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            The Prometheus Project

          

          Urban Fantasy Romances featuring fallen angel heroes by Deborah Cooke

        

      

    

    
      At the end of the 21st century, the future of humanity hangs in the balance, caught between the radioactive waste of a half century of nuclear wars and the repressive authority of the Republic. Angels sacrifice their wings to join a secret fraternity of freedom fighters, risking classification as mutants and consignment to the Republic’s slave dens. Each warrior is a volunteer, but no angel anticipates the full cost of his fall.
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          Book #1 of the Prometheus Project

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Eyes of the Republic are Everywhere.

      

      

      Lilia Desjardins has never played by the rules and she isn’t about to start when her estranged husband’s death is declared an accident. Lilia knows Gid better than that, and if anyone is owed justice, it’s the most decent man she’s ever known. She leaves all she knows to risk the dark heart of the Republic—only to discover that her deepest secret has been uncovered and will be used against her by forces unknown.

      Adam Montgomery will do anything to complete his earthly mission and return to the existence he knows, even if he has to seduce the enigmatic Lilia Desjardins. But when his contact is murdered and he must rely upon Lilia’s silence to save him from the slave dens, Adam knows that his wings might be only his first sacrifice.

      As danger and intrigue surround them, Lilia and Adam realize they must work together—body, mind and soul—in order to save the world.

      

      “Delacroix’s fully-realized, disturbing world pulls the reader in on the first page and the narrative maintains both its suspenseful pace and intriguing storyline for the duration of the novel. The appealing Lilia and Adam and their respective backstories set against the backdrop of a post-apocalyptic landscape combine to provide a multi-layered reading experience. This absorbing and compelling urban fantasy/science fiction hybrid will satisfy fans of both genres and has this reviewer looking ahead to book two.”—Bitten by Books
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            Reader Letter

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      When Lilia Desjardins strode into my office in 2005 and demanded that I write her story, she surprised me. I’d written opinionated and outspoken heroines before, but Lilia was from a different time and place. Her world was a gritty repressive society called the Republic, almost a hundred years in the future. Her world was post-nuclear but pre-Apocalyptic, one in which angels were sacrificing their wings in a quest to save humanity. Even better, she was falling in love with one of these fallen angels, whose earthly guise was a homicide cop named Adam Montgomery. As a rebel and a woman who has a slippery relationship with the truth, I think Lilia was more concerned that Montgomery was a police officer than a fallen angel. Now we call these books urban fantasy romance, and the settings dystopian, but at the time, I thought Lilia’s story was a strange hybrid of genres.

      All the same, she wasn’t one to take no for an answer. I found myself not just writing her story but haunted by it. The first draft was a compulsive write, a mystery told in first person point-of-view. That version of Lilia’s story was never published—the book was revised extensively before Fallen was finally published in 2008 as a paranormal romance.

      That version of the story was written in third person point-of-view, with scenes from Montgomery’s perspective that hadn’t existed in the original. I liked this change a lot because it showed us more not only of Montgomery but also of the angels and their plan. It also made the opening scene of the book possible. That was the last scene I wrote for this book and it remains my favorite. Guardian, book two in the trilogy, is the story of Raphael (a fallen angel we meet in Fallen) and Lilia’s daughter, Delilah. The final book in the original trilogy, Rebel, is the story of Armand (one of the angels captured by Lilia before Fallen—his angelic name is Armaros) and Theodora, a wraith we first meet in Guardian.

      I always really liked these books, although they are quite different from my other work. I’d never written about a place as dark and violent as the Republic, yet it offers a good contrast to the power of love. I was very excited to have the opportunity to revise and repackage the original trilogy for new editions. In addition, I was able to add a fourth book to the series: Abyss is also an urban fantasy romance, which takes place after the events in Rebel, and tells of Tupperman’s happily-ever-after.

      I always loved the original cover illustrations that Tor commissioned from the artist Larry Rostant. In 2016, I was able to license those illustrations from Larry for my own editions of these books. I think you’ll agree that my cover artist, Frauke Spanuth, did an excellent job creating a cover for Abyss that is evocative of Larry’s images. I also took the opportunity to rebrand this series as Deborah Cooke books, instead of Claire Delacroix books, since dragons and angels make better companions.

      To keep up to date with my releases, please subscribe to the newsletter Dragons & Angels for my paranormal romances.

      Until next time, I hope you are well and have plenty of good books to read.

      All my best,

      Deborah

      http://deborahcooke.com
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        This book was a departure for me and I owe a debt to all of those friends and associates who read Lilia’s story in one (or several) of its incarnations. Thanks to Pam Trader, Ingrid Caris, Cindy Hwang, Anna Genoese, Lisa Stone Hardt, Dominick Abel and Jennifer Taylor. Thanks also go to my husband, who not only endured many soliloquies on structure and plot, but always knew when it was time for a walk or a glass of wine. For this new edition, I’d also like to thank Laura Shin for her eagle eye in the revision process.

      

        

      
        Many thanks to all of you—this book would not have come to fruition without your generosity.

      

        

      
        I hope you enjoy the result.
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        July 2, 2099

      

      

      The surgery hurt far more than he’d expected.

      But then, how could he have prepared for an experience so new? He’d known nothing of pain.

      Until the first cut.

      A line of fire ripped across his back and he screamed. It was the first audible sound he’d ever made.

      Feathers were falling, surrounding him with a curtain of drifting white. It took him a moment to realize that they were his own feathers. They had lost their familiar luminescence and looked alien.

      He was becoming alien himself. The idea horrified him, until the surgeon sealed the wound. Heat seared across his back, following the line of the incision. Wetness spilled on his cheeks and he tasted the salt of his tears.

      Another first.

      His bellow made the floor vibrate. The smell of burned flesh was new as well, and sickening.

      He reminded himself that he had volunteered.

      The second cut hurt less, maybe because he knew what to expect. Maybe it was the way of earthly matter, so susceptible to sensation, to learn to ignore stimuli once they had been experienced.

      Munkar didn’t know. He crouched on the floor, shaking, his flesh pulsing and wet. He waited for the surgeon’s fingertip to sear the second wound. He caught his breath at the burn on his skin, then heard the steady pound of his heart. He spread his hands and looked at the flesh he had become.

      He felt heavy and slow, bound by gravity in a way he’d never known before. The physical constraints of his body were inescapable, unforgettable, impossible to ignore.

