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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 teenage 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 across 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 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.

			

		

	
		
		
			1957

			Trudy of the Apes

			by Kevin Andrew Murphy

			The Garden of Allah was found, not in the Prophet’s Paradise, but in Hollywood, at the intersection of Sunset Boulevard and Havenhurst Drive. But instead of flying there on the back of the Buraq like Muhammad, Trudy Pirandello had taken Pan Am.

			She checked her bags at the front desk, checked her makeup with her compact, and in the reflection, checked out the jewels and jewelry on display on the other guests—a nice watch here, a pretty ring there, but nothing that wouldn’t be missed and nothing worth risking, especially with her eyes on a greater prize. Trudy slipped her compact back in her handbag, slipped the bellman a generous but not lavish tip, and slipped off into the interior of the Garden of Allah.

			She had expected paradise to look a bit more Arabian, with fanciful fountains and arabesques, not a couple dozen Spanish Mission–style bungalows, all terra-cotta tiles and stucco. At least the landscaping was pretty and tropical enough, with bougainvillea vines and night-blooming jasmine, the dark shiny leaves glittering in the sun. The houris were there, too, or at least starlets, many of them taking advantage of a swimming pool in the shape of the Black Sea, the legacy of Alla Nazimova, silent-screen Salomé turned hotelier.

			Rumor also had it that Nazimova coined the term sewing circle for ladies who liked ladies, though as Trudy understood, Alla liked everyone. Her tradition had continued—the Garden of Allah, as the hotel had been renamed with an added h, was the swinging place to go if you were a Hollywood creative. F. Scott Fitzgerald had stayed there, as had Errol Flynn. It-girl Clara Bow, Ernest Hemingway, Ginger Rogers, D. W. Griffith, Laurence Olivier, Frank Sinatra, and Dorothy Parker. Even Marlene Dietrich, who’d starred in the movie The Garden of Allah.

			Of course, the hotel had seen better days. Alla Nazimova had died in ’44—two years before the wild card—and it was now 1957. Errol Flynn had swashbuckled away. Trudy thought she glimpsed the dark-haired head of Ronald Reagan in the pool, surrounded by a bevy of bathing beauties—a definite trade-up from Bonzo the chimp—but a B-movie star wasn’t what Trudy needed. What she needed was an ace: a blonde, to be specific.

			She spied a very small one: A little blond girl, no more than six, sat poolside sipping a pink lemonade. She wore a white blouse, a black skirt with suspenders, matching white socks and black Mary Janes, with a shocking-pink bow in her hair, and a supercilious expression as she watched the adults.

			“Hello, Eloise.” Trudy sat down next to her. “I was hoping to see Kay.”

			“She’s taking a nap…” Eloise told her.

			“I expected she might,” Trudy said, keeping the secret unspoken. Kay was taking a nap because Eloise was her alter ego. Kay was Kay Thompson, star of stage and screen—singer, dancer, multitalented everywoman—who three years ago had gone to New York for a singing gig and taken ill. There were rumors that it might have been the wild card, but Thompson brushed them off, saying it was nothing more remarkable than menopause, then went on with her show.

			No one else had noticed a little girl from time to time slipping out of Thompson’s suite at the Plaza Hotel, going off to make mischief or spy on guests. No one else except Trudy.

			Trudy was an ace herself, but she was also smart enough to keep her wild card up her sleeve…and not just because she was also a thief who specialized in teleporting small objects—particularly jewelry—into her hands. Aces who got caught ended up in government service, doing far more dangerous and less rewarding jobs than going to nightclubs and musical revues and, in the dimness, teleporting this diamond earring or that gold watch to the inside of an evening bag.

			Hotel lobbies were also good places to spy valuable jewels, particularly hotels as swanky as the Plaza—although Trudy hadn’t expected that the sharp-eyed little girl would be the same person as the popular songstress whose shows Trudy had pick-teleported one too many times. But Eloise was a touch too fashion-conscious for the average little girl, sharing a few too many tastes in common with Kay Thompson, which Trudy had remarked upon. Soon an uneasy truce sparked an unlikely friendship.

			The fact was, Trudy liked Kay, and Kay liked Trudy, and two lady aces up the sleeve could cover for each other better than either could alone. Plus, Kay owed Trudy. Kay’s ace wasn’t fully under her control, tied, Trudy suspected, to menopause and hot flashes, and last year there’d been an overly suspicious hotel detective at the Plaza, asking a few too many questions about Kay’s occasional young guest, Eloise. After Trudy had arranged for the police to find him with a stolen string of pearls in his pocket, he’d gone away, and Trudy had let his successor think that Eloise was her own daughter, going off and getting into mischief while Trudy visited with Kay.

			“So, what brings you to Hollywood, Trudy?” Eloise glanced up over her lemonade, holding it the way an older sophisticated woman would handle a cocktail. “Something I could help with? Or do you need Kay?”

			“Well,” Trudy admitted, “Kay mentioned in her last postcard that Jack Braun had a bungalow here. I was hoping for an introduction…”

			“What sort of introduction?”

			Trudy cocked her head, gazing at the pool with Ronnie and his bevy of beauties, then gave Eloise a sidelong glance. “Not the sort of introduction it would be proper for a little girl to give…”

			“Wait here.” Eloise gave her a knowing look and a wink. “I’ll manage it.” With that she downed the last of her lemonade like a hard-drinking woman would a cocktail, then skipped off down the tiles beside the pool with all the skill of a dancer with forty-plus years of training.

			Trudy was a bit bemused. The parties at the Garden of Allah were legendary; she’d planned to find her way to them at night, try to work her charms on Jack, and see where that led. Instead, she looked at the poolside menu and ordered a limeade and an avocado-and-bacon sandwich, feeling very Californian in her choice. She wondered how many stories about the Garden were true.

			The best she’d heard was the one about the naked actress, her pet monkey, and the telegram boy, which sounded like a bawdy tale from The Arabian Nights lightly retold for the Silent Era. But then Trudy heard the actual screeching of the remembered monkey, or at least a little girl screeching like a monkey: Eloise careening back into the pool area in her Mary Janes. Somewhere she’d acquired a fruit basket the size of one of Carmen Miranda’s headdresses. “Ook! Ook!” Eloise shrieked, hurling an orange with startling accuracy at a blond man chasing her. He was tall, handsome, and barefoot, wearing only shorts, and the orange hit him right in the middle of his broad bare chest. Or almost did, because there was a golden flash of light as it splatted on the air half an inch from his skin. “Eloise!” he roared.

			“Ook!” cried Eloise. “You Tarzan, me monkey!” She danced around the pool to the amusement of minor stars and starlets, lobbing tangerines and apples at Jack Braun, Golden Boy of the Four Aces, the strongest man in the world…and also, incidentally, the actor playing Tarzan on television for NBC, coming off his first season in the role and almost ready to start his second. Eloise’s game would have been dangerous for anyone else to play, but the strongest man in the world didn’t mean the most agile, Jack Braun looked hungover, and Eloise had all the training of a dancer in her forties packed into the body of a six-year-old girl.

