ankle and he pitched forward, smacking his forearm
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