      He felt weak.

      No, he felt diminished.

      There were other cuts—one in the back of his neck, one in the palm of his left hand—but they seemed almost incidental in comparison to losing his wings.

      Munkar couldn’t even look at the furious blaze of his attendants. Had he been so radiant himself, just moments ago? It seemed impossible, but he knew it was so.

      The taller one bent and kissed his cheeks in turn, a flush of heat on each side of his face that left it burning.

      You will forget.

      The words filled his thoughts, and he knew there was an elusive familiarity about the way he felt rather than heard them.

      But he couldn’t grasp the memory.

      He certainly couldn’t reply in kind.

      Already, much of what he had known was slipping away. He had doubts. He felt fear. He’d never been vulnerable before and he didn’t like it.

      The brilliant light faded and when he opened his eyes, he was alone in an empty building.

      No, not alone. A woman stepped out of the shadows and smiled.

      “Raziel,” he whispered in amazement, forcing his first word over his tongue and past his lips. It was slow and lacked elegance. He didn’t like the sound of his voice.

      “They call me Rachel here,” she said with the confident ease he had always associated with her.

      She offered him a pile of dark cloth and he took it, because she expected as much. His fingers stroked the surfaces—leather, fur, velvet—sensation overwhelming his thoughts.

      “Come on, Adam Montgomery, I’ll show you around.”

      “Adam Montgomery?” He repeated the unfamiliar name, pleased to hear his words becoming more fluid. Was the mortal realm completely without grace?

      “That’s you, at least in this place. It’s all set up. I’ll tell you more as we walk.”

      “Adam Montgomery,” he repeated.

      “It was as close as I could get, what with the list of authorized names and all.”

      “As close to what?”

      She smiled, a bit of that old radiance in her eyes. “You’re forgetting already. That’s okay: it’s easier.”

      He dressed with Rachel’s assistance. Her presence made it simpler to adjust to so many changes in short order. As he finished, she tapped her toe and checked her left hand, her impatience obvious.

      “We’re running out of time,” she said and he understood her urgency. “I’m glad you volunteered, especially now. You were always the best at reading the secrets of men, and I’m not sure who’s telling me the truth anymore.” Montgomery’s confusion must have been obvious, because she laughed. “Don’t worry: you’ll learn fast. It’s just the shock that slows you down at first.”

      She took his hand and they left the building, each step increasing his familiarity with his body and how it worked. He found pleasure in the flex of his muscles, in the soft fur brushing his chin, in the weight of Rachel’s hand in his own.

      Dawn tinged the eastern horizon. The sky was deep indigo overhead, and Montgomery marveled at its color.

      A shooting star suddenly etched a blazing line across the sky, heading for the rosy eastern horizon.

      “That one must be for you,” Rachel said.

      Montgomery didn’t reply. He watched the star, feeling his memory slip away. He knew it had to be so, but regretted the loss all the same.

      By the time the star was lost in the light of the rising sun, he remembered only his mission.

      He was to aid Rachel in saving the earth.

      It was the only thing he needed to know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Obituary

          

          From The Republican Record, August 13, 2099.

        

      

    

    
      FITZGERALD, Gideon. Esteemed fellow of the Society of Nuclear Darwinists, himself a Nuclear Darwinist of the Seventh Degree. Suddenly, in New Gotham, on August 2, 2099. Sadly missed by his wife, Lilia Desjardins, and his mother-in-law, Lillian Desjardins. Services to be held at the Practical Chapel at 2 p.m. on August 15 in Nouveau Mont Royal. Donations, at the request of the family, will be welcomed by any local chapter of the S.H.A.D.E. Beneficiary Society in Gideon’s honor.
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        Wednesday, October 28, 2099

      

      

      Lilia’s plan was simple.

      
        	She would attend the Nuclear Darwinists’ conference in New Gotham to present the award to be given in honor of Gid. Renaming the existing award had been her idea, after all, and was the perfect cover for what she really wanted to do.

        	She would discover the truth about Gid’s death.

        	She would quit the Society after the award was presented, preferably with some panache.

        	She would stay out of trouble.

      

      The last item was the only one Lilia expected to be an issue: she had only added it to her list to keep her mother happy.

      Her mother didn’t need to know how quickly that item had been ditched.

      Lilia had only been in New Gotham for an hour and she was wearing Gid’s best pseudoskin, idling a rented Kawasaki and considering the best way to enter the old city of Gotham unobserved. Revving the bike and wasting precious canola were the least of the multiple offenses either committed or pending.

      She didn’t idle the bike because she was worried about breaking the law. Lilia did that all the time. Old cities were off-limits, by senatorial decree, which meant those who ventured into the old cities had to fend for themselves. Usually Lilia welcomed that edict—it meant less interference.

      What troubled her was that the guys in the bike rental place had been joking about wolves in Central Park.

      Wolves. Was it true? It was one detail she hadn’t planned for. Lilia hadn’t given their chatter much credence, not until there was just the muck of the Hudson between herself and Gotham.

      The sight of the old city also gave her pause.

      Gotham was big, dark and legendary—she’d known that before. In this moment, though, it crouched on the other side of the river, a blackened wreck of what had been a glittering metropolis. It was hard to imagine that once it had shone with so many lights that its illumination had obscured the stars above.

      Now the stars had no competition. The steady rain and the darkness didn’t do the old city any favors—it looked like hell.

      Maybe it was.

      Lilia was sure that Gotham wolves would be bigger, more numerous and more nasty than most.

      But rumor wasn’t going to stop her. This was a one-time shot. She kicked the bike into gear and turned into the darkness of the Lincoln Tunnel. Her Geiger was already ticking faster than she might have liked, which meant she was soaking up radiation faster than was ideal.

      As she drove down the curving ramp, Lilia held her breath, hoping that the tunnel wasn’t blocked. She turned on to the straightaway and the bike’s high beam showed that the snaking length of the tunnel was unobstructed. There were just a couple of inches of water on the roadway and the vehicles—there must have been some—were gone.

      Pilfered, most likely, and raided for parts.

      Her Geiger settled to a slow tick.

      Lilia grinned. Her legendary good luck was holding.

      She accelerated and the roar of the bike’s engine reverberated in the tunnel. It felt good to ride, as good as being cut loose from a corset, as good as kicking five pounds of underskirts aside. Even better, the Kawasaki had guts.