			She also had a fruit basket with a bunch of bananas inserted randomly for color, so Trudy made a decision. One of the bananas disappeared from the basket and reappeared in Trudy’s hand underneath the napkin in her lap. Trudy produced the banana, as if she’d had it all along, and idly began to eat it as Eloise continued to pelt Golden Boy with fruit, dancing and laughing and crying, “Ook!” until she got him to chase her at just the right angle, headed straight toward Trudy.

			The old slapstick trick had worked for Harold Lloyd in The Flirt, but rather than toss her banana peel under Golden Boy’s foot, Trudy teleported it there, with the desired effect—he skidded out. Rather than run past her after Eloise, he slid straight into her, knocking her, her chair, and himself into the pool. Trudy yelped, feigning surprise as best she could, and then they were tumbling into the water with a flailing of arms and a flashing of golden light.

			Ladies falling clothed into the pool was something of a tradition at the Garden of Allah, and while it wasn’t quite the Hollywood meet-cute she’d planned—she’d learned the screenwriters’ term when she saw Will Success Spoil Rock Hunter? last year on Broadway—it more than worked, allowing Trudy to put her arms around Jack’s neck and play the frightened soggy young thing while Jack played the gentleman. “Are you okay?” he asked, sweeping her up in his arms and dumping her on the side of the pool, then clambering out himself. “That kid is a menace!”

			“I’m okay,” Trudy said, “just wet. Oh, I must look a fright…” Trudy considered feigning tears, but the waterworks weren’t really warranted, just a bit of vanity, because she knew she looked like a very attractive brunette with a wet blouse and nice tits.

			“You just need to get dried off,” Jack Braun told her. “Are you staying here? Do you have dry clothes?”

			“In my bags at the front desk,” Trudy told him. “I’m visiting a friend, but she’s not home yet.”

			“Well, you’re welcome to change at my place…”

			Trudy smiled. “Thank you,” she said, half to Jack, half to Eloise, who’d made her escape.

			Kay Thompson had more than repaid her debt.

			

			—

			Getting Jack into bed wasn’t that hard. He was reasonably good in it, and so was Trudy, plus Jack was easy on the eyes, which helped. Besides, they were around the same age, so they had that in common—although, unfairly, he looked younger than her, even though Trudy was pretty certain he was actually older. She had thought that blonds wrinkled early, but somehow Jack’s body hadn’t gotten the memo. But he was also coming off a painful and expensive divorce and made it clear that he wasn’t looking for a new Mrs. Braun. “I may be Golden Boy,” he told her, “but the only gold I’ve got left is my hair—and this.” He clenched his fist, making it glow with golden light, the power of his force field.

			Trudy considered. While she wasn’t without her charms, they were also in Hollywood, and hotties were nothing special, especially for a handsome famous ace. She needed to up her ante if she wanted to stay in the game. “Well, I won’t say I’m no gold digger, but I dug my gold years ago and I’ve got more than enough to last me.” Trudy laughed what she hoped was the right amount. “Now I’m just out for a good time. Don’t believe me? Here, let me show you my rocks.”

			Trudy got up from bed, naked, and went to her luggage, leaning over it long enough for Jack to get a nice view of her ass while she got into her jewel case. The rocks were a couple of diamonds and an emerald, and rocks indeed—a thirty-three-carat diamond pendant, a twenty-one-carat emerald flanked by baguette diamonds, and an almost forty-two-carat diamond ring. The diamond pendant was greenish yellow, but pretty, in a Second Empire setting with three tulips and three teardrops; the diamond ring was a bluish-white stunner, in a newer setting by Cartier; and the emerald had a Cartier setting, too. Trudy put on all three. “Ta-da!” She turned around, wearing nothing but them and her birthday suit. “Like I said—rocks.”

			Jack Braun stared at her slack-jawed, but mostly at the rings on her fingers and the pendant between her tits. “Where did you get those?”

			Trudy sat down next to him on the bed so he could admire them closer. “Well, like I said, I was in New York on Wild Card Day, too.” The rings winked art deco seduction while the pendant glittered, old-fashioned but classy. “There was this old guy I was involved with.” She’d stolen the diamond ring from Harry Winston and gotten the pendant from a less reputable jeweler when she’d fenced a bunch of random baubles she didn’t want to hang on to. “He was good to me, but he wasn’t a nice man.” The emerald had necessitated a vacation to Palm Beach, Florida, to Mar-a-Lago, the estate of breakfast cereal heiress Marjorie Merriweather Post, who’d swanned around with a full emerald parure at a ball, declaring herself Juliet, until Trudy plucked the ring from her finger in the middle of “Begin the Beguine.” “He died. I didn’t.” A fourth heist, before all the others, netted her a dozen Georgian diamond buttons that had once belonged to Hetty Green, the Witch of Wall Street, along with some documentation that tied all the jewels Trudy was wearing together and set her on her ongoing scavenger hunt for the remainder of the prize. “But hey, he still left me something for my trouble.”

			She gestured to the pendant with the hand with the diamond ring and let Jack stare at both diamonds along with her tits, not explaining that what she’d gotten from the old man wasn’t the rocks, but an ace power. Trudy also skipped the fact that the unnamed old guy wasn’t her sugar daddy, but the infamous Dr. Tod, who had released the wild card over Manhattan and died with Jetboy on that fateful September day over ten years ago.

			“You said you shot Tarzan last year in Brazil?” Trudy asked, making conversation. “Well, these are Brazilian, too.” She waved the rings and dandled the pendant, letting them glitter. “Guess who found them there?”

			Jack shook his head. “I couldn’t even begin…”

			“Emperor Maximilian,” Trudy told him. “Well, he wasn’t emperor yet, he was on a botany trip, but he bought the diamonds. He had the pendant made for his wife, Carlota, and kept the diamond ring for himself. When he became emperor of Mexico, he picked up the emerald. Supposedly it once belonged to Cuauhtémoc, the last king of the Aztecs, who ended up getting tortured to death by Cortés.” She grimaced. “Then Maximilian got shot by a firing squad and Carlota ended up in a nuthouse, and she hocked the rings to pay for doctors. But hey, everything comes with a history.”

			Jack looked glum then, like something she’d said brought up a memory more painful than just watching Bette Davis chew the scenery as Empress Carlota in Juarez, so Trudy suggested, “Wanna make a little more history of our own?”

			Jack did and Trudy fell back in bed, wearing nothing more than her diamonds and one emerald.

			

			—

			As Trudy had read in Variety, NBC had moved production of Tarzan from Brazil to Mexico, specifically to the state of Durango. They were shooting out of John Wayne’s ranch in the little town of Chupaderos, just seven miles north of the city of Durango itself, while the Duke was off in actual Africa with Sophia Loren, filming Legend of the Lost—except there, Libya was being shot as Timbuktu. And that wasn’t the only change. Tarzan still hadn’t gotten a Jane, but they did have a new Cheetah, Tarzan’s chimpanzee buddy—and one who could act.

			Trudy smiled at the joker, hoping he wouldn’t recognize her, but no such luck. “Hey, wait a minute, I know you.” He pointed a chimpanzee finger at her. “You’re that hotsy-totsy nat broad who likes slumming it at Biff’s.”

			Ace broad, Trudy thought, but she didn’t say it. She usually went masked to Jokertown, both for anonymity and to better blend in with the jokers, but you couldn’t eat with a full mask. “So sue me,” she told him. “Biff makes the best patty melt in Manhattan.” Biff was a joker who was a man-sized chipmunk from the waist up. Cheetah was the same, except the wild card had given him the upper body of a chimp. “You hung out with that tall kid, Troll, right?”

			“Tall kid.” Cheetah laughed. “Yeah, like nine feet! Strong, too. Stronger than Golden Boy here.”

			Jack’s expression was somewhere between incredulous and annoyed, but he just ignored Cheetah and went over to the grill on the rancheria’s back patio where they’d set up craft services, apparently trying to find something that fit with midwestern tastes.

			Trudy took a seat opposite Cheetah at his picnic table. It was hot in Durango, the nat guest actors were all crowded at the other tables, and Cheetah’s umbrella offered the one free bit of shade. Besides, it’s not like she had to worry about catching anything from jokers, even if the wild card was contagious, which it wasn’t. You only got it from Takisian spores, like the ones in the canister Dr. Tod found then later took up in a blimp as a bomb; Trudy had learned that the hard way, and before any other earthling, too. “So,” she asked, “what’s your story? Long way to go for a kid from Jokertown.” Left unsaid was Trudy’s knowledge that Cheetah had run on the wrong side of the law like she did, if far less successfully.

			“Hey, I only went to Jokertown for high school. I’m from Flatbush. But you’re asking how my card turned? Guess.”

			“You made the mistake of seeing a Ronald Reagan movie?”

			“Close!” Cheetah laughed, showing far more of his gums than any nat could. “You know we’ve got Bonzo here as one of the other Cheetahs, for when we need to do leg shots? But my dad works for the Brooklyn Zoo. Primatologist, really loves working with chimps. I wanted him to pay more attention to me…then hey, look what the damn virus did.” Cheetah shrugged his chimp shoulders beneath an ordinary human polo shirt. “But it let me get closer to my old man and gave me my first acting experience. Before this, I mean.”

			“Oh?” Trudy asked.

			“Yeah,” Cheetah told her. “Like I said, my old man works for the zoo. After I got like this, he took me to work, and one day the chimp—the real one—got sick. Big favorite with the kids. So I thought, what the hell—took my shirt off, left my pants and shoes on, crouched down, and went out into the chimp house and started doing monkeyshines for the kids. They loved it. So I got up on the ropes and started swinging back and forth, and the kid were cheering, and it was great. So then I start really getting into it, doing acrobatic flips, the whole flying trapeze number, then the next thing I know, I flip out of the chimp enclosure and land in the lion’s den, right next to the big lion. I start screaming, ‘Help! Help! Get me out of here!’ Then the lion opens his huge jaws and snarls, ‘Shut up, you fool, before you give us all away!’ ”

			Trudy laughed lightly but Jack laughed more. “That’s what he told for his audition.” He came over to the table with a couple of plates of grilled skirt steak and tortillas. “Carne asada?”

			Trudy took a plate. “Thanks, Jack.” She glanced to the chimp joker. “So you go by Cheetah?”

			“Yeah,” he said, “never liked my nat name, so I ain’t telling no one.”

			“Except payroll,” said Jack, taking a bite of the carne asada sandwich he’d made with a tortilla.

			Cheetah laughed, asking Trudy, “So who are you? Do we finally get a Jane?”

			“If I play my cards right,” Trudy told him. “Right now, I’m just script girl.”

			Cheetah glanced from her to Jack and grinned like a mad chimp. “What’s the script? I haven’t seen any pages yet.”

			“Does it matter?” Jack asked. “Your lines are just saying, ‘Ook’ a lot.”

			“Hey, I wanna find my motivation…”

			Trudy took pity on him. “We’re going to be shooting out of order anyway. The first couple of episodes need tigers and elephants, and they’re not here yet, so we’re skipping to episodes four and five. It’s a two-parter titled ‘The Blue Stone of Heaven,’ loosely based on Tarzan and the Jewels of Opar—” Trudy got out the script, laying it on the table. “—and yes, the John Wayne pic’s ripping Burroughs off, so we’re ripping them right back. But instead of looking for rubies and emeralds in the Lost City of Ophir like Wayne and Loren, Tarzan’s going to the City of Death and the jewel’s a sapphire.”

			“Like Queen Azura’s from Flash Gordon?”

			“Pretty much the same prop,” Trudy admitted, taking it out of her blouse. It was as big as the Daria-i-Noor, the “sea of light,” once part of the Great Table diamond—a jewel Trudy would have loved to get her hands on—but instead of the priceless pink diamond, it was flashy but cheap blue quartz. “I don’t know where wardrobe found this, but it’s very nice.” It also nicely hid Carlota and Maximilian’s diamonds and Max’s emerald, which Trudy was wearing underneath, inside her blouse, trusting the maids here less than back at the Garden of Allah. As for the dozen diamond buttons and Hetty Green’s other treasures, she’d teleported them behind the lining of her purse.

			Cheetah reached out with his long chimp arms and touched the script covetously. “Is this for me?”

			“That’s Jack’s copy,” Trudy told him, and he flinched back with an apologetic chimp grin for the big ace. “I’ve got your pages here.” She reached into the leather map case she’d grabbed from wardrobe and took out a thinner sheaf.

			“Thanks,” said Cheetah, taking them.

			Trudy let the other actors get over their fear of joker cooties long enough to come over and snatch their pages. She found it frankly ridiculous. She’d seen the horror of what the virus could do before Wild Card Day, and on it, too, and while there was always a chance of a new cache of spores surfacing somewhere, there wasn’t much possibility outside of Manhattan.

			But these were actors, not botanists, archaeologists, or African colonels, no matter what they looked like or were costumed as. Dr. Tod’s gang, despite their many other failings, had been made of sterner stuff.

			They finished their late lunch, then Jack smiled down at her. “Care to go see the town?”

			“I’d thought you’d never ask.”

			They took a jeep, rumbling over the tracks of the private railway spur John Wayne had installed directly to his ranch. Trudy noted with interest the new railway switch and the spot where it joined up with the older tracks, which looked a century old. She wondered if the elephants and tigers would be brought in by train, like the circus coming to town, and wondered which direction they’d be coming from.