      As the darkness closed behind her, she felt a prickle of fear. Lilia didn’t like darkness, never had. Logic, though, had dictated that the tunnel was the best option for entering the city. The tunnel shielded her from the radiation on approach, giving her more range once in Gotham, and it muffled the noise of the motorcycle from curious ears.

      Had Gid, the king of logic, come this way?

      The tunnel was long, or seemed longer than it should have been. It said something about Lilia’s fear of darkness that she was relieved to emerge into the hot zone of Gotham itself.

      She burst from the tunnel like a bat out of hell and her Geiger went wild. She had a heartbeat to note the wet road, gleaming like obsidian glass, before the bike tried to skid from beneath her.

      Lilia swore as she corrected the skid.

      The wolves chose that moment to howl.

      The rumor was true.

      Even better, there were a lot of them: their howls echoed one after the other.

      Wolf telegraph. Lilia knew enough about wolves to know that they were summoning each other as a little welcome committee.

      It made sense to move fast when she looked like lunch. Her heart was pounding as she turned to race into the valleys of the old city.

      Lilia wasn’t unprepared for this adventure: she carried her nifty new laze, the one Joachim had bought her as a bonus for snagging the angel-shades. She’d brought Gid’s old suit because even his second-string pseudoskin was a better quality than any of her own. They’d been almost the same height and if it was a little snug around Lilia’s curves, well, there wouldn’t be a fashion show in the old city. And her dark cape would keep the eyes of Sumptuary and Decency averted when she was in public areas.

      Like the bike rental shop.

      Since there were multiple hungry carnivores in her vicinity, Lilia fretted about the extra heavyweight gauge mesh in the polymer of Gid’s pseudoskin. How much would it slow her down? Her calculations had suffered from a small omission—would it be a fatal one?

      Better not to dwell on that.

      She’d memorized the map of Gotham from the archives, using a public reader to access it rather than her own palm. She’d told no one where she was going. It was a bit late for Lilia to see the parallels with Gid’s last fatal trip.

      She’d avoided radiation for the past two weeks to allow herself maximum time in Gotham. Even so, the required monitoring patch on her sternum was already emanating a slight glow. There was no question of turning back. The shade who had contacted her out of the blue had implied that he knew something about Gid. Lilia didn’t know how to find the shade again.

      It was now or never.

      She drove faster. Skeletal hulks of old buildings stretched like fingers into the night sky, their height cast in impenetrable shadows. The thrum of the bike’s engine echoed and was magnified, as if a herd of motorcycles had invaded the ruin. Audacious young trees pushed their way through the cracks in the pavement, as opportunistic as the wolves.

      There were no lights anywhere in Gotham, but the moon was nearly full. Even with the cloud cover and the light rain, the sky was a luminous silver overhead. That silvery light slipped into more than one apartment, creating snapshots Lilia didn’t want to see. The streets were slick with water, the surfaces of the puddles patterned by the rain.

      The grey dust was thick and dark over everything beyond the road, and it was probably mixed with ashes. Lilia didn’t have to speculate on what those ashes might have been: she knew. They had studied the hit on Gotham at the Institute for Radiation Studies—it was, quite literally, textbook stuff. Ten million people had made their homes in the city and roughly a quarter of a million had managed to evacuate before the firestorm started.

      Lilia had never thought she’d see the damage live.

      Few did.

      Maybe more people should see it, she thought. Maybe the Republic should offer tours. The old city of Gotham was a poster for disarmament.

      Maybe that was the real reason why old cities were off-limits.

      Not that Lilia was cynical about the objectives of central authority. Nuh-uh.

      The odd thing about Gotham was that it seemed to be awake. Everything she could see was destroyed, broken, trashed and abandoned, yet there was a strange watchfulness. She wasn’t at all convinced that she was alone, much less unobserved.

      Gotham felt sentient. Most old cities didn’t have that kind of aura. Lilia had visited enough of them to know.

      She shivered, although she wasn’t cold.

      Maybe it was the wolves. Lilia was sure she saw the yellow eyes of wolves in every shadow. She was sure she heard the pad of their footfalls as they tracked her course.

      But it would have been weird for wolves to have so much presence, even if they were starving.

      Was someone else watching?

      Or was the city haunted?

      Lilia didn’t want to know.

      It shouldn’t have been far from the end of the tunnel to her destination, but the city didn’t quite look as it had when the archived map had been made. The debris piled in the streets wasn’t that easily distinguishable in the dark from actual buildings in decay. Lilia took a turn, realized she’d made a mistake, turned back and tried again.

      Precious time was slipping away. She accelerated the bike even more, choosing one risk over another. Broadway and Seventh had become one cavernous pit, so Lilia made a quick U-turn. She had to retrace her course and go up Eighth, across Fiftieth, wasting precious moments.

      Two blocks left, then one. She was breathing hard, perspiring beneath her pseudoskin.

      It was 20:59. Was she too late?

      Would she get out of Gotham alive?

      Or would she die here, just like Gid?

      Lilia turned the last corner to her destination, sprayed an arc of water as she skidded the bike to a halt and stared. Unlike the rest of the city, Rockefeller Plaza was eerily similar to the way it looked in the archival photos.

      But dark.

      Extinguished.

      Creepy. Lilia hesitated, revving the bike. The plaza appeared to be closed box, a sculpture at the far end being its focal point. There was a black hole in front of the statue, a pit of darkness that seemed to devour what little light there was.

      “There’s a place in Old Gotham where the shadows are darker...”

      She remembered the shade’s reedy voice all too well and her mouth went dry. His signal had been bootleg, on an unauthorized frequency, and the audio had broken up. Most people couldn’t have received the signal, but Lilia had her palm tuned to pirate frequencies. Even so, his voice had sounded as if he was pinging her from another world.

      But then, Gotham could have been another world.

      Lilia considered the plaza and didn’t like the lack of exit options. She turned up the audio on her helm and heard only the pattering of rain on stone. She tried very hard to be prudent, but being prudent wasn’t one of Lilia’s best tricks.

      Her palm chimed the hour.

      It was time for the rendezvous.

      She roared into the plaza.

      As she drew closer, she saw that the statue at the far end still had enough of its gilding to glow. It depicted Prometheus, bringing fire to mortals and risking the wrath of the gods by so doing. Considering what the human race had done with that bit of technology, to Lilia’s thinking the gods had good reason to be pissed off with him.

      Two dark sentinels loomed on either side of the steps that descended into the darkness before Prometheus, but she didn’t spare those sculptures more than a glance. Lilia parked between them at the top of the stairs.

      No one was waiting.

      There was, however, something below.

      That something was human in form. There had once been a pool beneath Prometheus, at the base of the stairs, and the body was on the pool’s lip. He was lying on one side, but not moving.

      Maybe not even breathing.

      What light there was touched the small figure, the spaces on either side of the stairs left in impenetrable shadows.

      Lilia had a very bad feeling, but there was only one way to be sure. She’d come this far, and she wasn’t coming back again. She glanced over her shoulder and saw a line of yellow eyes closing into the shadows behind her.

      So much for her luck.

      She left the bike running and leapt down the stairs. Under the weight of the pseudoskin, she felt as if it took half of forever to get to the bottom. The wolves, she knew, were moving faster.

      Lilia was sweating furiously when she turned on the external speaker in her helm. “Y654892?”

      Big surprise—he didn’t answer. Lilia glanced back and found eyes glinting at the top of the steps. The wolves were drawing closer to the idling bike than she’d expected.

      Hunger made them brave.

      “Y654892?” Lilia shook his shoulder, because there was an off chance that he’d settled for a doze while waiting for her.

      At her touch, he rolled to his back. Even though she’d not expected anything good, Lilia screamed at what she saw.

      The visor on his helm was open, as if to deliberately display the “third eye” right in the middle of his forehead. His normal eyes were staring back at Lilia, their blue irises glassy and lifeless. His skin was already puffing from the radiation exposure, his face mottled and red.

      Lilia didn’t scream because he was dead.

      She screamed because he had been eviscerated.
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      Y654892 had been cut open from gullet to groin, then sliced crosswise from shoulder to shoulder and hip to hip. His skin was pulled open, like the doors to a secret chamber, the four corners pinned fastidiously to his patched and ancient pseudoskin. What Lilia had thought was shadow and rainwater beneath his body was actually guts and blood.

      She retched when the first whiff made it through her filters. He hadn’t been dead long. Lilia fought her gag reflex, having learned that hurling in one’s helm is never the best choice.

      She managed to control herself, then looked again. In case she’d had any doubt as to his identity, his pseudoskin had also been cut away to display the tattoo on the inside of his left forearm.

      Y654892.

      Point taken. He was never going to tell Lilia, or anyone else, anything about Gideon Fitzgerald.

      Somehow Lilia snagged images of Y654892’s mutilated body. Some routine kicked in, a learned response to document and catalog. She could thank the Institute for Radiation Studies for that much.

      The wolves howled behind her, probably salivating in anticipation of the special du jour, but she tried to ignore them. She had a few moments, no more, to look for clues.

      Where had the shade come from? There was no sign of his transport, which could have told Lilia a lot. She didn’t have time to search for it, not with her radiation patch glowing so hot.

      Y654892’s bootleg palm was the best source of information. It would have been easiest to datashare with him, but Lilia couldn’t bring herself to do it.

      Not with a corpse.

      She rationalized that she’d have to expose her own skin to release her probe and that sounded persuasive. Either way, it was infinitely preferable to use the camera in her helm to grab images of the last dozen things he’d pulled up himself, in the hope one of them was what he’d planned to share with her.

      She still had to touch him to operate his palm, and that was bad enough. Standing in his blood and guts, even in the rain, just about finished her.

      Lilia didn’t really see the images she captured—she was too busy fighting the urge to vomit. His palm faded to nothing after she snagged the sixth image.

      That was that. The last spark of electricity in his nervous system had faded. The only option was to datashare, letting his palm borrow the power of hers.

      Fat chance.

      Time to go.

      Lilia pivoted to find the first wolf descending the steps.

      The big shaggy leader eyed her, and his manner couldn’t have been called friendly. She held his gaze, meeting canine challenge with one of her one. He snarled. Lilia walked toward the stairs with deliberate steps, removing her cloak as she walked. She also pulled her laze.

      As she climbed the stairs, he growled. The others hung back, waiting to share the spoils, or letting him do their dirty work.

      Maybe wolves weren’t so different from humans.

      He was a mangy looking beast, a few open sores on his back, his fur tatted. He was so emaciated that Lilia could see his ribs. All he had left was determination and she felt a certain respect for that. She could have fried him, but it didn’t seem fair.

      They’d negotiate this the old way.

      Lilia climbed another step and he descended another one. He was completely on the steps, front paws two steps lower than his hinds. It was likely to be the only advantage Lilia got.

      She moved very slowly, as if hesitant, and he crouched to leap, assuming he had time on his side. Wrong. As soon as he was bent, Lilia flung her cloak over his head. She fired the laze into the pack surrounding the bike. They scattered.

      Lilia ran to the bike.

      The big male was faster than Lilia had expected—older and wiser, or maybe someone had played this trick on him before. He tore through her cloak in record time. He lunged and snapped at her leg, only missing because Lilia was a bit faster.

      Or a bit luckier.

      “So, it’s true that no good deed goes unpunished.” Lilia kicked him square in the chops. He stumbled, growled and came up to fight, blood running from his chin. He leapt toward her, fangs bared.

      To hell with respect. Lilia fired right into his chest.

      He fell, whimpered and shuddered one last time. There was a smell of cooked meat and another little puddle of blood on the stone, both of which she could have done without.

      The other wolves retreated to the shadows ringing the plaza, growling with dissatisfaction. Lilia lunged for the bike, her heart pounding that it took so long to get there. She didn’t dare waste an instant of the pack’s uncertainty.

      When she rode out of the plaza, she looked back. The rest of the wolves had gotten over the shock of losing their leader: they were slipping down the stairs to partake of the feast. There wouldn’t be much left of Y654892 soon.

      Would they eat their leader, too?

      Better not to think about that.

      She had one beat to feel relief and turn the bike toward the tunnel before she heard deep laughter, right in between her own ears. It came from everywhere and nowhere; it echoed inside her own thoughts.

      Lilia tried to tell herself that she had picked up a stray signal, and that the frequency had somehow resonated with the speakers embedded in her helmet, producing an apparent echo in her own thoughts, but even she knew that was crap.

      It was as impossible to bullshit a bullshitter as she’d always believed. What had just happened was impossible.

      Alone in the old city—or maybe not quite as alone as she’d thought—Lilia panicked. She rode carelessly, pushing the bike to its max speed, intent only on getting her butt out of Gotham ASAP.