			Jack drove the jeep with all the skill of a man who’d done army service, and Trudy took in the rest of the sights. The sky was a pure sort of blue she’d never seen in New York and a match for the Blue Stone of Heaven prop she wore around her neck. The vistas were both spare and majestic, the Mexican brushland being a reasonable replacement for the African veldt, or for that matter the Wild West, as Jack drove them through an Old West town that looked like the set from half a dozen westerns and probably was. Then he rounded a corner and the Old West became an African village, the set designers having done a remarkable job of reproducing the look of Africa, or at least the look of Brazil shot for Africa from last season’s Tarzan.

			Then they rounded the next corner and Trudy spied what could only be the City of Death, or at least a façade of grand African gates, like the entrance to King Solomon’s Mines. “Well, that’s impressive,” she remarked.

			“Yeah,” Jack agreed. “Doesn’t get old.” He stopped the jeep and stood up, shining in the light of sunset and just a little bit of his own, looking like a young god—a young god with a particularly nice ass. Trudy reached up and pinched it, watching the golden light sparkle around her fingers, then while Jack was distracted, teleported the key from the ignition to her other hand, slipping it into her pocket. “Sorry,” she said, “I just couldn’t resist.” She smiled at her secret double entendre, since it applied to both pinching his ass and the key, and having him search for the latter would provide cover for any small props she might want to appropriate from the faux City of Death. Dr. Tod had taught her to think ahead. “Can we look around?”

			“Of course.” Jack hopped out of the jeep, then, as she expected, glanced at the empty ignition, then to her. Trudy responded with a blank expression and did the math herself. A forward woman always just slightly unnerved even the most cocksure man, so since Jack didn’t know about her ace, the simple math was that he must have slipped the keys in his own pocket after turning the jeep off, then forgot about it when she’d pinched his ass.

			He was enough of a gentleman to come around to her side of the jeep, and enough of a cad that, rather than opening the door, he lifted her out of it, his aura glowing as he did while he smiled. It didn’t seem a threat so much as being forward himself, since as he set her down, his hands gently brushed her breasts. “You can’t resist either, Mr. Braun.”

			“I could,” he confessed. “I just decided not to.”

			It was a romantic moment, made less romantic by a voice calling, “Señor Braun!”

			Trudy turned. A middle-aged Mexican man with an unusually lush mustache and an immaculate but sensible light linen suit walked up the street toward them, looking especially out of place against the gates of the City of Death.

			Jack looked as mystified as Trudy was. “Hello?” he asked. “I’m sorry, I’m not certain we’ve met.”

			“My apologies.” The man laughed. “You are unmistakable, but we have been in contact, after a fashion.” The man’s English was good, which Trudy was grateful for. “I am Tiburcio Aguilar, the landowner here. Your NBC leased these lots to build your African village and your…Xibalba?” He lapsed into Spanish or some other language at the end, looking at the grand gates ornamented with African-style skulls and devil masks.

			“The City of Death,” Trudy supplied. “La Ciudad de los Muertos.”

			“Ah, you speak Spanish!”

			“Un poquito,” Trudy said. “Mostly what I picked up at Puerto Rican bodegas.” While shoplifting and practicing with her ace ten years ago, though Trudy didn’t add that. She saw a telltale bulge under the linen of the landowner’s coat and knew he was packing heat, and a certain woman’s intuition that came from experience rather than the wild card made her suspect that Señor Aguilar, Mr. Eagle, likely made his dinero from less legal operations on the days when Hollywood wasn’t dumping a dump truck of money on his doorstep for property leases.

			“Well then, we shall speak English,” he said. “Welcome to Chupaderos!” He smiled at her especially.

			Trudy knew she was pretty enough to be an actress, so defused the obvious question. “Trudy,” she told him, “not Jane—yet—just script girl and Tarzan’s personal secretary.” She winked at Jack.

			Aguilar looked askance toward the City of Death, so Jack told him, “The gates to the Lost City. Tarzan’s going to find the Blue Stone of Heaven.” He gestured to Trudy and she held up the prop pendant.

			“Ah, a treasure hunt! There are many treasures in Durango, both found and lost. Durango is known for its silver mines, and gold as well.”

			“Any with a waterfall?” Trudy inquired.

			“Ah, then you know the legend?”

			“Legend?” Jack looked puzzled. “No, it’s just one of the locations in the script. Trudy helped doctor it. She had some really great ideas the writers were able to incorporate.”

			“The legend of Maximilian’s treasure,” Aguilar explained, prompting Jack to give Trudy a quizzical look. “Before Benito Juárez executed Emperor Maximilian, the European interloper packed forty-five barrels with gold and jewels plundered from Mexico, which he sent with Austrian soldiers up past the Rio Grande. But after they hired some former Confederate soldiers and were double-crossed, then suffered a Comanche attack, all that loot ended up lost, buried somewhere in Texas. Supposedly one survivor left a treasure map before he died, but it is yet to be found.” He stroked his lavish mustache sagaciously. “Señor Wayne is thinking about making a movie about it.”

			“That does sound like Wayne’s sort of story,” Jack agreed, still eyeing Trudy.

			“But that is only half the story!” Aguilar exclaimed. “Durango is far richer in silver than it is in gold, so Maximilian’s loyalists left all the silver behind, four hundred barrels, secreted, they say, in a cave or an old mine shaft, sealed by dynamite, along with Carlota’s choicest jewels, including her crown. Treasure hunters have been searching these hills for years. But the location was buried along with Maximilian’s loyalists, who took the secret to their grave.”

			Trudy readjusted her purse, the dozen diamond buttons lumpy in the lining, along with the sheaf of notes from Hetty Green, who in 1900 had paid a couple of Maximilian’s old loyalists for them, as well as the ciphered map to the location of the treasure. However, unlocking the cipher required not just the diamond buttons from Maximilian’s coat, but also Carlota’s pendant and Maximilian’s rings.

			Unfortunately, both the diamond and the emerald had been reset by Cartier and the old settings melted down before Trudy acquired the gems, making the key incomplete. “Do you have any idea where it is?” Trudy asked.

			Aguilar gestured expansively. “Ah, señorita, if I knew that, I would be a far richer man than I already am. The state is riddled with old mine shafts, the countryside is overflowing with waterfalls, and treasure legends go back to the days of the Aztecs; Maximilian’s is only the most recent. Besides which, Maximilian’s loyalists only planned to retrieve his treasure after the French had retaken Mexico and reinstalled Carlota as empress, which they never did. Even if one knew where it was, one would need mining equipment to excavate the tunnel.”

			Mining equipment, or the right ace power. Trudy could teleport things, including rocks, but she liked to stick to small ones, like gemstones. Big items tended to make her feel sick. But Jack Braun could lift a tank, so she was certain he could toss around a few pesky boulders.

			“Not that folk haven’t looked,” Aguilar continued. “There are countless mine shafts, as I said, going back to the days of the Aztecs, and many that were played out or collapsed on their own. The only difference is, the one with Maximilian’s treasure, if it exists, was collapsed almost a hundred years ago.”

			Ninety years, to be precise. Trudy had made careful study of Hetty Green’s notes, which were meticulous, as was to be expected of the famous miser and female finance wizard. Maximilian of Mexico had died on June 19, 1867, and his loyalists had tried to smuggle some of his loot and hide the rest shortly thereafter. “What a pity,” Trudy said with a sigh, “I am so fond of gems.” She held the faux Blue Stone of Heaven fondly while touching Maximilian’s rings and Carlota’s pendant behind it. “I’d love to have Carlota’s crown.” She smiled coquettishly at Jack. “Four hundred barrels of silver would be nice, too.”

			“Yeah, wouldn’t they,” Jack agreed. Given the terms of his divorce, Trudy knew exactly what he’d be using them for, or at least a large chunk of them…assuming the treasure fell into his hands.

			“But lost treasures aside,” Trudy said lightly, “do you know of any good caves or mine shafts where we could film, especially near a waterfall? As Jack said, we’re looking for sites for the script. Production found a few already, but it’s always nice to have other options.”

			“That it is,” Aguilar agreed, “but I would advise you not to go poking around in most of the mine shafts here. They are very old and the true City of Death.” He paused while she smiled, then he conceded, “But I can give you a list of the safer ones that are already closed off. The waterfalls as well.”

			“Editing can put the best waterfall together with the best cave,” Jack pointed out.

			“Of course,” Trudy agreed.

			“Would you like to come to my hacienda?” Aguilar pointed far up the road to an old Spanish Colonial–style dwelling, surrounded by the weeping branches of pepper trees—an original, of which the bungalows at the Garden of Allah were but a pale imitation.

			“Sure,” Jack said. “Can we offer you a ride?” He reached for his back pocket, and Trudy reached into her own pocket. It was a bit tricky and required some finesse, but she was able to teleport the key in just as Jack slipped his hand inside, leaving just enough of a gap. There was a flash of golden light from his palm that only she noticed, then Jack withdrew the key, slightly bent. “Sometimes forget my own strength,” he remarked, then casually pulled it straight with another glitter of golden light.

			Trudy hopped into the back with one hand on the roll bar while Jack offered Aguilar the passenger seat. It was just a quick jaunt up the road in the jeep but would have been a long if pretty walk in the light of sunset. There were long low verandas along the front and what looked to be a tennis court in back. And inside, there were also far too many ranch hands about for what didn’t seem a working ranch, but exactly as many as Trudy would expect for a local crime lord, especially one playing the part of being the grand man, completely willing to turn his hand to legitimate enterprise if it paid more.

			He was also a generous pour with the tequila and mezcal, filling handblown pale-blue shot glasses with dark-cobalt rims, the colors echoing the sky and the Blue Stone of Heaven. “Do you know where the tequila comes from?” he asked, holding up a shot and regarding it with almost divine reverence.

			“The bottle?” guessed Jack.

			“I was going to say the distillery, but I’ll go with his answer,” said Trudy.

			Everyone laughed, then Señor Aguilar said, “True and true, but it comes from the agave plant. It is said that the Aztec goddess of the agave, Mayahuel, got drunk on it one night and got together with her husband, Patecatl, god of the agave, who also got drunk, and soon she gave birth to four hundred drunken rabbits—and this long before the wild card!”

			Everyone laughed more, and the shots were handed out, then Señor Aguilar raised a toast. “To Mayahuel and her four hundred drunken rabbits!”

			Trudy slammed her shot for politeness, but it was strong. Delicious, but strong. Señor Aguilar poured a second round. “To Patecatl and his four hundred drunken rabbits!” Trudy sipped her second, because it was delicious, but held her hand up to beg off a refill. She wanting to keep her wits about her, especially since she wasn’t invulnerable like Jack.

			“To the firstborn of the four hundred drunken rabbits!” Señor Aguilar cried, raising the third round of shots. All the men drank again, Trudy realizing with something between awe and horror that he intended to make it through all four hundred rabbits, like some hellish Aztec version of “99 Bottles of Beer on the Wall,” only times four and plus four.

			At least, being a lady, she wasn’t expected to play machismo drinking games like Jack. Aguilar signaled to one of his boys, who made a margarita and presented it to her with great ceremony. She accepted and sipped it idly as she wandered away from the drinking game and took in the rest of the place.

			Aguilar’s hacienda was old and grand. Eighteenth century from the look of it, or at most very early nineteenth—Spanish Colonial in any case, long low adobe with glazed terra-cotta tiles and an interesting mixture of Spanish and French antiques. Maximilian probably hadn’t stayed here, but likely one of his supporters had, or at least someone who liked Empire furnishings. Atop the marble mantel was a French mantel clock with what looked to be figures of Cupid and Psyche—a golden girl with butterfly wings placing victor’s laurels atop the head of a golden boy with swan wings, who looked an awful lot like a shirtless gilded Jack Braun.

			Trudy would have liked to take the clock with her back to New York, but it was too hefty to easily lug around in a suitcase, not to mention the trouble of Aguilar and all his men, many of whom she started to recognize as locals from the production crew.

			But then came the main reason for their visit, as Aguilar paused the drinking after toasting the thirdborn drunken rabbit, then gathered them around an ancient oak table and laid out maps of Chupaderos and the surrounding countryside of Durango. Trudy paid special attention to the railway lines, asking about how close they were to certain waterfalls, caves, and mine shafts, almost all of which had fanciful poetic names, like la Gruta de la Sirena, the Grotto of the Mermaid; la Calavera Llorando, the Weeping Skull; and el Eje del Diablo, the Devil’s Shaft, the last of which was cause for a lot of giggling and bawdy jokes. “We’ve got use of a small locomotive,” she explained, “which will be useful for transporting the cameras and crew for location shots.”

			“Ah, Señor Wayne’s train? He made a very grand entrance when he first came to town.”

			“Wayne does that.” Jack chuckled. “But it was nice of him to let me use his private car when he leased us the train. Much nicer than the trailer I had in Brazil.”

			Drinking continued, Trudy still sipping her margarita idly while Jack showed off his ace for Aguilar and his men, glowing gold as he casually lifted the enormous oak table with one hand as it creaked and groaned. Trudy was reassured: Jack could move boulders easily—the trick was just getting him to do it. She hadn’t planned to tip her hand quite so soon, but one thing Dr. Tod had taught her about the crime biz is you made your plans, and then when everything fell to shit, you readjusted on the fly. That advice had served her well so far.

			Also, when an opportunity presented itself, you took advantage of it.

			Someone opened one of the windows to let in the cooler night air. The hacienda was well regulated for temperature, but the old-fashioned way, with adobe and tile, and still required ventilation. Trudy moved closer to the delicious cool, then smelled something even more delicious: the scent of marijuana.