      Then she went straight to the police station in New Gotham to report Y654892’s murder. She was in the door of the precinct before she realized her mistake.

      By then it was too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Republic of the United States of the Americas
            Law Code 201/8-349

          

        

      

    

    
      Section IV: Determinants for Positive Designation of Sub-Human Atomic Deviant Evaluation (S.H.A.D.E.)

      

      Any individual within the geographic boundaries of the Republic, or any individual coming under the geographic boundaries of the Republic by dint of Republican expansion, will be evaluated to be a Sub-Human Atomic Deviant if any of the following criteria manifest in his or her physical person, and that individual can be documented to have been exposed to radiation:

      i) Microcephaly—being a head circumference of less than two standard deviations below the age- and sex-specific mean;

      ii) Keloids—being the presence of irregularly shaped three-dimensional scar tissue, most characteristically in the shape of a crab and copper-red in color;

      iii) Ocular lesions;

      iv) Other Visible Birth Defects—being inclusive but not limited to: Brachycephaly; Oxycephaly; Scaphocephaly; Megacephaly; Strabismus; Narrow Palpebral Fissure; Radiation-Induced Cataract; Corneal Opacity; Abnormality of Iris; Epicanthus; Mongoloidism; Saddle Nose; Curved Concha; Gothic Palate; Odontoloxia; Harelip; Cleft Palate; Uvula Bifida; Micrognathia; Megaloglossia; Vascular Engorgement; Digitus Varus of the Fifth Finger; Brachydactylia; Arachnodactylia; Polydactylia; Syndactylia; Adactylia; Simian Crease; Axial Triradius; Cubitus Valgus; Cubitus Varus; Heart Murmurs; Pigeon Breast; Funnel Chest; Umbilical Hernia; Accessory Mamma; Pterygoid Neck; Leukoplakia; Hypertrichosis; Hemangioma; Skin Sinus; Cryptorchidism; Hypospodias; Vaginal Fistula; Aproctia; Hermaphroditism.

      

      In addition, possessing two or more of the following chronic conditions—which may or may not result in outward physical manifestation—when caused by radiation exposure, will designate a positive evaluation:

      i) Thyroid cancer;

      ii) Leukemia and other radiation-specific blood disorders including, Multiple Myeloma, Malignant Lymphoma, Polycythemia Vera, Myelofibrosis and Aplastic Anemia;

      iii) Mental Retardation in any child that was in utero, particularly during the third and fourth month of gestation, when the biological mother was exposed.

      

      First passed in New Washington, May 2025, with major amendments in 2034, 2056 and 2078.
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      Montgomery was in a foul mood.

      Again.

      He’d argued with Rachel.

      Again.

      Her refusal to share information was a persistent sore point. He felt as if he had no role and no objective. She was adamant that he should watch for abnormalities from his post at NGPD. Her belief in the divine plan was infuriating him.

      Probably because he couldn’t see any plan at work at all. The mortal world was a mess and getting worse. He hadn’t volunteered just to have it disintegrate while he watched.

      Montgomery took foot patrol duty as often as possible, in the hope that he might see something. He scanned records and reviewed cold cases, under the guise of learning the workings of his new precinct. He haunted the pleasure fringe of New Gotham, certain that it would be the first place he would hear gossip from the underworld. No luck. He felt futile and ineffective.

      Rachel insisted that good would inevitably triumph over evil.

      It looked to Montgomery as if evil had good on the run.

      Maybe he’d made a mistake in volunteering.

      Maybe it was too late for second thoughts. The only way back to the world he knew was through this one—he had to complete his mission to regain his wings.

      He didn’t have to like it.

      Montgomery took the broad stone steps to the precinct three at a time, knowing he was late. He fabricated an excuse about walking patrol, knowing that it was only a matter of time before his disguise was destroyed.

      He automatically removed his helm and bent his head as he crossed the threshold, granting an unobscured view of his identification bead to the reader installed overhead. He wasn’t surprised to see Thompson on duty again—the rookie was about as incompetent as was humanly possible, but the computers managed most of the functions of reception. It was comparatively risk-free to leave Thompson loose on the reception desk.

      Montgomery was surprised to find a woman waiting there.

      She was wearing a tight pseudoskin that left little to the imagination and defied every line item in the Sumptuary and Decency Code. She was tall and slender, as athletically built as he’d expect given that she was wearing such a heavy gauge pseudoskin. She was wearing black biker boots, much like his own, and had black gauntlets hooked into her belt. Her helm was tucked under her arm and her dark braid fell down her back almost to her knees.

      She was dressed for active duty in a hot zone, but women were never dispatched to hot zones. She was waiting on Thompson, her impatience evident in her tapping toe, and as yet unaware of Montgomery’s presence.

      He noticed the datachip that she moved between her fingers. She was agitated, not just impatient, and he wondered why.

      The answer, he would bet, was on that chip.

      She took a step away from the desk, her gaze on Thompson. Montgomery realized that she’d reconsidered. She was going to leave, without sharing the reason she had come in the first place.

      He decided that was sufficiently strange to merit his attention.

      Thompson frowned at his display, bending over the desktop, and the woman made her move. She spun and bolted for the door. It was a small foyer and she moved so quickly that she nearly collided with Montgomery.

      She would have, if he hadn’t caught her shoulders in his hands.

      She looked up in surprise and he was shocked by her beauty. Her face was heart-shaped, her eyes blue and thickly lashed. There was intelligence in her gaze and defiance in the set of her lips.

      Something quickened within him, something that had never been awakened by the whores in the pleasure fringe. He recognized her, though he couldn’t have said why, and that surprise kept him from hiding his attraction.

      The spark was reciprocal: she looked him up and down with appreciation. Montgomery felt a very natural response to this bold show of female interest, then suspicion clouded her eyes again.

      “Excuse me,” she said, frost in her tone. “I was just leaving.”

      When she shrugged off his hands and made to step around him, Montgomery blocked her passage. He saw the flash of anger in her eyes.

      The lady liked to have her way. He’d have to remember that.

      Thompson glanced up and cleared his throat. “Detective, I was just looking for you. Weren’t you supposed to be in your office?”

      “No. Patrol.” Montgomery didn’t imagine the way the lady’s eyes narrowed when Thompson used his title.

      “But the database says...”

      Montgomery spoke dismissively. “Then it must be wrong.”