			It was as illegal in Mexico as the US, but that was of course a way to say it was well known and generally something the police didn’t bother with unless some DA needed reelection, at which point it became the weed with its roots in hell. Trudy slipped out the back door and followed her nose down to the tennis court where three young men were taking in the cool night air and polluting it with a haze of pot smoke.

			Trudy’s Spanish was not good enough to understand what they were saying, especially with the thick Norteño accent, and they stopped speaking completely as soon as she appeared anyway, standing there with her mostly full margarita. But the verses of “La Cucaracha” provided the proper phrase. “Marihuana para fumar?” Trudy inquired, gesturing with her free hand, then miming a toke with an invisible joint when they didn’t immediately offer to share.

			Chivalry was not dead, thankfully, and neither was the pot: It was very good, very fresh, and very clear proof that Señor Aguilar was not just the local crime lord but the local drug lord as well. “Gracias,” Trudy thanked them, hoping her secondhand Puerto Rican Spanish didn’t sound too barbaric.

			“De nada,” they said, then a garble of Spanish that was too quick and too thickly accented for her to understand. She smiled apologetically, but she was a pretty woman, flirting was a universal language, and she realized that, rather than talking about marihuana, the word that they were instead saying repeatedly was Juana, which was Spanish for “Jane.”

			It was an easy and obvious guess, the same one that Cheetah made earlier, but Trudy was willing to run with it if it got her more joints. “Sí, Juana,” she agreed, gesturing for more marijuana.

			One proffered not just a joint, but a pretty silver cigarette case, the cover worked in an Aztec design with a hummingbird. Inside were almost a dozen fat joints. Trudy wanted to take them all, and the case, too, but just plucked one, and then hesitantly and coquettishly inquired, “Para mañana?” and plucked three more. Being Jane had its perks.

			She toked a bit more and smiled and nodded for politeness, then finally said, “Gracias” again and waved her goodbyes, going back to the house. She stubbed out the quarter-smoked joint on one of the doorposts before she went in, adding it and the fresh joints to the cigarette case in her purse—a nice bit of Kuppenheim silverwork and Usabal enamel she’d lifted from a German diplomat at last year’s Met Gala—then went back inside to find Jack doing more shots with Aguilar, toasting even more ridiculous numbers of drunken rabbits, and beginning to lose the machismo contest. Rather than risk a teleport and a lie, Trudy just leaned over to hug Jack, took it as another excuse to pat his ass, then picked his pocket the old-fashioned way and showed him the keys. “I may not be one of the Four Aces,” she told him, taking pride in the fact that she was in fact the First Ace, hidden up her sleeve the whole time, “but Jane’s sober, Tarzan’s not, and I’m driving us back.”

			“But we’re still drinking!” Jack pointed out.

			“And you still can,” Trudy pointed back, “I’m just saying this lady’s not unbreakable, so I’d rather drive. Could I get some water, please?” Trudy set down her margarita, still half full.

			“Of course,” said Aguilar. “Agua, para la señorita!” Three of his men stepped to, one with a handblown amber tumbler fitted with a pierced iron sleeve it had been blown through, the other with the carafe from the same service, pouring it mostly full before handing it to her, and the third offering her the matching ice bucket filled with chipped ice and a set of abalone-handled tongs.

			“Gracias.” Trudy selected three large diamond-like chips and added them to her glass.

			“To women who know what they want!” proclaimed Aguilar, raising his shot of tequila and nodding to her in salute. All his men did as well, and so did Jack.

			“I’ll drink to that!” Trudy raised her glass in return, but merely sipped it while the men slammed theirs.

			It took three more shots and toasts to the drunken rabbits to put Golden Boy under the table, but under he went, flashing gold briefly as he hit the floor. Aguilar had to be propped up by his men, but he laughed and held up his empty shot glass in triumph while his men quickly poured him glasses of water so he didn’t die of alcohol poisoning. Trudy had seen such antics with Dr. Tod’s gang before—minus Dr. Tod, who was a badass with half his face shot off who didn’t like fraternizing with his men—but Tod also didn’t much care what they did on their own time so long as they were sober when he needed them.

			Aguilar obviously had a different touch, and some of the men were doubtless his relatives—possibly sons, definitely nephews. Trudy had seen similar dynamics in the Italian mob, the Irish, the Puerto Ricans—pretty much every family gang—so it came as little surprise that the Mexicans followed the same pattern. Dr. Tod had been a lot more hardcore, and it was more than a bit of a relief that he was dead. Trudy laid flowers at Jetboy’s Tomb every Wild Card Day for that alone.

			The fact that she’d known about the virus beforehand?

			Well, she could have possibly told someone—should have told someone—but Trudy was a pretty girl with an almost magical alien power, and if she’d told anyone, she would have ended up a lab rat before Wild Card Day and a government slave after it, so she was smart to keep her trap shut.

			Dr. Tod had taught her that, too.

			Trudy’s own experience with mobs told her that Aguilar had won respect and loyalty by drinking the big ace under the table, but the time had now come to get Jack home. She’d set herself up as his personal secretary, and this is what came with that paycheck. “Could some of your boys help me get him to the car?” Trudy asked politely. “Jack’s a bit big for me to lift.”

			Laughing and whooping and peppering their talk with assorted good-natured Mexican insults—Trudy overheard cabrón, pendejo, and puto, among others—a small gang of six men lifted Jack off the ground and carried him out to the car, laughing again as his head flashed gold when they whacked it on one of the doorposts. They were rather drunk themselves, so Trudy didn’t know whether this was accidental or on purpose.

			Trudy followed, taking the maps and notes Aguilar had gifted her with. These would be extremely useful in combination with Hetty Green’s notes.

			She buckled Jack in because no matter how unharmed he’d be if he fell out, there was no way she was lifting him back in herself. His force field stopped any attempts to slap him awake, and nudging and poking did little good, either, which was especially annoying because the lane to John Wayne’s ranch was hard to find in the dark. But finally, after going up and down the same section of road, the jeep’s headlights caught the glitter of the shiny new railway switch to Wayne’s private lane.

			Trudy pulled into the ranch and parked, right beside Wayne’s private train car, a beautiful Pullman number constructed from varnished wood. Knowing Wayne, it had probably once carried Lincoln, or at least Chester A. Arthur—or in any case someone else similarly flashy and important.

			Trudy looked up, taking a moment to admire the desert sky. Just as the day was a blue she’d never seen in New York City, the night glittered with more stars than she’d ever seen in her life, like a dome of polished lapis lazuli. Breathtaking. But she still needed to get in and get to bed, and she needed to get Jack into his bed, too. Leaving him out overnight wouldn’t do, and not just because she liked him—she needed his ace if there was any chance of this scheme working.

			Jack still didn’t shake awake, so she looked around, hoping to see someone up and out who could help her get Jack out of the jeep and into Wayne’s private railway car. Everyone seemed to have gone in. But then, in silhouette, Trudy noticed someone still out in the darkness of the back patio, leaning back and looking up at the stars. From the waist down, the silhouette was the unremarkable and indistinguishable legs and shoes of a young man, but from the waist up the body was that of a chimp. Cheetah.

			Trudy got out of the jeep and went over to the joker. “Hey, Cheetah. I was hoping you might help me with something.”

			The joker grinned at her, his yellowy chimp teeth white in the light of the starry sky. “What do you need, Not-Jane?”

			“Call me Trudy,” she told him, then pointed back to the jeep. “Jack tied a few too many on, so I want to get him back in his train car so he can sleep it off without alerting everyone else.”

			“Always good to get on the boss’s good side.” Cheetah grinned wider. “Sure.” He got up and ambled over with her, taking a look at Jack Braun still passed out drunk in the jeep, slightly snoring. “He’s awfully big. I don’t want him to suddenly wake up and start fighting me if we drag him.”

			“Aren’t chimps a lot stronger than humans anyway?”

			Cheetah waved one long chimp arm, gesturing to Jack. “Yeah, but chimp-strong ain’t ace-strong, and he’s Golden Boy! I once surprised my friend Troll and he nearly ripped my arm out of its socket. I may hate having ape arms, but I still like having two of them.” He massaged his jaw with one chimp hand a lot like Aguilar had stroked his mustache. “Let me go get some help. But trust me, the guys I know are discreet—they won’t tell no one about Jack’s little indiscretion…”

			Before Trudy could object, Cheetah ran off, except not for the ranch, but the barn. He disappeared inside, then came back leading a gang of identically disfigured jokers, all of them looking like chimps, including one tragic joker woman wearing a polka-dotted dress that looked like she’d gotten it by mugging Minnie Mouse. Then, a second later, Trudy realized they weren’t jokers at all; they were actual chimpanzees—all the chimp Cheetahs they’d used last season before they’d hired the joker Cheetah for close-ups.

			Cheetah gestured to the chimp in the Minnie Mouse getup. “Trudy, meet Bonzo. Her real name is Peggy. Peggy, meet Trudy.” Cheetah waved his arms then, thumping his chest and moving his chimp fingers through the complex gestures of sign language. Peggy grinned, then took the sides of her skirt and dropped a curtsy, as neat as Alice greeting the Queen of Hearts. Then she turned to Cheetah and distended her lips in a grotesque pucker, and he responded in turn by doing the same and giving her a kiss.

			Trudy had seen chimps dressed as humans kissing on The Ed Sullivan Show, and sometimes even kissing human trainers, or Ronald Reagan, but seeing Cheetah kissing Peggy seemed deeply wrong. But the moment the kiss was done, Cheetah began wildly signing to the chimp gang, who grinned and capered maniacally, then a second later all of them went and hopped in the jeep, including Peggy, unbuckling Jack from his seatbelt, then carrying him overhead like a high school football hero being borne aloft by his team after the big game.

			“Is the railway car unlocked?” Cheetah asked.

			“I don’t think so,” said Trudy, then checked the jeep keys and thankfully found a second key attached to the ring. She took it over to the door of the Pullman car and inserted it. It turned smoothly, and a moment later she had it open. A cavalcade of apes pushed by her, followed by half-ape Cheetah, bearing Jack into the interior of the Pullman car.

			Trudy followed, fumbling for a button to get the lights on. They sparkled to life, converted Victorian oil lamps or gas brackets with handblown shades, revealing that the train car was indeed lavish: gleaming brass fittings, rich burgundy leather and velvet upholstery, and everywhere pictures of US cowboys and Mexican caballeros.

			Cheetah’s chimp squad found the bed, done up for the Duke with a Grandmother’s Fan quilt and pillowcases embroidered with wagon wheels and cowpoke whatnot, and dumped Golden Boy there, still snoring, with a flash of golden light. Cheetah screeched for attention, signing wildly, then all of the chimps filed out. Bonzo/Peggy brought up the rear, dropping a curtsy to Trudy unprompted, then puckered up for a kiss from Cheetah, which he gave her, followed by a fond pat on the ass—a bare bright-pink chimp ass, since Peggy wasn’t wearing any panties under the Minnie Mouse skirt, because she wasn’t human.

			“So you’re an ace who can talk to chimps?” Trudy asked.

			“Nah,” Cheetah told her. “Like I said, my dad’s a primatologist. He taught me sign language, and I’ve been signing to chimps since I was five. They’re a lot smarter than people think, but it’s still like talking to toddlers. But since I got like this, they like me a lot more.”

			Thinking of chimps as toddlers felt even creepier to Trudy than thinking of them as animals, but it’s not like she was puckering up to kiss Cheetah, so she could adjust her scruples, as she had so many times before. “Thanks. I owe you.” She sighed, glancing at Jack. “Golden Boy will, too, once he sobers up. Mum’s the word?”

			“Mum,” said the half-chimp joker, bringing one long chimp finger to his chimp lips in the very human sign for silence. Then he lowered it, cocked his head, and grinned at her as his nostrils flared. “But so far as favors go, I’ve got a chimp’s nose, too, and I can smell that you scored some Mary Jane, Not-Jane—I mean Trudy. Set a fellow up?”

			“Of course,” Trudy said, taking out her cigarette case, “I only got a few, but I know where I can get more.” She took out one, then on second thought handed him two, flashing him the inside of the case so he knew she wasn’t holding out on him.

			“Thanks, Trudy,” he said, placing one joint behind his chimp ear and putting the other in his lips as he reached into his pocket and took out a Zippo. “You’re a peach.”

			“You too,” Trudy told him.

			He lit up before he went out the door, took an appreciative toke, then waved as he hopped out of the private train car and shut the door behind him.

			Trudy looked at Jack, lying there passed out atop John Wayne’s quilt, then began to untie his shoes before taking off his clothes.

			

			—

			Trudy woke up to Jack shaking her awake, but gently. She didn’t have an invulnerable force field, so she appreciated the care. “Ow,” moaned Jack. “What hit me?”

			“Four hundred drunken rabbits,” Trudy told him. “Also, some tequila and mezcal. Bugs Bunny, Harvey, and Oswald the Lucky Rabbit all went to visit Mom in your head.” Jack stared at her blankly, so she explained, “You got into a drinking contest with Señor Aguilar.”

			“Did I win?”

			“No,” Trudy told him truthfully, “and yes. You let the local mob boss beat the strongest man in the world in a drinking game, giving him loads of credit with his men and giving you a friend you’re going to need if you’ll be shooting here for any length of time.”

			Jack had been burned too badly by life to properly sound like an ingénue, but he did sound a bit surprised. “He’s a mob boss? How—”

			“My name’s Trudy Pirandello. Pirandello. I grew up on Arthur Avenue. You know the Gambiones? Not a nice family. I know how to spot a mobster when I see one. Besides, there’s this.” Trudy reached over for her purse. They were both naked in bed except for the chain around her neck with Carlota’s pendant and Maximilian’s rings.