      Only Thompson would believe that and he did.

      The woman hesitated, pausing to consider Montgomery through her lashes. Interesting. So few people questioned the databanks of the Republic that it was refreshing to find one who thought it possible.

      Meanwhile Thompson leaned over the desk. “I was looking for you because this, um, lady says she’s witnessed a murder.”

      Montgomery ignored the younger cop’s implication and met the lady’s gaze. “Is that correct?”

      Her lips tightened as she tried to step past him again. If nothing else, he could be a formidable obstacle: he moved to block her again and almost smiled at her visible irritation. “No, it’s not. I made a mistake.”

      “A mistake?” He kept his tone mild. “About a murder?”

      “Things happen,” she said darkly, looking daggers at both him and Thompson. She and Montgomery stepped sideways in unison again. “You’re starting to annoy me,” she muttered and Montgomery couldn’t stifle his smile. She stared at him for a heartbeat, then a touch of color stained her cheeks as she averted her gaze.

      Montgomery felt hot.

      “It was probably in the pleasure fringe,” Thompson said with a snicker. “Some kinky game. You know how it is down there.”

      “Do I?”

      “That’s what the boys say, that Montgomery knows his way around the pleasure fringe better than most.”

      Montgomery ignored that bit of innuendo, too.

      The lady, though, studied Montgomery with new interest.

      “Maybe we should ask the witness what she observed instead of speculating on what she saw and where she saw it.” Montgomery spoke with smooth authority. Thompson had the grace to flush.

      She frowned. “I’m not a witness because I didn’t see anything.”

      “Then why are you here?” Montgomery asked.

      She glared at him for this reasonable question. “Because I made a mistake. Let’s forget I even said anything.” She tried to step around him one more time.

      “No. Let’s not.” Montgomery blocked her path again. “What did you see where?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said, steel in her tone.

      “This says it does.” Montgomery tapped a single finger on the radiation patch on her sternum, which was glowing from recent exposure, and she jumped slightly. “Where?”

      She grimaced then, betrayed as she was by her own equipment. Still, she didn’t back down and he admired that. “You shouldn’t be standing so close, not if you know I’m hot.”

      Thompson snickered. “Montgomery prefers the glow girls.”

      Montgomery held her gaze. “I’ll take my chances.”

      “What did he say your name was?”

      “Detective Sergeant Adam Montgomery, New Gotham Homicide.” He offered his hand to her. “And you are?”

      “Leaving,” she said flatly, her manner hostile. This time she put a hand on his arm to push him aside.

      Montgomery glanced toward Thompson, who peered at his display. “Lilia Desjardins,” he supplied and Montgomery felt his eyes widen.

      That was why she looked familiar. She was Fitzgerald’s widow.

      What was she doing here, so far from her home on the Frontier?

      Witnessing a murder that she didn’t want to talk about.

      Montgomery had been part of the team investigating Fitzgerald’s death, although he’d been new enough to be cast as observer. Still, he couldn’t blame her for being angry. He hadn’t been happy with the resolution of Fitzgerald’s case himself. It had smelled like a cover-up to him and Rachel had been very interested in the details.

      He dared to hope that Lilia knew something Fitzgerald had known.

      Lilia’s gaze slid over his shoulder and her lips tightened. “Damn government databanks,” she muttered.

      “The eyes of the Republic are everywhere,” he said, when he really wanted to agree with her. He offered his hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

      She looked down at his outstretched hand as if surprised that he offered to shake hands with her. Because she was a woman? Or because she was hot? She put her hand in his with some reluctance. “I can’t say it’s reciprocal.”

      Her fingers felt slender within his grip, and he was surprised by the strength of his protective urge. Worse, the brush of her skin against his own distracted him in a very earthy way.

      “Then the pleasure is all mine,” he said, and she flushed again. She pulled her hand from his abruptly.

      He reminded himself that she must be a grieving widow. She still wore a heavy ring on her left hand, after all. “And what did you see tonight, Mrs. Fitzgerald?”

      Her expression turned stony. “Ms. Desjardins. Please.”

      There was an issue there of some kind, one that he wanted to explore. He arched a brow instead of repeating the question.

      She sighed. “You aren’t going to do anything about what I saw so it might as well have not happened. It wasn’t a murder because the victim was a shade.”

      “Technically, you’re right,” Montgomery allowed. “The killing of a shade is not murder under Republic law. It is, however, of considerable interest to me.”

      She met his gaze again, skepticism shining in her own. “Why?”

      “Professional interest.”

      “Strange hobby.”

      “No. A disregard for other life can escalate. There are patterns of violent behavior that are first revealed in a perp doing injury small animals, then shades, then frequently citizens.”

      It looked as if Lilia was persuaded, then changed her mind. Against him. “All happy PR talk aside, we both know that you’re not going to do anything about a shade’s death. I need to go.”

      Montgomery was keenly aware of the watchful eyes of the Republic—and the leer of Thompson—and knew there was only one way to keep the lady in the building.

      He’d have to trick her.

      Now.

      It would infuriate her, but it would keep her from leaving.

      “Not so fast.” Montgomery surveyed her curves leisurely, then lowered his voice to a murmur. He held her gaze, seeing a flicker of heat in her own. “I’d like to see what you’ve got first.”

      Her eyes widened in shock. Thompson gave a low whistle. Lilia took a step back, but not before Montgomery snagged the datachip from her fingers.

      He’d distracted her, just as he’d intended, and he saw the moment she realized as much.

      He also saw her fury.

      At least, he had her attention.

      He stepped past her and headed to his cubicle, knowing that she’d follow him. He smiled when he heard her swear.

      Then she marched in pursuit, so angry that her heels pounded on the floor.

      Point to Montgomery.
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      If it weren’t for bad luck, Lilia clearly wouldn’t have any luck in New Gotham at all. She’d made a mistake in coming to the precinct, courtesy of being freaked out by Y654892’s corpse, and met none other than one of the team who had been dense enough to declare Gid’s death an accident.

      Plus Montgomery was so yummy that she wanted to jump his bones. Even if Lilia hadn’t almost collided with him, the eye candy he offered would have stopped her in her tracks. It had been a long time since she’d seen such a prime male specimen.

      There was a complication her life didn’t need.

      If she’d had any taste for cops, Montgomery would have made a tasty morsel. But Lilia had an allergy to cops, especially NGPD Homicide detectives.

      They’d never met: she’d just seen his name on the cc: list of the official correspondence over Gid’s death. Montgomery was on the NGPD team, and that meant he wasn’t on Lilia’s team.

      The only upside of following him and her disappearing datachip into the warren of the precinct was the view. Lilia had always been convinced that there was nothing more spectacular than a man in a heavy mesh pseudoskin, especially when he had the muscle tone to wear it as if it weighed nothing at all.

      Montgomery did.

      The view of him striding away was worth the price of admission. Raw biological response reminded Lilia that she’d become a widow too young. Gid was dead, but she was entering her sexual prime, and doing it solo. The way she tingled in the proximity of a buff example of the male of the species was proof positive of that.

      It was the last proof she needed, in the last place she wanted it, from the last man she wanted it from.

      Montgomery reached his office and held the door. Lilia had to step past him, almost brushing his chest with her shoulder as she did so. Female bits of her began to sing. He shut the door behind them, the size of him making the space seem smaller and more intimate than Lilia had anticipated.

      Or maybe it was the way he watched her so carefully.

      In such close proximity, her awareness of him was impossible to ignore. Montgomery’s pseudoskin seemed barely able to contain his broad chest and highlighted the musculature of his legs. This boy was no desk jockey: he was out there, every day in his pseudoskin, doing the dirty work.

      Lilia respected that, even if she didn’t want to.

      Montgomery’s uniform was all black, as was customary, and his laser weapon was standard issue. She felt pity for him on that account. The spherical stud implanted in his left earlobe gleamed like a polished jet bead, a reminder Lilia didn’t need that nothing seen by a cop goes unwitnessed by the Republic.

      His hair was shaved to almost nothing, and Lilia was jealous. The Sumptuary and Decency laws forbade a woman from cutting her hair, but Lilia had always thought it would be easier.

      She stood in Montgomery’s office, felt the weight of his gaze, and knew she had to get out of the cop shop immediately, if not sooner.

      She wasn’t going without her property, however.

      Montgomery was perceptive, so there was no point in playing games. Lilia put out her hand. “Give me the chip, please.”

      “You’ll have it back momentarily.”

      “You have no right. It’s personal property and illegal for you to have seized without a warrant.” It was outrageous that Lilia—of all people—was quoting Republic law to a NGPD detective, but there it was.

      Montgomery spoke with infuriating calm, as he passed a hand over his desktop to awaken it. Lilia saw it do a security scan of his iris before the display appeared. “You came here to report a crime. You brought the datachip to support your charge. You had it in your hand, prepared to surrender it as evidence.” He gave her a steady look. “Correct me when I go wrong.”

      “This is a waste of your time.”

      “I’ll decide what’s a waste of my time and what’s not.” Montgomery spoke more dispassionately than anyone Lilia had ever known—which said something, given her years among the cold-blooded scientists at the Institute. She wondered what he was thinking, then wondered what it would take to rattle his composure.

      She shouldn’t have wanted to do so, not so badly.

      He was a Republic team player, so he’d probably give her a lecture first. She put down her helm and folded her arms across her chest, ready to endure a few minutes of official admonitions.

      On the upside, that gave her ample chance to look.

      Lilia decided to be blunt. “Let it go, Montgomery. NGPD probably won’t even retrieve the body.”

      “Where is it?” His gaze danced to her radiation badge and she knew there was no point in lying.

      “In the old city.”

      He straightened. “Gotham is within NGPD’s jurisdiction...”

      “I’m not sure it’s there to be retrieved...”

      He frowned. “Did you move it?”

      Lilia shook her head. “You must know about the wolves.”

      “The patrols say they migrated down from Maine and mixed with the feral dogs in the city.”

      “Of course. Old cities are full of predators.” She smiled, wanting to shock him. “Not all of them have four legs.”

      Montgomery studied her and she felt like squirming under his bright gaze. He was so still, so intent, that she halfway thought he could read her thoughts.

      They would surprise him, she was sure. Maybe she just had a soft spot for yummy cops who visited the pleasure fringe.

      Cops who walked the beat.

      Cops who argued that the Republic’s databases were fallible.

      Cops who filled their pseudoskins so very well.

      “You know a lot about old cities,” he said.

      Lilia put out her hand. “Give me my chip and let’s just forget I ever said anything.”

      Montgomery rolled the chip between his fingers. “Why did you come here if you were so sure there was no point in doing so?”

      “I was frightened.” Lilia tried to look demure and was sure that she failed. “I’ve never seen anyone dead before.” That wasn’t quite true, but he couldn’t know as much.

      “I thought it was only a shade.”

      Lilia straightened, angered by his insinuation. Before she spoke, she saw the glint in his eyes and knew she’d been provoked.

      On purpose.

      Montgomery smiled ever so slightly, and Lilia’s heart skipped a beat at the way his features softened. He looked younger, even with a half smile, and even more tasty.

      She really needed to get to the pleasure fringe herself and buy some orgasmic relief.

      Montgomery pushed the datachip into the port on his desk, and Lilia caught her breath as her images spilled across his digital blotter. She had to look away. They were gruesome.

      Montgomery gave a low whistle, revealing that he was a bit shocked himself. “You know this shade?”

      “No.”

      He looked up, inviting more.

      To her shame, Lilia gave him a little bit of information. She blamed too much blood and guts for throwing her game. “I was supposed to meet him there.”

      Montgomery glared at her. “Whose stupid idea was that?”

      Lilia said nothing, the better to not further condemn herself. There was no doubt that she had Montgomery’s undivided attention.

      Or that his eyes were a delicious shade of green. He had dark lashes that would have been the envy of any woman, and which made the hue of his eyes seem more intense.

      “Why Gotham?” he demanded when she didn’t reply.

      “That’s not really your concern.”

      “I think it is.” He looked away to compose himself and she was surprised that he could be so angry with her over something that shouldn’t have bothered him at all. Then he spoke and revealed the real reason for his annoyance. “It is illegal to enter old cities without prior authorization, Mrs. Desjardins...”

      “Ms. Desjardins,” she corrected automatically.

      His gaze lingered on the platinum ring on her left hand. “And unless you can prove to me that you had such authorization, I can arrest you.” His expression was determined. “Or you can answer my question, Ms. Desjardins. Your choice.”