			Trudy slipped out her cigarette case, formerly the German diplomat’s cigarette case. It was a pretty thing with an erotic enameled portrait of a rich woman in a pink-and-gray gown being kissed in the middle of her back by her rakish tuxedoed lover. The portrait was signed Luis Usabal, 10, which would be 1910, which matched the clothing and furniture—and while it was from Grandma’s day, it was a nice bauble to show your lover in bed. Even nicer when you popped it open and revealed a couple of fresh joints.

			Trudy took the stubbed-out one for herself, then offered the remaining fresh one to Jack, who accepted. “I think they thought you a little straitlaced,” Trudy told him, “but it’s Jane’s job to take care of Tarzan, and these should help with the hangover.”

			She got out her lighter, which was silver as well, with a Siamese temple dancer on it. She’d picked it up from a shop window in Chinatown and kept it because it worked well. She lit Jack’s joint, then her own.

			“Damn,” he said. “This is good. Where—”

			“Some of Aguilar’s men were smoking out by the tennis court,” she told him plain. “They asked if I was Jane, so I said yes.” She took a drag, then gave him a sidelong glance. “You open to that?”

			“Maybe,” Jack told her, then took a deep drag. “Depends on NBC, too. I’m not my own man right now, and the writers weren’t planning to bring Jane in until third season. But we can see.” He glanced over at the sparkling rocks between Trudy’s tits. “So are you after Max’s silver to go with his diamonds and emeralds?”

			“Hey, who doesn’t like a treasure hunt? And who couldn’t use four hundred barrels of silver?” Trudy took another toke, wondering how much of the truth to tell him. Dr. Tod had taught her that a partial truth was always more effective than an outright lie, especially when part of the truth had already been uncovered. “The old man I inherited it from told me that it had been smuggled into the US in 1900 by a couple guys from Durango. They got arrested and it got auctioned off to some senator, then when it came up for sale again, he got it, along with the story of what Maximilian’s former loyalists said. Supposedly the mine shaft with the treasure is at the back of a cave behind a waterfall, and it’s also close to railway tracks for an old mine spur.” She shrugged. “That’s all I know.”

			She wasn’t sure if he trusted her, since his expression was hard to read, bespeaking mostly hangover and pot, along with whatever the wild card had done to boost his metabolism. But thinking about it must have made his head hurt, judging by his pained expression. “All I know, Trudy, is that I’ve got to take a leak then get some breakfast. It would be great if you could join me, and we can talk about this later when I’m not hungover.”

			“Okay, Tarzan,” Trudy said, watching as he got out of bed. His nice ass looked nicer than ever, and his abs looked even more chiseled, which spoke to him being dehydrated. But she could still admire the view while it lasted.

			

			—

			Breakfast was beans and rice and tortillas, which didn’t feel that breakfasty to Trudy but seemed pretty standard to the extras. Jack didn’t care, either since he’d been to Latin America before or because he had a hangover. Probably both. Trudy tried it and found that she liked it. She’d eaten a lot worse as a kid and during the war anyway, and while wealth was great, her ace and the money it could literally put in her hands had taught her that while unlimited caviar and champagne were fine, sometimes all you wanted was a good patty melt. And if the best ones were at Biff’s in Jokertown? That’s where you went.

			She didn’t know if these were the best beans in Durango, but they were pretty good, and she recognized the kid slinging them as one of the youths from Aguilar’s tennis court last night. “Gracias,” she told him as she went back for a second helping and winked.

			“De nada, Juana,” he told her with a knowing smile as Jack staggered in, looking rode hard and put away wet; Trudy thought the kid might be one of the ones who’d carried the big ace to the car.

			The rest of the crew was definitely amused around Jack, too, at least all the gaffers and extras and other folk, especially once they got to the set and more of the gang from Aguilar’s hacienda showed up. Jack sobered up in the makeup chair then walked around with his shirt off while they started filming the scene with the gates of the City of Death, which consisted of blue-eyed Britt Lomond playing a dashing archaeologist while David Niven, Method-acting for his life to play the botanist, tried to convince everyone that an ordinary potted bromeliad was some rare African plant that the natives thought had supernatural properties. Newcomer Ivan Dixon, playing Colonel Takakombi, looked incredulous, while Tarzan just looked stoned and hungover—but his abs looked awesome, so the director told the cameraman to focus on those.

			Trudy was at loose ends. Since they didn’t need the Blue Stone of Heaven today, she was allowed to hang on to it for safekeeping. When Trudy asked where they’d found such a nice prop, the wardrobe mistress told her that there was a silversmith in town who’d made it. Trudy thanked her and strolled off. She always loved window-shopping.

			A couple of streets over from the false Wild West main street was the actual main street of Chupaderos. A dressmaker sold frilly quinceañera dresses, bridal gowns, and christening gowns so ornate and lacy they could have doubled as bordello lampshades. The next shop was an undertaker, with a full window display of coffins. But next door was the silversmith.

			Trudy went over, gazing at the various rings and necklaces in the window, wondering if there were any trinkets worthy of being plucked with her ace and its five-finger discount, especially since everything here was silver rather than gold and semiprecious rather than precious gemstones.

			Then her eyes strayed past a mannequin bust wearing a familiar necklace and an ornate tiara to a couple standing at the back of the shop, behind the jeweler. Standing life-sized but suspiciously still, because Trudy realized the couple was in fact a full-sized portrait of Empress Carlota and her husband, Maximilian.

			Trudy stepped into the silver shop. She had not imagined it. Maximilian and Carlota were standing there, with their full regalia and ornaments of state, in what could only be a coronation portrait once owned by some loyalist royalist. It hadn’t been destroyed in any of the revolutions to follow but instead ended up as the eye-catching display of a small-town silversmith in the Mexican hinterlands. The silversmith smiled and nodded, then his eyes fixated on the Blue Stone of Heaven around Trudy’s neck. He beamed with pride. “Ah, you are Tarzan’s new Juana!”

			It seemed that a small lie got around quickly in a small town. “Why yes,” said Trudy, running with it, clutching the Blue Stone of Heaven proudly and hiding the lump of Maximilian’s rings and Carlota’s pendant nestled into her bra.

			“I am Diego Barriopedro. Welcome to my shop.”

			Trudy smiled. It wasn’t hard because she was noticing that the mannequin in the window was wearing an exact copy of Carlota’s lost crown from the portrait, only reproduced in silver and rhinestones, making for a particularly lavish quinceañera crown, and her pendant as well, only in silver and citrine instead of gold and greenish-yellow diamond like the original Trudy was hiding.

			She went farther into the shop, walking up to Maximilian, or at least his painted effigy. She recognized the dozen diamond buttons on his coat, which looked the same as the
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