      Being a Nuclear Darwinist had its advantages: one was that Lilia could go pretty much anywhere and claim it to be “research.” Nobody ever said it had to be research sanctioned by the Society or by the Republic, mostly because there was no way to prove what either were researching at any given point in time. Old cities were a natural haunt for such activities.

      “I’m a shade hunter, a Nuclear Darwinist,” she said, oozing confidence. “This shade had a third eye, so I wanted to talk to him for my current research project.”

      Montgomery looked her up and down. Lilia was the best liar on the Frontier, but she had a feeling that he didn’t believe her.

      Why not? Her excuse had always worked in the past.

      Montgomery’s perusal made her feel very aware of the close fit of Gid’s pseudoskin, and gave her a rare attack of modesty. His glance lingered on her boots, then on her breasts (which were both splendid and original equipment), then on her laze, before his gaze locked with hers again.

      Lilia couldn’t deny that she liked how Montgomery looked and how he looked at her. It was just biology, nothing more than that. It wasn’t illegal for a woman to be heterosexual.

      At least not in this state of the union.

      If she’d expected a compliment after that perusal, she was due to be disappointed.

      “You work for the Society?” he asked.

      “No,” Lilia said, hiding her feelings with attitude, as usual. “I work for the circus.”

      As expected, the tone of their interview changed for the worst with that confession. Lilia knew she shouldn’t have been disappointed that Montgomery was so predictable.
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            Republic Announces New Decency Code

          

          From The Republican Record, April 14, 2026.

        

      

    

    
      New D.C.—This morning, in response to the recent spate of violent crimes against women, the President announced a new decency code, to be put into practice throughout the Republic.

      “It’s clear that women’s apparel in public spaces is a major factor in the increase of personal crime against women,” he told a press conference. “Provocative clothing is at the root of this recent problem, and it’s past time to make changes to stop the trend. It’s our responsibility to make the streets of the Republic safe for all citizens of both genders. The elimination of unseemly attire in public spaces will protect women everywhere.”

      The Sumptuary and Decency Code (hotlink for the full text of the Code) calls for all women to cover themselves in public in the name of modesty. No skin other than that of the face may be exposed to casual view—although the Code recommends the wearing of veils, they remain optional at this point in time—and traditional attire, including long skirts, gloves and hats, is proscribed. The Code applies to all women citizens, which it defines as those females being more than twelve years of age. Similarly, women are not to be seen in public while visibly pregnant, an obvious nod to the felon known as “The Third Trimester Rapist” who has terrorized Gotham’s expectant mothers in the past year.

      The S&D Code, as it has already been termed, explicitly refers to attire worn in public, including offices, and does not apply to what is worn at private residences: behind closed doors, women are free to dress as they choose.

      The President also announced a budget for a new police corps, to be created purely to enforce the new Code, which is to become effective May 1 throughout the Republic.

      The President’s conclusions, although shared by Congress and the Senate, both of which rapidly approved the bill, were not greeted with enthusiasm by others. Sharon Woodsworth, of the National Force for Women (NFW) criticized the legislation as “a giant step backward. The President is blaming women for the fact that men can’t control themselves or their desires. It’s not a new strategy, but history has already proven this kind of misogynism, time and again, to be ineffective thinking. What we really need is more aggressive sentencing for sex offenders.” NFW plans to picket the White House and Congress in protest against the bill, as well as to undertake a fund-raising campaign to mount legal opposition to the bill.

      The Republican Civil Liberties Union (RCLU) compared the legislation to restrictions upon women proposed by religious fundamentalists throughout the world. The RCLU, however, had no plans at press time for legally contesting the bill.

      The United Republic Workers (URW), which has recently negotiated a new contract on behalf of sex workers in the Republic, also condemned the legislation, stating in a press release that the bill will make the lives of sex workers more dangerous. The URW’s rationale is that provocative clothing is “necessary self-promotion for sex workers in a competitive marketplace,” but that this bill will ensure that sex workers “showing entrepreneurial initiative” will draw the attention of those with violent tendencies toward women. The President dismissed this criticism, insisting that all sex workers have the opportunity, if not the obligation, to “repent of their sins and find alternative, respectable, employment.”
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      In hindsight, bringing Lilia to his office had been a mistake. She filled the space with her vitality and defiance. She moved and spoke like no woman he had ever known and he was fascinated by her. She distracted him in a very earthy way.

      All Montgomery had wanted to do was assess her motives away from Thompson’s eye, to determine whether she knew whatever Fitzgerald had known.

      But in such close quarters, his thoughts became inappropriate. He could smell the scent of her skin and was intrigued by the curve of her lips. Away from the public space, he could only think of doing private things.

      It didn’t help his professional composure that Lilia was temptation personified in her snug pseudoskin. Montgomery was definitely feeling the constraints of his reevlar codpiece.

      Lilia watched him after her confession, one hand on her hip and challenge bright in her eyes. She expected him to disapprove of her place of employment, and he could work with that. A little dissent between them would be anticipated by the Republic.

      “Not interested in furthering the cause of research?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “The good guys don’t pay so well. I like having the best toys when I go in, and the Society’s troops are underfunded.” She paused for a heartbeat. “Kind of like the Republic’s troops.”

      Montgomery looked pointedly at her laze, a new design of breathtaking accuracy, power and compact size. His own laze was perhaps twenty-year old technology.

      “It’s not what you’re packing that makes the difference, Lil,” he said quietly. “It’s how fast you move.”

      She caught her breath at his use of her first name and her eyes widened ever so slightly. Montgomery felt a tentative accord—even if it was just mutual desire—then she lifted her chin.

      “Go ahead and believe what you need to, Montgomery. More is better in my scheme of the world.”

      Montgomery changed the subject. He touched one of the images displayed on his blotter, his fingertip indicating the bump on the shade’s forehead. “Is this what you’re calling a third eye?”

      “You know that it is.”

      “Actually, I don’t.”

      She sighed and threw herself into the chair opposite his desk, crossing her legs. The musculature in her calves was just enough to be sexy. Her breasts seemed more round, and from this angle, she looked lusciously feminine.

      More than her physical assets, he liked the spark of her intellect. She seemed more alive than most mortals he’d met, as if she was lit by an inner fire. She wasn’t marking time on earth, but savoring every minute of it.

      He could respect that.

      She shrugged. “It’s not that rare of a mutation, but it’s not very common, either.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That most norms wouldn’t have ever seen one, that most Nuclear Darwinists would have seen at least one, and that I’ve seen several dozen.”
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